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MAIN CHARACTERS

ASSASSINS

CASSIUS PARMENSIS (c75–30 BC): Poet, playwright, naval commander, longest surviving assassin of Julius Caesar. Epicurean. Executed in retirement in Athens.

GAIUS CASSIUS LONGINUS (c86–42): Philosopher, politician, general, joint leader of the assassins. Husband of Marcus Brutus’s sister. Epicurean. Committed suicide after first defeat at Philippi.

MARCUS BRUTUS (85–42): Orator, politician, idealist, general, joint leader of the assassins. Son of Caesar’s mistress, Servilia. Committed suicide after second defeat at Philippi.

DECIMUS JUNIUS BRUTUS (c83–43): General, military innovator, closest friend to Caesar among the assassins. Killed on orders of Mark Antony while in flight to join Brutus and Cassius.

GAIUS TREBONIUS (c92–43): General for Caesar, editor and anthologist of Cicero. Tortured by Dolabella. First of the assassins to be killed.

PUBLIUS SERVILIUS CASCA (c84–42): Senator, People’s Tribune. Striker of the first blow in Caesar’s assassination.

TILLIUS CIMBER (c80–42): Impetuous naval commander. Embittered by failed petition to Caesar on behalf of his exiled brother.

PONTIUS AQUILA (c80–43): Independent-minded banker, soldier, aide to Decimus Brutus. Angered by the confiscation of his land for Caesar’s mistress, Servilia. Killed in battle against Mark Antony.

LUCIUS MINUCIUS BASILUS (c80–43): Military aide to Caesar. Frustrated by lack of promotion. Killed by his slaves during the Proscriptions against the assassins.

QUINTUS LIGARIUS (c80–43): Supporter of Pompey in the civil war against Caesar. Spared by Caesar after persuasion by Cicero. Hunted under the Lex Pedia.

SERVIUS SULPICIUS GALBA (c80–c43): Officer for Caesar. Insulted by Caesar’s affair with his wife and a disputed debt. Hunted under the Lex Pedia.

PACUVIUS LABEO: (c85–42): Lawyer close to Marcus Brutus. Committed suicide at Philippi.

DECIMUS TURULLIUS (c75–31): Assassin and naval commander with Cassius Parmensis. Executed on Octavian’s orders in Cos after the battle of Actium.

SUPPORTERS

MARCUS TULLIUS CICERO (106–43): Orator, philosopher, politician. Sympathiser with the assassins. Enemy of Mark Antony. Executed on orders of Antony and Octavian.

SEXTUS POMPEIUS (67–36): Younger son of Caesar’s last rival, Pompey the Great. Independent naval commander. Joined by Cassius Parmensis and defeated by Octavian in one of the great sea battles of antiquity.

QUINTUS HORATIUS FLACCUS, Horace (65–8): Poet. Supporter of Marcus Brutus. Fighter at Philippi. Subsequently crosses to the side of Octavian.

SERVILIA (c100–c40): Mother of Marcus Brutus, lover of Caesar. Wealthy and influential operator in the assassins’ cause.

PORCIA (70–43): Wife of Marcus Brutus and daughter of Caesar’s enemy, Cato. Powerful spur to the assassination.

AVENGERS

CAIUS JULIUS CAESAR OCTAVIANUS, Octavian (63 BC–14 AD): Adopted son and heir of Julius Caesar. Prime mover of the hunt for the assassins through the Lex Pedia and the terror of the Proscriptions. Future Emperor Augustus.

MARCUS ANTONIUS, Mark Antony (83–30): Heir to Caesar’s cause until the arrival of Octavian. Initial negotiator with Cicero of an amnesty for the assassins. Drawn by Octavian down a competitive course of vengeance.

MARCUS AEMILIUS LEPIDUS (c89–c13): General for Caesar, aristocrat. Third member of the Triumvirate that avenged Caesar’s death. Removed before the final confrontation between Octavian and Mark Antony.

LUCIUS ANTONIUS (c75–c39): Brutal younger brother of Mark Antony. Destroyer of Parma. Defeated by Octavian in the siege of Perusia.

PUBLIUS CORNELIUS DOLABELLA (69–43): Dissolute street agitator for Caesar. Sometime son-in-law of Cicero.



[image: image]



PROLOGUE

THE MONSTER ON THE PATH

[image: image]

Epicurus, detail from The School of Athens, Raphael (1509–11)

From a half-closed window the hills of Athens rose ragged against the haze. The fires down below belonged to those who had not been in the city long. The summer dawn was crackling with the sound of sometime soldiers – and of cicadas and of birds awaking high amid pale-painted marble, the light crunch of lizards on leaves, a thin curtain of noise.

The night wind still blew out to sea, soon about to turn as the land warmed and the day winds began. The last thin scent of sulphur rolled off the Acropolis slopes.

Cassius Parmensis was in bed in a small house behind a boarded door. He was a sailor, poet and playwright and Athens was being good to him. For the last surviving assassin of Julius Caesar, a year after his last battle, this ever more crowded city was arguably the very best place of retirement. Every dawn was a surprise. Athenian dawns were some of the most perfumed and orange-pink. It was small wonder that so many people came here.

Parmensis, named for his family’s home in Parma, near where Italy then met Gaul, had been one of the lesser wielders of the daggers on the Ides of March, one of the common herd of conspirators, not a Brutus, not the other more famous Cassius, those men who were dead and already entering history. While, like others in the conspiracy, Parmensis was a writer of history himself, his name was not yet a part of it.

In his early forties, he was old enough respectably to retire. But, at a time when Caesar’s angry heir ruled supreme, he could not return to Italy, not to Rome, not to his once fertile home between the Rubicon and Po rivers. In the streets below the Acropolis, Parmensis had new admirers, a few former brothers-in-arms, even some readers for his poems and plays.

Fourteen years after the assassination that had failed to change the world, Athens was still a favoured place for writers, for dissidents and theorists, for stubborn dreamers, recent veterans who wrote of battles lost and old soldiers who told them how they could have won. Through its past it offered a kind of asylum.

Words and swords still stood side by side in the battle to be remembered. Particularly towards the end of a man’s life the writing of a poem might mean more than all the killings and failures to kill. A great last act might be more than just the end of a play. His new home suited well the remaining hopes of Cassius Parmensis.

Athens, like so many of its night-time visitors, was a city whose best years were behind it, a sheltered home for many other Romans like himself, men of the navy and the minor arts, educated citizens who, while they had not themselves been prepared (or asked) to thrust their daggers into Caesar’s corpse, preferred some sort of freedom to any sort of one-man rule. The best ideals of ancient Greece, however hazy, stood out brightly against what their own country had become.

Athenians were fickle. They might unite to fight Romans or divide and back one Roman side against another. That had long been their way. But every cultured man felt better in the city where the works of Homer were first put in writing, the city of Aeschylus, Euripides, Socrates and Plato. Parmensis himself followed the philosophy of Epicurus, famed for his Athenian garden, dead for more than two hundred years but influential in Athens and far beyond. The poet from Parma who became a sea captain never claimed originality. He did like to be consistent. He was thorough. That was what ships and poetry demanded.

His last fight at sea had been at Actium, the year before, 31 BC, two hundred miles to the north and west of Athens, the last battle of the civil war that began with the daggers of Parmensis and his fellow assassins. This last battle had been between the two leaders of what was once a single alliance, those who had stuck to the cause of Caesar beyond his death before ending by fighting each other. Men who cared little for politics (a large number even in Athens) occasionally asked him how this had happened. It was easy to explain but not always easy to understand.

Mark Antony, Caesar’s veteran brother-in-arms, and Octavian, Caesar’s young great-nephew, had together defeated the leading assassins at Philippi in eastern Greece. That was the hard part. Then they had moved on to a war against each other on the west side. The prize was the supremacy that Caesar seemed to have bequeathed. It was like a mad game of chequers where the last black pieces, having conquered the white, go black-on-black. Actium was the last corner of the board.

Parmensis had fought at Actium for Antony and Cleopatra, for Caesar’s friend and the fabulously wealthy queen who had been the mistress of Caesar and Antony in turn. He had no great love for those he had served, only a very great loathing of the ‘the divine Caesar’s son’, the title that Octavian, who after Actium could also become emperor of Rome, had long ago given to himself.

This battle of the last black pieces had been barely even a fight. That was clearer in retrospect even than it had been at the time. Cleopatra had fled from Actium at the first whiff of defeat. Antony, a shadow of the man who helped Caesar conquer Gaul, had meekly followed her. Once worshipped as a god at Athens, he had become more like a dog.

Parmensis had afterwards lived quietly through the year of Octavian’s last moves to imperial power, the year in which the last remnants of opposition were hunted down and destroyed. He recognised the dangers to himself from the moment he arrived in Athens. He did not know how very close the danger was.

He knew about fear, its ubiquity, its necessity, its smell, and was gradually getting to know more. For the past fourteen years he had felt safest at sea. When he was commanding men at war around Cyprus and Sicily, ramming and boarding Octavian’s ships, or following the voyages of Homer’s Odysseus as a poet might prefer to say, he was almost secure. On land, as night turned to dawn, he was much easier prey if his predator so chose.

Not only had Octavian defeated all his enemies: Cassius Parmensis had fought for each of those enemies in turn, in the navies of Caesar’s killers and then, with varying zeal, for each of the rivals who wanted to stop a dynasty of Caesars. As civil war turned to peace Parmensis was for the first time alone.

He might possibly be safe in Athens among the mass of refugees and losers in the wars. His death ought hardly to be a priority for the new sole ruler of the Roman world. It would merely bring a stuttering story to an end.

And yet, that end might be no small thing. Octavian might desire and demand it. As a playwright Parmensis saw professionally the purpose of endings. He had ample time to reflect.

In Athens he could read his own poetry, and that of his friends, in what was almost peace. The city around him was the best place anywhere for buying words, in Latin and in Greek, ancient and modern, easy replacements for all the papyrus rolls he had lost on his campaigns. He could read the epics of Homer and the great tragedies, the Iliad on anger, the Odyssey on survival, Aeschylus on vengeance, Sophocles and Euripides on mothers murdering their children in revenge. He had by his hand the best plays written in Latin, by the master of comic darkness, Titus Maccius Plautus, born not far from Parma, by Marcus Pacuvius and Lucius Accius, tragedians but neither of them as good as the Greeks. Parmensis was writing tragedies of his own.

One was a Brutus, not about his dead fellow assassin but about rape and suicide in the early history of Rome. Another was a Thyestes, part of the most vicious vengeance cycle in the Greek myths that came before the beginning of history. Thyestes was the brother of Atreus, both men rival claimants to the throne of Mycenae, not far from Athens to the west: Thyestes was tricked by Atreus into eating his own children, an act that unleashed a chain of killings until the goddess Athena, dea ex machina in her own city, brought the cycle to an end.

This was the art of civil war. In the Greek dramas of Agamemnon, Clytemnestra and their daughter, Electra – and those of child-murdering Medea and Tereus, Thracian rapist of his wife’s sister, and many more – lay few lessons of forgiveness, far more screams, curses and the cutting of tongues. A comedy by Plautus exposed the reality of chains, collars and whips. Every play was in its own roll made from papyrus reeds, each one about a foot high, all the columns of text leaning to the right, toppling and tumbling in the strange way preferred by scribes, horror falling upon horror.

In Athens Parmensis was a reader and a writer rather than any longer an actor in great events. All around him in the summer of 30 BC the view was changing. The land might as well be sea, its storms stirring in every direction as if from nowhere. Literature was as changeable as the rest of life. Alongside their Euripides, Homer and ancient Latin, the poetry sellers for students offered popular new Latin words from Virgil, Varius and Parmensis’s fellow fighter, Horace, greater poets than he, as everyone agreed, also much greater at surviving.

The only one of these he knew personally was Horace, not well but well enough. The two men, tied by youthful loyalties and buoyed by old ideals, had been on the same side against Octavian and Antony. Horace had fought alongside Caesar’s assassins on land at Philippi, north and east of Athens where Greece met Asia, in the blood and dirt when so many heroes died. But twelve years had passed since then and Horace had been swiftly seduced into the service of Caesar’s son; he was already becoming as feted and famed as Parmensis was not.

The Athenians themselves were turning. This had been the city most enthusiastic for Brutus and Cassius. The senior killers of Caesar had once been compared to the city’s own greatest heroes and remembered in marble. Instead, in the sculpture gardens around the Acropolis there were new monuments to the mercy of the young Octavian Caesar, bright against those older stones.

That massive charioteer in charge of four giant horses was slated to be a new tribute to Octavian’s admiral, Marcus Agrippa: it still represented a neighbouring king and Olympic champion, but not for much longer. Agrippa was Octavian’s closest friend, the man who had prosecuted assassins in the courts of Rome before taking to the seas and winning bigger battles for his master. Athenians who had paid tax to Brutus and Cassius, danced with Cleopatra, watched Antony marry the goddess Athena, claimed barely to remember them.

Parmensis could have run from Athens but he preferred to wait. Nowhere would be safe from betrayers and everywhere would be less comfortable. Near his house, on every day that came, he could pass the remains of Epicurus’s gardens, paying homage to the Greek philosopher who had taught every Roman of taste how to avoid the fear of death and how, once that fear was banished, every other part of life was enhanced.

Julius Caesar’s last assassin knew his Epicurus well. So had Caesar himself, and Marcus Tullius Cicero and Gaius Cassius and other dead men in his story. Critics said that philosophy was drifting into self-absorption, the search for mere contentment through self-control, forgetful of disintegrating control over government. But a philosophy of calm, with no fear of punishments in an underworld, was seen by Epicureans as a help to anyone, within a society and within oneself.

Parmensis had been a public man. He had lived a public, practical life. But just as important for any follower of Epicurus was knowing that preparedness for death was the principal purpose of living; that rejecting the fear of death was a skill of logic, a lesson that could be learnt; that after death there was no self to be harmed, therefore neither a reason to fear nor an entity about which fear was possible. Only the material was real. Any gods were infinitely far away. He knew all that. He absolutely knew it.

But then again, like all student Epicureans, Parmensis knew that knowledge was not enough. There was something about being human that maintained old prejudices, the sense of the supernatural and the fear of the unknown, strong against all the power of reason. He had seen long and agonising exits from life. Not everyone could die as quickly as Caesar had. The only remedy for doubt was repetition and more repetition, the chanting that was the reinforcement of logic in pupils’ minds. Classes in outstaring death were another good reason for living in Athens.

Beneath the fading dawn the ground was pale and grey. Rome had parks; Athens had only ground. The silver under an olive leaf was a startling colour in the summer in the hillside gardens where nothing else grew. For refugees ready to eat grass there was no grass. In the woods beneath the sweating pines and dusty oaks the orchids were gone. The air was filled with scent of fading herbs. Above the ground were only dead leaves, beneath them the bulbs and tubers that would show life again in October.

All of Caesar’s other assassins were dead. It was hard to be absolutely sure but it was hard to be absolutely sure of anything. Gaius Trebonius was the first to die, terribly, horribly tortured, his head kicked against a wall for sport; Decimus Turullius was the latest. There were so many deaths from vengeance in between. The brave drunkard Tillius Cimber was probably dead. Parmensis couldn’t be sure.

Turullius was the last victim whose fate he knew. A minor Roman on the day of Caesar’s death, he too became a captain of ships. Together they had repaired floating hulks, built and rebuilt, extorted a useful fleet for the assassins from the treasuries of the Greek islands. After the loss of Brutus and Cassius at the brutal twin battles of Philippi, they had taken their ships into the service of Octavian’s menacing enemy at sea, Sextus Pompeius, son of Julius Caesar’s rival and son-in-law, Pompey the Great. These were family wars as well as wars of ideas and the world. After Sextus’s defeat, pursuit and execution, he and Turullius had turned to Antony for a final chance of victory.

Since then Turullius had been executed too, the most recent of so many, on the Greek island of Cos, charged by Octavian’s men with cutting down wood from a sacred grove to build a mast. Everyone knew that this had not been his capital crime. While Octavian still had the top assassins in his sights, he had made his need for vengeance clear. But when the victor was closing on the last of his father’s killers he preferred to give other reasons to kill. The job was almost done. The new message was peace and healing.

A full list of the assassins might have been of nineteen men, or twenty-three, sixty, eighty. Octavian did not know. Parmensis did not precisely know. The plot to kill Caesar had been hasty as well as a long time coming, its method and ideals a mixture of the new as well as very old. So much was so hazy. Only one thing was clear. Caesar’s grip had been like a gaoler’s. Although the assassins had all been desperate to escape, freedom from captivity had not brought the different freedoms that they sought.

While counting numbers had hardly mattered before Caesar’s last appearance at the senate on the Ides of March, secrecy had been essential, only barely successful enough. Betrayal was a risk as late as the first blows, when Tillius Cimber, heavy and clumsy, his petition in his hand, had tugged at Caesar’s toga, when Servilius Casca had thrust his dagger. Or so it was said. Maybe it was the other Casca. There were so many Cascas. Parmensis had not seen all the acts. Was Marcus Brutus next? Probably not; he was a fastidious assassin. Or was it Decimus his more military distant cousin, or Gaius Cassius, the true leader of the conspiracy as many claimed, although leadership, once the dictator was dead, was what had been lacking most?

Parmensis had struck his own dagger blow but whether it was on the body of Caesar or one of his fellow killers he could not be sure. No one could be sure. All that most witnesses remembered, as though the act were an hour ago, was the blood on so much fine linen, the streams of red on white, like the misty end of a drinking party, no not quite like that. What it was like then was nothing like what it became.

He could not begin to order the names of those who had used their weapons while the seats of the senate hall were filling, fourteen years before, when so many eyes were turned elsewhere. By contrast he could name with naval precision the order in which the conspirators had themselves been killed. There was quickly a clear list of those, not necessarily complete or the same as those who had done the killing but definitively of those deemed guilty.

Some were gone within a year. Gaius Trebonius, a very literary senator, was tortured to death by one of Julius Caesar’s most dissolute creatures, Publius Cornelius Dolabella, at the Asian port of Smyrna. Dolabella was a slug, a sot, a charmer and a shameless changer of sides; Parmensis had found himself both for and against him at different times.

Pontius Aquila, a banker not so well known, was killed fighting Antony in the swamps of Mutina not far from Parma, a great prize for any soldier who could claim the deed. Decimus Brutus, Caesar’s friend and deemed the greatest traitor of them all, died a few weeks later at the hands of a Gallic chief looking for favours from Rome and probably finding them.

At first there was supposed to be an amnesty for all the conspirators but soon there wasn’t. He knew exactly why. It was complicated. He could explain it when anyone asked. It was a common question.

On the afternoon of the assassination Antony had been as diplomatic at Rome as he had been a devastating fighter in Gaul. He soon agreed a deal. Octavian was different. He wanted a hunt for his father’s killers, one by one, whatever it took. So did the voters of Rome and Caesar’s soldiers. Antony followed. There was soon a list of assassins, a court, laws to protect the hunters. Those wanting a quieter life found the quiet harder to find.

Most knew only a part of what was happening. Battles were fought whose combatants knew nothing of other battles on which their fate depended. Speeches were delivered, edited and reedited. Only afterwards did a whole story come, though not the whole that Parmensis would have written himself.

There were gaps, so many spaces between what was known and what was hidden. Parmensis did not know what was in the gaps. Maybe no one knew. Antony and Octavian were divided and united in turn, uniting to kill and steal from other Romans, dividing to kill and steal from each other. Parmensis stayed at Rome, and then in the Italian countryside and then out at sea, watching and fighting and writing to Marcus Tullius Cicero before Cicero too, a sympathiser but not an assassin, was killed, his head severed by a hesitant soldier, his hands and tongue nailed high in the Forum. Understanding was hard. In the last hours of Athenian night to count further down the list was simpler.

Sickly Quintus Ligarius had hated Caesar because Caesar had pardoned him. He was no proud aristocrat. Like Cicero, he had made his own way up the ladder of life and all the more prized such status as he had. Caesar’s notorious clemency could destroy a man’s dignity; it was quite a common cause for hate. Ligarius had two brothers. Their names were entered on varying lists of those to be killed, either for what they had done or for what could be stolen from them, some to be slaughtered in the streets, others dragged from hiding places in ovens and rivers. There were many such stories.

Then came the two battles at Philippi, twenty days apart, thirty months after the assassination: those at least were fixed dates and facts, in a fixed place on the Roman road from Greece to Asia. Gaius Cassius, soldier, sailor, scholar, was panicked to take his own life but lucky enough to take it before Octavian could take an avenger’s pleasure. That was during the first battle, the critical day, when Romans killed Romans as never before.

After the second round at Philippi, Marcus Brutus killed himself too. Brutus was so stern a man, a poet too, a son of Caesar’s lover, Servilia, maybe Caesar’s own son, some said, so strange a story, his family tracing itself back to the earliest years of Rome’s glory, his mind haunted by the ghost he called his evil genius. Parmensis had an evil genius too, a conscience maybe or a madness. Studying Epicurus did not always stop the fear of phantoms one could see.

Publius Servilius Casca, striker of perhaps the only fatal blow among all the wild wielders of daggers, died fighting. Lucius Tillius Cimber, ever keen on his next job and his next drink, disappeared. Pacuvius Antistius Labeo, Brutus’s lawyer friend in a time when law had failed, dug his own grave on the same day. Thousands died at Philippi, hundreds of them from the first families of Rome. Soldiers hunted Caesar’s killers tent by tent until slowly the noise of war was stilled and vengeance, that darkest power of the human spirit, had vanquished all else.

Afterwards the great cause of the assassins prospered best at sea. Parmensis had known many days of hope under sail, on land many fewer until there were none. After Actium quiet came eventually to every field and bay of battle. Even his own home towns, Parma and its beleaguered neighbours, gained the peace to rebuild, slowly and as best they could, what had been so savagely lost.

His friend Turullius was quietly killed for cutting the wrong trees. And finally there was Parmensis himself, the last assassin, still waiting with his poetry and plays beside him, a tragedy about the mythical Thyestes, lured into banqueting on the flesh of his boys, a play about the not quite as mythical, Lucretia, who was raped opposing an early tyrant of Rome and avenged by Brutus’s most famous ancestor, Marcus Junius, a hard act for any hero to follow. Vengeance lived at the heart of art, and was maybe more understandable there.

Also on the shelves were his epigrams, written out in pages of columns more crooked than his plays, short lines, long lines, lines leaning this way and that, some of them about Octavian, his satires on the bakers, pimps and money-lenders in Caesar’s much-vaunted family tree. These poems might have been a mistake. Without them the new tyrant of Rome, fully successful where Caesar had almost been, might have forgotten him. They were not his finest work but they were at least words he could take to the gods if he died and got the chance to get his story in first.

But, of course, he did not think that. No, he did not think anything like that. An Epicurean could not countenance such nonsense. He did not believe in taking one’s words to gods. Even if gods were to exist, they would not care about him or about Octavian. The self-styled ‘son of the divine Caesar’ knew that his human decision alone had made Caesar a god after the Ides of March. Octavian knew that the deification was a political act, a piece of propaganda beside so many other pieces. Yet he might still be nervous of poems about his human past.

Poetry was as flexible as history but more durable. In Athens men still spoke of his one-time neighbour in Gaul, the poet Helvius Cinna, killed after Caesar’s funeral by a Roman mob who mistook him for a forgettable politician, Lucius Cornelius Cinna. There would soon be many poems about the past fourteen years. Poet to poet, man of Gaul to man of Gaul: that would be one good way to tell the story. Cinna would be the start; Parmensis would be the end of it. In a world made of words he would die a writer’s death.

The time for poetry alone was not, however, quite yet. Octavian was not celebrating victory by reading. Nor, as his own court poets claimed, was he reordering the east or reconquering empire. He was not invading Parthia or Britain. He was still avenging Caesar, ridding Rome even of the hall where Caesar died. He was still overseeing the last deaths of those he deemed his father’s betrayers.

Down below the crowds heaved and another day began. The wind began to blow from the sea. Up above, behind barred doors as the cicadas cried to the slowly rising sun, came Parmensis’s last fear, a dark, dishevelled, bearded giant coming for him step by crunching step. He called his slaves and asked if anyone else had seen the monster. They said no. He returned to sleep. There were dried leaves and flowers, pungent aniseed and other seeds, for nightmares.

He saw the monster again. He called for a lamp. He called his slaves to stay beside him. The fear returned. Soon afterwards Octavian’s emissary came.
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