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Praise for The Fear Index

‘Like Frankenstein, his novel is a tale of the catastrophic consequences of galvanising inanimate matter into uncontrollable life … The Fear Index is cutting edge … Harris’s tongue-in-cheek flesh-creeper … is a virtuoso specimen.’

Sunday Times

‘Prepare for goosebumps.’

Stylist

‘As elegant as ever.’

Financial Times

‘Absurdly gripping … Harris’s great skill is to inhabit fully and convincingly the worlds he writes about … showing off his vast research yet never allowing the white-knuckle narrative to lose momentum.’

New Statesman

‘The Fear Index is a frightening book, of course, as, with its title, it intends. Harris has an excellent sense of pace, and understands as much about fear in literature as Hoffman does in markets.’

Telegraph

‘Robert Harris’s thriller presents a fictional nightmare that feels like a wake-up call … The novel has a sophistication that lifts beyond banker-bashing. Harris takes aim at a corrupted system from a moral and intellectual height that practically induces vertigo.’

Sunday Telegraph

‘Harris writes with a deceptively languid elegance, so that the novel straddles not only the crime and sci-fi genres but also that of literary fiction. A satisfying read on a number of levels, it is strongest as a character study of a man who discovers, pace Hemingway, the true meaning of the phrase “grace under pressure”.’

Irish Times

‘Robert Harris’s eighth novel is a timely blockbuster of a thriller that takes the global financial meltdown as its backdrop, with nods to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein … An assuredly intelligent and deftly-paced novel … Perhaps the greatest thriller writer around, Harris has delivered his best work yet. A modern classic.’

Irish Examiner
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Learn from me, if not by my precepts, at least by my example, how dangerous is the acquirement of knowledge, and how much happier that man is who believes his native town to be the world, than he who aspires to become greater than his nature will allow.

MARY SHELLEY, Frankenstein (1818)



Dr Alexander Hoffmann sat by the fire in his study in Geneva, a half-smoked cigar lying cold in the ashtray beside him, an anglepoise lamp pulled low over his shoulder, turning the pages of a first edition of The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals by Charles Darwin. The Victorian grandfather clock in the hall was striking midnight but Hoffmann did not hear it. Nor did he notice that the fire was almost out. All his formidable powers of attention were directed on to his book.

He knew it had been published in London in 1872 by John Murray & Co. in an edition of seven thousand copies, printed in two runs. He knew also that the second run had introduced a misprint – ‘htat’ – on page 208. As the volume in his hands contained no such error, he presumed it must have come from the first run, thus greatly increasing its value. He turned it round and inspected the spine. The binding was in the original green cloth with gilt lettering, the spine-ends only slightly frayed. It was what was known in the book trade as ‘a fine copy’, worth perhaps $15,000. He had found it waiting for him when he returned home from his office that evening, as soon as the New York markets had closed, a little after ten o’clock. Yet the strange thing was, even though he collected scientific first editions and had browsed the book online and had in fact been meaning to buy it, he had not actually ordered it.

His immediate thought had been that it must have come from his wife, but she had denied it. He had refused to believe her at first, following her around the kitchen as she set the table, holding out the book for her inspection.

‘You’re really telling me you didn’t buy it for me?’

‘Yes, Alex. Sorry. It wasn’t me. What can I say? Perhaps you have a secret admirer.’

‘You are totally sure about this? It’s not our anniversary or anything? I haven’t forgotten to give you something?’

‘For God’s sake, I didn’t buy it, okay?’

It had come with no message apart from a Dutch bookseller’s slip: ‘Rosengaarden & Nijenhuise, Antiquarian Scientific & Medical Books. Established 1911. Prinsengracht 227, 1016 HN Amsterdam, The Netherlands.’ Hoffmann had pressed the pedal on the waste bin and retrieved the bubble wrap and thick brown paper. The parcel was correctly addressed, with a printed label: ‘Dr Alexander Hoffmann, Villa Clairmont, 79 Chemin de Ruth, 1223 Cologny, Geneva, Switzerland.’ It had been dispatched by courier from Amsterdam the previous day.

After they had eaten their supper – a fish pie and green salad prepared by the housekeeper before she went home – Gabrielle had stayed in the kitchen to make a few anxious last-minute phone calls about her exhibition the next day, while Hoffmann had retreated to his study clutching the mysterious book. An hour later, when she put her head round the door to tell him she was going up to bed, he was still reading.

She said, ‘Try not to be too late, darling. I’ll wait up for you.’

He did not reply. She paused in the doorway and considered him for a moment. He still looked young for forty-two, and had always been more handsome than he realised – a quality she found attractive in a man as well as rare. It was not that he was modest, she had come to realise. On the contrary: he was supremely indifferent to anything that did not engage him intellectually, a trait that had earned him a reputation among her friends for being downright bloody rude – and she quite liked that as well. His preternaturally boyish American face was bent over the book, his spectacles pushed up and resting on the top of his thick head of light brown hair; catching the firelight, the lenses seemed to flash a warning look back at her. She knew better than to try to interrupt him. She sighed and went upstairs.

Hoffmann had known for years that The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals was one of the first books to be published with photographs, but he had never actually seen them before. Monochrome plates depicted Victorian artists’ models and inmates of the Surrey Lunatic Asylum in various states of emotion – grief, despair, joy, defiance, terror – for this was meant to be a study of Homo sapiens as animal, with an animal’s instinctive responses, stripped of the mask of social graces. Born far enough into the age of science to be photographed, their misaligned eyes and skewed teeth nonetheless gave them the look of crafty, superstitious peasants from the Middle Ages. They reminded Hoffmann of a childish nightmare – of grown-ups from an old-fashioned book of fairy tales who might come and steal you from your bed in the night and carry you off into the woods.

And there was another thing that unsettled him. The bookseller’s slip had been inserted into the pages devoted to the emotion of fear, as if the sender specifically intended to draw them to his attention:


The frightened man at first stands like a statue motionless or breathless, or crouches down as if instinctively to escape observation. The heart beats quickly and violently, so that it palpitates or knocks against the ribs …



Hoffmann had a habit when he was thinking of cocking his head to one side and gazing into the middle distance, and he did so now. Was this a coincidence? Yes, he reasoned, it must be. On the other hand, the physiological effects of fear were so directly relevant to VIXAL-4, the project he was presently involved in, that it did strike him as peculiarly pointed. And yet VIXAL-4 was highly secret, known only to his research team, and although he took care to pay them well – $250,000 was the starting salary, with much more on offer in bonuses – it was surely unlikely any of them would have spent $15,000 on an anonymous gift. One person who certainly could afford it, who knew all about the project and who would have seen the joke of it – if that was what this was: an expensive joke – was his business partner, Hugo Quarry, and Hoffmann, without even thinking about the hour, rang him.

‘Hello, Alex. How’s it going?’ If Quarry saw anything strange in being disturbed just after midnight, his perfect manners would never have permitted him to show it. Besides, he was accustomed to the ways of Hoffmann, ‘the mad professor’, as he called him – and called him it to his face as well as behind his back, it being part of his charm always to speak to everyone in the same way, public or private.

Hoffmann, still reading the description of fear, said distractedly, ‘Oh, hi. Did you just buy me a book?’

‘I don’t think so, old friend. Why? Was I supposed to?’

‘Someone’s just sent me a Darwin first edition and I don’t know who.’

‘Sounds pretty valuable.’

‘It is. I thought, because you know how important Darwin is to VIXAL, it might be you.’

‘’Fraid not. Could it be a client? A thank-you gift and they’ve forgotten to include a card? Lord knows, Alex, we’ve made them enough money.’

‘Yeah, well. Maybe. Okay. Sorry to bother you.’

‘Don’t worry. See you in the morning. Big day tomorrow. In fact, it’s already tomorrow. You ought to be in bed by now.’

‘Sure. On my way. Night.’


As fear rises to an extreme pitch, the dreadful scream of terror is heard. Great beads of sweat stand on the skin. All the muscles of the body are relaxed. Utter prostration soon follows, and the mental powers fail. The intestines are affected. The sphincter muscles cease to act, and no longer retain the contents of the body …



Hoffmann held the volume to his nose and inhaled. A compound of leather and library dust and cigar smoke, so sharp he could taste it, with a faint hint of something chemical – formaldehyde, perhaps, or coal-gas. It put him in mind of a nineteenth-century laboratory or lecture theatre, and for an instant he saw Bunsen burners on wooden benches, flasks of acid and the skeleton of an ape. He reinserted the bookseller’s slip to mark the page and carefully closed the book. Then he carried it over to the shelves and with two fingers gently made room for it between a first edition of On the Origin of Species, which he had bought at auction at Sotheby’s in New York for $125,000, and a leather-bound copy of The Descent of Man that had once belonged to T. H. Huxley.

Later, he would try to remember the exact sequence of what he did next. He consulted the Bloomberg terminal on his desk for the final prices in the USA: the Dow Jones, the S&P 500 and the NASDAQ had all ended down. He had an email exchange with Susumu Takahashi, the duty dealer in charge of execution on VIXAL-4 overnight, who reported that everything was functioning smoothly, and reminded him that the Tokyo Stock Exchange would reopen in less than two hours’ time following the annual three-day Golden Week holiday. It would certainly open down, to catch up with what had been a week of falling prices in Europe and the US. And there was one other thing: VIXAL was proposing to short another three million shares in Procter & Gamble at $62 a share, which would bring their overall position up to six million – a big trade: would Hoffmann approve it? Hoffmann emailed ‘OK’, threw away his unfinished cigar, put a fine-meshed metal guard in front of the fireplace and switched off the study lights. In the hall he checked to see that the front door was locked and then set the burglar alarm with its four-digit code: 1729. (The numerals came from an exchange between the mathematicians G. H. Hardy and S. I. Ramanujan in 1920, when Hardy went in a taxi cab with that number to visit his dying colleague in hospital and complained it was ‘a rather dull number’, to which Ramanujan responded: ‘No, Hardy! No, Hardy! It is a very interesting number. It is the smallest number expressible as the sum of two cubes in two different ways.’) He left just one lamp lit downstairs – of that he was sure – then climbed the curved white marble staircase to the bathroom. He took off his spectacles, undressed, washed, brushed his teeth and put on a pair of blue silk pyjamas. He set the alarm on his mobile for six thirty, registering as he did so that the time was then twenty past twelve.

In the bedroom he was surprised to find Gabrielle still awake, lying on her back on the counterpane in a black silk kimono. A scented candle flickered on the dressing table; otherwise the room was in darkness. Her hands were clasped behind her head, her elbows sharply pointed away from her, her legs crossed at the knee. One slim white foot, the toenails painted dark red, was making impatient circles in the fragrant air.

‘Oh God,’ he said. ‘I’d forgotten the date.’

‘Don’t worry.’ She untied her belt and parted the silk, then held out her arms to him. ‘I never forget it.’

*

It must have been about three fifty in the morning that something caused Hoffmann to wake. He struggled up from the depths of sleep and opened his eyes to behold a celestial vision of fiery white light. It was geometrically formed, like a graph, with thinly spaced horizontal lines and wide-apart vertical columns, but with no data plotted – a mathematician’s dream, but not in fact a dream, he realised after squinting at it for a few seconds; rather the result of eight five-hundred-watt tungsten-halogen security lights shining brilliantly through the slats of the window blinds – enough wattage to light a small soccer ground; he had been meaning to have them changed.

The lights were on a thirty-second timer. As he waited for them to turn off, he considered what might have interrupted the infrared beams that criss-crossed the garden to trigger them. It would be a cat, he thought, or a fox, or a piece of overgrown foliage waving in the wind. And after a few seconds the lights were indeed doused and the room returned to darkness.

But now Hoffmann was wide awake. He reached for his mobile. It was one of a batch specially produced for the hedge fund that could encrypt certain sensitive phone calls and emails. To avoid disturbing Gabrielle – she detested this habit of his even more than she hated him smoking – he switched it on under the duvet and briefly checked the Profit & Loss screen for Far Eastern trading. In Tokyo, Singapore and Sydney the markets were, as predicted, falling but VIXAL-4 was already up 0.3 per cent, which meant by his calculations that he had made almost $3 million since going to bed. Satisfied, he turned off the device and replaced it on the nightstand, and that was when he heard a noise: soft, unidentifiable, and yet oddly disturbing, as if someone was moving around downstairs.

Staring at the tiny red dot of light of the smoke detector fixed to the ceiling, he extended his hand cautiously beneath the duvet towards Gabrielle. Lately, after they had made love, if she couldn’t sleep, she had got into the habit of going down to her studio to work. His palm traversed the warm undulations of the mattress until his fingertips brushed the skin of her hip. Immediately she muttered something unintelligible and rolled her back to him, pulling the duvet tighter around her shoulders.

The noise came again. He raised himself on his elbows and strained his ears. It was nothing specific – an occasional faint thump. It could just be the unfamiliar heating system, or a door caught in a draught. At this stage he felt quite calm. The house had formidable security, which was one of the reasons he had bought it a few weeks earlier: apart from the floodlights, there was a three-metre-high perimeter wall with heavy electronic gates, a steel-reinforced front door with a keypad entry system, bulletproof glass in all the ground-floor windows, and a movement-sensitive burglar alarm, which he was sure he had turned on before he came up to bed. The chances that an intruder had got past all that and penetrated inside were tiny. Besides, he was physically fit: he had long ago established that high levels of endorphins enabled him to think better. He worked out. He jogged. An atavistic instinct to protect his territory stirred within him.

He slid out of bed without waking Gabrielle and put on his glasses, robe and slippers. He hesitated, and peered around in the darkness, but he could not recall anything in the room that might be useful as a weapon. He slipped his mobile into his pocket and opened the bedroom door – a crack at first, and then fully. The light from the lamp downstairs shed a dim glow along the landing. He paused on the threshold, listening. But the sounds – if there had ever been sounds, which he was beginning to doubt – had ceased. After a minute or so he moved towards the staircase and began to descend very slowly.

Perhaps it was the effect of reading Darwin just before he fell asleep, but as he went down the stairs he found himself registering, with scientific detachment, his own physical symptoms. His breath was becoming short, his heartbeat accelerating so rapidly it was uncomfortable. His hair felt as stiff as fur.

He reached the ground floor.

The house was a belle époque mansion, built in 1902 for a French businessman who had made a fortune out of extracting oil from coal waste. The whole place had been excessively interior-designed by the previous owner, left ready to move into, and perhaps for that reason Hoffmann had never felt entirely at home in it. To his left was the front door and immediately ahead of him the door to the drawing room. To his right a passage led towards the house’s interior: dining room, kitchen, library and a Victorian conservatory that Gabrielle used as her studio. He stood absolutely still, his hands raised ready to defend himself. He could hear nothing. In the corner of the hall, the tiny red eye of the movement sensor winked at him. If he was not careful, he would trigger the alarm himself. That had already happened twice elsewhere in Cologny since they moved in – big houses wailing nervously for no reason, like hysterical rich old ladies behind their high ivy-covered walls.

He relaxed his hands and crossed the hall to where an antique barometer was mounted on the wall. He pressed a catch and the barometer swung outwards. The alarm control box was hidden in a compartment behind it. He reached out his right forefinger to enter the code to switch the system off, and then checked himself.

The alarm had already been deactivated.

His finger stayed poised in mid-air while the rational part of his mind sought for reassuring explanations. Perhaps Gabrielle had come down after all, had switched the system off and had forgotten to turn it back on again when she returned to bed. Or he had forgotten to set it in the first place. Or it had malfunctioned.

Very slowly he turned to his left to inspect the front door. The gleam of the lamplight reflected in its glossy black paint. It appeared to be firmly closed, with no sign it had been forced. Like the alarm, it was of
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I

I came into the world feet first – a dangerous way to be born.

Aegri partus is the medical term. A painful birth.

My mother did not survive it.

My first two names are Marcus Vipsanius. But no one, however intimate, has ever used them. I am called – and have been for fifty years, ever since I was hauled by the heels from my mother’s corpse – Agrippa.

As soon as I was old enough to understand the meaning of my name, I pestered my family to discover who had bestowed it.

I wonder about it still.

Was it my father, who was always cold towards me? Did he imprint upon my forehead a brand heated red hot by grief and resentment, while I lay helpless and unknowing in my cot?

Or was it my older brother and sister, struck motherless, who heard the words aegri partus whispered by grieving adults, and whose childish voices ran the words artlessly together to form a name that stuck?

All claimed not to know, and the answer is now beyond discovery. In any case, it does not matter.

What matters are its effects.

When I left the nursery in my seventh year and went out into the world of schoolboys, with their natural cruelty and  taunts – Agrippa, Agrippa, mother-killer! – I was obliged to learn how to defend myself. Blessed from the start with a sturdy physique, and with the remote and brooding expression of a fighter, I would take on anyone who crossed me. Even on the rare occasions when I was beaten, I gained a reputation for reckless aggression that ensured I was left alone.

In time, my name ceased to be a mark of shame and became instead a badge of invincibility. I had survived a dangerous birth. I had defied Nature. My strength was supernatural. Over the years, this reputation has grown and hardened like armour around me, through all the wars in which I have fought – so much so that I am told the mere name Agrippa spreading from man to man across a battlefield has been enough to make an enemy sue for peace.

And it is this reputation that has led me, by an unexpected turn of events, at the age of fifty, to begin setting down my memories – something I swore I would never do.

One’s name shapes one’s character.

One’s character determines one’s destiny.

Three months ago, at the end of autumn, word reached me in Rome of an uprising in Pannonia, that rugged forested region immediately beyond the eastern Alps, infested with hostile tribes. The Princeps was in Greece. It therefore fell to me to decide what action to take. I immediately consulted our old mutual friend Maecenas.

I had fought in Pannonia twenty years before. It had taken us two campaigning seasons to subdue the barbarians. I did not relish returning to fight them again in what would soon be the depths of winter. I was no longer in my prime. I had a suppurating ulcer in my right leg, the latest manifestation of an infirmity I cannot shake off. For the first time in my life, I felt exhausted. Moreover, my wife had just become pregnant with our fifth child. Ever mindful of my mother’s fate, I wished to be with her during her confinement.

But to leave matters to fester in Pannonia risked losing all our gains, and could render north-eastern Italy vulnerable to invasion. Maecenas advised me that I should go at once and take control of the situation. Reluctantly I concluded that – as usual – he was right.

That night, I told Julia.

My third wife is twenty-three years my junior, the only child the Princeps has ever succeeded in fathering. We have been married for seven years. Our union was arranged purely as a matter of state policy, to provide male heirs for the succession. Even so, we were happy enough together, certainly at the beginning. Now, after producing four children – two boys and two girls – she complains of being weary of her role as what she calls ‘the imperial broodmare’.

I promised I would return within six months at the latest, to be with her for the birth. She took the news better than I had expected. We passed a tender few days together before the preparations for my departure were completed. Then I donned the red cloak of a general on active service and set off for the north.

The governor of Illyricum, M. Vinicius, an experienced soldier, had already crossed into Pannonia. He had at his disposal a force of seven legions: some thirty-eight thousand infantry and cavalry. I decided it was therefore only necessary for me to travel with a small escort.

We made fast time, frequently changing horses, riding from dawn till dusk. I was glad of my cloak, which concealed my bandaged leg, although I had to set my jaw whenever I dismounted so that my officers should not see my condition. When my doctor changed my dressing each evening, I clenched my teeth to stop myself from shouting aloud and alerting them.

By the time we reached the frontier at Aquileia, the first snows of winter were already falling across the mountains. The others were in favour of resting for a day or two. But that was never my way. I insisted we begin our crossing at once.

The following evening, I fell into a fever and had to be carried in a litter, half awake and half sleeping. Of that journey through the Alpine passes I remember little. Fortunately, on the fourth day, as we began our descent onto the Pannonian plain, the fever passed, and I was able to pull myself back into the saddle.

The army was encamped near the town of Segestica, on the northern bank of the Savus river. Our scouts went ahead to give notice of our approach, so that by the time we passed through the fortified gate, the legions had been assembled to welcome me. The roar as I removed my helmet and rode down the avenue between the centuries must have been audible for miles.

As soon as I had been shown to my tent, I summoned Vinicius and his staff and asked for a full report of the situation.

According to our spies, the Germanic forces were hidden in the forest that lay across open country about three miles to the north. The best estimate of their strength was a hundred and ten thousand, roughly three times our number. We could either stay inside our stockade and wait for them to show themselves – we had plentiful supplies of food and  water – or take the offensive.

What would Caesar have done?

I gave the order that we should prepare to attack the following day.

– And tell the men to make as much noise about it as they can!

That night it snowed. At dawn, I was roused by the sentries with the news that a party of six barbarian horsemen was advancing towards our camp under a flag of truce. I gave the order to open the gate.

I received them in my tent, seated in my curule chair beneath my standard, my senior officers arrayed behind me.

They were clothed in animal skins. Their straggling hair and beards were matted into pelts and their faces were heavily tattooed. They looked barely human. Their leader asked through a translator in their guttural language if it was true that I was the Roman general Agrippa. I said that I was. He replied that out of respect for the way I had fought them twenty years previously, they were prepared to disperse their forces and try to settle their grievances by negotiation. They agreed to deliver hostages as a guarantee of their sincerity. It was all arranged very swiftly.

I ordered the army to stand down.

I stayed in the camp for a few more days, resting my leg, waiting for reports from our scouts that the enemy had indeed returned to their villages. It seemed they had. Vinicius asked if I believed they would keep their promise. I replied that they probably would – for now. But in the spring, they would be back, by which time we would have been able to bring in reinforcements. In the meantime, I proposed to return secretly to Rome, leaving my standard flying over my tent to maintain the pretence that I was still with the army. I told him to inform no one of my departure.

I left that night with my escort under the cover of darkness.

We had to make haste to get back across the mountains before the snow closed the passes. We succeeded, and reached Italy four days later. It was important no one knew of my arrival. The German tribes had to be convinced I was still in Pannonia. My plan was to stop briefly in Rome, collect Julia and slip away unnoticed to our villa on the Bay of Naples, where the weather would be warmer. I could recover my health and she could have her baby.

The journey to Rome took another week. We reached the city at nightfall. I went at once to my house on the Palatine. My slaves were startled to see me. Worse than startled, I realised. Terrified. As I limped towards Julia’s apartments, they scattered out of my path like pigeons and fluttered away down the shadowy passages. I stopped outside her bedroom. I could hear voices. I opened the door a fraction, and in the flickering lamplight and the glow of the fire saw all that I needed to see.

If it had been any other man, I would have drawn my sword, strode to the bed and finished him on the spot. But it was Tiberius Claudius Nero, the adopted son of the Princeps, married to my daughter Vipsania and the father of my grandson.

I closed the door without being noticed and left the house.

It is unseasonably cold on the Bay of Naples – incessant rain since the moment I arrived, the sky grey, the sea beyond my terrace dark. I am here alone. I have told the household staff to keep my presence secret. No one is to be admitted to my room, except my doctor. I take no food. I lie propped on my couch. My cloak serves as my blanket, my shield my desk. I cannot sleep. I think. I write. I remember.




II

The most significant event of my life, from which all the others were to flow, occurred shortly before my fourteenth birthday, when I was plucked from the rough-and-tumble of my grammar school and sent to an academy on the Palatine to further my studies in Greek, astronomy and mathematics.

How my father could afford the fees was a mystery. He was a Stoic, a follower of Cato. He disdained worldly matters and subsisted on a small income from a few shops and apartments he had inherited. I was the only pupil of plebeian rank. The others were the sons of equestrian or senatorial families, with grand houses in Rome and estates in the country. They never asked me back to their homes after classes ended, and certainly I never thought of inviting them to our modest dwelling in the valley amid the tenements of Subura.

The only boy who was as unpopular as myself was a young lad half a year my junior, Gaius Octavius Thurinus.

His name meant nothing to me. He was often absent through illness, and when he did attend, he kept himself aloof. He never spoke to me, and I paid him no attention. But one day when I arrived for the first lesson of the morning, I found him being set upon in the street by two much bigger boys. I had been longing for a chance to fight ever since I arrived. I dragged them off him, knocked them both into the gutter and kicked them down the road. When I returned, expecting a word of thanks from their victim, he had gone.

Later that day, I asked another boy if he knew the reason why Octavius had been picked on. He looked at me as if I was a simpleton.

– Haven’t you heard? His uncle has just invaded Italy!

– Who is his uncle?

– Caesar!

I was dumbfounded. It was impossible to connect so feeble a figure as Octavius with the conqueror of Gaul. When I got home that evening, I asked my father if it was true that Caesar had launched an invasion. He replied bitterly that it was, that Caesar was a treacherous, immoral gambler who had broken the most sacred laws and brought his army across the Rubicon to destroy the Republic and make himself dictator.

I did not mention that I had met his nephew – in fact, I discovered afterwards, Octavius was only his great-nephew – and I certainly did not mention the fight.

A tremendous panic now seized Rome. The fathers of most of my fellow students, like my own father, were loyal to the Senate. The city began to empty as they fled to join Pompey, supreme commander of the Senate’s legions, who had decided to abandon the capital and raise an army in the countryside. Soon our classes were only half full.

To begin with, Octavius was also absent, and I wondered if he might have gone north to meet his kinsman. But then one morning he slipped into the classroom, clearly nervous of his reception, and after looking around came over and took the place next to mine. For the remainder of the day he stayed as close to me as my shadow. Finally I decided to make a joke of it.

– You seem to have appointed me your bodyguard!

– I can pay you if you want.

I should have taken offence. Instead, I found myself laughing. I told him he could keep his money. And after that, we were friends.

Despite the difference in our social status, we discovered we had much in common. By temperament, we were both loners. I had lost my mother. He had no memory of his father, who had died when he was four years old after a long period of service overseas. I did not care for my stepmother. He did not like his stepfather. Our talents were complementary. He helped me with my classwork. I showed him how to fight.

Two months later, Caesar entered Rome, and lessons were suspended. Terror lay over the city. I was forbidden by my father to leave the house. But I slipped out anyway and headed to the Forum in the hope of getting a glimpse of the man who had turned the world upside down. He was rumoured to be inside the Temple of Saturn, the Republic’s treasury, which was ringed with his troops and watched by a large and silent crowd.

Soldiers up till then had been forbidden to enter the city while on active service. This was the first time I had seen so many gathered in one place. They were part of Caesar’s legendary Thirteenth Legion – ‘Gemina’ – the veterans who had conquered Gaul and would follow him to the death. I can remember to this day the excitement I felt at the sight of their hard, thin faces staring straight ahead, pinched red in the cold; their glittering breastplates and helmets, their shields and swords and lances; their smell of leather and steel and sweat. All I wanted in life was to be one of them.

Presently there was a stir at the front of the crowd, and the doors of the temple opened. I managed to squeeze my way to the front in time to see a gaunt, grim, broad- shouldered figure, bareheaded and almost bald, closely surrounded by bodyguards with drawn swords. There was no cheering or jeering, merely a sullen silence on that chilly afternoon. The crowd shuffled back to let him through. He turned towards the Via Sacra, and I lost sight of him in the throng.

Years afterwards, I realised this must have been the famous occasion when he seized the state’s reserves of gold and silver –  fifteen thousand bars of the one, thirty thousand of the other – and told the tribune in charge of the treasury that if he did not stand aside, he would kill him on the spot.

– And, young man, you know well enough that I dislike saying this more than I would dislike doing it.

My father was waiting for me when I returned home, and I was soundly beaten for disobeying his orders. But I did not flinch. As the blows fell, I gritted my teeth and thought of the men of the Thirteenth.

Such was my first glimpse of Caesar. It was to be my last for a long time. He did not linger long in Rome. Within a week he was gone, intent on crushing Pompey’s forces, now mustering overseas. Out of the next two and a half years, he was in Rome for just eleven days.

The next morning, our lessons at the academy resumed, and with them, my acquaintance with Octavius.

He came into school bursting with stories of the hours he had spent with his great-uncle. Caesar had been away fighting in Gaul for the past nine years. It was the first time they had ever talked. They had dined together twice. They had walked in Caesar’s gardens beside the Tiber. He had been shown the general’s helmet, almost cleaved in two by a Gallic sword.

Caesar had no legitimate son of his own, although he was said to have fathered several by his many lovers. (His only child, Julia, who had been married to Pompey, had died giving birth.) Octavius’s connection to him was entirely on the female side –  he was the son of the daughter of Caesar’s  sister – and in truth therefore somewhat tenuous. But they were tied by blood, and clearly it had occurred to Octavius that if Caesar was to prove victorious in the civil war, then a glorious future could open before him.

This awareness changed him. Outwardly our friendship continued as before. But  occasionally – if I went too far with a joke or grabbed him in a playful  headlock – he would stiffen and give me a cold look, as if to remind me of his new dignity. Already I sensed my destiny might be entwined with his. I learned to curb my tongue.

And so we grew to maturity, the years passing to the distant drumbeat of Caesar’s victories. That summer, he subdued his enemies in Spain. The following March, as I turned fifteen and put on the toga signifying manhood, news came that he had landed in Epirus in pursuit of Pompey. In September, we learned that he had annihilated Pompey’s army at Pharsalus. What was left of the Senate bowed to the new reality and appointed him dictator in his absence.

It was around this time that G. Cilnius Maecenas entered our lives. (Such is his phenomenal memory that no doubt if he were here rather than in Rome, he would be able to provide me with the exact date.) He was only five years older than us but far more worldly. We had never encountered such an exotic creature. His voice was high, his appearance feminine. He had long, curly golden hair and fingers bejewelled by rings. Although he claimed to be descended from the Etruscan royal family, he had little money and earned a living as a tutor in literature and philosophy. He was obsessed by genealogy and gossip and knew more about the ancestry of some of the great families in Rome than they did themselves. A ridiculous figure. Yet he controlled his unruly pupils by his wit and cleverness quite effortlessly. He instilled in Octavius especially a lifelong love of poetry, although my literary tastes, to his despair, have always tended towards geography and military history …

I digress.

Pompey by now was dead, murdered in Egypt by one of his own former officers. Yet still the fighting dragged on. For the first time I experienced the true agony of a civil war. Cato, the most implacable of the old Republicans, remained at liberty in Africa. My elder brother, Lucius, to the pride of my father, was serving in the Republic’s army. As Caesar’s legions closed in to give battle, I still secretly wanted him to win. But I also wanted Lucius to survive and come home.

News of Caesar’s victory in Africa reached Rome in late April. As soon as his dispatch was posted in the Forum, I joined the crowd to read it. The Battle of Thapsus had been another massacre. Despite the Africans’ use of elephants as cavalry, ten thousand of the Republic’s army had been killed and thousands more taken prisoner. I went home to tell my father. I had never seen him weep before. That evening, he took me aside and spoke to me quietly.

– Will you ask your friend Octavius to enquire of his uncle if Lucius is still alive? And if he is a prisoner, whether Caesar will show mercy?

It must have been a bitter wound to his pride to have to beg for his son’s life from a dictator – and worse, to have to do so through me.

I promised to relay his message. The next morning, I raised it with Octavius. He said nothing, merely frowned and turned away. I feared I had overstepped the boundary of our friendship. But later, he sought me out.

– Forgive me, Agrippa. I needed to think it through. I have never requested a favour from my uncle before, and I cannot predict his reaction. But out of my fondness for you, I shall write to him today.

We did not refer to the matter again. Weeks passed. I heard nothing.

Gradually my father stopped pressing me for news. He spoke little now. He seemed greatly to have aged.

And then in the summer, word came that Caesar had returned from Africa and was approaching the gates of Rome. Octavius went out to meet him. The city was in tumult. That afternoon, the dictator addressed a great assembly of the people from the Rostra. I was too far away to hear him above the roars of adulation, or even to see him clearly through the haze of heat and dust. Afterwards, he retired to his estate on the banks of the Tiber to rest, accompanied by Octavius and his family.

A few days later, I received a message from Octavius asking me to join him. I left immediately, without telling my father where I was going.

Caesar’s country property lay along the Via Campana, about a mile beyond the city walls. I remember how nervous I was, and how my anxiety mounted with every step.

The villa was heavily guarded. I handed Octavius’s letter to one of the sentries at the gate and was told to wait while he went inside to make sure it was genuine. He returned accompanied by Octavius, who greeted me with an embrace and led me along the drive towards the largest of the several houses that lay scattered throughout the gardens. On the terrace of one of these, a curious collection of figures stood motionless in the sun, like a frieze on some ancient temple – men in pleated skirts, bronzed and naked from the waist up; women in flowing blue robes and elaborate golden headdresses.

I asked who they were.

– The King and Queen of Egypt, Ptolemy and Cleopatra, and their household.

– What are they doing here?

– When my uncle was in Egypt, he didn’t only fuck the country, he fucked Cleopatra as well.

The exchange sticks in my mind because until then I had never heard Octavius use a crude expression.

– What does his wife think of this arrangement? He grinned.

– His wife is not here.

– And the King of Egypt?

– He is Cleopatra’s brother as well as her husband. He is only thirteen. He does not care what she does. They are a strange race.

We walked on, through the villa and out into a courtyard where a fountain played. Beside it, a man in a straw hat and a loose white tunic was seated on a comfortable chair, his feet stretched out on a stool, exposing hairless sunburned legs, his head bent, reading. Two other men, holding documents – secretaries, I assumed – were standing nearby. Octavius pushed me forward.

– Caesar would like to speak to you.

I had half expected I might encounter him, but as we approached, my carefully prepared speech went out of my head, and I found myself gaping down at the dictator while Octavius introduced me.

Caesar looked up at me from beneath the wide brim of his hat. His face was half in shade. I could not see his eyes, but I could sense he was examining me. When he spoke at last, his voice was hard and rasping.

– So, you are Agrippa?

I stammered out some vaguely remembered lines that I was honoured to meet him.

– You petitioned us about your brother?

I cannot remember what I answered, or if I answered. Perhaps I simply nodded.

Caesar waited.

– It is customary to ask for mercy on one’s knees.

I felt Octavius’s hand on my shoulder again, gently pressing me down. But I could not do it. Looking back, it was foolish, adolescent,  disrespectful – even so, I could not kneel. I suppose it had been bred into me in the schoolyard to stand my ground whatever the consequences, even in the presence of the dictator.

Caesar removed his hat and scrutinised me. For the first time I felt the force of his gaze. He fanned his face. Finally he beckoned to one of his secretaries, said something to him, and the man hurried off. He stood.

– Tell your father Caesar sends his compliments.

And then he walked away, followed by his other secretary.

I stood alone with Octavius in the courtyard. It seemed to me I could not have made a worse impression. I started to apologise, but he cut me off.

– I think he likes you.

– How do you know that?

– Because you are still alive. Besides, look …

I turned.

From the interior of the villa limped a figure – pale and haggard, dazed by his sudden emergence into the light, but still recognisable. My brother Lucius.
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Footnote

Chapter 16


fn1 Mary Shapiro, evidence submitted to Congress. The background detail of what happened on the US financial markets over the next two hours is entirely factual, drawn from Congressional testimony and the joint CFTC and SEC report, Findings Regarding the Market Events of May 6, 2010.
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