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1. PROLOGUE

Things you want, eventually, either become things you have and therefore
you don— want them anymore, or they become things you never got, but the
want is long gone and not a shadow of hurt is left. By then you have other
things to want. Better things, you say to yourself, shinier, thistime you really
want them. If only you got them, you-d be happy. While time flows on.

When Alexander traversed the known world on his mighty stallion
Bucephalus, when he conquered the Persians and there was no one left to
challenge his brilliance, Kosmic Klowns appeared before him. They
congratulated the general, patted him on the back, offered some hemp.
Nevertheless they acted with eerie restraint. They asked if Alexander wanted
to hear ajoke. He said yes, because it wasn+ really a question.

Kosmic Klowns took him to the clouds and showed Alexander the world.
Most of it was aready in his domain, there was nothing left for him to
conquer. So Alexander wept and Kosmic Klowns laughed.

Then Kosmic Klowns pulled the veil off Alexander-s eyes. They showed
him two masses of land | they were so huge Alexander refused to believe
they were real | connected by a narrow strip, as if holding hands. They
showed him a continent formed of ice and rock. They showed him heavenly
archipelagos, breathtaking mountain peaks, deserts whose resemblance
Alexander recognized, and deserts that were nothing like he ever saw. They



flew above unending oceans of steppe until they ended, and then they flew
above unending oceans. Alexander set foot on the moon, pierced the sun and
came out unburnt, left the Milky Way and breathed distilled vacuum into his
lungs. He saw stars being born and supernovae exploding. He saw
microscopic starscraps embed earth-s surface and become life. Kosmic
Klowns showed him human greatness and their horrible follies to be. Brilliant
minds that would do astonishing things and even greater minds that woul dn+,
because they were born poor or cripple or unlucky or women. Alexander saw
the vilest, most terrible, most unthinkable| though they had been thought of,
obvioudly | things humans had done and would do one to another. Some of
them were of his own making.

And he also saw the unexplainable compassion, empathy and humanity
that sprouted there in spite of everything. They showed him why against
stupidity the gods themselves contend in vain, and how stupidity falls against
the simple inertia of progress. They showed his empire crumbling and falling
like a house of cards. Alexander did not know what a house of cards was, so
they showed him that too. Kosmic Klowns showed Alexander things he-d
never get to see. And he cried once more and they laughed once more.

Alexander died not long after. They said it was fever or something.

T Wulf de Butterbroder
app. year 150 After Damascus



2. |

Iris was proud of her name. It was short, it was elegant and, most
importantly, it was hers. A name is a strange thing to fancy, sure. Itsjust a
tag you got stuck with for life. But Iris had reasons.

She said, -We just totally cleared our greatest adventure ever,ll and
entered the Funhouse of the Last Laugh, where gods supposedly dwelt.

—Greatest was Wyrd Wyvern. Actudly,ll Ziggy replied, following after
her.

Iris did not like thinking about Wyrd Wyvern. -By the way. Y ou shooting
Babka right in the face? Pure poetry.ll

—+aimed at the knee,ll Ziggy explained, again. -But he dodged his face
into the bullet.ll

-Well, he did brag nonstop about his snake-like reflexes.ll

—ollow my steps precisely,ll Ziggy said. - keep us out of traps.li

—Ziggy, not one ruin we raided had any traps,ll she said. And followed his
steps precisely. -No one does traps. How would traps even work?ll she asked
in somersault. -How would you arrange, for example, a trick-flagstone that
sets off poisoned darts soaring in your direction? Who would have the
technology to support a boulder above the ceiling for hundreds of years?ll she
vented, crawling through an opening in awall.

It took nearly an hour, but using an elaborate rope mechanism they



reached the ostensibly safe ground without touching the ostensibly unsafe.
Iris unbuckled herself and leaned on a standing column in a half-circle of
crumbled ones.

—think we—re clear,ll Ziggy said.

—¥ep, that rubble nearly did us. Lying everywhere, watching us. Curse
you, rubble! |l

—Ok, fewer traps than usual. This time. But better safe than poison-
darted.

Surrounded by the erstwhile columns stood a statue of Kosmic Klowns.
Goodie was immortalized scratching his crotch with a sword. Baddie was
drunkenly leaning on him, his right raised high, middle finger pointing at the
audience. Oversized shoes, revealing togas, huge round noses, curly and
chaotic hair. White marble emphasized their likeness, but it was impossible to
mix them up. Beyond the statue lay a little bit of emptiness that ran into a
wall.

Iris walked around it clockwise, counterclockwise. —Fhat-s it? Where-s all
the cool stuffll

—¥eah, dull.ll Ziggy opened a worn-out paperback, gave it a quick flip-
through and, having found the marked page, coughed ceremonioudly.
—Fhere-s nothing sadder than a one-eyed mime in the kingdom of the blind.l

—cute. Now what?ll

—“We wait.ll

Iris ran her fingers on a faded mural. It showed Kosmic Klowns perched
on a pile of corpses, a gigantic cannon in Baddie-s left. If she had to guess
what the word-bubble in Koine Greek above the mural said, she-d guess
BOOM.

They waited.

KK

A name is nothing special. Everyone-s got one. Worst case, someone will
name you out of convenience. It-s much simpler than calling you —¥oull for
the rest of your life.

In that sense, Iris never had a name.

She grew up in this place called Jefferson-s Lodge. It was a lot like a
boarding school you never got to leave until they drained every last bit of
humanity out of you. In that regard, it was not that different from any other



place of education. Except in the Lodge, instead of math and chemistry, Iris
was taught assassination and explosives chemistry. In the Lodge she had no
family, no friends, no personal belongings and she absolutely did not have a
name. That-s how the Lodge quenched any pesky thought that aspired to be
an independent one.

The Lodge had been built a couple of hundred years ago by Jeremiah
Jefferson, the secret evil twin brother of Thomas Jefferson. Its mission| to
train agents of a secret society, which with a straight face called itself
[lluminati. Maybe the name sounded cool at the time of its founding, some
time in ancient Rome.

Iris had been their most excellent pupil. Except she was not Iris then. She
had no codename, no alias, not even a degrading nickname. All she had was a
string of numbers. The Lodge gave her one every evening: —kights off,
Seven-seven-one.ll That-s how she knew who she-d be tomorrow.

The name of Iris was not something that fell on her stupid newborn head.
It was an anchor her young psyche plucked out of the ether to drive the
madness away. One night she woke up in a panic. Poured a glass of water to
wet her mouth, splashed it on her face instead, went back under the covers.
Before she hit the pillow the dread returned. Her mind started spinning in a
carousel, avertigo of her dreams and fears and the few memories.

On her face droplets of tap water were surrendering their moisture to the
stale air of the communal bedroom. Her face would dry and she would be
indistinguishable from other girls in the Lodge, with their striped pajamas
that changed into white uniforms come daytime. She talked the same
submissive tone as others, she repeated the same mantras, said the same
polite hellos. Wore the same haircut. Wore the same expression.

So what was she? A girl brushing her wet face against the atmosphere of
the room. That-s the full of it. She tried to cry, but there was nothing to give
tears to. This was not a loss, this was a revelation. The last bits of her
individuality were packing bags and getting ready to ditch when it occurred
to her.

She could name herself.

That was then.

Now was this. Something was definitely odd about the statue. Around it
dimensions were folding into each other. It had an aura of unredlity. Iris
glimpsed a drop, cherry-red, running down Goodie-s nose. The drop reached
the marble chin, al psyched and ready to fal to its death, when a hand



swiped it off.

Iris grabbed Ziggy by the hand. —¥ ou see what | see?ll

—Mhm.ll

—So Babka did not lie about the Funhouse. Not a total snake, who knew?ll
Her eyes were glued to the statue. YWow, we+e really meeting them.|l

Color invaded the statue. Red gleamed in the marble noses and trickled
down and around the togas in paralel stripes, dropping on the shoes.
Goodie-s sword caught on fire and threw shadows that dyed Baddies hair a
thousand permutations of black. Only their chalky faces and Goodie-s hairdo
recalled their recent marbleness. Kosmic Klowns, in flesh or whatever they
were made of, stood before them.

—Hey mortals. What-s up?ll Goodie waved at them and rested his flaming
sword against the wall. —Shit, you- probably want something.ll

—¥eah. Not asocia call.ll Ziggy said. +m Siegfried.ll

Iris was a bit overwhelmed for the moment. —-She-s Iris,ll Ziggy added.

In a blink Baddie teleported behind them and casually swung his arm
around Iris. -Heeeeeey gorgeous.l

—She-staken.ll Ziggy did not miss a beat.

Baddie slowly, attentively kissed her hand. -€harmed. |-m Baddie. But of
course you know that. If you want, | could melt the moon for you, baby.ll

That was enough to bring her back. —Please don+, the moon is avery good
friend of mine. And it-s Iris. -Babyll sounds demeaning, don+ you think?I
She said, removing Baddies—hand from her buitt.

—+might be a bit behind the times, but shouldn+ you mortals be groveling
at our feet?l Goodie asked.

—Must we.ll Ziggy said.

-Why“ no, not really. Still | manners.ll

—Bid you bring any liquor? Drugs?l Baddie asked. -+m into drugs these
days.li

They did not, but Iris offered chewing gum.

—H we-re done with first impression greeting stuff, what is the purpose of
your visit?l Goodie asked.

Their every adventure had led to this moment and even now Ziggy looked
half bored. He put on his trademark almost-smile, and said, —H is foretold that
one who enters the Funhouse of the Last Laugh shall be granted godhood.
We-d like some godhood, please.ll

-Who foretold you that?l Goodie asked.



—n Between Good and Bad Klowns Saxula wrote that] |l

—Pfff, why would you believe what that asshole wrote?ll

—But.ll Ziggy opened his backpack, took out notes. —Elder the Y ounger,
Smorygin, Sassy Castor and Gaius the Dead| all elite adventurers, all sought
the Funhouse Of the Last Laugh in hope of gaining divinity.ll

Goodie shrugged uncomfortably. “Wow, this is awkward. | think you
mistook this place for the Funhouse Of the Least Laugh. That ones in
Indonesia and if you reach it, sure| godhood is yours.ll

Baddie giggled. -+ feel kinda bad about this. You know what, as a
consolation prize | won+ put alobster in Siegfried-s pants.|l

—Fhisis such utter bullshit.ll Iris slapped away Baddies-s hand, coming in
for a there, there caress. -Aren-t you even a bit impressed we found you
Klowns? Do you know what it took to reach this backwater? | had to hear to
Babkas tales| all of them the same predictable one. | had to kill zombies.
Purple zombies! | had no idea there were purple zombies. | had to dig sand
with a shovel and effort to get down here. Don- you dare say better luck next
time.ll

—Better luck next time!ll Kosmic Klowns said and disappeared. In place of
them a puff of violet smoke rolled merrily.

—Fhis certainly went well,ll Iris said.

—+think Baddie does not like me.ll Ziggy looked confused.

Iris shrugged. Whenever she talked of Ziggy she tried to keep it short.
Otherwise it would get long. Unfairly brilliant, that Ziggy, she-d introduce
him. Super insufferable, she-d add in loving notes. There was no discernible
reason for it, but Ziggy was good at stuff. There was no such ranking, but Iris
was one of the top ten adventurers alive. Ziggy was top one. If athing had to
be dealt with, he could probably do it. He learned new skills so quickly it
seemed his life was a game on easy mode.

To balance that out, most people could not stand Ziggy. Most sentient life
could not stand Ziggy. Ogres hated his guts so much they refused to eat them.
It looked like Ziggy was indifferent to everyone. Everyone took it personally.
Iris didn+. She knew that it was just an elaborate, unending, creepily
committed act. She loved him, had his back and gave him deserved shit. And,
whatever happened, she knew she-d never hate him. After all, he rescued her
from the Lodge.

—Sorry, Ziggy, but were doing Plan D, |l she said.

—-BorH, too risky. There-s no mention, no record of anyone completing the



Klownian ordeal .ll

—¥ou trust records now? Kosmic Klowns burned the records. Amoral
trickster gods do not believe in the free press, especially if it concerns them.ll

—ndonesiaisthe safe way. |l

—Fhere is no safe way, dear. If you take it, they won respect us. Don+
you get it? They are arrogant pricks, who don-t like anyone. They are pretty
much you plus all-might and the clown boots. We have to do Plan D. If we
go to Indonesia they-l be like: -We-fe sorry, we actually meant the Funhouse
of the Go Fuck Y ourselves. It-s on the Moon.

—Klowns do not talk like that.ll

—H took us, what, two years to get to this hole. We almost died infinity
times. And you propose we leave empty handed because you+e suddenly
chicken? And with Babka dead we find this hidden Funhouse of Indonesia
how? We almost went mad before finding this one.ll

No decent sources on the Funhouse of the Last Laugh existed. The only
semi-reliable account on the subject was Saxula-s fables about the Aestian
campaigns. They went like this: a the dawn of the fifth century, the Roman
Empire reached its peak territorial extent when the aged emperor Julian led
the legions to a decisive victory over the Aestii. Rome-s dominion stretched
to the shores of the Curonian Lagoon. What else it accomplished no one
could say, as it was really cold up there and windy and the Aestii were
atrociously bad slaves. The legions got stuck there for good, committed to
defend the new borders far away from their families and further away from
any decent opportunity at plunder. But there was nothing to be done, Julian
was the emperor and the emperor shant be disobeyed. So, Julian-s reign
ended on a freak accident when fourteen stray arrows hit his back. Rome
went into a by-then-routine civil war and most of the legionaries returned to
Italy to fight for one general or another. The Aestii shrugged and killed every
remaining Roman stationed on their lands.

A few years later the Romans had that nondurable epiphany that
murdering each other is not a great long-term strategy. They donned the
purple on Vaentinian who, being both smart and averse towards his own
murder, forsook Julian-s conquests and figured out a way to save face about
the whole Aestian affair. The emperor struck a deal with them: in exchange
for everlasting peace the Aestii would pay tribute in amber and worship
Kosmic Klowns. For the latter purpose they built the tiny, nominal Funhouse.
Above its post-and-lintel door they inscribed: Of the Last Laugh, as in that-s



as far as Kosmic Klowns intended to set foot.

Time went by. For millennia she stood, she reigned, she prospered until
she didn+. Rome fell. She became a thing to be remembered and, in the end,
a thing partly forgotten. With the Funhouse of the Last Laugh as one of her
lost artifacts.

Iris was sure it would have remained lost without Babka-s weird gift for
finding the unfindable. He guided them to the Curonian Spit, a narrow strip
of land dividing the blueish| but green, really | Baltic Sea and the green
Curonian Lagoon. And there stood the ticket to godhood, under tons of sand
in the Konigsbergian portion of the spit.

Or maybe not.

For once Ziggy looked concerned. Plan D. We might die. Or worse. This
IS not something | say to sound dramatic. | don+ want you to get hurt doing
my stuff.ll

—¥ou mister gallant all of a sudden? It-s my decision so shut up andll |
she glanced around, inhaled, shouted, B IS FOR DARE.Il

Kosmic Klowns, beer mugs in hand, turned on their stools to award them
with puzzled looks. What is this dare you speak of 2l They did not reappear
all of a sudden. Rather, reality had been rewritten | instead of leaving in a
puff of violet smoke Kosmic Klowns ordered beer. Also, the Funhouse now
housed a purple zombie bartender behind a polished counter with beer taps.

—Braaaaains,|l the bartender said. -€an | get you something?l

Iriswinced. -No, thanks.ll

—d like aglass of applejuice,ll Ziggy said.

-We only serve drinks here,ll the bartender scoffed. Braaaaaains.|l

Iris looked at Kosmic Klowns. —Bare us to do a thing, an ordeal. We do
and get godhood or we don+ and die trying. You watch, orchestrate,
manipulate, cackle. It will be fun, just like in the myths.li

Baddie gulped his beer for a minute, making everyone wait. The mug
remained brimful. & don+ get my motivation for seeing whether or not or
how you die. | can create a pocket universe with your copies and watch them
die in every possible way. Make up new ways to die. Or | can just kill you
two, if it-s such a can+-miss spectacle.ll

Iris said, —-# must be tiring to know everything, always. That certainty
about the Universe.ll

—Eh, omniscience hasits pros. | never lose the lottery. |l

—Braaaaains.|l



Goodie snapped his fingers and the bartender fell to pieces. —Sorry, that
was getting old.ll

—Set us on a barely feasible ordeal, do not peek into our futures and |
promise you- be properly entertained,|l Iris said.

Goodie took off his hat he didn+ wear and pulled out an oversized deck of
marked cards, a dead rabbit, a bunch of half-filled tax forms, an orange, an
infantry rifle, a lion, another orange, a beating heart and started juggling
them. —¥ou think we lack for entertainment? Insolent much? Yet, what
intrigues me more is your so-called boyfriend.ll

—Not so-called,ll Ziggy said.

—He-s the proud one itching for godhood so badly he begs Kosmic Klowns
for a sacrament. Why do you want this?ll Goodie stumbled and failed to catch
the descending lion. It landed on its paws and jumped at Ziggy, shrunk down
to kitten size midair, landed on his shoulder and purred. Maybe two seconds
passed.

—+think 1-d be good at it,ll Ziggy answered, petting the lion. +ve tried
everything elselll

-Awwww, he thinks absolute power will fix him.I Baddie caught the
descending rifle and aimed it at Goodie. -RPew pew. Or is it bang bang at the
current period?l

—+don+ see how omnipotence could hurt,ll Ziggy said.

—¥ ou have no imagination then.ll Goodie looked down at a gaping bullet-
wound in his chest. —Fhe laws of nature do not prohibit you, Siegfried, to
harness the Universe for your needs. Study, learn, exceed. Be supreme. If
you—~e that great, reign as the Tsar of Existence. Yet, instead of taking
everything thereis, you plead for it like a pussy .l

—+ don+ believe | can singlehandedly advance science to the point of
indistinguishability from magic. And that-s what you need to become a god.
So what-s |l eft ismagic itself. Dare us.ll

Goodie bit on the orange, let the rest of the objects fall. -Baddie, what do
you say?l

Baddie was jumping up and down and up. —Enough with the talk. Finish
up or I-m doing the scary drugs.ll

—-Bon+t you want to ask anything?ll Goodie said.

—Nah, Siegfried is boring.ll

—And the other one?ll

—Oh shit, right. My dear baby.ll Baddie grabbed Iris-hand, kissed it again.



—+suspect you think |-m rather uncouth.ll

—Not even close.ll

—Please listen to me. Y ou should not do this. It-s not you. Let Siegfried do
his follies. Y ou+e a bright young woman and it saddens me that it will make
sense only when it-s too late, but don+t do this. This is not what you+e
supposed to do, Iris.li

KK

Iris had particular eyes. Ziggy called them crazy-blue. That night all those
years ago, when she was a scared little nameless girl, she got out of her bed
again and took a long look into a mirror. Looked into her crazy-blues and
decided on her name. She thought it was a win. But the Lodge expected you
to rebel, it searched for awill strong enough to fight the brainwashing. When
they noticed her developing personality Iris was transferred to the second
floor, officer school.

Illuminati were like a bad rash throughout holidays by the beach:
everywhere. Since time almost immemorial they had been poking their slimy
fingersinto every neglected pastry. Even the Funhouse of the Last Laugh was
built on Illuminati gold. Emperor Valentinian was one of their middle
officers. Great opportunities awaited the future Illuminati lieutenant Iris if
only she could fit into the corporate culture. She absolutely couldn+. And
while some organizations embrace diversity, llluminati were strictly the do-
as-you—~+e-told-or-be-sacrificed-to-the-Dark-L ords type of deal.

And that-s how one sunny afternoon Iris ended up tied to a sacrificia
atar. A hooded priest was holding the Cup of Cup of Cups above her head.
He tried to act al mysterious, but clearly he was Mark, her field hockey
coach. The Cup of Cup of Cups was full of goat-s blood, they said. She
suspected it was cranberry juice. People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals
had Illuminati by the balls. The Lodge had been forced to swap animal
sacrifices for virginal ones. Iris was no virgin, everyone knew, but everyone
also knew that they ran out of virgins six months ago. Around the stone stood
a half-circle of death-monks, whispering creepy but harmless Latin
incantations. And then someone sneezed. Death-monks had no noses| no
faces, really| so eyebrows were raised. Metaphorical eyebrows.

The intruder did not stall. He broke Mark-s wrist and caught the Cup of
Cup of Cups without spilling a drop of blood and/or cranberry juice. The



place was already high in flames, courtesy of four Molotovs the intruder, for
al Iris knew, pulled out of the sixth dimension. Most of the death-monks
panicked and ran for the exit. Others went for the decorative maces and axes
on the wall. Iris had witnessed professional killers, thieves and spies at the
height of their physical prowess. The intruder was better. The flames were
still catching new wood when Iris stepped outside the premises of the
Jefferson-s Lodge for the very first timein her life.

First thing he did, the bastard took her to New Jersey. Her first glimpse of
freedom was herself, standing on a corner of some coffee place full of people
unhealthily excited for a doughnut, and waiting, hoping for him to return
from an evil artifact pawnshop. It drizzled, no one cared. People looked cool
and unconcerned and self-absorbed. She supposed that any brave fool with an
umbrellawould get a quick beating for the infraction of the unwritten code of
nonchalance. Men started noticing her and smiled.

One of them briskly walked up, said, —++n any other dress you would still
look like a princess. Now you-e just being obvious.ll

Iris glanced down. She was wearing the sacrificial gown. A bright smile.
—Fhanks, but my court lacks for no jester.ll The man had trouble topping that
one and quickly left her aone.

Every single person on the street looked like someone who had his hands
full. A guy in a suit, a girl too young for that skirt, an old lady with a smile
too sweet, a bum singing three sunny songs all at once| they must-ve known
joy and sorrow, regret and love. Iris was not of the people. Only a made-up
name in a borrowed gown.

For years thoughts inside her had nothing to do but build up. Now they
flooded her with fury. The world looked such a huge place and the
proportions showed. If Newark was just one of the hundreds of thousands of
cities, then what of all the others? How many countless stories there were
about love, struggle, mystery and betrayal. This was a world where cliched
workplace dramas might intersect with battles between mundane evil and
secretly self-serving good. Life was a cooking show, beer commercial,
political campaign. Thiswas what was real.

Iris held it off until the night, made sure her savior was fast aseep, and
cried and mourned for a life she only now was given a chance to waste. His
name, he finally admitted in the morning, was Siegfried. She asked if she
could join him. She wanted to see everything.

Iris looked the smiling god dead in the eye. —Fhis is exactly what | am



supposed to do,ll she answered Baddie.

—Very well,ll Baddie said. “We dare you.ll A wooden door sprung up in
the middle of the room.

Goodie said, -All you need to do is come back here and now.ll

And then, unprovoked, out of the blue, thoughts of Wyrd Wyvern came
and Iris had to push down the sneaking dread. No. Whatever doubts she held
it was way too late for them.

Ziggy gently put the lion on the ground, took her hand and squeezed.
They paced to the door, opened it. It closed with a cute creak.



3.S

—¥ou wretched whore,ll Narcissus said with his remaining strength. —H
you had any children they would stab out their eyes so as not to suffer your
face.ll

—H is good then that | have none,ll said German.

-What away to boast of your limp cock.li

German rolled his eyes. -My dear Narcissus, your stubbornness outruns
its reputation. Let us find rest for the evening, my ears are ringing from
your |l

—+-screams, |l Siegfried said, not knowing why. He was also not sure how
he got here or where here was. A man was staring at him. Barbed chain
gnawed at his neck, brooks of blood ran down his meaty chest. His brown fat
nipples, covered in wet curly hair, sadly poked in different directions. The
tiny streams of blood separated above them and reunited below, leaving
islands of teat behind. The man seemed to be on the brink of consciousness.

—Hello,Il Siegfried said, and almost jumped in surprise. The voice he
spoke with was not his. And neither was the language. It was a language he
had never heard before.

—DBebauchery that will accompany your funeral will be unmatched for
ages, |l the man replied.

—Okay,ll Siegfried said. First time standing on this side of torture, he



thought.

The man could barely stand, but the barbs on the chain kept him upright.
Siegfried placed the whip he was apparently holding on the floor. Then he
unfastened the chain around the man-s neck and helped him down to the
softness of an earthen floor. As Siegfried did so, he glimpsed a pair of
sandaled feet. They should-ve belonged to him, attached to his body as they
were. But the feet were not his and neither was the body. Siegfried tried to
wiggle not-his toes and to his disappointment they moved as effortlessly as
the original edition. He waved not-his hands, ran fingertips across the white
bedsheet he was wearing on top of a brownish sack, smelled his armpits. Feh,
that-s definitely not me. | jumped bodies, he thought like it was just one of the
thoughts people have. And then he sighed with realization. Togas, tunics,
torture. Ancient Rome.

The door swung open. —Finished with Narcissus?l It was a man, his
defining feature being suntanned beyond what could be considered healthy.
In his brown face eyeballs shone like beacons. He looked at the man |
Narcissus | unconscious on the ground. —Fired him out, eh? You know,
German, | used to live for the sight of dogs such as him hanged by their
crotches. But years go by and the feeling is dulled, the routine sets in. Instead
of a hilarious calling, it becomes a chore. Let us depart. It is past the tenth
hour, my stomachs grow! to be stuffed.ll

During his extensive adventuring, Siegfried had come to believe that any
proper torture chamber must open to a damp, cobwebbed dungeon. Or at the
very least a narrow back alley with fresh vomit on the walls. This one opened
to a sunny garden, al tranquil-like. A couple of guards were stationed
outside. -Have you concluded with the torture for today, skepquisitors?l One
of them asked. —+wish to finally see the day-s end.ll

—¥ou are mistaken, my friend, only slaves need fear the rack of the
tortor,|l Siegfried-s new buddy replied. -Narcissus is a free citizen, protected
by law. We are merely laying inquiries on his skin.ll

The guard was puzzled and Siegfried saw him trying not to say a thing,
but he said, -Apologies, skepquisitor Wulf, however if it is not torture, then
why was he screaming?l

—Because it is most painful to let go of your lies|l Wulf said. =¥ ou may
drag Narcissus back to his quarters.|l

On the subject of ancient Rome, Siegfried knew only what he had seen in
the movies and accidently absorbed while gaming Rome: Total War.



Somehow his thirst for knowledge never reached the history of Rome. Maybe
part of it was because he had grown up in Singapore where the love for
antiquity had not flourished to European levels. Europe was built on the ruins
of Rome, Asia| on the everlasting Chinese. Europe had valiant knights, Asia
had the Horde that didn-+ even bother to go war with medieval armies. France
was nice, but Japan was Japan.

In Siegfried-s understanding, Rome was an empire of structured, clean-
shaven, disciplined lawyers and warriors with names in the vein of Julius or
Lepidus. Except here was —skepquisitor Wulfll, weird, bent, third-degree
burnt in the sun. Far from areal-life version of a marble statue.

The body Siegfried had landed was even worse, one of those eaters, non-
movers.

And everyone had a beard. Spartacus the movielied.

The garden turned out to be a tidy sguare courtyard, surrounded by a
colonnade on three sides and crisscrossed with walkways. Postcard nice,
nothing to inspire poets. Looking at strange hands that just performed crimes
against humanity Siegfried felt an uneasy weight in his stomach. Worse were
the new stumpy legs. He had to walk conscioudly: lift, move horizontally,
swoop down, ground contact, lift the other leg (don+ lift the same one again),
move horizontally, swoop down, et cetera. He hoped he walked like at least a
cousin to humans. A step ahead trod Wulf, his torture buddy. Should
probably say something. Whatever guys at work talk about. They moved
under the roof of a portico, which ran along one side of the courtyard, never
stepping into the tired sunlight of the evening. The few doors that might |ead
deeper into the building were closed or bricked up, the windows too were
either shut or at least barred. Glancing back, just beyond the doors to the
torture chamber, Siegfried saw the pavement spread into a hall. On one side
the hall spilled beyond the colonnade into open air and on the other it took
out a chunk of the building. There were more doors there, one of them had a
few guards posted, but the corner of the building prevented him from seeing
more.

The one flank of the courtyard that had no colonnade was a high brick
wall with a guard tower in the farther corner. From the looks of it, the most
utilitarian thing there. In the other corner, where the wall met the building, a
heavy wooden gate reinforced by ironwork was guarded by two more guards.
At their approach the guards nodded, opened the gate and let them through
into another, much bigger courtyard, this one filled with people. Before



Siegfried could take a better look, Wulf took a fast turn left through a
doorway and he had to follow. They walked up to a tremendous double door,
Goodie carved on one side, Baddie on the other. A girl greeted them there, if
asigh counted for a greeting.

—K ukuxumushu, my dear, could you move that sweet ass as the Klowns
intended and ascertain if the hilarious skepquisitor is admitting audience?l

Kukuxumushu hardly bothered to dismiss him with a stare. =+ hope one
day to discover whether Fatherlover approves of such beastliness as you
display.ll She wore a popping green tunic that almost touched the ground,
strapped with five or six belts to give her curves the proper attention. Wulf
stared at alock of hair hanging over her chocolaty cheek with the dignity of a
drunken pirate who departed for a piss and found an x-marks-the-spot.

—Bo not take offence, your beauty is excuse enough for every word | may
utter. | doubt that Fatherlover would be moved to action even if | said | am
to push you down and fu |l

Before Wulf could finish his version of a compliment, Kukuxumushu
scampered behind the double door. —Fhe girl isin need of atutor to teach her
proper place. | would be perfect for the task.ll Wulf licked his lips, his tongue
ared sun over a scorched wasteland. —Every time | see her | am in need of a
release. O—Klowns my cock is itching. What are your thoughts, German?
Does she give you arise?l

Sure the girl was pretty, but Siegfried had no idea how he should respond.
What would German do. —-get arise every morning.ll

—¥esyes, | know, your wife. It matters not. Thisis an exercise of thought,
not of action.ll

Siegfried smiled, frowned and squirmed response.

—Bo not get sour, your wife is gorgeous,I Wulf said. -But she is an
amphora of Hispanic, while Kukuxumushu is the fucking Falernian.ll

—Fhanks.ll | guess. Siegfried slowly paced the anteroom. His back was
hurting and the only bench was the tiny little thing occupied by Wulf. So |
have a wife now. Hope Iriswill understand. Hope Irisis all right.

—Be true, German, is something wrong?ll

—+was just thinking.ll

—What of 2l

—Fhe beards. All the beards.|l

—Beards are better than cocksucking barbers,l Wulf said. -Remember,
everyone used to shave until Hadrianus did not, and then no one did. In his



youth, during the Traianus years, even my paregrinus papa plagued his chin
with barbers. When women saw papa they thought he was a Dacian veteran.
-Better be scarred than a he-goat— he would explain.ll Wulf spat out a fistful
of phlegm, which exploded on the tiles with the pain of athousand suns. —-But
Hadrianus, greekling as he was, at least put a stop to barbers.ll

Hadrianus| Hadrian| was that emperor who built the wall, Siegfried
thought. Traianus was another dude. That gave him an idea. Heres an
opportunity to narrow down the when. The question must be elegant.

He thought about it for a second and said, -“Wulf, who is the greatest
enemy of Rome~ll

—Fhe question is so simple even a woman could have asked it, German.
The mimes are the greatest foes of Rome. However, let me tell you a story.li

—Never asked for astory. |l

—H goes back to the dawn of our Republic. The war on Carthage. Hannibal
fucks us in Cannae and all those cockless senators loosen their bowels faster
than it takes a butterfly to flap its wings. Rome is doomed, marked for pain
by Hannibal. Mothers scour the streets for grain merchants, begging them to
take their brats to sodomite Greece. Not a smile in the city of Kosmic
Klowns. But then this catamite Quintus Caecilius Metellus goes up the
Capitolinus, blocks the gates to the Funhouse and yells: -Fuck Kosmic
Klowns. Fuck -em. Fuck their tight, uncaring asses! Y ou know who will help
Rome? Hypnos, the forgotten goddess of dream. Trust me, if only you give
her sacrifice, she will bring destruction to Carthage!—Skepquisitors are sent to
arrest him and they are struck down. They fall asleep for days, none can wake
them. |l

Okay, heistelling me a story, Siegfried thought.

Wulf went on, —Every day more and more fools come to listen to him.
Nothing can harm Quintus. arrows miss him, stones fall by his feet, even
crones can- summon enough spit to land one on his chest. Kalends come and
go and come again and Rome succumbs to the goddess of dream. No wonder
Is feigned when plebs burn down Baddie-s Funhouse, fondle their assholes
and for want of more satisfaction climb the Caelius to smash Goodie-s
Circus. The consuls find time amid anxious bursts of diarrhea to announce
that Kosmic Klowns are protectors of Rome no more. The Senate raises new
legions under the standard of the slumbering man and Quintus demands that
Scipio command them. He, our best general who can beat Carthage each and
every way, up and down and around Our Sea, is doing grunt work in



Hispania, because every senator who is not an imbecile is afraid and jealous
of him.

—Quintus is granted Scipio and Scipio is granted his war. It-s a slog, but
-Scipio is the divine instrument of Hypnos!—Quintus reassures the senators,
to the sound of them sadly stroking their cocks, for this may be the last time
they are equipped to do so. Hannibal is forced to leave Italia to defend
Carthage. He can, Scipio wins. The peace offer is worse than a dick disease
and Carthage acceptsit with asmile.

—Scipio comes back in triumph, obviously. Festivities commence,
debauchery is obliged by decree. The slumbering man-s legionaries march
the streets, their war slaves carry the spoils, the once feared Numidian cry
like girls and the girls of Carthage are so ugly no brothel agrees to accept
them. The procession ends at the Temple of Hypnos, erected in place of
Baddie-s Funhouse. There Quintus goes on about Hypnos until everyone
wishes death had saved them from boredom. -The Republic and Hypnos are
alied in glory! The goddess of dleep shall put all Rome-s enemies to rest.
Now tickle her single testicle in gratitude!—All that. And then Scipio, wearing
triumphant fucking purple, ascends the dais.l Wulf paused for a second to
catch his breath. Beads of sweat were running down his forehead. -Quintus
showers Scipio in praise. -Scipio the African! Savior! Rome is his betrothed!-
Scipio, meanwhile, smiles, waves to the crowd. And when Quintus faces him
in embrace, Scipio grabs an ivory knife| one of his personal spoils| and
cuts open the catamite-s neck.

—S0, Quintus lies facedown in the pool of his own blood, having finally
joined his cock in death. The Capitolinus is silent, waiting. Scipio looks over
the crowd, slowly raises the bloodied knife to the skies and yells: -Kosmic
Klowns always get the last laugh!—

—Fhe reign of Hypnos ends overnight. They say that to this day Hypnos
bears Rome a grudge. Who can blame her? When hungover Kosmic Klowns
cover their eyes, she plans mischief. |l

—sthat so,ll Siegfried said, hoping thisisthe end of it.

-Who fucking knows. The point is, mortal or divine, fuck al enemies of
Rome. That is the point.ll

Kukuxumushu was standing at the door. She had been listening to the tale
for some while. Her face showed no emotion but somehow betrayed she was
not impressed. She said, —Skepquisitors, you may enter.ll

In a huge office sat a big man with demanding, no-hope-for-tomorrow



eyes. He would have been all sharp edges, if not for the multiple chins under
his trimmed beard. He was draped in a white toga, here and there striped
purple, and he sat wedged between mountains of pillows, on a wooden bench
carved in the shape of an elephant.

Kukuxumushu announced more with a purr than a human voice,
—Skepquisitors Wulf de Butterbroder and Paullus Aelius German in
attendance.ll

—Greetings, hilarious skepquisitor Nonus Hostilius Fatherlover of the
Merry Skepquisition,ll said Wulf, the epitome of etiquette.

—Evening,ll Fatherlover said. After a pregnant pause, he added, -And you,
German? Has the hero of the Rednose grown too proud to hail his patron?ll

—Hail Fatherlover, hilarious skepquisitor. Hail, Il Siegfried said.

—Hes just tired,Il Wulf said. —Foday he administered his first
questioning.ll

Fatherlover looked at the girl. K uku, you may leave us.ll After she exited
through a back door in the office, he took a more inquisitive tone. -And how
goes the breaking of Narcissus?ll

—Fhe mimeistough, but |l

—reiterate once more, Wulf, he is no mime until the questionings deem it
so.ll

—egal ceremonies, nothing more. Under ius civile Narcissus may be a
citizen of the Republic, but under ius naturale he is an ass-wind of amime.ll

—Spare me.ll Fatherlover gave him a wave. -How much time do you
need?ll

—propose we question Narcissus until the ides. His will is as bent as his
cock, he shall confess to everything.li

—&erman, what if the ides come and nothing comes of them?ll

Siegfried waited a moment for Wulf to interrupt, but he looked too busy
enjoying a scratch. What would German say, Siegfried then thought, eyeing
the elephant-shaped bench. The left armrest was the trunk, long and thick.
The other was the short, thin taill. That-s easy, | have met all kinds of
psychopaths. The backrest was the elephant-s body proper and its legs bent
into the legs of the bench.

—German?ll

Siegfried said, By the ides he will be long dead, Fatherlover.li

—So why not kill him now?l Fatherlover said. And without waiting a
reply, added, —¥ ou may leave, skepquisitors.ll



—atherlover, Il Wulf nodded in goodbye and Siegfried parroted him.

—Klowns tickle your funny bones, skepquisitors. | shall expect you at the
April Fools—dinner.ll

They left through the back door Kukuxumushu had used and emerged into
aluxurious two-story atrium.

—Shall we wash away the sweat of your glorious first time in the baths?l
Wulf asked.

—Bath sounds good, but | need to meet my wife.ll



4. |

Iris was floating in darkness to blind the blind. It was as dark as darkness
gets when it means business. She was trembling and could not keep still. Her
breathing was heavy, forceful and hinted with moans. She was grasping for a
shape to hold, a ledge to stand, but there just was the darkness. Then a sweat
drop crawled down her eyelid. She opened her eyes and saw herself atop a
man, having sex. Somehow that did not feel wrong.

Maybe because the body was not hers. Same with the man. This was like
watching a movie, but with smell and touch added. And the other feeling.
The sex had force, synergy, synchronicity, lust, no talking. It was al right. He
was a handsome guy, muscular, a bit too self-satisfied in his grin. It soon got
repetitive so Iris dismounted and fell on a pillow.

—+am not finished, flower mine,ll the guy said in alanguage Iris had never
heard of.

—et-s play a game,ll Iris said. The words came out in the same gibberish.
—Who am |

—What

—Fell me my name.ll He hesitated, so Iris threw in the warmest smile this
side of the sun.

Intrigued, he licked his lips. =¥ our parents, my dear, had foolishly donned
you with the odious name of Iris and your wedding, my dear, twined usin the



name Aéelli.ll

-And you are?l

—+am a slave to your pussy .l

The only thing that stopped Iris from laughing was the earnest way he said
it. - need your full name.ll

—Excelsior. Julius Aelius German Excelsior, flower mine.ll

Hello, dear husband, Iris though. Hope you like body snatchers. Now
where the fuck am | and where the fuck is my body? The room was small, a
bit smelly, ssmple and nothing like Iris had ever seen. The walls were an
uneven shade of pink and etched with verses. Iris skimmed through the one
above their bed. It was a poem so bad it almost came back to art. The bed was
hard, the stack of blankets and pillows were no help. There was also a
wardrobe and a three-legged table| an oil lamp, cups and a jug standing on
top of it. A window | shutters half open, no glass pane| let in an unfriendly
breeze up her thighs. If these thighs could be nominated hers. The common
traces of modernity | electricity, empty pizza boxes, movie posters on the
walls, condoms| were missing. | have an inkling I-ve traveled a bit.

Iris patted Excelsior on the shoulder. -€ongrats, you won the game.ll

—+must admit | expected more of it,Il Excelsior said. ‘Why not mount my
cock once more?ll

Klowns take me, we-ve got a sweet-talker here. —Sorry, got a headache.ll

Excelsior nodded, his eyes infected with fake understanding. —Rity .|l

Works every time, whatever the times. Iris started looking for her clothes.
Beside the bed lay a long-sleeved tunic, a sewing cut down the middle
divided it into green and purple cloth. Studded with trinkets it looked like a
schizophrenic pre-dawn sky.

As soon as Iris clothed herself, Excelsior said, —+shall get Calpurnia.ll He
put on underclothes and a brown tunic and left the room. He came back with
agirl whose smile could ruin coffee.

Too swest, that is.

The girl said, +do wish, Iris, one day | may take part in your sessions.ll

—Oh shut your mouth, Calpurnia,ll Excelsior barked. —She helps me write
whilst you would only distract.ll

Calpurniatouched Iris-hand. -May | accompany you home?ll

—Home, absolutely.ll She looked at Excelsior. —et-s play another round.
Where am Il

—Fhe Republic,|l Excelsior said.



Ask a shitty question® —Fhe city, Excelsior, what cityll
—Fhe seat of the world, Iris. Rome.ll

KK

The question was, if Iris was here, would Ziggy aso be? Or had Klowns
flung them apart through space and time? What if Ziggy-s fighting the black
plague right now? Or being eaten by a tyrannosaurus? Or both?

The apartment led to a narrow, cluttered corridor, with most of the doors
there open to the lives of others. Iris—gaze stuck on a headless pigeon resting
in a doorway. Beyond it a woman smiled and waved at her while stirring a
pot on a brazier. As they descended three uneven flights of stairs, Calpurnia
attempted to girl-talk Irisinto submission.

— s0 Mettiasaid it out loud and she knew | was standing just afew paces
behind* |l

In response Iris would interject —eh, | seell or —-honey, that-s awfulll and
that did the trick.

They descended to the ground floor where an elderly guy was hammering
on a wall, presumably for a reason, and cursing. Two women sgueezed
around him and spilled some water from one of the buckets they were
dragging.

— | wasamost in tears when* |l

—Reople are so terrible, my dear.|l

The only exit out of the building was through a shop sprawling over most
of the ground floor. It sold shovels and wine and bread and anti-mimicry
amulets and cats. It was a department store where the departments were more
an idea than effect. Iris, deeply not listening to Calpurnia, allowed her eyesto
wander and did not notice as she emerged into legendary Rome, and ancient
at that. It kicked her kneecaps off. Her mouth gaped open, her eyes tried to
takeit al in and couldn-. Now that was sex.

Rome swelled at her with mystique of a place unexplored, with
possibilities stretching in every direction. Busy alleys knotted into overfilled
streets, dogs barked, pieces of garbage flew out of upper-story windows and
landed in designated gutters. The view was in no way monumental, it
grabbed by its sheer authenticity. And then Iris glimpsed a leg of a structure
so gigantic it looked like a plaything abandoned by a titan. It was like
something out of a fantasy novel written by an author who had trouble with



scale. An agueduct at least thirty meters high, four arches stacked one on top
of the other, and people, walking around it like it was nothing. A centipede of
concrete cutting through their paths, carrying precious water, and they
seemed more interested in pots sold by one of its columns. Nothing-s more
boring than the familiar.

Iris lagged a step behind Calpurnia, not knowing the where and what of
their destination. They were shoving through a busy street. Vendors were
shouting from their stalls and hagglers suffered the hustle and sweat of
passersby to get a bargain on fresh fish.

— that girl has such a petty mind. And she dresses like a port whore* I

—¥es, honey, you are absolutely right.ll

A cul-de-sac opened to the left where a group of kids cheered on two five-
year-olds fighting in the mud. Further on a big boned lady and her scabby
man were having a loud argument, throwing insults so purple they had to be
either scripted or often repeated. The couple ignored the surroundings until a
tall, grey-haired man in a purple-striped toga, followed by a group of guards
holding bundles of sticks, ahem-ed at them. The couple shut up and let the
party pass.

— did you hear what Septima heard Cornelia say to Julia Marii about
how Laurentia described my ass? She said it-s like the land of Serica
everyone-s heard of it, none seenit* |l

—¥our assisasfine as mine, dear.ll

If Ziggy-s in Rome, he-l probably hate it, Iris thought. Too full of life for
his taste. She feared he was lost somewhere in the deep streams of time.
Discovering America with Columbus, rolling eyes at their insistence it-s
India. Or stuck in the body of a Japanese geisha, submitting to the Shogun.
On the other hand, Ziggy loved Japan, so... Or maybe he was around that
corner, waiting for her.

Nope, around that corner a teenage girl was performing magic tricks,
mostly to herself. A basket by her dirty feet had three coins and a piece of
bread. Iris dug into a pouch of her tunic and took out one shiny coin.
Inscription along its edge began ANTONINVS and then the lettering went
straight to random-town AVGPIVSPPTRPCOSIII. A profile of Baddie
holding a skull was engraved on one side of it, Goodie drank wine on the
other. Iris watched the girl cut and mend and cut a piece of rope and then
dropped the coin, receiving a nod with a shy, happy smile in return.

—Klowns hold my laughter, | hope German knows not you waste silver on



vagrants,ll Calpurniasaid, as they walked away.

German? That-s Excelsior-s middie name, Iris though. —liked her,ll she
said, and stepped into a puddle with maybe a dead rat in it. Karma, what the
fuck?

The street narrowed into a bottleneck and corked shut with people. A
crowd had been captured by a loud but gentle voice| — why then would
Klowns care about men, when men themselves* |l Irisrose on her tiptoes and
beyond afield of heads glimpsed the speaker, an energetic grandpa type with
a shaggy brown beard that rested on a shabby toga, greyer wherever
raindrops did not wash it.

—+am an animal of flesh and bone and brain,ll he said, as he slowly turned
around.

-Aye, an animal. A dog!ll someone shouted to mild chuckles.

—¥es.ll The speaker smiled. —¥ou call me a dog thinking it an insult. Y et,
what do we seek in true friends? Warmth, loyalty, even obedience? Well, a
dog provides that willingly and sincerely. Therefore when you say -dog-|
hear -friend—and | appreciate. How | wish Kosmic Klowns treated us as dogs,
at least. For a man takes care of his pet, if he truly is a man. Kosmic Klowns,
however, are not. They are absentee gods, disinterested domini, they care not
for us, take no notice of us. We must, it stands, disown them in response.ll

—Heretic!ll Was the reply. -Assfucker!l Came another.

Iris wondered how to nonchalantly ask who the speaker was, but
Calpurnia knew her cues. —s that Diogenes? Such a beautiful evening and
he-s again unhappy about something,ll she said. -Fhe man is in constant
pursuit of discontent.ll

—Sure. But happy people don+ better the world, Calpurnia.ll

—Sunshine, | know your heart is of the softer nature, but Diogenes won-
better a stone. He waggles his tongue with no real purpose,ll Calpurnia said.
—Anyway, so then | asked if that was amber and Lucretia snorted like | asked
if Hadrianus fancied younger boys. What aly |l

Iris switched to Diogenes. —¥ou all know how it goes,|l he said. -Goodie
and Baddie knocked their heads and the sparks of the Great Headbump bore
the cosmos. Epic poems were written, ink spilt, to retell this accidental act of
creation. Mothers by the cradle and drunks by the cup handed down tales,
generation to generation, heroic age to common age, of the many histories of
peoples that set the stage for Rome. We all know them. Y et are they not but
noise?



-Are they not but noise, like the night sounds of the city we are forced to
contend with? We hear the rumbling wagons, for we find ourselves awake,
but we do not listen, for we wish to be asleep. The noise is both present and
nonexistent.|l

—¥ our cock-s nongzistent! I another heckle came.

—Klowns are nonexistent,ll Diogenes said, and let the words sink in. —Fhe
scriptures are imaginings, forgeries, fumbled retellings or outright lies.ll The
crowd was turning sour. The heckles got louder and angrier, the looks
meaner. Iris, sensing the bad stuff in the air, squeezed closer to the clearing
around Diogenes. —¥ou believe only because the Klownian tale is old. If |
told you of a god of Fart, you would laugh, but millennia later my fancy
could oust the Klowns. Blow them away, so to speak.|l

A man, big, hairy, stupid, stepped into the clearing. He looked like if a
grizzly bear had fucked the head of a broom. Two goons followed his steps
and, motioned with an apish wave, grabbed Diogenes by the elbows.

-Ah.ll Diogenes nodded. -My first objectors.li

—Shut up,ll the hairy one said. +am citizen Lucius Varro and | act on the
behalf of Collegium of Proper Smile. It is my understanding this Diogenes,
who prefers to be called a dog, badmouthed Kosmic Klowns. For this he will
be punished accordingly as soon as a proper whip lands in my hand.ll And
after an uncomfortable silence. -Boes anyone have a whip?l

—+know you guys are not yet big on freedom of speech,ll Iris said, as she
walked toward them, —but you-e being assholes.ll

Excepting Calpurnia=s involuntary cry, the crowd maintained its silence.

—-Woman,ll said Lucius Varro, —thisis a private matter.ll

Iris looked at her girly new arms, like sticks on a dying tree. Pretty
though. Her original body had been fit enough for hard adventuring | if a
Guatemalan ghoul brain needed a splattering or a trial of all-night vodka
drinking would adjudicate who gets the mysterious statuette of Kassandra the
Hex (turned out it was just a plastic paperweight), Iris could rely on her
constitution. With a bit of luck the original Iris could have taken down three
guys. Current Iriswas, well | girly. She could maybe take down curtains.

Still, that was no reason not to act. -Old geezers are supposed to say stuff
you don+ like. Getting angry about it is on you,ll Iris said, trying to reason.
Lucius Varro looked determined to ignore her until she went away, so she
added, —Or pick on someone your own* hairiness? An old cat that stopped
bathing, for example.ll



—-Woman, | thought | told I

—Born+ you woman me. What is this, the middie ages?l Oh, wait. Not yet.
—Man, where does al this anger come from? Have a drink, calm down, we
can work this through.ll

-Who is this queen of Bithynia?ll

—+m Iris. Nice to meet you. When did you first start experiencing
uncontrollable rage? Did your dad beat you? There-s no shame in that, you
were just alittle hairy kid.ll

Lucius Varro threw up his arms and addressed the crowd, “What fancy
leads her to interfere? |'s she awench that imagines herself a man? Maybe she
iIst Maybe we-d find testicles hiding between her legs?l The punchline
worked surprisingly well.

—She is Iris Adlli, wife of skepquisitor Aelius German, hero of the
Rednose,ll Calpurnia said in one squeaking terrified burst. She still stood
behind the lines, half her face hidden by someone-s shoulder. No one looked
more surprised she talked than Calpurnia herself.

—Another one.ll Lucius Varro clenched his eyebrows, trying out this hot
new thing called thinking. —And you are who? The Oracle of Delphi? What
other secrets did you glean out of the guts of pigeons?ll Again he turned to
the crowd. —€itizens! It is no surprise Diogenes has many pups following
him, all dishonest vagrants such as these two wenches. Do not be fooled by a
clean dress or innocent face, all who would stand for this dog are liars.ll

Calpurnia was backing away deeper into the mass of people. -No, | am
not! Me and Iris, we are as close as sisters. She is married to German and |
am the wife of his brother Excelsior. | would never lie, | was brought up
to* |l

It should have hit Iris like a bullet train. But she was distracted and out of
her element | that being her body | so the impact took its while, like a
regular train. Iris had slept with Calpurnias husband, her brother-in-law,
scumbag, Excelsior. Come on, Kosmic Klowns, why do | get to be a skank?
Couldn | have become a scientist or an astronaut?

The crowd murmured.

—H istrue. Sheislris Adlli, | know her!ll

—Fhe name of a goddess suits you well, Irislll said the same guy who had
launched —assfuckerll at Diogenes.

—Hey, that one is Lil-Dolabellalll Fingers were pointed. Recognized, the
goon scrammed. The other one followed, leaving Diogenes unrestrained. The



philosopher, an amused smile still on his face, inched in retreat and Lucius
Varro blocked his path.

—Citizen, recognize the unfounded faith that constrains not only your
actions, but your thoughts, |l Diogenes said.

—Fhisis not over, dog,ll Lucius Varro replied. -A whipping awaits you.ll

The crowd was having none of it. They cursed and booed Lucius Varro.
They gave obscene signs| to Iris—delight the middle finger was already in
use| and one guy went an extra step by uncurtaining his tunic and showing
cock. With a note that could have been a bit more inspired, he shouted, —Eat
thistll

Iris was approaching Lucius Varro with an understanding smile set on her
face. Through the sloppy beard he shone red. His eyes were bulging like
eggs. —+did nothing foul,ll he told Irisin alow voice. -H-s Diogenes. He spilt
heresies into the ears of Romans. He badmouthed Kosmic Klowns. My
actions were just.|l

—isten, man, know when to give up. You lost the fight.ll Iris pointed a
thumb behind her. —Fhese people hate you. These people will have you in bits
If you keep your stupid up.i

—+ could punch you so hard you would turn into a bird and fly away,ll
Lucius Varro whispered.

Keeping eye contact, Iris took Diogenes by the hand. —Sorry, not into bad
boys.ll

They backed away to the cheers of the crowd. The people were ready to
carry Iris to the end of the world. This was way too high-profile. She
repeated, at first with diminishing returns, that she was tired and that
Diogenes needed rest and that they were going home and would not
participate in their impromptu celebration. Calpurnia was glued to her in a
hug, crying and whispering, -+was so0000000 scared. i

When they finally managed to disentangle from the mob, Lucius Varro
was long gone. Calpurnia again unknowingly led the way while Iris had a
talk with the philosopher. He was quite unfazed.

—¥ou truly areamarvel, Iris Adli, however | am afraid my life was hardly
worth your bravery. | have resigned to die one day in the streets, preaching
what | believe. | wish | could add that in times like these one must risk his
neck to speak his mind, but times like these have always been and will
aways be. | am old and useless so | speak, for the loss of me is no loss for
Rome.ll



—+hope this is just an old wise geezer act, Diogenes, |l Iris said, smiling.
—Will you join us for kofie?ll

—Apologies, | did not quite catch your phrase.ll

—Wine. Water. Food.ll $hit, Iris thought. She needed to be more careful.
Middle finger precedes coffee, take a note. | even jumped from Latin to
English there.

-As you are aware, Iris, | prefer to dwell in the streets, | prefer Rome to
human built hulls and husks that shield from her. Yet | accept your
hospitality with gratitude.ll

—Settled then. Y ou can spend the night if you want. I-m sure my husbandll
| will be more freaked out about his wife acting like a total crazy stranger |
—won-t mind.|l

It may be a clichg to liken a city to a living, breathing thing, but Rome
was just that. Two hours in, Iris felt like she was traversing the insides of a
whale so huge they held the sky in them. The coming sunset had forced urban
biology into a burst of transformation: people stood in lines to get into
bathhouses, shops were closing for the day, homebound clerks passed drunks
barfing two paces aside, birds chirped. The whale was getting ready for some
shut-eye.

There also was a higher order of transformation, a change less momentary
| the growth of new cells. What used to be a street now was a makeshift path
through huge construction works. Rising on vast foundations were concrete
walls embedded with diamond-shaped stones in a net of brick. From behind
piles of crushed stone emerged the shear-legs of a treadwheel crane. A
structure, its purpose yet unpredictable, was coming into shape.

The construction site, save a few guards pacing around marble slabs, was
empty. -"Jsually the place is livelier,ll Diogenes commented. —With work
over, gangs of youths come here to drink posca and copulate. |l

-Ah, to beyoung® |l Irissaid, her eyes wandering.

—Was your household of the stricter kind?ll

—¥ou could say that.ll

They were walking under scaffolding beams, a wing of the house-in-
progress looming to their left, when Lucius Varro, knife in hand, a smirk he
probably imagined badass, turned the corner. Hard to be a badass when your
arch nemeses are two girls and an old guy, but Iris kept that to herself. She
looked back and saw the same goons from before blocking their retreat. The
guards of the site were either gone or pretending everything-s well. Hemmed



in between the construction and heaps of timber, their open paths held either
an idiot with aknife or two idiots without.

Calpurnia dug her fingers into Iris—arm. —Fhey are after Diogenes, right?
They won+ hurt us?ll

Before Iris could yeah-yeah her, Diogenes said, —€itizen Lucius Varro, |
shan+ resist. All | ask is to spare these girls whatever your dark thoughts
wish to impose on them. Let them leavelll

—No,ll Lucius Varro said. —Fhey shall watch as | cut open your throat,
mime. They must learn what happens when you badmouth Klowns.ll He
looked at Iris —¥ou thought | am a joke, did you, wife of skepquisitor? All
you whores need is to show some skin and you get whatever you want. Y ou
believe the world is at your command. Y ou thought 1-m some insect you can
laugh out of this city? | possess power of the highest rank | secret power. |
wield it in shadows and | teach justice to those whag |l

—Get it over with, how long a speech do you need?ll Iris shouted.

Red came back to hisface. —+shall speak aslong as|| i

—¥ ou better go,ll Iris said. -YUnless you got a penchant for ugly business.ll

—ly away, bird,ll he said and started walking.

—+m warning you, dude, you step any closer and | can+ guarantee you
won+t collect permanent damage.ll Big stupid thing, the old her could-ve
taken him with no danger to him or anyone. Now, having been downgraded
to a girl, some hurt might be unavoidable. +m not threatening here. Just an
advice. Go away. |l

—~uck off,ll he said.

—ast warning.ll Iris came to meet him. Lucius Varro wound up his free
arm in a backhanded strike. Uninspired, Iris thought, sidestepping out of
reach and moving behind the elbow of his armed hand, a punch to the throat
should disah

| the hairy back hand slapped Iris across the face and she plunged down
like Icarus. She fell so hard she should have left an impact crater. Blood came
to say hello to his new neighbors the teeth. Careless. Her mind worked as if
she still possessed a lightning-fast body. She was lucky Lucius Varro did not
stab her. He was burning to kill and Iris could do nothing to stop him. Well,
nothing approaching civilized.

He walked past Iris, slowly getting back on her feet, and violently grabbed
Diogenes. Calpurnia did what she does best and screamed, then jumped two
paces back, stopped, wondered if she should scream again.



—¥our last moments, dog. | wish you get fucked by Cerberus in the
afterlife.ll

—May you find peace,ll Diogenes replied.

—Help! Anyone!ll Iris shouted at the top of her lungs. —<ire! FIRE! It-s
burning!ll

—Pathetic,ll Lucius Varro said as he turned his head toward her, —Fhere is
noonetq |l

Lucius Varro did what Calpurnia does best. And then the scream turned
animal as he fell on his knees and went up even more as he lay down in an
embryo position, hands pressing on his eyes. The left one was shedding blood
tears. Iris loomed over him, her index and middle fingers covered in red. As
Lucius Varro swayed with pain, a hole could be seen gaping in the eyeball.

Iris picked up the knife and looked at the goons. —+suggest you help your
friend find a doctor. |l

They stared at her like at a dream stranded in the waking world.

-Are you awitch?l one of them said.

-What?ll Irissaid.

Fearful, the goon couldn+ raise his gaze above her knees. “When you first
interfered, you said you knew that Lucius Varro-s father used the stick on
him. If you ain+ awitch, then how?ll

—Profiling,ll Iris said. She needed to sit down and try to cry. —Just get him
help.li

A long silence followed after they left the site. Diogenes broke it, ‘Who
are you~l

—Just a girl who triesto look on the bright side. At times it-s hard to do.ll



5.5

Siegfried stood at the boring end of a boring conversation.

—bBominus, | beg pardon for my insistence, but are you sure you want to
revoke tonight-s dinner? Marcus will be greatly disappointed,|l asked| asked
again| the steward. He looked very old, like he was born at the dawn of time
and powered through to this day. Death would-ve refused him a dance.

—¥es. No dinner, Camelot,ll Siegfried said. He was now sure it was Latin
they spoke, even if it sounded nothing like the language cultists, death priests,
necromancers and lawyers used in his day.

—+see.ll Camelot paused for a second. -Bominus, Klowns be my witness |
shudder at the thought you shall find me importunate, but might you be
ailing? Y our words roll off your tongue in an unprecedented manner. What is
this Camel ot

-Ain+ that you,ll Siegfried said. He had overheard him talking to the cook.
And now youHl say German calls you Oldbones.

The steward lifted his eyebrows so high some of the wrinkles disappeared.
—But my nameis Kamelius.li

Missing afew beats, Siegfried said, -€amelot is your nickname. My gift.ll

—+ see, dominus. Gretitude,ll Camelot/Kamelius said, the words coming
out very carefully. —+ suggest we retreat to the tablinum. Intricate financial
Issues are awaiting your blessed eye.ll



—et-s do it some other timell Financial issues sounded like a job.
Siegfried was not interested.

They were having this smooth conversation in the atrium of German-s
domus, beside a shallow circular pool. Siegfried had found out the pool was
called an impluvium | meaning wherein it rains. The rainwater in the pool
was provided by a funnel-like opening in the roof, a compluvium| meaning
wherein the rain flows together. He called them the waterhole and the
windhole. He had seen a familiar set up at Fatherlover-s and guessed that
either Romans enjoyed being wet and cold or had yet to discover bucket
technology. Then the front door broke open and someone screamed, -A
hundred mimes, domina, who dared to lay a hand on you?ll

There had been a fight. By the talk of it, the man who had started it was
now missing an eye, courtesy of German-s wife, which was quite impressive.
She was fine, just bruised on the cheek. With her came a probably homeless
guy in adirty toga and a girl who looked younger than she was, also sweet,
hysterical.

—Glad to hear you caught someone-s eye,ll was how Siegfried greeted the
wife. He thought he was being charming. The wife managed a frown in
response.

Head hung, he retreated into a corner. As he watched the sweet girl give
an intense talk to German-s wife, he wondered how that ugly goblin had
managed to snatch such a dark and tall and slender woman. German did not
look rich, was not powerful, certainly not good looking. Or heathy. Maybe
he was really really funny. Or maybe the wife was really stupid.

The homeless guy came over and introduced himself as Diogenes and
tried to impart on Siegfried some honest-to-goodness wisdom, but Siegfried
wasn listening. Instead he counted the slaves that were moving around the
atrium. Hope that-s all of them. A dozen is already too many people to own.

The sweet girl said her goodbyes and went home chasing after the last
sunlight. As the wife approached them, he told Diogenes, loudly, —¥ou are
welcome to stay the night, friend.ll And glanced her way.

—My dear husband has an inkling for the obvious,ll she said, her words ice
and gravel.

She hates German. What a surprise. After a bit of polite talk, a slave girl
took Diogenes to a guest room. And there they were, alone. Siegfried and the
wife. He smiled, thought about it, started saying something about the
weather, but she shook her head, grabbed him by the elbow and walked him



to an alcove.

The wife, standing taller by forehead, looked down on him in
disappointment, and said, -Bo you suppose thisis private enough?l

Before he thought of What would German do, Siegfried said, -Bepends on
the private thing.ll

—¥ou are so unattractive,ll she whispered, and drew him closer by his toga
and sucked on his lips. -But we cant! As | understand our characters hate
each other. |

—Hello.ll

—¥esyes, hello Ziggy, what-s the matter? Are you stupider in this form or
what?ll

—¥ou arelrisll A slow smile crept onto his face. -My girlfriend. Iris. This
is good.ll

—¥ou didn+ know she was me? But you were standing, staring all creepy
at thisll | she gestured around her body. —+thought you knew.ll

—Maybe had a suspicion.ll

—s that how you look at other women?l she asked, her tone playful,
herself not.

—Men look at pretty girls,ll he said, trying out the casual angle in his new
voice. -Not sexual, at all. It-s like watching a sunset. So you recognized me.ll

—+knew right away. You carry yourself in away, Ziggy. Y ou~+e supposed
to be this other guy. Act the part.|l

-Will try. Cannot promise things.ll

It was odd to see her familiar smile on a strange face. |Real glad you—+e
here, Ziggy.ll

—Same.ll

—S0, what-s the planll

—Step one: get out of Rome. Step two: work on step two of the plan.ll

And now it was odd to see a familiar frown on a strange face. -€ome on,
Ziggy, we just got here! Rome looks fun.li

—No. We stay, we get exposed. We go, we don+. Simple.ll Siegfried knew
he was right and Iris knew he was right, and many times they had been
through this kind of argument. These he won. —Fomorrow, dawn.
Northbound.ll

—Aww, shit.ll Iris sighed. —¥ ou~+e in the I-m-right mode?ll

Siegfried shrugged. German-s body was tired. Today it worked and
judging by the fat on the belly, that had been a new experience. At least the



back pain took a break.

No, wait. Hereit was.

—tet-s swap notes,ll Siegfried said. -My full name is Paullus A€lius
German.ll

—Fhat | already know. My new name is my old name. Iris. Weird, huh?ll

—Welird.ll

—His Adlli. But they also call me domina. Maybe that-s a cool nickname or
something.ll

—Not nickname. That-s how slaves address their owners.ll

—Fhat makes no sense,ll Iris said, and glimpsed an approaching servant,
and shouted, “Who is that whore | saw you with?ll

Siegfried stepped back. Their characters don- like each other, she-d said.
Act the part, she-d said. Okay. —Fhis is of no concern for you. You stupid
woman,ll he replied, in adlightly raised voice.

They waited for the servant to pass. —Not terrible,ll Iris said. =¥ ou almost
came to a shout. Calpurnia| thegirl | mentioned that our hate for each other
is very well known and well observed. Let-s stay in character, at least while
we~ein herell

—Fhat-s smart.ll

—Sure it is. Now explain things|l Iris said. —Faking in an ancient
language, that-s pretty cool. But why do | understand most of it, but not what
-domina—means?ll

He looked up, thinking. -My guess, there is the language and there is the
context of that language. When you don-t know the context, you can-
understand the meaning.ll

—Stupid Iriswill need more than that.ll

—+know. Il

She punched his shoulder.

—Just thinking of a way to put words together,ll Siegfried said. —Let-s
imagine you know Japanese, fluently. Because you watched lots of westerns
dubbed in Japanese, for some reason. It follows if you talk of the Wild West,
anything you can say in English, you can say in Japanese.ll As Siegfried
spoke his tongue had trouble around some of the words. Western, Japanese.
That proved his theory, a bit. —Fhat is, if you like gunslingers, you can say
you like gunslingers in Japanese, no problem.|l

Iris gave alittle ironic clap. —~ascinating. |l

—Now, coincidentally, you meet a Japanese man. Y ou people fall in love.ll



—Are you dead and that-s why |-m searching for love?ll

—Bunno.ll

—Or was | simply bored? Did | throw you out?ll

—¥our pick.li

—Bid | throw you out because you cheated on me? Ziggy, we had
something. How could you?ll

—¥eah. Okay. Y ou introduce this Japanese person to your fascination with
cowboys and newborn towns of the West. You charm him. But, remember,
you had never been to Japan. So when your fiancg |l

-We-re engaged now?ll

— when he talks of his homeland, it gets cloudy. He mentions an ancestral
katana and you fall into the gap between the language and the context. Y ou
speak Japanese, but there were no katana swords in Westerng |l

-Actualyl Il lrisinterrupted.

-An example. No katanas in Westerns in this example. You had never
heard the word. It-sjust arandom sound. Ka-ta-na.ll

—Japanese dlice other Japanese with them. | know what a sword is, Ziggy.
| know what a Japan is. Wouldn-t | put the two together?ll

—With some thinking time, yes. But when your new husband says, -Katana
IS just a Japanese sword, baby,—you get it right away, no thinking time. Latin
was implanted into our minds in a similar way. When someone says domina,
something particular to this period, something we had no prior knowledge of,
we can+ understand it immediately. If we get context explained, knowledge
comes.|i

—¥owll be reading books, that is,|l Iris said, and brushed a pitch-black
lock from her eyes. —Fhe love storyline wasn- really necessary .l

—H-s how the tale went. Try speaking English.ll

Iris then said something that sounded like, -Roses are red, violets are too,
it-s arain of blood, |-ve put a katana through you,ll but the words came out
hairy and mumbled. -Hmmm. It feels like my mind is certain | know English,
but someone replaced my tongue with a shovel,ll she then said in Latin.

—Fhat-s because ancient-lris never spoke English. Your mouth has no
muscles for it.ll

—H-svery disorienting.ll

—+ loved your crazy-blue eyes, Irisll he said. Now her eyes were
ridiculously huge. Brown. Cold.

—¥ eah, they were neat. The body is an obvious improvement, though,ll Iris



said, casually. Too casually. Siegfried amost agreed, but some game he did
POSSESS.

—No, Iris. You are the most beautiful girl. For miles, even.ll

—Bon+ know, man. Ancient-1ris has an ass that could end all forms of art,|l
she said, but smiled. -A bit too small, however. Right? Everyone looks a
frame too small.ll

-Wel get you back into you,ll Siegfried said, and looked at his gut. He
had a gut. He had fat falling onto other, lower fat. He had layers. This went
way past uncanny, this was surreal. -—m certainly not staying in this.ll

—Shall we try some love making tonight?Il Iris asked.

Siegfried stopped all functions. This may have been sincere. This may
also have been ajoke. Or atest. -No idea.ll

—¥ eah, that might be too relationship-destroying weird.ll

—¥es,|l Siegfried said, and gulped. -Actually, this whole thing should feel
weirder. | feel fine.ll

—Metoo! Part of Klown hokey-pokey?l

—Probably. From us they want entertainment and they-l have none if we
run in circles screaming and tearing at our faces.li

Iris said, —S0000000000, What-s up with our real bodies?ll

Siegfried thought about it. —Stasis of some sorts, probably. Or they were
destroyed the moment we walked through that door .|l

—¥ey,ll Iris said with ablank face. What of German and ancient-Iris? Are
they still somewhere inside us?l

Again Siegfried shrugged. It was more polite than saying | don-t really
care.

They enjoyed each other-s silence for a while. +—ve been thinking,ll
Siegfried said. |k osmic Klowns tinkered with us. Maybe fooled us. Maybe |
am not the Siegfried and you are not the Iris.ll

—But | fee thelrisll

—Boes not matter what you feel. The mind is a product of the materia
structure of the brain. A web of neurons and synapses constituting a pattern
that is Iris or Siegfried. Or Random Annoying Person, as happens. But if the
pattern is sufficiently altered, you could argue the self is killed. You can+
burn down an oak and call its ashes atree.ll

Unexpectedly, Iris didn+ object, so he continued, -Asfar as| can tell, our
brains have not been transported into these bodies. Only our patterns have
been. It-s as if | let-s say Klown hokey-pokey | rerouted German-s and



ancient-Iris—neural connections and as a result us happened. But that means
this guy talking here may be under the false impression of being a
continuation of Siegfried.ll

—bBon+t know, Ziggy, you sound the same.ll

—Fhanks,ll Siegfried said. —But I1-m sure you noticed that we think mostly
in this old version Latin. English thoughts feel awkward and out of place.
That means our thoughts and ideas are constrained by the possibilities of this
alien grammar and vocabulary .|l

—Oh,ll Iris said. -©f all things, that-s what-s bothering you? That you—+e
stupiderll

—Not as sharp, | would put it.lI

—Even more awkward and mal adjusted?ll

—Fhis society is not ready for me,ll Siegfried said.

—S0 how was your day?ll

—Alright, | guess. Met a girl named Kukuxumushu. She was pretty. Also
tortured a guy, can-t remember his name. Something about a pond.ll Siegfried
paused to give time for the things in his head to click. Name from an old
Greek myth| well, not that old now| about aguy by a pond. Doesn+ matter,
very angry guy.ll

—Might it be he was angry about the torture?l

Siegfried was about to agree in a noncommittal way, when Iris grabbed
his chubby arm. German-s chubby arm.

—Narcissus?ll Her eyes sparkled. -His name was Narcissus? Y ou meant?ll

—Narcissus. | meant.ll

Now that smile was nothing Siegfried had ever seen. She said, -Growing
up in the Lodge | would sometimes break a rule. Or five. Kid-s stuff:
trespassing in the boys—-dormitory, shooting a handler with a crossbow. Heh,
once | summoned Eligbir Childeater. For some reason | thought he only ate
naughty kids. The perpetually blood-soaked summoning scroll should have
been agiveaway .l

—Get to the ll Siegfried said, —point.ll

—Shush. | also read forbidden books, because unforbidden ones were
boring. Illuminati Yourselve was one of them. It described the humble
origins of a cabal called Illuminati. Probably heard of them? Ancient, super-
evil, rule-the-world guys who brainwashed me and who the hero-you took
down? They were founded in ancient Rome. Ready for the punch? The first
chairman, one of the founders, was Opiter Erucius Narcissus.ll Her voice had



anote of worry. It had also had a much more defined note of haha, | win.

Siegfried knew, somehow, that the following would be a mere formality.
—Watch this trick,l he said, and put his hands around his mouth.
—CAMELOT!I

Camelot/Kamelius took a while, but he managed to drag his dried body
into their view. -Bominus?ll

—00Kk up any letters concerning a person in the name of Narcissus.ll

Camelot/Kamelius looked confused. —€ertainly, dominus. Yet | must ask,
Is this one of your trials? For you have clearly forbidden us any tampering
with your parchments.ll

—Frial passed, Camelot. Now find stuff.ll

Camelot/Kamelius nodded his head from side to side and, having
convinced himself that the trial indeed had been passed, dragged his shell
away.

—Fhe Funhouse of the Last Laugh will be built by emperor Vaentinian the
Oldman. An illuminatus,ll Iris whispered as they followed Camelot. -With
[lluminati gold. If your Narcissus is my Narcissus and the Merry
Skepquisition executes him, history is changed, there-s no Illuminati, no
Funhouse, so we can+ come back anywhere.ll

—+know what atime paradox is.ll

—+know you know. | just hope you won+ try to explain it to me when we
change sides. Either way, the ordeal wants us to stay in Rome.
Wheeeeeeeee! |l

—+et-sjust seell

—We do know how to come back? To our time?ll

Siegfried hesitated for just a moment, but he picked the longest moment in
the history of time. —Sure we do,ll he said.

—How?ll

—C€an+ give you the details yet. |l

—Meaning you don+ know the details yet.ll

Camelot/Kamelius was going through one of the cabinets with a long,
snaky S inscribed on their doors. The study worked as a sort of nose to the
head of the atrium. Siegfried sat on a stool and looked at the entrance and the
water in the impluvium, flaming in the sunlight. Servants poured buckets of
fresh water as if to extinguish the flame. Camelot/Kamelius announced he
found something, cursed, apologized and continued the search. The wall
opposite the atrium had a doorway into a courtyard. There, two miniature



fountains could be seen, dry. The sun was done for the day, it was heading
back to the wife and the kids.

Camelot/Kamelius presented Siegfried with a papyrus. It was a copy of a
sent letter. It read:

TO HILARIOUS  SKEPQUISITOR NONUS  HOSTILIUS
FATHERLOVER ON THE UNSIGHTLY KILLING OF ILLUSTRIOUS
SKEPQUISITOR ISIDORE ALEXANDRIAN

ILLUSTRIOUS SKEPQUISITOR ISIDORE ALEXANDRIAN FOUND
ROBBED OF HIS LIFE ON THE CHARIOT TRACK OF THE REDNOSE
CIRCUS. BODY MUTILATED, THE GUT IMPALED ON ISIDORE-S
OWN GLADIUS, HEAD-BONE AND BRAINS SPLATTERED DUE TO
FALL FROM THE STANDS.

SKEPQUISITOR PAULLUS AELIUS GERMAN PRESENT AT THE
MIMECRIME. SKEPQUISITOR PAULLUS AELIUS GERMAN SINGLE-
HANDEDLY, WITH INITIATIVE KILLED MIME AND A BETRAYER
OF HIS DOMINUS, PTOLEMY THE MIME, WITH BOLD PIERCING
BLOWS OF HIS GLADIUS AND ARRESTED MIMES AND
BETRAYERS OF THEIR DOMINUS: BODYGUARD GORDIAN,
ARISTOTLE AND HELEN HIS WIFE, NOMENCLATOR ISSUS,
SECRETARY PHILIP.

FURTHER AND SWIFT INVESTIGATION BY SKEPQUISITOR
PAULLUS AELIUS GERMAN WITH THE ACCIDENTAL AND
FORTUNATE HELP OF EVER HELPFUL SKEPQUISITOR WULF DE
BUTTERBRODER REVEALED THAT ENEMY OF ALL MIMES AND
HERETICS SKEPQUISITOR |ISIDORE ALEXANDRIAN WAS
ATTACKED AND KILLED ON THE GROUNDS OF A MIMETIC
CONSPIRACY, ORGANIZED BY MIME OPITER ERUCIUS
NARCISSUS.

WE HUMBLY ASK FOR PERMISSION TO DETAIN OPITER
ERUCIUS NARCISSUS (INCIDENTALY HE IS ALREADY DETAINED
IN THE MERRY SKEPQUISITION), QUESTION HIM (INCIDENTALY
WE ARE IN THE MIDDLE OF THIS PROCESS) AND EXECUTE HIM.

SIGNED BY SKEPQUISITOR PAULLUS AELIUS GERMAN AND
SKEPQUISITOR WULF DE BUTTERBRODER



Siegfried read it twice. Then stared at it. -Opiter Erucius Narcissus. That-s
the name. Can+ have him executed. At least until we know what happened to
this Isidore Alexandrian. That meang |l

—Fhat means,|l Iris said, -we-fe in afreaking murder mystery!ll



6. |

With unprovoked cruelty Iris was pulled from the ever-loving embrace of
sleep. She opened her eyes, yawned. Ziggy was saying something in that
voice when you do not shout, but the whisper clearly indicates that a lesser
person would.

—What? What?ll she said. “What happened?ll

—Act the part. You said,ll Ziggy pushed out the words.

—¥es?

—But. You did what.ll

—What?ll Iris said, and was met with silence. -Bid | fart in my sleep?l
Silence repeat. -€ome on, that was funny! What isit?ll

He said the words very slowly. “Why is there a young slave girlll | he
pointed behind him| —there. Crying.ll

—Because dlavery is brutal 2l

—No,ll Ziggy said, and breathed. —She came to wake you up. Like every
morning. You screamed at her, full volume. | know, | heard. | was in the
courtyard and | heard. Y ou called her names.ll

-Well“ Il you how | am in the morning, Iris amost said. But she didn+.
Because she was smart. —Sorry?ll

—Fhat you say to the girl.ll

After fifteen minutes of saying that, the girl camed down. Her name was



Hayganush, her face was round and puffy, her nose big and her dark eyes too
young, thirteen, maybe fourteen. While Iris tried to put into words what she
did not mean by calling her what she called her, Hayganush dressed her. It
was at her insistence, but Iris didn+ object. Moral stuff aside, it-s kinda neat
to have a personal slave, a thought ran through her head. Fuuuuuck® 1-m
taking thisto the grave.

Ziggy had left her bedroom a while ago, mumbling. He was bad around
tears. Should-ve left earlier, ancient-lIris and German for a reason had
bedrooms separate and far apart.

Iris let Hayganush go and took a hard look around. Beyond her bedroom
was the atrium, leading into almost every other room: the study, German-s
bedroom, slave quarters, guest rooms, kitchen, pantries, the dining room. The
courtyard was through the study and coming from there she heard Ziggy-s
monotone. Who-s he talking to? Iris was to find out when a primal force
dragged her to the impluvium.

In the shallow pooal, in the golden morning sunlight, the truth awaited her.
Iris looked into the reflection, at ancient-Iris trapped in a water-prison.
Hayganush had draped yesterday-s tunic over the dress Iris had slept in. Not
picky about clothes, these Romans. Out of bed against her will, clocking less
than three hours of slegp, no make-up, no comfortable underwear and yet she
looked good. She looked gorgeous. She looked like men could make a sport
out of falling at her feet. She stared at herself like that Narcissus by the pond.
A tale about a man inventing vanity, very nice.

Iris watched the reflection. Aaaaand |-m jealous. Her body had been hard,
but attractive because of it. This was just too girly. With these looks, she
never had to try. Iris crouched closer. Curvy eyebrows, definitely plucked.
Brown eyes, too big for any face, but looks good on hers. They—+e no crazy-
blues, though. And the eyelashes aren+t legendary. Just epic. Was this a
welcoming face? Was she a bitch? She could be, looking like that. No one
would say athing. Or was this aface full of sadness?

Iris tried to smile. Tried to frown. But it was a face, it did not have a
quality of its own, it was no revolution. Men would call it beautiful, wolves
would eat it and women would change the subject. Whatever you were,
ancient-1ris, now you—+e gone. Sorry for that, girl.

She came to the courtyard. Ziggy was sitting on a wicker bench| if she
didn+t know him better she-d say enjoying the outdoors. Left of him,
Diogenes listened with an air of contemplation.



— not lesser, more a continuation of the redlity,ll Ziggy was saying when
he noticed her. —Fhe damage repaired, | hope.ll

Iris put up her hands. -None permanent,ll she said. -How is your morning,
Diogenes?ll

Diogenes had a worn smile that looked made of gold. “We talked all
night, | and Siegfried.ll

Iris stared at him. And stared some more. Then she stared at Ziggy. And
said, “German, who is this Siegfried person?li

—+-kind of told him everything,ll he said.

—Real glad you—~e acting the part, Ziggy.ll

Diogenes shook his hand in gentle protest. —¥our circumstance is
magnificent. And | would gladly repay for your bravery with aid.ll

Iris shifted her feet, but did not approach them closer. ¥ ou aren- freaked
out by us?l

—He-s open-minded,ll Ziggy said, with amost approval. Almost approval
was as far as he went.

Diogenes said, —-Siegfried told me of steel ships burning sulfur up in the
sky, soaring between men-shaped mountains of insulae yet shedding no
feathers on their way and all | could think of was: we took two millennia to
build that?l

—Seell Ziggy said.

—Humanity has not yet soared between stars. That is dearly
disappointing.ll

Ziggy grinned like a klutzy biker who disliked helmets and Iris finaly
understood| he actually liked Diogenes. She was maybe even jealous.

And so, thanks to Diogenes—know-how and know-what, they refined the
details of their plan. They talked of all people the Aelli knew or should know,
tried to understand the customs and the etiquette and the Roman way, and Iris
couldn+ think of away to casually mention she slept with German-s brother.

KK

Iris knew she was late enough to get going. —-©h, that Excelsior | spoke
of? | kind of arrived in Rome while having sex with him,Il were her last
words through the door. Ziggy would need a couple of hours to realize there
was nothing essentially bad about what she said.

Romans, being human, hated walking. The poor had to. The rich used



litters. Those who liked to pretend they were rich rented them. Diogenes
advised Iristo do just that. She had to make an entrance.

Four sunbaked bearers easily strode with Iris on their shoulders. She felt
like a mouse in a matchbox. She reclined to watch Rome slowly pass by.
Could use an ice-cream bucket right now. She understood litters almost
immediately. You mattered only if you were drifting down the people lane
with curtains closed, snoozing in your couch.

Dark thoughts knocked at the door and she tried to think them away. She
turned her attention to the safe space of stories. She loved them, all of them.
No matter the medium| theatre, movies, books, a webcomic about superhero
dinosaurs| every story deserved to be experienced. When not solving murder
mysteries or saving the world from Wyrd Wyvern, Iris would spend her time
in worlds made up, with people imagined. She felt like she would never catch
up. It was afight on behalf of that young girl with no name.

The Jefferson-s Lodge had held a unique view on what should pass for
entertainment. The screens in the man hal only broadcast clips and
infomercials, on repeat. Iris could still remember every frame of some. An
elegant lady would look at the camera and smile. —Fhis chainsaw cuts
through human bone like it was butter!ll she-d say, while a message flashed:
—Fhe warranty does not apply if the product is used on personal armor, e.g.
iron or steel plates, shields, chainmail, Kevlar, helmets.ll In another clip a
scrappy, good-natured policeman would return home to find his wife in bed
with his boss. He would take out his service gun and blast out his brains.
—Fhere-s no rest for the wicked, because they—+e screwing your wifell the
message would say. She had no idea of their purpose. Evil for the sake of it?

The Lodges library was stocked with occult and sometimes very
powerful texts. There also were afew copies of The Lord of the Rings, but in
these Sauron would devour Middle-earth. And find love! The library also
boasted four computers. They were connected to the Illuminati world-wide
intranet, which basically was an evil version of the internet without online
chess. Iris never understood what Illuminati had against chess. And now they
were gone, thank you Ziggy, and she would never find out.

Except here she was, trying to make sure Illuminati happen. When she
won the argument against Ziggy and they decided to stay in Rome she was
happy because: she won an argument against Ziggy. Now, when she thought
about it, the whole deal seemed very twisted. She was going to make sure
that ayoung girl gets the Lodge treatment. Thousands of young girls. More?



Dark thoughts were smart. They always knew away in.

But Illuminati must happen. One must not mess with history, Ziggy had
explained, and in that tone too.

A huge litter blocked their path. Silk drapes strained and fluttered, fighting
off gravity that hung on their edges like a plucky action hero. Guards,
unarmed and unarmored, marched along both its flanks. Iris—litter moved
under a portico to let the monster pass.

They crossed a small marketplace that was set up on the terrace of a huge
basilica. Around a rainbow-colored colonnade some famed Assyrian quartet,
as hails and shouts informed her, was doing its dancing. She looked to the
other side and saw a muddy fountain the size of swimming pool where
toddlers were scrubbed back to cleanliness. That is unbearably cute. She
could almost hear Ziggy pretend to barf.

A bright red domus was settled by a crossroads made of two narrow,
gravelly streets. Its outer walls had no windows, just a few barred holes for
fresh air. The air outside wasn-t fresh, but okay. A line of men was stretching
behind the doorway. Riding the litter, she had seen quite a few of them: men,
always men, in modest clothes, flocking around the entrances of luxurious
houses. As her litter approached, some of them recognized ancient-Iris and
encouraged her to skip theline.

She left the litter with the bearers to lurk in the shade and uneasily went
through the doorway, onto a terrace where even more men were hanging
around. A guy who wore no special collar, had no tattoos or marks, but who
Iris knew immediately was a slave, spotted her. Been here for twelve hours
and | know the ropes already.

The man came within five steps of her, and said, -Graceful Iris Adlli, with
your radiant shape you have truly improved this humble abode.ll Well, the
abode was not humble. Colorful, may have been the word, and stuffed with
gold in every nook. A cobblestone path ran around lavender shrubs and
fountains and tables laden with something that looked like grey-greenish
slices, cheese and bread and jugs of wine. The man continued, —Petronius of
the fishmonger collegium has not yet departed, however domina is insistent
you wait inside.ll

o Iris cut the line again and entered the house proper. Through a corridor
she emerged into an atrium and at its far end she saw a woman, small and
scrawny, having an audience with a guy who-d seen better days. A couple of
slaves stood in the background and tried not to blink.



—+see, Petronius,ll the woman said. -And is there anything else you would
wish?l

Petronius shook his head. —H | must wish for anything else, | wish Klowns
to grant you good humor and an eternal smile on your sublime lips, why |
wish the dark cloud that has shadowed you unjustly would disperse with
haste and ease.ll And, politely nodding at Iris, he left the room.

Iris was to come closer to the woman but she heard quick steps coming
her way.

It was the same Petronius, rushing back. —-Gracious Julia Third, if you
must burden me with a boon,ll he continued, as if he-d never left, —-my son,
also in the name of Petronius, seeks apprenticeship with Fluvius.ll

—He shall be taken care of,ll she said, in a whisper with no strength left to
live.

The woman, Julia Third, was a longtime wife of Opiter Erucius Narcissus
and an unknown quantity in the city. Diogenes had heard but one interesting
tale about her. A guy, an upstart in the grain trade, in a company a bit too
open-mouthed, joked that the word unremarkable would be wasted on Julia
Third. Narcissus heard of this, went over to the guy-s place and beat him up
to alesser version of him. Then he did the same to his father, explaining that
pater familias is responsible for the actions of his offspring. Somehow it
came to be that people avoided speaking on the subject of Julia Third.

After Petronius left and after waiting a few seconds to make sure he
wouldn+ return, Iris began the greeting as Diogenes had instructed her,
—Greetings Julia Third Erucia, wife of Opiter Erucius Narcissus, the
proprietor of the famous and beloved Narcissus-Saves and Salt, | give you
gratitude for the warm welcome. | am Iris A€lli, wife of| |l

—+wife of a skepquisitor,ll Julia Third said in the same whisper, her eyes
pointed at the floor. [Rlease abstain from the pleasantries. Each other we
know and | had the misfortune of acquaintance with your husband not long
ago.ll

—May we speak in private?l Iris said, and looked at the slaves.

A minute slowly crawled by. -“Well, talk,ll Julia Third said, still not
making eye contact.

—Alone?l

She did not seem to grasp what that meant.

Iris tried to hide the annoyance in her voice. -¥ou and I, need to talk. Girl
on girl. No movement in Julias face. <ust the two of us?l Come on.



—Without these guys.ll She pointed at the slaves.

Julia Third looked somewhere behind Iris and her eyes flickered. —¥ou
dare to question the discretion of my secretaries?l

—+m only abit shy inacrowd,ll Irissaid. Please.ll

Only then Julia Third looked at her. ~Yery well.ll She waved the slaves
onto the terrace and put her eyes back on the floor. What is your purpose
here?ll She was sitting on a leather-cushioned chair, a table crammed with
parchments to her right.

Iristook abold step closer. -My purposeis the truth.ll

Julia Third let out a snort. Or maybe that was a mouse sneezing. —Fhe
truth is, my husband built our home a fortress, but when skepquisitors
knocked on the door the number of guards behind them was of no matter.
Everyone knows one may not lay a hand on a skepquisitor. Everyone obeys.
Yet my beloved Opiter is accused of providing the demise of Isidore
Alexandrian, Fatherlover-s most precious pet.ll Her whisper slowly rose a
few notches, but still could hardly travel the room. As she talked she looked
everywhere but at Iris. \He is accused of a crime no one is foolish enough to
commit. That is the truth.l A long pause followed and Iris was about to
speak, when Julia added, -Now, what is your purpose?li

Iris had expected Julia Third to be resistant. She needed to be calm and
cool and reassure her. She said, —So Narcissus is innocent. Okay, fine. But
there is a reason why they took him instead of some other unlucky dude.
Makes no sense otherwise.ll

Again Julia Third looked at her. But then something clicked and her face
flooded with anger. -How dare you?ll

Careful now, reason with her. —¥es, | am impudent. My husband took
yours, and | come here asking questions. But you must know | have no love
for German. We despise each other. So | want him to have a bad day. And |
can do that by helping an innocent man. So that-s genuine wonder here |
why. Why of all innocent people in Rome, why was Narcissus taken?ll

The anger on Julia—s round face got only redder, but now shaded with
confusion. =¥ ou know why! Whatever perverse play you+e performing, set
me free of it.ll That she said in a speaking voice. Her version of shouting,
probably.

Their eyes deadlocked, their faces set with straining non-smiles, non-
frowns. The trappings of a civilized interaction were ready to go. Iris said,
—Just tell me, how is Narcissus connected to Isidore Alexandrian? Why him?ll



—¥ou,ll Julia Third said and waited, —Httle cunt,ll she finished, her voice
returning to a whisper. -+know you are fucking your brother-in-law.ll

Ohhh boy. Not even in her time had anyone invented a response to that.
That did not stop Iris from trying. -Hey, | was super drunk and someone
called mefat, so...l

—Rome knows,ll Julia Third said. —¥our husband being the necessary
exception. Or maybe he does, maybe he likes it that way. | was foolish to
trust Excelsior, that is my error.l Again her voice rose to conversational.
—Fhrow the slut out.ll

From behind a marble screen came two guys who ate whole cows for
breakfast. They politely approached Iris, while she continued to talk the talk,
and took her by the elbows.

Julia Third said, —Fhat morning your husband knocked my Opiter to the
ground and his nose became a knot of blood. These walls should have been
covered in his images, for he is a great man | the Republic stands on the
shoulders of his breed | but he refused to see himself chiseled into
colonnades. Now when | need his image the most, | have none. | only
remember his bloody face before your husband took him. And you dare to
ask me why?ll

—So tell melll Iris said, and the guards picked her up like adoll.

-Are you mad with jealousy?l Julia said, trembling —Fell Excelsior
that* I

And the rest Iris could not hear, as she was in the process of being thrown
out into the street.



7.S

There were a vast number of things Siegfried was sure of, but the current
top three were: one | he is the smartest guy around, two | people are
uninspiring, generally, three| Philip had a guilty part in the death of Isidore
Alexandrian.

—ife is never the thing you-ve imagined it to be, is it?l Philip said.
—-When | was a boy the thought of tomorrow many years beyond would evoke
euphoria deep within my chest. It was my personal treasure, that feeling. |
draped my future self in the images of a hero, a scholar, a philosopher, an
inventor, an explorer, a soldier, a consul. | could, | thought, and | would be
all those things and many more. | dreamed of epic loves and heartbreaks to
follow them. This was the beginning of my story. When really it was the
dream-s end.|l

-We asked you, bug, how your useless being landed into the service of
Isidore Alexandrian,ll Wulf said.

—+was getting to that signpost, o—illustrious skepquisitor. My father was a
drunk and a gambler. At thirteen | was sold to Isidore Alexandrian to cover
his debts. Little good it did my father, for but ayear later |l

Wulf slapped him. - don+ care about the sad fate of your sirell They
were doing the good skepquisitor | bad skepquisitor. Wulf was the good one.
Siegfried was regretting he had suggested the play.



Philip rubbed his lips and looked at his fingers| no blood. -+ deeply
apologize for my unfortunate digressions, illustrious skepquisitor Wulf de
Butterbroder. It must be in my unseemly nature.ll

—¥our mouth shal be an unseemly nature if it keeps the truth from
dlipping its grip.l

Philip was a youngish, but extremely educated slave, said to be very loyal
to Isidore Alexandrian. He talked with a polite, syrupy tone and wore that
nice guy, least-likely-suspect look on him. Siegfried guessed he must be the
Killer.

WEéll, no, not the killer, an accomplice. Isidore Alexandrian died by the
hand of Ptolemy the Mime (named so posthumously), who himself wasin the
deep end of being dead. The question was, on whose behalf. Siegfried spent
most of the day reading accounts of the murder and interrogating suspects.
Philip stood out.

At the second hour of the day, which roughly corresponded to seven in the
morning normal-times (the first hour starting at dawn and the twelfth ending
at dusk) Siegfried had questioned a very huge and likewise smelly former ex-
gladiator now ex-bodyguard named Gordian. He conversed mostly in curses
even Wulf had a bit of trouble parsing. He was a scum and a villain and
innocent. The laws of a murder mystery dictated that the obvious bad guy
was never the bad guy. Thiswas, after all, all part of the ordeal.

Then came Aristotle and his wife Helen, who were kept in a sub-cellar
near the cold chamber. They were very helpful. They eagerly shared what
they knew. Too eagerly. Shiftily even. So very shiftily, to be fair, they had to
be as innocent as the uncooperative Gordian.

Immediately out of the sub-cellar Wulf had insisted on a wine break.
Insisted. He said it was mid-fourth hour | which meant half past nine in the
morning | it was time to battle the regenerating beast of sobriety. Siegfried
left him in the kitchen, pouring hot water and honey into his wine cup, and
headed for the library. Of the books Diogenes had recommended he found:
Book of Suff Worthy of Remembrance by Marcus Verrius Flaccus, Nine
Books of Memorable Deeds and Sayings by Valerius Maximus, a manual on
etiguette titled Roman Decadence: How to Best Avoid It and a couple of maps
he could not make heads or tails of. Then his eyes caught on a charming little
parchment. It read: Inspiring Quotes by People Who Ended Up Dying
Horribly. Siegfried threw it into his satchel and went back to the kitchen,
where:



At the end of the fifth hour | at noon| he found Wulf, sleeping under a
table. After a kick in the ribs he rose quickly and even cheerfully. -Next we
must question that scum Issus,ll he said.

Issus was Isidore Alexandrian-s nomenclator, whatever that meant, old
and Greek. Fat around the waist and down the legs, aso up from the elbows
and down from his chin. And the face, the face was also fat. So fat all around,
honestly. Wulf hated him for some specific uninteresting reason and used this
opportunity to gnaw at Issus— probably already-on-the-run psyche. There
were a couple of red flags. First, Issus said nothing of relevance. Second, he
looked too unthreatening. But not Philip-unthreatening.

At the seventh hour, Wulf announced there was an inch of wine left in his
amphora. Siegfried winced, sighed and agreed to a small break. He needed it.
With only an hour of sleep the world was receding to shapes and shadows.
The bread drowned in olive oil he-d had for breakfast was now doing some
kind of trench warfare in his stomach.

A small smoky space, the kitchen was not meant for dining, or hanging
around, or breathing. Fatherlover-s cooks greeted them with smiles too big.
—bBon+t let your thoughts, noble illustrious skepquisitors, fall upon our dim
shadows,|l they said, slowly backing away. —-Rest yourselves, please!ll

At some point, eating a roasted tuna that had more salt than fish in it,
Siegfried fell asleep. The pain in his spine woke him alongside Wulf, under
the table.

Siegfried could not go back to sleep and he did not yet want to experience
the waking Wulf. After an improbably epic climb onto a stool, belching
vapors of tuna and grumbling against German-s lazy bones, he opened his
satchel and took out a stack of wax tablets| testimonies of Isidores clients
who were in the Rednose at the time of the murder.

In Rome if your person amounted to even a glimpse of worth you had to
have clients. The more, the better. You needed rich and powerful clients,
almost your equals, whom you granted favors in return for support. You also
needed poor, lowborn clients. For a meager daily allowance they followed
you around the city as your own persona cheerleaders, as your human-sized
trappings of prestige.

It was all very neat and tidy and structured. German-s ledger showed that
he, though not that high up the social ladder, was patron to quite a few
clients. Whenever German was in need of a leg or two up, he took the issue
to his patron | Isidore Alexandrian. Isidore himself had a patron |



Fatherlover, who was a client of someone referred to as the praefectus urbi,
who was a client of the princeps Antoninus Pius, who was clearly the
emperor (only nobody used that word) and the patron of all the Romans.
—Every dog has its keeper, every keeper begs for a bone,ll Diogenes had
described the hierarchy. He had a hard time dropping the dog metaphors.

Siegfried reread one poorly written account of the murder after another
and felt despair settle on top of his deep annoyance. The saves, the clients,
al of them tweaked it a bit, but essentially told the same, unreliable tale.

The facts of it were thus. Isidore Alexandrian would at times have his
breakfast in the emptiness of the Rednose Circus, often free of races dueto its
small size. The skepquisitor-s gladius gave him entrance to places closed to
the general populace. A small perk for those floating in the circles of power.

Three days back, Isidore Alexandrian had invited German to the Rednose
to taste the supposed wonders Helen could make out of eels and honey.
Before starting the meal, Isidore Alexandrian took German to the side to talk
about skepquisition business. Bodyguard Gordian stayed behind while
Ptolemy followed. And then| not one witness saw it, but all swore on their
mothers it happened so| Ptolemy killed Isidore Alexandrian and German in
return killed Ptolemy.

Only German, Isidore Alexandrian and Ptolemy knew the truth. And all
three were quasi-dead to dead. The closest to afirsthand account was a report
German had produced, dated yesterday. It was titled On the unavoidable
murder of illustrious skepquisitor Isidore Alexandrian by Ptolemy the Mime
of the mimetic conspiracy the Mimehood and the heroic intervention of
skepquisitor Aelius German into said conspiracy and, in smiting Ptolemy the
Mime, the prevention of the conspiracy-s full wicked fruit being borne.
German did not leave the impression of being the most reliable narrator.

The report said he and Isidore Alexandrian had been conducting an
Investigation into a secret mime society, dubbed the Mimehood. Rumors of
its power were flying wild around the Eternal City. Founded either on the
ashes of Carthage by its few, bitter survivors, or during the third servile war,
the Mimehood boasted every bad guy in Rome-s rogues gallery: the Gauls,
the Cherusci, Mithridates of Pontus, Parthia, Pyrrhus of Epirus. Caesar was
apparently stabbed on the orders of the Mimehood. Augustus poisoned by his
wife Livia, -=a mimetic whorell. There was no telling between fact, lies and
rumors on this.

The relevant part of the report read: -As investigation into the wicked



Mimehood was a matter of the utmost forethought and delicacy, | and my
dear beloved patron Isidore Alexandrian retreated behind a nearby portico,
looming over the equites stands, where no one could hope to eavesdrop. For
this purpose, the false guardian Ptolemy was left standing ten paces away.
Yet his ears must have been mimecrafted for he overheard Isidore
Alexandrian tell me that Opiter Erucius Narcissus is one of the Mimehood. |
believe that at that moment some wicked mimicry bloomed inside Ptolemy. It
mattered not that the bodyguard was weaponless, because before my eyes
could finish a blink, the hilt of Isidore-s gladius was in Ptolemy-s hands and
the blade was inside Isidore. He moved as lightning! His eyes had but
whiteness of snow in them. The vicious blow flung Isidore onto the parapet.
But with his dying breath my patron summoned Herculean courage to clasp
Ptolemy-s grip on the sword that was denying the skepquisitor his own
precious life. That donned me, Paullus Aelius German, with a heartbeat
enough to slay cursed Ptolemy the Mime. As my patron Isidore Alexandrian
saw the mime-s eyes take the shadow and blur of death, only then did he let
go and let his body fall onto the chariot tracks.ll

German, covered in Ptolemy-s blood, returned to Isidores clients and
slaves, told them they were guilty of failing to protect their dominus and
ordered them to surrender to the Merry Skepquisition.

And now, at the eighth hour, they were left with Philip. Isidore-s shadow,
his right-hand man, interpreter, secretary and valet. Indispensable,
irreplaceable, ever present, Philip, it was rumored, was by his dominus-side
even when he took a woman. —Find me a slave more devoted,ll I1sidore would
often jest, —-and | shall cut Philip-s throat here and now.ll And yet, at the
moment of the murder, Philip was not at the Rednose Circus. No, German ran
into Wulf and they caught Philip well on the way to Narcissuss on some
mysterious errand.

He had yet to reveal anything useful. Philip was now perched on his
wooden bunk like some malnourished bird, shivering al over. After Wulf had
slapped him he kept his head turned sideways, his left meekly extended in
defense. German was a short guy, shorter than most, but Philip looked like a
child playing dress-up with dad-s tunic. He looked confused, but when
addressed directly he answered in long, delicately constructed sentences.

Siegfried said to Wulf, He isunwell.ll

—Fhat might be.ll Wulf considered. “We should let him eat something. It
has been three days.|l



Siegfried said, —Philip, you are accused of taking part in a mimetic
conspiracy against Isidore Alexandrian. How do you respond.|l

Philip looked at them like they had just appeared out of thin air. -Noble
skepquisitors, while my current disposition unambiguously reeks of misdeed,
you must not forget | was taken and locked amongst these humble
furnishings under pretenses | am still neither fully nor even partially aware
of. You may demand | open the shutters and let daylight illuminate the
conundrum of my dominus—-death, but | ssmply cannot, for either there is no
conundrum, or you have not made it clear, with all due and proper respect,
what part of my service has been judged illumination wanting.ll

This guy. —Fell uswhy you think you are here.ll

As his eyes wandered with no clear purpose, he said, —Fhis shall soon
become the most unremarkable tale to be recounted so many a time. May
pranks draw a smile upon Baddie-s face, tomorrow is April Fools= On that
account a couple of mornings before, every hour of every day was taken with
dealings. Dominus had extended his patronage to a celebratory production of
Plato versus Plato, an unforgivably overlooked play by Virgo. However |
was beginning to understand the reason for its mild popularity, as production
had forced on us huge demands. I-ve spent myself dealing with the cursed
actors and aediles—freedmen and even the consilium of the praefectus urbi.
The bribes, the presents. During the salutation on that accursed day, an actor,
a peregrinus of Africa who had dared to name himself Cesarion and was to
play the part of Plato-s son, approached me. He related that the sandals he
wore were not Greek enough. He said Plato the Y ounger has to wear -a more
Hellenic sandal upon his foot!—

-S0 | accompanied dominus to the Rednose, where we met with
skepquisitor German.ll Philip mistakenly nodded at Wulf, then corrected
himself. -My glance, however, did not yet land its full weight on his noble
physiqgue when | had to excuse myself to see a crepidarius about the
aforementioned and accursed sandals. On my way there | felt someone
forcefully grab the sleeve of my tunic. | turned my head and again | saw
skepquisitor German.ll He meekly looked at Siegfried. -¥ou were agitated
and covered in blood. Your raging eyes al but knocked me to the ground
before your fist did.

—Noble skepquisitor Wulf was also present and commanded me to remain
where | was| inthedirt. | did so. Bloodied with my blood from a broken lip
and, as | reasoned later, with the bloods the blow gifted me, that of my dear



dominus and his murderer. The domus of Narcissus was nearby and you
spent a while inspecting it. When other skepquisitors arrived, | was dragged
to these chambers. Only later did | learn that dominus had been murdered and
that | was, apparently, conspiring with Narcissus, a man | had never
exchanged afriendly or an unfriendly glance with.ll

Siegfried said, =¥ ou say Narcissus just happened to be on your way to the
sandal-maker.I

—Fhat ismost correct, illustrious skepquisitors.|l

—¥ou, you little fuck, were not running to warn Narcissus?Il Wulf said.

—Fo warn him of what? How could | even foresee that a warning was
needed?ll

—Vile fucking mimicry. That is how.Il Wulf looked back at Siegfried and
gave him awink that meant, | got him,

Siegfried sighed and gently pushed Wulf to the side. -Be honest here,
Philip. It is suspicious you were caught hanging around Narcissus— when
German| when || apprehended you.ll

Still perched and shivering, Philip went quiet for a while. —Fhere once
lived a man who was believed to be humorless. None heard him laugh once.
When asked about this particularity, he, already old and wrinkly, answered he
boasted a great sense of humor, it-s just that he never came across anything
funny.ll

—¥ our meaning.ll

—My meaning is that sometimes it-s the cosmos that is at fault.ll

This guy. A coincidence. You were there by coincidence—Siegfried
said. —¥ou left the Rednose immediately after | arrived. Explain why were
you nowhere near the sandal-maker when | caught up to you.ll

—+am not sure there is a thing to explain, noble skepquisitor. | am a small
man, | tire quickly. And you must have moved on the wings of a great haste.|l

Yes, the fat marshmallow German of great haste.

—+vote we cut athing off his body, Il Wulf said, the good skepquisitor.

—Nay.ll

-A finger. No, four fingers! That-s less than half. Philip can choose which
ones.|i

-We-re done here, Wulf. Get him something to eat,ll Siegfried said, and
was about to leave. But then he stopped. He forgot the most important
guestion. —Philip, tell me. Tell me honestly as if | never knew. The kind of a
man your dominus was.ll



And Philip, he smiled. This guy. —tsidore Alexandrian was a brutal man.
Cruel and bitter and always unforgiving if wronged, no matter his disposition
on the day in question. But he was virtuous. He was born in an unpaved alley
in the backwaters of Hispania. By now most have forgotten this stain, his low
birth. Those below him forgot it out of fear. Those above forgot it out of
respect. But he never let himself forget. He appointed me to arrange, if the
morbid occasion arrived before my own death, his epitaph: -On the subject of
Isidore Alexandrian Isidore Alexandrian was always honest.—\What is already
the truth before Klowns, | doubt mortals will prove false.ll

Siegfried thought, | read Spartacus wasn+ from Sparta, but Thracia. Now
he says Isidore Alexandrian is not from Alexandria. They clearly don+ know
how to name things. Would you say, Philip, that you loved your dominus.ll

—+love myself and | am a product of Isidore Alexandrian. It stands | love
him by proxy.ll And the bastard bowed.

As they cut through the atrium Siegfried ignored his burning ass. Isidore
Alexandrian. Killed a day before they arrived. No crime scene to investigate.
Victim-s body burned. Witnesses useless. Suspects uninspiring. Murder
weapon |sidores own gladius. Siegfried unsheathed the gladius he was
carrying.

—Fhinking -bout killing some poor shitterl Wulf asked.

—Just enjoying the view.ll A gladius was a short sword so effective and
simple it looked factory made. The blade wasn+ all that sharp, best left for
thrusting. The hilt held quite comfortably, but the knobs of bone made
imperfect ridges for German-s puffy fingers. It had a bit of character at the
end, a pommel that looked like the head of arabid stallion straight out of a
cold-sweated nightmare. The nearest knob was inscribed with the name of the
beast: BUCEPHALUS.

Wulf said, —Fhe feeling of a blade by the side is reward enough, but how
delightful it is to witness senators whine about the sacred boundaries of
Rome. Fatherlover must enjoy this intensely, standing the single armed
senator at their meetings.ll

Siegfried sheathed the sword. “Wulf, your take on Isidore.ll

My what?l Impossibly, Wulf looked offended. —+ took no possessions
from him.ll

Siegfried sighed. Need to antique-up. —Please your heartfelt opinion on the
ungainly character of Isidore Alexandrian expel.ll

—¥ou are a strange man, German,ll Wulf said. +know you and Isidore



were as close as Vestal-s legs and on that account | give you my deep
sympathies. But | hardly knew the man. | thought him shifty, judgmental and
arrogant, all fine qualitiesin a man of our calling. Y et why do we still talk of
this? Narcissus is the mime, let Klowns have arest.ll

There were a couple of ways to read the situation. Ptolemy may have been
an agent of the Mimehood, but the Mimehood was a total unknown. The
combined knowledge of the mighty Merry Skepquisition on the subject was a
shrug. And Ptolemy, from what Siegfried had gathered, had absolutely no
motive to attack his dominus.

The story went: once lived a man whose name history will never bother to
remember. He got into deep debt, and when the leg-breakers came knocking
he sold himself into slavery and left his estate to his patron, Isidore
Alexandrian. A part of that estate was a boy named Duogon. The boy was
trained and schooled, and soon Isidore Alexandrian renamed him Ptolemy as
was the common practice in his household. Since then, Ptolemy quickly
moved up the ranks and reached the respected position of a personal
bodyguard. By all accounts he was quiet and effective, loved his drink and
got too excited about the chariot races. His wife had died giving birth to his
only son, and Isidore Alexandrian promised Ptolemy after six more years of
service he-d get freedom, and his kid would too.

Hour ninth, next stop Narcissus. As they waked down the portico,
Siegfried tried to be not impressed by the serious grandeur in the main
courtyard. From each of the four corners stretched rows of statues. They grew
in size and shininess until they reached the center, where a tree rose above
them, above other trees and above the roofs of the domus, its branches
weighted down by what seemed apples of gold. By a wall, four massive
hands of granite held a suspiciously empty gilded cage. Flowerbeds, hedges,
afew fountains, cobblestone walkways did the background work. In the mean
shadow of the golden apple tree a few men were shuffling scrolls, drinking
wine and, well, mostly drinking more wine. Slaves scurried around them,
bringing bread and cheese and jugs of water to dilute their wine and jugs of
wine to dilute their water. Siegfried left the shade of the portico and walked
to one of the golden apples that had fallen to the ground. It was a weighted
papi er-machc.

He caught up to Wulf, exchanging friendly obscenities with guards by the
gate. Beyond it lay the maximum security wing. No picnics or gilded cages
there. They passed some bricked-up doors, passed the torture chamber where



Siegfried had taken over German and reached the hall a the end of the
portico. Four doors there, but only one was guarded. And apparently not
Narcissus—one.

—What?l Wulf freaked. He ran up to a napping guard. —-©Orcos, wake up
you old whore. Imbecile, asleep when you should be guarding the
Archimime.ll

The guard jumped to his feet. -©h shit, greetings skepquisitor Wulf. | had
no peace last night, | thought I-d rest my eyesfor afew blinks.ll

—Fhat-s what how the Archimime gets you. Where is the other guyll

—Marcus Regulus was sent to Africa on urgent business.|l

—Marcus Regulus? The son of that testicle Plintus?ll

—No, the other Marcus Regulus. The fat one.ll

—Fhey—e both fat.ll

—Fhe fatter of the two. That Marcus Regulus is on a ship to Mauretania.
Fatherlover tasked him with restocking our African beasts.ll

—Hypnos take him, why should | care of his travels? Grab another guard,
cocksucker. One must never guard the Archimime aone.ll

Intrigued, Siegfried gave the dangerous Archimime a peek. Through the
small grate on the door he saw an old lady, peacefully sleeping in her bunk.

Wulf said, “We—~e here to further extract the truth out of Narcissus. Why
ishe not in his quarters?ll

Orcos the guard shrugged. —Narcissus is having his last cleansing at the
baths. Tonight he shall be trialed in combat versus a vicious panthera. That-s
half the reason Marcus Regulus was sent overseas, these trials are getting
more popular with each passing day .|l

Wulf looked at Siegfried, a satisfied grin on his gingerbread face. -+ see
Fatherlover made up his mind.ll

Well, darn.



8. |

Thereis afirst for most things, and this was the first Iris was thrown out
of a place. It might-ve not been as embarrassing if the throwing out had not
been literal. Iris rocketed through the doorway, landed on her feet, stumbled
and fell, hard. The men standing in the line were staring. She got up, dusted
off and gave them a curtsy.

She would not let one misstep cloud her sunny disposition. Iris was here.
That meant sightseeing and new people and exotic food and ancient
unbelievable Rome. She could step in every direction and gaze upon the
urban miracles of the greatest empire of the ancient world. Shit, she stepped
into another puddle. This one definitely had a dead rat in it. Nope, never
happened. She dropped into her litter and said, —Show me what you got, you
damn Eterna City.ll

—Bomina?l one of the bearers asked.

—DBude, just take me somewhere nice.ll

By the time she met Ziggy, a couple of hours before dusk, Iris was half-
dead from exhaustion. She shouted in lieu of a greeting, —Fhis is the best
vacation ever!|l

—Not a vacation.ll

—Eye of the beholder.ll

—¥owll love this, then. We—+e going to a party.li



They traded notes. The execution of Narcissus had Ziggy concerned for
all the wrong reasons. -4 he dies| game over. No Illuminati, no Funhouse,
we-e stuck in atime paradox without any chance of getting back. We have to
save him,ll he said.

-Also,ll Iris said, —because he-s probably innocent and every life is
precious?l

—¥eah. Surell Ziggy had a plan that mostly involved him going to the
April Fools-dinner and asking his boss real real nice. The plan aso involved
Iris—Rot getting in hisway.ll She punched him in the face and agreed.

Fatherlover knew how to throw a good party. Or more precisely, how to
own people who knew how to throw a good party. A slave wearing a white
tunic embroidered with gold thread whose job title probably read Pompous
Regal Announcer howled in his baritone about the arrival of skepquisitor
Paullus Aelius German and Iris Adlli. They walked through ten antechambers
and fell into a sea of people. Iris tried to avoid the constant infodump, but
there were just too many new faces, all of them her dear, long-time-no-see
friends. She spotted Excelsior right away, winking at her with an obscene
movement of the hand. Idiot. The remaining dramatis personae were: the host
Fatherlover and wife (kinda hot, kinda silent), up to five| Irislost count| of
their sons, Calpurnia, up to three of Isidore Alexandrian-s mistresses, a
dashing fellow Septicius, apparently a big deal, and a guy named Wulf that
Ziggy advised to stay away from.

Iris smiled to herself and took a few steps. -Hey you, Wulf,ll she said.
—¥ou look great.ll

Wulf looked like burned cookie. He-s probably the inventor, first victim of
the tanning bed. He was shoving olives, pieces of chicken, bread and oysters
into hisface. —is! My. Lovely,ll he said between bites.

—How-s the menu?ll

—Even your presence cannot enhance the greekling pulp served here in
place of wine.ll

—+don+ see that stopping you.ll

—Bah, the chickens are bearable.l Wulf drew nearer, looked around for
eavesdroppers. —By the table always be first. You must be hasty with all the
parasites in attendance,ll he said, the single lone person eating by the table, no
one even looking in his direction.

—¥ou do understand these are just appetizers? Later there-l be dinner.|l

—Ergh,ll he grunted, mouth full. -©nly women and catamites must act



polite when hungry.ll A drop of sauce landed on his toga.

Calpurnia swooped in, kissed Iris on the lips, ignored Wulf. -€ome on,
honey, oratory shal soon begin.ll Reception was over, the guests were
snuffling out of the atrium. Iris and Calpurnia took one of the ten
passageways leading to the inner courtyard. Wulf, in al his brown and
sweaty glory, a huge chicken bone in his cheek, followed a couple of paces
behind. Maybe he-s a living conductor attuned to ultraviolet.

A makeshift podium was fitted under an apple tree. Iris never knew spring
to be the season for apples, then again the ones hanging from the branches
were golden. A few rows of seats enfolded the set piece, but most guests
were settling on pillows and blankets. Three seconds after they found an
unoccupied blanket, Calpurnia dived into a story that required little to no
attention from Iris. She threw a backward glance and saw Wulf, trying to
look busy without the benefit of a phone or a cigarette. Maybe they tried to
burn him, but the fire gave up. -Hey, Wulf! Come over, you.ll

-What takes hold of you?ll Calpurnia muttered. —irst Diogenes, now this
one?ll

—thought you were nicer, Calps.|l

Capurnia narrowed her eyes, not quite sure what to make of it. —-Fhe name
Is Calpurnia Aelli and it shan+ bend any other way .|l

—+shall be frank, Il Wulf said, crouching beside them. A smile crossed his
orangey face, both goofy and vile, somehow. “When | heard I-m to be paired
with German | had my doubts, suppressed on account of my dignitas as they
were. -This arrogant mutt,— | told myself, -is hardly the worth of a broken
prick,—| forgive my Gallic, ladies | yet now | witness your sincere
aspiration, Iris, for us to grow closer. | could not be more honored if my
daughter was a concubine to the princeps.|i

—¥ ou have a daughter?l Calpurnia asked.

—Klowns no, if | fathered a girl | would immediately throw it out. It is
merely asaying.ll

Ziggy passed them, running after, being yelled at by Fatherlover. They
climbed onto the podium and everyone fell silent. Except for Ziggy:

—+t no, it-s not necessary, it-s monumentally stupi| II he stopped, turned to
face the crowd. Tried to smile. Iris laughed. He was forced to retreat before
Fatherlover-s stare made his insides gooey.

Fatherlover addressed his guests. -My dears, at midnight April Fools-
begins. Yet before this clowning hour comes, we mustn+ let remembrance



