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I RECElVE!) mE CAPrAlN OF THE 
ward vigiles in my atrium, as I had on every moming since 
my election to the Conunission of 'lwenty-Six. , am not an 
early nser by nature, and the office had no more onerous 

duty for me. It was still dark and even my few clients had 

not yet begun to arrive. The squad of vigiles sat sleepily 

along a bench against the atrium wall, their leather huckets 

at their feet, while my aged janitor served them cups of wa

tered, sour wine, hot and steaming. 

"No fires in the night, Commissioner," the captain re

ported. "At least, not in this ward." 

"May the gods be thanked," I said. "Anywhere else?" 

''There was a hig one over near the Circus. We could 
see it clearly from the crest of the Viminal. It may still be  /' 
burning." 



"Which way is the wind blowing?" I asked, alanned. If 

it was one of those oil warehouses between the Circus and 

the river, the fire could be aU over the city by noon. 
"From the north." 

1 let out a relieved sigh and vowed a goat to Jupiter if 

he would keep Boreas blowing tfHiay. "Anything else?" 

''Two householders reported break-ins"-the vigile sti-
r - fled a yawn-Uand we found a hody in the alley between the 

Syrian apothecary and Publius's wineshop." 

"Murdered?" I asked. 

"Strangled. With a bowstring, it appeare41. We wlisted 

Publius out and he said the man was named Marcus Agee, 

.
and he'd been renting a room above the wineshop for the 

last two months." 
"Freeborn or freedman?" 1 asked. 

"Must be freedman, because a couple of my men said 

they recogni7.ed him as a Thracian daggerman who used to 

fight under the name of Sinistrus. He hadn't fought in the 

last two years, though. Maybe' he saved enough lo buy his 

own freedom." 

"Small loss, then. Was he with Macro's gang, or one of 

the othel1)?" 
"Not as I know," the vigUe said, shrugging. 

"Just more trouble for me. Now I'll have to search the 

dole rolls to verify his residence in the district. then try to 

tra(:k down his fonner owner. He may wish to take charge of 

-- the body." I don't approve of manumitting gladiators, as a 

general thing. A man who has spent several years as a li

censed killer is not likely to settle into the role of responsible 

citizen easily. Usually. they squander their savings within a 

few months of manumission, enroll on the grain dole, then 
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drift into one of the gangs or hire on as a strong-ann man 

for some politician. 

Still, I was grateful that there had been only one murder 

to investigate. After a nigh\ when the gangs were restless, it 

was not unusual to find a do'Zen or more bodies in the back 

alleys of the Suhura. We had just celebrated the Plebeian 

Games, and the city was usually quiet after a big festival. 

For a day or two, at any rate. 

You must understand, whoever you are, that in those 

days Rome, mistress of half the world. was a place as savage 

as a village of Nile pygmies. Roman soldiel1) kept the peace 
in hundreds of cities around our sea, but not a single soldier 

patrolled the streets of Rome. Tradition forbade it. Instead, 

the city was controlled hy street gangs, each under the pro

tection of a powenul family or politician for whom it per

formefi tasks liable to criminal prosecution. 

I dismissed the vigiles t.o their long-awaited sleep, then 

hastily received my clients. This was at the very beginning 

of my career, you understand, and my clients were few: a 

couple of family freedmen, a discharged soldier from the le

gion I had served in briefly, and a householder from a roml 

plebeian family tmditionally under the protection of the Cae

cilii. 1 might have had none at all, but my father had insisted 

that a man slarting out in public life had to have a few clients 

dogging- his steps in the morning to lend him dignity. They 

saluted me as patron and inquired whether I required any 

services of them that day. It would be several years before I 

should actually need an entourage of clients, but it was cus

tomary. 

My janitor brought them small gifts of food which they 

wrapped up in their napkins, and we all set off to visit my / 
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patron. This was my father, Decius CaeciJius Metellus the 
Elder, hearer of a proud and ancient name, but known to all 

- and sundry as Cut-Nose because he had taken a Cimbrian 
sword across his face at Raudine Plain while serving under 
General Marius. He never stopped talking about the cam
paign and took a good deal of credit for the great victory. 
Sometimes, after a few cups of wine, Father would admit that 
Marius deserved some recognition. 

Father, old Roman to the core, kept his janitor chained 
to the gatepost, although anyone could see that the chain 
link attached to the man's ankle-ring was just a hook, which 
the fellow could detach at any time. 

"Deeius Caeeilius Metellus the Younger," I announced, 
"and his clients, to pay our respects to the patron." 

The slave let us into the atrium, which was already 
crowded with Father's other clients, of which he had a pro
digious mol,. He was an Urban Praetor that year, an office 
of great dignity. He would be standing for the Consulate in 
two years, and a man who must make innumerable long
winded speeches needs a sizable cheering section. Many of 
the men present that morning had permanently hoarsened 
tbeir voices by cheering every point made and every clever 
tum of phrase during Father's career as a lawyer pleading 
before the court. This was a court day and Father's lictors 
were there, leaning on their rod-bundled axes. At least, this 
year, Father would be presiding rather than pleading; a relief 
to every ear and Jarynx present. 

The room was ahuzz with the usual city gossip; the low
born chattered of races and swordsmen, the belter-bred con
centrating on politics and foreign affairs and the deeds of 
our over-adventumus and squabbling generals. Everybody 
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traded the latest omens, and applied them to the doings of 
charioteers, gladiators. politicians and generals. There was 
much talk of the fire near the Circus. AU Romans live in 
mortal terror of fire. 

Eventually, the gll"..at man appeared. His toga was as 
white as a candidate's except for its broad purple stripe. 
Unlike most modem politicians, Father was not accompanied 
by a bodyguard of riffraff such as the late Marcus Ager. He � 
said it demeaned the dignity of a Senator to walk as if in 
fear of his fellow citizens. On the other hand, he had few 
political or personal enemies, so he was in no real danger. 
Mter greeting a few of his more prominent clients, he sig
naled for me to approach him. After we exchanged greetings, 
he clapped me on the shoulder. 

"Decius, my son, I've been hearing good reports of your 

work on the Commission of Twenty-Six." The old man had 

been most disappointed in my lack of aptitude and interest 

in a military career. 1 had served the bare minimum ne(�es

sary to qualify for public office and used a millor wound as 

an excuse to go hack to Rome and stay there. Now that I 

was embarked on my civil career, though, Father wa'i willing 

to ac;knowledge me again. 

"I try to do my duty. And J find that J have a Hair for 

snooping." 
·"Yes well"-Father waved a hand as if dismissing my , 

comment-"you have subordinates for that sort of thing, you 
know. You really should confine your activities to those com
mensurate with your rank: arresting those who are a danger 
to the community and making a report of your investigation 
to the Senate." 

"Sometimes wealthy or highborn people must be ques-
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tioned, Father," I explained. "Often I find that such persons 
will talk to a noble in a way they would never do with some 
state freedman." 

"Don't try to gull me, young man," Father said sternly. 
"You enjoy it. You've never overcome your taste for low com

pany and disreputable pursuits." I shrugged in acknowledg

ment. 

Perhaps I should explain something here: In this mod

em age of blurring social distinctions, the significance of this 

exchange might be lost. We Caecilii Metelli are an ancient 

and incredibly numemus family of great distinction, but our 

ancestor arrived in Rome just a bit too late to qualify for 

patrician status. We are of the plebeian nobility, which to my 

taste is the most desirable status: qualified to hold the high

est public office without the ceremonial restrictions endured 

by patricians. In practical career terms it meant only that we 

were barred from certain priesthoods, which was all to the 
good. Sacerdotal duties are the bane of public life, and I 

never held a priesthood I didn't loathe. 

Still standing, Father ate his breakfast from a tray held 

by a slave. Breakfast consisted of a crust or two of hread 

sprinkled with salt and helped down with a cup of water. 

This is a custom rich in staunch old Roman virtue no doubt 

but deficient in the fortifying nourishment require,i by a m� 
who will spend a full day on the work of the Senate. It was 

my own practice to have a far more substantial meal in bed. 

Father always assured me that this was a barbaric practice, 

fit only for Greeks and Orientals, so perhaps I played an 

unknowing part in the downfall of the Republic. Be that as 

it may, I still have my breakfast in bed. 

Luckily, since this was a court day, Father did not re-
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quire us all to accompany him to the levee of his patron, the 
advocate, great orator and thoroughgoing scoundrel, Quintus 
Hortensius Hortalus. Instead, we merely accompanied him 
to the Basilica, preceded by his lictors, and made sure that 
his entrance was properly solemn and dignified before the 
day's uproarious litigation began. As soon as he was en-� 
sconced in his curule chair, I made my way back out to the 
Forum for my customary round of meeting and greeting prior 
to embarking upon the business of the day. This could be 
time-consuming. As a junior civil servant, I was of little per
sonal importance, but my father was a praetor who might well 
be Consul someday, so I was sought out by many. 

In all of the great and varied city of Rome, I love the 
Forum best. Since childhood, I have spent part of nearly 
every day there. During my few and unwilling ahsences from 
the city, it was the Forum that 1 longed for most. At the time 
of which I now write, the Forum was a marvelously jumbled 
mass of temples, some of them still wooden; market stalls; 
fortune-tellers' booths; speakers' platfoffils; monuments of 
past wars; dovecotes for sacrificial birds; and the general I 
lounging, idling and gossiping-place for the center of the 
world. Now, of course, it is a marble confection erected to 
the glory of a single family instead of the ancient tribal gath
ering place and market that I loved. I am happy to report, 
though, that the pigeons decorate the new monuments just 
as they did the old. 

Remembering my vow of the morning, I made my way 
to the Temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline. Word had it that 
the fire was under control, so I had downgraded my sacrifice 
to a dove. My personal income was small, and my office was 

not one which attracted many bribes, so it behooved me to r 
take care with my expenditures. 
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[ pulled a fold of my toga over my head and entered 

the dim, smoky interior of the ancient huilding. In this tem

ple T could almost helieve myself in the presence of the old 

Caecifii who had lived in the wood-and-thatch village of 

Roma which had stood on these hills. and had perfanned 

their rituals.in this temple. I speak. of course, of the temple 

as it was before the present restorations which have turned 

it into a second-rate copy of a Greek temple to Zeus. 

1 gave my dove to the priesl on duty and the bird was 

duly killed to the presumed satisfaction of Jupiter. While the 

brief ritual was perfomled, I noticed a man standing next to 

me. With his toga pulled over his head, I could see only that 

he was a youngish man, pemaps about my age. His toga was 

of fine quality. and his sandals had the little ivory crescent 

of the patrician fastened at the ankles. 

As I left the temple, the man hastily followed. as if he 

wanted to speak to me. Outside, on the broad portico which 

has the finest of all views of the city. we uncovered our heads. 

His face seemed familiar, but it was the thinning hair ahove 

his still-youthful face which jogged my memory. 

"I greet you, Decius of the illustrious Caeeilii," he said, 

embracing me and bestowing upon me the kiss which all 

Romans in public life must endure. It seemed to me that this 

nonnally pe:rfunetory salute was given with more warmth than 

was absolutely necessary. 

"And I greet you, Caius Julius Caesar." Even through 

the veil that separates us, I can detect your smile. Bur the 

moot trumpeted name in Roman history was not famous then. 

In those days, young Caesar was known only for the aston

ishing number and variety of his debaucheries, and for his 

extravagant debts. However, to everyone's amazement, he 
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had suddenly displayed a civic conscience and was standing 

for a quaestorship as a champion of the common man. 

His new democratic ideals raised no few eyebrows. 

since the ancient Julian gens, although it had produced no 

men of public distinction ill mrulY generations, had always 

heen of tlle aristocratic party. Young Caius was breaking with 

family tradition in siding with the Populares. True, his uncle 

by marriage was Marius, that same general in whose service 

my father had earned his nickname. That murderous old man 

had terrorized Rome in his last years as Consul and leader 

of the Populares, but he still had many admirers in Rome 

and throughout lLaly. 1 also reminded myself that Caesar was 

married to the daughter of Cinna. who had been Manus's 

colleague in the Consulate. Yes, young Caius Julius Caesar 

wa� definitely a man to watch. 

"May I inquire after the health of your esteemed fa

ther?" he asked. 

"Healthy as a Thracian," I answered. "He's in court 
today. When 1 left him. the Basilica was packed with Sena

tors suing to get back their property confiscated by Sulla." 

"That's a business that'll take years to sort out," Caesar 

said wryly. When he had been a very young man and SuUa 

was Dictator, Sulla had ordered him to divorce Cornelia, 

Cinna's daughter. In a rare moment of personal integrity, 

Caesar had refused and was forced to flee Italy until Sulla's 
death. That act of defiance had made him celebrated for a 

short time, but those had been eventful days in Rome, and 

most of the survivors had nearly forgotten him. 

We descended the Capitoline. and Caesar asked my 

destination. He seemed o(ldly interested in my affairs. But 

then, when he was running for office Caius Julius (:ould be 
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=- as amiable and ingratiating as a Subura whore. 
"Since I'm so near," 1 answered, "I might as well look 

in on the Ludus Statilius. I have to investigate the death of 
a man who may have come from there." 

"A gl<:tdiator? Does the demise of that sort of trash really 
rate the time of a public official?" 

"It does if he's been freed and is a citizen on the grain 
dole," 1 said. 

"I suppose so. Well, let me accompany you, then, I've 
been meaning to make the acquaintance of Statilius for some 
time, After all, you and 1 will one day be aed..iles, in charge 
of the Games, and we'll need these contacts." He smiled and 
clapped me on the shoulder, as if we had been dear friends 
for life instead of virtual strangers, 

The Statilian training school consisted of an open yard 
sumlUnded by barrack-buildings arranged in a square. There 
were three tiers of ceUs for the fighters, and the school main
tained nearly a thousand at any one time. The Slatilian family 
was devoted to the sports of the amphitheater, and the school 
was run so tightly thai even during the slave rebellion of the 
three previous years, the school had remained open, supply
ing a steady stream of expert swordsmen for the public 
Games. 

We stood for a while in the portico, enjoying the practice 
of the fighters in the yard, where the beginners fought the 
post and the more experienced fought each other with prac-

__ tice weapons. The veterans fenced with real swords. 1 have 
always been a devotee of the amphitheater and the Circus, 
and I had even taken some sword instruction mYRelf at thiR 
school. before my military service. The Ludus Statilius stood 
where the Theater of Pompey now stands. and it now comes 
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back to me, after all these years, that we must have been 
standing that morning almost on the spot where Caius Julius 
diet! twenty-six years later. 

The head trainer came to greet us, an immense man in 
a (:oat of bronze scales with 8 helmet the size of a vigile's 
bucket under his ann. His face and alms bore more scars 
than the back of a runaway slave. Obviously, a ehampion of 
years past. 

"May 1 help you, my masters?" he asked, bowing cour
teously. 

"I am Decius Caecilius uf the Commission of Twenty
Six. I wish to speak to Lucius StatiliuR, if he is here," The 
trainer shouted for a slave to run and summon the master. 

"You are Draco of the Samnite School, are you not?" 
Caesar said. The trainer nodded. 1 knew the name, of course, 
it had been famous for yeaTS, but 1 had never seen him with
out his helmet. "You had ninety-six victories when I left 
Rome ten years ago," 

"One hundred twenty-five when 1 retired, master, and 
five munera sine missione." Allow me to explain this lenn, 
which has fallen out of use. Before they were forbidden by 
law, munera $ine mi!i,�ione were special Games in which as 
many as a hundred men fought until only one was left on his 
feet, sometimes fighting in sequt:!n<:e, sometimes all against 
all. This man had survived five such, besides his one hun
dred twenty-five single combats. This may help to ('"-"plain 
why I prefer that such men bt:! confined except when em
ployed in their official public capacity, W hile we waited for 
Statilius, Draco and Julius chatted about the Games, with 
the swordsman predictably lamenting the sorry state to which 

the art of mortal combat had fallen since his day. 
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··In the old days," he said, smiting his chest with his 
fist and making the scales rdttie, "we fought in full armor, 
and it was a contest of skill and endurance. Now they fight 
with the breasl bared and the fights are over before they fairly 
begin. Soon, they wiU just push naked slaves out into the 
arena to kill one another with no training at all. There's no 
honor in that." It has been my observation that even the 
most degraded of men have some notion of honor which they 
cling to. 

Statilius arrived, accompanied by a man in Greek dress 
---who wore a fillet around his brow, plainly the school's resi

dent physician. Statilius was a tall man, dressed in a decent 
toga. He introduced the physician, who rejoiced in the gran
diose name of Asklepiodes. Briefly, I asked Statilius about 
Marcus Ager. 

"You mean Sinistrus? Yes, he was here for a while. Just 
a third-rate daggemlan. I sold him a couple of years ago to 

someune looking for a bodyguard. Let me consult my ree
ords." He hurried off to his office while Caesar SlId T con
versed with the trainer and the physician. 

The Greek studied my face for a moment and said: "I 
see you'vt! been in hattIe against the Spaniards:' 

"Why, yes," I said, surprised. "How did you know?" 
"That scar," he said, indicating a jagged line along the 

right side of my jaw. It's sliB there. and has plagued my 
harbers for the sixty yt!ars since 1 received it. '1'hat scar was 
made by a Catalan javelin." The Greek folded his arms and 
waited to receive our awestruck applause. 

"·Is if troe?" Julius asked. "When was that, Decius? 
Sertorius's rebellion?" 

"Yes," r admitted . .... r was a military tribune in the com-
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mand of my uncle. Quintus Caecilius Metellus. If something 
hadn't attracted my attention and made me tum my head, 
that javelin would have gone right through my face. All right, 
Master Asklepiodes, how did you guess?" 

"J did not guess," the Greek said smugly. "TIle marks 
are there to see, if one knows what they mean. The Catalan 
javelin has a serrated edge, and that scar was made hy such· 
an edge. 11 traveled at an upward angle. The Catalans fight 
on foot, and this gentleman is clearly of a rank worthy to go 
into battle on horseback. Furthermore, he is of the right age 
to have- served as a junior officer in the campaigns of Gen
erals Pompey and Metellus in Spain of a few years ago. 
Hence, the gentleman was wounded in Spain in recent 
years. " 

"What's this?" I said, vastly amllsed. "Some new form 
of sophistry?" 

"T am compiling a work describing the infliction amJ 
treatment of every imaglnable warlike injury. With my staff 
of surgeons, 1 have worked and studi�d in the ludi, of Rome, 
Capua, Sicily and Cisalpine Gaul. I have learned more in 
this way in a few y�ars than twenty years with the legions 
could have taught me." 

"Most sagaciolls," Caesar said. "In the arena fights, you 
get to see the effects of many kinds of foreign weapons with
out having to take the time and trouble to visit all those 
places in time of war." 

This discussion was interrupted by the return of Statil
ius. He held some scrolls and wax tablets and proceeded to 
display them to us. 

"Here is what you want." He opened the tablets and 
unrolled the serolls. There was the bill of sale, stating that 
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Slatilius had bought a healthy Gallic slave who had all his 
teeth and was about twenty-five years of age. His name wai:i 

something unpronounceable and he had been given the 
slave-name Sinistrus. Another seroll held the man's school 

and amphitheater reconJs. He had shown little aptitude for 
the sword and spear, and had been enrolletf in the Thraeian 

School as a dagger fighter. His reeord in the arena had been 

undistinguished except for his survival: a couple of wins, hvo 

adjudged ties and three defeats in which he fought well 

enough tn be spared. He was wounded frequently. 

One tahlet was a record of a sale to the stewani of one 
H. Ager. There was much official documentation to go with 

the transfer of ownership. 1 remembered that that had been 

a year of the slave rebellion, and the sales of slaves, espe

cially males of military age, had been under severe restric

tions. While T studied the documents, Caesar proceeded to 

ingratiate himself with Statilius, spoke of his future acdile

ship ami asked for "something different" in the wny of com

bats for th e Games he intended to sponsor. Five years later, 

I was to witness this "something different," and il was to be 
the biggest sensation in the history of the Games. 

"Here's where he got his freedman's name," I remarked. 

"With your pennission, Lucius, I would like to keep these 
for a while, until my investigation is finished. This is a trivial 

business, so 1 should he able to r�ltlm them hy one of my 

freedmen in a few days." 

"Please feel free," Statilius said. "Now that I won't be 

buying him hack, I'd probably just destroy the records, ex
cept for the biB of saJe, in any case." 

We bade goodbye to SLatiJius and the Greek and re

traced our steps toward the Forum, I to check thtl records at 
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the Grain Office and Csius Julius LO continue his politicking. 

It seemed that even this item of dull routine was to be in

terrupted. A Senate messenger was standing on the base of 

the rostra, scanning the pa'lsing throng. He must have had 
eagle eyes, for he spotted me almosr a<; soon as I entered the 

Forum along the Via Capitolinus. He hopped to the pavement 

and ran up to me. 

"Are you not Decius Caecilius Metellus of the Com
mission of Twenty-Six?" 

"I am," I said resignedly. The arrival of such a 
messenger always portended some unpleasant task. 

"In the name of the Senate and People of Rome, you 

are summoned to an extmmdinary meeting of tbe Commis

sion of Three in the Curia." 

"No rest for one on the business of Senate ami People," 

said Caius Julius. I took my leave of him and made my way 

Lhe short distance to the Curia. With the Senate messenger 

preceding me, nobody sought to detain me for conversation. 
T have always fell a et;rtain awe for the Curia. Within 

its ancient brick walls had occurred the debates and the 

intrigues tItat had brought us victory over Greeks, Carthag
inians, Numidians and a score of other enemies. From the 

sacred precincts had issued the dceisions and orders thaL 

had changed Rome from a tiny \"illage on the Tiber into the 

b'Teatest power in the world that borders the inlantl sea. 1 am 

quite aware, naturally, that it is also a sewer of corruption 

and that the Senate has brought Rome to near-ruin at least 
as often as it has decided nobly and wisely, but I still prefer 

the old system to that currendy, and I hope temporarily, pre
vailing. 

The great Senate chamber was empty and echoing, un-
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occupied excepl for the bottom row of seals, where sat my 
two coJjeagues on the Commission of Three, and beside them 
Junius, the Senate freedman who acted as secretary. As al
ways, Junius had stacks of wax tablets beside him and a 
bronze stylus tucked behind his ear. 

"Where have you been?" asked Rutilius. He was Com
missioner for the Trans-Tiber district, a cautious and con
ventional man. "We've been waiting since the second hour." 

"I was sacri£cing at the Temple of Jupiter and then 
conduc;ting all investigation into a murder in my district. How 
was I lo know an extraordinary meeting was called? What 
has happened that rt'AIuires such prompt auention?" 

"What murder?" asked Opimius. He was my other col
league, in charge of the Aventine, Palatine and Caelian dis
tricts. He was a supercilious little climber who came t.o a 
had end several years later. 

"Just some freed gladiator who was found strangled this 
morning. Why?" 

"Forget the lOeum for the moment," Rutilius said. "There 
is a matter demanding your immediate attention. You've 
heard about the fire down near the Cin;us last night?" 

"Who talks of anything else this morning?" I said, an
noyed. "We're Police, not Fire Control. What has the fire to 
do with us?" 

"The fire started in a warehouse on the river. There is 
every appearance of arson present." Opimius spoke with the 
indignation which Romans reserve for fire-raisers. Treason is 
treated much more leniently. This was serious, indeed. 

"Please go on," I said. 
"The fire, of course, was in my district," Opimius con

tinued, "but it seems that the owner of the warehouse lived 
in the Subura." 
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"Lived?" I said. 
"Yes. A messenger sent to notify the man of the fire 

found him in his loogings, dead. Stabbed." 
"Peculiar, isn't it?" said Rutilius. "Junius, what was the 

fellow's name?" 
Junius glanced at one of his tablets. "Paramedes. An 

Asian Greek from Antioch.'" 
"Just a moment," T said, sensing a chance Lo shift the 

whole business to someone else. "If the man was;. foreigner, 
this case properly belongs to the Praetor Peregrin:;s." 

"There seem to be complieations," Opimius stated, 
"tbat hint of a certain"-he made wavy gestures with his 

hands-"delicacy to the affaiT." 
"It has been detennined," Rutilius said, "that the in

vestigation should he earried out at a lower level, with as 
litlle public disturbance a.., possible." It was plain that ours 
was not the first meeting to be held that day. Some very 
frantic conferences had been convened uncommonly early in 
the morning. 

"And why all this intrigue?" I asked. 
"There are international implieations here," RUlilius ex

plained. "This Paramedes, or whatever his name was, was 
not just the importer of wine and oil that.he pretended to be. 
It seems that he also had contacts with the King of Pontus." 
TIlat was indeed something to ponder. Old Mithridates was 
a thorn in the Roman side and had been for many years. 

"I take it that the fellow's been under investigation for 
some time. Who's been in charge of the investigation? If I 
must handle this. I'll want to see all the records and docu
ments Ihat have been compiletl on this man lo date." 

"Ah, well," Opimius said, and I feared the worst. "It 
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seems, ah, that, since these maLlers touch on state security, 
those documents have been declared secret. They are to be 
put under Senate seal and deposited for safekeeping in the 
Temple of Vesta." 

"Are you serious?" 1 barked. "Am 1 really expected to 
conduct an investigation while important evidence is with
held from me?" 

My colleagues found something of absorbing interest on 
the Curia ceiling and studied it intently. Obviously, there was 

only to be the form of an investigation, not its substance. 

State security! The meaning was dear: Senatorial reputations 
were at stake, and the most junior member of the elected 
government was being sent out to sweep the whole untidy 

mess into a dark room and dose the door after it. 
"We serve the Senate and People of Rome," Rutilius 

said, when 1 had calmed a bit. 

"Exactly," I said. "All right, Junius, tell me whatever 

scraps of information T am permitted to know." 
"The late Paramedes of Antioch," Junius droned, "wa'.:; 

an importer of wine and olive oil and owned a large ware
house, now incinerated, on the Tiber, near the Circus." 

"Wait," 1 interjected as he paused for breath. "If he was 

a foreigner, he couldn't have owned property in the city out
right. Who was his citizen partner?" 

"I was just coming to that," Junius sniffed. "As title 

holder for his city property, Paramedes had as partner one 
Sergius Paulus, freedman." 

That was more like it. That man Junius so blithely dis
missed as S. Paulus, freedman, was one of the four or five 
richest men in Rome at that time. Paulus, once a slave of an 
illustriolls family, had risen to the position of steward while 
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in servitude. Upon his ma'lter's death, he was willed his free
dom and a generous sum of money. With this stake, he had 
put his freedman's expertise to work and made many shrewd 
investments, quickly multiplying his wealth. At this time, he 

owned so many farms, ships, shops and slaves that there was 
really no way to calculate his wealth, except that it was fairly 
certain that he was not quite as rich as General Marcus Li
cinius Crassus, who was as rich as a Pharaoh. 

"What's a moneybags like Paulus doing in partnership 

with a petty Greek importer?" 1 wondered aloud. 
"No opportunity for making money is too small for base 

cash-breeders like Sergius Paulus," Opimius said with con
tempt. No patrician, no plebeian noble. can match the snob
bery of a jumped-up commoner like Opimius. 

"I'll call on him this afternoon," I said. "Junius, be so 
good as to send a Senate messenger to the house of Paulus 

and tell him to expect me. Do you think 1 could pry a Hctor 
loose to accompany me'?" Nothing impresses a Roman with 
one's power and gravitas more than a lictor bearing the fas
ces. Tt is truly amazing how a simple hundle of rods lied 
about an ax can invest a simple mortal with the majesty and 

might of the Senate, the People of Rome and all the gods of 
the Pantheon. 

"They're all assigned," Junius said. 1 shrugged. I'd just 
put on my new toga and hope for the best. The meeting broke 
up. Opimius was to get a full report on the fire, which was, 
of course, in his district. 1 was to look into the murder of 

Paramedes, which had occurred in my district, and call upon 
Sergius Paulus, who likewise lived in my district. Rutilius 
was going to flee back to the Trans-Tiber and hope that none 
of this would touch him. 
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-c I cursed piously as I left the Curia. I 'would loiter a few 
minutes to allow the messenger lime to reach Sergius's 

house. then proceed there myself, stopping at my house on 
the way to change into my new toga. It would be a long trudge 

and I would have to forgo my customary bath and midday 
meaL It was not shaping up into a good day. There had been 
days when I had had to investigate ten murders before noon, 
but a hundred ordinary homicides were preferable to one 

which involved high personages. 
There was also the little matter of my career, which 

could come to an abrupt and premature end should I mis
handle this matter. So, I reflected, could my life. 
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THE HOUSE OF SffiGIUS PAUUlS 
stood on a back streN in the Subura, flanked by a pair of 

tremendous tenements. , was resplendent in my new toga, 

whitened with fuller's earth and only a little dirtied by my 

progress through Rome's unsanitary winter streets. 
The janitor conducted me into the atrium and I studied 

the decorations while a slave ran to fetch the master. In con
trast to the squalid streets outside, all within was rich and 
sumptuous. The mosaics were exquisite, the lamps were mas
terpieces of the bronze-worker's art, the walls were covered 

with frescoes superbly copied from Greek originals. All the 
stone in evidenee was fine marble and the roof-beams 
smelled of cedar. 

J had not expected this. While it is true that freedmen 
often possess great riches, Lhey seldom have taste commen-



surale with their wealth. I speculated that Paulus had had 
the sense to buy a good Greek decorator, or perhaps he had 
a wellborn and educated wife. 

Sergius himself arrived with commendable promptness. 
--.. He was a portly man with a round, hospitable face. His tunic 

was of plain cut, but its material and dye probahly cost more 
than my whole house and its contents and, probably, ils oc
cupants. 

"Decius Caecilius Metellus, how honored I am to make 
your a<:quaintance!" He gra .. ped my hand and his grip was 
fiml despite the pudginess of his hand. His palm had never 
suiTered manual labor or practice of arms. "You look starved. 
1 know you must be here hccause of that terrible business 
this morning, but do let me offer you a bite of luneh before 
we get down to serious matters." T aceepted. gladly and he 
led me through his lavish peristyle and into the dining room. 
There was something instantly likable about the man. 

I realize that this may sound strange coming from a 
member of the nobility, it class with a traditional contempt 
for the new-rich who have made their wealth from commerce 
and speculation, instead of decently through inheritanee, but 
in this as in many another attitude, r have always differed 
from the general run of my cla'ls. My beloved Rome is made 
up of a multitude of human types, and I have never sought 
to banish any of them. from my company on a basis other 
than personal behavior or poor character, or, sometimes, be
cause I simply didn't like them. 

Sergi us's "bite of lunch" consisted of a banquet that 
would have done the Senate proud at the reception of a new 
ambassa.dor. There were pickled peacocks' tongues and sows' 
udders stuffed with Libyan mice, deep-fried.. There were lam-
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preys, oysters. truffles and other rare, exotic delicacies in -, 
endless· profusion. Whoever handled Sergius's interior dec- � 
oration did not moderate his table. It was ostentatious and 
vulgaT and utterly delicious. I did my noble best to do justice 
to the meal, but Sergius, a notable trencherman, surpassed 
me easily. Father would have been shocked. The wines were 
as lavish as the food, and by the end of the meal 1 was most 
unprofessionally jovial. 

"'Now," I Legan, "the maller touching which the Senate 
has sent me here to make inquiry about." I stopped abruptly 
and repeat tXt the sentence mentally, to see whether it made 
any sense. 

"I won't hear of ii," Sergius protested. "I would be a 
poor host were I not Lo offer you a bath. Afler all, your busi
ness is detaining you from attending the public baths. It hap
pens that 1 have a modest bath right here in the house, Would 
you (:are to join me·?" 

Nothing loath, I followed him to the rear of the house. --� 
A pair of sturdy slaves flanked each of us to prevent acei
dents. They seemed well-drilled in the art of getting master 
and guest!-i from table to bath mthout unpleasantness. Bath 
attendants divested us of our clothing at the entrance of the 
bath. Predictably, Paulus's "modest hath" proved as much of 
an understatement as his "bite of lunch.". Private baths were 
still rare in those days, but since they are now common I 
will not bore you with an account of its size and appoint
ments, except to note that the bath attendants were all young 
Egyptian girls. Sergius was making up for his years as a slave 
in great style. 

"Now, my friend Sergius Paulus," 1 said as we relaxed 
in the hot pool after a brief plunge in the cold one, "1 really 
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must get down to business. Serious business. Murder, sir, and 

arson, and a partner of yours who happens to be newly dead." 
Suddenly, one of the Egyptian girls was beside me in the 

water, naked as Ii fish and handing me a goblet of wine that 
gleamed with droplets of condensation. Sergius was flanked 

by two such, and I refrained from speculating about what 

their hands were doing under the water. J took a drink and 

forged ahead. 

"'Sergi us, what have been your dealings with the man 

called Paramedes of Antioch?" 

"On a pen;onal level, almost none at all." Sergius 

leaned baek and put his arms around the wet shoulders of 

his two attendants. Their hands were still beneath the water 

and he wore a blissful expression. "On a busines!> level, he 
was just a foreigner who needed a -city patron. He wanted to 

buy a warehouse to store his imports; oil and wine, I believe 

it was. I have a number of such foreign clients in the city. 

They pay me a pereentage of their annual earnings. I don't 

believe I ever !WIW the man except on the day he came to me 

and we went before the Praetor Peregrinus to legalize the 

arrangement. That must have been about two years ago. Pity 

the fellow�s dead, but Rome is a dangtrous city, you know." 

"I know better than most." One of the fetching little 

Egyptians took my half-empty cup and gave me a fuJI one. I 
certainly couldn't fault the service. 

"This business about arson at the warehouse, though, 
that does disturb me, even though my quasi�owner5hip is 

purely a legal formality. Nasty business. arson. I hope you're 

able to apprehend the felon re�ponsible and give him to the 

beasts in the amphitheater." 

"Responsible for the arson, or for the murder?" I asked. 
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"Both. I should think the two were connected, shouldn't 

you?" 
He was a shrewd mUll, and I obviously wasn't going to 

trick him with leading questions. We left the hot bath and 

the atlendants oiled us, then scraped us clean with sleigils, 

then back into the hot bath for a while, then to the massage 

tables. No wispy Egyptians at the tables, though. Instead, the 
masseurs were great strapping blacks with hands that could 

crush bricks. 

"Do you know," I asked Sergius when 1 had breath 
again after the Nubian pounding, '�whether Paramedes had 

an arrangement of hO$pitiwn with any Roman citizen?" 

Paulus seemed to think for a while. "Not that I recall," 
he sai4i at length. "If he'd had one, that family will be claim� 

ing the body for burial, as is customary. But then, if he had 

a hO$pe$ in the cily, he wouldn't have needed to come to me 
for patronage, would he?" It wa.<; a good point. Another pos� 

sible lead eliminated, then. 

Sergius saw me to the door, with an arm across my 
shoulders. "Decius Caecilius, I am most happy that you have 

paid me tbis visit, even under such distressing circum� 
stances. You must most certainly come visit me again, just 
for the pleasure of your company. , entertain often, and if 1 
send you an invitation, 1 hope you will be good enough to 

attend. " 

". should be more than honored, Sergius," I answered 

sincerely. Besides, my financial condition was such in those 

days Ihat ] could not afford to pass up such a meal as Sergius 

would undoubtedly provide. 

"Although this wa,> an official visit, it has becume much 

more a social one, so allow me to bestow this parting guest� 
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gift." He handed me something heavy discreetly wrapped in 
linen and I thanked him courteously as ] stepped out onto 
the street. 

I walked, somewhat unsteadily, toward the little Temple 
of Mereury at the end of the street. The' priest hailed me 
from the lOp of the steps and for the next half hour I had to 
listen to his complaints about the shocking �tate of the tem
ple, of its de..<;peratc need for repair and restoration. Such 
projects are usually undertaken by wcalulY men rather than 
the sLate, and ! suggested that he approach his well-fixed 
neighbor down the street. As J glanced that way, I noticed 
an elaborate palanquin had been set down before the street 
door of Sergi us's house. As I watched, someone came from 
the house, heavily veiled, and climbed into the palanquin. 

The slave..�, a matched team of Numidians, closed the 
curtains and picked up the litter. By the Lime they passed 
the temple, they were moving at a smmt trot, with the skillful 
broken step that makes for a comfortable ride. I watched 
closely, partly because I hoped someday to he able to afford 
such fine transportation myself, but also because 1 was cu
rious, about who might be leaving the house of Sergius Paulus 
thus clandestinely. I was able to make out little except that 
the palanquin was embroidered in the Parthian fashion, with 
silk thread. Very costly. 

Like any other citizen, I made my way home on my own 
sore feet. There, I changed from my new toga into the one I 
had hegun the Jay with and unwrapped the guest-gift. It was 
8 cup of mas'sive, solid silver, richly worked. I pondered it 
for a while. Was it a bribe? If so, wllat was I being bribed 
for? I locked the cup away in a chest. My day was noL over 
yet. I still had to view the hOOy and effects of Paramedes. 
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Mercifully, the house occupied by the late Paramedes 
was not far from my own. Truthfully, Rome is not a very large 
city compared with others such as Alexandria and Antioch. 
Its population is large, but stacked in layers in the towering 
insulae, which makes for efficient use of space at some con
siderable saerifiee of comfort, heauty and, above all, safety. 

Paramedes's house was the ground floor of a tenement, 
quite decently appointed. Usually, in such houses the run
n�ng water rea<:hes on higher than the first floor, so that the 
wealthy occupy the desirable ground-Boor apartments, the 
artisans live on the second and third levels, and the poor 
eke out their miserable lives crowded into tiny rooms beneath 
the eaves. 

The door was guarded by a hired watchmari. who 
stepped aside for me when I displayed my Senate seal. The 
house was like a thousand others in Rome. It seemed that 

the man had owned no slaves, and there was little in L.he way 
of housekeeping equipment present beyond a few jugs and 
plales. Any papers lite mall had had were already taken. The 
body was sprawled in the bedroom, as if he had been awak
ened by a sound from the front of the house, had gone to the 
bedroom door to investigate ant! had been met by the assas
sin's dagger. There was a gaping rent slanting from the 
breastbone to the side, and the floor was awash with blood. 
Something �.ut the wound seemed peeuliar, although I 
knew ! mllst have observed hundreds of such injuries in war, 
in the arena and in the Roman streets. 

T turned my attention to the little pile of personal effects 
that had bet!n left on a taMe. There was an old dagger, not 
very sharp. A statuette of Venus and one of Priapus; a set 
of dice, loaded; and an amulet of cast bronze shaped like 
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a camel's head. The reverse side of the amulet had letter
ing engraved in the bronze, but the light had grown too dim 
to make it out. J swept the items into my napkin and tied 
them up. 

I infonned the watchman that I was taking the effects 
into my keeping for the nonce. He said that the undertaker's 
men would come for the body after sunset the next day. 1£ 
nobody claimed the corpse within the customary three days, 
it would be buried at state expense in the common burial
ground, along wiLh the corpses of slaves and of olher for
eigners without patrons. These mass burial pits, which made 
the whole city redolent in summer, occupied the ground now 
covered by the beautiful gardens of Maecena.";. This is one 
improvement of the old city of which I have always thor
oughly approved. 

On the way home, it struck me Lhat J had neglected my 
obligations in not scavenging some scraps of Sergi us's sump
tuous meal for my slaves. That was what 1 should have been 
carrying in my napkin instead of the possessions of the un
fortunate Paramedes. I considered stopping at a wineshop 
and buying some sausages and cakes, but the shutters were 
already closed for the night wherever I looked. I shrugged 
and continued on my way. They would just have to be content 
with kitchen fare. The good cheer of the afternoon was fading 
and my head was beginning to throb. 

Cato, my janitor, opened the gate at my knock. He 
shook his head in disapproval of my behavior. Cato had been 
a gift from my father when I set up house in the Subura. He 
and his equally aged wife, Cassandra, did what modest 
housekeeping J required. Needless to say, both had been 
adjudged too old and feeble to be of use in Father's house
hold. 
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Cassandra brought me a dish of fish and wheat porridge, 

supposedly a sure guardian against the chill of winter, along 
with heated wine, heavily watered. After the luxurious deli

cacies of Sergi us's table, it was plain fare indeed. But I felt 

the better for having downed the mess, and quickly collapsed 

into bed, still in my tunic, and fell asleep. 

It was perhaps two hours before dawn when I awoke to 
find someone in the room with me. It was black as Pluto's 

privy, of course, but I could hear scuffling and the sound of 

breathing. 
"Cato"?" I said, not quite awake. "Is that-" A dazzling 

white light flashed inside my head. When next I was aware 

of the outside world, it was to hear Cato reproving me. 

"This is what comes of moving from your father's fine 

mansion to this Subura crib," he was saying, nodding in 

agreement with himself. '"Thieves and housebreakers all 
over. Maybe now you'll listen to old Cato and move back . . .  " 

He went on in this vein for some time. 

I was unable to dispute with him because my head was 
swimming and my stomach heaving. It was not the effeet of 

my excesses of the day before; I had been soundly bashed 
on the head by the intruder. 

"You are lucky to he alive, master." This was Cassan
dra's voice. "You owe a cock to Aesculapius for your escape. 

We must wait till full light to find out what's been stolen." 
She was ever a practical soul. That was a question much on 

my own mind. 

Before I could investigate the matter, though, there was 

still the tiresome routine of the morning report of the vigiles, 
and my clients' morning call. All were properly shocked and 

speculated upon the new depths to which the city had fallen. 
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I am not sure why anyone should have been shocked thal 

my house was broken into, sinee the crime was so common 
in the Suhura, but all men are baffled when the prominent 
are victimized along with the poor. 

When the light was sufficient, I went through my bed
room to see whal was missing. It had already been deter

mined that the intruder had been in no other part of the 

house. I first unlocked the safe-chest and made sure that 

everything was there, including Sergius's silver cup. There 

was little about that might tempt a thief, and nothing seemed 
to have been disturbed. 

Then I noticed the little pile of personal effecls left 

behind by Paramedes of Antioch prior to his journey to the 

Styx. Most of the items still lay on my unfolded napkin, rest
ing on a bedside lahle. They were in some disarray, and the 
little figurine of Venus lay on the floor. I gathered the items 

together and at first thought that they were all present. Then 
I rememhered that there had been an amulet of some sort. 
That was it, an amulet in the shape of a camel's head, flat 
on the reverse side, with lettering. It was gone. 

Thal the thing should be missing was mystery enough, 
but what manner of cat-eyed thief could unerringly find so 

small an item in such utter blackness? Sorcery came im

mediately 10 mind, but I dismissed it. Supernalural expla

nations are a crukh for those who won't take the trouble 10 
puzzle oul a logical answer. 

Despite my ringing head I attended my father's rising; 

then we all went to the house of Hortensius Hortalus, since 
it was a day when official business was forbidden. Hortalus 
was a large man wLlh a profile of immense dignity. He always 

seemed 10 be regarding something to one side of him, so as 
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to present the world with his most gralifying aspect. 

When Father presenled me, Hortalus clasped my hand 
with power and sincerity, just as he would have the hand of 

a street sweeper whose vote he wanle(J. 

"I have just heard about your narrow escape from death, 
young Decius. Shocking, utterly sho<:king!" 

"Not all that great a matter, sir," J said. "Just a break-in 
by some-" 

··How terrible," Hortalus went on, "should Rome lose 

her young statesmen through her lamentahle lack of civic 

order." Hortalus was a mealymouthed old political whore who 

was responsible for al least as much of the city's violence as 

any of the gang leaders. "But, to lighter things. Today I spon
sor a day of races, in honor of my ancestors. I would be 

honored if you and your clients would attend me in my box 
I::It the Circus." At this, my spirits rose eonsiderably. As I 

have sai.l, I am passionately fond of the Circus and the am

phitheater. And Hortalus, for all his bad qualities, owned the 
finest box in the Circus: on the lowest tier, right above the 
finish line. "You Caecilii are supporters of the Reds, are you 

not?" 

"Since the founding of the races," my father said. 

"We Hortensii are Whites, of course, but both are better 
than those upstart Blues and Greens, eh?" The two self
styled old Romans chuckled away. The Blues and Creens in 

those days were the factions of the common men, although 

their stahles were greater than those of the Reas and Whites, 
and their charioteers better and more numerous. It wa!'j a 
notable sign of Ule changing limes that a rising young poli
tician like Caius Julius Caesar, of an ancient patrician family 

which traditionally supported the Whites, ostentatiously fa-
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vored the Greens whenever he appeared in the Circus. 
A slave passed out vine wreaths for us, somewhat brown 

-... and wilted at this season, and we all troopeO gaily to the 
Circus. All thoughts of official business were forgotten for 
the moment, with the prospect of a day's racing ahead of us. 
The whole city was flocking toward the Ants by the Tiber 
where the wooden upper tiers of the Circus reared against 
the sky. 

The carnival atmosphere lightened the dismal season, 
and the open plaza around the Circus was transfonned for 
the day into a minor Forum with traders, tumblers and 
whores competing for the coins of the audience, turning the 
air blue with raucous shouts and songs. 11 is at su�h times, 
I think, that Rome turns from being mistress of the world 
and reverts to her true char.:tcter as an ItaJian farm town in 
which the folk have left their plows for the day. 

Father and I were honored by being seated next to Hor
talus, while our lower-ranking clients took the lesser seals 
higher in the box. Even those seats were better than any 
others in the vast stadium, and I saw my soldier, freedman 
and fanner preening themselves, the envy of all eyes, trying 
to act as if these privileged seats were their customary lot. 

To keep the people entertained and in good humor while 
the first race was being readied, some swordsmen were going 
through their paces with wooden weapons. Those of us who 
were fond of gladiatorial exhibits, which is to say nine tenths 
of the spectators, took n keen interest i n  this mock fighting, 
for these men were to fight in the next big Games. Through
out the stands, handicappers wrote furiou"ly in their wax 
tahlets. 

"Do you favor the Big Shields or the Small Shields, 
young Decius?" Hortalus asked. 
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"Give me a Small Shield every time," I said . .since boy
hooU, I had been a keen supporter of the men who fought 
with the little buckler and the short, curved sword or the 
dagger. 

"I prefer the Big Shield and the straight sword, the Sam
nite School," Hortalus said. "Old soldier and all that. Those 
were the arms we fought with." Indeed, Hortalus had distin
guished himself as a soldier in his younger days, when some 
patricians still fought in the ranks on fuot. He pointed to a 
hig man with a shield such as the legionaries bear, which 
covered him from chin to knee. "That's Mucius, a Samnite 
with thirty-seven victories. Next week he fights Bato. I'll put 
a hundred sesterces on Mucius." 

I looked about unlil I saw Bato. He was a rising young 
fighter of the Thracian School and was fencing with his little 
square shield and short, curved practice-sword. , could see 
no signs of injury or other infinnity. "Bato has only fifteen 
victories to his credit," I said. "What odds?" 

"Two to one if the Thracian fights with the sword," Hor
talus said, "and three to two if he uses the spear." The small 
Thracian shield gives a man more freedom to man�uver a 
spear than does the big scutum of the legions. 

"Done," I said, " If Bato wears thigh annor. If he wears 
only the greaves, in a fight with swords, then [ want five to 
three in his favor. If he uses the spear, the bel stands as 
you've made it.'" 

"Done," Hortalus said. This was a fairly simple bet. I've 
known real devotees of the fights to argue for hours over sudl 
fine points as whether their man wore simple padding for his 
sword ann, or bronze plate, or ring armor, or s(:aie, or mail, 
or leather, or fought with the arm hare. They would quibble 
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over the exact length and shape of sword or shield. The su
perstitious would shave points over such maUers as the colors 

of his plumes, or whether he wore a Greek-style crest in a 
quarter-circle, a square Samnite crest or paired feather tubes 
in the old Italian style. 

There was a flourish of trumpets and the gladiators trol

ted from the arena. Their places were taken by the chario

teers, who made their way around the spina in a solemn 

circuit while the priests sacrificed a goat in the tiny temple 

atop the spina and examined its entrails for signs that the 
gods ,lidn't want races that day. 

The priesls signaled that all was propitious and Hor

talus stood, 10 tremendous applause. He intoned the ritual 
opening sentences, and it wa,.<; a joy 10 hear him. Hortalus 

had the most beautiful speaking voice I ever heard. Cicero 
on his best day couldn't match him. 

He dropped the while handkerchief into the arena, the 

rope barrier fell, the horses surged forward and the first race 

was on. The charioteers dashed around the spina with their 
customary recklessne!is for the seven circuits. I believe a 

Green was victor in that nl'st ra(:c. They showed equal elan 

for the rest of the twelve races that made up a regular race� 

day at that time. There w�re some spectacular crashes, al

though there were no deaths, for a change. The Reds won 

heavily that day, so my financial condition was bettered at 

the expen!ie of Hortalus and his fellow Whites. Hortalus took 
his losses in good part, making me instantly suspicious. 

As we left the Circus, T saw the troop of gladiators 

marching in fonnation back 10 the Statilian school. Accom� 

panying them was the Greek physician, Asklepiodes. 1 ex

cused myself from my party after promising to atlcnd dinner 
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at Hortalus's house that evening. I crossed the plaza, which 
was still heavily redolent of the previous day's fire, and 

stopped the Greek. who greeted me courteously. 
"Master Asklepiodes," I said, "your skill at reading 

wounds has been much on my mind of late. I am investigat

ing a murder, and something about the death-wound bothers 

me. Lacking your skill, I can't decide what il is that is so 
singular." 

"A murder?" said Asklepiodes, intrigued. '" have never 

heard before of a physician being consulLed on a police mat
ter. But then, why not?" 

"You understand," I wenl on, "I can't ask this of you 

officially, beeause today is a holiday. However, you must view 
the body before it is taken away for burial i.his  evening." 

"In that case, young mit!o;ter, consider my expertise to 

be a1 your service." I led him through the dismal streets to 
the house of Paramedes, where T had to bribe the httlard to 
let us in. Since I could not be on official business that day, 

he did not have to admit me. PeUY power is a truly pernicious 

thing. 
Due to the chilly weather, the smell was nol over

powering and the body had not bloated. The stiffening had ' 

worn off and Paramedes looked almost freshly killed, except 

for the blackened blood. Asklepiodes examined the eorpse 

quickly, pulling back the edges of the wound to look inside. 

When he wa!; finished, he straightened and gave me his anal

YSts. 
"Knife wound, from right hipbone almost to the ster-

num. Done with a sica." 

"Why necessarily a sica?" I asked. 
''The curvature of a sic(J, blade keeps the point from 
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piercing the inner organs. The wounds on this man's organs 

are clean cuts, with none of the ripping characteristic of the 

straight-bladed pugio. Also, only a man of extraordinary 
strength could drag a straight blade upward through a body 
like that, while the curved sica blade makes such carving 
easy." He though a moment. "Also, this blow was delivered 
by a left-handed man." 

Of course. That was what had bothered me about the 
wound. Nine out of len wounds one sees are on the left side 
when delivered from in front by a right-handed a<;sailant. An 
armorer had once told me that helmets are always made 
thicker on the left side for that very reason. 

We left the importer's house and stroUed toward the 
Forum. We passed through a small side-market and there I 

bought Ii gift for Asklepiodes: a hair-fillet made of plaited 
silver wire. He thanked me profusely and beggCfI me to (.�ll 
on his services at any time r thought he might aid my in
vestigations. ] would have to see whether 1 could get Junius 
to reimburse me for the fillet out of the Senate's semiofficial 

bribe fund. He was sure to refu.se. the officious liule Gret�
kling. 

I stopped at a favorite wineshop and sat at a bench 

sipping wanned Falernian and studying the murals of Grunes 
twenty years past while many facts sorted themselves out 

and many dislUrhing associations raised ugly questions. ] 
knew that my wisest course would be to tum in the mere 
fonn of all investigation. Tomorrow, I should report that Par
amedes had been killed during a botched robbery, that the 
arson at his warehouse was a coincidence, probably ordered 
by a jealous competitor. (The Senate is made up primarily 
of landowners, always willing to attribute the basest motives 
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lO businessmen.) ] could leave it at that. Marcus Ager need 
not come into it. The break-in at my house need not come 

into it. 
1 make no claim to be more honest than other men. ] 

have not always observed the very letter of the law. There 

mav have been times when a generous gifL has swayed my 
jmlgment on some trifling maUer. But this was a maller of 

murder and arson within the city. My city. And there was a 
likelihood of collusion with an enemy of Rome. This went 

far beyon() ordinary. petty corruption. 
I had certain standards to live up to. The Caecilii Me

telli have been servants of the state since Rome was no more 
than a village. Members of our family were Consuls at a time 
when few but patricians ever held that office. The first Ple
beian Censor was a Caecilius M.etellus. Metellan!'; were gen
erals in our wars with Macedon, Numidia, Carthage. 

These were evi1 times, the previous years having been 

marred by civil wars, insurrections, rebellions of provincial 
governors, the actions of self-seeking generals, even a mas
sive slave rebellion. There had been proscription lists, dic
tatorships, the unprecedented seven Consulships of Gaius 

Marius. Within my own lifetime soldiers had actually fought 
within the city. and there had heen bloodshed within the 

sacred precincts of the Cuna. 
Yes, they were evil times. but in my long lifetime I have 

come to see that the limes have always been evil, and the 
idyllic old days of nobility and virtue never really occurred, 

but are only the fantasies of poets and moralists. Many men 
involved in the politics of my younger days used this sup

posedly unique depravity of the times to excuse unconscion-
) 

able behavior, but I could not. 
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Very weU, if there was little virtue to be found in public 
life, there was still duty. I was a Caecilius Metel1us. and no 
member of that family had ever betrayed Rome. As long as 
there was even the appearanee of a danger to the eity, I would 
pursue this case to its very depths and bring the b'Uiity par· 
lies to justice. 

I sat back feeling greatly relieved. now that the decision 

had been made. Even the wine tasted better. So what did I 
have? 

Paramooes had been murdered. Paramedes had been 
the owner of a warehouse which had burned down on the 
night of his murder. The fire had been a result of arson. He 
had heen in partnership with one of Rome's wealthiest men. 
He was rumored (ah, those evasive rumors!) to have connec
tions with the King of Pontus. At the highest levels of the 
Senate there was concern, a vi rt.ual panic, about this case. 
Important infonnation concerning the doings of Paramedes 
had been seized and sequestered in the Temple of Vesta. 

Marcus Ager, formerly known as Sinistrus, had been 
murdered on the same night. Paramedes had been killed with 
a sica. There was nothing unusual in that. The sica is the 
favored weapon of the common street-killers. Its curved 
blade makes it easy to wear concealed in a sheath beneath 
the annpit. It is so common among cutthmats that it is eon
sidered infamous, and soldiers will only use the straight
blat1ed pugio, an honorable weapon. 

The sica is also the weapon of the Thracian gladiators. 
Marcus Ager had been a Thracian daggennan. Paramedes 
had been kined by a left-handed man. Marcus Ager had 
fought under the name Sinistrus. And Sinislrus, of course. 
means left-handed. 

3. 

3 

T llli NEXT MORNING, AFTER MY 

routine duties were taken care of, 1 went lo examine the site 
of the fire. The ruins of the warehouse formerly owned by 
Paramedes stood on a piece of riverside property with dock
ing facilities on the bank. These were always desirable prop
erties, since barges coming up from Ostia could make their 
deliveries directly instead of having the goods off-loaded and 
hauled by wagon or porter to their destination. So valuable, 
in fact, that now, two days after the fire, the ruins were being 
cleared away ,and new construction was beginning. 

Heat from the burning oil had been sueh thal the ware
house had humed right down to its foundations and the wharf 
had heen destroyed. Luckily, the wind that night had blown 
most of the sparks out onlO the river. and the blaze had been 
confined to the warehouse. Gangs of slaves were employed 



in clearing away the 'wTeckage while surveyors took sightings 
with their instruments to ' lay out the foundations of a new 
building. I made a mental note to look into the question of 
ownership. 

A brief inquiry among the idlers lounging about to 
watch the work in progress elicited a few facts: Some men 
had been seen to rush into the warehouse in the early morn
ing hours (there are always sleepless persons who observe 
such things), there had been crashing sounds from inside and 

shortly thereafter the structure had hurst into flames. For all 
its fearsome a�pe:et, arson was only slightly Jess common than 

, ___ a head cold in Rome. Vigiles could do HtLle more than douse 
the odd kitehen-fire or lamp flare-up. The fabled General 
Crassus had built a good part of his fortune with his private 
fire-fighting squad. They would rush to the site of a fire, fight 
off other flre fighters, and Crassus would make the owner an 
offer for the still-burning property. The unfortunate owner 
would naturally accepl any offer and then Crassus would 
send in his men to put out the fire while .his new property 
was still salvageable. It was rumored (ah, those rumors!) that 
other employees set the fires for him. He was always first at 
the site. at any rale. Scandalous, and highly profitahle. 

Perhaps it was a sign of the times that such behavior 

did not prevent Crassus from being eleeted Consul for that 
year. As a balance, his colleague as Consul was Pompey, his 
rival general Ruling on alternate days, the two neatly can
celed each other's effect, which sui led everybody, and it 
meant that they would both be out of Rome for an extended 
period when their year in office was over. That wa...; better 
yet. 

However, just then my business was not with such high 
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JW,rsonages. Now I had to go see someone nearly as influ
ential, but not quite so respectable. This was a matter ('.aIling 
for extreme circumspection. I went to question Macro. 

Macro controlled the most powerful gang in Rome at 

that time. He was the terror of the whole city, and relatively 
immune from prosecution heeause of his political connec
tions. He was a supporter of the Optimates and a partieular 
client of Quintus Horlensius Hortalus. He was not, as one 

might infer, the sort of dient who called upon the great man 
every morning. Macro's clientage made Hortalus's elections 

a foregone conclusion.  
Macro's house was a minor fortress in the Subura sur

rounded. by tenements owned by Macro and his cronies. It 
fronted on a narrow street lined with wineshops alld fish
mongers' stalls. A nearby liquamen factory added the pun

genc'y of its product to the general reek of the neighborhood. 
The street entrance of the house was flanked by a pair of 
louts with the telltale bulges of sica handles showing beneath 
their arms. 

I had to demand the presence of Macro himself hefore 
the daggennen would let me in. After a considerable period 
of bickering during which my official dignity suffered might- . 
ily at their insolence, Macro finally arrived. He took one look 
lind began to bark: "Don't you fools know a Commissioner 
whtm you see one? Let the gentleman in!" With ill grace, the 
thugs admitted me. 

"J must apologize for those two," Macro said. "You un· 
derstand, it's hard to get good boys these days. Not like in 
the old days." Everybody was lamenting the decadence of 
the times. 

"Those two arena-cheaters had better not appear before 
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· me in court," I remarked affably. ''The Sicilian sulfur mines 
are shockingly understaffed, I hear." 

"'Probably a good place for them,'" he saiJ. Macro was 
about forty-five yearn old, big and bald-headed and covered 
with more scars than I ever saw on a man who wasn't an old 
veteran of the Jegions or the arena. We had had dealings in 
the past. His connections protected him and my office pro
tected me, so we could talk easily. 

"I trust your father is well," he said. 
"Perfectly," I answered. "1 unJerstand that your man 

Aemilius will be up hefore him just afLer the Nones." 
We came to the peristylium, open to the blue sky, where 

incense burned continuously to combat the smells from out

side. We reclined at a table and a slave brought wine and 
sweetmeats. The wine was Caecuban. Macro could afford the 
best. 

"I'd been meaning to look you up on that matter," Macro 
said. "A good word from the right quarter might keep the 
boy out of the ludus." I had been hoping to hear that. r 

needed a bargaining point. J said nothing. "Much as we al
ways enjoy each other's company," Macro went on, "] pre
sume this is more than a social visit." 

"As a matter of fact, r am investigating a number of 
matters in which you might he able to assist me." 

"1 am always at the service of Senate and People." 
" And very grateful we all are," I said. "What mjght you 

know concerning a fire at the warehouse belonging to one 
Paramedes of Antioch?" 

Macro spread his hands and shrugged. "Just another 
fire, as far as I know." 

"And the murder of Paramedes?" 
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"He was murdered?" 
"And the murder of one Marcus Ager, on(!e known as 

Sinistrus?" 
"Marcus who?" 

"Enough of this!" J snapped. "NobOOy cuts a purse or 
a throat in this district without your knowledge. I'm not after 

you, ] just want to clear up some matters that fall within my 
jurisdiction. If you can help me, do so. If not, then 1 may 
not be able to help you with young Aemilius." 

Macro brooded in hjs winecup for a minute. '"All I can 
teU you, Decius Caecilius, is that these are matLers I would 
prefer not to be associated with." This was disturbing news, 
indeed. For a matter to be so foul that Macro wanted nothing 

to do with it portended something truly awesome. 
"However," he continued, " 1'  shall make inquiries. Any

thing I can find I shall pUl at your disposal. If," he amended 
hastily, "I can do so safely." 

That was better than nothing. "I would like to have the 
information as soon as possihle." I said. ·<It isn't long unLiI 
the Nones." 

"We all depend upon political favor, DcelUS Caecilius. 
I shall do for you what I can without endangering mine. I 

wanl to save Aemilius. he's my i)ister's boy, but neither for 
him nor for you can I commit suicide." 

"No need to," I assured him. "Do me this favor: Sin
istnts was bought from the Ludus of Statilius Taurus by 
someone who identified himself a .. the steward of someone 
nameJ H. Ager. The slave rebellion was in full swing two 
years ago, so if someone bought this slave under false pre
tenses, one of your colleagues must have had a hand in it. 
Find out who boughl him and send me the name, as secretly 
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as you like. I'll try to prevail on my father to go easy on your 
nephew." 

"I shall have the name by this time tomorrow," Macro 
said. 

"Oh, one more thing." 1 told him of the break-in at my 
house. 

He thought it over for a while. "I have heard nothing of 
this. Why anyone should want a bronze amuld 1 cannot 
imagine, unless it had some magical power. As for the thil'i
how did he come in? Over the roof and into the peristylium?" 

" So I suspect. There was no forcing of doors or win
dow.!!." 

"A lightweight, then, to come in over roof tiles without 
making noise. That would go with the eyesight, too. Few can 
see so well in the dark past the age of fifteen. 1 think your 
intruder was probably a young boy." 

I massaged my scalp, wincing. "He hit hard, for a 
child." 

Macro nodded. "We learn to hit very hard, very young, 
in this part of Rome." 

An hour later, I was on the Campus Martius. Except for 
walking about the city, I had not exercised for weeks. I have 
never made a cult of physical activity, but dining with the 
likes of Sergius Paulus and Hortensius Hortalus made me 
feel like a fat Oriental potentate. Someone like, now that 1 
thought of it, Mithridates of Pontus. 

At the side of the field, near the shrine of Poll entia 
where the running-track began, I paid an ur<:hin a quadrans 
to watch my toga and sandals. Stripped to my tunic, I started 
to run. Before I had gone a quarter-circuit I knew how out 
of praetice I was, and made one of my customary vows to go 
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there every day and run for an hour until I had worn away 
the effects of soft living. Running is marvelously effeetive for 
ordering one's thoughts, though, and since some god had 
seen fiL to put Milhridates in my mind, 1 reviewed what I 
knew of him. There was always sothe rogue of thal name 
troubling the eastern world, kings of Parthia or Pontus. The 
one giving us so much trouble that year was the King of 
Pontus, the sixth Pontine king of that name. He was some
thing of a marvel, bec:ause he had heen no more than eleven 
years old when he inherited the throne from his father (Mith
ridates V, naturally), had been a prize troublemaker for every 
minute of his reign and was sLilI alive at sixty. Romans of 
his dispOsition seldom survived for a decade. 

While still of tender years he had clapped his mother 
in prison for trying to seize power, then eliminated his 
brother (another Milhri(!ates, too inconsequential 10 rate a 
number). Over the next half-century he had repeatedly in
vaded, often successfully, the small but rich kingdoms Lhat 
make up that part of the world. This hrought him into conflict 
with Rome, since we had IHlssessions in his path, and alli
ances with some of his rival kings. He tried to expel all 
Romans from Asia, hut was defeat�1 by SuUa and Fimbria. 
Some years later our General Licinius Murena took it into 
his head to invade Pontus and was soundly drubbed for his 
pains. There wm; a spell of peace, then the Consul Aurelius 
CoUa trie(l his luck amI was beaLen. Most recently, Lucius 
Licinius Lueullus was having a go at Mithridates, and en
joying some �uecess. IT MiLhridates had a philosophy, it 
seemed to be that any enemy he could not defeat in battle 
he would outlive. 

He was said to be a huge man, a champion with all 
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weapons, the fa<;test fool-racer in the world, a superb 
horseman, a poet and more. It was said that he could speak 
twenty-two languages and that he could ollteat, outdrink and 

_-.. outfornica.te any oroinary human being. But then, it is always 
the Roman tendency to ascribe heroic qualities to someone 
who ha...., repeatedly bested us. We did the same, brieRy, for 
Hannibal, Jugurtha and even Spartaeus. It would be too hu
miliating to admit that our most successful foe was probably 
some disgusting little Asiatic hunchback with a squint and 
a hanging lower lip. 

Puffing and sweating, I went to the javelin range and 
took a weapon from the rack. Casting the javehn was the 
only martial exercise in which I excelled. and it behooved 
me to be good at something, since service with the legions 
was a requirement for anyone running for office. 

Standing at the stone marker, I cast at the nearest target. 
The javelin spun properly, arched upward prettily and 
plunged downward, skewering the target dead center. I 
worked my way out to more distant targets, trolting out onto 
the field from Lime 10 time to gather up my javelins. Afler 
one su(:h trip, , glanced up to admire the full splendor of 
the Temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline, looming ahove the 
ominow; crag of the Tarpeian Rock. It was then that I notic:ed 
someone was watching me. 

Relow the temple, below the rock, below the tumbling 
vista of tenements and palaces, right at the edge of the field, 
stood a veiled lady, attended by a serving-gir1. The day was 
doudy, but the lady wore a wide hat of plaited straw. She 
was being careful of her (:omplexion or her iflentity or both. 
Since she stoo(1 near the javelin-rack. I would have to ap
proach her, a not-unpleasant prospect except for my dishev
eled Ilnd sweaty condition. 
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" Good day, my lady/
, 

1 said as T began to replace the 
javelins. Except for a few runners around the periphery of 
the field, the Campus Martius was almost deserted. It was 
always throngetl in the spring. 

""Greeting," she said fonnally. "I was admiring your 
skill. So few wellborn men bother with martial exercise 8Jly
more, it is good to see someone keeping up the tradition." 

Were I a vain man, I would have been flauered to know 
that she could discern my innate Ilohility even though I was 
dressed in my tunie with no mark of rank. However, even in 
my young and innocent day� I was not stupid. 

"Have we met. my lady? I confess, your veils defeat 
me." 

She swept the veil aside, smiling. Her face wail defi
nitely that of a highborn Roman lad.y, with the slightly lilled 
eyes that spoke of Etruscan anceslry. The ti1tt�d eyes bore 
the only cosmetics she used. Indeed, she needed none. She 
was, 1 think, the most beautiful woman T had ever seen, So 
she seemt:(J to me that day, anyway. 

"'We have, Decius Caecilius." She continued tn smile, 

provocatively. 

I took up the game. "But sUfely I would remember. You 
are nol the sort of lady T forget easily." 

"And yet I was quite taken with you at the lime. 1t was 
at the house of your kinsman, Quintus Caecilius Metellus 
Celer. at the time of my betrothal." 

"C1amlia!'" I said. "You must forgive me. You were only 
twelve then, and not half so beautiful as you are now.'" I tnet1 
to remember what year that had been. She had to be nineteen 
or twenty by now. There was some speculation within the 
family as to why the marriage had not yet taken place. 
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"You haven't changed. But then, you have. That was 
before you left for Spain, and you've acquired a scar since 
then. It's very becoming." 

"There are others," I lold her, "but not so dignified." J 
noticed that the serving-girl was studying me coolly, without 
the downcast-eyed modesty expected of domestic slaves. She 
was a wiry creature of about sixteen, and I thought she 
looked more like an acrobat than a lady's maid. 

"You intrigue me," Claudia said. 
"Wonderful. No one has ever called me intriguing be

fore. I assure _you, there is nobody I would rather intrigue." 
Smitten young men speak like that. 

"Yes, it intrigues me that you would rather serve Rome 
through the plodding routine of office instead of dashing mil
itary glory." T couldn't tell whether her tone was gently mock
ing or seriously mocking. 

"Plodding but relatively safe: Military shortcuts to 
power and authority shorten one's life." 

"Rut nothing is safe in Rome these days," she said, 
quite seriously. "And olir illustrious Consul Pompey has done 
rather well out of his military adventures." 

"Spared himself some of the drudgery of office, at any 
rate," I agreed. Early in his precocious career, the boy
wonder general had secured consular command of an anny 
without having served even as a quaestor. He was now Consul 
at the age of thirty-six. He and his partner, Crassus, had 
secured election to the Consulate by the simple expedient of 
encamping their legions within sight of the city walls. 

"Well, you may be odd in these times, but 1 think it's 
admirable. I was on my way home from the Capitol when I 
saw you practicing here. I decided to come over and extend 
an invitation." 

•• 

"An invitation?" I seemed to be attracting a lot of those 
lately. 

"This evening my brother and I host a banquet in honor 
of a visitor. Wil1 you pay us the honor of attending?" 

"I am flattered. Of course I'll come. Who is the guest?" 
"A foreign nobleman, a hospes of my brother's. I'm not 

supposed to noise his name about, because he's supposed to 

have enemies here in the city. Claudius made me promise 
not to tell. You'll meet him tonight." 

"I'll look fonvard to meeting this mysterious lraveler," 

1 said, not greatly caring. Foreign potentates were common 

in Rome, and one more unpronounceable name failed to 
pique my interest. 1 would, however, he happy to put up with 

some boring Egyptian or Numidian in order Lo see Claudia 

agam. 
"This evening, then," she said, resuming her veil. The 

slave girl studied me solemnly until her mistress said, 

"Come, Chrysis." 
J decided that T had time to go to the public baths, then 

home to change dothes before the banquet, where 1 would 

arrive fashionably late. 

I went to one of my favorite establishments, a small 
bathhouse near the Forum that hoasted no palaestra or lec
ture halls and therefore was mercifully free of grunting wres

tlers and droning philosophers. It provided towels and oils 

and its caldarium was a good place to stew in hot water and 

ponder. 

1 was still 3..<;tonished that Claudia had grown into such 
a beautiful woman. I had heard her spoken of, naturally. She 
was fast building a reputation as a scandalous young lady, 

but in those days a woman could be scandalous just by 
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speaking her mind in public. She had done nothing really 
'. ,Jeprehensible so far. 

The Claudians were a strange and difficult family, one 
of the oldest patrician gens, Sabine in origin hut with a strong 
infusion of Etruscan blood. This Etruscan element was cred
ited for that family's occasional forays into mysticism and 
odd religions. The family's history was sprinkled with famous 
patriots and notorious traitors. One Claudian had built the 
fine road to Capua and then named it for himself. Another 
had drowned the sacred chickens and in consequence lost a 
sea battle with the Carthaginians. They were fairly typical of 
the breed. However, at this time I had just one Claudian on 
my mind. 

Bathed, shaved, freshly dressed and perfumed, T pre
sented myself to the janitor at the town house of PuLlius 
Claudius Pulcher, a fine structure that had once helonged to 
a wealthy Senator who had been executed during the Sullan 
proscriptions. PiIblius himself greeted me in the peristylium. 
He was a handsome young man of stocky build and he wel
comed me warmly. 

Publius was known as a headstrong, violent youth, soon 
to live up to the worst of his family's reputation. But that was 
the future, and on this evening T was interested only in his 
sister. The guests included a numher of the rising young men 
of the time. Caius Julius was there, never one to pass up a 
free meal and a chance to establish powerful contacts. The 
formidable Cicero was there as well, fresh from his cele
brated prosecution of Verres. He was one of the "new men," 
that is to say, men of non-Roman birth who were beginning 
to come to prominence at that time, as the old Roman fam
ilies died out through civil war or lack of interest in procre
ation. 
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There was also a plump-faeed young man whose beard 
was trimmed in the Greek fashion and who wore Greek cloth
ing. This, I decided, had to he the mysterious guest. Ever 
since Alexander squashed them under his heel, all the Asi
atics want to he imitation Greeks. I lost interest in him when 
Claudia entered. 

T took a cup from a passing slave and was about to 
monopolize Claudia when another of the guests made it plain 
that he wanted to speak with me. I groaned inwardly. It was 
Quintus Curius, an extraordinarily dissipated young Senator, 
a man to whom virtually every crime short of treason had 
heen imputed. He was to add that one before his short career 
was done. We went through the customary greetings. 

"Odd gathering here, isn't it?" he said. With him there, 
I could nol but agree. '"That Cicero, for instance. How does 
an odious little nobody like that come out of nowhere to 
Rome and make a name for himself in public life?" 

"Actually," I said, "he's from Arpinum." 
Curius shrugged. ""Arpinum is nowhere. Caius Julius, of 

course, he's a comer, and almost respectable. Lucius Sergius 
CaLilina, that's a man to keep your eye on. And this Gree
kling, now. Who do you think he might be?" 

It was my tum to shrug. "Eastern princes with Greek 
tutors are no rarity. Someone young Claudius took hospitality 
with in his travels, I presume." Gratefully, I saw that Claudia 
was coming to my rescue. 

"Curius, T must borrow Decius for a while," she said, 
taking my aIm. When we were safely away, she said, "When 
I saw you standing there looking so distressed, I just had to 
do something. Isn't he a horrid bore? I don't know why my 
brother invited him." 
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"He doesn't entirely approve of your guest list," I told 
her. "Cicero, for instance." 

"Dh, I rather like Cicero. He's a brilliant man and 

afraid of nOlhing. Married to the most abominable woman, 
Ihough." 

"So I've heard." I said. "J've not had the pleasure of 
Iht! lady's acquainlanee." 

"We should all he so lucky. Now you must meet our 
guest of honor." The young Asiatic turned at our approach. 
'''Decius Caecilius Metellus, I present Tigr.mes, Prince of Ar· 

menia." So that was it. 

''The son of the magnificent King of Armenia does 
Rome great honor by his presence here." 

" I  am dazzled to be in your wondrous city," he said with 

a perfect Greek accent. He could not have been terribly daz

zled by Rome, coming from his father's fabulous new royal 
city, Tigranocer�a. But perhaps it was power that dazzled him 

rather than beauty. 

"I only wish," he continued, "that 1 could make my visit 
more public. The state of relations hetween us, alas, is not 
the best." He had reason to he discreet about his presence. 

Rome was vcry nearly at war with Annenia. "'However, rest 

assured tllat, unlike my fatht!r, I am a firm friend of Rome." 

And running for your life from the old man's wrath, I thought. 
"Rome's admiration for the ancient kingdom of Armenia 

i5 unbounded," I assured him. "'Envy" might have been a 

better word. Old Tigranes in those days was King of Kings, 
a title originally held, I believe, by the King of Persia. Sim:e 

then, the title was held by the Oriental tyrant who had the 

most subject-kings licking his sandals. Tigranes the Elder 

was unthinkably wealthy, and every one of our generals was 
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itching to have a go at him. The sack of Tigranocerta was 
certain to net the richest haul since we took Corinth. Every / 

legionary would be able to retire to a villa in the country 
with a hundred slaves. 

"My genenms friend Puhlius Claudius and his gracious 
sister have most kindly extended their hospitality to me for 
the duration of my stay here in the capital of the world." 

"And you could not be in bener hands, I assure you." 

It seemed to me that he looked al Claudia with more than 
mere admiration. 

"So I believt!," he said. wrhe Lady Claudia is, I believe, 
the most remarkable woman I have ever met." 

Claudia smiled at the eompliment, bringing out a tiny 
dimple at the corner of her mouth. "Prince Tip·anes and I 
have discovered a mutual fondness for the Greek Lyric po
ets. " 

"Would you believe that she has all of Sappho by 
heart?" Tigranes said. 

"She is famed as a lady of wide accomplishments," I 
assured them both. I could well believe that she was some
thing new to him. It had only recently become fashionable 
for wellborn Roman women to be educated. In the East, 
wnmen were never educ!ated, and if thcy were intelligent. 
they were care-SuI to hide the fact. 

"Is this a pleasure visit?" I asked, knowing full well 
that it wa.s not. 

"Of course. it is the greatest pleasure to visit Rome, and 
one I shall treasure all my hfe. I do, however, wish to confer 
with your distinguished Consuls concerning my troublesome 
neighbor to the northwest." This could only mean the re

doubtable Mithridates, whose name, even if merely implied, 
seemed to be everywhere lately. 
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"A!> I understand it," I said, '''he may not he trouble

some much longer. Last I heard, General Lucullus had him 
on the run." Something struck me and I turned to Claudia. 

"Isn't your sisler married to Lucullus?" 
'"She is," Claudia affirmed. "Lucullus has promised 

Publius a staff appointment as soon as Publius can join him 
in the Easl." 

"Ah, so Publius is about to enter public life?" I said 

heartily. The thought of Publius Claudius in a position of 
military authority made one tremhle for the fate of Rome. 
The only reason 1 could conceive that he would risk his 
aristocratic hide in a eampaign was to accumulate enough 
miJitary time to run for office. 

�'The <:a11 to public duty comes to all men in our family," 

she said. 
"Let's see," 1 mused, "a couple of years in the East, 

and Publius will be old enough and have the qualifications 
to stand for a quaestorship, will he not?" 

"He wishes to be a tribune of the people," she an
swered. 

This was a bit of a shock, although it should not have 

ken. "Then he will become a Clodius?" I queried. 

"Exactly. And, since my brother and J do everything 
together, I shall become Clodia." 

.'. beg you to reconsider, Claudia," I said, very gravely. 
"This is nol a step to be taken lightly:' 

TIgranes was looking from one to the other of us in great 

puzzlement. At that moment, a slave ran up to Claudia and 

told her than an important guest had arrived. She turned to 
me. 

"Decius, the prince is puzzled by all this. Perhaps you 
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can explain some of OUT quaint old customs to him while 1 
take care of my duties as hostess." 

"I confess," Tigranes said when she was gone, "that 1 
don't understand what vou meant-about Publius, 1 mean." 

This was a subject that could be confusing even among 
Romans, hut I rlid my best to enlighten this foreigner. "You 
are aware of our distinction between patrician and plebeian?" 

He nodded. nAt- one time, I thought that it meant the 
same as noLle ami commons, but I've found that is not quite 
the case." 

"True. The patricians were the founding families, and 
they still have certain privileges, mostly concerning ritual 
dUlies and such. At one time, they had all the high offices, 
but no longer." Slaves came by bearing lrays of sweetmeats 
and we helped ourselves. "There were some rather nasty civil 
wars fought over plebeian rights, long ago, but the fact is, 
the patrician families have long been dying out and plebeians 
have had to take over their duties. We now recognize a ple
beian nobility. These are families that have had Consuls 

among their ancestors. Is this clear?" 
"I think so," he said, very doubtfully. 
"For instam:e, my own family, the Caecilii Melelli, has 

had many Consuls. By far the largest numher of the sena
torial families these days are plebeian. There are still some 
patrician families." I looked over the room. "For instance: 
Over there is Caius Julius Caesar, a patridan. So is Sergi us 

Catilina. Both of this year's Consuls, Crassus a.nd Pompey, 
are plebeians. Cicero over there is not even from Rome, but 
everybody expects him to be Consul someday. Is this clear?" 

"I think so," he said, nibbling on a sugared fig. 
" Good. Because now it gets complicaled. Our host and 
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hostess belong to the very ancient Claudian gens. This family 
is unusual in having both patrician and plebeian branches. 
The patricians are usually called Claudius, and the plebeians 
are usually named Clodius. Certain members of this family 
have ehosen, for political reasons, to switch from patric:ian 
to plebeian status. To do this, they arrange to have them
selves adopted by a member of the plebeian family and then 
change the spelling of their name." 

Tigranes looked slightly stunned. "But why should any
one want to change from patrician to plebeian?" 

'1'hat is a shrewd question," I admitted. "Partly, it's to 
curry favor with the mob, which is entirely plebeian. Partly. 
it's constitutional. Only plebeians can hold the office of trih-
une. " 

"I thought tribunes were military officers," he said. 
"Military tribunes are low-ranking officers, appointed 

by the Senate, who conlinually embarrass our generals with 
their inexperience and clumsiness." Having been one, r 
could speak with authority. "Tribunes of the people are 
elected by the plebs and have had considerable power, in
cluding the power of veto over a senatorial dt"£ree," 

" 'Have had'?" Tigranes said, with an excellent grasp of 
Latin lenses. 

"Well, yes," I said, floundering somewhat because 1 was 
so puzzled myself. "Actually, under the SuUan constitution, 
which still stands, the tribunes of the people have been 
stripped of most of their old powers." Sulla, one need hardly 
point ouL, had heen a patrician. 

��And yet Claudius wants to be a tribune," TIgranes 
said. "Will lhis be difficult?" 

"Well, let me see. He'll have to have a plebeian sponsor, 
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which is no problem since so many of his kinsman are Clo
dians. There will be legislation to force through the Senate. 
They are always reluctant to see such social fluidity. It can 
be complicated." 

"I marvel at this multiplicity of governmental voices," 
Tigranes said. "In my homeland, the Greal King says what 
is to be, and it is." 

"We've done well out of our system," I assured him. At 
that moment, the new guest entered. It was none other than 
my father's patron, Quintus Hortensius Hortalus. Everybody 
expected a sudden clashing of guests, becaust! Hortalus had 
defended Verres. whom Cicero had prosecuted with such 
spectacular success. However, the two men remained quite 
civil, in that odd fashion that lawyers have. 

I excused myself to go to the privy. Actually, I only 
needed a few moments to ponder lite makeup of the night's 
()tId gathering. Upon reflection, I realized it was not so dis
parate after all. Virtually every man present was a supporter 
of Pompey. Within a month, Pompey and Crassus would step 
down from "onsular office to take up proconsular command. 
One of the Consuls for the next year was none otiter than 
Quintus Hortensius Hortalus. 

Now, while Pompey and Crd.SSUS were technically equal 
in rank, Crassus was not one tenth the general Pompey was. 
h was clear to everyone that Pompey coveted the eastern I 

command noW held by Lucullus. It would be the spectacular 
crown 10 Pompey's brilliant military career to add the eastern 
kingdoms to Rome's holdings. The prob'lem was, it looked as 
if Lucullus was going to do exactly that before Pompey had 
the chance. 

Perhaps T should say something about Lucullus here. 
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He wa<; an altogether admirable man whose reputation had 

suffered of late because be did not belong to the all-important 

family we all know so well. He is remembered nuw because 
of his later writings on the nature of the good life and because 

of his patronage of the arts, but in those days he was our 

most brilliant general. He was one of the few genuinely fine 

Romans 1 ever knew, able in polilical and military life, a 

. paLmn of the arts, ferocious in battle, magnanimous in the 

moment of victory. I know it sounds like the praise of a 

·laekey, but we were not related and I never owed him any

thing, so you may take it as Lrue. Unlike so many of our 

generals who boughl lhe goodwill of their soldiers by aHowing 

them great license. especiaUy after a battle, Lucullus was a 

slriet disciplinarian, and as a result his troops had little af
fection [or him when the campaigning was rough. 

It is an oddity of soldiers that they will hate most offi
cers who beat them and discipline them strictly, but will 

worship others for the same qualities. In my lifetime I have 

known two generals whose soldiers reveit!(1 in the sLrictness 
of their rule. One was Drusus, hdoved stepson of our First 

Citizen. The other was Caius Julius, who had that wonderful 

facility for persuading men to do those things directly con
tr-ary to their own interests but ideal for his. I do not by this 

mean to equale Caesar with Drusus. for the lauer is 8 splen

, did man, if somewhat dim of apprehension, while Caius Ju
lius was the mnst brilliantly cold-blooded schemer Rome 
ever produced. 

But I am gelling ahead of myself. At that moment; on 

that night, I had only Tigranes and PuLlius and Claudia on 

my mimI. Especially Claudia. It pained me that she would 

contemplate lowering her social status, but that would have 
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no bearing on our personal relationship. It was the knowledge 

that, when Publius Claudius ehanged his status and became 

Clodius, he would instantly become a figure of controversy 

and acrimony. That meant that he would be a target for as

sassins, and so would she, if she persisted in backing his 

fortunes. 

I returned to find the gue.<;ts being conducted into the 

dining room. We all crawled onto the couehes, a rather un

dignified prneedure dictated by tradition, and slaves took our 

sandals and passed out wreaths: laurel, I noted, probahly in 

honor of the foreign guest's Greek tastes. The dinner was 

arranged in the old style, with three cOUl�hes arranged around 

three sides of a square table. three guests to each couch. 

Publius had a diffieult problem of precedenee to con

lend with, having both a visiting pnm:e and a ConsuleJect 

among hi� guests. Had Hortalus heen in office, the right

har'td position on the central couch would have been his by 

right, but Publius had given that place to Tigranes as a dis

tinguished foreign guest. Hortalu.-'; ha.d the next-highest 
place, in the center of the middle table, with Publius laking 

the left encl. 

The rest of us were seated in no particular order, since 

birth and office were 50 oddly mixed ill this group. I had the 

upper posilion on the right-hand couch, putting me next to 

Tigranes, with Claudia to my right and Caius Julius next to 
her. Oppo:;iLe us on the third coueh Curius. Catilina and 

Cicero reclined. It was still a new custom for women to re

cline with the men at dinner, but Claudia was notbing if not 

up-to--<!ate. In earlier days, women sat in cbairs, usually next 

to their husbands. Nobody on this occasion seemed upset by 
Claudia's presence on the coueh. I certainly wasn't. The ban-
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quet itself was perfectly decorous, probably out of respect 

for Hortalus's status as Consul-elect. 

There were no flamingos' tongues or donnice rolled in 

honey and poppy seed or other culinary curiosities such as 

delighted Sergius Paulus. To begin, the servers brought in 

various appetizers: figs, dates, olives and the like, along with 

the inevitable eggs. Before anyone reached for these, Hor

talus intoned the invocation to the gods in his matchless 

voice. Then we all set to. 

"Ever since I reached Italy," Tigranes said to me, 

"every dinner has begun with eggs. Is that a custom here?" 

"Every fonnal dinner begins wilh eggs and ends with 

fruit," 1 told him. "We have an expression, 'from eggs to 

apples: meaning from beginning to end." 

"I've heard the expression, but I never knew what it 

meant." He eyed a dish of hard-boiled pheasant's eggs 

doubtfully. Apparently, eggs were not esteemed among his 

countrymen. He found the next courses more to his liking: 

roast kid, a vast tuna and hares boiled in milk. Throughout 

this there was little but small talk. The latest omens were 

discussed, as usual. 

"Four eagles were seen atop the Temple of Jupiter this 

morning," Hortalus said. "This must portend a good year to 

come." It would, of course, be the year of his Consulate. 

"I've heard that a calf was born three nights ago in 

Campania," Curius contributed, "with five legs and two 
heads." 

Cicero snorted. "Monstrous births have no bearing on 

the affairs of men. They are nothing but the sport of the gods. 

I think the stars are of greater significance in our lives than 

most of us realize." 
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"Oriental mummery," Hortalus pronounced, "begging 
our royal guest's pardon. I think that the only omens of sig

nificance for us are those officially recognized and handed 
down to us by ancient custom: the auguries and the harus-

, 
" pices. 

"Those being'?" Tigranes asked. 
"Auguries are taken by the officials of the college of 

augurs, of whom there are fifteen," Caesar explained. "It is 

a great honor for one of us to be elected to that college. They 
interpret the divine will by observing the flight and feeding 
of birds, and by determining the direction of lightning and 

thunder. Favorable omens come from the left, unfavorable 
omens from the right." 

"H ' h h h d "  C' 'd " ! aruspwes, on t e ot er an , lcero Sal , are { e-
termined by observing the entrails of sacrificial animals. This 

is carried out by a professional class, mostly Etruscans. Of
ficial or not, I consider it to be fraudulent." 

Tigranes looked confused. "Just a moment. If you regard 
the left side as favorable and the right as unfavorable, why 
do Roman poets often speak of thunder from the right as a 

sign of the gods' favor?" 
"They are following a Greek custom," Claudia said. 

"The Greek augurs faced north when taking the omens. Ours 
face south." 

"Speaking of lightning," Catilina said, "I don't know 
whether it came from right or left, but this morning a bolt 
struck the statue of Lucullus by the wharf at Ostia. I heard 
this from a bargeman at the Tiber docks today. Melted him 
into a puddle of bronze." 

There was much chatter about this omen. No official 
augur was required to interpret this one as unfavorable to 
Lucullus. 
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"This sounds most ominous," Hortalus said. "Let us 
hope that it doesn't presage some terrible defeat in the East." 
The statement had a hypocritical ring to it, but then Hortalus 
always sounded that way. Tf he told you the sun had risen 
that morning, you would go outside to see, just to make sure. 

"There are no few here in Rome who would rejoice to 
see Lueullus recalled," Curius commented. 

"But the Senate would never recall a successful gen
eral," I said, not liking the sound of this. 

"Not as long as he's successful," Publius Claudius said, 
smiling. "And my brother-in-law has been very successful." 
He picked up a skewer of grilled lamb and gnawed at it 
daintily. 

"Mark me," Catilina said, "that man is building himself 
an independent power base in the East, currying favor with 
those Asian cities by bankrupting half of Rome." Sergius 
Catilina was one of those red-faced, red-haired men who 
looked and sounded angry all the time. He referred to Lu
cullus's slashing of the Asian debt. When SuUa was Diclator, 
he had levied a tremendous assessment on the cities of the 
province of Asia, which they could pay only by borrowing at 
usurious rates from Roman financiers. To save the cities from 
utter ruin Lucullus had forgiven much of the debt and had 
forbidden high interest, earning him the undying enmity of 
our moneylenders. 

"Perhaps Publius will be able to point out the error of 
his ways when he sails to join Lucullus next year," Claudia 
said airily. She seemed to want to lighten the conversation 
and quickly changed the subject. Soon the main course 
dishes were deared away and we all observed a few moments 
of silence as the household gods were brought in. Officiating 
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as household priest, Publius drew his toga over his head and 
sprinkled the little gods with meal and wine lees. When the 
gods were carried out, the dessert was served. 

During this time, Tigranes paid me inordinate attention, 
asking me to explain this or that concerning Roman custom, 
law or religion. He showed extraordinary interest in my ca
reer and plans for future officeholding. T might have been 
flattered at such interest from a man who might one day be 
King of Kings, but at the time I felt more annoyed that he 
prevented me from devoting my time to Claudia. As a result, 
Caesar received most of her conversation, for which I envied 
him. 

Claudia excused herself from the drinking-bout that fol
lowed dessert, and I decided that I had better moderate my 
intake of wine. Tt had come to me during dinner that I was 
in the company of men with whom it would be unwise to 
speak carelessly. They were the sort of men who played the 
power game for the very highest stakes. Such men usually 
die by violence, and of those present at that drinking-bout, 
only Hortalus would enjoy a natural death. Of the nature of 
my own demise, I am not yet qualified to wrile. The politics 
of that time shared some aspects in common with the munera 
sine missione of which I wrote earlier. 

Taking little part in the drinking, I watched my fellow 
guests with interest. Curius was well advanced in drunken
ness from what he had sipped during dinner. Sergius Catilina 
had the sort of red face that grew redder as he drank. His 
voice loudened and coarsened as well. Hortalus remained a.'> 
calm and jovial as always, and Cicero drank moderately, his 
voice never slurring. ,/ 

Caius Julius was named master of revels and he decreed 
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that the wine be mixed to a strength of only one part 
to two of -wine, a strong mix considering the potency of 
Falemian that Publius served. I was grateful that Caesar 

,-trained from decreeing one of those bouts where every 
had to down a specified number of cups. For instance, 
might have been required to drink a cup for every letter 
the name of the guest of honor. Tigranes would not have 
a bad choice, but we all would have been on the floor before, 
getting to the end of Quintus Hortensius Hortalus. In',tead,; 
we were to drink as we pleased, although a server made 
that our cups never stayed empty. 

"Tonight," Caius Caesar said, "since we have so m,m','i 
guests of such high standing in the world, we will di,;cu,ss, 
the proper uses of power, both civil and military, in the 
vice of the state." This was another Greek custom chosen 
flatter our foreign guest. When Romans seule down to SelOO'"' 
drinking, philosophical discourse is rarely chosen for enter", 
taioment, on the grounds that nobody the next day will 
member what wa,> said anyway. Wrestlers, acrobats or na,Ke'o 
Sardinian dancers would be more like it. 

"Marcus Tullius," Caesar said, "be so good as to 
the discussion. Mind you, you are not arguing before the 
so keep your remarks brief and concise, so that men 
drunk can follow the thread of your reasoning." Caesar 
self was the very soul of tipsy good-fellowship, although ' 
was certain that he was perfectly sober. 

Cicero thought for a moment, marshaling his ar,gUlmemt,St( 
"We Romans," he began, "have created something new 
the world. Since expelling the last of our kings more 
four hundred years ago, we have constructed our R"pu,blic 
which is the finest instrument of statecraft ever devised 
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man. It is not an unruly, shouting rabble such as the old 
Athenian republic, but rather a system of duly constituted 
assemblies, headed by the Senate and presided over by Con-, 
suls. With apologies to our honored guest, this is far superior 
to the outmoded system of monarchy, for we have laws in- /" 
stead of arbitrary will, and all positions of power within the 
state are apportioned according to merit and service, and all 
are subject Lo recall upon proof of incompetence or corrup
tion. 

"As such, power is properly melded, for the good of the 
state, by those men specially trained in the laws and usages 
of state governances. Military command should only be given 
to those who have spent years in the civil branch, lest com
manders he capahle of thinking only in military terms, and 
seek out wars to enrich themselves rather than undertake 
military action only for the good of the state." This was a 
none-too-subtle jah at Pompey, who had attained generalship / 
with almost no public service and then, through military 
power, had assumed the highest office. 

"Sergius Catilina," Caesar said, "share your thoughts on 
the subject." 

Catilina was bleary-eyed, but his voice was sharp. 
"While none of us, of course, would ·wish to see a restoration 
of the monarchy, our esteemed Manous Tullius totally ne
glects the value of good birth in selecting those who should 
wield power. Those who are raised up from the dregs have // 
no sense of duty to the state, hut only a lust for personal 
agf,'TandizemenL It takes centuries of breeding to produce the 
innate qualities of character that go into true nobility, and 
this is, regrettably, hecoming a rare quantity. Every day, I 
see the sons of freedmen sitting in the Senate!" Like Publius, 
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Catilina was a man who thought he deserved high office be
cause of his birth. He certainly had no other qualifications. 
"I would propose that public office and military command be 
restricted to patricians and to the plebeian nobility. Then we 
would not have so many mere adventurers in positions of ," 
power." 

"Admirably put," Caesar said dryly. "Now, since Quin
tus Curius has withdra'wn himself from the discussion"-the 
gentleman had passed out and was snoring-"let us hear 
from our Consul-elect for the coming year." 

"I am not a political philosopher," Hortalus intoned, 
"but a mere lawyer and dabbler in the arts of statecraft. 
While J would never want to see a Roman king, yet 1 am a 
friend lo kings." Here he bowed to Tigranes. "And while 1 
agree that arbitrary power wielded by a single man is a men
ace to order, yet we have the admirable practice of dictator
ship for those emergencies when only the quick decisions of 
a single commander can preserve the state. As for the mili
tary"-he gestured eloquently with his winecup-"l think 
that we have for some time allowed far too much latitude in 
our generals ahroad. There is now a tendency among them 
to forget that they owe their commands and all else to the 
Senate, and thus come to regard themselves as virtual in
dependent rulers within their areas of operation. We all re
member Sertorius, and earlier this evening Sergius Catilina 
made some remarks of this nature about General Lucullus." 
It was typical of Hortalus to use someone else's statement to 
make his own point. "Perhaps it will soon he time to intro
duce legal proceedings spelling out the duties of our gener
als, and limiting their powers." 

"Excellent points," Caesar said. "Now we shall hear 
from our host." 
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Publius was well gone in wine, but still marginally co
herent. "I am soon to join my brother-in-law, the glorious 
Lucullus, in the war against Mithridates. Military service is 
essential in one who would serve the state. Always said so. 
But power resides here, in Rome. If a man wants to have 
supreme power, it's not to be had conquering Spaniards or 
Egyptians. Power comes from the Roman people. All of the 
Roman people, patrician and plebeian both. The Senate 
passes ultimate decrees, but power rests in the Popular As
sembly as well. One who would wield power is deceiving 
himself if he thinks that a mere Senate majority is enough. 
A popular following is also essential, and not just in the 
assemblies, hut in the streets." 

"Most interesting," Caius Julius said when the rather 
disjointed harangue seemed to be over. "But now, for a dif- .--/

ferent perspective, let us hear from our visiting prince." 
"First," Tigranes said, "you must aHow me to express 

my unbounded admiration for your unique Roman system, 
which chooses from among its best people those fit to govern 
half the world. However, 1 fear that it would never be suitable 
for my part of the world. Here you are steeped- in Greek 
culture, and have a long tradition of elected government. My 
people are for the most part primitive Asiatics, unused to 
any but autocratic government. To them, their king is a god. 
Take away the king, and they lose their god as well." 

He smiled at all the guests gathered around the table, 
as if we were the best friends he had ever known. "No, 1 
believe that the East will always he ruled by kings. And I 
think you will agree that they should be kings who are friends 
of Rome. Few share my views on the matter in the East these 
days." Still angling for Papa's throne, 1 noted. 
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"A point most excellently taken," Caesar said. uNow we 
must hear from Decius Caecilius Metellus the Younger, who 
has recenLly begun his public career, is the son of our es
teemed Urban Praetor and the scion of a distinguished line." 

r had drunk little, yet I fdt light-headed. Perhaps it was 
my preoccupation with Claudia. I had promised myself not 

,.,,- to speak injudiciously, bUL something about Cae1;ar's fulsome 
introduction caused me to depart from the bland address I 
had planned. Also, there was something in the air, something 
that had been nagging at my mind all evening. It was the 
way that everything that had happened since the murders of 
Sinistrus and Paramedes, everything said or hinted by nearly 
everyone I had spoken 10, and especially everything said at , 
this dinner, had ciC(�led llIOund two names: Lucullus and 
Mithridates, Mithridates and Lucullus. I knew that if ' pried , 
hard enough, I could wrench this tangled heap of lies and ' 
secrecy open, exposing everyone's guilty intere..'it in those two 
powerful men. I had the level to pry with: the power of the 
SenaLe and People of Rome. But as yet I had no fulcrum 
upon which 10 rest my lever. 

"As the most junior memher of tlIe governnumt," 1 be
gan, "I scarcely dare speak in 8ueh distinguished company." . 
They all looked at me, smiled and nodded, except for Curius, 
who snored softly. Servers padded about on bare feet, keep- ' 

iog the cups brimming. 
"Bul in the course of this fascinating discussion a few 

things have occurred to me, and I will fillare them with you." 

SliIJ, they smHed. "It seems to me that what is more impor
tant than birth or origin, more important even thaH experi
ence or ability, is loyalty to Rome, to the Senate and People. 
As my patron Hortalus and my friend Sergius Catilina have 
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pointed out, a victorious general who fights only to enrich or 
glorify himself is no servant of Rome. Neither is a magistrate 
who sells his decisions or a governor who robs his province." 
At this, Cicero nodded vigorously. He had prosecuted Verres 

for exactly that. "And no one," I went on, "is a loyal Roman 
who deals secretly with foreign kings for his own gain, or 
who conspires against a Roman eommander in the field for 
envy of his glory." 

Cice� nodded again, mouthing silently the word 
"True." Catilina looked sour as ever, but it was a look of 
boredom. The face of Hortalus retained its joviality, but his 

smile had gone stiff. Publius glared at me angrily, and li
granes looked into his winecup as if afraid of what his face 
might reveal. 

"Excellent," Caesar said, with a look of approval. It 
meant nothing. Caius Julius was the most controlled man I 
ever knew. He could smile at a man he was about to kill, 
and he could smile at a man he knew wa.<; about to assas
sinate him. 

The talk continued, and the wine was drunk for a while 
longer, but nothing of consequence was toU(:hed upon for the 
halance of the evening. In lime Hortalus called for his san

dals, as did Cicero and Caesar. Catilina, Curius and Publius 
.-" were carried off by their slaves. Tigranes spoke animatedly '/ 

and drunkenly for a spaee; then he, too, nodded off. The 
household slaves bore him off and I found myself alone amid 
unsettling thoughts. 

I had not brought a slave, so I found my own sandals 
and prepared to let myseU oul. Just outside the dining room, 
I found Claudia waiting for me. She was dressed in a gown 
so sheer that the lamplight behind her shone through it, dis- ( 
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playing her fonn perfeetly. This was the crowning blow to my 
already disordered sense. in my father's country house near 
Fidenae there had stood an ancient sculpture of the Greek 
Artemis, said to be the work of Praxiteles. She was dressed 

./ in the brief chiton of a hunter, poised on the toes of one foot 
as she pursued her quarry. When I was a boy, she repre
sented my ideal of female beauty with her slim, supple limbs 

/ and lithe hips, her small, high hreasts and long-neeked 
grace. I never acquired a taste for the wide-beamed female 
fonn personified by the Junos and Venuses favored by most 
Roman men. Claudia was the image of my marble Aphrodite. 

"Decius," she whispered, "J am happy to find you slil1 
on your feet and not swaying." 

"I wasn't the best of company tonight," I said. "1 
couldn't gel into the spirit of the evening." 

"I know. J was listeni ng." 
"Why wouJd you want to listen to a pack of power

addled drunks? You must have been terribly boft�d." T tried 
to will the lamps hrighter, so that I could see her better, then 

gave it up. I wa" going to see no more of her than she wished 
me to see. 

"It is always good to know what men of power are saying 
in Rome these days. And while Hortalus was the only man 
present tonight who wields real power, the rest show great 
promise for the future." 

"Even Curius and C8.lilina?" I asked. 
"Men don't have to be intelligent or capable or of good' 

character to play an important role in the high affairs of state. 
It is quite sufficient to be bad and dangerous.'" These were 
strange words from a half-dressed woman speaking privily in 
the night to a man who was not her husband. I was willing 
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to overlook the oddness of the situation in order to stay with 

her longer. 

"And I?" I asked. "Am I ooe of these men of promise?" 

She stepped closer, just as I had hoped. "Oh, yes. You 

have everything they spoke of tonight: abihty, birth, loyalty . .  , 

there is no position you ean't aehieve." 

""In time," 1 said. ""These things must be accomplished 

slowly, in regular succession." 

"H you are content to have it so," she said. "Bold men 

are not afraid to speed the process." 

1 could see where ,his was leading. "Bold men have 

been beheaded in recent years, or heen hurled from the Tar· / 

peian Rock or dragged by the hook into the Tiber." . 

She smiled, but it was a smile of scorn. "The same has / 

been the fate of the timid. The difference is that the bolder 

ones slaked their lives on something worth having. Pompey 

and Crassns haven't waited on seniority and the ladder of 

office. They are Consuls now." 

"Hortalus has been more careful," 1 said, "and he'll die 

in bed. Not those two." 

Her smile went away. "I misjudged you, Decius Cae

cilius. I had thought you made of better material .... She 

stepped very close, the tips of her breasts just brushing my 

tunic. "You might have spent this night with me. Now J think 

you had best spent] it alone, as YOll deserve. Only the hest 

deserve the best." 

T summoned up my remaining shreds of dignity and 

said, "All the bolder souls have left or passed out. I had 

better lake my leave as well. Some of them are undoubtedly 

more deserving of the best." Her face froze as I walked pasl 

her. 
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Outside, it Was dark as only a moonless night in Rome 
can he dark. I knew it would be more than tactless to go 
back inside and ask for a torch or laritern. Besides, while a 
light would make walking easier, it would make it even more 
dangerous than usual. The thieves who lurked everywhere 
were always on the lookout for those staggering home full of 
wine. A light would draw them like moths. It would be pref
erable to risk stumbling or stepping into unpleasant sub
stances. I did a great deal of both before I reached home and 
collapsed exhausted into hed, worn out by one of the longest, 
strangest days of my life. 
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MORNING CAME AS USUAL FARTOO , , 
early. I will never understand how we came to think it a good 
idea to rise while it is still dark. I think our moralists find 
it virtuous because it is so unpleasanl. They always speak 
approvingly of beginning work at "gray dawn," as if that were 
somehow superior to a bright blue morning. Perhaps it re
minds them of campaigning in the field, where soldiers are 
awakened an hour before dawn. 1 never saw any good in that, 
either. Only an idiot would fight at such an hour. The reason 
soldiers are roused at such an hour is that most centurions 
are cruel and brutal men who enjoy seeing their underlings 
suffer. Because of that, Senators, praetors and Consuls rise 
when they cannot even see to dress themselves and feel 
thereby more virtuous than those who prefer to start the busi
ness of the day only after they are fully awake. I wonder how 



many wars we have lost because the Senators who planned 
them were nodding off in the dim, early light of dawn. 

Nonetheless, J was up and hearing the vigile's report 
' 

while still yawning and trying to force some breakfast into 
my fatigue-paralyzed stomach. Mercifully, there had not been 

a single murder in my district that night. You have to live in 
the Suhum to understand how glad that made me. Especially 
considering that it might have heen my own murder that was I 
reported. All the way home the night before, I had thought 
I heard the faintest of footsteps behind me. My condition and 
the darkness of the night were sufficient to make the most ' . 
skeptical see ghosts, though, so J might have had the whole 
city to myself. 

After the vigiles I received my clients. There was also 
another visitor, a very tall, strikingly haJldsome young man 
dressed in the sort of blue tunic favored by sailors. He smiletl 
when I greeted him, exposing penect teelh and an attitude 
friendly but just short of insolence. 

"1 come from Macro," he said. "He told me to speak 
with you privately." 

My clients looked him over suspiciously. "Speak YOUT 
piece openly, boy," said Burrus, my o.ld soldier. "Our pal ron 
was assauhed a short time ago, and we'd not have it happen 
again." 

The youth threw back his head and laughed loudly. 
"Then you need have no fear of me, old man. J never have 
to attack a man twice." 

"I think I am safe enough," I told t.hem, ignoring their 
scandalized looks. "Wait for me in the peristyle; we go to the 
praetor's this morning." To the youth: "Come with me." l Ied 
him to my writing-room, which I had altered to have large 
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windows and a skylight of glass panes. I wanted a better look 

al this alanning young man. He walked with a loose, easy 
sway, at once ca"ual and athletic. 

I sat behind my desk and studied him. He had curly 
black hair and straight, clean features that the Greeks might 

have considered excessively heavy but were the embodiment 

of the Roman concept of manly beauty. His body was that of 

a young Hen:ules. I have never been tempted by proerasly, 

but in this youth I could understand the attraction some men 

feel to the practice. I put on my stem public face. 

"00 you always call an public officials without putting 
fi '}" on a toga rst. 

"I'm new in the city," he said. '" don't even own one 

yet." 
" Your name?" 
'TItus Annius Milo. [rom Ostia. I am now a resident, 

. 
h M " Wit acro as my spoO!;or. 

On my desk was an am:ient bronzt: dagger, found in a 
tomb on Crete. The man who sold it to me swore, naturally, 
that it had belonged to the hero Idomeneus. Every old bronze 
weapon I ever saw was supposed to have belonged to some 

Iliadic hero. 1 picked it up and tossed it  to him. "Cateh." 
He caught it easily, only his arm moving. His palm was so 
hard that it actually made a clicking sHund when the bronze 
struck it. 

"Rowers' guilt)?" 1 asked. Only rowers have hands like 
thaI. 

He nodded. "Three years in the navy, chasing pirates. 
The last two rowing barges between Ostia and Rome." The 
rowers' guild is so powerful that il is forbidden to use much 

cheaper slave labor. Young Milo was a splendid example of 
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what a man (!ould look like if he rowed ships for a living but 
was paid decent wages and could afford to eat like a free 
man. 

"And what has Macro to communicate to me?" 
"First," he said, "the boy who broke in and knocked ' 

you on the head is not local." He tossed the dagger back 
upon the pile of papyrus it had been weighting. 

"Can he be sure of thal't" 

"To break into an important man's house only to steal 

a paltry hronze amulet means a special hire, and ali of the 
break-in lxlyS are a<:counted for that night. They aU report 

to a ward master and all the ward masters report to Macro. 
No one would seek to conceal such a crime." 

«Go on." 

"Sinistrus was almost certainly killed by an easterner. 
The bowstring garrote is an Asian technique. Romans prefer 
the sica, the pllgio or the sword." 

"Or the dub," I said, rubhing my still-sore scalp. "All 
these homicidal foreigners are awfully convenient for Macro. 

I've suspected him of many things. but never of innocence.'" 
"Even a man like my patron can't be guilty of every

thing." He grinned infectiously. "Finally, this H. Ager who 
bought Sinistrus is the overseer of a fann Ilear Baiae. It may 
take a few clays to find out to whom the estate belongs." 

"Very good," T said. "Tell Macro to report to me as soon 
as he has the name of ilie estate holder. And tell him, when 
he has something to eommunicate, to send you. You are not 
nearly as objeetionable 8l; most of his men." 

"I'm Aattered. Have I leave to go?" 

"'Just one more thing. Tell Ma{:ro to buy you a decent 
toga." 
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He flashed his teeth 8 last time and was gone. Indeed, 

he was a definite improvement upon the usual street scum 
and freed gladiators who thronged the gangs. I liked his easy 
manner and quick intelligence. I was always on the lookout 
for valuable contacts in Rome's underside, and I had a feel
ing that young Milo would go far in the city, if he lived. 

As we trooped to my father's house. I brooded on this 
new infonnation. The origin of my attacker and the murderer 
of Sinislrus was of minor interest, save iliat the same person 

could not have done both. A boy had broken into my house. 
and only a strong man could have lhrollle.l a powmful trained 
killer like Sinistrus. The hint of Asian origin was tantalizing, 
but hints are not facts. 

Another question bothered me far more: Why did H. 
Ager come all the way from Baiae in Campania to huy a 
fighter and then free him? I thought of the men I knew who 
owned villas near Baiae. Caesar had one. So did Hortalus. 
So did Pompey. Truthfully, that meant nothing. It was the 
most famous resort in the world. Everyone who could afford 
a vi Ua at Baine owned one. I intendet-l to own one myself, as 
soon as I was rich enough. It had a wonderful reputation for 
luxury, loose living and immorality. Moralists loved to rant 
about decadent Baine. It sent people flocking there. 

On our way to my father's house, there occurred one of 
those common, trifling erents that somehow turn out ttl have, 
not so much consequences. bUI reverberations later. An all- , 

white litter came hy, carried hy men in the white tunics of 
temple slaves. Tmmediately, we halted and bowed low. Inside 
the litter was one of the vestal virgins. These ladies, conse
crated to the goodess of the hearth. have prestige second to 
none in Rome. They are so holy that, should a felon being 
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led to execution encounter a vestal in his path, he is im
mediately freed. This puls little hope in the hearts of male
factors. Vestals do not leave the temple very often, while 
criminals are executed in multitudes. 

When she was past .. we went 00. I had not recognized 
her. The Temple of Vesta is frequented mostly by women, 
and the vestals were chosen from girls of good family not yet 
in their teens. I knew personally only a single vestal, an aunt
who, after her term of service was over, had very sensibly 

declined to leave the temple for the dubious advantagt!S of 
a middle-aged marriage and had chosen 10 remain a vestal 
for life. The term of serviec is thirty years: ten to learn the 

dulies of a vestal, ten to practice them and ten to teach Ihe 
novices. A life like that does not prepare a woman for life 

in the outside world. 
We did not get as far a<; my father's house. instead, we 

almost collided with him as he and his whole crowd of clients 
strode toward the Forum. 

"T th C O " f h °d "A h (0 e una, my at er Sal . messenger as ar-

rived from the East. Important news from the war." 1 had 
wanted to spt�ak with him about Iht: odJ occurrences of the 
day hefon�, but now that would have to be postponed. As we 

neared the CuriCj the crowds bOTew dense. In the almost mag

ical fashion I knew so well, word had spread throughout the 
city lhat there was important news from lhe East. We reached 
the "Forum to find a veritable sea of close-packed humanity. 
Father's lictors strode forward with their fasces and the crowd 
parted before them like water Lefore a warship's ram. 

The mob smelled of garlic, garurn and rancid olive oiL 
Questions were shouted at us as if we knew more than they 
did. Rumors flew back and forth in the immemorial fashion: 
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victory for Rome; defeat and disaster for Rome; plague ap
proaching Rome; even a revival of the slave insurrection. 
And, of course, everybody talked about the latest omens: 

Fifty eagles circled the Capitol last night; a child was born 
with a snake's head in Paestum; the sacred geese had spoken 

in human tongue, prophesying doom for the city. Sometimes 
1 think there is a town in haly where the only occupation is 

to think up ami disseminate omens. '' /  
Praetors in their purple-hordered togas filed into the 

Curia while their attendants crowded the steps and portico 
outside. The lictors stood to one side, and as we ascended 
the steps Father summoned them. 

"Get this mob into some kind of order," he told them. 

"The (:itizens will soon hear an important annOuneemcnt, and 
I want them looking and behaving like Romans when they 

do." 
"Yes, Praetor," said Regulus, the chief of the lietors. He 

shouted. for the heralds, and as we entered. the Curia we 

(:ould hear them calling for lllt� eitizens to assemble by tribes. 
Inside, the Curia was utterly packed. Sulla had nearly 

doubled the size of the Senate in order to fill it with his 
cronies and reward his followers, but he had not seen fit to 
build us a larger Curia to accommodate them. Pompey had 
given the two Censors for the year, both adherents of his, the--� 

task of weeding out eomlpt and unworthy Senators, but this 
had al1eviated the situation only slightly. My father went to " 
sit with the praetors while 1 made my way to where the rest 

of the committee members stood, in the rear of the house. 
Down in front, hefore the theater·style tiers of benches, 

sat the Consuls side by side in their curule chairs. Pompey, 

the most illustrious soldier of the age, still looked absurdly 
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young for the office he held. He was, in fact, not constitu
tionally qualified for the Consulate, nor for any of the higher 
military commands he had wielded. He had never been 
quaestoc, aedile or praetor and, at thirty-six, he was still not 
old enough to be Consul. Still, much may be forgiven a man 
who has an army at the gates, and there he sat. His main 
ambition was to own all the military glory in the wurld, but 

_. he W8>; not a total political dunce like so many military men, 
and some aspects of hi� Consulate had been exemplary. The 
purge of the Senate I have aJready alluded to, and he had 
relormed the courts so justly that only the corrupt an(1 venal 
could complain, which they duly cli(t 

Crnsf>us was a different maHer. He had all the political 
qualities for the office but was sadly lacking in the military 
department. This was due to bad luck more than allY thing 

else, for the commands he had been assigned following his 
domestic office tenures had been lacking in opportunities. 

While Pompey had been winning glory in the civil wars in 
haly, Sicily and Africa, and in Spain against Sertotius and 
Perperna, Crassus had been fighting slaves. Even then, Pom
pey had taken some of what little glory there is in a servile 
war, for he had smashed the force under the Gallic gladiator 
Crixus that had left Spartacus to make its own way home. 
Crassuf> had made up for Home of his disappointment with a 

memorable gesture. He had crucified six thousand captured 

slaves nil along the Appian Way from Capua to Rome. As 
rebels they were now useless as slaves, and they served as 
an example to other malcontents. It also let everyone else 

know that Marcus Lieinius Cr8ssus was not a man to be 
trifled with. 

Crassus envied Pompey's glory and Pompey envied 
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Crassus's incredihle wealth. Both itched for Lucullus's east
ern command. it made for a volatile comhination and Rome 

was edgy as a result. Everyone would breathe a little easier 
when the two stepped down in less than two months to leave 
Rome and take up their proconsular posts elsewhere. Hor

talus and his colleague Quintus Metellus, another amiahle 
hack, terrified nobody. (This was not the kinsman under 
whom 1 served in Spain, hut a.nother Quintus Caecilius Me

teHus, later surnamed Creticus.) 
At a gesture from Pompey, 11 young man callle forward 

and stood nervously before the now-silenl assembly. He was 

a military trihune, still dressed in a travel-stained tunic of 

the sort that is worn beneath annor. By ancient (!ustom, he 

had surrendered his weapons and armor at the city gale, but 

he retained his military belt wilh its pendant, bronze-studded · 

straps and his hobnailed military boots, which erunched 
loudly on the marble floor. T did not know him, bUl resolved 

to make his acquaintam:e when Lhis session was over. 
Hortalus stood from his seat at t.he lowest tier antI 

turned to address the Senate. He was (Iressed ill a toga of 

dazzling whiteness, draped grac:efully in a new fashion he 

had devised. It was so impressive that tragic actors had be

gun to imitate it. 
"Conscript Fathers," began the beautiful voice, "this 

tribune, Gnaeus Quintilius Carho, has come from the eastem 
cmmnand with a communication from General Lucullus. 

Please give him your
· 
fullest attention." Hortalu

"
S sal and 

Carbo took a scroll from its leather tube. Unrolling it, he 
began to speak, at first hesitantly and then with confidence. 

"From General Lucius Licinius Lucullus to the noble 
Senate and People of Rome, greeting. 
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"Conscript Fathers: I write to you to announce 
In the East. Since defeating Mithridates in the great 
of Cabira more than a year ago, J have attended to admi,"' 
istrative duties here in Asia while my subordinate 
manders have reduced the king's strongholds and fought 
guerrillas in the hills. I send by the same messenger a 
tailed account of this campaign. I now have the honor 
announce that Pontus, Galatia and Bithynia are totally 
Roman control. Mithridates has fled and taken refuge 
his son-in-law, Tigranes of Armenia." 

At this, Lucullus's faction, a considerable part of , 
Senate, leapt to their feet, applauding and cheering. Others 
showed their approval with mOTe restraint, while the finan- � 
ciers and his political rivals sought not to show their 

' 

and disappointment. One could not, after all, openly 
demn a Roman victory. I cheered as loud as anybody. 
jubilation died down and Carbo resumed his reading. 

"While this is a significant victory, the East will never 
be safe for Romans while Mithridates lives and is at large. 
Tigranes has shown defiance of Rome by granting Mithridates 
asylum, and in the new year I propose to enter Armenia with 
my legions and demand of Tigranes the surrender of Mith-c 
ridates. If he refuses, I shall make war upon him. Long live

' 

the Senate and People of Rome." 
At this, the anti-Lucullan faetion erupted in fury. For 

Lueullus to make war on a foreign ruler without a formal 
declaration from the Senate would he a serious breach, in� 
deed. There were calls for his recall, even for his execution. 
At length Hortalus stood, and all fell quiet. By custom, nei
ther Consul would speak until the Senate had its say. 

"Conscript Fathers, this is unseemly. Lel us consider 
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what General Lucullus has actually said." Like the lawyer 
he was, Hortalus began to tick off the cogent points. "He has 

brought a guerrilla campaign to a conclusion; he does not 
petition for pennission to celebrate a triumph. Second, he 
does not say he will enter Armenia, he 'proposes' to, thus 

leaving leeway for orders to the contrary. Third, he does not 

say he will invade, but rather that he will 'enter' the country." 
How one enters a foreign country with an army and without 
pennission and not be invading it remains a mystery to me, 
but Hortalus was a hairsplitter. 

"Fourth, he does not propose to attack the forces of 
Tigranes, bUl simply to demand the surrender of Mithridates. 
How can we condemn the justice of this, after the injuries 
that pernicious king has done to Rome? Let us rather take 
satisfaetion in what has been done so far, and send repre
sentatives to General Lucullus to discern his intentions and 

convey the will of the Senate to him. There is no need for 

urgency. His legions will remain in winter quarters for at 
least three more months. The campaigning season in Asia 

begins in March. Let us not be carried away by partisan 
passions. Let us rather rejoice that once again Roman anns 

have prevailed against the barbarians." 
Cicero stood. "J agree with the distinguished Consul

elect. Let us declare a day of public rejoicing in honor of a 
Roman victory." This proposal was carried by acclamation. 

Now Pompey stood. It was his day to wield the impe
rium, and Crassus sat silent, savoring his rival's discomfort. /-
Nobody had the slightest difficulty in reading Pompey's 
thoughts. His clenched jaw said it alL He knew there was a 
real danger that Lucullus would destroy both Mithridates and 
Tigranes, leaving no enemies in the East to capture and plun-
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der. There would be nothing left bUl Parthia, which had given 
_ _ us no cause for LeUigerence. Besides, the Parthians fought 

as mounted archers, and it was doubtful that even a master 
tactician like Pompey could overcome them without terrible 
losses. We Romans excel in infantry and siege tactics, not 
in �f! lightning, will-o'-the-wisp campaigning of the steppe 
wamo!S. 

"Of the legality of General Lucullus's proposed pene
tration of Armenia"-a nice bit of phrasing, r thought-'" 
shall refrain from speaking. I shall not hold this office when 
he marches. For now, I decree a day of public rejoicing, with 
sacrifices of gratitude to all the gods of the stale. All further 
puhlic business is forbidden for this day. Let us address the 
people." 

With a cheer, we made our way outside. I found myself 
jostling Sergius Catilina and could not resist a jab. "Not bad 
for a man whose statue was destroyed by lightning, eh?" 

He shrugged. "'The story's not yet over. Plenty can hap
pen between now and March. If you ask me, some piddling 
guenilla campaign isn't much cause for rejoicing." 

It wa., one of Rome's besetting evils that, in order to 
petition the Senate to celebrate a triumph, a general had to 
have a smashing, spectacular victory that accomplished three 
things: end the war, extend the boundaries of Roman territory 
and carpet the ground with several thousand dead foreigners. 
Along with desire for loot and political power, the lust of our 
generals to celebrate a triumph got us into far too many un
just wars. 

Outside, the scene was incredibly transformed. The jab
bering mob we bad pushed through was gone, replaced by 
as orderly an a.<.;sembly as one could ask for. The lictors and 
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heralds had gotten the populace to form up in the ancient 

manner. by tribes. In front, facing the Rostra, were the neatly 
ranked members of the Centuriate Assembly, the Plebeian 
Council and the Equestrian Order. Before all stood the trib
unes of the people. I was gratified to see that the memhers 
of these assemblies had rushed home to don their best togas 
for the occasion. All stood in perfect order, ready to receive 
news of victory or disaster with dignitas, as hefitted citizens. 
Moments like that made one proud to be a Roman. 

The Consuls, Censors and praetors mounted the Rostra 
and stood beneath the bronze beaks of enemy ships. In utter 
silence, Pompey stepped forward. Beside him was the chief 
of the heralds, a man with the most amazingly loud voice I 
ever hearo. At intervals through the crowd stood other mem
bers of the guild, ready to relay his words to those yet farther 
back. Pompey began to speak, and the herald amplified his 
words, and the citizenry learned of the events in the Ea.<;t. 

Great shouts of joy went up at the conclusion of the 
address. Mithridates had slaughtered Roman citizens and al
lies all over Asia, and was probably the most hated man in 
the Roman world. It is characteristic of people to concentrate 
all their fears and hatreds on a single man, preferably a 
foreigner. These people were in far more danger from their 
own generals and politicians, but that would never occur to 
them. At aay rate, everyone felt that it was all up for Mith
ridates. Pompey said nothing publicly about Lucullus's in
tention to invade Annenia, merely that he would demand the 
surrender of Mithridates from Tigranes. 

In honor of the occasion, Pompey decreed an extra dis
tribution of grain and wine, and a day of races to take place 
in one week. Even louder cheers greeted this, and the as-
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sembly began to break up as Lhe people went off to the tem
ples to observe the sacrifices. Quite aside from their genuine 
love of ritual and gratitude to the gods for a Roman victory. 
there would be plenty of meat for everybody that night as , 
the (:arcasses of the sacrificial animals were cut up and dis
Iribute<1. 

As the crowd around me began to thin, I caught sight 
of Lhe young tribune, Carbo. He was alone now, his brief 
moment of glory past, when he had the sole attention of the 
most powenu1 deliberative body the world had ever known. 

He looked lonely standing there, and I had already deter

mined to make his acquaintance, so I walked over to him. 

"Tribune Carbo," I said, "my congratulations on your 
safe return. I am Decius Metellus, of the Commission of 
Twenty�Six." 

"The praetor's son?" He took my hand. "1 thank you. I , 
was just about to go to the Temple of Neptune. to give thanks 
for my safe sea voyage." 

"That can wait," I assured him. "All the lemple."I will 

be jammed with people today. You can go in the morning. 
Will you be staying with your family while you are here?" 

He shook his head. "I'm from Caere. I have no family 

here in the city. Now my dUly is done, I suppose I'd bener 
see about quarters for the night." 

"No sense being put up in some tiny officer's cubicle 

on the Campus M_artius," 1 said. "Come stay at my house 
while you're in the city." 

"That is most hospitable," he said, delighted. "I accept 
gladly." 

1 confess r was not motivated by a pure spirit of grati
tude to one of our returned heroes. I wanted information from 

.. 

Carbo. We walked down to lhe river docks anti arranged for 

a porter to carry his baggage to my house. First he removed 

a clean tunic from his pack and we went to one of the public 
baths near the Forum, where he could wash off the salt and 
sweat of several weeks of travel. 

I did not wish to burden him with serious discussion 

while he was relaxing. so I (!onfincd myself to city gossip 

while we bathed and were pounded by the masseurs. Mean
time, ] �tudied him. 

Carbo belonged to one of tl105e families of the rural 

gentry in which the military obligation was still taken very 

seriously. His anns, face and legs had the deep Lan of long 

serviee in Asia, and there was a broad welt on his forehead --
and a small bald spot on his crown frnm the incessant wear- ,/ 
ing of the helmet. He had all the marks of hard training with 

arms. I liked the look of him, and it gave me hope to see 

that we still had such soldiers in Roman service. 

We were both hungry after the baths, but there would 
be only lean pickinb'S at my house, for the markets would all 

be closed. So we retired to a delightful little tavern run by a 
man named Capito, a client of my father's. It was on a side 

street near tht: Campus MaD-ius, with a beautiful courtyard 

surrounded by a vine�arh()r that provided cool shade in sum� 
mer. The arbor was rat.her bare at Ihis tim� of year, but the 
day was dear and warm, so we elected to sit at an outside 

table. AI my orner, Capito brought us a platter heaped with 

bread, cheeses, dried figs and dates, and another piled with 
tiny, grilled sausages. He and his wife and servers made 

much over Carbo, the hero of the hour; then they retired to 

let us eat in peace. We tore into this minor banquet with 
great appetite, washing it down with a pitcher of excellent 
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Alban wine. When J judged thai we were safe from death by 
starvation, I began to sound him out. 

"Your general has done splendidly so far. Do you fore
see equal success in the coming campaign?" 

He thought awhile before answering. This was a thing 
I was to note about him. He never spoke quickly on weighty 
subjects, bUl always considered his words carefully. 

"Lucius Lucullus is as fine a general as 1 have ever 
served," he said at (ast. "And he is the finest administrator 
1 bave ever known, by far. But he is not popular with the 
soldiers." 

"So I've heard," 1 said. "A hard one, is he?" 
"Very strict. Not foolishly 80, mind you. Two generations 

ago, his discipline w6uld have been esteemed by everyone. 
." But the legionaries have grown lax. They still fight as hard 

and as expertly as ever, and they can take hard campaigning, 
but the likes of Manus and Sulla and Pompey have spoiled 
them. I mean no disrespect, but those generals bought their 
men's loyalty by allowing them to loot at will after a victory, 
and letting them live soft at the end of Lhe campaigning sea
son." 

He dipped a scrap of bread into a pot of honey and 
chewed slowly, considering further. "Nothing wrong with al
lowing the men a liltle loot, of course. The enemy's camp, 
or a town that persists in r�sisting after it's been offered good 
terms, or a share of the money when I he prisoners have been 

sold off, those things don't harm good order and discipline. ,., 
But tho!iC generals l mentioned have let their men plunder 
whole countrysides and extort money and goods from the 
locals during an occupation. That's had. Bad for discipline 
and bad for public order. And it makes Rome hated wherever 
the legions are quartered." 
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"But LucuUus doesn't allow it?" I asked, refilling both 

our cups. 
"Absolutely not. Flogging for extortion or taking bribes, 

beheading for murder. He allows no exceptions." 

"And the men grumble against him?" 

"Certainly. Oh, it's to be expected. in a long war. Lu

cuHus has been out there for nearly five years, and some of 

us were in Asia under Cotta, before LucuHus arrived. Men 

want to go home, and too many are being kept on after their 

terms of service have expired. No real danger of mutiny yet, 

but who knows what will lJappen when they learn that there's 

to be another hard campaign, this time in Armenia. He keeps 

them drilling and training hard, even in winter quarters. and 

they don't like that, either." 

"He should relent a little," 1 !Said. "Promise them the 

lOOl of Tigranocerta." 

"That might be best," Carbo agreed. " but it might tum 

out to be a disappointment. From what I've heard. Tigrano

certa may not be the fahulous royal city everyone talks ahout. 

Some say it's just a big fort: hard fighting and lilLIe loot." 

"That wouJd be unfortunate," I said. "But I fear that 

things may be about to gel worse for General Lu(�uUus." 

Carbo's look sharpened. "What do 'YOU mean?" 

"Gnaeus, are you loyal to Lucullus?" 

He seemed somewhat offended. "Loyal to my general? 

Of course I am. What reason have you to doubt it?" 

"None at alL But all generals have enemies, and some
times those are on their own staffs." 

"Lucullus is the best general T have served. I will be 
loyal to him as long as he is loyal to Rome." 

"Excellent. You will be returning to the anny before the 
new campaigning st".a<;on't' 
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"Yes. From here 1 will go to spend some time with my {' 
family, then T return to the East." 

"Good. Gnaeus, I am about to tell you something in 
strictest confidence, and I want you to convey this to General 
Lucullus. He does not know me, bUI he will know my fatber, 
the Urban Praetor, by reputation at least. II concerns the 
actions of his enemies, actions which I think to be not only 
hostile to LucuHus, but, even worse, pernicious to Rome." 

Carbo nodded grimly. "Tell me. I will tell him." 

I look 11 deep breath. This hatl the feeling of conspiracy, 
or at least slandemus troublemaking, but I could not ignore 
my instincts i.n this matter. "Sometime i n  Lhe next year, Pub
lius Claudius Pulcher will sail to Asia to join Lucullus as a 
tribune. He is tbe general's brother-in-law. Publius is a bad 

man, and lately he has been keeping company with the_ en
emies of LucuUus here in Rome. T '

suspect that they have 
persuaded him to join Lucullus in order to undermine his 
command. Puhlius has no real interest in serving, hut he 
wants to enter pnlitics. I believe he is currying favor with a 
number of highly placed men by undertaking this." 

Carbo's eycs narrowett "I will tell him, ne\'cr fear. Ami 
I thank you for taking me into your confidence." 

"I don't know whether it is all a part of this or a mere 
coincidence, hut Publius is now entertaining as his house
guest none other than Prince Tigrancs, son of the King of 
Armenia. Do you know anything of him?" 

"Young Tigranes? Just that he and the old man are on 
the outs. The boy felt he wasn't being given enough power 
or some such and tried to raise a rebellion. He failed, nat
urally, and had to run for his life. That was last year. So he's 
in Rome now? I'll never understand why those eastern kings 
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always want to breed so many sons, the way they always turn 
,into rivals. No family loyalty over there-among the royalty. 
at any rate." 

This was a very true observation. A few years before. 
the King of BiLhynia, Nicomt:tles lll, had been so disap
pointed with his possible heirs that he actually willed his 
kingdom to Rome. as a bequest. It was the only province we 

ever acquired in so unorthodox a fashion. It was not totally 
bloodless, however. To nobody's surprise, Mithridates found 
a supposed son of Nicomedes who5(� daim he could cham
pion and tried to annex Bithynia to Pontus. He allied himself 
with Sertorius, who had made himself a sort of independent 
king in Spain and provided Mithridales with ships and offi
cers. For a while he was successful, even defeating an anny 
under Cotta, but that was when LucuJlus took the field 
against him. LucuUus defealed Mithrldates in a sea battle 
Lhat time. and recovered Bithynia for us. All because an 
eastern king had no use for his family. The world is truly a 
stnmge place, and Asia 1.<; stranger than most parlS of it. 

t did not know whal sort of trouble it might lead to, hut 
I felt beuer for having passt:!c1 on my warning. My only al
ternative would have been to wrile a letter to Lueullus, and 
such written documents are always dangt:!fOus things. They 
can fall into the wrong hands; they can resurface yean; later 
when political realitj�s have been utterly transfomled, only 
to be used as evidence in a trial for trea.>;OIl or conspiracy. 
He who would keep his head in Roman politics must be 
extremely careful of all such documents. 

Well-fed and somewhat somnolent from the wine, we " 
deciJed to walk arolJnd tlle city to clear our heads. Carbo. 
who had never been in Rome on a holiday, wanted to go to 
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the great Temple of Jupiter to watch the ceremonies, which 

were famed for their elabordle spectacle. We went to my 

house so that [ could lend him a toga and we climbed the 

long way to the old temple. He was not disappointed. despite 
the throngs of garlanded celebrants that crowded the Capitol. 

Romans never need much excuse to celebrate, and they 

throw themselves into it with H wilL Coming back in the dim 

light of evening, we wandered in the streets awhile, accepting 

wine from the jars and skins that were passed promiscuously 

about. At that time, public officials were still expected to 

mingle with the people during holidays, without regard to 

rank or status. Aristocrat and bath attendant, patrician, ple
beian, publi(� official and common b'llildsman were all equal 
on a holiday. Today even Crassus and Pompey should he out 

in the temples or in the streets, pretending thai they were 

just ordinary citizens like the rest of us. Well, perhaps not 

quite like the rest. They would have their bodyguards handy. 

Being gOOl:I Roman citizens did not make them fools. 

.-" As darkness came, we wendetl our way to my house. 

Calo and Cassandra had prepared a room for Carbo. They 

were delighted to have a guest Lo fuss over, and I had brought 

them a bag of pastries and Ii jar of wine to keep them cheerful 

during his visit. They had the unkillable sentimentality of 

old house slaves, and treated Carbo as if he were a general ' 

come home to celebrate a triumph, having defeated all the 

barharians in the world single-handed. 

As he staggered wearily off to his bed, Cnaeus Carbo 

turned to me and said something terribly obvious but unex

pected and weighted with much trouble to come. 

"Oceius, my friend, let me tell you something: If the 

Senate Lhinks Lucullus wiiJ wait until March to invade Ar- , 
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meoia, they are wrong. He ordered me to return to my legion 
no later than the end of January, even though that means a 

sea voyage at the worst season. He will strike bt-iore March, 
while the Senate dithers here." / 

I bade him good night and retired to my own room to 

think. What he had just said was almost certainly true. One 

thing our generals knew above all else was that the Senate 

could debate forever. They dithered with Hannibal at the 

gates and they would dither whHe Lucullus made an un

sanctioned invasion of Armenia. If he were successful, he 

would say that he had informed the Senate of his intentions 
and they had not forbidden him to act. With the loot of Ar

menia in his purse and his army at his back, the Senate 

would grant him a triumph, give him a title, perhaps Asia
tic us or Armenicus or some such, a.nd that would be that. 

Should he fail, he,would be condemned and exiled, although 

in all likelihood one of his subordinates would probably mur
der him, as Perpema had murdered Sertorius. As l have said, 
politics was a high-stakes game in Rome in those days. 
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5 

T HE NEXT TWO DAYS WERE MERCI

fully uneventful. Rome is usually very quiet the day after a 
public holiday, and the first day was no exceptlon. The sec
ond was devoted to an annual religious ceremony of the Cae
cilian gens. All of the oldest families have these private rites, 
and it is forbidden for a family member to describe them 
outside the family. On the third day, things began to happen 
agaIn. 

While it was yet early in the day, I returned from my 
morning calls Lo find Gnaells Carho packed and ready to set 
off on the next leg of his journey,' Lo his native eaere. Before 
he left, he took a small pouch from his belt and shook out / 
two identical bronze disks. 

"Would you do me the honor of accepting one of these?" 
He handed them to me and I examined them. Each was 



embossed on one side with the face of Helios, pierced just · 
above his crown so that the chann could be worn on l:l. chain 
or thong. On the reverse side had been carved both our 
names. They were tokens of hospitium. They represented a 
very ancient custom of reciprocal hospitality. This meant far ' 
more than a friendly overnight stay. The exchange of these 
tokens imposed a most solemn obligation on both parties. 
When one visits the other's place of dwelling, the host is 
obliged to provide the guest with all necessities, to render 
medical attention if the guest falls sick, to protect him from 
enemies and give him aid in (;ourt, and to provide him with 
a funeml and honorable burial should he die. To underscore 
the sacred nature of hospitium, below our names wa. .. carved 
the thunderbolt of Jupiter, god of hospitality. We would incur 
his wrath should we violate the requirements of hospitium. 
We could pass these tokens to our descendants, who would 
be obligated to honor them long after we both should be 
dead. 

"I accept, gladly," I said, touched hy the gesture. 1t was 
just Ihe sort of old-fashioned honor I could have expe<:ted 
from an old-fashioned man like Gnaeus Carbo. 

"I will take my leave, then. Farewell." With no more 
ceremony, Carbo shouldered his pack and walked out of my 
house. We remained good friends until he died many years 
later in Egypt. 

I took the token to my bedroom and placed it in the , 
little wooden box of carved olive wood inlaid with ;·v MV" 
where I kept many such tokens, some of them going back for . 
generations and entitling me to hospitality from families in 
Athens, Alexandria, Antioch, even one from Carthage, a city ., 
that no longer exists. As I put it away, something about the 
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token tickled a memory at the back of my mind, hut it failed 
to elicit any great insights. Just then 1 had too much on the 
fronl of my mind to pay much attention La phantom memories 
lurking at the back. 

Foremost in my thoughts, geLLing in the way of all ra
tional consideration of my very real problems and dangers, 
was Claudia. Try as I might, 1 could not drive the woman 
from my mind. I kept remembering her as I had last seen 
her, with the lamplight making a corona around her. I tried 

to think how I might have l:l.(:leti differently, but I could not. 

I tried 10 think of a way to make things right between liS. 
but I could think of nothing. These were bad thoughts 10 be 
entertaining when I wa.'1 concerned with murder, arson and 
the likelihood of a treasonous conspiracy involving highly 
placed Romans and a foreign king who was the sworn enemy 
of Rome. 

Men, especially young men, do not think clearly when 
their passions come -jnto play. Philosophers have always as
sured us of this. Many nf Rome's fortune-tellers offered as a 
sideline a potion guaranteed to rid one of this morb-jd fixation 
on a particular woman. 1 even considered consulting one of 
them. But then I had to admit to myself that 1 did not W(lnt 

to be free of my infatuation. Why young men actually enjoy 
this sort of suffering is a great mystery, hut it is undeniable 
that lhey do. 

CaLo interrupted these musings. "Master, there is a 

woman to see you. She won 'I slate her business." 
I thought it might be one of the nuisance visits every 

public official dreads, but r needed some sort of distraction. 
"I will see her in my reading-room." 

I put on my toga and went to sit behind my desk, which 
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was stacked with enough pawhment to make me look very 
busy, indeed. tn truth, these were mostly personal papers and 
letters, since I left all my official writings in the Archives, 
where there were publie slaves to keep track of them. A few 

minutes later Calo showed in a young woman who looked 
vaguely familiar. Then J remembered. It was Claudia's 

serving-maid, the wiry little Greek girl. 
"Chrysis, isn't it?" I said coolly. Ordinarily, sLaves do 

not call upon public officials, save to deliver messages from 

the freeborn. Cato would never have let her in had he known 
her status. But then, when they don't dress like slaves, how 

is one to tell? 

"] am Chrysis." Her face wa<.; widest at the cheekbones, 

tapering to a small, pointed chin. With her cool green eyes 
� and russet hair, she resembled a malicious little vixen. She / 

moved as if her limbs had multiple joints. 
"Why did you not identify yourself as Claudia's slave 

to my man?" 

"Because I'm not a slave," she said. Her name was 

Greek, but her accent was not. 1 couldn't plaee it, but ] had 
heard its like recently. My fixation with her mistress was 
doing tenible things to my memory_ 

'l'hen what are you to Claudia?" 
"Her c()mpanion." She used the Greek word, probably 

to avoid the Latin equivalent, wLi(:h also means "prostitute'� 
when applied to a woman. 

"Well, Claudia is an uneonventional woman. What did , 
you wish to see me about?" 

Her lips quirked up at the comers. "My Lady Claudia 
wishes to see you." This was what I both hoped and feared 
she would say. 
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"When last we spoke, Claudia did not seem to want to 
. " see me agam, ever. 

Still wearing her enigmatic smile, the strange little 
woman walked around my desk. Hands demurely behind her 

back, she made her hips move as fluidly as a python's spine. 
Somehow she invested the simple act of walking with an 
indescribable lewdness. Standing now beside me, hantls still ,.
behind her back, she bent until her face was inches from 

mine. 
"But my lady often speaks from anger, rather than from 

her heart. She finds you a very preUy gentleman. She bums 
for you and cannot sleep. Of 

At least it was clear why she did not wish to commit 
such a mt',ssage to writing. Why she should entrust it to this 

astonishing little slut was less so. Of course, I had doubts 
whether the message was sincere, but it so mirrored my own 
feelings that I tried to convim:e myself that it was. 

"Well, we cao't very well let your mistress go sleepless, 
can we? How does she propose to resolve this dilemma?" 

"She wishes you to come to her tonight, to a house she 
owns not far from here. She will go there after dark, and I 
will come here to guide you to her." 

"Very well," 1 said, my mouth strangely dry, restraining 
myself from wiping sweaty palms on my toga. The combi
nation of my unresolved feelings for Claudia and the aura of 
sensuality exuded by t.his rank little animal reduced me to "'" 
feigning a dignified indifTerence. I douht strongly that 1-
fooled Chrysis. 

"Until tonight, then," she said. She swayed out of my 

reading-room as soundlessly as a ghost. So silently that I 
suspected lhat she was barefoot, although only a person of 

99 



uncommon fortitude would hrave the Roman streets without 
sandals. 

J released a long-pent breath. There were stili many 
hours bdore dark, and I needed something with which to 
occupy myself. For a change, T had no official business to 
lrdnsact, so I decided to draft some letters. I began one, but 
could not get past the salutation. Finishing tbat, I had for
gotten 10 whom I was writing it. After the fourth Lry, [ threw 
my stylus against the wall in disgust. It was a gesture of 
pique entirely uncharacteristic of me. 

I think better walking than sitting, so I left my house 
and began to ramble aim.1essly. It was folly to think of Clau
dia, so I dragged my thoughts back to the case at hand. ] 
had so many facts, and so many hints, but nothing with which 
to tie them all together, as the rods of punishment are tied 

around the ax of execution in the Roman fasces. 
I walked through the' ancient streets, amid the familiar 

sights and sounds and smells of Rome, and I pondered upon 
what I might be missing. What did I have? Two dead men, 
the unfortunate Parame::cles of Antioch and the wretehed Sin
istrus. A great fire lhat might have burned the city to the 
ground, had the wind been from the south that night. 1 had 
Publius Claudius and his sister, and a mysterious farm over
seer near Raiae named H. Ager. I had the foreign prince, 

Tigranes, and I had the mighty hut absent General Lucullus 
and King Milhrid�tes, the latter now enjoying the hospitality 
of the Elder Tigranes. I might even throw in the late General 

Sertorius, whose rebellion in Spain had brought him to a ba.d 
end. 1 Slopped in mid-step. 

What, 1 thought, had been the connection between Ser
torius tlnd Mithridates? They were separated by the entire 
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width of the Mediterranean. They were united only by a dis
like for Rome. One may make a distinction in tile case of 
Sertorius, of course. He was only on the outs with the then
current government in Rome, the anti-Marian party. He had 
c1aimefl to be the legitimate government of Rome. in exile, 
and had even cobbled together his own Senate, made up of 

out-of-favor malcontents. 

So how had these two enemies of Rome carried on their 
inlrigue? Why, through the only other naval power in the 
Mediterranean besides Rome. To wit, the pirates. To the 
astonishment of passersby, . I stood there and cursed myself 
for a besotted fool. Only a few days before, young Titus Milo 

had mentioned his days in the navy, pirate-chasing. Had my 
mind been working properly, that alone should have started 
it working in the right direction, had it nut been occupied 
with lubricious thoughts of Claudia. It is also the nature of 
young men to blame their own shortcomings on women. 

Once Carthage had been the premier naval power on 
the sea. We had destroyed her fleet. Ralher, Carthage had 
destroyed several Roman fleets, but we kept building new 
ones and sending them out until Carthage was eliminated as 
a naval threat. Having done that, we neglected our navy, 

concentrating as always on our preeminence as land soldiers. 
Into this naval vacuum had slipped the pirates. They 

had always been there. In some coastal areas, piracy was 
still regarded as an honorahle profession, as it was in ancient 
times. Mter all, had nol Ulysses and Achilles blithely raided 
ulloffending coastal villages as they made their way to and 

from Troy? 
The fad was, these pirates operated freely in what we 

liked to call "our sea." No shipping was safe, but shipping 
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was not the chief victim of the pirates. Mainly, they raided 
coastal districts for slaves. The great pirate haven on the 
island of Delos had become the pivotal slave market for the 
whole Mediterranean world. Those nations that were not di
enls of Rome got no protection from the pimtes. Those that 
were clients gol very little protection anyway. 

During the Servile War, Sparta(:us had contracted with 
the pirates to ferry his anny of slaves and deserters from 
Messina to freedom somewhere, probably out al the far cnd 
of the Blad Sea, Crassus had got wind of it and bribed the 
pirates to betray Spartacus. otherwise that splendid villain 
might have gotten away dean. We hated to admit it, but the 
pirates of the Mediterranean fOImed a sort of mobile nation, 
richer and more powerful than most land-hased kingdoms. 

I looked about me,_ and found that 1 was in the ware
house di!';tri(:t near the Tiber. Eaeh of us is given, al birth, a 
genius, and in that odd way that these guardian and guiding 
spirits have, mine had led my steps while my conseious mind) 
was othenvlse occupied, and had brought me to the site of 
the beginning of all my problems. Nearby rose the immense 
bulk of the Circus Maximus. Before me, construction was 
well advaneed on the new warehouse that was to replact: the 
one owned by Paramedes and destroyetl by fire. 

It came to me that my genius was behaving even more 
subtly than usual, because this was not- merely the Cireus 
and warehouse district. It was also the district where lived 
Rome's small but wealthy and flourishing Oriental commu
nity. Here were to be found the Asiatics, the Bithynians, the 
Syrians, Armenians, Arabians, ludaeans and the occasional 
Egyptian. This, I suddenly realized, was exactly where I .' 
wanted to bt:. Here, if anywhere in Rome, I would be able 
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to pry loose some information about the pirates. 
I walked another couple of streets, until only one block 

of tenements and storehouses separated me from the Circus. 
Fmm each shop front and storehouse came the fragrances of 
the whole Mediterranean world. Ineense and spi<:es were 
storetl here, and rare, fragrant woods. The odors of fresh
sawn cedar from the Levant and pulverized pepper from even 
farther east mingJed with those of frankincense from Egypt 
and oranges from Spain. It smelled like Empire. 

The shop of Zabbal, a merchant from Arabia Felix, 
stood open, recessed beneath the arehes of a shady arcade, 
Zabbai was an importer of the mosl precious commodity in 
the world: silk. So short is human memory that even now 
men will tell you that Romans fin;t saw silk when the Par
thians unfurled their silken banners before the army of Cras
sus at Carrhae, but this is nonsense. It is true that Romans 
had never seen silk in such quantity or so brilliantly dyed 
before beholding those banners, bUI the cloth had been sold 
in Rome for at least a hundred yean; hefore that, although 
much adultemted and mixed with threads of les.-;er fabric. 

Zahbai was a typical Eastern merchant, rich and polite 
alUl oily as an old lamp. Anthia Feli" owed its happy title to 
its geographical location, a place where the land routes from 
the far East met the Red Sea, with all its African coastal 
trade, at the spot most convenient for transshipment of goods 
to the nearby Mediterranean coast. 

His derk rose from a little table and bowed deeply 
when I entered. "How may I st'JVe you, master?" He didn't 
know me by sight, but he knew an official when he saw one. 

"Summon Zabbai," I instructed him. Minutes later, the 
Than himself emerged from a eurtained back room, grinning 
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and clasping his hands together. He wore flowing robes of 
splendid material and a silken headcloth. His heard was long 
and drawn to a sharp point. He was an exotic creature, but 
it was a relief to see an Easterner who was not trying to he 
a Greek. 

"My friend Decius Caecilius Metellus the Younger, what 
honor you do me, how your presence brightens my day, how 
I rejoice . . .  " and so on, for quite some Lime. Oriental effu
siveness is a bore Lo a Roman, but I daresay Easterners con� 
sider us churlish and uncultured in our direct bluntness. 

""My esteemed friend ZaLbai," 1 said when he paused 
for breath, "I come today not on business, but on a matter 
of state." 

""Ah, politics! Do you stand for the quaestorship?" 
"No, 1 won't be eligible for another six years. This is 

not a matter of domestic politics, but of foreign policy. With 
your wide travels and fadlung contacts, and most especially 
your constant dealings with ships and shipping, T thought 
you the best man to consult." 

He was va"tly flattered, or pretended to be. Flinging his 
arms wide, he said, "Anything! Anything to be of service to 
the Senate and People of Rome! How may I serve? No, but 
first, let us be comfortable. Please, follow me." 

We ducked through the curtain and passed through 
storeroom in which thin sticks of incense burned cm'8'anlJy 
to protect the bales of precious silk from the damage, 
dampness or insects. Beyond that, we emerged into a 
Liful courtyard. It was laid out in the traditional Roman 
ner, with a fountained pool at the center, but with the Ea.sb,rn 
addition of flower boxes, which sported a few winter 
soms. Arabs come from a desert country, and they love 
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and growing things even more than do Ttalians. 
Near the pool stood a low table of precious wood with 

a colorful tiled top, where we seated ourselves on cushions 
stuffed with feathers and spices. Only an Oriental would 
think of a luxurious touch like that. Servants brought us 
dishes of nuts and dried fruits and candied flower petals, 
along with an excellent wine that had been heavily watered, 
as befiued the early hour. 

When I had partaken enough of his hospitality to satisfy , 
politeness, 1 got down to business. "Now, ZaLhai, my friend, 
1 would like for you to share your knowledge of the pirates 
who infest our sea." 

Zabbai stroked his beard. "Ah, the pirates. I deal with 
those difficult businessmen many times in a year. What do 
you wish to know of them?" 

"'First, some general knowledge. How do you go about 
your yearly transactions with these romantic fortune
seekers'?" 

"Like most merchants whose goods move by sea, I find 
it most convenient to pay a yearly tribute, rather than have 
to negotiate separately over each seized cargo or factor Lo be 
ransomed." 

"Yet you say you must deal with them many times each 
year. How is that?" 

""While the greater fleets cooperate, and in most cases 
a single payment made at Delos is sufficient to buy them alJ 
off, yet there are small, independent fleets that obey no mas
ter. These are a special nuisance in the western sea, espe
cially near the Pillars of Hef(�ules. the coast of southern 
Spain and the northern African coast near Old Carthage. 
These rogues will' take my cargoes and agents, then give me 
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a certain time in which to ransom them. Failing th81, they 
wiH be taken to Delos and sold. It is a great nuisance." 

"Spain, you say?" I mused, speaking half to myself. 
"Truly, most of the sea west of Sicily. This is a mere 

nuisance. since the great bulk of all trade and shipping, per
haps as much as ninety percent, is to

· 
the east of Rome. Mlee 

all, what great cities exist in the West since Ihe destruction 

of Carthage? OnJy Rome. To the east, there are many great 

cities and rich islands, all in relatively close proximity. Then� 
you will find Antioch, Alexandria, Pergamum, Ephesus, 
Chalcedon, Crete and Cyprus, Rhodes and all the other is
lands. ThaI is where the commerce is, and so therefore that 
is where the pirates are most numerous and best organized." 

"But to the west," I persisted, "there are independent 
Reets. Are these numerous or powerful?" 

Zabbai made a very eloquent gesture of the hands, in
dicating the mutability of all matters pertaining to human 
affairs. "It is not as if these tbings were eSfablished by con

stitution, or even by guild rules or the solemn ah'TeemenL<; of 
a consortium of husinessmen. These pirates are individual

istic and whimsical in the extreme. A group of lhem will 
decide to cruise off such and such a stretch of coast, while 
others will il1sist upon betaking themselves 10 a strait be
tween two islands, fancying tbat the commercial traffic there 
will he especially heavy and rich in this season. There is no 

formal arrangement of fleets." 
"And how do they decide where they want to cruise?" 

1 asked. 

"They may have any of a number of re8S4:ms. Dreams 

and omens plllY a part, or they may consult one of the sibyls. 
Or they may have harder information, bought from the factors 
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of shipping merchants. It is best not to speak too far in ad
vance of the sailing season where one's servants may over

hear." 
It is a well-known fact that Romans hate the sea. Usu

ally when we need a fleet, we levy one from the Greek allies, 
put a Roman officer in command and call it a Roman fleet. 

It is odd that a peninsular people should b� so hydrophobic, 

but there it is. We are also dunces when it comes to eorn

meree, which we perceive 8S Graeco-Oriental, and faintly 
disreputahle. Respectable wealth come� only from land, ag
riculture and warfare. The city subsisted on plunder taken .-"" 

in war and tribute levied on the defeated. Our idea of a great 

financier was the likes of Crassus, who grew rich -through 
extortion. J made a mental note to learn more ah()ut these 

things, even if they were rather un-Roman. 
"A few years ago," 1 said, "you may recall that General 

Sertorius, who was slill in rebellion against Rome, entered 

into certain treasollous relations with King Mithridates of 

Ponlus. He supplied that monarch with ships and some of

ficers. Did these Western pirates act as intermediaries in this 

process?" 

Zabbai's eyes wenl wide at the obviousness of the an
swer, but h� replied politely. "And how could it he otherwise? 

To those who have their business on the sea, it was <:()mmon 

knowledge that Mithridales sent his request through the pi

rate chief Djed, and that the accomplice of Sertorius was the 
equally illustrious sea-brigand Perseus. Djed is an Egyptian 
and Perseus, 1 believe, hails from Sarnothrace. These pirates 
are a cosmopolitan lot, and men of every maritime nation are 

to be found among their crews." 

"1 am curious," 1 said. "Just how does one go aboul 

107 



eonlading these piraLes? They seem to have no pennanent 
ahode; they do not maintain embassies in the various nations 
of the world. If one has business with them, as did Sertorius 
and, later, Spartacus, how would one let it be known to ,' 
them?" 

"As I have intimated," Zabbai said, "they are busi
nessmen. They deal in large quantities of goods, most prom
inently the great lots of slaves they must sell every year. In 
order to facilitate the sale and transfer of these goods, they 
maintain business agents in all the major port cities." 

l was stunned. "Yi..u mean there is a pirate agent op-
erating in Ostia'?" 

"Oh, but of a (:ertainly. Also in Rome." 
"In Rome?" 
"Rome is, after all, where many of the wealthiest buyers 

are to be found," he pointed out rea.-;onably. 
"Could yHll tell me the name of Lhe current agent here 

in Rome't" 
" 1  wish that I could. Unfortunately, the last agent died 

and a new one has not yet arrived." 
"And who was the d�ceased agent?" I asked. 
"An importer of wine and olive oil named Paramedes . 

of Antioch." 
Zahbai must have assumed that I was rather befuddled 

as I took my leave of him shortly thereafter. However, he was 
unfailingly polite and insisted that I accept a guest-gifl. It 
was a scarf of saffron-colored silk, nearly two feet square, 
strong as annor and light as a breath. Since the silk seemed 
to be unadulterated, it was a gift rich enough to be construed 
as a bribe, hut Zabbai had no cause Lo bribe me. I decided 
that he was foresightedly huilding up goodwill with one who 
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might have a political future. His help and the gift had cer
tainly made me well-disposed toward him, so he must have 
known what he was doing. 

Now I had another link. TIle late Paramedes had been 
an agent for the Mediterranean pirates. What else was there 
that I did not know about this humble Asian-Greek importer? 
Certainly the hospitable Sergius Paulus had not mentioned 
any such embarrassing connection. Yet he had been Para
medes's sponsor, so he must have been dipping his spoon 
into SO rich a bowl. 

I began to feel profoundly melancholy. The way the Sen
ate had put obstacles in the way of my investigation indicated 
a foul stew of corruption at the very highest levels. I should 
not have been surprised. Indeed, I was not surprised. In
trigue, infighting and bribery had been the rule rather than 
the exception for the past two generations, and the Senate 
remained a sink of crime and self-seeking despite the peri
odic attempts by Censors to weed out the worst elements. 
But Censors are only appointed every fifth year, and they 
have only a year of power before they must step down. The 
evil proliferated at a far greater rate than such methods could 
deal with. 

I walked down to the docks and sat on a great wooden 
bollard, staring out into the swirling, muddy water as if seek- /' 
ing omens there. As painful as the thought was, I had to 
admit to myself that the Senate was obsolete. 

Our system of assemblies with the Senate at the top. 
with its quaestors, its aediles, its praetors and Consuls and 
Censors and tribunes of the people, had been a fine arrange
ment for the city-state that Rome had once been. when every 
man was H fanner-soldier. The Centunate Assembly had once 
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been the annual war-hosting where, since every free citizen 

was present, it was a convenient lime to take a vote on mat:. 

ters of public imporlance. In those days most citizens were 

fanners or craftsmen. Slaves were rare and free idlers were 

rarer stiU. We had dealt honestly with one another and with 

the neighboring nations. 

Now all was changed. It was wealth that gol a man into 

the Senate, not selfless public service. Our generals made : 

war for the sake of 100L, not to protect the Republic. and 

where once Rome had been estt*-moo everywhere as an aUy 
faithful to treaty obligations, always ready to defend the lib

erties of a neighboring state, now she was feared as a rapa

cious predator. 

Ci(:ero's famous prosecution of Verres had brought out 

a telling point. In the course of the lrial, a former colleague 

of Verres had quoted him on his philosophy of administration 

when he was in the process of looting Sicily. He had said 

that the profiL<; of his ftrst year he would keep 10 enrich 

himsell� the second would go to enrich his friends and the 

third would be for hi:; jury. It was a sign of the times thai 

most people took this as exeeHent wit ralher than as a shock

ing comment on the quality of Roman provin(;ial administra

tion. 

Still, all was not totally lost. The Sicilians had asked , 
Cicero to represent them in court because they had been very 

pleased with the honesty of his own tenure of office on that 

island. And Sertorius, despite his f'-xcessive loyalty to the 
Marian cause and his unforgivable raising of rehellion 

against Rome, had been an administrator of true genius. Of 

Lucullus's excellenl handling of tht: Asian cities I have al

ready written. 

1 1 0  

So what was 10 be done? The old Roman spirit and 

virtues were still there, even though the citizen body wa'> 

now a minority, sitting on top of an enonnous mass of slaves. 

There were still good men who could restore the good name 
of rhe Republic. although it might require a refonn of our 

governmental system more severe than anything Sulla had 

ever dared. In the meantime. those charged with such dUlies 

must root out the criminals, Iligh or low. That was my task. 

I rose from my bollard anJ saw that the sun was past 

its zenith. It was time for the baths. Then I would seek out 

dinner. Darkness came early at this time of year, and when 

darkness fell, the strange little Chrysis would come to fetch 

me to Claudia. 
T began t.o walk toward the Forum, feeling lighler wilh 

each step. 

III 
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OTHER ClTl£S GROW QUIET wrrn 
the coming of darkness, but the early hours of the night are 

the noisiest in Rome. This is because, with only minor ex

ceptions, wheeled traffic is forbidden during the hours of 

daylight. With the fall of night, innumerable wagons and 

carts come rolling through the gates. These bear farm pro

duce for the morning markets, fodder for the Circus horses, 

building materials for the incessant consLructlon projects, 

charcoal and wood for the fires, sacrificial birds for the tem
ples and so on. Some wagons arrived empty. These were 

headed for the docks, to be loaded with the goods brought 

upriver from Ostia. Above Rome the Tiber is no longer nav
igable for the larger vessels, so it is the transshipmenL point 

for goods going inland. 

During these hours, the streets of Rome are clangorous / 



with the clash of metal tires on paving-stones, the indescrib

able squeal of erude wooden wheels on the axles of fann 
carts, the profane shouts of the teamsters, the groans of har-

". � nessed slaves, the lowing of oxen and the hraying of asses. 
Silence came only after midnight. 

As the great carl" rumbled by my door, 1 waited impa

tiently for Chrysis to show herself. Nervous and unsettled, I 
ca..,t about for something to do in onler to while away the 

time. A walk through the dark streets of Rome was not with

out risk, so I thought 1 had better arm myself. It was strictly 

forbidden to bear anns within the city. but most pludent men 

did, anyway. 

I opened the lid of my arms-chest and examined its 

contents. Cata kept my weapons and armor clean and ailetl 

against those calls to military service thai are the duty of 
every Roman ill public life. In the chest were my crested 

bronze helmet, the glittering bronze cuirass and greaves that 
f wore for parade, also my field annor of iron Gallic mail. J 
picked up my long sword for mounted fighting and my short 
sword for foot combat. Both were keen and of the highest 
quality, but lhey were rather too large to carry thrust beneath 
a tuni<!. The broad-bladed pugio was a more practical I 
weapon, with its double-edged blade eight inches long. I 
tucked the sheathed weapon inside my Lunic beneath the 
belt; then something on the bottom of the chest caught my 
eye. 1 reached in and brought up a tangled mass of leather 
strapping and bronze. 

It was a pair of caesti. Pugilism is the silliest of all 
combat arts. It consists of Laking the human hand, with its 

multitude of liny, frangible bones, and smashing it against 
the human skull, a most unyielding target. The old Greeks 
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had alleviated the damage to their hands somewhat by in

venting caesti, which in the beginning were mere straps of 

hide wrapped around the hands and foreamls. Later, this dull 

sport had been livened up by the addition of hits of bronze 

on the striking surface. Later yet, plates were added. My pair 

were of the fonnidable Macedonian type called murmekes, 

also known as "limb-smashers." These were reinforced with 

a thick strap of bronze across the knuckles. This in turn 

sported four pyramidal spikes, each a half-inch long. I had 

won these in a game of knucklebones during my anny ser

vice, and had lugged them around with me ever since. At 

last, I thought, I might find a use for them. [ dropped one 

back irJ the chest and from the other stripped the compli

cated forearm-slraps, retaining only the part that wrapped 

around knuckles and palm. This I dropped into my tunic on 

the other side, so that I could slip it onto my left hand as ] 
drew my dagger with my right. 

Minutes after I had thus armed myself, Cato came in to 

tell me that a woman awaited outside. I ignored his reproach

ful look as I hurned out to join her. We had to wait for an 

immense hay-wagon to rumble and screech its way by before 

we could speak. 

"Please come with me, S1r," she said. She was veiled, 

but nothing <:ould disguise that insinuating voi<:e or the 

snakelike way her hody moved. There was sufficient moon

light, reAected from the whitewashed walls, to see fairly weU. 

I had Aattered myseU that T knew every street in Rome, 

but she soon had me in an unfamiliar area only a few 
minutes' walk from my door. Truthfully, no person may truly 

know all of Rome. The city is large, and areas are leveled 

by fires or land speculators and rebuilt along new lines. This 
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was an area of insulae, the new type of housing that had 
come into use as the expanding city crowded up against its 
ancient walls ruld there was no way to expand except upward. 
Five, six, ev�n seven stories high towered these structures. 
The well-to-do had their apartments on the ground floor, 
where there was running water. The upper floors were oc
cupied by the poor. These buildings had an unnerving habit 
of collapsing ahrupLly because of shoddy materials and in
ferior workmanship. The Censors kept passing laws regulat
ing building standards, which the contractors persisted il'\ 
flouting. 

The faint light disappeared as we entered this district, 
for the in.�uLae were so tall, and the streets so narrow, that 
the moon could only cast its rays from directly overhead, a 
period of only a few minutes each night. 

Perhaps I should explain that in those days we had 
three types of sLreeLS in Rome. The itinera were only wide 
enough for people on foot. The acta were called "one-cart" < 

street,. heeause they were just wide enough to permit vehic
ular traffic. The viae were known as "two-cart" streets be
cause it was possible for carts to pass one another on them. 
In thuse days, there were precisely two viae in aU of Rome, 
the Via Sacra and the Via Nova. neither of which served. the 
Subura. It is not much beller now. OUT Roman roads are the 
marvel of the whole world, but they hegin outside the city 
gates. The streets of Rome are nothing more than OUT old 
rustic paths paved over. Visitors from Alexandria are always 
shocked. 

Twice we saw wealthy men returning from late di',l0'" , 
parties. accompanied by torch-bearing slaves and body· 
guards gripping wooden clubs in scar-knuckled lists. I sighed 
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enviously, wishing that T were rich enough to own such an 
estahlishment. Not that I would have taken them on this 
night's mission. 

Abruptly. I felt ChrysL.-; grip my arm and draw me into 

a recessed doorway. She must have had cat's eyes to find the 
door, or t6 see me, for that maUer. She scratched at the door. 
an�J [mID inside I could hear bolts being drawn. It opened. 
and light floodeti the street. Framed in the light stood Clau
dia. 

"Come in, my dears," she said, her voice a low purr 
that set my blood racing. 

I stepped inside and Chrysis closed and rebolted the 
door. To my eyes, accustomed to the gloom outside, the light 
was dazzling at first. Lamps stood everywhere, some of them 
sporting seven or eight wicks. all of them burning perfumed 
oil. To make the best use of the limited space available in 
an insuLa. the apartment was not laid nut like a conventional 
house, but instead had a single large room off the street 
entrance. with a few smaller rooms opening off the main one. 

"Welcome, Decius," Claudia said. She stood by a bronze 
statue of Priapus. The god's immense phallus jutted forth, 
gleaming in the lamplight. Such statues ordinarily stood in 
ganlens. but since the god was depicted in the act of lubri
cating his outsized member with oil [mm a pitcher, it was 
obvious that it was intended to be erotic rather than fructi- '--, 
fying. 

�, 

"I rejoice to hear you welcome me," I said. " After our 
last encounter. I despaired of hearing sueh words from yOUT 
lips." 

She laughed musically. It d.id not sound forced, but it 
did sound practiced. "You must learn that I am not always 
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to be taken so seriously. We women lack the reserve 
control wielded by you men. We are more at the merey 
our emotions and express them freely. Aristotle himself 
so, so it must be true." Again the musical laugh. 

" You sounded most sincere at the time," I said, ad,,,u,·;,; 
ing her dress and makeup. She had made dramatic use 
cosmetics, knowing that she was to be viewed by IIDnpliglh( 
She was lightly wrapped in a Greek gown pinned at 
shoulders with jeweled brooches. Her breasts moved 
beneath it. �howing thaL she wore no slrophium. 

"1 usually do," she said, enigmatically. "Come, sit' 
me and let me make up for my hard words of a few nil;ht,,* 
ago." She took my hand and led me Lo a side of the 
that was furnished in the Eastern fashion, wiLh thick 
ions on the floor near a low table of chased bronze. We 
and Chrysis came from one of the side moms bearing a 
of delicacies, a pitcher of wine and 5everM small goblets. 

"How do you like my little hideaway?" Claudia asked'· 
me as Chrysis fiUed the goblets. "Even Publiu. ... doesn't 
about it." 

"Unique," 1 said. I had been studying the dccorations, 
and they were indeed not what one would expect to find 
the apartment of a patrician lady. Nor of a plebeian 
either, for that maUer. The frescoes on the walls, ex'qu;;sitel)'1 
rendered by olle of the better Greek artists, depicted C·,oul,les,.� 
and groups perfomting intercourse in every imaginable p0-
sition. The couples were not always of opposite sex, and 
astonishing scene depicted a woman entertaining three men ' 
simultaneously. This sort of decor was quite (!ommon in 
brothels, although 'seldom of such high quality. It was not ' 

unknown in the bedmoms of the more uninhibited bachelors. 

ItS 

It was not al all common in the main room of houses, re
spectahle or otherwise. We Romans are seldom shocked. ex
cept by the doings of our women. 

"Yes, isn't it? 1 have decided that since life i1l terribly 
brief, there is little point in slinting oneself on its plea ... ures. 
Besides. I love to shock people." 

"I am shocked, Claudia," 1 assured her. "Generations 
of ancesLrial Claudians are shocked as well." 

She made an impatient face. "That's another thing. Why 
should we conduct ourselves to please a lot of dead people? 
Anyway, most of my ancestors were scandalous when they 
were alive, so why should their being dead make them 5u(:h 
paragons of righteousness?" 

"1 am sure 1 do not know," I told her. She handed me 
one of the small goblets. 

"This is the rarest wine of Cos. It dates from the Con
sulate of Aelllilius PalJllus and Terentius Varro, and it would 
be a crime to water it." I accepted the goblet from her hand 
and 1lipped at it. Ordinarily, we regam drinking unmixed 
wine as barbarous, Lut we make an exception for exeeption
ally rare wines, drunk in small quantities. It was indeed rich, 
so full-flavored that even a small sip filled the senses with 
the an<�ient grapes of sunny Cos. It had a strange, bitter 
undertaste. At the time. I thought that it might be fmm the 
evil that cun:led the year of its making. Paullus and Varro 
had been the Consuls whose ann}' had met Hannwal at Can
nae. The wily Carthaginian had chosen to fight on a day when 
the incompetent Varro was in command, and the Roman anny 
had been all but annihilated by the much smaller mercenary 
force commanded by Hannibal. the most brilliant general 
who ever lived. It was the Llackest day in Rome's history, 
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and there were still some Romans who would touch nothing 
made during that Consulate. 

"1 am rather glad it has fallen out this way, Decius," 
Claudia told me, "in spite of our misunderstanding. Isn't this 
much better than meeting in a house full of overfed and 
drunken politicians?" 

"I couldn't agree more." 
"You are the first man I have invited to my little refuge 

from the sordid world." This, at least, I W8!; happy to hear. 
"I trust that YOll will remain discreet," I said. 
"As long as it suits me," she said. " No longer than 

that." 
"Yet I urge you to be cautious. Periods of license are 

always followet1 by periods of reaction, when the Senate and 
People reassert their virtue by persecuting those who were 
nol discreet in their debaucheries. The Censors love to puh- ' 
licly condemn highborn men and women who have lived too 
loosely." 

"Oh, yes," she said, bitterness in her voice. "Especially ' 
womell_ Women who live to please t.hemselves disgrace their 
husbands, don't they? Men don't dishonor their wives. Well, 
Decius, let me adopt the sibylline mantle and show you the '\ 
future. Someday, my brother Publius will be the greatest man 
in Rome. No man, whatever his office, will dare to condemn 
me to my face then, and J care not at all for what is said , 
behind my hack." 

Truthfully, in thai moment she resembled a sibyl. 
t- exaggerated cosmetics she wore made her face a hiero

phantic mask, but I hoped that this was a mere effect of the
'
· 

light. The prospect of Publius Claudius wielding real power 
in Rome was horrifying in the extreme. 
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She relaxed from the rigid pose. "But we are being too 
serious. I did not invite you here to argue. I will make a 
bargain with you: IT you will refrain from passing judgment 
on my chosen means of relaxation, I will not bore you with 
predictions of my own or my brother's future prominence." 

"Agreed," 1 said, Indeed, it seemed a fine idea. My 
mind had entered an odd state. free-floating and detached. 

in that degree of pretematural receptiveness whieh the more ,'. 
lurid Epicurean philosophers agree is the best for indulging .,/ 
in pleasure. without the distractions of everyday life or the 
fears of future consequences. "Let us carve this night from 
the fabric of our lives and hold it separate forever." 

"I could not have put it better. Chrysis, perform for us." 
I had all but forgotten the girl, and was a bit surprisetl 

to see her sitting on a cushion, sipping from a goblet, as if 
she were an equal. This was yet another indication of her 
uncertain status. She rose and went into one of the other 
chambers, to return holding a coiled ropt:. One end of this 
she affixed to a bronz(� ring set into one wall of the room. 
She stretched it across tlle room and fastened it to another 
ring in the wall opposite. It was not taut, about four fe�t fmm 
the floor. It was only about the thickness of a man's smallest 
finger. 

"Chrysi>; has so many talents," Claudia whispered, lean
ing close so that OUT shoulders touched. "She has heen a 
professional tumbler, among other things," Whal other 
things? , thought. But then my attention was taken once more 
by Chrysis. Her hand went to her shoulder and her dress fell 
to pool around her bare feet. She stood dressed only in the 
briefest of loincloths and her body wa"i almost that of an 
adolescent boy. Only her large nipples and the rondure of 
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her buttocks attested Lo her sex. I found this androgyny 
strangely stirring. It was especially strange since I had the 
utterly feminine Claudia so near me. I decided thal it was 
an effect of the rare wine, and 1 sipped more of it. 

With an adroit leap, Chrysis sprang onto the rope and 
crouched with her knees deeply bent, her anns spread for 
balance. Slowly, she straightened until she was standing, one 
foot poised delicately before the other. Then she began to 
�nd backward, her hair falling to tOllch the rope as her 
spine bent like a full-drawn bow. Her hands touched the rope 
and her pelvis arched upward like. it seemed to me, that of 
a woman offering herself La a gOtl. The image, bizarre as il 
was, seemed pleasing at the time. 

Her feel kicked free of the rope and she was !:!tanding 
on her hands. Slowly, she raised her head and bent her spine 
until tJle soles of her feet rested against the back of her head. 
Then, impossibly, her feet slid past her ears and continued 
downward until her toes dangled an inch or two above the 

rope. Her body was now bent backward into a near-circle. I 
could scarcely believe that a human spine coul(1 be so flex
ihle. 

"She can play the double flute in that position," Claudia 
whispered. "She can play a harp with her toes and shoot a 
bow with her feet." 

"A many-talented girl," I munnured. Unbidden through 
my mind went lascivious images of other possibilitie!-l of 1 
which such a body might be capable. Claudia could read 
expressIOn. 

"Perhaps later we can have her demonstrate the talents . _  
she never uses for public per[ormancPJ;." 

I turned to her, managing to shake off a hit of Chrysis's 
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spell. "I am not interested in her," I lied. "I am only inter
ested in you." 

She leaned even closer. "Why be so quick to dispose 
uf one of us?" 

, was not certain of her meaning, but then my mind was 
playing tricks, disoriented by wine, the unexpected surround
ings and the seemingly impossible things Chrysis was doing. 
One can watch a single improbability without losing equilib
rium. Several, either simultaneously or in succession, unset
tle the brain. 

Chrysis performed a backward somersault from the rope · 
and launched into a series of back handsprings, each time 
touching the floor so lightly that even these violent exertions 
were accomplished in the eerie silence that seemed to ,ac- ;
company all her movements. Then she stood before us, her 
legs spread wide, bending backward until her face appeared 
between her knees, as if she had been beheaded and now 
gripped her head between her legs like a hall. Her hands 
grasped her ankles. Slowly, her head turned and her tongue 
snaked out to slide upward along her thigh. Her head twisted 
intricately and she straightened, but now a long strip of white 
dangled from her mouth. So:mehow, she had unknotted her 
loindoth with her teeth and stripped it off as she whipped 
her spine back into a more normal position. Now she stood 
before us dressed only in a fine sheen of sweat. There could 
he no doubt of her gender now, her smooth-shaven pubis 
gleaming before us like a pearl. She spat out the loincloth 

and smiled proudly as sll(� bowed. 
I applauded vigorously. the sound of my hands clapping 

seeming to come from far away. Claudia applauded as well; 
then she leaned closer and my arms went around her as her 
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lips spread against mine. OUf tongues met as our hands ex
plored one another; then she drew back with a look of con

sternation. 

"What's this?" I couldn't guess what she meant; then 
her hands rummaged in my tunic and came out with the 
dagger and the caestus. For no good reason, 1 collapsed into 

laughter. 

"Dangerous place, Rome," f gasped. "Especially at 
night." 

She seemed to find this absurdly funny as well, and she 

tossed the weapons into a comer before she came back into' 

my anns. OUf hre4:lthing grew raggetl and om movements be
came more urgent I felt intimately involved yet detached at 

the same time, and some of the things happening did not . .1 
seem quite real. When I reacht:d to the shoulder-clasps of 
her dress, my hands were as clumsy as if they were half

frozen, yet the dress fell away from her shoulders anyway. 

Another moment. I was dressed only in a loincloth. yet T had 
no memory of removing my tunic;. Gaps I1egan to appear in 
events, while other things had a clarity such as one ordinarily > 
experiences only when taking part in a unique event, such , 

as an initiation into one of the great Mysteries. 
I remember Claudia standing hf>lore me nakt:cJ in the 

lamplight. Like those of many highborn ladies of that time. 

her body had been plucked of every hair below the scalp ' 
and her skin smoothed by rubbing with pumice. She looked 

almost like a Greek statue of a goddess, yet I (;()uld see '" 
individual pore in her flesh. Slowly she tumed and she be-

," 

came my Artemis sculpted by Praxit-eles. 
Other things were not so clear. Sometime in the night, 

I felt Claudia's flesh with my palms, bUI realized that 
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were too many hands on me. I opened my eyes to see Chrysis 
lying with us in the welter of cushions, a smile of malignant 
sensuality on her foxlike features. By that time I was too far 
gone to protest anything. I had lost all rational faculties and 
became a being of pure sensation. 

The night dissolved into a phantasmagoria of tangled 

limbs, sweaty cushions, guttering light from untrimme(i 
lamps, biuer-tasting wine. I touched and tasted and thrust 

and I lost all ability to discern where my own body left off 

and another began. My world became a place of thighs and 

hreasts, of mouths and tongues and fingers that stroked and 
penetf'ated in endless combinations. I would be buried in one 

woman with the other's thighs gripping the sides of my head 

and I could not tell whieh was which. There are libertines 
who esteem this sort of omnisexual activity to be the most 
gratifying possible, but ' found this occasion not merely con
fusing bUl difficult to remember afterward. Since experiences 
one does not remember might as well nol have happened, 1 
have never made a regular practice of such entertainments. 

I woke with a ringing head and that much-esteemed 

gray light of the Roman dawn streaming through the small, 

high windows onto my upturned face. With loins inert and 
stomach heaving, I struggled to my feel and fought to keep 

a precarious balance. My fair companions of the previous 

night were gone. Standing there, naked, sick and disgusted, 
I felt thoroughly used. But to what purpose'? 

I rummaged around the large room, finding my clothes ' 

in the oddest places. My weapons were still in the corner 

where Claudia had tossed them. I tucked them beneath my 

girdle and looked to see if J had forgotten anything. My mem
ories of tJle night before were so unclear that I did not re-
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member whether I had been in any of the other rooms, so I 
decided to explore them just in case. 

One room was a liny, dark kitchen. The stove looked as 
if it had never been used, although there was eharcoal in the 
storage niche beneath it. Claudia probably had food brought 
in when she used the place. Next to the kitchen SII as to 
share the same waler pipes was a small bathroom, with a 
lion-fooled bronze tub. also looking unused. 

There were two small bedrooms, one for Claudia and 
one for Chrysis, I guessed, although neither contained any 
pen;Hnai objects. The last room was a storeroom containing 
a disassembled litter. I dosed the door and turned away, 
when something ahout the litler tickled my re<:enliy mal
fUn<:tioning memory. 1 turned back and opened the door 
agBIII. 

The light was quite dim, since storerooms never have 
windows, and the windows of the other rooms of Ule apart
ment were very small, as is customary with windows opening 
onto the street. There is no real need to put out a weleome 
sign for housebreakers. I went back into the larger room and 
examined the smoky lamps unlil 1 found one with a wick still 
smoldering. With the point of my dagger I teased the twist 
of tow from its bath of perfumed oil, blowing on it gently 
until Ii tiny flame sprang into life. When the flame was well 
e.'itablished I carried the lamp back into the storeroom. 

The litter was like a thousand olhers in Rome: a light 
framework of olive wood with a woven leather bottom like · 
the suspension of a bed. There were leather loops in the sides 
for the carrying-poles to pass through and spindly rods form� _ 
ing a frame from which to drape the hangings. It was 
hanb':ings that interested me. They had probably been wette,d 
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by rain on their last outing, bet�ause someone had spread 
them over drying�rod.s. 1 pulled a fold close to the lamp and 
studied it. It was colorfully embroidered with silk thread in 
a design of twining, flowering vines and stylized birds. Thi� 
was the Parthian fashion, and I knew where I had seen such 
a palanquin before. It had been when 1 left the house of 
Sergius Paulus and was engaged in conversation by the priest 
of the little Temple of Mercury. A litter very like this one 
had left Paulus's house, bearing a veiled. person. 

I replaced the hanging and the lamp and left the house. 
Up the street, a barber was setting up his stool and basin, 
laying out his tools on a fi.14ling table. I rubbed a palm over 
my bristled faee and decided il was time for a shave. 

In my younger days, most men in puhlic life made a 
point of being shaved by street harbers like any ordinary 
citizen. This morning, though, I had a better reason than 
usual for seeking out one of these humble busines,.men. Bar
bers are, notoriously, the best-infnrmed gossips in the city. 
Most of them disdain any such luxurious frippery as a shop, -
and carry out !.heir trade right on the' publie thoroughfare 
from which point of vantage they shave half the citizenry -
while observing the other half. 

"A shave, good sir?" the man asked as I staggered up 
10 him. "Please be sealed," he said, as grandly as if he were 
offering the Consul's place tl) an honored guest. I sat on the 
stool and braced myself for the ordeal to come. Along with 
early rising. old Romans professed to find great virtue in 
enduring the dull razors of the public harbers. 

"Had a rough night, eh'!" he said, winking and nudging ",

my shoulder. "Shaved many a young gentleman after such a 
night, 1 have. You won'l be the first, sir, never fear." He 
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stropped his razor on a palm as horny as Milo's. "Now, unlike 
some, sir, I know what it's like being shaved with a hangover. 
Like having your skin stripped by the executioner, ain't it, 
sir?" He chuckled. "Well, rest assured that I do better than 
that. The secret's in mixing curdled ass's milk with your oiL 
Leaves your skin smooth as a baby's bottom." So saying, he 
began to anoint my face with this potion. Every barber had 
his secret recipe, and this one had an odd yet not unpleasant 
smell. 

"'fell me," I said as he began his ministrations, "how 
long has that insula been there?" I pointed at the one where 
Claudia had her apartment. Now I could see that it was only 
four stories high, not large hy the standards of the time. 

"'Why, that one was built only la'lt year." He began to 
scrape at my beard. Whether it was the sharpness of his razor 

- or the efficacy of his lotion, it was almost a" smooth as being 
shaved by my father's tonsores, a Syrian slave of legendary 
skill. "The old place on that site burned, sir. It was a most 
fearsome fire and had the whole neighborhood in an uproar. 
Luckily the vigiles were nearby, though most of the lime 
they're useless. We got the water pipes up out of the street 
and had the fire doused before it could spread. Building was 
a loss, though." 

"Who- built the new one, do you know?" I asked as he 
scraped his blade down my neck. 

"Some freedman. One of the big, nch ones, so they say. 
What's his name? Let's see, now." He began to shave the 
back of my neck. "They say the hugger's almost as rich as 
Consul Crassus, and owns as much property in the city." 

I didn't want to put ideas in the fellow's head, but I had 
to know whether my suspicion was right. "J think I know the 
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one you mean. He has the same nomen as that old Consul, 
doesn't he? 1 mean the one who was Varro's colleague when 
Hannibal met the anny at Cannae?" 

The barber spat on the cobbles. "Curse the day. But 
aye, you're right. The fellow's name is Paulus. Sergius Pau
lus, that's it. Richest freedman in Rome, they say, and that's 
saying something. Owns half the city, including that insula 
there. Damn shame when freedmen are so rich and a common 
citizen has to work all day to make a living." 

"With the legions, were you?" I asked absently. T knew 
the type. 

"Fifteen years with General Sulla," he said proudly. "So 
what if we didn't get the land we were promised? They were 
good years. 1 can see you're no stranger to the Eagles, either. 
That's a fine scar you've got there, sir, if you don't mind my 

. 
" saymg. 

1 rubbed the scar. The man had done a neat job of 
shaving around it. "Spain. With General Metellus. Not the 
big fights with Sertorius, but the mountain fighting with his 
Catalan guenil las." 

The barher whistled. "Rough fighting, that. We had 
some like it in Numidia. There, sir, how's that?" He held out 
a bronze mirror and I admired myself in reflection. The man 
had done a very ereditable job, eonsidering the material he 
had been presented with. 

"'Splendid," I assured him. "Tell me, that insula-do 
you know anything about the people who live in it?" 

The barher finally decided that 1 was a little peculiar 
in my interest in that building. "'Well, sir . . .  " 

"I am Decius Caecilius Metellus the Younger, of the 
Commission of Twenty-Six," 1 told him. "There have been 
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complaints of irregularities in the construction and leasing 
of that insula, and I would like to know what the neighboring 
citizens think of it." 

"Oh. In that case, sir, we know little. This fellow Sergius 
Paulus has leased the ground floors to some grand people 
and the uppers to tradesmen and such. Pretty fair digs, I 
hear, but they're new. In a few years it'll be a slum like 
most." 

"I daresay. Do you know anything about a lady who 
owns one of the ground-floor apartments? She sometimes 
comes and goes in a rich litter carried by Numidians." 

The barber shrugged. "You must mean the one who's 
hatJ the decorators in these last few months. Never seen her 
myself, but there's some that says she keeps late hOUTS. 
Never heard of ally Numidians, though. Some said she was 
carried by Egyptians.

·
Others say it's black Nubians." 

So Claudia was leasing her bearers rather than using 
family slaves. There were agencies in the city that did such 
lea.<;ing, but it would be futile to eheck with them. In all' ,' 
probability, she harrowed litter bearers from friends as well. 
r would learn little hy determining her means of locomotion 
in any ease. I could ask the slaves where they had taken her, ' 
but in all likelihood, they would not remember. Why should 
they? And, practi(:ally, what would be the use? Slaves muld 
testify in court only under torture, and nobody believed. them 
anyway. 

"I thank you," I said, paying the man an as. He 
surprised at the munilicenee of the payment. A quarter as 
would have been more like it. 

"Right, sir. Anytime you need to know about this 
of the city, just ask for Quatrus Probus the barber." 
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I assured him that I would always rely upon him and 
began 10 make my way home. In future years, the old soldier 
turned harber became one of my better infonnants. although 
he always acted out of a citizen's duty, never as a self-seeking 
infonner. 

My clients ignored. me elaborately as I staggered inlo 
my house. "Not a word," I said to Cato as he rushed up 10 
me. «Everyone, to the praetor's. We are late." 

We trotted off to my father's house. Old Cut-Nose him
self called me aside as we arrived. "Where have you been?" 
he hissed. It was unusual to see him so agitated. 

"I was out behaving like the worst degenerate," I told 
him. 

"That I do not doubt. Well, the night was not uneventful, 
however you may have spent it." 

"Oh?" I said. "How so?" 
"There was a murder last night, and in your district!" 
I felt a distinct chill, of the kind I used to feel when, 

as a boy, I realized that it was Lime to present my lessons to 
my Latin master, only to realize that I was unprepared. 

"Bad enough that you were out carousing v..-ith your 
friends," he (�ontinued, "but you were not even at home to 
receive the report of the vigiles.'" 

"And what of import di(J they have to communicate this 
morning?" I asked impatiently. "There's little enough most 

. .. mommgs. 
"Just that one of the richest men in Rome has been 

murdered," my father said. The hairs upon my newl)' shaven 
nape began to stand. " Lowbom though he was, his murder 
will be a great nuisance." 

"'Anti his name'?" I a.r;;ked, already half-knowing. 
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"Sergius Paulus, richest freedman of the generation. 
You've no idea how difficult the seum's demise has made my 
job. " 

"And how, Father," 1 said through gritted teeth, "has 
this man's death made your task even more complicated?" 

"h's Herculaneum," the old man groused. '"That was his 
hometown. Like so many of these freedmen, he made up for 
his humble early years by being a patron to his hometown. 
You know how they do it . . .  a great, ostentatious amphithe
ater erected to the memory of his putative ancestors, a the
ater, a Temple of Juno and so forth. Now all of these local 
magistrates will be flocking to my court, demanding to know 
how these projects are to be finished, now that the unfortu
nate Sergius Paulus is dead." 

"Speaking of that unfortunate man," I said, "how did 
he meet his end?" 

Father's eyebrows went up. "How should I know? You're 
the one who was not home to receive the vigiles' report. Go 
ask the captain. He's here someplace." 

I hurried of[ to push my way among Father's clients in 
search of the captain of the vigiles of my own ward. I found 
him sleepily downing some leftover cakes along with some 
elderly wine, heavily watered. 1 gra'lped his arm and whirled 
him to face me. 

"What happened?" I demanded. 
"Well, sir, you weren't home and so I came here to the 

home of the praetor your father, just as you said for me to 
do, should you not be able to-" 

"Splendid!" I all but shouted, drawing some strange 
looks from Father's other clients. "You've remembered your 
duty admirably. Now, what happened last night?" 
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He began to tell me of the events of the night before. 
He had been stomping through the streets at the head of his // 
bucket-bearing men when a hysterical slave ran up to him 
and begged him to come at once. An important man had been 
killed, by violence . 

.... How was Paulus killed?" I asked. 
"Strangled, sir, with a bowstring garrote, it looked like. 

Just like that freed gladiator a few days ago, now that I think 
about it." 

"Say you so?" I commented. "What was the condition 
of his household?" 

"Didn't cheek. 1 posted a guard at the door and ordered 
that no one was to leave; then I ran to your house. From 
there I eame here. It hasn't been an hour since Paulus's slave 
stopped me." 

I tried to think, a difficult process since I had not yet 
shaken off the effects of the previous night. What had Clau
dia slipped into the wine? I recalled the hitter undertaste 
now. It was just like a C1audian to adulterate one of the finest 
wines in existence. In an odd way, it was comforting to know 
that I had been drugged. It gave me an excuse for behaving 
like a demented satyr. 

I returned to my father's side. "Father, I must conduct 
an invesLigation at onee. May I borrow your lictors? I have 
to get there before the officials show up. The slaves will have 
to be confined until the murderer is identified. There will be 
a terrible scramble to lay hands on Paulus's wealth. I don't 
believe he had a son." 

.... Very well." Father gestured and two lictors joined us. 
"I shall be there myself sometime today, as Urban Praetor. 
What a tangled mess this will be. It always is when one of 
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these rich freedmen dies. No proper famiJ y to lay claim to 

his property. Had he a wife?" 

"I shall 1ind out." J promised. 

"Be off with you, then. Have a report ready for me when 

I arrive." 

As we left Father's house, my clients trooping behind, 

I told olle of the lietors, "Go to the Ludus of Statilius Taurus 

and summon the physician Asklepiodes. Fetch him to the 

house of Sergius Paulus." The man marched calmly away. It 
is useless to demand that lictors run. They are 100 conscious 

of their own dignity. 

At least now I had something to distract my mind from 

my ringing head and heaving stomach. The news would he 

all over the city soon. Murder was not uneonunon in Rome, 

but the murder of prominent men is always a matter for scan

dal. There had been a time, not so many years before, when 

no one woultl have blinked at this. During the proscriptions; 

Senators and equites had been slain in droves. Infonners had 

been given a part of the seized property of a denounced 

traitor, so any rich man was at risk. But men have short 

memories and more recent years had been peaceful and pros

perous. The murder of the richest freedman iii Rome would 

occupy the conversation of idlers for days. 

The vigile leaned against the do()rposl of Paulus's 

house, half-asleep, when we arrived. Blinking and yawning, 

he assured me that nobody had been past him since 

captain had gone off in search of me. He stood aside and 

passed through, along with my lielm and clients. I tumed to, 
Burrus, my oid soldier. 

"Check through every room. Find whether there 

other exits or windows large enough for a man to 
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through." He nodded and strode purposefully off. A fat, 

distressed-looking man came rushing up, bowing and sweat

mg. 

"Sir, 1 am so glad you have come. This is terrible, ter

rible. My master, Sergius, has been murdered." 

''5 !' h cd "A ' '/" o ve ea . nu you are . . . .  

"Postumus, the majordomo. sir. Please (:ome-" 

I (:ut him off with a wave of the hand. "Assemble all 
the house slaves at once in the peristylium," J ordered. "Has 

anyone left the house since the body was discovered?" 

"Allsoiutely not, sir. And the household staff are already 

gathered, if you will come wiLh mc." 

"Excellent. Had Paulus a wifer 

"He had a slave-wife before he was emancipated, but 

she died before he was freed." Slaves, of course, cannot con

traet legal marriage, bu't only the hardest masters fail to rec

ognize these slave liaisons. 

"Any free children?" 

"None. sir:' 
The vultures would be gathering wilh a vengeance, J 

thought. We entered the peristylium. Paulus's was a colon

naded courtyard without a pool but with a sundial in the 

center. The space wa<; ordinary for a country house hut ex

tremely large for a town house. This was all to the good 

hecause there were at least two hundred slaves assembled 
there. 

The tears wen� copious; the sobbing llnd shrieking . 

would have done credit to a band of professional mourners. 

II might have heen because Paulus had been a kind masLer, 
hut more likely because they were terrified, and with good 
reason. They were trapped in a slave's worst nightmare. If it 
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should happen that the master had been murdered by one of 
them, and should that slave not come forth to confess, or be 
exposed, every one of them would he crucified. It was one 
of our cruelest and most detestable laws, but it stood, and 
should 1 not find the murderer, Cato (the repulsive Senator, 
not my excellent slave) would insist that it be put into effect. 
He probably would not bother to Lake into account that the 
victim had been a freedman rather than freeborn; a master 
was a master to Cato. He never passed up a chance to be as 
primitive and brutal as the ancestors he worshipped. 

"Who last saw the master alive?" I said loudly enough 
for all to hear. Hesitantly, a very large, pudgy eunuch came 
forward. 

' 

"I am Pepi, sir," he said in a fluting voice. "T always 
sleep across my master's doorway, to protect his rest and to 
come at his call should he need help in the night." 

"You were not much help to him this night. Someone 
got past you." 

"Impossible!" he insisted, with a eunuch's childlike in
, dignation. "I wake at the slightest sound. That is why my 

master chose me for this duty. That, and because I am strong 
and could easily get him out of his bed and to the cham
berpot when he was in no condition to do so himself." 

"Excellent," I said. "That makes you the prime sus
pect." The almost-man went terribly pale, already feeling the 
nails in his flesh. "Was there anything unusual last night 
when he went to bed?" 

"N-nothing, master. He had drunk much wine, as on 
most nights. I undressed him, put him into his bed and cov
ered him. He was snoring before I left the room and closed 

-> the door. T lay on my pallet and went to sleep. Like every 
other night." 

]36 

"Was there nothing unusual? Did nothing wake you? 
Think hard, man, if you fear the cross." 

He thought, sweat coming forth on his pale brow. His 
eyes widened a bit as a thought came into his dull mind. 
"Yes, there was something. Once, in the very early morning 
hours, something caused me to wake. I thought that the mas
ter might have called me, bUl there had been no sound. Then 
1 knew that the master was no longer snoring, and that was 
why I woke. That happens sometimes. I went back to sleep." 

"It makes sense," I said. "Dead men seldom snore. How 
did you know what the hour was?" 

"From my pallet I can see down the hall into the per
istylium. There was a very faint light, the light of the hour 
before dawn." 

I addressed the slaves. "All of you are to stay in the 
house, and stay calm. Should anyone try to escape, that will 
be a confession of complicity and you will be crucified. Be 
of good heart. 1 will have the murderer soon, and I do not 
believe it is one of you." I had no such assurance, but I 

could not afford to have mass panic here. They looked at me 
gratefully, and wilh hope, making me feel like a wretched 
fraud. 

Bunus entered the peristylium. "No other doors hut the 
street door, sir," he said, then chuckled. "And we always 
wonder why so many die in fires. All the windows are too 
small for any but a child to pass through, as in most town 
houses. Of course"-he jerked a thumb at the wide opening 
over the courtyard-"you could drop an elephant through 
this complU1Jium." 

I crooked a finger and the majordomo sprang to my side. 
"Have a ladder fetched," 1 said. "I want to examine that 
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roof." He snapped his fingers and a slave went running. 
"Now I want to see Sergius Paulus," I said. 1 followed 

the majordomo down a short hall to an open door. The eu· 
_. __ � ouch's pallet stilt lay on the Roor. shoved aside and forgotten. 

Before going inside, I swung the door back and forth. It 
opened outward, into the hall. Eunuch and pallet would have 
to be moved before anyone could get in. Also, it creaked 
loudly on unoiled hinges. 

Inside, the room was surprisingly spare ami unadorned 
for a man so rich. There was a small table and a low bed 
just large enough for his eorpuJent booy. T have noted this 
about ex-slaves many times. A bedroom is no more than a 
place for exhausted sleep. Paulus's pleasures were those of 
the table and the hath. 

He lay on the bed, his face contorted, a deep, livid line 
encircling his neck. Despite his expression, there were no 

, 
signs of a struggle. He had gone to bed drunk and probably 
never woke up. The cord had not been left in place. 

High on the wall opposite the door was a window which 
measured no more than a fnot on each of its four sides, per
haps even a little less. Only a boy could have entered that 
way. I suspected that one had. I left and gave orders that no 
one was to enter. 

r was standing on the ladder. examining the roof, when 

I heard someone call my name. I looked down and there ' 
stood my father with a knot of other officials. 

"Why are you standing on a ladder like a housepainter ' 
when you should be attending to offieial husiness?" he 
manded. 

"I am attending to official business," I said. "I am ex-,;' 
amining this roof. It's in shocking condition. Decrepit . 
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and moss everywhere. Why be as rieh as Paulus if you can't 
have a decent roof?" 

"Approving of construction standards may be your duty 
when you are a quaestor. Not now." 

] took a tile at the edge of the cornpluvium and shook 
it. FragmenL<; of decayed tile dropped into the guller that 
drai�ed rain from the eourtyard. There were no other frag

ments nn the ground. I descended the ladder. "Whoever it 
was didn't eome in over the roof. TIle moss and the tiles 
WOll Id show that." 

"Why this philosophiea] interest in such details?" 
someone asked. I saw that it was my colleague Rutihus. Op
imius was there lL'l well. 

"I want to find out who the murderer was." 
"It's obvious," Opimius said. '"That fat eunuch killed 

him. The window's too small to let in a housebreaker, and 

the slave slept across the door. Who had a better opportu
'l 'i" 1lI y. 

I looked at him disgustedly. "Don't talk like an idiot." 
"What do you meanT' he demanded. 
"Even a blockhead like Lhal would know better than 10 _, 

use a garrote," I said. "Or a dagger or any other weapon. 

You've seen how hig he is. With Paulus in a drunken stupor, 
he'.1 just smother him wiLh a pillow. The next morning it -
would look like he'd died naturally, the way fat men who 
drink too much often die. I'll bet many a master who was too 
free with the whip was helped along in such a fashion." 

"Don't speak so!" said Rutilius, deeply shocked. 
"Why not? We all live in fear of being murdered in our 

beds by our own slaves. Don't tel1 me you haven't thought of 
it. Why else do we crucify a whole houseful of them for one 
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murder? Why else did Crassus crucify six thousand rebel 

slaves last year?" 

They were all shocked and deeply offended. I was 

speaking of something far more sensitive than their wives' 

chastity. It was the secret fear we all live with and deny. On 

a better day, 1 would not have spoken so loosely, but this was 

definitely not one of my good days. 

"If not the eunuch, then who?" my father said, dragging 

us back to the matter at hand. 

"T don't know, but . . .  " I realized that I was admitting 

uncertainty at the wrong time, to the wrong people. I sought 

to cover my gaffe. "I have strong, almost certain suspicions. 

However,"-T looked around and lowered my voice-"now 

is not the time or place to say anything, if you know what I 

mean." Of course they didn't, but they nodded sagely. All 

Romans love a conspiracy. 

"Carry on, then," Father said. "But don't take too long 

at it." He turned and bellowed, " Secretary!" in the voice that 

had once struck terror into a veteran legion. An ink�fingered 

Greek came running. "Did Paulus leave a will?" Father de� 

manded. 

"Yes, Praetor. Copies are filed at the Archives and in 

the temples of Vesta and Saturn. The master always made 

oul a new will in January of each year." 

"A new one each year?" Father said. "Had a hard time 

making up his mind, did he? Well, a testament will simplify 

things greatly." 

Rutilius snorted. "Forgive me, Praetor, but it will do no 

such thing. If he'd come from a great family, with many im

portant relatives to uphold it, who would contest such a 

But when it was a mere freedman, and so much property 
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stake? The fighting will be vicious and will go on [or a long 

time." 

"You are probably right," Father said. "Perhaps we can 

get the reading delayed until after the new year and the next 

board of magistrates can handle it. I'll be in Hither Spain 

and out of all this." In those days, when the new praetors for 

the year entered office, the Senate decided what their pro

praetorian provinces should be when they left office. They 

would govern these provinces for a year, or perhaps two or 

three years. Even for an honest administrator, there were 

legitimate opportunities for growing very rich in such an of.

fice. Father had drawn Hither Spain as his"province. 1t wasn't 

one of the real plums, but-it wasn't bad at all. 

Father indicated, in thal way that powerful men have, 

that he would rather be alone, and Rutilius, Opimius and 

the others went off, pretending to he investigating. 

"Son," said Decius Caecilius Metellus the Elder to De

eius Caecilius Metellus the Younger, "perhaps you should 

come to Spain with me. Serve on my staff. This is not a bad 

time to be oul of Rome. Besides, a little experience in pro

vincial administration will be good for you. Best to see some 

work in the lower levels before the Senate drops a whole 

province on your shoulders." 

The old man was, in his way, being solicitous. He 

wanted to spare me the consequences of my own folly, as 

long as it could be done under the aegis of duty. 

"I'll consider it, Father," I said. "But first I have a mur

derer to catch, perhaps several." 

''That's fine," he said. "But keep a sense of proportion. 
You have some murder vietims in your district, hut what arc 

they? A manumitted gladiator, the lowest of scum; an obscure 
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Greek-Asiatic importer, now a freedman. Admittedly a rich 
freedman, but an ex-slave nevertheless. Don't endanger your 
career, your future, your very life, for the likes of these." 

I looked at him, and for the first time saw a rather fright
ened old man, but still a man who eared about his son. "Free 
citizens have been murdered in the 5ubura, Father," I said. 
"The Subura is my district. J will see justice." 

There was nothing he could say La that. A Roman mag
istrate could no more deny duty than he could deny the gods. 
It was unfair of me, of course. T had no stake in the Roman 
order in those days, without wife or children or high office. 
I belonged to the most expendable group of citizens-the 
wellborn young men who traditional [y made up the junior 
officer corps. But in that moment I felt quite virtuous, and 
so miserable that I cared not whether I lived or died. I do 
not know whether this was because of my heedless youth, or 
was just the spirit of the times. Most of the rising men of my 
generation behaved as if they held their own lives as cheap ,,' 
as they held the lives of others. Even the riehest and best- ' 
born would resort unhesitatingly to desperate action, knowing 
that their lives would he the forfeit of failure. In that moment, 
I was as reckless as any. 

A few minutes later Asklepiodes arrived. The place 
growing as crowded as the Senate chamber during a 
debate. Two quaestors had arrived with their secretaries 
were making an inventory of the house with the aid of 
majordomo. Two lictors had arrived to take the unf0l1unat�:: 

eunuch to the prison heneath the Capitol, there to await 
fate. 

"Another murder?" Asklepiodes asked. 
"And an odd one," I told him. "Please eome with me. 
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We went to the bedroom, the only part of the house that was 
not swarming. Asklepiodes knelt by the bed and examined 
the victim's neck. 

"I would like to see the hack of his neck, but I will 
need aid in turning him." 

I turned to my clients, who stood just outside the door
way. "Help him lift the body." They shook their heads and 
hacked away. Romans will do awful things to a live man's 
body, but they are afraid to touch a dead one, for fear of 
some unspecified contamination. "Fetch some slaves, then," 
1 ordered. A few minutes later they had the body on its side 
and Asklepiodes exclaimed triumphantly and pointed at a 
round indentation in the ring of darkened skin encircling the 
neck. 

"What is it?" I asked. 
"'The knot. Tt is typical of the bowstring garrote, as used 

by the Syrians." 
A new shadow blocked the dOOlway and I turned to tell 

whoever it was to be off, but I wisely refrained from doing 
so. It was the Consul, Pompey the Greal. With all of his 

lictors and attendants, 1 thought, the house must be about to 
erupt like a volcano, its walls bursting outward onto the 
streets outside. 

"Greeting, Metellus the Younger," he said. Pompey was 
a handsome, square-faced man of excellent bearing, hut he 
always looked uncomfortable in a toga, a..'l if armor suited 
him better. 

"Your Honor," I said, straightening from where I 
crouched by Paulus. "1 didn't expect to see you here at a 
murder investigation." 

He barely glanced at the corpse. "When one as rich as 
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thi!> one dies. the whole Roman economy is in danger. 
There's a great crowd out in the street. Now they· ... e seen me 
here, thing!> will calm down. The citizenry are like troubled 
children. When they see onc who is known as a successful 
general, they think everything will be all right." 

It made sense. "Will his death cause such an uproar?" 
r asked. 

"When T passed through the Forum, the sla ... e specu
lators were already asking each other what it would do to the 
price of slaves. The man must ha ... e owned thousands. If they 
all go on the market at once, the prices will plunge. No olle 
yet knows how much land and livcstuck he owned, how many 
ships and cargoes. I know he had an interest in some mines 
in Spain, although he owned none outright." 

Pompey, who owned many such mines. would be in a 
position to know. He glallced at Asklepiodes. "A trifle late 
1.0 summon a physician, isn't it?" 

"He is not here to treat the ... ictim, but to examine him," 
1 explained. "Ma'ller Asklepiodes is an expert in all mann'er',' 
of vinlent wounds. I've found his expertise to be most useful 
in my investigations." 

Pompey raised his eyebrows. "That's a new idea. 
earry 00." He turned to leave, then turned back. "But 
shouldn't waste a great deal of lime on this. The real pn;,bh,m ' 
will be for the quaestors and praetors to sort out. The 
him!>df amounLed to nothing. The eunuch killed him. 
advice is, just leave it at that." 

0<1 will lea\'e it," I told him, "when r am satisfied 
the murderer has been caught." 

"As you will." H is look wa!:i nol hostile, his words 
nol loud, but his tone was bone-chilling. He left a great 
lence hehind him when he walked out of the bedroom. 

7 

K SllU. CANNar UNDERbo'TAND IT," I 
said to Asklepiodes. We sat in his spacious quarters at the 

Ludus of Statilius Taurus. I had never been in a physician's 
quart�rs before, and I suspected that his dt-"t!or was odd by 
the standards of that profession. Every manner of weapon 

hung on his walls or slood in racks around the rooms. Many 
of them had scrolls affLXed describing the various wounds 
they could inflict. 

'''1118t a man was strangled'?" Asklepiodes said. 
"No. I have three murders here, and one break-in and 

robbery, all of them somehow connected. And an arson, let's 
not forget that. Sinistrus undoubtedly killet:l Paramedes, but 
who slrangled Sinistrus? And I (:an't believe thai it was the 
same person who killed Sergi us Paulus. Do we have three 
murderers here? And who broke into my house, cracked me 



on the head and stole that amulet? Macro said that must 
have been done by a boy, and he seems to be a foreigner." 
I paced the floor and walked to a window. From below came 
the clattering, the shouts and the labored breathing of the 
fighters practicing in the palaestra. 

"ll is a difficult problem." Asklepiodes toyed with a 
decorated silver stylus. "But why do you think it was not the 
same person who killed Paulus and Sinistrus?" 

I sat on a fine couch and rested my chin on a fist. "You 
were in Paulus's bedroom. You saw the window. I don't he
lieve that the eunuch killed him. And I doubt that he would 
have let anyone else past, knowing that it meant his own 
crucifixion. So the murderer came in through the window. 
The hoy who broke into my hOllse might have done it. Very 
well, there is nothing logically wrong with that. It would be 
no great task to strangle a drunken, snoring fat man." 

"I follow you so far," Asklepiodes said. He was wearing 
the plaited silver haidillet I had given him on the last oc
casion. I reminded myself to choose another present for him. 

"But the boy could not have strangled Sinistrus, who 
was a large, powerful man and a trained fighter. So there 
must be two murderers, both expert with the bowstring." 

Asklepiodes set down the stylus and gave me a superior, 
knowing smile. "Why do you think that a man of exceptional 
strength must have strangled Sinistrus?" 

This drew me up short. "Why, it seems . . .  how could 
it not be so?" 

The physician shook his head. ''The garrote is not the 
same thing as simply wrapping your hands around a man's 
neck and squeezing. Allow me to demonstrate." He got up 
and crossed to one of the walls and took a short bow from a 
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peg. It was unstrung, the stout cord wrapped around the 
lower limb. Stripping the string from the bow, he stood before 
me with the string draped between his hands. "This is the 
most conventional way to use the garrote," he said, wrapping 
a turn of the cord around each hand. "You are far larger and 
stronger than I am. Even so . . .  " He stepped around behind 
me. A hand flashed in front of my face and I felt the cord 
biting into my neck. Even though I had been expecting it, I 
panicked immediately. There is no more shocking sensation 
than having a breath cut in half and knowing that you cannot 
breathe. I reached behind me and 1 could feel the physician 
pressed tightly against my back. I could grasp his clothes, 
but I could not secure a strong grip on his body to pull him 
loose. I began to charge at a wall, ready to twist so that I 
could crush him between my body and the wall, but instantly 
both the man and the cord were gone. 

"You see?" he said as 1 sat and drew in great, ragged 
breaths. "One need not he terribly strong to throttle even a 
powerlul man. Unconsciousness comes in less than a minute. 
Death in five or six." 

"But why," I said when I had breath, "did Sinistrus not 
crush the boy against a wall?" 

"He may have been too shocked, or too stupid, but I 
think it may have been another reason." His fingers worked 
nimbly on the string, fashioning a knot. "You remember the 
spot on the back of Paulus's neck I showed you?" 

I nodded. Asklepiodes stepped up to me and his hands 
moved swiftly. Then I was strangling again, only this time 
the Greek was standing before me, hands behind his back 
and smiling. My hands went to my neck, clawing at the cord, 
but it was buried in the flesh and I couldn't get them under 
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it. Black spots appeared before my eyes and the inside of 
my head thundered like the Nile cataracts. I could feel the 
strength draining from my knees and I fell to all fours, no 
longer able even to feel my hands. I felt hands at the back 
of my neck and, suddenly, breath filled my lungs, sweet as 
water to a man dying of thirst. 

Asklcpiodes helped me to the couch and handed me a 
cup of watered wine. "You see," he said, holding the bow
siring before my clearing eyes, " it is a noose rather than a 

true garrote. The Syrian slipknot tightens and will remain 
tight after it is released. Yet one who has the skill may loosen 
it in an instant." 

"You must be the terror of your students," I croaked. "I 
hope you don't demonstrate the sword that way." 

"I have found that a strong object lesson need not be 
repeated." 

I had indeed leamed not one but two valuable lessons, 
one of which was that it was unwise to rely upon my own 

limited assessment of any situation in which the circum
stances wen� hizarre or unprecedented. At such times there 
is always a tendency to give one's own ignorance and prej

udice the weight of knowledge. I vowed always to seek oul 

infomled and expert opinion, as one customarily does in le
gal, medical and religious matten;. 

I thanked Asklepiodes for haH-killing me and departed. 
My puzzle had now been simplified to a small degree. The 

murderer of Sinistrus had also slain Sergius Paulus, and it 
was the same foreign boy who had broken into my house and , 
attacked me. At this point, even a minor simplification was 
desirable. 

My anger, on the other hand, was growing. Great men 
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were conspiring to thwart my investigation. Claudia had, in 
some way I could not yet fathom, made use of me. Most 

illogical of all, I was angry at Paulus's murder. I had met 

him only once, and I suspected him of involvement in con

spiracy, but T had liked the man. In a city of self-seeking 
politicians and military brigands who styled themselves pa

triots, I bad found bim a refreshingly honest vulgarian, a man 
devoted to the acquisition of property and the pl�asures of 
the flesh a� only one raised in slavery can he. 

I had questioned many of Paulus's slaves before I left 
his house. They had been, of course, terrified at the prosped 

of crucifixion should the murderer not be found. They 

seemed to wish the eunuch no ill, but I could tell that they 

hoped he would be found guilty, because then they might be 

spared. Through all this, there was a pathetic hope in them, 

for Paulus had promised many that they would be freed in 

his will, should he die untimely. 
T had not the heart to tell them that their hope was 

almost certainly futile, that many powerful men coveted their 
master's property, and they were part of that property. The 

will would almost certainly bc broken. They had seemed hon

estly grief-stricken that Sergius was dead, and it takes a man 

as hard-hearted as Cato (the Senator) to remain untouched 
by such devotion. He had never remarried after losing his 

slave-wife, and while he had (lisported himseU freely witb 

his many pretty slave girls, he had never deceived any of 

them with promises of marriage. 85 so many heartless men 
do. He had never produced children by any woman, a curse 

which he attributed to a fever he suffered about the time he 

shaved his first beard. 
To my taste, one Sergius Paulus was worth len of Pub-
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lius Claudius, a vicious lout ·born with every advantage but 
consumed with the belief that he had somehow been denied 

something. At least Rome gave a man like PauJus a chance 

to rise from servile status and make something of h..imself, as 
Paulus had. The Greeks have always looked down their Attic 

noses at us and ealled us uncouth barbarians, but I never 

heard of an Athenian slave in the greatest days of Pericles 

gaining his freedom, becoming a citizen and having a good 

prospect of seeing his sons sitting with purple-bordered togas 

in the Curia, debating the high matters of state with the other 

Senators. 

You have Lo b'Tallt us that. We Romans have practiced 

cruelty and conquest on a scale never attempted by any other 

people, yet we are lavish with opportunity. We have enslaved 

whole nations, yet we do not hold a previous condition of 

servitude as a bar to advancement and high status. The pa

tricians make much of their superiority, yet what are they 

_but a pitiful remnant of a decrepit, priestly aristocracy long 

discredited? 
The sad fact is Lhal in those days we were. mad. We 

fought c:lass against class, family against family. We had even 

fought a war of ma..'lters against slaves. Many nations have 

been destroyed by civil war wId internecine struggle. Rome 

always emerged stronger from each of these conflicts, another 

proof of our unique characler, At this time, the infighting was 

between two parties: the Oplim.a.tes, who thought themselves 

made up of the besl men, an aristocratic oligarchy; and the 
Popuuucs, who claimed to be the party of the common man. 

ActuaJly the politicians of Loth parties had no ideals beyond 

their own hetterment. Pompey, a former eolleague of SuBa, 

was a leader of the Optimates, while Cmus Julius Caesar, 
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although a patrician, was a rising leader of the Populares. 
Caesar's uncle by marriage had been the great Marius, a.nd 

the name of Manus was still revered by the Populares. With 
leaders like these, the fact that Rome was not easily de
stroyed oy foreign enemies must prove Lhat we enjoy the 
unique favor of lhe gods. 

AU these thoughts came to me at that time, but they 

did nothing to help solve my problem. And now I had another 
thing to consider. My falher's wistful hope that the whole 
affair would be passed on to the next year's magistrates had 
reminded me that lime was geUing short. I had only aboul a 
month before the new magistrates tuok office. The committee 
positions are by appointment, not by the annual elections, 
but 1 had a strong suspicion that the next set of praetors 
would have their own favoriles to appoint, and I would be 

out. This was when we were still using the old calendar, 

which would gel out of order every few years, so that the 
Ponti/ex Maximus would have to declare an extra month. 
That year, the new year would begin on about the fIrst of 
January, as it does now. The new calendar was one of Cae
sar's Leiter ideas. (At least, he called it his calendar. It was 
Cleopatra's court astronomer, Sosigenes, who actually created 
it, and in truth it was Caesar's own negleet of his duties when 
he WH.:; Ponti/ex Maximus that got the old calendar into such 
dreadful shape in the first place. That's something you won't 
find in the histories written later by his lackeys.) 

The oddest thing was that Pompey, or Crassus, or any 
of the praetors could have ordered me 10 cease my investi
gations, or to tum in a false report. Undoubtedly they wanted 
to do just that. After the chaos of the past years, however, 
our rulers were detennined to follow constitutional forms, WId 
to avoid any stigma of tyranny at all costs. 
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Thai did not mean, of course, that they WQui(1 not stoop 

to any underhanded. way to sabotage my work. Assassination 

was nol out of the question. I was convinced that the only 

thing preserving me from these more extreme measures was 
my family's prestige. Both parties were courting the Metel
lans. We had an ancient reputation for moderation and lev
elheadedness in government. MeteUans had always opposed 

the fanatical extremes of the various parties. As a result we 

had an enviahle reputation with aristocrats and commoners 

alike, and only someone l>tnt on political suicide would at

tack one of us too blatantly. 

Still, I did not take great eomfort in this knowledge. I 
have already mentioned the extreme recklessness of our pol

iticians, and I did not yet know how desperate this vat of 

corruption might make them. So far, each man who might 

have led me to the solution of this pU1.de had been murdered. 

Then J remembered that there might be another. The 

merchant Zabbai had said that the pirates maintained an 

agent at Ostia. The port Wwn was not more than fifteen miles 

from Rome, using either the river or the Via Ostiensis. There 

was a chance that he might be able to supply me with some 

much-needed information. It was worlh a try, anyway. I de

termined to go immediately. 

I returned to my house and filled a small purse from 

my chronically undeLWeight money-chest and found my trav-. 

eling doak, the same close-woven woolen garment I had worn 

when campaigning in Spain. I left word with Cato not to 

expect me back until late the next day and left my house. I., 
I had only the slightest knowledge of Ostia, so I decided 

to take a guide with me, and J knew just the man for the 

job. I went to pay a visit to Macro. 
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He was smprised to see me. "Decius Caecilius, I was 
not expecting you. I still haven't received word of that estate 
manager in Baiae. T should know in two or three days." 

"Excellent As it occurs, I'm here about something else. 

r have to go to Ostia immediately and I need a guide, since 

I'll be calling on some less-than-official people. Lend me 

your boy Milo. I'll have him back to you by tomom.w eve
ning." 

"Certain Iv " Maero said. He sent a slave running to , ' 
fetch Milo. 

"Possibly you could help me further. I need to contact 

the agent who negotiates for the pirates in Ostia. Do you 

know his name and where he's to be found?" 

Macro shook his head. "My territory stops al the city 

walls. Milo should be able to tell you." He looked at me with 

a puzzled expression. "What happened to your neck?" 

"My neck?" 
"Yes. It looks like you tried. to hang yourself. Are things 

that bad?" 
My hand went to my throat. I could feel nothing, hut I 

knew that it bore a mark ]ik.e that around Sergius Paulus's 

neck. "Oh, that. T just had some lessons on the garrote. It's 

getting to be quite the fashion in Rome lately." 

"So I've heard. It was Sergius Paulus this morning, 
wasn't it'? Damned Asiatics. The city's filling up with them. 

Bad enough when they were jusl bringing in their foul gods 

and cults. Now they're using their strangling cords. as if Ro

nlan steel weren't good enough." 

"Another sign of the times," T agreed. A few minutes 
later young Milo arrived and I explained what I wanted. 

"Can you help himT' Macro asked. 
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"Certainly. We can catch 8 barge going back downriver 
empty and be there hefore nightfall. It's Hasdrubal you want 
to talk to. He's a Phoenician out of Tyre. He used to have a 
shop down by the Venus dock" 

"Let's be off, then," I said. We left Macro's house and 
went to the river dock, a walk of only a Jew minutes. I had 
tucked the scarf Zabhai had b';ven me inside my tunic and 
now I knotted it around. my throat, soldier-fashion. I needed 
no more questions concerning the condition of my neck. As 
we walked, people waved to Milo and calIed his name. He 

waved ba{:k, smiling. 
" You've become well-known in your short time in the 

city," I said. 
"Macro's had me at work organizing the vole for the 

next elections." 
"That's months away," I said. "It's early to be out ward

heeling." 
"That's what Macro said. I told him that it's never too 

early. He still thinks like an old-fashioned man. Most of them 

do. They think it's like public service or the religious cal-' 
endar, where there are days for husiness and days for sac
rifice and holidays and such. 1 say you take care of business 
every day, all year. Just in tht! time I've been here, I've done 
twice the work of any ten of Macro's men combined." 

"Re careful with Maero," I cautioned, "Men likc him 
can turn against young men who rise too fast." Then I saw 
three men walking toward us. We were passing near my 

house on our way to the river when one of them saw us and 

they walked toward us, their three bodi.es blocking the nar
row street. In front was Publius Claudius. 

"Now this is fortunate," Claudius said. "We wcre just 

154-

at your house and your slave told us you had left town." 
"I am on my way to catch a boat right now," I told him. 

His two companions were hulking brutes, scarred arena vet
erans whose tunics hulged with weapons. "Was it a social 
call?" 

"Not precisely. I have {:ertain adviee for you, Decius, 
advice that our Consul Pompey is too poliLe to voice strongly 
enough. I want you to terminate all this snooping about in 

the doings of that Greek importer. Turn in a report stating 
quite truthfully that you were unable to finll out who killed 
him and burned his warehouse." 

"I see," I said. "And Sergius Paulus?" 
He spread his hands. "The eunuch killed him. What 

eould be simpter?" 
''What, indeed'? Oh, and Marcus Ager, alias Sinistrus'( 

What of his murder?" 
He shrugged. "Who cares? I warn you, Decius, Lum in 

your report and no one will pursue the matter." 
"You warn me, eh?" I was growing very tired of him 

and dangerously angry. "And under what authority do you 
make these demands, or should 1 say threats?" 

"As a concerned Roman citizen. Will you heed my 
warning, Decius?" 

"No. Now, get out of my way. You're interfering with a 

Roman official in the pursuit of his duties." I began to brush 
past him. 

''Strabo, Codes," At Publius's words, the two thugs 
reached into their tunics. 

"Claudius/' I said, "even you won't attack a public of

ficial in daylight." 
"Don't tell me what I can do in my city!" 
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I realized then, for the first time, that Publius Claud.ius 
was mad. Typical Claudian. The thugs were bringing daggers 
from beneath their tunics and I knew that I had misjudged 
the situation. Even Pompey would not move against me di
rectly, but Publius would. Belatedly, T began to reach for my 
own weapons. 

"Excuse me, sir." Milo stepped past me and slapped 
the two strong-arm men. Just that, openhanded slaps, one to 
the right and one to the left. The two massive men went down 
like sacrificial oxen beneath the priest's ax. The sound of the 
two impacts was like breaking boards, and the men's faces 
were bloodied as if by spiked clubs. I have mentioned the 
hardness of Milo's palms. He pointed to Publius, who stood 
trembling with frustrated rage. "This one, too?" 

"No, he's a patrician. You can kill them, but they don't 
take humiliation well." 

"And who is this?" Publins hissed. 
"Oh, forgive me. Where are my manners? Publius Clau

dius Pulcher, allow me to introduce Titus Annius Milo, late 
of Ostia and now a resident of our city, a dient of Macro's. 
Milo, meet Publius Claudius Pulcher, scion of a long line of 
Consuls and criminals. Wa..'l there anything else, Claudius?" 
I considered telling him what I had been doing with his 
sister, just to see if I could induce apoplexy, but I really 
wasn't sure what I had done. 

"Don't depend on your family to save you this time, 
Decius. This is no game for boys who aren't willing to play 
it seriously, to the end." He glared at Milo. "As for you, I 
suggest you go back to Ostia. This is my city!" Publius al
ways spoke of Rome as if he were its sole proprietor. 

Milo grinned. "I think I'll kill you now and save myself 
the trouble later." 
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"Not in front of me, you can't!" I told him. "lust because 
a fool deserves to die doesn't mean you can do it yourself." 

Milo shrugged and flashed his smile at Claudius once 
more. "Later, then." 

Publius nodded grimly. "Later." 
We walked the rest of the way to the river without fur

ther violence. In later years I thought of how much trouble 
and grief I could have spared everybody by letting Milo kill 
Claudius that day. Even augurs cannot foresee the future, but 
can only divine the will of the gods through the signs they 
send. None but sibyls can look into the future, and they only 
speak gibberish. To me, on that day, Claudius was little more 
than a highborn nuisance, and Milo just an amiable young 
thug on the rise. 

At the docks we asked a few questions and found a 
barge about to head downriver-after discharging its cargo. We 
went aboard and found seats in the bow. Soon the bargemen 
cast off and we were drifting downstream. The rowers ma
neuvered the craft into the swiftest part of the stream and 
then concentrated on keeping us in a favorable position, let
ting the Tiber do most of the work. 

This was a far more pleasant way to travel than by road. 
The wind was damp and chilly, but it would have been the 
same on the road, and there I would have been getting a sore 
backside riding a horse. The Via Ostiensis, like all highways 
near the city, was lined 'lfith tombs, as if reminders of mor
tality were really necessary. As if the tombs weren't mournful 
enough, most of them were covered with the painted adver
tisements for political candidates, announcements of upcom
ing Games and the declarations of lovers. 

The river presented no such vulgar display. Once we 
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were beyond the city, the Tiber floodplaln was embellished 
with beautiful little fanns, the occasional country houses of 
the wealthy and he£e and there a great latifundium with jts 
own river wharf. After the eontinual uproar and clatter of the 
city, this travel by water was most restful. A following wind 
blew up, arid the bargemen hoisted up their singlt�, square 
sail, so that our progress was swifler and even more silent 

./ as the oan; ceased to work against their tholes. 
"Is he typical?" Milo asked. "That fool Cluudius, I 

mean, Is he what most of the Roman politicians are like? 
I've heard of him before. They say he wants to be a tribune." 

1 wanted to say no, Claudius was an aberration, .that 
most were conscientious servants of the state who desired 
only to be of honorable service to the Senate and People. 
Unfortunately, I couldn't. 

"Most are like him," I said. "Publius is perhaps a little 
more ruthless, a little more mad." 

Milo snorted. "I already like Rome. I think I'm going 
to like it even better." 

We reached Ostia in late afternoon. I had only the 
sketchiest knowledge of the city, having embarked from there 
to go to Spain, at which time my friends had carried me 
aboard the ship quite drunk, so that my memorit:s were very 
hazy. I had come back by the slower hut Jess perilous land 
route. I determined to learn a little about the city on this 
trip. When I reached the minimum age, J would stand for 
the quaestorship, and each year one quaestor was stationed 
in Ostia to oversee the grain supply. The many long wan; had 
stripped Italy of most of her peasant fanners, and the Jati� 
fundia were inefficient, so that we had come to rely on foreign 

gram. 
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We passed the great naval harLor built for the wars with 
Carthage and. now fallen into decay. In their sheds. heneath 
falling roofs, the old warships lay like dead waniors long 
after the battle, their ribs thrusting through rotting skin. A 
few sheds were kept up, and the ships inside were in good 
repair, stored for the winter with their masts, spars, sails and 
rigging removed. As we drifted past tlle commercial docks 
Milo named them for me: the Venus dock, the Vulcan, the 
Cupid, the Castor and the Pollux., and some half�dozen olh
ers. 

Dominating Ihe city stood the great Temple of Vulcan, 
dedicatoo. to the patron god of the city. From the Venus dock 
we walked to the city Forum, where two fine bronze statues 
of the Dioscuri sttMMl, patrons of Ostia as they were of Rome. 
Indeed, Ostia was a more attractive eity than Rome, far 
smaller and less crowded. The streels were broader and most 
of the public buildings were newer, many of them raeed with 
gleaming white marble. The other buildings were conslnu:ted 
for the most part of brick. The Ostians eschewed plaster and 
whitewash, delighting in intricate and attractive brjekwork. 

.. It's getting late," Milo told me, "but we call get a few 
questions answered. Come on, let's go to the theater." From 
the Forum we look a broad street that led to tlle building in 
question. It seemed like an odd destination for men on our 
mission, hut he was the guide. 

The theater was an imposing structure, eonstructed of 
marble-faced slone, semicircular in the Greek fashion. Rome 
at that time had no permanent theaters, having to rely on 
extremely flammable wooden buildings where the Senate met 
from time to time in hot weather. 

As it turned out, all the guilds, fraternities and corpo-
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rations concerned with sea commerce had their offices be
neath the three-tiered colonnade of the theater. It was an 
admirable use of a public space, centralizing the organiza
tions, each of which paid a contribution for the upkeep of 
the building. As we walked beneath the arches, I admired 
the mosaic pavement of the curving walk that ran around the 
building. Before each office, the mosaic depicted the activity 
of the fraternity within. There were crossed oars for the row
ers' guild, amphorae for the wine importers, sails for the 
sailmakers and so forth. One mosaic depicted a naked man 
in the act of swimming. I asked Milo about this one. 

"Urinatores," he said, "salvage divers. They're a very 
important guild here. Storms and accidents sink ships here 
every year. There's always lots of salvage and channel
dearing to be done. Their work is necessary and quite dan
gerous, so they're respected men." 

"I should imagine," I said. Only fourteen miles away, 
and yet so different from Rome that the two cities might have 
been at opposite ends of the sea. "Where are we going?" 

"Here." He stood on a mosaic depicting the three Fates 
at their loom: Clotho, Lachesis and Atropos. 

'"This needs some interpretation," I told him. "Surely 
Ostia doesn't receive cargoes of fate." 

Milo threw back his head and laughed. He Jaughed bet
ter than any man I ever knew except Marcus Antonius, the 
triumvir. "No, this is the headquarters of the cloth importers' 
guild." 

We werit inside and a clerk looked up from his desk, 
where he was tying up a bundle of scrolls, no doubt loe,killg, 
forward, to his dinner. '''1 was just closing the office. Ph,ase, 
come back tomorrow . . . .  Oh, hello, Milo." 
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"Good afternoon, Silius. We won't keep you long. This 
is Decius Caecilius Metellus, of the Commission of Twenty
Six in Rome." 

"Afternoon, sir," he said without awe. He knew perfectly 
well that I had no authority here. 

"We just needed to know if Hasdrubal's still about, and 
where he's doing business these days." 

"Oh, is that all? He has a new place, just inland of the 
Juno dock, between the merchant of used amphorae and the 
rope loft." 

"I know the place. He's still in the old business, isn't 
he?" 

"You mean . . .  " Silins made a throat-cutting gesture. 
Milo nodded. "Yes, he's still their Ostia agent." 

"Good. Thank you, Silius. Come on, sir." I followed him 
from the theater. I could have gone to the quaestor's resi
dence to ask for a place to stay the night, but I didn't feel 
like socializing with someone 1 didn't know, and making a 
lot of explanations as to why J was here, so I asked Milo if 
there was an inn where we could stay. 

" J  know just the place," he said. Soon we were walking 
into the precincts of a large temple. Well, in a city where the 
businesses had their offices in a theater, why not an inn at 
a temple? Instead of going into the handsome, columned tem
ple, we went down some steps that led us to a tremendous 
underground crypt where hundreds of men and women sat 
at long tables. I had never seen anything like this. Rome is 
a city of small wineshops and modest taverns. Not Ostia. 
There were four or five large fireplaces supplying light and 
wannth, and serving-girls hustled among the tables bearing 
trays of food and pitchers of wine. 
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Greetings were called out to -Milo as we passed among 
the tables looking for a place to sit. I could hear a dozen 
languages being spoken, and could see the peculiar tunics 
and headgear of as many guilds, each congregating at its 
special table. At one 1 could see men with palms like Milo's; 

at another sat a number of sleek, huge-chested men, who 1 
decided had to be divers. 

We found seats at a small table jammed into a comer. 

By this time my eyes were accustomed to the limited inter

ior light, and I could see that this place had been hewn 

from the solid rock below the temple. As the servers brought 

us a platter of steaming fish and sausages along with cheese, . 

onions, bread, fruit and a pitcher of wine, I asked Milo 

about it. 

"Been here since the founding of the city, they say. It 

was a natural cave beneath the temple, used for a storehouse. 

Then it was enlarged and the god up there"-he jerked a 

thumb upward, toward the temple-"Mercury, it was, came 

to a priest in a dream and told him to establi�h a great 

wineshop down here." 

"Mercury. That makes sense. The god of profit would 

he the one to tell his priest to establish a business beneath 

his temple. And do they rent rooms as well'?" 

"Behind the temple they have an inn. Decent io,dgings, 

if you aren't picky." 

"This is convenient," I said. The wme was not 

either, for a public house. The crowd was interesting 

varied. The sailors and rivermen of Ostia were as h'lrd-bitbm 

a lot as I had ever encountered anywhere. They were 

and fairly boisterous, but I saw no fights breaking out. 

asked Milo about this and he jerked his chin toward a 
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shaven-headed man who sat on a stool in a comer, an olive
wood club propped against the wall next to

' 
him. 

"They keep experts here to maintain good order. I've 
worked here as chucker-out in the off season, when there 

was no rowing to be done." 
We concentrated on our dinner for a while. When we 

had wrought sufficient devastation, a server took the platter 
away and left a bowl of figs and nuts. While we munched on 
these, sipping our wine, Milo began sounding me out. 

"Not meaning to pry, sir, but visiting a pirate's agent 
doesn't seem the sort of thing an official in your position 
ought to be doing." 

"It isn't one of my regular duties," I agreed. 
"And that man Claudius," he went on, "he was trying 

to force you to drop an investigation. What was that all 
about?" 

"And what is your reason for asking?" I demanded. 
His eyes went wide with injured innocence. "Why, I'm 

a concerned citizen, just like your friend Claudius." He held 
his look of innocence just long enough, then he laughed his 
great laugh again, and this time I joined him. Tt was an 
impertinence, but Milo had such an easy and ingratiating 
manner that I found myself telling him the whole story. Well, 
not every little detail. T left out my tryst with Claudia and 
Chrysis. for instance. I saw no real need to reveal that in
cident, which was still somewhat mysterious even to me. 

I actually felt a great sensation of relief in explaining 
these matters to Milo. Of my peers and colleagues, none 
seemed utterly trustworthy. Most of my superiors in office 
turned out to have some nefarious interest in the case, some 
secret guilt to hide. Telling Milo of my woes and my bewil-
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derment seemed to clear the air of a maddening vapor. He 
listened quietly, with great attention. Only a few times did 
he interrupt with questions, usually to clarify some point 

about the political standing of some of the men I mentioned: 
Caesar, Claudius, Hortalus, even Cicero. 

"So," he said when I was finished. "It's all about this 
stolen amulet?" 

Once again, I was impressed by his quick intelligence. 

"It can't be entirely about that. But the amulet is some sort 
of key that could unlock this whole chest of secrets." 

"You want to be careful of boxes like that. Remember 

Pandora, and Ulysses's men and the bag of winds." 
"You don't need to remind me. However, having pried 

it open a little, I don't intend to stop until I've sifted through 

to its bottom." Pleased at having extended the metaphor so 
far, I took another drink of Mercury's excellent wine. A sud
den thought struck me. "I wonder if Lucullus's statue here 

was really struck hy lighlning a few days ago. Ask some

body." 
"How could it have been?" Milo asked. "It was never 

erected. A few years hack the city proposed to honor Lucul
Ius with a bronze statue, but they never got around to paying 
for it. They never got further than putting up the marble 

pedestal at the Juno dock." 

"I might have known. Now Claudius is making up his 
own omens." 

"That would be a handy political device," Milo mused. 

"Just spread false stories of terrible omens about your op

ponents. Who ever looks into the tmthfulness of those 

things?" 
I shrugged. "It would only add another type of lying to 
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an activity already heavily burdened with them." 
"Odd," Milo said, " that even after the rebellion of Ser

tori us, they want to maintain contact with the pirates. Those 
pirates love to slap the Roman face. Last year we could see 
their sails from the docks as they cruised past, unconcerned 
as you please, and our fleet laid up in the sheds, doing noth-
. 

" mg. 
"It's a disgrace," I agreed. "h's possible that some of 

them are accepting bribes to keep the fleet laid up so the 

pirates can operate without interference. That would surprise 
me little." 

Milo tossed a handful of nuts into his mouth and washed 

them down with wine. "1 doubt that. Those pirates aren't 
afraid of the Roman fleet even when it's at full strength. Why 
pay to be rid of itT' 

"You're right. It could be some of them plan to hire the 
pirates as an auxiliary fleet; that's been done before, in past 
wars." At this, the beginning of a thought hegan to form 

somewhere in the back of my mind, where the worst ones 
always take shape. "No," I muttered, "even they wouldn't 
stoop to that." 

Milo's interest brightened. "You've made it plain that 

there isn't much that our more ambitious men won't stoop to. 
What is it that seems so unlikely?" 

"No, this I can't even speculate about. It will have to 
wait until I have some sort of evidence." 

"As you will," Milo said. "Come, are you ready to find 
a room for the night?" 

"Might as well." Only when I rose from my seat did I 
realize how tired I was. It had been another incredibly long 
and eventful day, beginning with my waking in Claudia's 
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___ /-- getaway, still in a drugged stupor. There had heen the murder 

of Paulus, my near-strangulation by Asklepiodes. the en

counter with Claudius and his thugs, the trip downriver and 

my brief tour of Ostia, ending in this underground tavern. 1t 

was indeed lime to find some rest. We ascended to the fresh 

air and Milo found a priest to show us to our room, which I 
did not even examine before crashing onto my cot 
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I WOKE FF..EUNG IMMEASURABLY 

beLter. The light coming through the door was that of dawn 

just before the sun appears. I could see someone standing 

outside the doorway, leaning on a balustrade, I climbed from 

my cot and found a basin of water with which I splashed my 

face liberally. Milo turned as I came out of the little room. 

"About time you were up, Commissioner. Rosy-fingered 

Aurora rises from the bed of her husband Tithonus, or what

ever his name is." 

"You're another of the early risers. I see," 1 walked out 

onto the gallery that ran along the front of the inn. We were 

on the fourth floor. I didn't even remember climbing the stairs 

the night before. From our vantage point we could look oul 

over the roof of the temple and see the harbor just a few 

hundred paces distant- The growing light revealed a myriad 



of details, and a fresh wind brought us the smell of the sea. 
The markets of the town were beginning to send up their 

-- daily din like an offering to the gods. Smoke rose from before 
the great Temple of Vulcan, probably a morning sacrifice. It 
was time to begin another overlong day of doing my duty by 
the Roman Senate and People. 

"Let's go," I said to Milo. We descended the rickety 
steps and began to make our way toward the Juno dock, first 
stopping for a shave from a street-comer harber. Milo was 

frequently hailed, and I wondered what had caused him to 
leave a place where he was plainly so popular. Probahly Os
tia was too small for him, I decided. 

We found the shop we needed -without difficulty. It lay, 

as promised, between the rope shop and the used-amphorae
dealer's establishment. From the stacks of jars in the latter's 
yard came the reek of sour wine lees. The interior of Has- , 
drubal's shop had a different smell, odd but not unpleasant. 
I found that it was the characteristic odor of cloth colored 
with the murex dye. It was tremendously popular in the East, 
but in Rome we used it mainly for the broad stripe on the , 
senatorial tunic and the narrow border on the equestrian tu

nic. Only a general celebrating a triumph was permitted to 

wear an entire robe dyed with it, in the fashion of the Etrus
can kings. There could not have been a great demand for 
triumphal robes, but Italy was full of old priesthoods and ' 

cults demanding their own regalia, and I presumed that Ha�- " .' 
drubal did the bulk of his business keeping them sU]Jplie(1. 

Hasdrubal himself was in the front of the shop, arrang
ing the drape of some of his rich cloth to show it to 
advantage. He looked up smiling, but the smile wavered 
slightly when he recognized Milo. He was a tall, lean man, 
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dark of complexion, with a black, pointed beard. He wore 
the conical cap of his nation. 

"Welcome, my oId friend Titus Annius Milo. And you, 
sir . . .  " He trailed off interrogatively. 

"I am Decius Caecilius Metellus, of the Commission of 
Twenty-Six, of which 1 am part of the Commission of Three, 
in Rome, Subura district." Hoping he was impressed by my 
long-winded title, I pressed on. "I am investigating the un
timely demise of a colleague of yours, one Paramedes of An

tioch. " 
"Ah, yes, I had heard that he was dead." Hasdrubal 

made some complicated hand-gestures, undoubtedly placat
ing the spirits of the dead or some foul Oriental god. "I knew 
him only slightly, through our mutual business dealings, but 
I regret his passing." 

"Well, his passing was neither accidental nor voluntary, 
which is why an investigation became necessary." 

"I am of course at your disposal." Hand to breast, Ha,>
drubal bowed deeply. 

"Excellent. The Senate and People of Rome will be 
most pleased." I could be as mealymouthed as the best of 

them. "What was the nature of the business you and Para
medes transacted with the pirates?" 

"Usually, it involved the negotiation of ransom. From 
time to time, the pirates would capture a ship or raid an 
estate that would yield some valuable personage: a wealthy 
merchant, even"-he allowed himself a faint chuckle-"if 
you will forgive me, a Roman magistrate. If that person's 
relatives, guild or corporation were in the Rome-Ostia area, 
one of us would transact the negotiations for transfer of the 
ransom. Many of the seafaring guilds here in Ostia, for in-
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stance, maintain a ransom fund for members taken prisoner 
by pirates. In most such cases, the ransom is set by long 
agreement: so much for a master merchant, so much for a 
helmsman and so forth. In the case of a wealthy or important 
person, the ransom must be agreed upon by the interested 
parties." 

"I see. Did you or Paramedes negotiate any really large
scale or special comtpissions between the pirates and citizens 
of Rome?" 

He was nonplussed. "Special? How do you mean, sir?" 
"Well, for instance: A few years back, at the time of 

Sertorius's rebellion in Spain, certain arrangements were 
made between that rebellious general and King Mithridates 
of Pontus, with the pirates acting as intennediaries. Might 
you. or Paramedes have handled such a commission?" 

He spread his hands in a self-deprecating gesture. I 
found these constant gesticulations annoying, and was happy 
that Romans did not thus supplement their speech. "That is 
a far larger commission than any I have ever undertaken. We 
local agents are not really a part of the pirate community. I 

doubt that anything of such magnitude would he entrusted 
to one of us." 

That didn't sound promising. "And Paramedes'?" 

"Also unlikely. He had been an agent for longer than I, 

and he had operated in other parts of the Mediterranean." 

He pondered for a moment. "Of course, if a Roman wished 

to engage one or more of the pirate fleets on such a com

mission, he might very well approach one of us to arrange 

the initial contact." 
That sounded hetter. "And have you been thus ap

proached?" 
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"Such has never fallen my lot. However, I cannot speak 
for Paramedes." 

"Unfortunately, he can no longer speak for himself. 
Would you happen to know who did negotiate on the pirates' 
behalf on the occasion of the conspiracy between Sertorius 
and Mithridates?" This was a wild cast, but I have found that 
these seem to bag as much game as the aimed sort. 

"The pirate captains are an individualistic Jot, so it is 
seldom that one of them is allowed to speak for the combined 
fleets. Instead, they employ a well-placed and educated per
son to negotiate for them. T believe that on that occasion the 
man who acted on the pirates' behalf was young Tigranes, 
the son of the Annenian king." The expression on my face 
must have been a sight to behold. "Sir," Hasdrubal asked, 

"are you well?" 
"Better than you can imagine. Hasdrubal, I thank you. 

The Senate and People of Rome Jhank you." 

He beamed. "lust remember me when you are a praetor 
and need a purple border for your toga." 

"One more thing, if you please. During the recent slave 
rebellion, Spartacus arranged with the pirates to ferry him 
and his anny from Messina to some unspecified destination. 
On the appointed day, the pirates did not arrive. Somebody 
had bought them off." 

Hasdrubal looked uncomfortable. "Yes. Most unlike 
them, to renege on an agreement like that." /" 

"I won't ponder the ethics of it," I said, "but I would 
like to know something: Was Tigranes the pirates' negotiator 
that time as well?" 

Hasdrubal stroked his beard and nodded. "He was." 
I rose and prepared to leave. "Hasdrubal, I'll never buy 
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purple from any merchant save you." He saw us out amid 
-�£fl1Sive fareweUs and many annoying gesticulations. 

·''To the docks," 1 told Milo when we were outside. "I 
have to get to Rome as quickly as possible." 

"No problem there. It's still early enough to catch a 
barge headed upriver." He grinned as if it had aU been his 
doing. «'There, wasn't that worth the trip here?" 

"It's beginning to make a sort of sense," I allowed. "'And 
it's even worse than I'd thought. They're both in on it, Milo. 
Crassus as well as Pompey." 

We were only a few steps from the Juno dock and within 
minutes we arrangetJ passage upriver Oil a barge carrying 
amphorae of Sicilian win�. Under no circumstances was I 
going to travd on one carrying fish. As soon as we were 
seated in the how, the barge east off and we began to move 
up the harbor 10 the river mouth, which we had passed the 
night hefore. Milo watched the oarsmen critically for a while, 
then turned his attention on me. 

"I'm not certain I wanl to be so near you," he said. "'A 

man with not one but two Consuls for enemies must draw 
lightning like a temple roof. Why do you think Crassus was 
in on itT' 

"IL was Crassus who had Spartacus hoxed in at Messina. 
As soon as he made the agreement with Spartacus, Tigranes 
must have gone to Crassns to see if he could get a better 
offer." 

"But Pompey foughl the slave anny too," Milo pointed 

out. 
I shook my head. "That was hlter. Pompey was still on 

his way fmm Spain when Spartacus was at Messina. He 
fought the band under Crixus after they broke through the 
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breastwork Cmssus buill across the peninsula. Besides, who 
was in a better position to bribe a whole fleet of pirates? 
Crassus is incredibly rich, while Pompey squanders all his 
weruth pampering his soldiers." 

"It makes sense so far," Milo said. "But that was the 
slave rebellion last year, and the uprising of Sertorius a few 
years before that. What has it all to do with what's happening 
in Rome right now?" 

1 settled baek against a bale of the sacking used to pad , 
the big wine jars. "I don't know," T admitted, "although I'm 
beginning to entertain !;Orne suspicions. The pirates' chicf
What shall we call him? Diplomat?-is in Rome right now. 
in the last month of the joint Consulate of two men he's dealt 
with before. The pirates' fonner agent at Rome, Paramedes, 
was murdered a few days ago. It strains coincidence." 

"And Tigranes is the houseguest of your friend Clau
dius." There are few things more satisfying than ullrdveling 
a conspiracy, and Milo. was enjoying it. "Bul where does the 
murder of Paulus come in?" 

'''111at I have yet to work out," 1 said, uncomfortably 
remembering the palanquin I had found in Claudia's hide
away, the one I had seen leaving Paulus's hou�e after my 
visit. "He was rich� though. maybe even as rich as Crassus. 
That's enough of a connection for suspicion's sake. A.<; I fig
ure it, Sinistrus killed Paramedes and was killed in turn to 
silence him." 

"Or he might have tried to blackmail his employer," 
Milo pointed out. 

"Even beUer. Whichever, he was an expendahle nobody. 
I just need to know who bought him out of the Statilian 
school and then freed him, at a time when it was illegal to 
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do so. The praetor who allowed the transaction must have 

been in on it as well." 
Milo grinned. "You'll have half the Senate involved in 

this soon." 
"It could go that far," 1 said, only half-joking. 
"'There is still the matter of the stolen amulet," he said. 
"There I am totally mystified. Until it's found, I can't 

fathom how such a thing could be of any significance." 
We were silent for a while, admiring the river. There 

was no convenient breeze to speed us along, but the rhythmic 
chant of the rowers was soothing. The dip and splash of the 

oars W&'i melodious as well. 
"Tell me," I said, "'how does a strapping young rower 

from Ostia happen to arrive in our city with the good old 

Roman name of Annius?" 
He leaned back against the bale and laced his fingers 

behind his head. "My father's name was Caius Papius Cel

sus. He was a landowner with an estate jusl south of here. 

We didn't get on well and 1 ran away to the navy when 1 was 

sixteen. My mother was from Rome and she always spoke 

about the city, how big and rich it was, how even an outsider 

could become a great man there. So last year I came to Rome 

and had myself adopted by my mother's father, Titus Annius 

Luscus. Even as an Ostian I had citizenship, but this gives 

me a city tribe. I can attend the Plebeian Couneil and the ' 

Centuriate Assembly. I'm learning street-level politics from: 
Macro." 

"'And you're learning Senate-level politics from me," 

said. 
He laughed his great laugh again. "You're right. And 

far, it looks just like the street." 
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A trip upstream is, for obvious reasons, slower than one 
downstream. Recent rains had made the river higher and 
swifter than usual for that time of year. To make matters 
worse, there was a constant head wind. We eould have 
walked to Rome along the Via Ostiensis in about four hours. 
This way, it was almost dark when we arrived in Rome, but 
we arrived without sore feet. 

"'1 had some calls to make," 1 told Milo. "Now it's lao 
late. Well, it hasn't been a bad day's work as it is." 

He was less pleased with the prospect. "'I wish we could 
have got here sooner." His eyes scanned the river docks with 
suspicion. "'It's going to be chancy, now it's almost dark." , 

"What do you mean?" 1 asked. 
"I mean Claudius has had two days to nurse his 

wounded patrician pride. He's liable to cali on us before we 
can reach our homes." 

1 hadn't considered that. If he was still set upon thwart
ing me, he would have men stationed at the Ostian gate and 
the river docks. 1 was still anned, and Milo seemed to have 
little need of arms, but we were sure to be heavily outnum
bered. At that time, it was not unusual for a political adven
turer like Claudius to maintain a retinue of twenty or thirty 
thugs and be able to whistle up a mob of two hundred or 
more at short notice. Of course, he was just beginning his 
disreputahle t:arccr, but I was certain that he could easily 
have a dozen bullyboys and bravos out looking for us. 

"We should have picked up some hooded cloaks in Os
tia," 1 said. "A disguise would be desirable just now." 

"If it's dark enough," Milo said, "they may not be able 
to see us." 

1 was not certain of that, no matter how dark the Roman 
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streets were. "There is somebody in the city who can see in 
the dark better than a cal. The break-in at my house, the 
stranglings of Sinistrus and Paulus, all of those things Look 
place in pitch blackness." 

" {I could have been a ghost," Milo said. I wondered if 
he was serious. "But I never heard of a ghost strangling any
one, or stealing things, or taking an interest in politics. No, 
it must be something more substantial than a ghost." 

Darkness comes quickly so late in the year. By the time 
we tied up at the dock the stars were out, although the moon 
had not yet made an appearance. There were the usual late 
idlers hanging about the docks. There was no way to (ell if 
any of them were on the lookout for us. We climbed the 
lc:ulder to the wharf and walked through the warehouses, alert 
to any sign of pursuit. 

"I'll accompany you tn your house," Milo offered. 
"I thank you." I wasn't about to let any foolish pride 

compel me to go alone. "You may stay there for the night, if 
you wish." 

He shook his head, the gesture barely visible in the 
gloom which deepened wilh every step we took . .. It's you 
they're after. No one will bother me." 

Soon we were feeling our way along like blind men. The 
f(�eble light shed by the stars barely revealed the outlines of 
Lhe larger buildings, and it re.flected dimly from pavement 
wet from a recent shower. T jerked as Milo touched my shoul
der. He leaned forward and whispered in my ear: "Someone 
behind us." We were still several streets fTOm my hou!:ie. 

Quietly, 1 reached into my tunic. With my right hand I 
grasped the hilt of my dagger and drew it. On my left { 
sljpped the cae$tus. We walked on for a while and Milo whis
pered again. 
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"There were four behind us. Now there are two. Two 
others have slipped around a block to get ahead of us." Who
ever they were, the one with eat's eyes was their guide. I 
could hear them, but Milo was better at judging their number. 
He was also a better tactician. "Let's tum and get the ones 
behind us first," he said, "then tackle the other two after
ward." 

"Good idea," I acknowledged. We whirled in our tracks 
and I could hear the two nearing us; then I heard their foot
steps falter as they realized th1:lt our steps had stopped. There 
was a whispered consultation bet ween them. 

"Now!" Milo said, rushing forward. I heard him collide 
with ·one and 1 rushed in a. ... blindly, leading with my dagger. 
I could feel someone there, but I wa.'ln't exactly sure where 
he stood and I was afraid of stabbing Milo. Then there WIlS 
a face near mine and a blast of winy, garlic-laden breath and 
{ knew this was my target. j thrust with my dagger as 1 saw 
starlight glitter on something coming toward me. J managed 
10 bal the sword aside with Ihe bronze strap over my knuekles 
JUSI 65 I felt the dagger blade strike home. 

At times of such desperation, sueh urgency of imme
diate action, all things take on an air of unreality. Time has 
a new meaning. As the man before me fell, j was whirled 
around by his collapsing body and saw coming up behind 
me a faint, diffuse glow, like the marsh-light that fHckers 
over swamps to lure unwary travelers. In Lhat moment, I think 
I truly believed that there was a ghost after us. BuL whose'? 
There had been so many new· made lately. 

Beside me there were multiple thuds and grunts as Milo 
took care of his own attacker. Then two more were on llS and 
I reached Qut, gra..'lped doth and pulled it toward me, think� 
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ing that this was a tunic and I was dragging another man 
within reach of my dagger. Instead, T jerked a cloak from a 
lantern held by a man who gripped a sword in his other hand. 
Another stood crouched next to him, and behind them I could 
just glimpse a third hanging back. That meant five in aU. So 
much fOT Milo's superior hearing. 

I immediately attacked the lantern-holder, assuming 
that it would make him a hit more awkward, but he dropped 
the lantern and came for me. The lantern continued to Cllst 
its flickering illumination from the street, making the brutal, 
violent scene truly eerie and unreal. The sword was real 
enough as it came for me, though. I dodged aside but 
bumped into somebody, either Milo or his opponent, and 
saved myself from gutting ouly by sucking in my stomach as 
the weapon lanced inward. Even so, T felt its edge slice my 
flesh in passing. With my dagger I cut at his forearm, step
ping in as 1 did 50, catching his jaw with a neat left cross. 
I fell the jawbone crack under the caestus, but for good mea
sure I ran my dagger through his body as he fell. It is never 
good to assume that a wounded man is through fighting. 

When he waS down I whirled to see Milo wrestling his 
own second opponent to the street. The fifth person was no

where to be seen. 
"Bring the lantern," Milo said. I picked it up hy its 

carrying-ring, carefully so as not to snuff out the light, I 

opened its gatt: and with the point of my dagger teased the 

wick up from its oil reservoir until it was burning brightJy� 

and walked to where Milo held his man in an armlock with 

one foot on his chest. The handle of a sica protruded. from 

the fellow's chesL. Apparently, Milo had stabbed him with his 

own weapon. The other three seemed to be dead. Weapons .,' 
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littered the street: a short sica and a long sica and even a 
gladius. The sword wa.." smaller than those used by the le
gions: wasp-waisted with a long, tapering point like an over
sized dagger. It was the Iype used by Roman soldiel'S a 
century before and still used in the amphitheater. I recog
nized none of the men. Rome was full of such gang-members 
and they were of little account. 

The one Milo had down was of the usual type: a burly 
cretin whose age was difficult to judge through the map of 
scars that made up his face. He bore the caestus scars of a 
pugilist rather than the sword marks of a gladiator, and men / 

of superior intelligence seldom took up the profession of pu
gilist. 

" .  think this fellow bas some things to tell us, sir," Milo 
said, giving the ann a twist and getting a groan in relW'n. 

"Excellent," I answered. I squatted beside the man, 
holding the lantern high. He hadn't long 10 liVt: and so I had 
to ask my question quickly. "Who hired. you?" 

"Claudiu.\!," he groaned as Milo continued the pressure. 
"He said that you'd be wearing a yellow scan around your 
neck." 

I touched the scarf ruefully. I had been talking of dis
guise, forgetting that I was wearing the conspicuous thing 
when Claudius had seen me the day before. 

"Who was your eyes tonight, ·pig?" Milo demanded. 
"Who b'Uided you through these streets and kept us in sight?" 

"A boy." He seemed disinclinell to say more, SO Milo 
encouraged him to greater eloquence. "Ahh! IL was a foreign 
boy, eastern. Had an Oriental accent. Said he'd know our 
man by sight. Went back and forth all day between the river 
and the Ostian gate. Came to join us when the gate shut for 
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the night, got to the dock just as you did, says there's our 
man. Led us through the street and around in front of you 
like it was daylight. Eyes in his toes, that boy has." These 
last words were spoken in a whispering mumble and Milo 
released his arm. 

"Well, that's all we'll get from this one. What now, sir?" 
"Leave them for the vigiles. J'II make a full report of it 

all when I get this case wrapped up. It would just be a waste 
of time now. Let's go to my house." 

Now that we had a lamp, we made it to my doorway 
·without difficulty. 

"I'll leave you here now, sir," Milo said as Cato opened 
the door. 

"I won't forget your service," I told him, " You were a 
great d(�al more than a guide on this little journey." 

"Just keep me in mind when you're an important mag
istmte," he said, then he left. I thought at the time he meant 
that he was likely to end up before me in court, but young 
Milo had higher ambitions than that. 

I ignored Cato's scandalized protestations about my late' 
hours and dubious companions as I went to my bedroom. I 
told him to bring me something to eat and a basin and dean 
towels. Grumbling, he did as ordered. When he delivered 
what I had asked for, 1 bade him be off to his bed and closed 
the door behind him. 

I strippe<i off my tunic and by lamplight examined the 
cut I had taken in the scuffle. It looked fairly trivial, but it 
stung when I washed it with wine as best I could, then band- . 
aged il with a folded towel and stl�pS cut from my tunic and 
tied around my waist. I would have Asklepiodes exrunine it 
in Ihe morning. 
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Drained by the journey and the events in the street [ 
sat on my bed and forced unwanted food into my empty sto�
ach. I had dealt wounds in battle, but this sort of close-in 
fighting was something new to me. [ decided that it was the 
aftennath of the sudden, unexpe(:ted violen<:e that made me 
feel dull and melancholy. The men had wished to kill me 
and they had been the lowest scum imaginable. 

Also, I was unhappy that the boy had been so close and 
once again had escaped me. Only he could lead me to the 
amulet that had been taken from this very room. With this 
thought, J looked to make sure that the ornamental bronze 
bars I had commissioned were in good order. For what it was 
worth, they seemed to be. I was beginning to believe that the 
creature was supernatural, though, and tilal no mere barrier 
would be proof against him and his strangling cord. 

Wincing at the pain, I lay back on my bed and closed 
my eyes. I had learned much, and yet it was still not enough. 
Thus ended another day. 
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T HE NEXT DAY T COMPOSED A lEf
ter. It was something I had been pondering since I had seen 
the palanquin carrying one of the vestals a few days before. 
I had toyed wilh the idea, then discarded it. Now I picked 
it up again. What I was contemplating was not merely extra
legal, it was sacrilegious. However, I now believed that the 

good of the slate was at stake. Also, my life had been threat
ened, and that gives one a different perspective on man's 
relationship to the gods. 

"Reverend Aunt," I began. "From your obscure nephew 
Decius Caecilius Metellus, greeting. I would esteem il the 
greatest personal favor if you would allow me to call upon 
you at your earliest convenience. My reasons for wishing to 
visit with you are twofold: First, 1 have for far too long ne
glected my familial obligation toward you, and because of a 



certain sensitive matter of state which I believe you may be 
able to help me with, if you would be so kind. If it is at all 
possible, please send your reply by this messenger." I rolled 
the papyrus into a scroll and sealed it with wax. On the 
outside 1 wrote: "For the eyes of the Reverend Lady Caecili8 
Metelli." 

I gave the scroll to a slave boy borrowed from a neighbor 
and told him to deliver it to the House of the Vestals and 
wait there for a reply. The boy scampered off, doubtless won
dering what sort of reward he would eam. It was customary 
to tip generously when you employed somebody else's slave. 

The captain of the vigiles had reportetl the four bodies 

found in the street that morning, but I was able to delay 

looking into it since, first, it looked like any other gang kill
ing and, second, I could claim that the murder of Paulus 
took precedence. The deaths of four more thugs would not 
reaeh the Senate even as a rumor and 1 would only need to 

find out their identities and scratch their names off the grain 
dole, if any of them were citi7.ens. 1n all likelihood, no one 
would come forward to identify them and in three days the 

bodies would be taken to the mass burial pits and would be 
forgotten. 

As soon as the early part of the day's business was 
transaeted, 1 excused myself and went to the Ludus Stutilius 
to call upon Asklepiodcs. He was surprised to set: me again 
so soon. 

"What'?" he said. "Surely there has not been another 

exotic murder for me to analyze, has there?" 
"No, but there almost was. However, the victim is up , , 

and walking anmnd this morning, and has come to you for .. , 
treatment. Are your slaves discreetT' 

"Come in," he said, concerned, standing aside as I en
tered the chamber in which he had nearly throttled me two 
days before. 

"You are the most interesting person I have encountered 

since coming to Rome," Asklepiodes saicl. I sat on a stool 
and dragged my tunic over my head. He stripped off my 
amateur attempt at wound-dressing and called for one of his 
slaves. The man came in and Asklepiodes gave him instruc
tions in some language I did not recognize, then he returned 
to his examination of my wound. "1 have lived in some un
civilized places, but I have never known a public: official to 

be assaulted quite so frequently." 

"You were among my attackers," 1 said, 'wincing at the 
pain in my flank. 

��Purely an educational exercise. But this fellow"-he 
poked the cut with a finger, drawing another grunt of pain
"clearly intended to take your life. This was inflicted by a 

gladius or a rather large, straight dagger with some curvature 
to the edge. You note the l:Ilight nicking here at the beginning 
of the cut? That is where the point fin;t pierced the flesh 
before C'.ommencing its incision." 

"I know what sort of weapon it was," I said with some 
impatience. "1 saw it myself, alnng with the thug who wielded 
it. It was an arena gladius." 

"Just as I thought," Asklepiodes said triumphantly. 
"I rejoice that, once again, your judgment is vindicated. 

Now, what may he done about this wound, which I feel this 

morning may be more serious than it felt last nigh� when I 
was exhausted and the light was uncertain?" 

"Oh, there is little cause for concern, unless mortifica
tion sets in, in which ease you will almost surely die. How-
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ever, that !;cems unlikely since you are young and strong and 
the wound is a clean one. If there is no swelling and sup
puration in the next few days, all should be well." 

wrhal is comforting," I told him. The slave reentered 
carrying a tray of instruments and a basiri of steaming water. 
He set it by the stool where I sal and the physician gave him 
furlher instnl(!tions. He left once more. 

"What language is thai?" I asked Ask lepiodes as he 
Legan to scrub industriously at the cut. He used a sponge 
dipped in the steaming liquid, which was not only hot hut 
full of astringent herbs. It burned like a hot iron laid against 

my side. 1 strove to remember the Stoic forbearance of my 
ancestors. I tried to take courage from the sLory of Mucius 
Scaevola, who had shown his contempt for mere pain by 
holding his hand in a fire until it was burned off. 

"Egyptian," the Creek said, as if he were not inflicting 
pain in which a court torturer might have taken pride. "I 
practiced for some years in Alexandria. Of course, they speak 
Greek there, like all civilized people, but Lhe people from 
farther south. (rom Memphis and Thebes and Ptolomais, still 
speak the ancient tonh'Ut:. They also make the best slaves 
and servanls in the world. So I studied the language in order 
to learn the medical secrets of the ancient Egyptians and in 
the pmcess I bought some slaves La assist me. I havt! made 
certain that they have not learned Greek or Latin; thus they 
serve me well ami keep my secrets." 

"Very good," I said. when the pain had receded enough 

for me Lo speak. "I would appreciate it if you would not , 

mention to anyone thai you have treated me for this wound." i ' 
"You may have total confidence in my discretion." He:, 

tried to maintain his bland mask of professional dignity, 
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SOQn his curiosity got the better of him. He was, after 811, a 
Greek. "So this was not, shall we say, a casual assault by a 
common footpad?" 

"My attackers could scarcely have been more common," 
I said. 

"Attackers! There was mort! than one?" 
"Four," ] said, rolling up my eyes as I saw him pick up 

a bit of thin split sinew and a curved needle. 
''This is Homeric!" he said, fitting the needle to a small 

pair of ornate bronze pliers. All his instruments were deco
rated with silver inlay in the form of swirling acanthus lelives. 

1 have often wondered whether the elaborate decoration com
mon to surgical instruments is to distract us from the dreadful 
uses to which they are put. 

"Actually," I admitted, "I was not alone. But 1 did for 
two of them." The childish boasting helped me ht!ar the pain 
of stitching. After all, having thus touted my valor, 1 eould 
scarcely object to the mere repeated piercing of my flesh by 
a needle, having sinew drawn through the piercings and the 
stitches drawn light, as if my flesh were so much tent-doth. 

"Was this attack poliLically motivated?" he asked. 

"I ean hardly believe otherwise," I said. 
"The politics of mooem Rome resemble those of Athens 

a few centuries ago. The Pisistmlids, Hannodius 8Jld Aris

tOhriton and so forth. 11 wasn't always Pericles and his 101." 
"You're the first Greek I've met who admits that Greece 

isn't always the home of all perfection." 
"We are still superior to everyone else," he said, his 

eyes twinkling. The slave reentered, this time bearing a bowl 
that gave off a foul-smelling steam. 

"This poultiee will help the wound to heal wiLhout in- ,/-
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feetion," Asklepiodes said. He spooned some of the loath
some slop onto a gauze pad and slapped it onto my side. 
Swiftly and with great skill the slave wound bandages around 
my body, binding the poultice tightly in place yet allowing 
me to breathe wilhout h'Teat difficulty. 

"Come back in three days and I will change the dress
ing," the Creek said. 

"How am I going to attend the baths this way?" I asked. 
"There are some things even the finest physician cannot 

answer for you. However, you are a young man of great in
genuity and 1 am sure you will devise a solution." 

"As always, Master Asklepiodes, J thank you. Look for 
a liberal proof of iny gratitude th.is coming Saturnalia." He 
looked most pleased. Although lawyers and physicians were 
forbidden to charge fees, they eould accept presents. 

"I shall sacrifi<:c to my patron god and pray that you 
live until Saturnalia. May your next month not go like your 
last week." 

He ushered me out. He was none too subtle in remind
ing me that Saturnalia was less than a month away, and per
haps hinting that I should put this generous gift in my will. 
I was too poor for anything lavish, and as 1 walked home 1 
pondered upon what I might send him. I decided Ihat a phy
sician who was willing to perfonn what was in effect the work 
of a mere surgeon was ecc..entric, 50 I would give him an 
eccentric gift. 

The slave boy was wai6ng in my atrium when 1 reached 
home. He handed me a small roll of papyrus and I broke the�_ 
seal. The message inside was brief and simple: "Dearest 
Nephew: It has been far too long. Come to the visiting-room 
of the House of the Vestals at about the twelfth hour. Aunt 
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Caecilia." It was, J estimated, somewhere around the end of 
the ninth hour. Since the winter hours were shorter than those 
of summer, the hvelfth was not all that far away. 

She probably meant the twelfth hour as lold by the great 
sundial of Catania in the Forum. Messula had brought it as 
loot from Sicily almost two hundred years before and it was 

the pride of the city for a long time. Unfortunately, it was 

calibrated for Sicily, which is far to the south of Rome. and 

gives an inaecumte reading of the time. The vestals were 
incredibly old-fashioned and probably ignored the much 
more modem sundial and water clock of PhiJippus and Scipio 
Nasica, which were not even one hundred years old. J de
eided I would just estimate the time, like everyone else. She 
had said "at about the twelfth hour." Neither sundial works 
in cloudy weather, and even the water dock wa:; erratic in 
winter. 

1 gave the boy a denarius and he was properly awe
struck by my munificence. He could add it to his peculium,
with whieh he might :wrneday pur(:hase his freedom, but far 
more likely he would use it to bribe the cook for delicacies 
or wager on the next Games with his fellow slaves. 

I decided to go to the Forum. It was thf! timf! usually 
devoted to the baths, but I could nol aLLend the baths band

aged as I was. Rome in winter is like a great. sleepy animal 

that spends most of the season dozing in its den. The markets 
are less raucous, the clamor of the huilJers is quieter, the - 
hammering of the metalworkers more muffled. People even 
walk more slowly. We Italians need the wannth of the sun to 
stir us to our customary level of frenetic, if oftentimes un
productive, activity. 

In the Forum I lazed among the crowd, exchanging 
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greetings, hearing petitions from dissatisfied residents of my 
district, most of whom believed, incorrectly, that any public 
official had the ear of every other, so that I was constantly 
referring them to the proper authorities. 

The Aunt Caecili8 whom I was ahout to visit was one 
of my many aunts named Caecilia, since women are not given 
(!ognomens, thus causing much confusion. TIllS one was 
known in the family as Caecilia the Vestal, a formidably pres· 
tigious lady. She was a sister of the Quintus Caecilius Me· 
tellus under whom I had served in Spain, who had been one 
of our more illustrious generals until Sertoriu.-; got the hetter 
of him and Pompey, the boy wonder, had arrived to reap all 
Lhe glory. 

As 1 made my way toward the House of the Vestals, I 
contemplated upon how to approach her. A woman raised 
from girlhood within the confines of the vestals' quarters 
(�ould not be expected to be worldly regarding matters of 
Roman political Life. Chaste and archaic in her attitudes, she 
would believe and behave as a noble lady descemled from a 
long line of Roman heroes. This shows how inexperienced in 
the ways of women I was at that age. 

The Temple of Vesta was located in the heart of the 
Forum, and had stood on that spot since the founding of tbe 
city, almost seven humlrcd years before. It was round, in the 
ancient Italian fashion, because our ancestors had lived in 
round huts. One of our finest festivals was also the simplest, 
when, on the kal�nds of March, all the fires in the Roman 
community were extinguished and, at first light of the new 
year (the kalends of March being the ancient new year), the 
vestals kindled a new fire with wood friction. From this fire, 
which they would tend ceaselessly for the rest of the year, 
all the other fires were relighted. 
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For the last year or more, Caecilia had been Virgo Max· 
ima, the head of the college. Though seldom seen, she had 
prestige and privileges equal to those of any princess of other 
nations. She alone of all the vestals had the right to visit 
alone with a man. All others were required to have at least 

one chaperone. A vestal who was found to be unchaste suf· 
fered a uniquely horrible punishment: She was placed in a 
tiny, underground ceU with a little fOQd and water, after which 

the cell was covered with earth. 
Their temple may have been small, but their house, the 

Atrium Ve��tac, was the most splendid palace in Rome. It lay 
near the temple and like all Roman residenees had a facade 
as plain as a warehouse, whitewashed plaster over brick. The 
interior was far different. 

A slave girl admitted me at the door-for obvious rea
lOons, all the slaves were female-and rushed ofT to tell the 
Virg(} Maxima that an official had called. The interior was 
entirely sheathed in pristine white marble. Skylights illumi
nated wall freseoes depicting the complex riles of the god· 
dess. Everywhere the emphasis was on beauty and simplicity, 
richness without ostentation. It was as if a fine Tuscan villa 
had been transported to Rome and enlarged to palace size. 
I might add that it was and remains the only such palace in 
Rome. Good taste has never been a prominent Roman virtue. 

«Deciu», how good Lo see you." I lunled to see my aunt 
coming through a side door. She was about fifty, but a life 
free of worldly cares and childbearing had left her 100king 
many yearl' younger. Her face was unlined and preternatu··-; 
rally serene. 

"I am most honored that you reCClVe me, Reverend 
Lady," I said, bowing. 
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"Oh, let's have none of that. You may be a p�blie offi· 
cial, but you are still my great-nephew." 

"You have a great many of those, Aunt," I said, smiling. 
"We are a numerous family, it is true, but I gel to see 

so few of them, especially the males. Most especially the 
young males. If you only knew how your female relatives 
come here to gossip, though. Now come with me' and tell me 
everything." 

To my amazt!menl, she took my hand and all but 
dragged me to a small visiting room furnished with comfort· 
able chairs and its own fire burning in a central brazier. From 
a woman of such great dignity I had expected the sort of 
hieratic behavior one sees the vestals displaying at the great 
festivals, when they seem to be statues of the goddesses come 
to life. Instead she was behaving-I eould think of no better 
way to put it-like an aunt. 

Before we could come to the business at hand, 1 had to 
bring her up to date on my own doings, my sisters' marriages, 
my father's career and so forth. My mother had died some 
years before, or I might have been there all day. A slave 
broughl us little cakes and watered wine. 

"Now," sht: said when she was sated with family gossip, 
"'your letter mentioned sensitive mal.lers of state. We vestals 
have been committed to the service of the state since before 
the Republic existed. The earliest vestals were the daughters 
of the kings. You may be sure that i will always do what is 
correct for lhe state." She said this simply and sincerely, a 
great relief from the patriotic platitudes mouthed by most of 
my contemporaries. 

''Ten days ago," r began, "certain state papers were 
brought here for safekeeping. Those papers involve a Senate 
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investigation of a man who was murdered. The murder oc
curred during the night, and the papers were brought here 
before first light that morning, before I was even notified by 
the vigiles of the killing. That evidence is being deliberately 
withheld from me.'" 

She looked very confused. "'. took charge of those doc
uments myself, but except for the hour I saw no irregularity. 
Of course, it is commonly wills that are deposited here, but 
other official (Iocuments are sometimes kept by us as well: 
treaties and the like. But this is a sacred trust." 

"Perhaps J should explain." • began to tell her of the 
many events of the past few days. 1 had not gone halfway 
through them when she said something that surprised me 
greatly, although it should not have. 

"it's that man Pompey, isn't it?" I nodded, dumb
founded, and she continued. "I knew his mother, a dreadful 
woman. And his father, Strabo. Did you know that Strabo was 
killed by lightning?" 

"I had heam." 
She nodded as if this were tremendously relevant, and 

perhaps it was. 1 proceeded with my narration, a list of mur
ders and corruptions that could havt! stolen the light from 
the brightest day. By the end of the tale it seemed only fiuing 
that it was now dark outside. 

She sat silent for a while, then: "Pompey. And those 
a'\\.1ul Claudians. How can an ancient patrician family keep 
producing madmen and traitors generation after generation?" 
She shook her head. "Now, Decius, you've told me what you 
have seen and experienced. Tell me where you suspect all 
this is leading." I had been expe(�ting to find a rather naive 
old lady, and had seldom been more mistaken ill my expec
tations. 
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"I hesitate to tell you, but because of what I am going 
to ask you to do�" She shut me off with an angry gesture. 

"I am no fool! You are going to ask for a look at those 
papers. If you expect me to commit a serious breach of trust, 
for which 1 will have to endure a lengthy ritual puriflCation, 
you had better show me that the danger to the state warrants 
. !" ,t. 

Obviously, I was going to have to be frank. "I believe 
that Pompey and Crassus are sending Publius Claudius to 
Asia to suborn Lucullus's troops. It's a nasty business, but 
Lucullus can look out for himself. The rest is far worse. I 
think they are making an arrangement with the pirates to 
atLack Lucullus's supply ships, perhaps even his troop trans
ports." 

1 could sce the shock spread over her face, and for a 
moment ' l felt guilty. Old Roman that she was, she had to 
perceive this as a direct assault by traitors against loyal sol
diers of Rome. She probably did not understand that it had 
been a generation or more since the legions had held their 
first loyalty toward Rome. Their allegiance was to their gen
erals, usually in direct proportion to the loot those generals 
provided them with. To Pompey and Crass us, and to most 
Romans, they were not attacking the Republic's loyal sol
diers; they were attacking Lueullus's property. 

'"This is beyond belief," Caecilia said. "Or it would be 
if it were anyone but Pompey." Pompey had, after all, re
placed her brother, a thing worse than defeat for a proud 
general. She looked at me sharply in the dim light. "And 
you, Decius? You live with this sort of evil every day. Why 
do yOll risk your career, your very life, for a general you have 
never met?" 
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"It isn't Lucullus," I said. "He seems to be a superior 
general. For all 1 know, his soldiers are bandits as bad as 
any in Pompey's anny, and most of them are probably for
eigners to boot. But these people have commilled three mur
ders in my district. And I rather liked Paulus." 

"And is that all?" she asked. 
I thought. Was it just my wounded sense of justice and 

a random liking for a man I had scarcely known? "No. I 
don't want to see more than two hundred of Paulus's slaves 
hanging on crosses outside the city walls." 

That seemed to satisfy something in her. "Wait here." 
She rose from her chair and left the room. After a few 
minutes, a slave f,-irl came in and lighted the lamps. Then 
Caecilia returned with a small wooden box, which she placed 
on a table before me. "1 will be back in an hour." She left 
the room again. 

My fingers trembled slightly as I opened the box, break
ing the wax seal of the Senate with its embossed letters: 
SPQR. Inside were three small scrolls of superior papyrus. 
Each bore the names of the Consuls of the year, the Senator 
who had been in charge of the investigation, and the scribe. 
The scribe in each ease had been different, and none of them 
was employed by the Senate. Probably they were the personal 
scribes of the Senators. Two of the Senators were well-known 
adherents of Pompey and had served in his legions. They 
were nonentities who had earned their purple stripes by serv
ing as quaestors and would never be praetors without Pom
pey's patronage. The investigations went back four years, 
only the most recent having taken place during the Consulate 
of Pompey and Crassus. I took the earliest scroll and untied 
its string. 
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It was bald and brief. The investigator was Senator Mar
cus Marius. I knew him slightly. He was a distant relative of 
the great Gaius Marius, and like him had only two names 
because the gens Marii did not use cognomens. It stated that 
the Senator had heen told by a quaestor that Paramedes of 
Antioch, an alien resident in the city, had been visited by 
several foreign persons who were under surveillance as sus
picious characters. Paramedes was known to be an agent for 
the pirates, but Lhese foreigners were in the entourage of the 
visiting ambassador from Pontus. The Senator's investigation 
(a wretchedly penunctory proceeding) had determined that 
Paramedes was most probably an agent and spy for King 
Mithridates of Pontus. As a piece of investigation, it ranked 
with what an ordinary citizen says about the weather when 
he steps out of the baths and looks at the clouds. 

The second scroll was of considerably greater interest. 
The investigator was difficult to make out because of a slip 

of the scribe's pen, botching the nomen in a great smear of 

ink. Luckily, the praenomen was readable-Mamercus. This 
meant that it had to be the Senator Mamereus Aemilius Cap

ito, because only the gens Acmilii used the praenomcn Ma

mercus. This report related that the Senator had been 
directed by none other than the Urban Praetor of that year, 
Marcus Licinius Crass us, to make contact with Paramedes of 
Antioch. This was, in fact, not an investigation at all. Crassus 
wanted to question the man personally, at his quarters near 
Messina. Capito was acting merely as an errand boy to bring 

Paramedes to Crass us. 
In those long-ago days of the Republic, the highest mag-c 

istrates, Consuls and praetors, were all holders of the 
perium, the ancient military power of kings, and any "' ,h,om, 
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could take an army into the field. Spartaeus had defeated the 
consular anny under GeIJius and Clodianus. Crassus, who 
had served under Sulla, had been chosen as the next com
mander to keep Spartacus occupied while word was sent to 
Spain to bring back Pompey and his veteran legions. 

Capito reported that he had located Paramedes and had 
delivered him, as directed, to Crassus's camp. This much 
was of interest, but the next part was even better. The day 
after delivering Paramedes to Crass us, Capito had ridden a 
short distance up the coast, escorting Paramedes to a small 
fishing village. There, the Asiatic-Greek had taken a boat, 
returning the next day with a very young envoy from the 
pirate fleet, at that time in the straits of Messina dickering 
with Spartacus for passage to freedom. No name was men
tioned, but the description fIlled Tigranes the Younger. 

Capito returned both men to Crassus's praetorium, but 
did not attend the meeting which followed. Several hours 
later he escorted the young pirate envoy back to the fishing 
village and saw him off on his boat. There the report ended. 

I was severely disappointed. Thus far, I had nothing that 
I did not already know or surmise. The eonspirators must 
have panicked and sequestered anything in the Senate ree
ords with the name Paramedes on it. Was it for this that I 
had made my great-aunt commit sacrilege? I took up the 
third scroll. 

The names of Pompey and Crassus were written on this 
one, Pompey's complete with his self-chosen cognomen: 
"Magnus." It was typical of the man's gall that he named 
himself "the Great," although he later claimed that it was 
Sulla who had thus hailed him, and that a name granted by 
a Dictator was legal. To crown it all, he passed the name on 
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to his male heirs in perpetuity, but they never amounted to 
anything. 

The reporting Senator was Quintus Hortensius Hortalus. 

I put the scroll down and drew a deep breath. Hortalus was 
my father's patron and, by extension, my own. Disgrace and 
exile for him would mean severe consequences for us, even 
though we were in no way involved in this conspiracy. At 
least, I hoped that my father was not involved. J opened the 
scroll. I read it through quickly, like a man lancing an in
fected wound, wishing to get the pain over with quickly. This 
was not as easy as it might sound. Hortalus gave very florid 

speeches, in what was known as the Asiatic style. He wrote 
the same way. Even in a confidential report, he wrote as if 
he were holding spellbound a jury in one of his innumerahle 
defenses of ex-governors charged wiLh corruption. Such writ
ing reads very strangely now, since Caesar's bald and unor
namented yet elegant style revolutionized Latin prose. 
Between them, Caesar's books and Cicero's speeches utterly 
changed the language as it was taught in my youLh. But Hor
talus was extravagant even for those days. This report is 

worth setting down verbatim, as I remember it even after all 
these years, both for its content and to display Hortalus's 
inimitable style. 

Tn Duty to the Senate and People of Rome 

Conscript Fathers: 
[Actually, this was to be seen by the Consuls alone.} 

Between the kalends of Novemher, when Jove chastens 

rrwrtal pride with thunder rrwst terrifying, lightning most 

deadly, and the commencement of the Plebeian Games, 

which make gay the hearL� of the populace in that season 
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when fir.�t radiant Proserpine descends to the bed of her 
dread husband, Pluto, {The ink was barely dry on this 
one, I thought.} I, the Senator Quintus Hortensius Hor

talus, held converse with the royal youth Tigranes, from 
that land where first fall the rays of Helios, while gloom 
of night still lies upon the temple roofs of the city of 
Quirinus. [So the $marmy little bugger's been in Rome 
since the first of November, eh? I thought.] 

Our conversation touched upon the overweening pride 

of that milit(Lry brigand, Lucius Licinius Lucullus, and 
of how that pride may be humbled. Lucullus and hi� 
mercenary bands, not content with the spoil of Asia, like 
the jle.�h-eating horses of Diomedes, have cast their ra
pacious eyes upon rich Pontus, and even unto splendid 
Annenia, seat of the youth's royal father. The valiant 
Tigranes the Younger, who of choice has forsaken the 
luxury of a prince's life to seek hi� fortune upon the wine
dark kingdom of Neptune, has offered the seroices of his 
adventurous and high-spirited companion.�, for the .wns 
of Neptune may venture where the sons qf Mars cannot. 
Under his direction, these bold descendants of Uiys.�e.� 
will harry the transport,s of LucuUu.� as they ply the 
foamy realm of the Earthshaker. In return for this, they 
are to be free of Roman interference for the space of two 
years. The prince himself wi.�hes, as a friend qf Rome, to 
be supported in hi.� claim to the jeweled throne of Ar
menia, from which his father has deba1Ted him. A.� he i� 
grandson to Mithridates of Pontus through his mother, 

he will be m().�t pleased to ride that land as subject-king 
when Roman arms have prevailed agaimt the perfidious 
Oriental. [I'll just bet he would be, I thought. All of the 
kingdom and nOlle of the fighting.} 
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To all this proposal I listened with sympathetic eeLr, 
and it is my advice, which you mn,y attend as did the 
Grecian chiefs to the advice of Nestor of old, that this 
plan he adcpted. It seer/IS a simple and efficient means 
of both subduing the unruly Lucullus and bringing Ro
mn,n domination and civilizing influence w the benighled 
Latui of fire-worshipping barbarious. For, make no mis

talre. it shall be the .w!ven-hilled city of Rorrwlus that is 
supreme lurd over all, regardLess of which jeweled and 
scented pseudo-Greek lounges lethargically upon the gar
ish and vulgar thrones oj those nations. 

As young Tigranes is not officially recognized in the 
city, and as such recognition would be an affront to his 
royal father, with whom we are not yet at war, he wears, 
as it were, 'the helmet of Pluto, which grants the wearer 
invisibility. He resides for now at the hou.�e of Paramedes 
of Anlioch, whom you know. Slwuld you wish to look 
with favor upon his proposal, I shall undertake to provide 
young Tigranes wir.h a limited and urwJlicial debut in 
Rome. perhaps throllgh fL dinner party attended by a 

diverse compa,ny, drawn from all parties and persuasions. 
It is desirable lO reTrWVe Paramedes from these pro

ceedings as soon as possibLe, for I krww that he is playing 
a double game. in collusion with Mithridates. I have 
already made arran.gements for this, which shall be ex

ecuted as Sooll as I have your agreement and young Ti
granes has removed to his new quarters. The person 
entrusted with this delicate mission is well-known to you, 
having carried out other such missions in the past. 

I await your reply. 
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I rerolled the scroll, happy to see that my hands had 
stopped shaking. Gradually, things were falling into place. 
Paramooes had been murdered as soon as Tigranes had 
moved to the house of Publius Claudius. It was probably 
Puhlius who had been entrusted with the murder. since he 

was a part of the conspiracy, had his own squatl of thug5 and 
simply liked that sort of activity. Something struck me as I 
clol:ied the lid of the box: The light-footed. nimble-fingered, 

garrote-wielding foreign hoy who was working 50 mueh mis
chief in Rome was probably in the entourage of the versatile 

Tigranes. 

My aunt bade me farewell at the entrance. "Was I jus

tified in letting you see documents entrusted to the goddess?" 
"You may have saved Rome," I assured her. 

"Then I am satisfied." As I was about to leave, she 
stopped me. '"Tell me one thing." 

I turned back. "Yes?" 

"That scarf. Is it the new fashion for men to wear 

them?" 
''The very latest," I assured her. ''The military look. Our 

advt!nturuus general .. and their troops are 1111 the rage these 

days. Soldiers wear them to spare their necks cha6ng frum 

the annoT." 
"Oh. I was wondering." 

I turned and went down the steps, into another dark 

Roman night. 
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JiO 

'f HE NEXT DAY, AFTER M Y  MORNlNG 

duties were taken care of, I sought out expert legal advice. 
Hortalus was deemed the best lawyer in Rome, but with good 
reason I was reluctant La seek him out for this, so J looked 
for Marcus Tullius Cicero, who I was certain was not involved 
in the conspiracy. My search was made easier because one 
of the augurs had detected unfavorable omens the night be
fore and had canceled public business for the day. 

Thus, I found Cicero at home, the one place a Roman 
in public life was almost never . found in the second half of 
the morning on a clay devoted La public work. Cicero's house 
was a modest one, although not as modest as mine, and very 
eccentric in its own way. I found his janilor perusing a scroll 
as I came to announce myself. All of Cicero's slaves were 
scholarly-looking men who could read to him on demand 



when his eyes grew tired. Every room of his house was lined 
with shelves bearing 5taeb of scrolls. He was an easy man 
to buy gifts filI on Saturnalia, recause he loved bouks above 
all things, original manuscripts by preference, but decent 
copies were almost as good. If you had a famous manuscript 
in your possession and hired one of his favorite S(:ribes to 
copy it as a gift for him, Cicero was your friend for life, or 
at least until you fell afoul of him politically. 

The janitor brought a man to receive me and conduct 
me to the master. He was a slave a few years older than I, 
dressed as well as any free man. This was the famous Tiro, 
eieero's S(..'t:relary ami confidant. He had invented an abbre
viated system of writing sl.ecifically to take down Cieero's 
incredibly prolific dictation. He taught it to Cicero's other 
slaves and il quickly spread to all Roman scrihes. Its use is 
now universal. He was one of those slaves who was never 
treated as anything other than a free man by anyone, from 
cobblers 10 Consuls. 

''If you'll come with me, sir," Tiro said. I followed him 

through a hall redolent of papyrus and parchment and up a 

flight of stairs onto the roof, where we found Cicero reading 

in his splendid little solarium. It was a sunny, if somewhat ' .  
, _  cbilly, moming ami the hght fell in ohlique bars through an 

overhead vine�trellis. PlanLing boxe.s Lopped the low rampart 

that ran around the roof and a few flowers bloomed to defr 1 

winter. Cicero sat at a delicate Egyptian table laden with .' 
scrolls, rolls of blank papyrus, pots of ink and a vase full of " ,  
reed pens. He smiled and stood as T came onto the roof. 

. "Decius, how good to see you." He held out his hand· 

and I took it. Then he gestured to a chair. "Please, sit down. 

We both sat, and Tiro took a chair just behind Cicero, to his 

right. 
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"Most generous of you to allow me a little of your Lime," 
I told him. "Your nonstop activity is the stuff of legends." 

He leaned back and laughed gently. " 1  think at my birth 
some malevolent god cursed me with a need to fill my every 
waking minute with activity." 

"I thought you favored the stars as determinants," 1 
said. 

"Perhaps it was the stars, then. How may I he of serviee 
to you?" 

"I need advice concerning some difficult points of law." 
''Then I am at your service." 
'"'Thank you. I know that there is no one in Rome bener 

qualified to advise me." 
''There are those who would hold that HortaIus is a 

better (�ounselor than 1," Cicero said. 
I took a deep breath. "I may have to bring suit against 

Hortalus. " 
Cicero frowned. ·'He is the palmn of your father and 

yourse1f, is he not?" 
"No man is my patron where treason is eoncel11ed." 
Cicero's face registered shock. "Treason! You use the 

strongest word in the legal vocabulary, my friend. Were you 
Metellal1s not noted for moderation in political matLers, , 
would say that you speak most rashly." 

"The rest of what I have to say is stronger than this, so 
let us use no more names for a while. It is law we need to 
speak aboul, not personalities. I have seen certain evidence 
which indicates that a conspiracy exists to suborn the au� 
thority of a Roman general in the field and to attack his 
shipping, a plan involving collusion with the Eastern pirate 
fleet." 
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"I will not ask the name of this general, although it is 
easy to guess. Such an attack could he lawful only if the 
general in question were to be dedared an enemy of the state 
by the Senate, as was the ease with Sertorius." 

"There is to be no Senate vole Oll the matter. It is to 
remain a clandestine' operation known only to the conspira
tors involved." 

"This is an evil business, but so far you have not given 
me enough cause to bring forth a charge of treason, which 
is defined by constitutional law as engaging in or conspiring 
toward the armed overthrow of the government." 

I had been afraid of that. ''There is more involved: The 
(:()llspiracy includes a foreign prince. His reward is to be the 
throne of his father, a monarch with whom we are not at war, 
and perhaps the throne of another with whom we currently 
are fighting. He promises for ltis part to rule both as a Roman 
puppet." 

"Once again there is little guesswork here as to iden
tities. If the monarch in (Iuestion had heen granted the title 
of 'Friend of Rome' by the Senate, as was the ease with, say, 
Ni(�omedes of Bithynia, then eonspiring to take his throne 
and grant it to another would be a grave instance of eriminal 
corruption. But even then it would nOl be treason. Is there 
moreJ" 

"Thus far, I know of three murden; committed for the 
purpose of keeping this conspiracy seeret: two 6tizens and 
a resilient alien. The last murder involved an arson as well" 

He pondered for a moment. " Murder of citi:r.ens and 

arson are both capital offenses. However, both are extremely 
difficult to prove in court. 00 you believe that any of the 
highly placed conspirators personally committed these a(:18?" 
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I shook my head. "'One was commiued by a freedman, 
a manumiUed gladiator. He himself was the second victim, 
probably to remove him from the chain of conspiracy as a 
worthless player. His murderer also committed the third hom
icide. All the evidence I have indicates that the killer is an 
AsiaLi(! burglar and assassin in the employ of the foreign 
prince 1 mentioned." 

"Then you will almost certainly not secure a eonviction 
against any of the plotters. Plus, unless I miss my guess, 
your third victim was a very rich freedman, nut so?" 

'That is true." 
"So We have as victims two freedmen and a foreigner. 

Qne of the freedmen was himsdf a murderer. A Roman jury 
will  laugh at you if you try to lay such charges at the fet!1 of 
high officials. What is your chief evidence? Do you have 
anything in writing'?" 

"Not in my possession. My surest proof of eonspira(!y 
lies in documents placed in the Temple of Vesta." 

"Hmm. I won't ask how you got a look at them. but let 
us pretend that you read tllem before Lhey were plaeed there. 
Documents entrusted to the Temple of Vesta may be subpoe
naed by vule uf the Senate where imminent danger to the 
slate is involved and with the eoneurrenee of the P01ltifex 

Maxim-us. Since you need the documents La prove danger Lo 
the slate, I see very little chance for that." 

"You are saying, in essence, that T have nothing with 
which to bring charges against these people?" 

"it is, of course, the right of every Roman citizen to 
bring suit in court against any other citizen. However, no 
serving Roman magistrate may be charged while in office. 
although as soon as he leaves office he may be charged with 
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malfeasance. From what you have been saying, I take it that 
at least one of these conspirators is a serving magistrate?" 

'"Two, actually," I said.' 
"And the office they hold?" 
"Consu\. Both of them." 
He paused. " WeIL That does remove a bit of the guess· 

work, tloesn't it? Tiro, I can tell you want to say something." 
Tiro's waiting for Cicero's pennission to speak was the 

only slavelike behavior I ever detected in him. 
"Sir," he said to me. "the Consuls for this year have 

only a bit mort! than a month left in office. If you can gather 
more solid evidence against them, you may bring charges as 
soon as they step down. Neither has his anny with him, and 
the proconsular command of the greater has not yet been 
chosen. It would be a good time, if the evidence can be 
prodll(:ed." 

Cicero nodded. "It would certainly make your name in 
Roman politics. You'd be singled out as consular materi"al 
before t:ven serving as quaestor." 

"At the momenl, I don't find the prospect all that tempt· 
iug. My recent experien(:es have made me doubtful of the 
wisdom of a career in politics." 

"Pity. You have what J regan! as the highest of quali
fications, which is a se�se of public duty. A rare commodity 
these days. Tiro?" 

"From \¥"hat you have said," Tiro commented, "another 
of the eonspirators is a Consul-elect for the next year. That 
complicates things further. The Consulate is not a judicial 
office and, technically, he may not interfere, hut political 
reality is otherwise. Since he and his colleague will rule on 
altematt: days, you may try to set your court dates for days 

208 

when his colleague holds office, hut that would he difficult." 
"You have my congratulations," Cicero said. "At a very 

young age, you have acquired not one but three of the most 
powerful enemies in the world. However, you have asked for 
legal advice and I shall give it. If you wish to prosecute aU 
.he conspirators at once, you must wait until this Consul
elect, who shal] remain nameI�ss, is out of office, a matter 
of some thirteen months and odd days. By that lime, the two 
ex-Consuls will undoubtedly he on foreign soil, in command 
of very large and powerful armies. Sueh men may be im
peached. as will probably happen to Lueullus. However, T 
must warn you that, as an exercise in futility, taking legal 
action against a Roman general in the midst of his legionaries 
has few peers." 

"Is there no hope, then?" I asked. what few hopes I had 
arrived with already da'lhed. 

"I have spoken as your legal adviser." Cicero said. 
"Now let me speak as a man of the world." He began ticking 
off points on his fingertips, lawyer-fashion. "First, the people 
you wish to prosecute are, for all pracLical purpOlles. above 
the law and the constitution. One of tbem is the grealest 
geneml in the world; another is the richest man in the world; 
the thinl is, besides mYllelf, the best legal miu(1 before the 
Roman bar. Each of the two Consuls commands l:l party of 
supporters in the Senate so fXlwerful that they would be safe 
if they broke into the Temple of Vesta and raped all the 
virgins. Most importantly, they have tbe loyalty of thousands 
of the saltiest, most vicious and battle·hardened lrnops lht: 
world has ever seen. Once, it was unthinkable thai Roman 
generals would lead their troops against Rome herself, but 
Marius and Sulla changed all that." 
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Now he leaned. forwaro and spoke most earnestly. "De
cius Caecilius, nobody, nobody, is going Lo convict those men 
for engaging in a bit of conspiracy against an ambitious fel
low general or ki11ing a couple of freedmen and a foreigner. 
I marvel that you are alive al all. This T can only attribute 
to the fact that these men would like the support of the Mc
lellan family in their future plans." 

"I suppose that is true of the highest of the conspira
tors," 1 acknowledged. "But there has been one unsuccessful 
attempt on my life. You see, one of the less highly placed 
conspirators does not fear the wroth of the Melellans, the 
laws of Rome or, for all I can tell, the immortal gods." 

Cicero smiled wryly. "1 think I know who that must be. 
I believe we had dinner at his table a few nights ago, did we 
not? Well, him you may protect yourself from. Hire a paek 
of gladiators from the StatiJian school, like all the other pol
iticians. They make good bodyguards." 

"Not the family tradition, J'm afraid," I said, rising. 
"Marcus Tullius, I thank you for your advice. You've given 
me little cause for hope, but you have clarified some points 
on which 1 was undear, and that wi1l be a great help." 

"Will you not drop this matter?" he asked. 
I shook my head. '''They have murdered people in my 

district, and I must pursue the case." 
He rose and took my hand. ''Then 1 wish you welL I 

look to see great things from you, if you live." Tiro conducted 
me out. 

Since lawyers, like physicians, were forbidden to accept 
fees, 1 pondered what I might give Cicero. I was building up 
quite a Saturnalia debt lately. As I walked toward the Forum 
I remembered that I had a rather nice original manuscript of , 
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the poet Archias, whom Cicero loved. That should do it. A 
morning of legal consultation was not quite as demanding as 
if he had won an important court case for me. 

I had other things buzzing through my mind, naturally. 
Cicero had very aptly and succinctly made my position clear. 
1 was Rome's most unloved investigator and number-one can
didate for the next homicide victim. My plans to expose a 
conspiracy were in ruins. After all, who in Rome cared which 
of several power-mad, plunder-addled generals ruled as cock 
of the roost? Who cared which oily Oriental sat on some 
Eastem throne? Most of all, who cared about a few corpses 
in the street, where on some mornings corpses were as nu
merous as peach pits? 

I cared, of course, but I found myself in a distinct mi
nority. Very well: I had no chance against Pompey or Crass us, 
or even Hortalus. I could at least pursue the immediate mur
derers of the residents of my district. It was a poor accom
plishment in light of the larger issues, but it was within my 
power. If I could stay alive. 

The day had wanned slightly, heating the Roman blood 
to a level of moderate activity. The markets in the Forum 
were bustling. Some sold country produce, but I noticed an 
inordinate number of fortune-tellers' booths. Fortune-teller!> 
were periodically banished from the city, but the last such 
action had been a year or two before, so they had dribbled 
back in. I noticed that there were long lines at the booths of 
the various bone-tossers. slar-readers, snake-diviners and 
other such charlatans. It was a sign of unrest in Ihe city. In 
times of great uncertainty, a single. lunatic prophet could 
send the urban mob into a panic culminating in a full-blown 
riot. 
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At the base of the Rostra 1 saw Caesar talking with a 
mixed group of Senators and ordinary citizens. He had so far 
amounted to litLie politically, but he had demonstrated an 

extraordinary ability to sway the Centuriate Assembly and 
had secured himself a quaestorship for the next year. He 
caught my eye and gestured for me to join him. 

"Decius, have you heard?" he said. "A special session 
of the Senate has been scheduled for tonight." The ban on 
public business expired at sunset. 

"1 hadn't," I admitted. "Is it about Lucullus?" 
"What else?" said one of the Senators, a man I -didn't 

know. "I suspect thal we'll vote on a recall for Lucullus." 
"I doubt that," Caesar said. "it would mean handing 

Pompey the Eastern command, and his party is not strong 
enough to force that through. What we'll see tonight is a 
senatorial decree ordering Lucullus not to invade Armenia." 
He spoke a" if he were already a Senator, which he would 
not be until he finished his quaestorship. In later years he 
would not express his opinions so freely ill casual conver
sation, at least until the time when there was no man left to 
gainsay him. At this time, though, he was as extravagant with 
his speech as with his debts. 

"I SUppO!ie l'll hear about it in the morning," I said, 
"like the rest of the eitizenry." 

Caesar took his leave of the others and began to stroll 
with me, his hand on my shoulder, head down, a signal to 
all that we were engaged in private conversation. 

"Have you had any luck in your ,murder investigation?" 
he aske<l. 

" Luck was scarcely involved, except perhaps for my 

own survival. I have it all now, except for the identity of the 

212 

actual murderer of Sinistrus and Paulus." It was reckless to 
speak thus to Caesar, who I thought was probably involved 
in the conspiracy, at least peripherally. 

He looked at me sharply. " 'All'? " 

"Eggs to apples," I assured him cheerfully. I had just 
discovered that I no longer eared whom he talked to. "All 
that remains is to find the killer, and I shall make my report 
to the Senate, all names induded. On thai basi.s I shall sub
poena certain papers deposited in the Temple of Vesta for 
extralegal purposes." 

Caesar wa<; thunderstruck. "That would call for a spe
cial instruction to the Senate from the Pontifex Maximus." 

"I think he will give that instruction when he under
stands that a genuine danger to the slate exists." The holder 

of the high priesthood at that time was Quintus Mucius Scae� 
vola, who besides his religious office was a famous juriscon
suh. He had trained Cicero in constitutional law. I was 

speaking Vlilh a greal deal of bluff and bravado, but [ saw 
no other way to precipitate events, having reached a blind 
alley in my investigation. 

"Decius," he said in a low voice, "'if I were you, since 
it seems you are bent on self-destruction, I would stay in my 
house during the houn; of darkn�ss. This city is no longer a 
safe place for you. It is possible, if you are very discreet, 
that you may get out of this merely exiled instead of dead. I 
speak as a friend." 

I shook off his hand. "'1 speak as an official of Rome. I 
will pursue this until the murderers are brought to justice." 
I walked away, followed by many curious eyes. Was Caesar 
trying to he my friend? Even now ' cannot say. Caesar was 

everyone's friend when he was on his way up. It is the pol� 
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itician's art. But he was a complex creature, and I cannot 
say that he utterly lacked a desire for the friendship of others, 
especially those who possessed a prohity totally absent in his 
own (:haracter. 1 can only state that. i n  later years, he more 
than once spared me when we wen� enemies and the power, 

as usual, was all his. 
I was not in the Forum long before I noticed that many 

men, especially Senators, were avoiding me, fading into the 
crowd if 1 seemed to be nioving in their direction. There was 
also muttering behind my back. While no one aclually pelted 
me with unpleasant substances. the atmosphere was ugly 
enough (or it. The stnUlgest thing was that scarcely one in 
fifty of those gathefe(J in the Forum could have known why 

I was a pariah so suddenly. 
I think that, through the years of dictatorship� and pro

scriptions and civil war, th� Roman populace had acquired 
a faculty of mind or spirit that told them when a man was 
out of favor with the great men of the state, and they would 
tum on such a man like dogs upon a crippled member of the 
pack. It signified to me more than anything else how far down 
the path Romans had gone toward an Oriental slavt!ry of the 
populace. My spirits have never been lower than they were 
on that long walk home from the Forum. 

When I arrived at my home the light was dimming. 1 
had nol been auacked, a matter of some astonishment to me. 
Cato opened my door, wearing the scandalized look that had 
grown almost perpetual these past few days. 

"'Sir. this fellow arrived an hour ago. He insisted he'd 

wait here until you got home," 
I walked past Cato and found none other than Titus 

lounging in my atrium, munching from a bag of parched nuts ' 
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and peas. He Hashed me his grin as I entered. 
"'Still alive, eh·? Word is out on the street thaI anyone 

who comes to your defense proclaims himseH an enemy of 
Claudius and his mob." 

" Word is out in higher quarters that anyone who so
cializes with me risks disfavor from our Consuls." 

"The hazards of power," he said. "'I have something for 
you." He held out a scroll and I took it. 

"Let's go into my reading-room. Cato, bring lamps." 
When I had light, I opened the scroll. It was a certificate 

of manumission for one Sinistrus. a slave of H. Ager. The 
date was only a few days from the man's purchase from the 
school of StatiJius Taurus. The ceremony of manumission had 
been witnessed by the praetor Quintus Hortensius HortaJus. 

"How did you get this?" I asked, excited despite my 
despundency. 

"A small bribe to a slave in the Archives." 
"The archives in Baiae?" I asked. 
"No, the big one here in Rome." He grinned agam, 

loving the role of the man with the answers. 
"We've already established that ' probably do not have 

long to live. I would like to hear Ule end of this before I die. 
If he was bought for a farm near Baiae, why was his manu
mission filed here in Rome?" 

Milo sat and propped his feet on my desk. "It's com- / 

plicated, that's why it took so long. Macro's people in Baiae 
located the estate and questioned the manager. His name is 
Hoslilius Ager and he's i n  debt to Macro's colleague in those 
parts-something about a tendency to bet on blue at the 
races-and so it wasn't too difficult to get answers out of 
him." 
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"And the content of these answers?" 1 asked. 
"First, the fann is owned by the family of Claudius 

Pulcher. At present it forms a part of the dowry of Publius's 
sister, Claudia, but Publius has the legal control of it until 

she marries." 
1 felt a cold chill washing over me. "And what were the 

circumstances of this man's purchase of Sinistrus?" 
"Very simple. He came up to Rome to give his annual 

aceounting to the master and was sent to the Statilian school 
to buy this Gallic brute. He says he was terrified that he 
might have to take the animal back to Baiae and find work 
for him, but instead he was told to wait in Rome for a few 
days more. One morning he took Sinistrus to a praetor and 
freed him and was on his way home the same afternoon. 

"That was when the slave rebellion was at its height. It 
was difficult to free a slave, and it was absolutely forbidden 
to manumit a gladiator. Transferring ownership of Sinistrus 

took a special dispensation from a praetor, and his manu
mission took an extralegal act by a praetor. Knowing that, 
the rest was easy. Since the manumission ceremony took 

place in Rome, the record was in the Arc�hives. And Macro 
didn't have to think long to figure out who the crookedest 
praetor of that year was. 1 was sent La the Archives to look 
over manumission records from the praetorship of Hortalus. 

Since there were so few that year, I found it within an hour. 
Getting it out of the Archives cost four sesterces." 

"You shall be reimbursed," I said. "Of course, Hortalus 
never thought to hide this." I hefted the manumission record. 
"It was nothing; just a favor to the Claudians, helping them 
acquire a bullyboy in a year when that was difficult. He had 
no idea that Sinistrus would attract anyone's attention." 
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"Does it make your ease any easier?" Milo asked. 
Disgustedly, I tossed the thing on my table. "No. It's 

just more evidence. 1 no longel' think that any amount of 
evidence will allow me to prosecute the people responsible. 
But now I would just like to know!" I slapped the unoffend
ing table, rattling the old bronze dagger. I stared at Milo. "1 
have to have that damned amulet. It must be the key to all 
this." 

Milo shrugged. "Well, you know where it is, don't you?" 
"The house of Publius Claudius, if it hasn't been de

stroyed already. But there is no legal process for searching 
a eitizen's home." 

Milo stared at me as if at some rare new fonn of idiot. 
"Surely you don't expect to go about this legally'?" 

"Well," I hegan, tapering off uncertainly, "I suppose at 
this juncture that would be rather futile." 

He leaned forward. "Look, Decius, here in Rome we 
have some of the best burglars in the world. Tn fact, in some 
quarters there is resentment that this Asian boy is prowling 
all over Rome as if he had a perfect right here. I know some 
good lads. They'll be in that house and toss it from top to 
bottom, get your amulet and be out by daylight, and nobody 
will know they were ever there." 

I was astonished. "They are that good?" 
"The best," he assured me. "The guild's entrance stan

dards are very high." 
I was horrified. 1 was also exhilarated. I, Decius Cae

cilius Metellus, was contemplating having the house of a cit
izen burglarized. The prospect of an early and obscure grave 
made that seem of less account than in beuer days. 

"All right," I said. "Let's do it. Can they find something 
so small in that great house?" 
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He spoke as if to a small, muve boy. "The valuable 

things are always small. No burglar goes in through a window 

and comes out with a life-size bronze by Praxiteles. These 

lads know exactly where to look for small, valuable objects. 

They can steal the jewelry off a sleeping woman without wak

ing her." 

"Send them," I said. "Can they be back by morning? I 

have little time now." 

"If it's still there and not al the bottom of the Tiber or 

cast into a new lamp, I'll have it for you at first light." 

"Co," I said. 

When he was gone, I prepared papyrus and ink, and I 

tr:ied to make out my will. It was appalling huw little I had 

to leave to anybody. Technically, I couldn't own property my

self, since my father was still alive, but patria potestas was 

a legal fielion by that time. I made out manumission docu

ments for Cato and Cassandra, and left them the house. I 

needed very littlt! Lime to dispose of the rest of my belong

ings, dividing them among my clients. My field armor I left 

to Burrus. I knew that he had a son who was about to join 

his old legion. My farmer I left a small olive grove adjacent 

to his land. My other possessions I left to various friends. At 

least, I assumed they were still my friends. 

I jerked awake. Sometime duri ng the night, I had nod

ded off over my table. Someone had thrown a cloak over my 

shoulders. A dim light just outlined my window and I won

dered what had awakened me. Then I heard the scratching 

at my fmnt door. 

I went to my cht!st and took out my short SWOIU. With 
drawn steel in my hand, I went to the front door and opened 

it. Outside slood Milo, grinning as usual. At arm's length, 
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before my eyes, he held something dangling from a ribbon. 

It was an amulet in the form of a camel's head. 

I snatched it from him and turned it over. In the growing 

light or morning I read the words cut into the fial back side. 
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JUl 

NICELY," ASKLEPIOD[S 

said. "There is no inflammation, no suppuration. Avoid stren
UOliS movement and it should be fully healed in a few days." 
His slaves began to rebandage me. 

"I may not have much choice about that last part," I 
told him. " There is a great likelihood that I shall spend the 
rest of the day running or lighting." 

"Well, if it is a matter of preserving your life. do not 
worry too much about this cut. It will just mean a little more 
blood and pain." 

"1 shall try to be Stoic." I stood, feeling almost healthy. 
"The circumstances being what they are, I've deeided. not to 
wait until Saturnalia. Accept this with my thrulks," It was a 
caduceus a foot tall, made of silver and mounted on a base 
of alabaster. It was not the common one you see camed by 



Mercury in sculptures, with two serpents twining around the 
shaft, topped by a pair of wings. Rather it was the older one, 
the heavy sian wound by a single serpent associated with his 
namesake, Asklepios, the son of Apullo and god of healing. 
I had stopped hy the quarter of the silversmiths on the: way 

, to the ludus in search of an appropriate gift and had fortui
tously found this in an antique dealer's shop. 

"Why, this is splendid," he said, and T could tell that 
his delight was genuine. '''I shall have a shrine made for it. 
I do not know how to thank you." 

"A small reeompense for the services you have ren
dered. H I should live through this, be assured that I shall 
calI on you frequently." 

He bowed, sweepi.ng his robes gracefully. "1 shall al
ways be at your service. I cannot tell you how much more 
entertaining it is to serve you than to sew up athletes or 
di.agnose the false ailments of healthy aristocrats." 

"May we always lead interesting and exciting lives," I 
said. "Now I mllst go see whether I can make mine a long 
one." 

On my way from his qual1ers, I stopped to watch the 

men practicing their fighting in the exercise yanl Any or all 
of them could die in the next great lnunera, bul they prac
ticed with that inhuman serenity thaI gladiators always 
seemed to have. Sinistrus had been one of their number. The 
old champion Draco watched them with a critical eye, and 
the lesser trainers shouted out their instructions as to the 
proper use of dagger, sword or lance. These men never 
showed the faintest concern for their lives, and I decided 
that a Roman official. however humble, could scarcely do 
less. 
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I walked out thnmgh the school's entrance and my oId 
soldier, Burrus, fell in behind me, as did Milo. I stopped and 
tumed to face that remarkable young man. 

"Milo, I am sure that Macro does not wish you involved 
in this." 

«I didn't ask him. I have my own reputation to build in 
this city. 1 want it known that I don't fear Claudius and I 
want to be seen publicly as yOUT supporter. After all"-he 
favored me with that maddening grin again-'�lhey may pre
tend to despise you, but everyone secretly admires a man 
who's such a fool for duty that he'll throw his own life away 
for love of it." 

"Here, now!" Burrus said. outraged. He made as if to 
strike Milo, but I stopped him with a gesture. 

"None of that. Milo, you are one of the strangest men I 
have ever mel, but T appreciate your honesty, even if you are 
a criminal. Honesty is in short supply among the respeetahle 
classes these days, so it must be valued, wherever we find 
it." 

"Excellent. Shall we go to the house of Claudius'?" 
"Not yet. To the Forum first. I intend to make an un

gotBy show. All Romans love a spectade. and I shaH give 
them one." 

"Wonderful!" l\iilo said. "May I help?" 
"} don't know how you could, hut go ahead, as long as 

you don't interfere and there is no violence on your part." 
"Leave it to me," he said. 
As we walked toward the Forum, every so often Milo 

would make a gesture and someone would come from a door
way or a knot of idlers and Milo would whisper to him. They 
were all rough-looking fellows or else the sort of young street 
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urchins who provided recruits for the gangs the way farm 

boys provided them for the legions. After each brief consul

tation the one talked to would run off. I did not ask Milo 

what he was up to. I wa..'> too involved with my own desper

ation to worry about it. 
As I walked, I drank in the sights of Rome, knowing 

Ihat it might well be for the last time. The whitewashed walls, 

the little fountains at every comer, the shrines to minor gods 

in their niches, all stood etched with wonderful darity, their 

colors vivid as if seen through the eyes of an infant. The feel 
of cobbles beneath my sandals. the sound of hammering from 

- _ _ __ the tinsmiths' quarter, the very smell of frying garlic: wafting 
from tenement doorways seemed charged with unbelievable 
beauty and signific:ance. 1 would have preferred all this in 

late spring, when Rome is at its most beautiful, but one can't 
have everything. 

The Forum was simmering when we arrived. Crowds 

were gathered near the Curia, around the Rostra and before 

the Basilica Aemilia, where my father held {!ourt that day. I 
could see others (!oming into the Forum from side streets. I 
could not believe that it was all on my account. I wa� �imply 

not that important. At the {:enter of the crowd by the Rostra, 
though, I saw Publius Claudius. The inslant he caught sight 
of me, he came for me, with his whole mob behind him. 

I checked to make sure that my dagger and caeSlUS were � 
in place, for all the good they would do me in this situation. 

No, I thought, this is just too publie. He won't attack me 

heTe. A fat 101 I knew about it. 
They stormed across the all-but-empty �tretch of pave

ment in the middle of the Fomm. Scattering the few pedes

trians who stood in their way, the crowd bore down upon us 
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8.'. if to trample us. I knew then that Claudius fully intended 
10 kill me, right in Ihe middle of the Forum with half of Rome 
looking on. He had scant judgment, bUI you couldn't fault 
the man for sheer gall. 

As if having collective second thoughts, the crowd broke 
step. wavered and slowed to a halt a few paces from us. I 

was under no illusion that they had acquired a respect for 
the law as they crossed the pavement, so I looked behind 
me. About thirty young men stood there, hard boys from the 
gangs. None of them displayed weapons openly, although a 

large number leaned on perfectly legal wnlking sticks, as if 

a sudden plague of lameness had broken out among the youth 
of Rome. Apparendy, Milo was building up his own, inde
pendent little mob. 

"So the pious and honorable Decius Metellus is not 100 
proud to take refuge among a pack of the city's lowest scum!" 

Claudius shouted. -Considering his own company, this wa.-; a 
weak taunt, but his crowd reinforced it with cheers and 
shouts of agreement. 

"It's never disb'I"aceful to be in the company of Roman 
citizens," r responded, to much applause from my new fol

lowing. As a slanging match, this was not up with Cicero and . 
Hortalus in the courts, but we were just getting started. 

"Citizens! That pack of slaves and freedmen? They look 

like they somehow escaped from Crass us's crosses." This was 
a neat play on words, but it didn't originate with Claudius, 
who wasn't that clever. Some playwright had used it the year 

befoTe. There was dark muttering behind me, and it occurred 
to me that a few of them probably had campaigned with 

Spartacus. Pompey and Crassus hadn't caught all of them. 

"At least we're all Romans," I said. "Speaking of which, 
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how is your Armenian guest? Do you two share the same 
Greek tastes?" No one else knew what I was talking about, 
but they cheered at Publius's expression of anger. 

"Are we to endure this abuse from a mere Metellan," 
he shouted, "whose kinsman almost lost us Spain?" His 
crowd jeered loudly. 

"This from one who conspires to lose us Pontus and 
Armenia!" I yelled. 

"Cowardly Metellan!" he roared. 
"Chicken-drowning Claudian!" 1 bellowed. The whole 

Forum roared with laughter and Publius's face flamed. The 
Claudians will never live that one down. 

Screaming with rage, Claudius drew a dagger from in
side his toga and charged me. I had already slipped my caes
tus onto my right hand and I stepped forward to meet him. 
I blocked the dagger with my left foreann and swung a blow 
that should have taken his jaw off, but somebody jostled me 
and I only raked the side of his face. He dropped like a 
stone and in an instant the Forum was alive with flashing 
daggers, flailing sticks and flying stones. It had been months 
since the last good riot and winter is a boring season in 
Rome, so nobody needed much excuse to join in. J dropped 
two more, men who had been standing close to Publius, then 
saw five coming for me with daggers. Arms grabbed me from 
behind and I thought T was done for, but 1 found myself being 
dragged away from the riot and into a narrow street. 1 heard 
a familiar laugh and 1 saw that iL was Milo and Burrus who 
had wrested me away. 

"No violence, you said!" he choked out between par
oxysms. 

"1 didn't think he'd start anything right there in the 
Forum!" 1 protested. 
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"You still don't know him, do you?" Milo said. "Well, 
maybe he's dead. That was no love pat you gave him." 

kill." 
"I doubt it," I said. "Claudians and snakes are hard to 

"Where to now, sir?" Burrus asked. 
"To the house of Claudius," 1 said. 
Burrus was astonished. "But you just dropped the bug

ger on the pavement back there. His friends will be carrying 
him home soon!" 

Milo smiled. "He's nol the Claudian your patron needs 
to cali on just now, am 1 right?" 

"You're right," I said. "And Burrus is right about his 
men taking his inert carcass home soon. I'd as soon not be 
there when that happens, so we had best not waste any time." 
We made a circuit around the Forum, from which we could 
stil1 hear sounds of riot, and made our way through the maze 
of cramped streets to Publius's town house. 1 paused to 
straighten my disarrayed toga and winced at a pain in my 
side. I looked inside my toga and saw that blood was seeping 
through my tunic. Nothing to be done about it now, 1 thought. 

I pounded on the door until the janitor opened it. 
"Deeius Caeeilius Metellus the Younger of the Com

mission of 'l\venty-Six to see the Lady Claudia Pulcher," I 
said, finishing somewhat out of breath. The janitor ealled a 
house slave and repeated the message, ushering me inside. 

"'You two stay here in the atrium," I told Milo and Bur
rus. "I will interview her privately, but come at onee if 1 
should call you." Bunus merely nodded, but Milo spoke in 
a low voice. 

"This isn't very wise. Publius and his mob will be here 
from the Forum at any minute and your A nnenian prince 
may be here now, with his own band." 
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· T hadn't thought of that, but T was not about to admit 
it. "Don't worry. He's trying to curry favor with Rome, not 
to alienate the city by killing one of its officers." 

"You constantly underestimate these people," he said, 
"but have it your way." 

The house slave came to fetch me and 1 foUowed him. 
Behind me, I could hear Milo and Burrus arguing quietly. 
Burrus could not gd used to the way Milo addressed me. I 
nerved myself for the encounter to come. My feelings for 
Claudia had taken many disorienting turns recently. I had 
tried to find a way (lut of this, but 1 could find none. Perhaps, 
I thought, I should have waited, slept on the problem. T had 
acted precipitately, without proper thought or rest. I had, in 
fact, not acted quite sanely. Why should I feel afraid to face 
Claudia with this when I had walked straight up to her 
brother and his mob in the Forum'? I could not explain it, 
even to myself. 

She received me in a silting-room, looking cool and se
rene. She sat with her back to a fretted window, so that the 
light surrounded her with a nimbus. Her gown was of some 
flimsy material, clinging Lo every curve, a brilhan! blue. It 
complimented h�r eyes perfectly, as did the jewelry she wore: 
gold set with lapis lazuli and sapphires. She looked every 
inch the patrician la�ly, not the wild-haired maenad she had 
seemed when I had last seen her. 

«Oe<:ius, how good to see you," she said, her voice as 
low and intimate as ever. It went through me like the vibra
tion of an overstretched Jyre string when it is plucked. 

«I am sorry to appear before you in so unkempt a con
dition," I said. 

She smiled with one comer of her mouth. "You were a 
good deal les5 kemp! when we last parted." 
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I could feel my face flushing and wac,; infuriated thai 
this woman could bring out 50 juvenile a reaction in me. 
''There was a rough scene in the Forum, involving your 
brother and his thugs." 

Her face hardened. "You have not hUft him, have you?" 
"He'll probably live, which is better than he deselVes. 

His men will probably bring him here soon, although they 
may take him to a physician first." 

"What do you want, Decius'! I have liule time for you. 
You are no longer a player in the game. You might have been, 
but you chose to play the fnot You count for nothing now. 
Make this hrief." 

"A game. Is that what it is to you?" 
Her look was utLer contempt. "What else is it? It is the 

greatest game in the world. It is played on a hoard made up 
of kingdoms and repuhlics and seas. The men are just coun
ters. They are placed on the board and struck from it at the 
whim and according to the skill of the players." She paused. 
"And there is the uncertainty of luck, of course." 

"Fortuna can be a whimsical goddt!ss," I said. 
"I don't believt! in the gods. If they exist <:It all, they 

take no interest in what men do. But I believe in blintl 
chance. It just makes the game more inter�sting." 

""And you have a taste for this sort of gaming? Knuckle
bones and dice and races and lht! mWlera grew too tame for 
you?" 

"Don't talk like a fooL There is nothing eJse in the world 
like this game. The prize is power and wealth beyond 
dreams. The Pharaohs never saw such wealth. Alexander 
never wielded such power. This empire we have built with 
our legions is the most incredible instrument for imposing 
the leader's will lhat has ever existed." 
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''There are no legions of Rome," I said. "They are the 

personal followers of twenty or more generals. The four or 
five most powertul generals are always mortal enemies, more 

occupied with cutting each other's throats and stealing each 

other's gJory than with expanding Rome's empire." 

Her smile was dazzling. "'But that is what the game is 
all about. At the end of it, there will be one man who controls 

all the legions, who controls the Senate, who will be followed 

by patricians and plehs alike. No more bickering parties and 

treacherous senatorial votes behind the leader's back." 

"You mean a king of Rome," I said. 

" The title needn't be used, but the power would be the 
same. Like the old King of Persia, only much greater." 

"It has heen tried," I noted. "Marius, Sulla, others. 
None of them succeeded, no matter how many domestic en

emies they killed." 

''They were inferior players," she asserted calmly. 

"They were ruthless, and their soldiers worshipped them, but 
they were not intelligent enough. Marius tried to keep playing 

the game when he had grown far too old. Sulla had it all 

won, then he decided to retire. It was the act of a political 

moron. We are moving into the final rounds of a great lUunera 
si.ne missione� Decius. When it is over, only one man will be 

standing." 

"If you will forgive my saying so, this is nol a game in 

which women eompete." 

She laughed musically. "Oh, Decius, you really are a 

child! Men and women simply play differing roles in this 

game. You will not see me in polished annor leading a legion, 

of course, bUI depend upon it, when the game is ended, I 

shall be sitting on a throne by the side of the ,vinner." 
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1 wondered if she was mad. It was difficult to say. The 

Claudians were mad almost by definition, but they were hard

ly alone in the condition. As 1 have said, half my generation 

seemed to be subject to madness. I was not immune to the 

sickness myself. Perhaps C1audia was just a part of the times. 

"Tn this game, if you lose. you die . ." 

She shrugged. "What is the game if the stakes are not 

the highest?" 

"And sometimes," J continued, "it's hard to keep track 

of all the counters on the board. Ones you thought were gone 

tum up again." 
For the first time, her seH-assurant:e slipped. She had 

thought she had all the answers, and I had said something 

that indicated otherwise. 

"What do you mean?" She frowned. " You make no 

sense." 

I took out the camel's head amulet and held it before 

her, dangling on its ribbon. "It was you, Claudia. I had 
thought Claudius, even Pompey or Crassus, hut it was you 

who had Paramedes of Antioch murdered, and Sinistrus, and 

Sergius Paulus. In my distrid." 

Her face went white and her mouth began to tremhle . . 

Not in fear. which J do not think sbe was capable of feeling, 

hut in rage. "I told Ihat little . . .  " She shuf herself off like 

a tavemkeeper turning a tap. 

''There are rules to successful conspiracy, Claudia," I 

said. "First: Put nothing in writing. Second: Never trust a 

subordinate to dispose of evidence. 'J1ley will always kt�ep 

something back, 10 blackmail you with later." 

She got herself under control. "You have nothing. It 

means nothing." 
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"Oh, but I think it does. J think I could Lake you and 
this little amulet int.o court and cOJlvince a jury that you are 
guilty of murder. As far as l am concerne(J you are also guilty 
of treason, hut expert counsel assures me that, technically, 
you are not. Not yet, at any rate. So you may escape being 
hurled heafiforemosl from the Tarpeian Rock. Considering 

your birth and the influence of your family and the fact thai 
our current Consuls and one of the Consuls for the next year 
are also involved, you may be let off willi mere banishment. 
Out of Rome forever, Claudia. Out of the game." 

"You have nOlhing," she reiterated, running out of elo· 
quence. 

"The remarkable thing," I said, "is that I might never 
have examined this thing after I took it from the house of 
the late Paramedes. How could a little bronze amulet be 
significanl? I only became curious after you had it stolen 
from my room, having me knocked on the head in the pro· 
cess. You shouldn't have balked at one more murder, Clau· 
dia; it ill becomes a would�l.e player in the great game." 

I held the amulet before my eyes, watching it rotate on 
its ribbon. "A token of hospitium. A fine old custom, is it 
not? I received one myseU, just a few days ago, from a very 
honorable and old�fasbjolled soldier. I suppose only old· 
fashioned people are honorable anymore. The times really 
are disgracefully decadent, as my father never tires of telling 
me. lnis one identifies you and Paramedes of Antioch as 
hospites. Where did you meet him and exchange tokens, 
Claudia?" 

"On Delos," she said. "As if it makes any difference. 
You not only have no proof to use against me, you may not 
live to leave this house. The slave market on Delos. I was 
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tired of Rome, and my older brother, Appius, was sailing to 
Asia to join Lucullus. I persuaded him to take me to see the 
Greek islands. I'd always heard of the great pirate slave mar
ket on Delos and I was eager to see ii, so when we passed 
near I asked to i.e . put ashore, to sail home from tbere." 

"Sightseeing in a slave markel," I mused. "You really 
are a woman of unusual tasles, Claudia." 

She shrugged again. "'Each of us finds his pleasures 
where he will. Anyway, I met Paramedes there. I saw im� 
mediately that, with his pirale contacts, he could he of great 
use to me. We exchanged tokens and a few months later he 
arrived in Rome, in the role of an importer of wine and oil." 

"But he needed a city patron to hold property and con� 
duct his business here. Since palricians are forbidden to take 
part in commerce, you sent him to Sergius Paulus. What was 
Paulus's part in all this? I confess that I haven't heen able 
to puzzle that one out." 

"Poor Decius. So something is beyond your logical fac� 
wlies. I arranged for Paulu..<; to take on Paramedes as patron. 
He was tremendously rich and had many such clients, so I 
thought he would take little interest in Paramedes. I gave 
him some generous presents, told him that he woulJ be doing 
me a great favor by obliging me in this. Of course, he was 
to be discreet. He was never, never to hint that there was 
any connection between the house of Claudius and Para
medes. His activities as a pirate agent were quasi-legitimate, 
but there are some things that we should not be connected 
with. Paulus was eager to please. 1 positively fawned on the 
man," she said with distaste. "No matter how rich or powerful 
they get, men like poor Sergius are always flattered by the 
attentions of patricians." 
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"Poor Sergius," I said. "Another counter, removed from 

the board." 
"He was nothing," she said. "Just a freedman." 

"So it was you who told Crassus about Paramedes when 

he needed to spoil Spartacus's arrangement with the pi� 

rates?" I asked. 

"Yes, for which I would think you'd be grateful, since 

you conceive yourself to be sueh a patriot." 
"If he'd wanted to, he t:ould have taken Rome," I said. 

Wfhat Thracian scoundrel and hi .. followers just wanted to 

get away. I wouldn't have complained.. There are too many 

slaves in Italy as it is." 

"You are far too softhearted, Decius." 
"1 suppose I'll never be a good player m the game. 

When did it start to go sour, Claudia? Paramedes was useful 

to you. Did he try blackmail? Co�conspjrators often do." 

"Yes. He let it be known that Mithridates might make 

it more than worth his while to keep him supplied with the 

details of our dealings. Since he fancied that Crassus is even 

richer than Mithridates, he sought out a better offer.'" 

"And as soon as Tigranes was in Rome, Paramedes was 

redundant." 

"Exactly." 
''So you dispatched SinisLrus to kill him. I take it that 

the arson was a diversion?" 

"Partially." She regarded me with some interest. "Your 

mind works well. Deciu6. I wish you had decided to thmw 

in with us. My hrother and the others are so headstrong and 

lacking in foresight. Except for Hortalus. Yes, it was decided 

that, since Romans are far more upset by a fire than by a 

murder, all the attention would go to the fire the next day. 
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Paramedes was just one more dead foreigner. Also, Para� 

medes kept little in his house. The fire would take care of 

any embarrassing documents he might have at the ware
house." 

"That brings us to Sinistrus. You a(!quired him through 

extralegal means. A minor bit of corruption, but documents 

on file at the Archives allowed me to tie Hortalus in with 
your conspiracy." 

"He was just a cheap killer working for me. Bought on 

the sly and freed so as to have minimum connection with 

me. I had used. him a few times before, usually lending him 

out to Pubhus. He was reliable and too stupid to plan a 

betrayal." 

"This time, to make a dean sweep of it, you eliminated 

him, employing this mysterious Asian boy. 1 want to meet 

that enterprising youth, by the way." She smiled at this. At 

the time, 1 thought she was just being areh. 
"Yes, Sinistrus was at the end of his usefulness to us. 

There are plenty more of him, and they are much easier to 

huy. now. We wanted no loose ends at such a delicate stage. 
it was only later that T realize.! that Sinistrus had stupidly 

neglected to fetch that token from Paramedes's house." 

"Not the brightest of henchmen, Sinistrns," I commis� 

eraled. 

"Decidedly not. Of course, by the time we discovered 

his mistake it was daylight and a guanl had been posted at 

Paramedes's house. Then you came snooping around." 

"And inconveniently made off with the token. I must 

thank you for not having me killed, Claudia. Must have been 

a wrench for you to leave someone alive." 

"It was Hortalus who said you weren't to be killed," she 
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said, shrugging. "He's a dreadful sentimentalist." 

"So much for my manly chann." My irony was assumed, 

but my sadness was real. 1 had, against all likelihood, cher

ished the hope that, somehow, Claudia felt something for me. 

"Why Sergius Paulus? Surely he didn't try to blackmail you." 

"Of course not. He was far too rich for that. When 1 

found out you had called on him, 1 went to see him imme

diately afterward." 

1 wondered which of my colleagues had told her 1 was 

on my way to the house of Paulus. Rutilius? Opimius? Junius 

the scribe? Any or all of them, J decided. «1 know," I said. 

"I saw your palanquin leaving his house. Of �o�rse, I di�'t 

know it was yours at the time, but I found It m your lIttle 

hideaway after our memorable night together." 

"What a snoop!" she said, indignant. "It was very low

bred of you to go prying like that." 

"Each of us behaves according to the gifts bestowed 

upon us by the gods at our birth. To some is given great 

strength, to others the ability to lead men, or play the lyre 

or compose verse. To me was given the propensity for snoop

ing into things others would prefer to remain hidden." 

"J ust like a pleheian," she sniffed. "Well, Paulus was 

losing his nerve. Freedmen are always insecur�, even rich 

ones. They know it is possible to lose everythmg. He was 

agitated, prattling on about your questioning. 1 tried to re

assure him, but I could see that it was no use. He knew too 

much and he drank too much. We no longer needed him, 

since Paramedes had heen removed from the hoard. 1 de

cided to remove him, too." She sat back, a puzzled look on 

her face. "I don't know why I'm bothering to tell you all this. 

"But you have to," I said. "Otherwise, who will know 
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what a superh player you are? I'll bet you don't even tell 
your fellow conspirators everything." 

"Don't patronize me!" she hissed. "You aren't half as 
clever as you think, Decius." 

"1 suppose not," I admitted. 1 dreaded the next ques
tion. "Now, Claudia, tell me one last thing. r know that the 

point of all this conspiracy and murder is to secure Lucul
Ius's Eastern command [or one of the mcn YOll plan to ma
nipulate. It hardly matters which onc. And that YOll intend 

to install young Tigranes on his father's throne as pllppet
king, and probably let him pretend to rule his grandfather's 

kingdom of Pontus." 
She nodded. "Very good. And your question?" 
1 took a deep breath. "Was my father in any way m

volved in your conspiracy?" 
"Don't be ridiculous!" she said scornfully. "Hortalus 

says old Cut-Nose is more upright than the Temple of Vesta." 

Relief washed over me like the cold plunge at the baths. 
"Well, the old man isn't above taking a bribe now and then, 
but never over any thing important. Certainly nothing touch
ing on state security." 

"Then why did you a..<;k?" 

"He keeps bad company. Hortalus, for instance." Now 
for the next unpleasant duty. "Claudia, it is my duty to arrest 
you and take you hefore the praetor, to answer eharges of 
murder, arson and conspiracy. However, tradition allows you 
the honorable option to spare the family name." 

1 reached inside my tunic and took out the sheathed 
dagger, tossing it grandly at her feet. She looked down at it, 
then up at me with secret amusement. "Whatever is this for'?" 

"1 shall retire [mm the room for a few minutes to allow 
you to exercise your option." 
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She smiled with open humor. "Don't bother." 
It is a great mistake to make grand gestures at crueial 

moments such as that one. AI that very moment something 
thin went around my neck and a weight landed on my back. 
And here, I thought. J'veju..�t gone-aTUi lilrown away my dag
ger. 

In my lifetime r have beep cut, stabbed, speared, shot 
with arrows. clubhed and half-drowned in rivers, lakes and 
the sea. I can say with authority that nothing induces instant 
panic like having one's respiration cut off in mid-breath and 
knowing that there won't be any more coming from where 
you got that last one. Even drowning isn't so bad, because 
then there is something to drag into your lungs, if only water. 

My mind immediately took leave of me and went into 
transports of gihbering terror. My eyes swelled to the si:r.e of 
fists and my vision turned rc41. I tried to reach behind me, 
to claw the horrible weight from my hack, but human shoul
ders are not articulated to make such a move easy. I.egs 
coiled around my waist and I tried, with great fuLility, to get 
my fingers beneath the cord around my neck, but it was 
drawn too tight against the scarf I still wore to hide the mark..<! 
left by my last throttling. This was the way Sinistrus had 
died. What was it I had wondered loug ago? Oh, yes, I had 
wondered why Sinistrus hadn't crushed the throtder against 
a wall. Because he was stupid. So was I. 

With the last of my strength, I rushed at a wall, turning 
at the last secontl to smash my would-be murderer against a 
rather nice fresco depicting Ulysses and the Laestrygonians. 
I heard a grunt, felt a sudden expulsion of breath against my 
ear. The cord slipped, loosened slightly. It was not enough 
to allow a hreath through my constricted windpipe, but it 
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gave me the best of news: He was nol using the slipknot! If ".. - '  
I could just get the murderous little bastard off my back, I 
might yet live. 

The room was too small to start a proper run. Drastic 
measures were called for. My vision was darkening and I 
could hear a great I1Ishing sound in my ears. Crouching low, 
I hent my knees deeply, With all the strength r had left, I 
sprang up and forward. As my feet left the ground. r threw 
my body forward so that I hurtled into a forward somersault. 
Taking flight, I tried to will myself to weigh more, in order 
,to come down harder. 

1 landed with a gratifying crash, shattering a small table 
in the process. The cord loosened and I dragged in a great, 
ragged breath of air more delicious than the finest Falernian. 
The legs had loosened from my waist and I twi8led around, 
my hand going bellt"-ath my tunic and emerging with the caes
lUS, which ' was about to use for the second time that day. I 
raised my fist to my ear, then hesitated in amazement. 

"Wbo's this?" said Milo from the doorway. The noise 
had drawn him. 

"This," J said, looking down at my now-unconscious 
attacker, "is our strangler, our burglar, our "Asian boy: Her 
name is Chrysis and I daresay she's the most multi-talented 
woman in Rome." 

Milo chuckled. "Won't Ihe boys in the Subura he furious 
when they find out it was a woman doing so well!" 

"Sir," said Burrus. "wasn't it the Lady Claudia you were 
here to see?" 

J looked around but she was gone, naturally. I got shak
ily to my fed and picked up my dagger from wbere it lay. 
"Claudia, Claudia," I whispered. "Such a ruthless player in 
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the big game, and you didn't have the presence of mind to 
stab m� wht�n the little slut gave you the chance." 

"Excuse me, sir'?" Milo said. 
"Nothing. Milo. I don't want that woman to escape be

fore 1 get her to court. Just tying her up may not wo�k." 
"No prohlem," he said. With one huge hand he grasped 

both her wrislS; with the other, her ankles. He straightened 
and slung her acmss his shoulders like a goatherd carrying 
a sLrayed kid. "She won't geL away from me." 

1 rubbed my neck. I was alive only because she had not 
been prepared. She bad used. her long hair to strangle me, 
not her usual bowslring. She began to regain consciousness, 
trying to rai!>e her head. I remembered that there was a for
mula 1 was supposed to employ. 

Clapping a hand on her shoulder, I intoned: "Chrysis, 
I arrest you. Come with me to the praetor." 

The house was far too large to search for Claudia, and 
1 had already stayed too long. ''To the Forum," 1 ordered. 

As we left, we could hear Publius's mob bringing him 
home, 50 we took the opposite direction. Romans are accus
tomed to strange sights in their streeLs, but we drew our share 
of wide eyes and dropped jaws. I was noticeably disheveled 
ami the cut in my side hall opened, soaking not only my 
tunic but my toga with blood. My eyes were almost as red 
from the near-throttling. Behind me walked the grinning, 
towering young man who c3rrietl a wiry woman over his 
shoulders. Suuggle as she mi.ght, she wasn't about to escape 
from those hands. Before me strode Burrus, shoving people 
a...,ide and bellowing, "Make way for the Commissioner De
cius Metellus!" 

We walked into the Forum, which was still recovering 
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from the recent brawl. Spilled fruit and ranling teeth still lay 
on the pavement among splotches of blood and shallered ,/ 

vendors' stalls. We were greeted by cheers and curse�, show
ing that the citizenry were still divided in their affections 
toward me. although it seemed to me that lhe (:hecrs pre
dominated. We crossed the Forum and went straight up the 
steps of the Basilica Aemilia, followed by a growing crowd 
hard. on our heels. 

There was a boistenms trial going on when we arrived, 
but the hubbub quickly died down and all eyes turned toward 
us. From his curnle chair, my father glared at us, enraged. 

"What is this'?" he shouted. 
I stepped forward, bloody toga and all. " Fa-Praetor, I 

bring the foreign woman Chrysis, resident ill the house of 
Puhlius Claudius Pulcher, before this court. 1 charge her with 
the murder of Marcus Ager, fonnerly the gladiator Sinistrus, 
and that of Sergius Paulus, freedman." 

Father stood, his face flaming. "If you don't mind, Com
missioner, I have another case before me just now. You your
self have already been charged with starting a not!" 

"By whom?" I demanded. ''The flunkies of Puhlius 
Claudius? Piss on them! This takes preeedence." My elu
quence received wann applause. Roman jurisprudence in my 
youth was a mugh and colorful husiness. "This biteh throt
tled Sinistrus and Paulus, and she just tried to do the same 
to me!" r tore off my searf and displayed my luridly marked 
neck, exciting gasps of admiration. 

"1 can scarcely wait to find out how that came ahout!" 
my father said. 

"She is an acrobat and contortionist," I said, praying 
that nobody would ask how I knew of her extreme supple-
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ness. '"That is how she was ahle to insert herself, reptile

fashion, through Paulus's bedroom window. The eunuch is 
innocent! Tum him loose!" 

One of the formerly contending lawyers who had been 

arguing before my father rose to the bail. "Do you mean to 

claim," he yelled, "that this little Asiatic bint strangled a 

very large professional killer?" 

I grasped the breast of my toga with one hand and thrust 

", the fowJinger of the other skyward, just like Hortalus when 

he was making his crucial point. "'At that time, she used a 

bowstring with a cunning Oriental slipknot. If you wish I will 

summon the physician Asklepiodes to demonstrate it, pref

erably on you." This drew claps and whistles. I was providing 

far more entertainment than the property case they had been 

witnessing. 
"And furthermore," T said, deciding to press my luck 

while the audience was sympathetic, "she is only a part of a 

much larger-" 

At thal point, a hand deseended on my shoulder from 

behind. I turned to see it lictor, fasces carried over his shoul

der. "J arrest you, Decius Caecilius MeLeJlus the Younger, 

for public riot. Come with me." Other lictors grabbed my 

arms. 
As 1 was dragged away, I shouted (lver my shoulder, 

"Chain her to a wall by a neck-ring! Double-riveted! She'D 

get out of anything else!" 
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T HE MAMERTINE PRISON WAS Nor 
one of the show places of Rome. 1l was a cave hdow the 

Capitol. 1 spent two days there, alone, which shows how dil

igent Roman authorities were in apprehending criminals. The 
place was cold and cheerless, its only light coming through 

the iron grating of the overhead hole through which I had 

been lowered. At least, for the first time since the whole mess 

had started, I had time to sit and think, free from distractions 
and assaults. 

1 spent much of this time cursing myself for being an 

idiot, especially where Claudia was eoncemed. The treach

erous bitch had played me expertly, knowing a fool when she 

saw one. It had been the night in her hideaway, with the 

multitalented CheY8is, that had thoroughJy befuddled my . 

investigation. Aside from the confusion and general embar-



r8ssment, the fact that they had both been with me the night 
Sergius Paulus was killed distracted my suspicion. But the 
eunuch had said that the earliest light of dawn was visible 
when the cessation of his master's snoring woke him. Chrysis 
had �lipped away and killed him while I slept. 

1 found myself wondering how the Consuls would handle 
this. Marius would simply have had me killed by his thugs. 
Sulla would have put my name on a proscription list, to be 
killed by the first citizen who found an opportunity to do so 
and claim a part of my es�ate. But the times were more set
tled now. and they would probably wish to go by constitu
tional fonns. Since I had not committed a capital erime, 
perhaps a discreet poisoning might be in order. 

There was, of course, the possibility that Publius Clau

dius might die. Gratifying as the thought was, it would lay 
me open \0 a charge of murder. Unlike the magistrates, a 
mere commissioner had no immunity from prosecution. Free
born men were rarely condemned to death for murder, es

pecially if there was a brawl involved. Grown Roman men 
were supposed to he able to take care of themselves. If Pub

lius couldn't manage to kill me first in a perfectly open and 
slraighLfonvard brawl, he deserved little sympatby from a 
court. 

That would have been the eH!!e in nonnal times, HI any 
rate. Th� only thing I had in my favor was that the Consuls 
were trying to maintain the pretense that these were normal 

limes. I would most likely· get off with banishment. To me, 

that seemed little better than n death sentence. I had always 
loathed being away from Rome. [f I were to be banished, 
there was the prospect of an evenlual return. Pompey and 
Crassu!! could easily fall out, or Hortalus might wish to curry 
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extra favor with my family, or they might all die, which was 
not at all unlikely. Or, LucuIJus might come home a trium
phator and get himself a Consulship, and remember that I 
had tried to do him a gooJ tum. One should never trust the 
gratitude of powerful men, but at that time I was desperate 
to find any sort of happy outcome to my predicament. 

My jailer was a tongueless public slave who provided 
little company or diversion. I found myself wishing tbat !!ome 
felon would be thrown down into the prison with me. Any

thing was better than being aJone with my thoughts. A street

wise thug might know what was going on in the ci.y, whether 

Ihere was any public sentiment in my favor. 

II had looked promising in the Forum and in the Ba
silica, but the Roman public is endlessly distractible. News 

of a defeat in the East or an earthquake at Messina would 
do it. If he wished to go to the expense, Crassus could sud
denly remember a dead relative who had to be honored and 

declare a day of races in the Circus. That would cause the 
public to forget me entirely. At least the weafher in recent 
days had been too coM and wet for racing. Besides, Pompey 

and Crassus were both Blues, and a victory f9r the Greens 
might he interpreted as a had omen for them. 

Of COurse, it never occurred to me that I might simply 
be too unimportant [or them to worry themselves about 
grealJy. Long after dusk on .he second day, r heard a voice 
hailing me from above. 

"Are you down there, idiot?" 
"I haven't gone anyplace. Father," I answered. 

"A rope is being dropped to you. Grab it and you will 
be pulled up. � 

It was black a!! the bowels of Cerberus, and I stumbled 
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about on the straw for quite a while before I encountered the 

rope. I grasped one of the knots and tugged. Up I went like 

a water bucket as the rope creaked through its pul�ey. There 

was a hot wire of pain where my side had been cut but I was 

getting used to that. The room was illuminated by a small 

torch. By its light my father looked me over critically. 

"You could do with a bath and a shave," he said. 

"Bathhouses and barhers are in short supply down 

there," I pointed out. 

He was not impressed. "That's unfortunate, because you 

are about to appear in the Curia." 

That did not sound good. Late�night Senate meetings 

were rare, and they usually meant something dire. I straight

ened my bloody toga as well as I could and ran my fingers 

through my disheveled hair. We left the prison and began to 

walk toward the Curia, preceded by one of my father's slave 

boys, carrying a torch. 

"'You will be relieved to know that Publius Claudius is 

alive," Father said. 

"Actually, the news rather saddens me. I tmst he is at 

least seriously injured?" 

"Just a sore head and a few dashing sears for his face. 

What were you doing with a caestus anyway? That's not a 

gentleman's weapon." 

"A sword would have been much better," I agreed. "But 

a good citizen isn't supposed to bear arms within the pom

erium. The caestu.� is sporting equipment." Perhaps I should 

explain that in those days the pomerium was still the ancient 

boundary marked out by Romulus when he plowed the cir

cuit with a white bull and cow. Its boundaries are now a mile 

beyond those in all directions. 
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"Hmm. You'll be a lawyer yet." 

"The woman, Chrysis," I said urgently, "did she con

fess?" 

"Certainly she confessed. You don't think I'd have both

ered to haul YOll out of prison if you'd dragged an innocent 

woman into my court, do you?" 

"Wonderful!" J said. "And has Claudia been arrested?" 

"Eh? What Claudia are you talking about, boy? Pub� 

lius's sister? What has she to do with this?" 

My heart sank as suddenly as it had soared. "But what 

did she-" 

My father silenced me with an impatient gesture. "Quit 

babbling. This is important and we have little time. I have 

used all my inRuence to get the charges against you dropped. 

I am convinced that you acted out of blundering stupidity 

instead of the outright villainy I might have expected. Young 

Cicero has told me that you went to him for advice on points 

of law. That is good, although our patron Hortalus knows 

more of the law than Cicero ever will, and is bound to give 

you legal advice without recompense." 

"I didn't want to bother him," 1 said. Better to leave 

Hortalus out of this entirely until I knew where I stood. I 

wa.'l beginning to feel as if I were standing on thin air. 

"How you can get into so much trouble over a dead 

foreigner and a eouple of murdered freedmen I cannot un

derstand, but I am trying to get you released from yOUT com

mittee a few weeks early to precede me to Hither Spain as 

my legate. If you can stay out of Rome and out of trouble for 

a couple of years, all this may blow over and you can come 

home when I return to stand for the Consulship." 

This was better than nothing-a temporary banishment 
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instead of a pennanent execution. I had fantasized about 
dragging all of them into court and charging them with trea
son. Now I saw that for just what it was-a fanta..<;y. I would 
see justice, hut I now admitted that it would take years, not 
just a few days of investigation followed by some flashy ju
risprudence. Well, I was only beginning my career; years 
were among the very few things I had. H I could just live 
through this. 

We reached the Curia and went up the steps. Beneath 
the colonnade, we stopped. 

"I will wait for you here," my father said. "Remember, 
__ your very life depends upon how you comport yourself in 

there." He placed a hand on my shoulder, a rare gesture of 
affection from him. Roman fathers regard paternal affection 
rather the way most people regard loathsome, foreign dis
eases. "Be humble, talk small, swallow your pride. Legal 
formalities mean little to the men in there. They respect only 
power, and you have none. Such family influence as you have 
I have already exercised in your behalf. The men who control 
the Republic these days may be moved against only from a 
position of great strength and highest office. That takes a 
great deal of time and work. Now go, and for once in your 
life behave wisely." 

I said nothing to this, merely nodding before J turned 
away from him to enter the Curia. J did noL hear the usual 
munnur of subdued talk from the Senate chamber and won
dered what was amiss. When I entered the chamber itself, I 

- _ thought at first that some sort of elaborate prank was being 
played on me. It was empty. 

Then I saw that it was not quite empty. Two men sat on 
the lowest bench. A single, multi-wicked lamp illuminated 
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them both. They were our two Consuls for the year that was 
almost over: Marcus Licinius Crassus and Gnaeus Pompeius 
Magnus. They seemed to be discussing some documents that 
lay on the bench between them. One looked up as I drew 
closer. 

"Ah, young Decius. Come join us." That was Pompey. 
Crassus looked up and studied me with chilly blue eyes. 

"Now what are we to do with you, Decius?" 
"If you have charges," I said, "the proper procedure 

would be to take me to court so that the case may be ex
amined." 

"You are living in the wrong generation for that, De
eius," Pompey said. "The courts are well enough for civil 
matters, but you have involved yourself with foreign affairs." 

"It was my belief that foreign policy was the province 
of the Senate," I said. 

"'It still is," Crassus said, "but the Senate votes as we 
direct now." 

"If that's true," I rejoined, "then why do you operate in 
such secrecy?" 

"For some time now," Crassus said heatedly, "your life 
has hung by a thread. You have pulled that thread apart one 
strand at a time. You are down to your last strand and it ill 
behooves you to tug very hard just now." 

Pompey raised a hand in a calming gesture. "Deeius," 
he asked mildly, "just what do you think you have on us? 
Quite aside from the absurdity of a mere commissioner at
tacking not one but both Consuls, I fail to see that you are 
in possession of any evidence against anybody. Perhaps you 
could explain." 

"Murders were committed in my di�trict. I sought jus
tice." 
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"And apprehended the perpetrator," CTassus said. 
"Most commendable, and 1 (!ongratulate you. The woman 
Chrysis made a full confession of her crimes, how she com
mitted them and at whose behest." 

"Then I wonder that Claudia Pulcher has not been taken 
into eustody," I said. 

Pompey expressed amazement as exaggerated as that on 
an actor's mask. "Claudia? Surely you are under some de
lusion brought about by your detestation of the lady's brother. 
Chrysis told us she acted under the orders of Prince 1igranes 
of Armenia, something about sorting out some pirate busi-

tI " ness, apparen y. 
"The prince, it seems, has fled the city," Crassus added. 
"1 want to question her myself," I said. 
" You are in no position to make demands," Pompey 

said. "In any case, yOll are a bit late for that. The wench is 
dead. She was being kept in a cell 1n the old barracks down 
by the Campus Martius. Hanged herself with her own hair." 

"I see," T said. "Resourceful to the last." 
"Wasn't she?" Pompey agreed. "Unfortunate, but by 

then we had the whole story out of her. We made our report 
to the Senate this morning." 

"I take it that you conducted the interrogation?" Both 
nodded. "And was there a praetor present?" 

"Certainly," Pompey said. "All was done according to 

the law. Marcus Glahrio presided." 
Glabrio was one of Pompey's clients and a military sub· 

ordinate when Pompey was commanding. "And who was the 
court torturer?" 1 asked, suspecting that I already knew the 
answer. 

"Marcus Volsinius," Crassus said. "One of my oid ceo· 
tUrlons, a most competent man." 
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"He's certainly qualified by experience," I said, "having 

supervised six thousand crucifixions." 

"We wouldn't employ an amateur," Pompey said. "Any. 

wa)', the case is closed. The woman came to Rome from Delos 
in the household of Paramedes of Antioch. When Tigranes 

came into Rome incognito and resided in the house of Par. 

amedes, he suborned her, first with the awe of his birth and 

rank, then with temptations of wealth. Apparently her ta'ients 

were well-known among the pirate brotherhood and Tigranes 
was 8ruio1l5 to have them at his disposal. At any rate, when 

he went to live in the house of Puhlius Claudius, she went 

tbere with him." 
"And why did he go to Claudius?" I asked, knowing 

that they were closing the doors on all of my investigations. 
" Decius, you shock mel" Pompey said. "He couldn't 

very well murder a man while living under his roof. That 

would be immoral. Even a greasy Annenian princeling has 

more respect for the sacred laws of hospitality than that!" 

"He went to Claudius because I sent him there,'" Cras
sus said, unexpectedl)'. "[ knew the boy slightly from when 

I had to deal with the pirates during the Servile War. He 

came to me a while ago and asked if I knew of a suitable 

household where he might reside in Rome. Obviously, con

sidering the delicate state of relations between the Republic 

and his father's kingdom, he could not very well beg hos
pitality of a Consul and did not want his presence officially 

recognized. I knew that Publius had the run of the town 
house since his elder brother and sister were in the East 
Lots of room in the house, and the Claudians always love to 
hobnob with royalty. Seemed perfectly innocent at the time." 

"Nothing about the Claudians is innocent," I said. 
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To my amazement, both men burst into laughter. "They 
are a difficult lot, to he sure," Crassus said. 

'"And now Puhlius is to be your cat's�paw in Lucullus's 
army, to sow dissent and mutiny among the troops." 

"Now, Decius, how do you expect people to believe hat? 
The boy needs military experience if he's to stand for office. 
What more natural than that he should join Lucullus? The 
Eastern army is where the action is, where reputations are 
to be made. And why should Publius want to attack Lucul
Ius's authority? His elder sister is married to Lucullus. His 
elder brother, Appius, has been with Lucullus for years and 
has served loyally all that time. All logic says he would serve 
his own best interests by pushing Lucullus's fortunes to the 
best of his ability. If in spite of all that, Publius should rebel 
against his brother-in-law . . .  " Pompey shrugged and smiled. 
"Well, then, that's just Publius being Publius, isn't it?" 

"The night grows late," Crassus said, "and our Consul
ship grows shorter. Decius, do you really think that you have 
any evidence of wrongdoing to hring against my colleague or 
me?" 

I thought of the documents in the Temple of Vesta. They 
could be subpoenaed, of course, but only at the cost of com
promising the Virgo Maxima, my great-aunt and a lady of 
such irreproachable worthiness that I would not have endan
gered her reputation to save myself from the cross. I thought 
of the document in my house, proving Hortalus's extralegal 
freeing of Sinistrus. 1 dismissed it. As part of a far larger 
case, that document would have been a solid stone in the 
wall 1 was building. By itself, it was proof of a petty corrup
tion too minor to warrant attention. 

"There was an amulet among my effects when 1 was 
arrested, a bronze camel's head." 
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"I am aware of no such object," Pompey said. ''These 
items were taken from you." He gestured to my dagger and 
caestus, which lay on the bench beside him. "Quite improper, 
going armed within the pomerium, but we'd have half the 
population up on charges if we tried to enforce that law 
strictly." Somehow, 1 wasn't surprised that the token of hos� 
pitium had disappeared. They were right. 1 had nothing. With 
the two murderers, Sinistrus and Chrysis, already dead and 
a legal confession from Chrysis, I would look like a fool if I 
tried to reopen the case. 1 had no proof of criminal conspir
acy, no proof of treason. What 1 did have, for the moment, 
was my life. All 1 could do now was try to keep it. 

Crassus studied me with his cold eyes. " Decius, we 
have tolerated your irrational and pernicious behavior thus 
far out of respect for your family and your father, the Urban 
Praetor. He has requested that you be released from further 
duties and precede him to Hither Spain as his legate. We 
have decided to grant that request." He handed me a small 
scroll bearing both the senatorial and the consular seals. 
"Here are your orders. At first light, when the gates are 
opened, be on your way to Ostia. You will leave on the first 
cutter heading west." 

1 took the scroll. "Taking a ship in December might be 
interpreted as a death sentence," 1 commented. 

''There are less pleasant ways to die than by drowning," 
Crassus said. "A generous sacrifice to Neptune might help." 

"Of course," Pompey put in, "just getting from your 
house to the gate might be a bit of a problem. Publius Clau� 
dius, or rather Clodius, as he's taken to calling himself, is a 
man who holds a grudge. You might have to make your way 
through quite a few of his supporters tomorrow." 
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"And," Crassus said, "I hear that Macro has ordered all 

his men to stay out of it. He's reined in that rascal Milo. 

That being the case, you'd better take these." He tossed my 

dagger anti caeSU.IS to me and I caught them. "You are going 

to need them at first light." 

Pompey returned to his papenvork. "TImt will be aU, 

Decius. Best of luck." 

My father was stone-faced when 1 came out, but 1 could 
hear a muted sigh of relief. To my astonishment, Titus Milo 

was with him. "I was told you were let out of the Mamertine 

tonight and came here. Thought I'd join you." 

"Does anything happen in this city without your knowl-

edge?" } asked. 
"I try to keep up on things." 

"What happened in there?" Father asked. 

"I received a suspended death sentence, of sorts." As 

we walked, I explained what had transpired, although for my 

father's sake I left Hortalus's name out of it. 

"Better than you might have expected," Father said. 

"Sea travel at this season is risky, but you can sail north 

along the coast and put ashore at the fiTSt sign of bad 

weather." 

"'I expect to be quite occupied just in getting to Ostia," 

I infomled him. 
"rm afraid I won't be able to help you there," Milo said. 

"So I heard.« 

"Surely Claudius won't try to murder you in public!" 

Father protested. Milo and J both got a gocxl laugh out of 

that one. 
"I still wonder why they were so lenient with me," I 

said. "Granted, I did nothing wrong and pursued my duties 
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diligently, but that never stopped those two from killing any-
one." 

Mill:) surprised me by answering. "It's because they're 

in a good mocxl. You would be too if you enjoyed their good 

fortune." 

" Yes, that's why I pressed for this interview tonight." 
Father said. "It seemed a fortuitous occasion." 

"What happenetl?" I asked, mystified. 

"The will of Sergius PauLus was read this morning," 

Father told me. "He left the vast bulk of his estate to the 
Consuls and the other magistrates, including"-he tried not 

to gloat-"a rather generous bequest to me." 
"And freed all his slaves," Milo said. "Every one of 

them, and the man owned thousands. He left each one a 

small caRh stake to set them up as freedmen and gave all 

the rest to the Consuls and praetors." 
I let the implieations of this seep in for a few moments, 

then whooped: "Sergi us Paulus, you clever freedman bastard! 

No wonder you filed a new will every year! Cut your estate 

up among each year's magistrates and no one will question 

all those manumissions." 

Father cleared his lhroat. "Yes, the wiU clearly violates 

the legal limit on testamentary manumissions, but [ hardly 

think there will be any dispute over that." 

[ laughed until tears rolled down my face. For the first 

time in days I felt truly fine. Paulus had proved to me that 

Rome could still produce decent men, even in the fonn of 

fat, rich, drunken freedmen. 

We left my father at his house. Before bidding me gocxl 

night, he said, "You've done your duty well, Decius." It was 

high praise, coming from him. 
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At my house, Milo took his leave. "I'm sorry I can't 
help you in the morning," he said. 

". thank you for all the help you've given me so far," I 
assure(i him. "At worst, I'll get a chance to finish the job on 
Claudius that I started in the Forum:' 

I saw his teeth flash in the darkness. "Spoken like a 
true Ruman. I'll pass the word tonight. Who knows, some
thing might turn up." 

"Do you never sleep?" • asked. 
"I told you before, I get ahead by working when other 

men rest. I'll be here in the morning, Decius, even if I can't 
get any of my boys to come." He faded into the dark. 

I had a few hours until daylight. Calo and Cassandra 
were overjoyed to see me, although they were shoeked at my 
appearance. I ordered water heated for a hath and peeled 
out of my filthy dothes. 

At least I had my affairs in order and my will made out. 
My few belongings went into a travel�ehest and I sorted 
through my Iwspilium tokens for any that might be useful on 
the jowney, assuming I could get out of Rome alive. It was 
strange to think that all the events of these past few days 
had turned upon a humble toktm like one of these. I shook 
my head at the thought. The ways of men and gods are im
ponderable, and the most trivial things ean loom as large as 
the greategt. I decided that I would have to take up the study 
of philosophy, sometime when I was terribly bored with 
everything else. 

Even the prospect of the coming day could not take the 
edge off my good mood. I sang as I bathed in a cramped tub 
and didn't even wince when Cato shaved me, inexpertly and 
by lamplight. Then I lay down and had a few hours of dream
less sleep. 
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Despite the brevity of my nap, I woke feeling refreshed. 
I rose and put on clean clothes, belted on sword and dagger 
and threw a clean toga over al1. This was no time for fussy 
legalities. As the first light of dawn came through my win
dows, I went out into the atrium. Burrus was there to greet 
me, and he clinked as he moved. He had put on his armor 
before calling on me. I was touched that the old soldier had 
come to meet almost certain death with me, but it would have 
been inappropriate to make any show of it. He wore an odd 
smile. 

"Good morning, Patron. Wait till you see the street out
side. It looks like a meeting of the Guild of Archers out 
there." 

I wondered what in the world he could mean. In the 
entryway 1 was further astonished to see my other two clients, 
both too elderly to be of any use in a street brawl, but serious 
about their duty to protect their patron. Then I saw what was 
waiting outside. 

A vast throng jammed the street. A nd almost every head 
was decorated with a Phrygian hollllel, the pointed cap fa
vored by the mercenary archers who serve the auxiliaries and 
worn by some priesthoods. it is also worn by slaves who have 
just been freed. This great mob cheered like mania�s when 
I appeared. To my intense embarrassment, some of them 
surged forward and dropped to their knees to kiss my feet. 

"What's this?" I demanded. 
"They're the freedmen of Sergius Paulus, sir," BUmis 

said. " I  practically had to hack my way through 'em to get 
to your house this morning. They're grateful to you, sir, and 
they damn well should he. If it wasn't for you, every bug
gering one of 'em might be hanging on a cross this morning. 
That fat eunuch surely would." 
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A man I recognized as Paulus's majordomo pushed his 
way up to me. "We heard you might need an es(:ort. sir. We 
couldn't let you leave Rome without a proper send-off." He 
turned to a pair of husky youths. "Go inside and get the 
master's luggage." Calo, confused and muttering, led the two 
boys to my belongings. 

The majordomo turned and shouted to the crowd: '1'0 
the Ostian gate!" 

With a huge cheer, the mob surged around me and I 
was hoisted onto their shoulders, and in that fashion I was 
carried to the gaLe. Through streets and squares we went, 
and it seemed to me that half of Rome was out, laughing and 
pointing at this new prodigy. Even though it was not on the 
way, the mob of ecstatic freedmen made a detour to carry 
me through the Forum. In the shadows of an alleyv.·ay I saw 
the heavily bandaged face of Publius Claudius, eyes glaring 
hate from amid his gang of cut-throats. The Etruscan blood 
of the Claud ian line had come to the fore, since he was 
reduced to making cursing gestures toward me. I replied with 
a popular Roman gesture, one which was not supernatural in 
intent. And so we went, all the way to the Ostian gate. 

T have commanded troops, as every Roman in public 
office must, but I was never a great general and was never 
granted a triumph by the Senate. However, 1 do not believe 
that any triumphalor who has ever paraded up the Via Sacra 
to the Capitol could have fell as I felt that morning, borne 
on the shoulders of freedmen. 

At the gate they let me down so that I could continue 
the journey in a more dignified fashion. The greater part of 
them would accompany me all the way to Ostia and stay with 
me until I sailed. Titus Milo waved to me from the top of the 
gate as we passed through. 
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Beyond the gate the Via Ostiensis stretched, flanked by 

tombs and memorials. It was a gray, windy, blustery Decem
her morning and we would undoubtedly be rained on before 

long. But the landscape had never looked so beautiful to me. 
For once, there were no crosses flanking the road. 

These events took place during fifteen days of the year 

684 of the City of Rome. the year of the Consulship of Pom
pey and Crassus. 
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GLOSSARY 

(Definitions apply to the last century of the Republic.) 

Acta Streets wide enough for one-way wheeled traffic. 

Aedile Elected officials in charge of upkeep of the city and 

the grain dole, regulation of public morals, management of 

the markets and the public Games. There were two types: 

the plebeian aediles, who had no insignia of office, and the 

curnle aediles, who wore the toga praetexta and sat in the 

sella curulis. The cumle aediles could sit in judgment on 

civil cases involving markets and currency, while the ple

beian aecliles could only levy fines. Otherwise, their duties 

were the same. Since the magnificence of the Games one 

exhibited as aedile often detennined election to higher offICe, 

it was an important stepping-stone in a political career. The 
office of aedile did not carry the imperium. 



Atrium Once a word for "house," in Republican times it 
was the entry hall of a house. opening off the street and used 
as a general reception area. 
Atrium Vestae The Palace of the Vestal and one of the 
most splendid buildings in Rome. 
Augur An official who observed omens for state purposes. 
He could forbid business and assemblies if he saw unfavor
able omens. 
Basilica A building where courts met in inclement weather. 
Caeslus .The Classical boxing glove, made of leather straps 
and reinforced by bands, plates-or spikes of bronze. 
Campus Marlius A field outside the old city wall, fonnerly 
the assembly area and drill field for the anny. It was where 
the popular assemblies met. By late Republican times, build
ings were encroaching on the field. 
Censor Magistrates elected usually every fifth year to over
see the census of the citizens and purge the roll of Senators 
of unworthy members. They could forbid certain religious 
practices or luxuries deemed bad for public morals or gen
erally "un-Roman." There were hvo Censors, and 'each could 
overrule the other. They wore the toga praetexta and sat in 
the sella curulis, hut since they had no executive powers they 
were not accompanied by hctOTS. The office did not carry the 
imperium. Censors were usuaUy elected from among the ex
Consuls, and the censorship was regarded. as the capstone of 
a political career. 
Cenluriate Assembly (comilia centuriata) Originally, the 
annual military assemhly of the citizens where they joined 
their army units ("centuries"). There were 193 centuries di
vided into five classes by property qualification. They elected 
the highest magistrates: Censors. Consuls and Praetors. By 
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the middle Republic, the centuriate assembly was strictly a 
voting body, having lost all military character. 
Centurion "Commander of 100"; i.e., a century, which, in 
practice, numbered around sixty men. Centurions were pro
moted from the ranks and were the backbone of the profes
sional army. 
Circus The Roman racecourse amJ the stadium which en
closed it. The original, and always the largest, was the Circus 
Maximus, which lay between the Palatine and Aventine hills. 
A later, smaller circus, the Circus Flaminius, lay outside the 
walls on the Campus Martius. 
Client One attached in a subordinate relationship to a pa
tron, whom he was bound to support in war and in the courts. 
Freedmen became clients of their former masters. The rela
tionship was hereditary. 
Cognomen The family name, denoting any of the stirpes of 
a gens; i.e., Caius Julius Caesar: Caius of the stirps Caesar 
of gens Julii. Some plebeian familieg never adopted a eog
nomen, notably the Marii and the Antonii. 
Compluviwn An opening in a roof to admit light. 
Consul Supreme magistrate of the Republic. Two were 
elected each year. lnsignia were the toga praetexla and the 
sella curulis. Each Consul was attended by twelve lictors. 
The office carried fuU imperium. On the expiration of his 
year in office, the ex-Consul was usually assigned a district 
outside Rome to rule as proconsul. As proconsul, he had the 
same insignia and the same number of lictors. His power was 
absolute within his province. 
Curia The meetinghouse of the Senate. located in the Fo
rom. 
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Dictator An absolute ruler chosen by the Senate and the 
Consuls to dew with a specific emergency. For a limited pe

riod, never more than six months, he was given unlimited 
imperium, which he was to lay down upon resolution of the 
emergency. Unlike the Consuls. he had no col1eague to over
rule him and he was not accountable for his actions per
formed during office when he stepped down. His insignia 
were the toga praeLexta and the sella curulis and he was 
accompanied by twenty-four lictors. the number of both Con
suk Dictatorships were extremely nare and the la-<;I was held 
in 202 B.C. The dictatorships of Sulla and Caesar were un
constitutional. 
Dioscuri Castor and Pollux, the twin sons of Zeus and 
Leda. The Romans revered them as protectors of the city. 
Eques (pI. equites) Formerly, citizens wealthy enough to 
supply their own horses and fight in the cavalry, they came 
to hold their status by meeting a property qualification. They 
formed the moneyed upper-middle class. In the cenluriate 
assembly they formed eighteen centuries and once had the 
right of voting first, but they lost this as their military func
tion disappeared. The publicans, financiers, bankers, mon
eylenders and tax-fanners came from the equestrian class. 
Faction 1n the Circus, the supporters of the four racing 
companies: Red, White, Blue and Green. Most Romans were 
fanatically loyal to one of these. 
Fasces A bundle of rods bound around an ax with a red 
strap, symbolizing a Roman magistrate's power of corporal 
and capital punishment. They were carried. by the lictors who 
accompanied the curule magistrates, the Flamen Dialis, and 
the proconsuls and propraetors who governed provinces. 
When a lower magistrate met a higher, his lictors lowered 
their fasces in salule. 
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Flamen A high priest of a specific god of the stale. The 

college of flamines had fifteen members: three patrician and 
twelve plebeian. The three highest were the Flamen Oialis, 
the Flamen Martialis and the Flamen Quirinalis. They had 

charge of the daily sacrifices and wore distinctive headgear 

and were surrounded by many r:itual taboos. The Flamen 

Dialis. high priest of Jupiter, was entitled to the toga prae

texla, which had to be woven by his wife, the sella curulis 

and a single lictor, and he could sil in the Senate. II became 

difficult to fill the college of flamines because they had to be 

prominent men, the appointment was for life and they could 

take no part in politics. 

F ormn An open meeting and market area. The premier fo

rum was the Forum Romanum, located on the low ground 

surrounded by the Capitoline, Palatine and Caelian hills. It 
was surrounded by the most important temples and public 

buildings. Roman citizens spent much of their day there. The 

courts met outdoors in the Forum when the weather was good. 

When it was paved and devoted solely to puhlic business. 
the Forum Romanum's market functions were transferred to 

the Forum Boarium, the cattle market, near the Circus Max

imus. Small shops and stalls remained along the northern 
and southern peripheries, however. 
Freedman A manumitted slave. Formal emancipation con

ferred full rights of citizenship except for the right to hold 

office. Infonnal emancipation confeITed freedom without vot

ing rights. In the second or at latest third generation, a freed

man's descendants became full citizens. 

Genius The guiding and guardian spirit of a person or 

place. The genius of a place was called genius loci. 
Gells A clan, all of whose members were descended from 
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a single ancestor. The nomen of a patrician gens always 
ended with -ius. Thus, Caius Julius Caesar was Caius, of the 
Caesarian stirps of gens lulii. 
Gladiator Literally, "swordsman." A slave, prisoner of war, 
condemned criminal or free volunteer who fought, often to 
the death. in the munera. All were called swordsmen, even 
if they fought with other weapons. 
GJadius The short, broad, double-edged sword borne by Ro
man soldiers. It was designed primarily for stabbing. A 
smaller, more antiquated design of gladius was used by glad
iators. 
Gravitas The quality of seriousness. 
Haruspex A member of a college of Etruscan professionals 
who examined the entrails of sacrificial animals for omens. 
Hospitium An arrangement of reciprocal hospitality. When 
visiting the other's city, each hospes (pI. hospites) was enti
tled to food and shelter, protection in court, care when ill or 
injured and honorable burial, should he die during the visit. 
The obligation was binding on both families and was passed 
on to descendants. 
Ides The 15th of March. May. July and Octo1.",- The 13th 
of other months. 
Imperium The ancient power of kings to summon and lead 
annies, to order and forbid and to inflict corpornl and capital 
punishment. Under the Republic, the imperium was divided 
among the Consuls and Praetors, but they were subject to 
appeal and intervention by the tribunes in their civil deci
sions and were answerable for their acts after leaving office. 
Only a dictator had unlimited imperium. 
Insula Litera.lly, "islruld." A large, multistory tenement 
block. 
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Itinera Streets wide enough only for foot traffic. The ma
jority of Roman streets were itinera. 
Janitor A slave-doorkeeper, so called for Janus, god of 
gateways. 
Kalends The first of any month. 
Latifundium A large landed estate or plantation worked by 
slaves. During the late Republic these expanded tremen
dously, all but destroying the Italian peasant class. 
Legates Subordinate commanders chosen by the Senate to 
accompany general" and governor!i. Also, ambassadors ap
pointed by the Senate. 
Legion Basic unit of the Roman army. Paper strength was 
six thousand, but usually closer to four thousand. All were 
anned as heavy infantry with a large shield, cuirass, helmet, 
gladius and light and heavy javelins. Each legion had at
tached to it an equal number of non-citizen auxiliaries con
sisting of light and heavy infantry, cavalry, archers, stingers, 
etc. Auxilia were never organized a.s legions, only as co
horts. 
Lictor Attendants, usually freedmen, who accompanied 
magistrates and the flamen Dialis, bearing the fasces. They 
summoned assemhlies, attended public sacrifi(!es and carried 
out sentences of punishment. Twenty-four lielors accompa
nied a dictator, twelve for a Consul, six for a propraetor, two 
for a Praetor and one for the Flamen DiaHs. 
Liquamen Also ealled garum, it was the ubiquitous fer
mented fish sa�ce used in Roman cook.ing. 
Ludus (pJ. ludi) The official public: Games, races, theatri
cals, etc. Also, a training school for gladiators, although ,the 
gladiatorial exhibitions were not ludi. 
Munera Special Games, not part 01' the official calendar, at 
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which gladiators were exhibited. They were originally funeral 
Games and were always dedicated to the dead. In munera 

sine missione, ,all the defeated were killed and sometimes 
were made to fight sequentially or all at once until only one 
was left standing. MUII.era sine misswlle were periodically for
bidden by law. 
Nobiles Those families, both patrician and plebeian, in 
which members had held the Consulate. 
Nomen The name of the clan or gens� I.e., Caius lulius 
Caesar. 
Nones The 7th of March, May, July BJld October. The 5th 

of other months. 
Novus Homo Literally, "new man." A man who is the fll'St 
of his family to hold the Consulate, giving his family the 
status of nobiles. 
OptimalCs The party of the "best men"; i.e., aristocrats and 
their supporters. . 
Palria Potestas The absolute authority of Ihe pater faml
lias over the children of his household, who could neither 
legally own property while their father was alive

. 
nor marry 

without his pennission. Technically, he had the nght to sell 
or put to death any of his children, but by Republican times 
this was a legal fiction. 
Patrician A descendant of one of the founding fathers of 
Rome. Once, only patricians could hold offices and priest
hoods and sit in the Senate, but these privileges were grad
ually eroded until only certain priestllOods were strictly 
patrician. By the late Republic, only about fourteen gens 
remained. 
Patron A man with one or more clients whom he was bound 
to protect, advise and otherwise aid. The relationship was 
hereditary. 
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Peculiwn Roman slaves could not own property, but they 
could earn money outside the household, which wa .. held for 
them by their masters. This fund was called a peculium, and 
could be used, eventually, to purchase the slave's freedom. 

PeristyliuRl An open courtyard surrounded by a collonade. 

Pielas The quality of dutifulness toward the gods and, eS4 

pecially, toward one's parents. 
Plebeian All citizens not of patrician status. 

Pomerium The line of the ancient cily wall, attributed 10 
Romulus. Actually, the space of vacant gmund just within 

and without the wall, regarded as holy. Within the pomerium 
it was forbidden to bear arms or bury the dead. 

Pontifex A member of the higbest priestly college of Rome. 

They bad superintendence over all sacred observances, state 
and private, and over the calendar. There were fUleen in the 
late Republic: seven patrician and eight plebeian. Their 

chief was the pontifex maximus. a Litle now held by the Pope. 

Popular Assemblies There were three: the centuriate as

sembly (comitia centuriata) and the two tribal assemblies: 

comiLia tributa and consilium plebis, q.v. 
Populares The party of the common people. 

Praenomen The given name of a freedman, as Marcus, 

Sextus, Caius, etc.; i.e., Caius Julius Caesar: Caius of the 

stirps Caesar of gens Julii. Women used a feminine fonn of 

their fatber's nomen, i.e., the daughter of Caius lulius Caesar 

would be named Julia. 

Praelor Judge and magistrate elected yearly along with the 

Consuls. In the late Republic there were eight praetors. Se

nior was the Praetor Urbanus, who heard civil cases between 

citizens. The Praetor Peregrinus heard cases involving for

eigners. The others presided over criminal courts. Tnsignia 
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were the toga pr'detexta and the sella eurulis. and praetors 
were accompanied by two liclors. The office earried the im
perium. After leaving office, the ex-praetors became pro
praetors and went to govern propraetorian provinces with fuJI 
ImperIUm. 
Praetorium A general's headquarters, usually a tent in 
camp. In the provinces, the official residence of the governor. 
Proscription List of names of public enemies published 
by Sulla. Anyone could· kill a proscrihed person and claim 
a reward, usually a part of the dead man's estate. 
Publicans Those who bid on public contracts, most notably 
buildf!rs and tax fanners. The eontracts were usually let by 
the Censor.; and therefore had a period of five years. 
Pugio The straight, double-edged dagger of the Roman sol
diers. 
Quaestor Lowest of the elected officials, they had cbarge 
of the treasury and financial matters sueh as payments for 
public works. They also acted as assistants and paymasters 
to higher magistrates, generals and provincial governors. 
They were eJeeled yearly by the eomitia tributa. 
QuiruulS The deified Romulus, patmn deity of Ihe city. 
Rostra A monument in the Forum commemorating the sea 
battle of Antium in 338 B.C., decorated with the rams, "ros
tra" of enemy ships (sing. rostrum). It .. base was used as an 
orator's platform. 
saln "Dancers." Two colleges of priests (ledicated Lo Mars 
and Quirinus who held their rites in March and October, 
respectively. Each eollege consisted of twelve young patri
cians whose parents were still living. On their festivals, they 

dressed in embroidered tunics, a crestet1 bronze helmet and 
breastplate and each bore one of the twelve sacred shields 
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(ancilia) and a staff. They _processed to the most important 
altars of Rome and before each performed a war danee. The 
ritual wa:! so ancient that, by the first century B.C., their 
songs and prayers were unintelligible. 
Saturnalia Feast of Saturn, December 17-23, a raucous 
and jubilant occasion when gifts were exchanged, debts were 
settled and masters waited on their slaves. 
Sella Curulis A folding camp-chair. It was part of the in· 
signia of the curule magistrates and the Flamen Dialis. 

Senate Rome's chief deliberative body. It consisted of three 
hundred to six hundred men, all of whom had won elective 
office at least onee. Onee the supreme ruling body, by the 
late Republic the Senate's former legislative ami judicial 
functions had devolved upon the courts and the popular as
semblies and its chief authority lay in foreign policy and the. 
nomination of generals. Senators were privilege<J to wear the 

·Iuniea laticlava. 

Servile War The slGlve rehellion led by the Thracian glad
iator SpartlIcus in 73-71 B.c. The rebellion was erushed hy 
Crassus and Pompey. 
Sica A single-edged dagger or short sword of varying size. 
1t was favored by thugs and used by the Thraeian gladiators 
in the arena. It was classified as an infamous ralller than an 
honorable weapon. 
Solarium A rooftop garden and patio. 

Spalha The Roman cavalry sword, longer and narrower 
than the gladius. 
SPQR Senatus popu[nsqu.e Romanus. The Senate lInd Pe()� 
pie of Rome. The formula embodying the sovereignty of 
Rome. It was used on official correspondence, documents 
and public works. 
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Stirps A sub-family of a gens. The cognomen gave the name 

of the stirps, i.e., Caius Julius Caesar: Caius of the stirps 
Caesar o[ gens J ulii. 

Strophium A cloth band worn by women beneath or over 
the clothing Lo support the breasts. 

SubligacuJum A loincloth, worn by men and women. 

Suhura A neighborhood on the lower slopes of the Viminal 
and Esquiline, famed [or its slums, noisy shops and raucous 

inhabitants. 

Tarpeian Rock A cliff beneath the Capitol from which 
traitors were hurled. It wa.., named for the Roman maiden 

Tarpeia who, according to legend, betrayed the Capitol to the 

Sabines. 

Temple of Jupiter Capitolinus The most important tem
ple of the stale religion. Triumphal processions ended with 

a sacrifice at this temple. 

Temple of Saturn The state treasury was located in a cry'pt 

beneath this temple. It was also the repository for military 

standards. 
Temple of Vesta Site of the sacred fire tended by the vestal 

virgins and dedicated to the goddess of the hearth. Docu

ments, especially wills, were deposited there for safekeeping. 
Toga The outer robe of the Roman citizen. It was white for 

the upper classes, darker [or the poor and for people in 

mourning. The toga praetexta, bordered with a purple stripe, 

was worn by cumle magistrates, by state priests when per

fonning their functions and by boys prior to manhood. The 

toga pieta, purple and embroidered with golden stars, was 
worn by a general when celebrating a triumph, also by a 

magistrate when giving public Games. 

Tonsores A slave trained as a barber and hairdresser. 
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Trans-Tiber A newer district on the right or western bank 
of the Tiber. It lay beyond the old city walls. 
Tribal Assemblies There were two: the comitia tributa, an 
assembly of all citizens by tribes, which elected the lower 

magistrates-curule aediles, and quaestors, also the military 
tribunes-and the concilium plebis, consisting only of ple

beians, elected the tribunes of the plebs and the plebeian 
aediles. 

Tribe Originally, the three classes of patricians. Under the 

Republic, all citizens belonged to tribes of which there were 

four city tribes and thirty-one country tribes. New citizens 
were enrolled in an existing tribe. 

Tribune Representative of the plebeians with power to in

troduce laws and to veto actions of the Senate. Only plebe
ians could hold the office, which carried no imperium. 

Military tribunes wer� elected from among the young men of 
senatorial or equestrian rank to be assistants to generals. 

Usually it was the first step of a man's political career. 
Triumph A magnificent ceremony celebrating military vic

tory. The honor could be granted only by the Senate, and 

until he received pennission, the victorious general had to 
remain outside the city walls, as his command ceased the 

instant he crossed the pomerium. The general, called the 

triumphator, received royal, near-divine honors and became 

a virtual god for a day. A slave was appointed to stand behind 

him and remind him periodically of his mortality lest the 

gods become jealous. 
Triumvir A member of a triumvirate-a board or college 
of three men. Most famously, the three-man rule of Caesar, 

Pompey and Crassus. Later, the triumvirate of Antonius, Oc

tavian and Lepidus. 
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Tmrlca A long, loose shirt, sleeveless or short-sleeved, worn 
by citizens beneath the toga when outdoors and by itself 
indoors. The tunica laticlava had a broad purple stripe from 
neck to hem and was worn hy Senators and patricians. The 
tunica angusliclava had a narrow stripe and was worn ny the 
equiles. The tunica picta, purple and embroidered with 
golden palm branches. was worn by a general when he cel

ebrated a triumph. 

Via A highway. Within the city, viae were streets wide 
enough for two wagons to pass one anolher. There were only 
two viae during the Republic: the Via Sacra, which ran 
through the Forum and was used for religious processions 
and triumphs, and the Via Nova, which ran along one side 
of the Forum. 
Vigile A night watchman. The vigiles had the duty of ap
prehending felons caught committing crimes, but their main 
duty was as a fire watch. They were unarmed except for 
staves and carried fire-buckets. 
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