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Nerva, the future emperor of Rome, called the Christian faith “Desiderata’s lost cause”. At the time the ‘Universal Church’ counted only a few thousand faithful rather than untold millions, and he didn’t think it would last, as the Second Coming of the Messiah was looking more and more like a no-show. His blind friend Desiderata would demur and argue.

	 

	Then in AD 76 the first elected Pope was brutally murdered, and Desi realized that the very survival of her faith was at stake. Delegates from all over the empire had come to Rome for the Pope’s ordination, but now suspicion reigned. How could they choose the victim’s successor, while they could be electing his murderer? To restore confidence the killer had to be unmasked urgently.

	 

	However, solving a murder isn’t simple when killing a man is not even a crime according to the law. In the end the ‘lost cause’ was not the one Desi expected.

	 

	“Those who enjoyed the original ‘Millennia Trilogy’ will miss the ‘parallel history’ treatment. Daisy Hayes is no longer in the picture, only her first-century blind doppelgänger. But even so the plot is dizzying enough.” — The Weekly Banner

	 

	This 70k novel is the fourth of the Desiderata series:

	I     1964/AD 64   The Desiderata Stone

	II    1992/AD 64-65   The Desiderata Gold

	III   1964/AD 67   The Desiderata Riddle

	IV   AD 76   Desiderata’s Lost Cause

	 

	 


 

	 

	There shall come in the last days scoffers, walking after their own lusts, and saying, Where is the promise of His coming? […] But, beloved, be not ignorant of this one thing, that one day is with the Lord as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day.

	2 Peter 3: 3-4/8
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I   A day in the life of a busybody

	 

	— 1 —

	 

	Walking down an unknown street at the crack of dawn, Vitus Albucius was a desperate man on a desperate mission. He was looking for a woman who went by the name of Desiderata and who lived in the infamous Subura neighbourhood. It was his barber who’d told him about her. Tacitus came in every morning to his domus to give him a shave and touch his face up with some powder, some rouge and some eyeliner. This craftsman was very talkative (hence the sarcastic moniker, which means the silent one in Latin) and knew everything about everyone, all the gossip and the latest rumours from all walks of life in Rome.

	“If you want to seek justice for the death of your poor daughter, Dominus, Desiderata Porsennae is the one you should be talking to. But she’s a very busy woman, naturally, so you’d better seek her out at dawn… best moment of the day if you want to find her at home at all, in fact. And better go alone, don’t show up with an intimidating escort, you know?”

	It was June, and dawn came really early, but Tacitus had insisted, Albucius should start off many hours before his usual time, and he’d graciously offered to come and give him a shave just before sunrise. One advantage of the early hour, at least, was that the mean streets of the Subura were almost deserted. The prospect of venturing on your own into such ill-reputed parts was daunting enough, and the confounded barber hadn’t volunteered to guide him. He had other customers to attend to, he said, and he’d hastily sketched an itinerary on a wax tablet. If Albucius got lost he should ask for a tavern called ‘The White Boar’, everybody knew it, and Desiderata lived right above it.

	There was no one around to ask for directions, but looking up nervously from the crude map, Vitus noted that his barber’s sketch seemed adequate enough. The Subura had the reputation of being an impenetrable and confusing jumble of winding streets and narrow passages, but since the great fire more than ten years back, apparently, things had improved somewhat. The insulae were made of solid stone, no more wooden outbuildings, staircases, or balconies that could transmit the flames in a flash, and the streets had been straightened and broadened for the same reason. Arcades had been made compulsory in front of the shops, so their activities wouldn’t obstruct the circulation of people and goods on the roadways. And all these measures, imposed by successive imperial administrations, although they had not always been strictly complied with, still made for friendlier and more ordered surroundings, even in this notorious part of Rome.

	But here was The White Boar now, identifiable from a whitewashed signboard over the door, a cut-out crudely representing the eponymous animal, without any written name. Perhaps the landlord couldn’t write or didn’t expect the menial workers who frequented his establishment to be able to read. He was already open for business, as many of his customers made an early start. Vitus asked him for the Porsenna family’s place and was directed to the entranceway of the staircase around the corner. “First floor, there’s only one big flat there, you can’t miss it.” And that is how he finally stood before the woman he was looking for, who opened the door in person, and said, “Salvē, whoever you are, I don’t think I know you.”

	“Desiderata Porsennae? My name is Vitus Albucius, and I need your help.”

	Without a word the woman motioned him to come inside. The visitor swallowed hard and followed her. Tacitus had warned him that she was blind. Therefore he expected to see a monster, some kind of pitiable wretch. Romans had very strong feelings about cripples: they did not deserve to see the light of day, malformed creatures should be disposed of as soon as possible after their birth, and parents who cast off such babies to avoid the revulsion of all were entirely justified. But although this Desiderata did have a pair of hollow slits where her eyes should have been, Vitus was astounded to see an attractive young woman as well, rather tall and standing erect, self-assured. Her thick black curls were bundled up with bright ribbons above her slender nape. She was wearing the plain robe of a married woman, but her serene features were those of a classic beauty such as would have inspired the great Greek sculptors of old. And what’s more, an adorable little girl came forward and clung to her tunica, just as striking as her mother in her childish way, but looking up at him with huge, inquisitive eyes. Desiderata stroked her daughter’s head to reassure her about the presence of this unknown visitor.

	“You’re awfully quiet, Vitus Albucius, very quiet indeed for someone who needs help.”

	“Oh… I’m sorry… I just thought… I’d been warned that you would be blind, but nothing more.”

	“So you were expecting some old witch, with magic powers, perhaps? But that is not how it works. Just tell me what brought you to my door, we will see what we can do.”

	Fair enough, Vitus thought, and he took a seat on the couch, like the lady of the house suggested with an elegant motion of her hand. She sat down at the other end and her daughter slumped comfortably between her knees.

	With a few rapid glances the guest took in his surroundings. The spacious living room had a built-in altar in a corner; a couple of windows and an open door communicated directly with a solid brickwork balcony overlooking a backcourt; he could even make out a leafy vine providing some shade outside. With the woven woollen rugs on the flagstone floor and the colourful tapestries covering the whitewashed walls, the whole dwelling breathed a clean but cosy and domestic atmosphere. Pointing at the little girl, although his hostess couldn’t see that, Vitus asked: “What’s her name, how old is she?”

	“This is Ligeia, she’s five, and I have a son, Felix, who’s seven, but he’s already out with his friends.”

	“Well, Matrona, I’ve had children of my own, you know, two sons who died in infancy, and then a daughter, my little Flavia, who was only nine years old…”

	The man’s voice cracked, and after a short silence the woman encouraged him softly, “Go on, I understand your anguish, you’ve come to the right place. What happened to poor little Flavia?”

	“Erm…”

	Desiderata gently nudged her daughter and muttered, “Will you go and fetch your Pater for me, Ligeia? Go now.”

	As soon as the child had scurried off Vitus said, “Well… Flavia was killed… at the festival of Fortuna… they stole her jewellery and left her dead, in broad daylight, in the middle of the parade.”

	“Oh no! Every parent’s worst nightmare, I’m so sorry! To end up childless… without even the prospect of acquiring an influential son-in-law eventually.”

	“Exactly!”

	Vitus now explained that his daughter had been wearing all her most precious pieces, not just her golden lunula, but bracelets as well, earrings, and a tiara on her head, because she simply had to look like a little empress, favoured by the goddess of Fortune. “We went along with it, she was enjoying herself so much, completely in the spirit of the festival, you know? Little did we know that she would pay for this with her life!”

	“But you didn’t witness her death? You have no idea who might have killed her?”

	“That’s right. We got separated from Flavia during the revelry, and by the time we went looking for her, she was nowhere to be found… It was only when the crowds started to disperse at the end of the festivities that we encountered a group of bystanders surrounding her dead body. And all her gold trinkets were gone.”

	“What an appalling tragedy!”

	They both knew the implications all too well. Even though the young girl must have been murdered, in principle no one could do anything about it as long as the killer had not been identified. Only if you thought you knew who the culprit was could you go to a judge and demand redress. He would listen to both parties—or rather to their lawyers—and settle the dispute between them, so to speak. Murder was not a crime as such, not something defined by law, only a form of wilful damage for which the wronged party could seek compensation. But there were no authorities you could ask for help to investigate a homicide. The ‘Urban Cohorts’ who patrolled the streets of Rome in their bright red uniforms were only meant to maintain public order. They had nothing to do with law enforcement, had no relationship whatsoever with the judiciary. Therefore the death of poor little Flavia was a strictly private matter. And it was clear to both of them why Vitus had come to seek Desiderata’s help.

	Presently young Ligeia came back into the main room of the apartment with her father, pulling him along behind her with her little fist clamped around his fingers. He was a lanky young man with wiry arms but broad shoulders, a round soft face with a fleshy pug nose and full lips, and a wispy beard. He didn’t look like much, but Desiderata proudly introduced her husband as the freedman Simplex Porsenna.

	“Salvē, Porsenna,” Vitus muttered.

	A freedman! he reflected, not only am I enlisting the help of a woman, but she’s married to a freedman too!

	“My husband can’t hear you, Albucius, he’s deaf. Just greet him with your hand, will you?”

	Great! Not only am I enlisting the help of a blind wretch, but the man of the house is deaf and mute too!

	This was news to him. Tacitus had given some background information about the woman, but hadn’t said a word about the husband, which should have aroused his suspicion, as normally it should have been the other way round. It was the man who defined a family’s status, and the wife was not even mentioned. However, according to his barber Desiderata had a great reputation for “helping people to seek justice”. She was blind, yes, but hadn’t Homer been as well? Just like the great bard she seemed to compensate her impairment with an exceptional mind, her clear inner vision revealing truths that were beyond ordinary perception. And what’s more, he’d said, she came from a very wealthy background, her father was none other than Sextus Pomponius Sacer, the building contractor, and her mother Claudia Pomponii, incredibly, was the manageress of one of the best fabric manufactories of Rome. And although rumour also had it that Desiderata was a Christian, that shouldn’t put Vitus off, they were not as bad as they were made out to be, just another little oriental sect, you know, and don’t believe a word of what they say about them drinking the blood of babies.

	Vitus took another look at the built-in altar in the corner, and saw now that although there was an oil lamp and a little clay pot presumably containing incense herbs, what was definitely missing were your ordinary cheap figurines of favourite gods or goddesses, lares and penates. In fact the only clay statuette on display, under a twig of yew pinned to the wall, represented a wiry shepherd carrying a lamb across his broad shoulders, a figurine not unlike the young master of the house. This definitely had the feel of some sort of oriental deity.

	But the most astonishing of all was the way the blind woman communicated with her husband. You could imagine only too well how tedious it would be to have to laboriously mime anything you wanted to convey to a deaf spouse, (Would such a man even have all his wits about him?) and how hard it would be to catch his meaning when he answered (especially for a blind wife). It didn’t bear thinking about… but none of that seemed to apply with Desiderata and this Simplex. As soon as the man of the house had entered the room, his wife had started signalling with rapid movements of her hands, hardly lifting them from her lap, flicking her wrists and wriggling her fingers at top speed in an unbroken sequence of widely varying patterns. There was nothing laborious about it, this appeared to be a very efficient… sign language. Astonishing! And as the blind woman interrogated Vitus about his daughter’s death, he realized that she was conveying every word she said to the silent man, as well as his answers.

	When had this Festival of Fortuna taken place? On the ninth day to the Kalends of July, the bereaved father answered, a bit astonished. Didn’t the matrona know this festival? Sorry, she replied, there are just too many holidays in the Roman calendar to remember them all… At any rate this was ten days back already, so why hadn’t he come forward before? Vitus answered that he’d wanted to attend to the young girl’s funeral first, and then the whole affair had kept preying on his mind, until his barber Tacitus had given him her name.

	“Tacitus, eh? That man’s relentless tongue has already burdened me with a lot of work. I don’t do this kind of thing for my own pleasure you know… anyway, I suppose little Flavia was cremated, and I don’t suppose you thought of asking a surgeon to examine her body beforehand and ascertain the cause of death? No? Of course not, people never do.”

	But then how did Vitus recon his daughter was killed? Was there blood, or could she have been strangled? Her pretty little dress was all bloodied, he replied with a sob, choking up, but she was not lying in a pool of blood, no.

	“I’m sorry I have to ask all this, but I’m just trying to get a clear understanding of this tragedy.”

	And where exactly had it happened? On the Via Apia, just outside the Porta Capena, down the main road beyond the Circus Maximus. The shrine of Fortuna was right next to the temple of Honour and Virtue, just outside the gate, and the parade was held along the famous via.

	“Yes, I’m familiar with that neighbourhood, there are a lot of gladiator schools there, and narrow side streets that are just as dangerous and disreputable as any in the Subura.”

	“I didn’t know that, I travel along the Via Apia often enough, as my domus is on the Aventine, but I never venture into the side streets.”

	“Well, it sounds like Flavia might have been dragged off into one of those mean alleys and then discreetly carried back to the main thoroughfare again after she was killed and robbed, in which case there might have been several perpetrators.”

	Now could he describe the stolen pieces exactly? Chances were that they would be sold by the usual fences, and that in its turn might lead to the murderers. What were the jewels worth, anyway?

	As Vitus complied as best as he could, he observed Desiderata’s rapid hand movements while she conveyed his descriptions to her husband. He idly wondered how the deaf man, if he could follow her complex signs, could ever answer his blind wife. She couldn’t possibly see him signalling back to her! But just then Simplex produced some hand signs of his own, briefly, and his little girl, Ligeia, who was following the proceedings intently, suddenly piped up: “Ma, listen, Pa is asking if any of the jewels had Flavia’s name engraved on them, or other names?”

	“Well, sir,” Desiderata asked Vitus, “any special engravings?”

	“Ah… yes… only one of the bracelets was made especially for her and had the name ‘Flavia Albucia’ written inside.”

	As the lady of the house signed his answer to her husband the visitor concluded, So that’s how it works: the child knows their language as well! Finally she picked up a large wax tablet and a stylus, asked him to dictate the address of his domus—a brief description of its whereabouts—and wrote it down in a very large script. Of course, that way she can read it herself with her fingertips!

	“All right, Vitus Albucius, I think we know enough to start an investigation on your behalf… but there are a few things I have to tell you beforehand.”

	First, the matrona explained, this kind of work did not come cheap, she’d need funds to pay bribes and buy information, as he could well imagine. And besides, she was not doing it only for her own enjoyment, as she’d already stated, and getting to the bottom of his daughter’s death was going to take up a great deal of her time. Meanwhile she had to feed and clothe her little family, and although her dear husband did what he could, he didn’t earn much doing the kind of menial odd jobs he had to content himself with. Therefore she had to ask for a substantial fee, payable upfront. Did he have any problem with that?

	“No… Tacitus told me to expect this… how much do you ask?”

	“You’re a wealthy man, Vitus, you have a domus on the Aventine… and the injustice of what happened to your daughter means a lot to you. Therefore I have to ask for five hundred sesterces, a not insignificant sum, but please bear in mind that it will allow me to help other, less wealthy people as well.”

	“It’s a lot of money indeed, but worth every quadrans of an as if you really can unmask the culprit… However, what if you don’t succeed?”

	“In that event I’ll return the fee, you have my word of honour. But let’s not be so pessimistic, sir, I wouldn’t take on this case if I couldn’t handle it. I have reliable channels for this kind of investigation, believe me.”

	“All right, if you say so. As soon as I get back home I’ll send over my head steward with the sum you’re asking.”

	“Good. Then there’s another thing. When it’s a matter of violence or murder, as in this case, I only want to help identify the culprit—and find enough proof of his guilt—for the purpose of seeking redress before a judge. In no way may you seek revenge on the guilty party, do you understand? There are more than enough unpunished crimes in Rome already, without adding another blood feud.”

	Yes, Vitus replied, he understood and he agreed. His hostess said in that case they were in business, as soon as she received her fee she would start looking for the truth of the matter. Then she stood up, prompting him to do the same, and offered her hand to shake on it.

	“My dear friend, I can only repeat how sorry I feel for you, and I truly believe you’ve come to the right person. My husband and I will take no rest until we’ve identified Flavia’s murderers… we’ll be in touch as soon as we know more.”

	Let’s hope so, Vitus thought as he took his leave, raising his hand in salute to Simplex and nodding at the solemn little girl by his side. As he stepped into the street through the entranceway of Desiderata’s insula, he reflected: If this woman turns out to be a swindler, there’s not much I’ll be able to do about it, except start a lawsuit against her husband, who is deaf and mute!

	 

	— 2 —

	 

	Desiderata had moved back to the Subura for a simple reason. She was born there and she’d grown up on its streets. Her parents had moved out of their newly-built, first-story flat many years ago, they’d become successful tradespeople and now lived in a large domus in a leafy suburb outside the Servian wall, near the Esquiline gate. And although the Subura had changed a lot since the great fire, it still brought back many fond memories, as Desi couldn’t see the difference anyway. The people were very much the same. The smells and the sounds too. The streets were still dirty, reeking of garbage and hazy with smoke. The food stalls, bakeries and thermopolia were belching greasy odours and acrid fumes straight into the open. A riot of stenches came from choking smithies, tanneries and laundries smelling of urine, and from the even more pungent public latrines. Then there was the noise, the clamour: haggling, cursing; even normal conversations were held in the loud and pushy tones typical of the neighbourhood. Street urchins ran wild like they’d always done, screaming at the top of their lungs, and from the local bath houses the excited splashing and squealing of children could be heard as well, even at this early hour.

	As Desi and Simplex wound through the streets that morning, they were aware of the fact that their boy, Felix, must be roaming these parts too. His father kept an eye out for him, and his mother hoped for a tap on her shoulder, an affectionate caress, as her son was also deaf and dumb.

	Meanwhile they were discussing the new case. Albucius’s steward, a talkative man named Postumus, had brought the money, and now the two were eager to get started.

	“What did you make of our patron? Any particular details I should be aware of?”

	“No, a quite ordinary-looking man, upper-class clothes and appearance, going bald, and genuinely saddened by his poor little daughter’s death.”

	“Yes, I could hear that, he had to fight back the tears a couple of times. And how about the steward who came around later?”

	“I’ve fixed his appearance in my mind as well, don’t worry, but again, nothing particular… except maybe that he’s a lot older than his master. If he’s always been with the family, he must have known him as a boy.”

	“Yes, otherwise our patron wouldn’t have trusted him with such a large sum of money, I guess.”

	They didn’t need their daughter’s help to communicate, contrary to their visitor’s conjecture; Ligeia had been left with a woman who had a little girl of her own, her best friend, and who lived in the fifth floor attic, an extra attraction. When it was just the two of them, Simplex would sign very close to his wife’s chest, between her raised hands, so she could perceive his messaging with her fingertips and any part of her body he prodded or swept. They turned towards each other as they walked side by side, and to unwitting strangers they looked like a pair of silly lovers who just couldn’t stop fidgeting. But for the locals they were a familiar sight; when people greeted them Desi would hail back, and with a flick of her wrist she would point at them for Simplex, so he could look in the right direction and wave briefly.

	Some of the people they met had known Desi since she was a child. Many had moved back after the great fire and resumed their old lives as best as they could. And those who remembered her as a blind little girl who’d roamed the mean streets all day long also remembered her deaf sidekick Felicitas, Feli, the mangy little slave girl of the Pomponius household who’d always guided her. Those two had been inseparable. Growing up, they’d spent their days running wild in the streets, engaging in endless and noisy games with their playmates in the backcourts of the insulae and up and down the staircases. In spite of being cripples, they’d been the ringleaders of their local gang, always looking for laughs, always getting in trouble. At some stage Desi and Feli had even launched into a career as beggars, not without success, and had generously treated their mates to sweet pastries on the proceeds. And they had behaved heroically during the great fire too; Feli was credited with singlehandedly saving the lives of twenty people; all the tenants on their attic floor had survived, but the deaf slave girl herself had died… And here the blind young woman was, back in the old neighbourhood, married to Feli’s brother, and she had children of her own now, her boy just as deaf as his aunt and his father, and just as wild as his mother had been at his age. And surely she must have told her children about their dead aunt, what a wonderful friend she’d been.

	Desi and Simplex were on their way to a part of the Subura that had not been rebuilt since the fire. In spite of the subsidies offered by Vespasian when he became emperor six years before, some blocks were still largely dominated by the ruins of burned-out insulae. Only bare frames were left standing here and there, blackened by fire, but they’d been resettled, tarpaulins had been spanned across the gutted roofs and self-built ladders raised inside the void staircases. In between these teetering structures, the poorest of the poor lived in makeshift shacks they’d erected among the heaps of rubble with salvaged detritus from the collapsed buildings. Altogether these blocks formed miserable slums that were seen as a disgrace and a dangerous fire hazard. Vespasian had issued an edict allowing any developer to evict the squatters from a property in order to demolish and rebuild an insula, if the rightful owner failed to do so… Easier said than done.

	With Simplex guiding, the two made their way through a maze of narrow alleys, under ruined archways, across backcourts that were no longer enclosed by tenements, up over mounds of rubble and down into smelly gullies where rivulets of refuse stagnated in the open. Slowly they made their way to the very heart of “the Pits”. The new streets and buildings around it had been rebuilt on top of a layer of rubble, leaving the existing terrain lying literally at a lower level by a few feet. And the fact that the Subura had originally been a swampy part of the city, at the bottom of the valley between the famous hills, only added to the feeling of descending into a dank quagmire.

	This was the first place to go looking when a case involved purse snatching or other petty theft in broad daylight. This was where the loot of such misdeeds was most likely to end up, in the hands of various shady fences. But Desi and Simplex debated among themselves whether poor little Flavia’s gold trinkets could really have turned up in the Subura in the first place, as they’d been stolen in a completely different part of town, far beyond the Forum and the Circus Maximus. But they’d come to the conclusion that if their usual contacts didn’t know anything about the jewels, they might be able to direct them to their counterparts in other locations, who in their turn could help them further.

	“There’s another thing I have on my mind”, Simplex told his wife, “why would a thief kill a little girl while robbing her jewellery? It doesn’t make sense!”

	“It wouldn’t be the first time that an incompetent criminal messes up badly.”

	“But maybe he was paid to kill the child, not to steal a few trinkets.”

	“In which case we’ll never find the trinkets… but why would anyone want to kill a little girl? Let’s wait and see what we can find out.”

	Even in these ominous parts some passers-by greeted Desi and her husband in a friendly, familiar way. Even here some had known her as a child, because not all of those who’d moved back after the great fire had been able to afford the higher rents of the brand-new, improved insulae. So they’d settled as squatters instead, happy to find a hovel in the scarce spots that had not been redeveloped. In fact Sextus Pomponius had made good out of the fire as a building contractor, and when his daughter had decided to move back to the neighbourhood, he’d evicted the tenants of the flat he owned—they hadn’t paid the rent for a long time—and given it to her instead. This was typical of the new conditions, the people who’d come out on top forcing out those who’d ended up worse off. But in Desi’s case there were no hard feelings, the poor girl was blind, and really nice, like her mother.

	Presently the pair of them arrived in the most squalid part of the Pits, entering a desolate wasteland that was surrounded on all sides by the encroaching ruins of gutted tenements. Rickety wooden shacks had proliferated in a burgeoning jumble, lean-tos that used every piece of wall still standing as a crutch, and clung to one another as well like tottering cripples. The sodden ground was covered with such a deep layer of garbage and filth that the local residents had laid out chunks of debris from the ruins as stepping stones for circulating between their hovels. Simplex, who’d been holding Desi close to him all the time, could not walk by her side here, or guide her feet to these improvised steps, but fortunately he’d found a stick for her, and she was very good at using it to probe for any obstacles in her path and identify the raised stones. The stench was terrible and she wrinkled her nose, smiling ruefully, and her husband, who kept turning around to check her progress, patted her encouragingly.

	This hamlet within the slums was known as “the Court of Miracles”, because a lot of professional beggars lived here, and every night when they came home, there occurred many a spontaneous healing. The cripples could walk again without crutches, the lepers could wipe away the scales from their skin with a rag, and the blind took off the bandages covering their eyes and could see. Of course there were also real cripples here, all kinds of wretches, and many petty criminals too. Then, in a far corner of this wondrous place there was a bigger shack leaning against a wall that was sturdier than most, and the main trail of makeshift flagstones led directly to its slanting door. Desi and Simplex walked to the end of the path and entered what they knew to be a tavern. Inside, the gloomy space turned out to be a lot roomier than it appeared to be from the outside, but that was because the wooden shelter fitted seamlessly against the remains of a large stone arcade. In spite of the early hour, many customers huddled around dingy tables, wolfing down their breakfast broth. As soon as his eyes had adjusted to the gloom, Simplex signed to Desi, “Our friend is in,” and led her to a nook at the back, under an arch of the arcade, where an inconspicuous, slightly built and middle-aged man was sitting by himself.

	“Salvē, Mendax,” Desi said as they reached the table.

	“Desiderata! Salvē! What a pleasure! What brings you here at this early hour?”

	“The usual: a client who’s lost some possessions that are very dear to him.”

	“That’s a crying shame, but where would you and I be without such wrongs?”

	Desi smiled wanly. She and Mendax had a tacit arrangement. When a wealthy Roman was unlucky enough to be robbed of something irreplaceable, a family heirloom, the key to a strongbox or a safe, or worse still a signet ring with his personal seal, Mendax, the “King of Thieves”, the chief fence of the Court of Miracles, would hold on to it for her. If the rightful owner hired her to get it back, she came straight to him and retrieved it in exchange for half of her fee. This way the purse-snatcher and Mendax himself earned more money than they would have obtained by trying to sell something that was of no value to anyone else. And Desi acquired a wonderful reputation for retrieving “lost” property. More and more clients used her services and Mendax thrived on unsalable goods. 

	“But this time the case is more complicated,” Desi said, “the trinkets are nothing special, they could be resold on the street, but the nine-year-old girl who was wearing them was killed, and her father hired me to find her killer.”

	She then explained that the crime had happened during the Festival of Fortuna, by the Porta Capena, and that she didn’t expect the loot to have ended up in the Subura, necessarily, but she was hoping that Mendax could help her find contacts in those parts.

	“That won’t be necessary,” the man chortled, “the Festival of Fortuna is always a cornucopia, a gold mine, many of our own purse-snatchers go harvesting there every year, and all the proceeds end up as far away as possible from the Porta Capena, that is to say right here.”

	“You wouldn’t by any chance have seen a bracelet with the name ‘Flavia Albucia’ engraved on it?”

	“Yes, I have, it’s part of a small batch I received. Why?”

	“That’s what I’m looking for!”

	“And how much is your client paying you?”

	“Five hundred sesterces, but that is for finding the girl’s killer… no way will I give you half of that for some trinkets worth exactly fifty. You can even keep them, I’m sure you were going to file off her name inside the bracelet anyway. But do tell me who brought them to you.”

	“Ah, as much as I’d want to be of service, my dear Desi, I can’t do that. That would be very bad form. And surely the thief didn’t kill that child?”

	“Maybe not, but then he’s a prime witness, and I still need his testimony to find the killer. And also, I’m offering sixty sesterces for the whole batch: a lunula, two bracelets, a pair of earrings, and a tiara. That’s more than you could get for them on the street, but at least her father will be glad to get them back.”

	Mendax sighed, raised himself from the table and disappeared in a backroom through a faded old curtain, came back with the loot a moment later, and Desi paid him after Simplex had inspected the goods. Then the King of Thieves reluctantly gave them the name and whereabouts of the thief, but begged Desi not to disclose where they’d gotten this intelligence.

	“I’m telling you only because a child was murdered, my dear Desiderata, and because I love you like a daughter.”

	Again Desi smiled wanly. “Always a pleasure to do business with you, Mendax, at least it beats selling sausages, eh?”

	“That I still do as well. Come back here for lunch if you want some.”

	With a wistful stare the man watched the blind girl and her deaf husband depart. He’d known the girl for ages, in fact since the great fire, when she’d been fourteen or thereabouts. The funny thing was, she remembered him only as a sausage vendor in the refugee camps on the Vatican Fields, she wasn’t aware that at the time he’d been working for her worst enemy, Rufrius Crispinus, not only spying on her, but hatching various complicated and ineffectual plots to eliminate her. That was when he’d developed a deep respect, even admiration for the girl who’d managed to stay alive against all odds. She’d escaped from the lions, survived a duel against a skilled gladiator, had even evaded an attempt to poison her with a sausage. All this before the age of fifteen: she was incredibly smart! And now she’d developed into a beautiful young woman, married and with children, it made your heart ache… especially as the hubby was on to him and never stopped watching him closely with those sharp, inquisitive eyes. Oh well.

	The man they were looking for was called Faustus, which was not saying much, although Mendax had also volunteered that he was as bald as an egg, freckled, and had the discoloured eyebrows and lashes of a redhead. Simplex could picture this a lot better than his wife, and what’s more the directions they’d received, which she’d conveyed as best as she could, made complete sense to him, so he could lead them straight to a given shack within the jumble of the Court of Miracles. But when they presented themselves at its door, unfortunately, it turned out that the ‘bald redhead’, who was still in bed after a long and probably eventful night, was a light sleeper with a very nervous disposition. He bounded straight from his grubby cot through a hole in the partition at the back of his hovel, and Simplex had to give chase at once, leaving his hapless wife stranded on the wobbly stepping stones outside. How poor Desi hated this! There was nothing left to do but to wait for her darling’s return, with or without the miscreant.

	“Salvē, Desiderata,” a woman’s voice said, “what a relief to run into you!”

	“Statia! Salvē, what’s the problem?”

	“I wanted to tell you that another prostitute has been strangled on the job. I was planning to see you about it.”

	“Oh no! Again! When did it happen?”

	“About a nundinum ago. Is there nothing you can do to stop this?”

	Statia was an old acquaintance, Desi had known her since they were children, she’d been a member of their street gang, but then they’d lost touch. How differently their lives had turned out!

	“I wish I could help, but even if Simplex and I go looking for the killer, what can we do if we find him? Only the owner of the brothels can start a lawsuit against such a man, and that’s not very likely to happen, is it?”

	“If only you could help, and then let Bastus take care of the rest, but I know you don’t want that.”

	“No, if Bastus wants to take justice into his own hands, then let him find the killer by himself… you still believe it’s the same man each time?”

	“Oh yes, this is the third case where a
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