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EPITOME
Should I say I mean to set accounts straight?
Ask not how many men have spoken those words in the history of Rome. The answer is: all of them. They would like the story of their lives amended, and above all, justified. I will not do that. My purpose is to set down a record of the life of the most remarkable man ever to be known as the Emperor of Rome. He ascended the throne when he was fourteen years old and died when he was eighteen. Yet he was an emperor. And a man.
Some say he was more—a demon come from the worst place in Hades to visit disgrace on Rome. These men have stated their case. After his death, the Senate proclaimed the damnatio memoriae upon the emperor. The name of Marcus Aurelius Antoninus was stricken from every place in the empire. His statues were thrown down and his coinage withdrawn from circulation. All memory of him as emperor, or even a man, was erased.
The vilification continues to this day. Two men who call themselves historians—Cassius Dio and his pupil Herodian—have issued their verdict on Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, but it must be said their viewpoints are skewed. Dio was a creature of the emperor who was overthrown by Marcus Aurelius Antoninus and the men around him—by us.
This record of course is written in blood, the same medium in which much of the history of Rome is written. Marcus Aurelius Antoninus changed history by restoring a dynasty that had been usurped. When he accomplished that against all odds, he reformed the institutions of Rome as they had not been reformed since Great Augustus reshaped the republic into an empire. He meant to change everything, including our traditions and gods.
Men of vision can bring forth vital change. That thing has been done before and will be done again. At some point, Rome will redefine herself. The need is there, citizens. We crave a new day with an eagerness that our ancestors, looking forward into the blank space of the future, would not recognize.
I’ll start my story at that point, where exhaustion presents itself like a ghost to be filled with more permanent forms. Beginning a life is an arbitrary choice, but when dealing with Marcus Aurelius Antoninus no uncertainty exists. I was present when his destiny was announced. No one recognized it because the words were spoken by an outlaw. That day in the legion camp of the most savage outpost in the Roman Empire, we witnessed what we thought was a disturbing incident in the life of an old man—the Emperor Septimus Severus—who was his uncle.
The day was dark, and we were upon darker business. For months, we had tried to subdue the barbaric Celts who inhabited the island of Britannia like their personal pigsty. Our campaign was marked by great success when we met our enemy on the field of battle, and greater casualties when we did not.
It was that kind of war.
BRITANNIA BARBARA
The Year 210
THE BLUE MAN
The Blue Man was someone who never should have appeared when he did. An anomaly, a manifestation of the gods, he arrived like a thing out of time.
He had been hunted down by scouts led by a Phrygian tracker who had gained fame by fetching a white leopard to the Secular Games. The Phrygian claimed to be guided by the Great Mother, but I trusted more in the senses of his dogs. Mild creatures with wide jaws and nostrils of nearly the same span, they nonetheless did the bidding of Caesar.
It was the fate of our expedition that the emperor accompanied us. Few Caesars fought with their armies, but Septimus Severus was an uncommon man. The first Roman emperor from Africa, he embodied the energy of that continent. He brought the empire from the chaos of civil war to order in the seventeen years of his reign, and he did it at the frontier many of those years, sharing the hardships of his legions and the reversals of fortune that are the soldier’s lot. Perhaps it was the life so much like a lottery that caused him to believe in luck.
I shared Caesar’s belief, but had no idea why this big stinking man had been brought to me. He was blue where he was not brown, painted the peculiar color milked from the glands of eels. He had no boots or sandals. The torque that circled his neck was steel. Most barbarians liked torques of gold. It said something of these northern Celts that what they valued was a harder substance.
“He should be cleansed before entering the emperor’s presence,” I said. “He’s sure to carry every kind of vermin.”
“I have orders, Tribune. This one appears as he was made.”
“Orders from whom?”
“Above,” said Oclatinus, raising his eyes to the sky.
I did not press the matter. Oclatinus was a frumentarii, who in ancient times were the collectors of the corn. Their universal presence in the empire eventually caused the emperors of Rome to decide upon their use as spies. From that point their numbers had grown, as had their power. The frumentarii could be ignored, overruled, or defeated, but not for very long.
“I can’t believe he appeared naked to your eyes.”
“There was a rag tunic on his body,” said Oclatinus, “but being filthy, it was discarded.”
And if the torque had been made of gold, it would have disappeared, too. The frumentarii were nothing if not collectors. Their corruption was the most certain thing in life.
“Has he a name?”
“He has nothing but what you see, Tribune.”
“A rank?”
Oclatinus scoffed. “You know how it is with these people. The one with the biggest stick is king for a day. Unless that silly paint on his body means something.”
I thought so. No Celtic tribe was well organized, but their customs were rigid. Everything about them meant something.
“Does he speak Latin?”
“He doesn’t speak at all, Tribune. This is the rankest piece of meat in Caledonia. Our trackers had been all over those swamps three times. It was so cold their piss froze before it hit the ground. They slept with the dogs to keep breath in their bodies and had to fight bear for their breakfast. Imagine what they thought when they found this animal inside the base of a tree.”
“An oak tree?”
Oclatinus looked to see if my question was serious. When he decided it was, the frumentarii spoke quietly. “I didn’t think to ask, Tribune. But if you wish, I’ll order the tracker brought here. At the moment, he’s being treated by the surgeon for the bites he received.”
I did not ask who had put his teeth into the tracker. The Blue Man had obviously partaken of his first meat in weeks. His long body was taut and his ribs enumerated like the rungs of a ladder. Though he seemed strong at the core, his flesh plaited with muscle, he had reached the point where he fed on himself to survive.
Most naked men show fear when faced with their captors, but the Blue Man had shown nothing until his brown eyes flashed when he heard the word “oak.” “Knowledge of the oak” was the Latin translation of his creed. That is, if he was who he seemed to be.
“What’s your name, priest?”
The Blue Man did not reply, but his eyes said he understood.“I’m going to tell you something you may not know. All men can be made to talk, even if they have no story to tell. I think you do. You and your kind are supposed to be extinct.”
Again, the Blue Man said nothing.
“When you get inside, make up your mind to perform. It’s the only way you’ll survive.”
The Blue Man no longer chose to feign the idiot. He brought both hands forward from behind his back, slowly, holding them out to show they were empty.
My sword, always at the ready before the door to the emperor’s chamber, came to his throat. Oclatinus drew his sword, and at the sound of quickened blades the guards from the entrance came running with their weapons drawn. In an instant, the Blue Man was ringed by metal the way his barbarian charm ringed his neck.
“Oclatinus, you fool!”
“He was bound! Tribune, I swear this man was bound!”
“Your oath would do us no good if he were allowed to pass. You know the penalty for endangering Caesar’s life.”
Being flogged to death was the prospect Oclatinus faced. “Ask the guard,” he said in a bad voice. “They’ll tell you he was secure!”
I looked to Lepidus, centurion of the guard, who nodded. “Yet now he’s unfettered.”
“I can’t explain it, “ said Oclatinus. “But you called him a priest. Is he a sorcerer?”
I raised my sword to the Blue Man’s neck above the torque. The image of a snake had been graven into the twists of steel. Yes, he was a sorcerer.
“Tell Oclatinus what it means to have knowledge of the oak.”
The Blue Man’s smile spoke of what it meant to go against Rome—the long months in hiding, living on roots, bark and nuts, drinking foul water, and on a good day, blood. The teeth were stained brown where they were whole, and blackened where they were broken.
“This fellow may not look like much, Oclatinus, but he’s an important man of the Caledonian tribes. If I’m not mistaken, he’s a Druid.”
Oclatinus blinked. “A what?”
“They’re no longer enemies of the state. Druids were priests of the Old Religion. They made sacrifice by burning their captives alive in wicker cages. They read the movements of the burning men to decide the future. Often, the interpretations went against the interests of Rome.”
“A political agitator,” said Oclatinus. “Does he know the Latin for that is dead man?”
Oclatinus dropped his sword from the Druid’s third rib to the cloth that hung at his loins. He dallied, moving his blade in circles, then with a snap of his wrist cut the cloth. It dropped to the ground, leaving the man’s blue belly and his softest parts exposed.
“A cock like a bull,” said Oclatinus. He took the man’s member on the flat of his blade, then moved the blade forward until the sharp tip touched his scrotum. “You nearly cost me my life. Now we’ll see what your joke costs you.”
The Druid did not look at the weapon between his legs. He spoke with an accent that rolled our precise tongue. “Go on. Take my manhood. Fools prize most what they have not.”
The Druid might have known that a servant of Caesar would never destroy his master’s booty; but Oclatinus was not the most forgiving man in the empire. Even as I put myself between them, I wondered what kind of man, naked before his enemy’s sword, would throw out a challenge he could only lose?
One answer presented itself: a man who had no fear of death.
I had never seen one before.
* * *
And I should not have seen one in the antechamber of the most powerful man on earth. The priests called Druids had once been dominant in the Celtic tribes that stretched from the forests of Germany to the Western Sea. Believing that their souls traveled after death, entering the spirits of men still alive, they reckoned they were immortal. Armed by that belief, they were the most fanatic leaders the legions of Rome ever faced.
They were not supposed to be found on the northern frontier of the empire now. More than a hundred years before, in the time of Claudius Caesar, an expedition had been sent to exterminate the Druids, who were a constant problem. The priests of the forest had been hunted down man by man over the length of Britannia until they were driven into a cul-de-sac on the island of Anglesey off the western coast.
That place on the rim of the world was the center of their religion. The legions under Seutonius landed on Anglesey from boats and deployed for battle, but were not met by the enemy, who hid in the forest. Eager to engage them, Seutonius ordered his men forward. They had advanced a mile into dense wilderness, their scouts confused, when the enemy struck.
Let it be known that the legions wavered when faced by an attack from men who did not believe their essence would be extinguished. Were it not for the discipline that told our troops that everything that bleeds must die, the priests might have carried the day and bridged their legend from Britain to their cousins in Gaul until the empire tottered. Fighting naked as was their custom, arising from pits dug in the ground, dropping from trees, causing chaos among our cavalry, attacking from all directions, the Druids bore on our formations and with their broadswords inflicted heavy casualties.
In battle, where success depends on shock, the priests could not be thrown back. When their comrades died on our shields, they employed those bodies for which there was no longer a use to vault overhead into our ranks. When their swords became useless because their limbs had been hacked away, they bit off pieces of our flesh with their teeth. And when their attack was finally broken and they were driven back to the edge of a cliff overlooking the sea, many of these men jumped to the rocks below rather than allow their enemy the pleasure of the kill.
The Druids were destroyed to the last man and their bodies decapitated. Every dwelling on the island was put to the torch. Hounds were put to the earth to discover their hideouts in underground culverts and caverns. Divers searched the shore for grottoes and caves until they ended at the beginning of the circle. Last, since the Druids worshiped trees, all the trees were slain.
I know these things because my great-grandfather, Marcellus, told them to me. The Destruction of the Druids was the greatest tale my pater familias related to the child on his knee.
They were colored men, he said. Blue is the sacred color of the Druids, and all those men who did not believe they could die were painted blue.
* * *
I would have secured this Druid in double irons, and ringed him permanently with steel, but shortly afterward, the emperor’s first son, Antoninus, who was known as Caracalla, informed me that his father wished to see his prize now. “Serve him up,” is what the young man said, as if speaking of the next course at a banquet.
I did not contravene the word of Caesar’s successor. Caracalla was insane even then, but who could tell? The emperors who rose to power by force, like his father, knew what it took to stand astride the world. Caracalla and the palace brats like him were born to live a fantasy of unlimited power. Nothing that can be said about him is untrue. Yes, he was undersized, snouted like a boar, and wished to punish all the world that was well made. Yes, he once threw a soothsayer to a den of lions, and when by a miracle that man emerged whole, Caracalla had him killed for surviving.
There was no lesson in that save the obvious, which should never be ignored. I had the Druid led into the royal chamber by Thrax, who was eight and a half feet tall and half as broad. Flanking the Blue Man were Praetorian Guards with swords crossed under his throat. The priest ignored Thrax, and the others, as he disdained everything. His only concession was the way he held his hands before his crotch. That proved he was not a complete barbarian.
“Caesar, the prisoner.”
The emperor looked up from the map on his camp table. Geography was the most natural thing in war, but what the legions fought was the miasma of the swamps, the bitter weather of the highlands, and an enemy who did not give battle. After the villages were burnt, the cattle slaughtered, and the women and children sold into slavery, nothing was left to fight. Our sentries were sometimes found with their throats cut and our scouts hanging by their entrails from trees, but no armies of barbarians came against us. The standing battles for which Septimus Severus was famous were denied him. All he had gained were casualties in excess of thirty thousand men.
The frustration showed on his face, which in official portraits was benign and mystical. The image was cultivated. Caesar was a short but powerful man with brilliant eyes that exerted the force of his person. His full head of hair showed the gray of his sixty-two years, but it was a nest of curly ringlets, and his beard, too. Only his unbreakable will did not show. As he looked upon his prisoner, the months of blood and sweat to no point seemed to descend on the Blue Man, as if the evils of this campaign had taken form.
“Bring him wine,” said Caesar. “The man looks chilled. Or is blue his natural color?”
The court, led by Argentocoxus, a Caledonian, laughed. They were joined by the demented sounds of Caracalla and a fair-haired boy of seven years who sat at the emperor’s left. He was Caesar’s nephew, the most beautiful boy in Britain, whose name was Varius.
“I should like to be painted like that,” he said with a smile. “All in azure blue.”
Caesar looked fondly on his favorite, whom he loved more than his two sons. “We shall ask him about his methods and art, Varius. Perhaps he will reveal his secrets this day.”
One of Caesar’s body servants brought a chalice of wine to the prisoner, who turned his head away. I did not blame him. The wine given to the legions on this campaign was infused with horehound to ward off the chest complaints caused by the weather. It tasted like gall.
“He will drink,” said Caesar. “His tongue must be loosened.”
So the prisoner drank. Another servant appeared to hold back the Blue Man’s head while the first poured; but those barbarian shoulders were so high that the services of Thrax became necessary. The giant grappled the Blue Man down to his knees by the hair, and held back the head until his eyes stared at the ceiling and the mouth opened in spite of itself.
Drink the gall, I thought. Resistance will only make your death more painful.
But he would not swallow. The wine welled up in his mouth and ran over his matted beard to his chest, adding a red stain to the blue dye and mud. When the chalice was empty, the servants stepped back. That was the moment when the Blue Man spewed a blood-red gusher of wine halfway to the table at which Caesar sat.
No one spoke. In the air lay a mist created by the Blue Man’s expulsion, hovering like a curse.
“It seems he isn’t thirsty,” said his countryman, Argentocoxus. A short stout Celt who had come over to us, he walked in his chesty way to stand before the Blue Man.
“Yes,” he said. “I know you.”
The Blue Man spat. The attempt was manful, and the gob of spittle landed at Argentocoxus’ feet. On his sandals, in fact.
“He’s one of Barradnach’s people,” Argentocoxus said. “Barradnach was a minor chieftain with tribal quarters near Kopay. I remember this one. Before he chose to pursue the ways of the dark past, he was educated in a Latin school. In other words, he understands us.”
“A lie,” said the Blue Man as he rose to his feet, boosting his voice in the same strong way. “I learned nothing there. No man of power could learn anything in that place.”
“Hear him, Caesar!” said Argentocoxus. “What stands before you, daubed like a clown, is a powerful man.”
The emperor stirred as if he might come to meet the two Caledonians. But Caesar rarely taxed his gouty legs. He rarely left the praetoria, and when he did, traveled in a litter.
“I’ll tell you something true,” he said to the praetoria. “Long ago in Gaul, I spoke to men of the Celtic tribes about their customs and ancient practices. They said that the old ways were lost, because all their priests had been lost. Now, I find that’s untrue. Tell me, Druid, where did you learn the things that mean so much to you?”
“In the forest,” he answered. “There a man can be free. Yesterday, it might have been on this ground, until the legions destroyed the hearts of the trees. That is the way of Rome. Nothing sacred can stand. Nothing remains unpolluted. The earth itself must be paved with stone to carry the orders of Caesar. The fruit of the vine is poisoned with filth. You wash your bodies in great baths but can never be clean. The oak that speaks lays silent as boards under your asses.”
Caesar heard the words, ignoring the insults. “If the oak speaks, what does it say?”
“That you will never leave this island alive.”
Everyone now knew what the Druid meant by power. Measuring his death in his words, he spoke them directly, flagging a challenge in to the man who ruled all the world worth having. You will die soon. You will die here.
The praetoria was silent. Even Caesar seemed daunted. Everyone knew he followed the sun god Mithras, believing in the zodiac and its interpreters. Set in the ceiling of the praetoria was a mosaic displaying the houses of the planets and the symbols that spoke the future through the heavenly bodies. Everything could be found there but the part that “observed the hour” when Severus was born. That day—that hour and minute—was his secret.
“As a seer you take the well-trodden path,” said Caesar. “Telling an old man he will die one day on campaign is like saying the sun will rise in the east. That’s not power. It’s like the man who stumbles from his bed in the dark but unerringly finds his pisspot.”
“You would hear more, Caesar?”
Severus smiled at the Blue Man. “I would be entertained.”
The Druid’s eyes roamed west of Caesar until they focused on Caracalla, who stood by his father’s side, bored, as ever, by the import of words.
“Since we speak of piss, know that your son and heir will die in it.” The Druid’s eyes leered as if he saw far into space where distance warped as time; as if he were reading the future. “This Caesar will meet his end reeking of animal waste in the most terrible place in his empire.”
Caracalla, whose future had been spoken, laughed. “My empire? So I’m to be Caesar. Now there’s a happy thought.”
The rest of the company followed Caracalla’s laughter. Even Caesar seemed amused. He had two sons. Geta, the second, was sane, and only one year younger than Caracalla. He was at Eboracum to the south with his mother.
But the Druid was not done with his prophecies. He waited until the laughter passed before he spoke again to Caracalla. “You will be more than an emperor,” he said. “Your destiny is to fill your mother’s lap with blood.”
“Enough of that!” said Caesar harshly. “We do not speak of women here, least of all the empress. Nor do we speak of blood just yet.”
The Druid heard his fate spoken, but turned to Caesar as if he had forgotten him, like a coin bet on a board. He spoke with scorn. “Since we speak of women, know they will come to rule your empire, Septimus, whose name means the seventh. All the manly virtues of Rome will expire within the time of your house. Your men will become women. And the treasures of your gods will be looted.”
“You prophecy doom with every breath,” said Caesar. “I wonder, could it have to do with being a prisoner? And the feelings in your breast? Tell me truthfully, Druid.”
The Blue Man closed his eyes as if to show his presence was as great as Caesar’s. No one moved. No one blinked. Even Caracalla gave his attention, or rather, went over to the brooding that was the other side of his madness.
“I have more clarity in my thoughts than I had thought possible.” The Druid opened his eyes and brought them to the boy Varius. Caesar’s nephew seemed entranced by the figure in blue. More, he seemed transfixed as the Druid raised his hand and pointed at him.
“This is a Child of God.” The Druid lost his balance and staggered. “In him is the beginning and the end. He will prepare the way for all that follows.”
“That’s better,” said Caesar, patting his nephew’s knee. “We would have our prophets recognize fate in every form, especially when the form is so perfect.”
“Can we have more?” said the boy. “I wish to know more.”
“What awaits you, Varius, is all you can wrest from life,” said Caesar. “The gods point the way, but fate must be taken by the hand. When I was the legate in Gaul, I had a dream one night where a stranger appeared and took me up to a high place. There, I could see Rome and all the world. As I gazed down on the land and sea, I laid my hands upon these things as one might an instrument that could play every mode. And they all sang together.”
“In perfect harmony,” said the boy.
“In the dream, yes,” said Caesar. “Five years later, Emperor Commodus was assassinated in his hunting theater. Two pretenders bargained with the Praetorian Guard for the throne so they might be be Caesar. When I saw that shameful scene, I marched down from the north with my legions. I disbanded the Guard, dismissed the pretenders, and named myself emperor.”
“And slaughtered half the Senate,” said Caracalla, very pleased. “That was the best thing you did, Father.”
Caesar turned from his perfect nephew to his imperfect son. He seemed to want to right the family imbalance when the Druid began to rant again.
“What begins in blood will end in sacrifice!” he said. “Hear me!”
We listened. His voice was inhuman, beyond the ken of all we know. A strange substance pulsed from the Druid’s lips, fetid and blue, filling the praetoria with a deep stench.
“One God!” he shrieked. “One God above all others!”
He fell to his knees as if driven down, though no one touched him. The guards with drawn swords were staring. The servants were awed. They listened to the words that seemed jerked from the Druid’s mouth.
“This god will not be the sun that you worship, Caesar. He will be both dimmer and brighter. He comes from the east, but is understood by none. The future of your empire belongs to the man who will seize and hold his worship!”
Varius bolted from his chair. He ran three steps toward the Druid, but stopped short. He looked at those eyes that struggled with starvation and the blast of alcohol.
The Druid looked at the boy as a destination. “You will rise up to be the greatest man in the world,” he said. “And your name will be scorned to the ends of the earth.”
“Enough!” Caesar slammed his hand on the table. “Remove him!”
The Druid was given to Caracalla, who had him taken from the praetoria to the gate of the encampment. There, the prisoner was crucified by his genitals. He hung upside down, long and bitterly, as was the custom with criminals.
THE DYNASTY
Shortly afterward, Caesar’s health turned worse. He withdrew to Eboracum south of the Hadrian’s Wall, where his wife and younger son, Geta, kept court. The Great Campaigner traveled in a litter all the way. Caracalla assumed command of the expedition against the northern tribes, which he conducted with furor but no success. His only concern was to gain the confidence of the army. Caracalla had taken that much counsel from his father. The man who controls the legions is de facto Caesar.
At Eboracum, the emperor fell into a decline. I heard rumors by Oclatinus, who had been promoted to proconsul, that Caracalla bribed his father’s doctors to hasten the emperor’s end; but I cannot speak to the truth of that. The frumentarii advanced information on all subjects without knowing the truth, or caring for anything but their power. That spidery thing should always increase, the organization grow ever larger, until it was indispensable.
In Britannia, the frumentarii were very busy. They learned that Caesar, who doubted Caracalla’s stability, would name both sons to joint command of the empire after his death. That meant the corn spies must jockey in two directions, casting seed that could be worked no matter who won.
The end came, as it seldom does, expectedly. The tremendous energy that was the hallmark of Septimus Severus expired one afternoon as if on schedule. Caesar turned from the report that he had been reading and told his attendants to send immediate messages to his sons. He put aside the medallion he always wore, which was the missing portion of the zodiac where the hour of his birth was recorded, and lay on his bed. At the same moment, two eagles swept down on the palace gate, paused in midair as if taking on some unseen burden, and climbed swiftly out of sight.
Caracalla barely had time to reach his father at Eboracum. We rode in the from the north on a moonless night in the third month of winter over ice-covered roads, killing three horses and two slaves who could not maintain the pace, so he might take the hand of the brother he loathed, walk to the side of the father whose end he wished with all his might, and hear the words Caesar spoke on his deathbed.
“Be good to each other, be generous to the army, and pay no heed to anyone else.”
The last words of Severus went unheeded. The army recognized both sons as Caesars, but the brothers refused to recognize each other. Even as they bore their father’s ashes back to Rome, the young emperors kept separate quarters. Their relations were so strained that when we reached Londinium, the chief port of Britannia, each traveled with his contingent of Praetorian Guards, refusing to have any contact with the other.
As a Tribune of I Gallica, I accompanied Caracalla with the party of the Mother Augusta through Gaul. Always, we mirrored the movements of the legions under Geta’s command, following the same roads and never losing sight of the brothers bound so close in hatred. We would have gone on all the way to Rome in that tandem but for the illness that Severus’ nephew Varius contracted when we crossed the dangerous passes of the Alps.
Caracalla was furious at the delay and determined to arrive in Rome not a step behind his brother. Nothing would stop that from happening. I understood the urgency when he called me to his praetoria on the verge of a cliff with a drop of six hundred feet to jagged rocks below. Each man who came to Caracalla walked a narrow path along the cliff. He tested his courage. Twice.
“We’re going ahead,” he said as he sat in his bath with a whore. “You’ll have charge of the Mother Augusta’s party and bring it safely home. Must I impress you with the gravity of this mission?”
“My lord, I understand.”
He looked up at me with that nose stolen from the lowest animals. “I doubt you do. It grieves me to leave the imperial nephew in poor health, but I cannot tarry in this place. Varius will recover from his illness.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“You will see to it.”
“I will do everything possible, my lord.”
“Do more,” said the emperor. “Make up your mind to his recovery. If anything happens to my cousin, I’ll have you in the hunting theater against twenty leopards.”
I had not known Caracalla loved any man so well that he noticed their absence. What he loved was torture. I wondered if the whore knew he had bitten the nipples off the last one.
“My lord, you may rely on me.”
Caracalla stepped from his bath. Two servants rushed with cloths to hide his nakedness, but he did not notice them. He stood before me dripping dirty water with one hand on his whore, who was beautiful, and the other holding a finger to my face.
“You will have a sword for the leopards,” he said. “A wooden sword.”
* * *
I wondered if Caracalla wanted his cousin to recover. I had no idea of his true feelings for Varius, but his lust for the entertainment of blood could not be satisfied. Nor did I fault his memory. Madness often has facilities that exceed normal bounds.
It was my luck that the imperial nephew in two weeks regained his health from spotted fever and retained no blemishes on his body. We resumed our journey and had a late arrival in Rome a fortnight later. Thus I earned the gratitude of Julia Domna, Severus’ wife, who was still the Mother Augusta of Rome.
She was thankful for my efforts to secure Varius’ health, which included sending to Verona for a physician who had treated my family for a generation. She was even happier to reach Rome, where she could assert herself. Julia Domna was the only link to the leadership Severus had provided. The sons respected their mother not only as the author of their beings, but as a source of good sense. Skilled in the management of bureaucracy and the language of governance, the Mother Augusta had practiced those talents as Severus’ partner.
She would have done the same for her sons, but even the vestige of sanity fled as the division of power between the brothers carried to lunatic heights. After Geta and Caracalla led the public ceremony to deify their father, they divided the royal palace into halves. Each half had its own entrance, while the connecting doors and passages throughout the vast complex were barricaded. Two competing sets of Praetorian Guards kept watch at every point of access.
The factionalism found its reflection in the city. Instead of a court, two shadow governments arose. In the Senate, a man was either Caracalla’s or Geta’s. Though he was more often the latter, enough politicians accepted Caracalla’s money to make every issue a contest. When cases came up for trial, both sides strained every lever of power to have the verdict rendered for their clients, destroying every notion of fairness at law. Even the priests who read auguries from the bowels of animals were bribed to discover signs of favor. The circus games grew so riotous that the streets were in turmoil and dangerous. A man wore blue or he wore green, and woe to the citizen who found himself in the wrong color.
Never was Rome so divided. The sun came up each morning like the last day before doom. I was glad when orders came from the Mother Augusta, telling me to repair to the capital of Gaul as Prefect of the City. I arrived at Lugdunum the second week of March. The distance from Rome caused me to acquire news of the next weeks at secondhand.
The differences between the emperors grew. Geta and Caracalla tried to settle the issue with poison, each subverting the other’s guards, servants and tasters, but the plots were foiled each time. It was Julia Domna who exposed the assassination attempts and kept the brothers alive to be at odds. She was the only person in the empire who could speak to her sons, and the only one capable of effecting a compromise.
For weeks, the Mother Augusta toiled between the fratricides, carrying proposal and counter-proposal in an attempt to return sane rule to the empire. Finally, she had success when she put the matter in terms of territory. The brothers made a board game of the empire, trading provinces and peoples like coins and shuffling borders like cards. In the end, they settled on a plan of division. Geta would have the east as far as Syria, while Caracalla took the west.
It was while negotiations were underway that Geta decided to meet Caracalla in their mother’s apartment so they should come to a final agreement. The reason Geta agreed to such a dangerous course is unknown. He might have thought he was safe because his mother always favored him, as did most people. He was not the first man to be seduced by numbers.
Geta lost half an empire, and his life, when Caracalla’s men broke into the apartment with daggers drawn. The murder came furiously. Those who saw the Mother Augusta afterward said that her lap was steeped in the blood of her second son, and that on her hand was a gash given as she tried to intercept an assassin’s blade. Geta had died in her arms.
In the days that followed, so was Rome swept by a tide of blood. Caracalla’s Praetorians raged throughout the city. Carrying the death lists of the frumentarii, they murdered Geta’s supporters in their homes, in the baths, on the streets, at their suburban villas, and even in the temples. How many died no one knew, but they were thousands upon thousands. Half the aristocracy of Rome, including my uncle and his first-born son, disappeared under the onslaught.
And the army held for the winner.
SYRIA
Six Years Later
ANTIOCH
I spent four years as Urban Prefect of Lugdunum, the capital of Gaul, before I came east in the winter of 217 to serve the emperor in his campaign against the Parthian Empire.
I would like to report that we defeated our enemy, but Caracalla spent most of his time outfitting his army. He raised a cavalry of elephants to emulate Hannibal, the African leader he took as his forefather. He armed several legions with the weapons and uniforms Alexander the Great had used when he set out against the empires of the East.
It was a play of war with armies that never knew battle. The Parthians had no idea of our intentions. When they learned that they had come under attack, they were slow in raising their armies. By the time they came against us, Caracalla had raided several towns, looting and burning and setting his lions loose on the inhabitants. Satisfied that he had inflicted damage upon his enemy, he withdrew his legions and retreated to winter quarters at Edessa.
We spent a miserable season in barracks that led to a rainy spring. I was as bored as any soldier in my command until a day in early April I was summoned to the quarters of a man who would have an impact on the empire far out of proportion to his stature.
Marcus Opellius Macrinus was a Prefect of the Praetorian Guard. Like many men who rose to prominence under Severus, he was African. His black hair and beard were tousled in curls, and his nose had been made so big that it looked like a replacement fitted with no special skill to his face. A lawyer in his youth, Macrinus had exchanged public slander for private misrepresentation without reference to morality. He had no need of that serving Caracalla.
“Marcellus Decimus, I called you here to say I’m assigning you to serve as questor at the garrison of Raphanae.”
I said nothing. At best, it was a lateral move. A wiser man might have called it a demotion for things done too well.
“You’re disappointed,” said Macrinus. “You’d rather stay here to fight the Parthians.”
“If that’s to be done.”
“It will not be done,” he said. “At this moment, peace is being made.”
“So this campaign undertaken at such expense produces nothing for Rome.”
“That’s not for you to say. Nor is it my business to explain the realities of power to a battle commander. The emperor needs the services of a loyal man to maintain peace in Syria. You may refuse the assignment of course.”
If I wanted to die under the breath of lions. Caracalla ate with them, slept with them, and fed them better than his body servants. More than once, he fed them his body servants, so those great rank cats might partake a haunch or arm while it was still warm.
“I accept, Marcus Opellius. Am I to take full control of Upper Syria?”
“You will have those duties, though you understand the Mother Augusta has taken up residence in Antioch. You must defer to her in all matters. Most men might find that difficult, but I understand you are a friend.”
“I respect her judgment more than any. Except, of course, the emperor’s.”
“Then the choice is good.”
Macrinus smiled, a thing he never did to his superiors. “I would like you to leave immediately. Talks with the Parthians are proceeding well, but the emperor wisely does not trust their words. You will be tasked with bringing the garrison to readiness. Be prepared to move at once in case negotiations do not come to a successful conclusion.”
“So you expect trouble.”
He clasped his right ear where a hole had been bored for the placement of jewelry. “The emperor tries to anticipate the future. At this moment, he is preparing to make offerings at the shrine of Sin to ensure the successful end of this war.”
“Sin? Is that not a temple of expiation?”
“The emperor has nothing to be forgiven for. But he submits to the will of the gods.”
Greater lies had been spoken, but I did not take this as Macrinus’. A man who hated himself like Caracalla will seek a better self through magic. Wherever his army tarried, the emperor sought out sanctuaries where healing was done. To what purpose? The part of Caesar that wanted healing was not his body. But expiation for his crimes—that made sense.
“I’ll leave at once, Marcus Opellius. Shall I give my farewell to the emperor?”
“That won’t be necessary.”
* * *
I counted myself lucky not to chance an appearance before Caracalla. He spent his life searching for what he lacked, never imagining it was a conscience. Surprisingly, he retained power throughout his reign. Although hated by the patricians, the people were his.
The rest he left to his mother. Julia Domna ran the business of the empire, following her son to war, as she had done with her husband. When he spent money on the legions that could not be paid, she found the means. When he slaughtered half the male population of Alexandria in Egypt on a whim, she consoled the grieving mothers, of whom she was one.
We were all like the Mother Augusta, who had seen her son murdered, yet served his murderer. I should have gone from Edessa to my post at Raphanae in the south, but I chose as a matter of policy and politeness to bend my journey and pay my respects to her.
Antioch, lying on the Orontes River, was the capital of the East. Blessed with a fine climate, surrounded by hills and one great mountain, the city attracted the best dancers, actors and athletes to its theaters and amphitheaters. Here, pleasure was the only principle, and the sun the focus of every act.
I entered the city on the sixth day of the Great Mother’s Festival that would end on the seventh with the Games. The city was overwhelmed. The Avenue of the Caesars, as wide as ten chariots, could not be crossed by a starving dog. All the population between the aged of five and fifty turned out to revel. Every second man was drunk and every third a pickpocket.
Every woman was a chance at love, and they roistered in the taverns and hung from their balconies, shouting to the throng below and stripping flower petals on their heads. Music came from everywhere as harps filled the air, but other sounds came, too, heavy and pulsating. Drums and tambourines. Flutes and clarinets, and a strange haunting sound, like a hunting horn.
I took the passage through the perfumer’s quarter. Though the mixing rooms were shut, the air reeked with the aromatic gums of hartshorn and fleur de lys. A group of men came along with casks of wine and perfume. They drank the first and shook out the second, flinging it to the passersby, men and women alike. “For the Mother!” they cried. “For the Great Mother!”
At the end of the passage, I found the street where the palace lay on high ground above the river. This bastion of state three stories high with a forty-column front would see no petitions presented today. The bureaucracy had been shelved until after the games.
That made the reception I received at the entrance to the palace surprising, especially since I had sent a letter ahead. The guards, two mutes with axes, crossed their weapons when I gave my name, refusing to allow me through.
“Stand down! Marcellus Decimus commands you!”
Confusion showed in their eyes; but they could not speak and would not step aside.
“Must I ride you down?”
I had my hand on my sword, but stopped at a movement from the terrace above. The figure that passed with a tunic belted around an obese body must be Humilis, the Mother Augusta’s chamberlain. When I shouted to him, he stopped.
“Marcellus?” he said, peering forward, as if unsure of his identification. “Is that you?”
“Yes. I would see the Mother Augusta, but the guards have their axes and apparently their orders.”
Humilis nodded, but again, as if unsure. “Whence do you come?”
“From Edessa.”
“Edessa,” he said. “Who sent you from that place?”
Something was wrong, and at Edessa. Surely it was bad. “Chamberlain, I’m on my way to Legion III Gallica at Raphanae to be questor. I wish to pay my respects to the Mother Augusta. I will gladly surrender my sword if you tell me what has happened.”
The Syrian looked at me long. His double chin and overshot jaw seemed to make his face even fatter. I could not see his lips move within the layers of flesh.
“What do you know about the emperor, who were so lately by his side?”
Regardless of the things I knew, and more I had forgotten about Caracalla, my heart faltered and my words came poorly. “I know the emperor goes on pilgrimage to the Temple of Sin. Nothing more.”
“But there is more, Marcellus. Much more.”
“What has happened?”
“The emperor is dead,” said Humilis, bowing his head. “Assassinated by his troops.”
* * *
I now understood why my welcome was difficult. Though I was known by the Mother Augusta’s entourage, I came from the army. I might be part of the plot, which was not necessarily concluded. The logical course after murdering an emperor was to exterminate his family.
“When did it happen?”
Humilis was slow with his answer as we stood in the doorway before the atrium. The universe that had been as orderly as it was rich had become a lethal maze. At any moment, assassins might burst through the door, killing indiscriminately.
“We just had word of his death. It happened yesterday. The emperor was on his way to the Temple of the Moon when he stopped by the side of the road. He had been having trouble with looseness in his bowels. And while he was thus engaged—”
“Who did it?”
“The word we have is of a lone assassin. The man was part of the emperor’s bodyguard. Julius Martialis.”
“Martialis?”
“You know him?”
“He’s an Evocati.”
Humilis paused heavily. “And if I might know who they are—”
The ignorance of most civilians about the military—the most important thing in their lives—was appalling. That never changed, even at the highest rank; even when it killed them.
“The Evocati are the most trusted of the Praetorian Guard. They are the Recalled. Every man puts in twenty years before he retires from service. He’s brought back because his conduct has been exemplary. I knew Martialis in England. He was as good as any.”
Humilis smelled a plot now, another plot. “We were told that Martialis was angry because the emperor executed his brother.”
“Perhaps. I did not think he had a brother, but that may be unimportant. It would be better if we put these questions to him.”
I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” said Humilis. “We are given to understand that after this man slew the emperor, he attempted to escape on horseback. A mounted Guard brought him down with a javelin.”
“And killed him.”
“Completely.”
So a single throw from a charging horse at a target moving away rapidly killed Martialis. Not impossible. Convenient. The only man who knew the motive for Caracalla’s death was dead. The only man who could tell exactly how it happened could tell nothing.
“I must speak to the Mother Augusta at once.”
“She’s in deep sorrow,” said Humilis, sharing that emotion with sudden intensity. “You understand. First one son. Then another.”
And last, an empire. “At once,” I said.
* * *
I never looked upon Julia Domna without recalling the paintings and statues I had seen all my life in the fora of Rome, in basilicas and at country crossroads, in temples and inscribed on coins. Every representation was the image of a goddess.
She was not the portrait of Roman beauty, for she encompassed more than Italy. The black curls that fell over her brow, her bold but forgiving brown eyes, and the slow turn of her mouth, spoke of the softer lineaments of the east. Age had made its inroads, etching its passage, but that beauty haunted her face like the space in a triumphal arch.
The Mother Augusta crossed the room and took me to her breast. Here, Geta had bled to death, Severus had dallied, and her brilliant court of philosophers found a patron.
“Marcellus, you came quickly.”
“I came without knowing, Mother. Accept my sorrow.”
She did so gravely. “He was mine, but never his own.”
“I understand he was on his way to the Temple of Sin when he was slain.”
“He went at my suggestion,” she said. “The Temple of the Midnight Sun is the holiest place in the east. There, the past may be forgiven if the penitent enters in the proper spirit. I’ve heard it said that the man who sees the moon as a god will be his own ruler. But the man who sees a goddess will never know peace.”
“Your son always saw a goddess. What we know from the cradle is seldom unlearned.”
She turned to face her terrace above the street. “How can any man unlearn the fact that the world has been vouchsafed to him like an egg? My son was obsessed with death. Even his dreams were corrupt. He told me of them. His father and of course his brother pursued him in sleep relentlessly. They carried swords, menacing him. I told him the only place he could find relief was at Carrhae.”
“Carrhae?”
“Yes,” she said. “He was on the high road to Carrhae, wherein lies the temple, when he was murdered. What a terrible place. Can there be a more terrible place to a Roman?”
No. At Carrhae, a Roman army had been destroyed to the last man by the Parthians. The legions’ eagles—its standards—were lost. Carrhae was the exact location of hell.
“Do you have further word on the circumstances of his death, Mother?”
“You think that’s important?”
“No, Mother. Except as it tell us of his killers.”
She turned from the street and stepped to the image of the sun embedded in tiles at her feet. This land was hers, its people, language and deities. Her homecoming charmed her as the violence chilled her soul.
“You do not believe in the wrath of the Evocati?”
“Martialis may have guided the sword, Mother. It would be of more use to know who guided Martialis.”
“But not why?”
“We know why, Mother. What remains unclear is who will be emperor.”
The lines that rimmed her eyes mimicked the rays of a sun. “The name being put forward is Oclatinus Adventus.”
Julia Domna may have been deranged by grief. Oclatinus? The frumentarii. He had gone from proconsul in Britain to be one of the two prefects of the Praetorian Guard. He had risen as swiftly as butchery could lift a man, but not to this height. Never.
“Mother, what you say is impossible.”
“Of course. This wretch has been put forward as emperor, but not confirmed. They are already saying he’s not the man to lead the troops in the East once more against the Parthians.”
“Which means the real killers are hiding.”
“They’re testing the waters,” she said in the voice that guided the political maneuvers of the court. “I expect within a week—perhaps three days hence on my husband’s birthday—the pretender will show himself. It will be said Oclatinus has not the stature. That he is tainted by his life as a torturer. Many reasons will be given, except the real one, which is that the killer of my son does not wish to be known for his deed.”
“Who is it?”
“There are two prefects of the Guard,” she said. “Two men of equal power, except that one is senior.”
Oclatinus was first, the second Macrinus. A tenacious man, his problem was his low birth. The son of an African fisherman would not easily be accepted by the Senate, though he could count on the army.
“So it’s Macrinus. I must tell you, Mother, I’m surprised he organized the plot.”
She agreed. “I too am surprised, though perhaps I should not be. You know I managed my son’s correspondence.”
“He was lucky in that, Mother.”
“Usually. But two weeks ago I received a letter from Titus Mysticus in Rome. He’s the astrologer in whom my husband placed so much faith—and my son, too. This man warned of a conjunction involving danger from a prefect of his Guard. I forwarded the letter to my son, but do not know if he read it.”
“You think the letter was intercepted?”
She shrugged. “My son often detailed administrative matters to his aides.”
So assassination had become a defensive act for Macrinus. My reassignment was a way of disposing of one loyal man. That could not be believed in any era pretending to sanity.
“What will happen to us, Mother?”
“I will die in Antioch.”
She was saying that the Mother Augusta was irrelevant to the new order. They could not strip her title, but they could put her aside. She would do what Macrinus should have done when faced with an impossible choice. She would destroy herself rather than be dishonored.
“What of the rest of the family?”
“Marcellus, that depends on you.”
“I don’t understand.”
“The dynasty must not die with me,” she said with the strongest emotion she had shown. “There are two male heirs to the throne of Septimus Severus. They’re the children of my nieces, Julia Soaemias and Julia Mammea. The eldest child, whom you know, is nearly of the age when he will receive the toga virilis.”
That was the boy I had known in Britannia, who almost died of fever in Gaul. He was thirteen now. His name was Varius, and he was the final element in the prophecy.
“What is it you want me to do, Mother?”
“You know I am Syrian.”
“Of course.”
“I was born in the city of Emesa, the daughter of the high priest of the Temple of El-Gabal. Have you been to that place?”
“No, Mother.”
“Like Antioch, Emesa stands on the Orontes River, but not far off is the desert. If my nephew could find his way to Emesa, he would be welcome at the temple. They would look after him with vigilance. Should something untoward happen, like the appearance of troops in the night, my people would know. A hunted man could vanish.”
“I understand, Mother.”
“Please do not understand too quickly. What I ask is as dangerous as it is vital.”
“I will follow your orders.”
“Are you prepared to leave immediately?”
“We should leave the palace as soon as possible. But darkness is best for the journey.”
She came closer as the declining sun behind her put soft light around her. Her voice seemed clear but in shadow, like the voice of a priestess. “They will come for him. You must be ready.”
“That will be my work, Mother. Varius will not be taken alive.”
She took my hand again. “I say Rome knows no men but stand in this room.”
* * *
While the Mother Augusta went to fetch Varius—no servants, no witnesses—I moved to the balcony overlooking the street. The panorama and the nature of the day were awesome. The crush of humanity in the streets had grown and seemed to have a destination—the forum. Centers of enthusiasm coalesced before moving on—men in black, along with others in rose-colored garments. Where they gathered, the drums, flutes and horns were loudest. I saw one group who were wielding weapons and dancing.
As I watched, I knew what might take us from the city. The galli were out. The eunuch priests of the Great Mother, so revolting they were forbidden the streets of Rome, had taken over Antioch for the festival and left to riot. Even with long swords and axes, the eunuchs were more effeminate than any woman, their skin as smooth as cheese, their bleached hair reaching down past their shoulders, their faces painted with white lead and rouge. Their garments were garish tunics of silk that clung to their limbs as they danced, belted at the waist to accentuate their womanly curves.
It was hard to imagine how they came to be what they so pitifully were, but I knew the cult of the Great Mother began in this palace with Julia Domna. Every man who spent a coin saw her image on one side and on the other, the goddess of the earth, Cybele. For most purposes, they were the same. And for mine.
“Varius!”
The boy led the Mother Augusta into the room, and his mother, too. He tried not to smile—his natural mode—but when he saw me he pushed aside the gravity of the day. I hardly had time to vacate the balcony when he clapped me on the back.
“Marcellus, it’s been too long.”
Half his lifetime. But Varius had gone to adolescence with none of the burdens others knew. Nothing was goaty, nothing blemished his blond, aquiline profile. His form had elongated as he grew to adult height. Except for that, it was, as Septimus Severus had said, perfect.
“You’ve not suffered by the years, Varius.”
“They feed me hummingbird tongues,” he said. “And red mullet now and then.”
“I’m glad you’re well, but we’ll leave the delicacies behind. Has your mother explained we must travel fast?”
“And far,” he said.
“You will want to temper your enthusiasm,” said his mother, whose name was Soaemias. “Your life will depend on it.”
“I understand.”
She did not think so, and in that she was like all mothers. In every other way, Soaemias was so beautiful that motherhood seemed foreign to her. She was the opposite of Julia Domna—blonde, tall, with skin like a white rose and of strange translucence—like fine glass, but not with its tints or brittleness. Her lips were a darker color of rose and her hair spilled from her tiara. Her eyes were bold, trapped between blue and violet, and her voice was sensual, though she tried to sheathe it in iron.
“I like none of your promises, young man. Understand for the first time in your life that you do not make them to me so they can be broken. The words you speak are to yourself. You must do everything Marcellus tells you—without question. Your disobedience will mean your death.”
“Yes, Mother.”
Varius had rendered himself meek and mild, although it ran against his preference. His mother recognized the actor in him, but could say nothing more to earn his compliance.
“I will guard his life, Soaemias.”
“Then you have my eternal gratitude.”
“Princess.” I bowed to her, taking her eyes close before turning to her son. “Are you ready, Varius?”
“I am, Marcellus.”
Soaemias intervened again. “Would you not have provisions for the journey?”
“We can’t be burdened with supplies. Nor should the servants be aware we’re leaving. If possible, they should be gathered in one place for the next hour.”
“They could be killed,” said Soaemias.
“That shouldn’t be necessary. Can we pass from the palace unseen?”
The Mother Augusta answered. “There are two passages underground,” she said. “The first exits at the mint. The second leads directly to the Temple of Cybele.”
“We’ll take the latter,” I said. “We can move fast once we reach the temple.”
“I’ll go with you,” said Soaemias. “I’ve been a sponsor to the galli.”
I had not known that the goddess approved of women at her temple, but if an exception was made, it would be Soaemias. Perhaps only men who were not quite men would be immune to her beauty.
“See that my horse is taken to the stable on the far side of the perfumer’s quarters. Have another readied, too. At the temple, we’ll require two full sets of the priest’s clothing.”
“A disguise.”
“Yes.”
The Mother Augusta demurred. “It’s possible Varius, an unbearded boy, could be taken for a priest of the Great Mother, but I have grave doubts about you, Marcellus.”
“Paint my face.”
* * *
The passage underground was not what I hoped. Timbered for the most part with cedar, it had been constructed long ago but not generously. Even the thirteen-year-old Varius could not decide to stoop or crawl. Two adults moved slowly and clumsily, gathering insects and bruises. The cloak I carried, and the wigs with long plaits we had from the palace, stifled the flow of air and turned sweat to mud before we were far along. The lantern, though perforated, guttered more than it lit the way.
We labored in the passage just short of an hour. That was slow, but good. We would arrive at the temple near dusk. The deeper we penetrated, the more pursuit—when it came—would falter over the same ground.
From the rear, Varius and I heard only Soaemias, whose labors were forceful. Did she go on like that in bed? Her husband had been sent as the legate to Numidia, a place she chose to shun. I could not imagine a woman of her beauty and temperament abiding the absence of love. Casual gossip said the princess took it where she found it.
But they always said that when a woman looked like that. This time it might be more truth than rumor. Some women used men like objects, and divorce like a change of sheets. The market in slaves with a share of beauty and lusty private parts was great for the last two hundred years. If the Roman Empire fell one day, the reason would be a parcel of Caucasian slaves whose blond locks and long cocks drove the price of a promising fuck beyond the reach of the richest patrician lady.
Was I wrong? Bitter? Did I mention that the body of Soaemias was more perfect in its way than her son’s? Have I described the scent of her perfume, which I had never encountered before nor could identify? Have I not expounded on the virtues of a life in billet in the legions? What does a condemned man desire more than a last supper?
I left those questions at the tunnel door, where we came suddenly. It was not quite a door but a smooth place recessed in limestone at the end of the passage. It had no lock, only an iron-ring pull that would not yield to my hand.
“It wants the key,” said Soaemias.
She sidled close by me in the passage, relieving her girdle of a thick shaft of iron with a haft that ended in two lead balls. Yes, the device was suggestive. It was exactly what the galli lacked.
In the wall by the door Soaemias tipped back a wedge of stone and inserted the key in a slot hidden beneath. When she struggled, I closed my hand over hers and we pulled together. In the airless passage, her perfume rose powerfully.
“We’re in,” said Varius.
Correct. The door tipped ajar as the wedge of stone had done. I felt the pop in my hand through her hand, and leaning forward, my body pressed against hers, I drew the door aside.
“I’ll go first,” she said.
I watched her hips and slippers disappear through the opening that gave no light. Next went Varius with the lantern. As I put myself through the doorway, Soaemias took the hood from the lantern and transferred it to a sconce on the wall.
We entered the repository of the cult. Stone heads of the great cats sacred to Cybele hung on the walls—panthers, tigers, leopards, and lions. The eyes of the idols glowed with gemstones, as if pleased by what they saw—a burial ground.
On the floor, staggered in stone pods, were corpses of the high priests. These were the remains of men who had no issue but must have monument. Their faces were carved in the tops of the sarcophagi in hard lines of marble, and the eyes wandered in the flickering light.
“Step around the coffins,” said Soaemias. “The foot that touches any part of the archigalli will be the one that rots away.”
“A superstition?”
She did not return my sarcasm. “Perhaps it will be as you believe.”
She was serious, and I did not know how to treat her devotion. I would never know that to the end. “Lead on.”
Passing the lantern to me, she took the sconce from the wall and moved toward a dark space in the far wall like a second passage. Varius and I followed across the room. The boy’s smile, always at the verge of his lips, seemed pressed in stone, like the faces of the archgalli. It was good if he borrowed his mother’s seriousness.
We left the mummies in their crypt and moved through the gap in stone, where Soaemias disappeared. Two steps along, we saw she had gone up a steep flight of stairs. This place was old by the way the stone steps had been worn concave. At the top, where Soaemias waited, lay another door as old.
The Genius of Eternity within the zodiacal circle was graven in the stone. It was the constant in every religion of the empire. The study of the heavens that began in the East had been raised to science by Severus and his son. It was now reinforced by the solar calendar. Seven days, seven planets. Twelve months, twelve houses. Logic.
“We may encounter priests or corybants within,” said Soaemias. “I will speak to them.”
“You expect trouble?”
“I can’t say. Today the Great Mother’s servants are in a state of grace and permitted things usually forbidden. They’re encouraged to explore the limits of their devotion.”
Was she saying that in the temple we would find behavior to exceed the dancing and banging in the streets, the sword play, all the ecstatic states that came to the attendants of the goddess? The corybants—those men in rose-colored garments—were as intoxicated as the galli. They were always armed.
“If we keep out of sight of the priests, I see no danger. If we encounter them, beware.”
“We’re ready.”
Soaemias put her hand against the door and pushed it open. She looked both ways, then entered a hallway with Varius and me behind.
We were near the central part of the temple where the smell of incense was overpowering. Outside, the drums beat like a muffled call to arms. The flutes and horns were more urgent. The marble floors, strewn with rose petals, wavered beneath our feet. The ceilings frescoed with the figures of the zodiac seemed to wobble. I hardly noticed the statues in their niches, nor did I see a stand of weapons or an escape route. I stopped when Soaemias stopped in front of a bronze door, opened it, and beckoned us inside.
The room we entered was an ablution and dressing area. Against the far wall was a pump that fed running water to a spout. The floor, tiled with the figure of Attis, the castrated son of Cybele, sloped to a drain in the middle. Along the sides were stalls that held the paraphernalia of the priests—silk tunics and belts and slippers, amulets in bronze and gold—as well as ceremonial vessels consecrated to the Great Mother.
My concern was how to hide my weapons beneath the priestly garments. The dagger was not a problem, but my legion sword, though short, could never be concealed under a belted tunic. There seemed only one solution: dress as a corybant, and carry weapons openly.
“The store is plentiful,” said Soaemias, indicating a large chest near the door. “Here.”
Exactly there, and locked. I tried to force the lion-headed clasp with my dagger but had no luck. Finally, I inserted the edge of the sword blade between the lid and hasp, and with some exertion freed the hasp from the hinges. The noise as the hasp broke was surprising—a crack and pop that could have carried far.
But I found two ceremonial swords inside. They were finely made and trimmed with legends of the Goddess in Syriac script, but not of strength or weight to withstand the stress of battle. We should not have to worry about that. I wanted a weapon to slash, and if necessary, kill quickly. When durability came to be the issue, we were dead.
I had been entrusted with the life of a boy who a few hours ago was on line to the throne of an empire, but now was a target—unless I believed the mad words of a man who painted himself blue. I was less sure of his prophecies than of the history of Rome, where men of no name, like Septimus Severus, had risen to command the world, while others born to it, like Caracalla, came to a bad end, their underwear heaped on their boots by the side of the road.
If the life of an emperor was in my hands, the young man had best be quick thinking and well-spoken, which Varius was; tall enough to pass for a man, if that’s what the galli were.
“How do I look?” he asked.
Bizarre, but convincing. Varius’ blond hair, continued to his waist by the plaits of the wig, shifted the lines of his face toward the feminine more easily than I imagined. When he put his hand on his hip and flounced his hair, I would not like to meet him in a brothel.
“You make a fine recruit,” I said. “Next, we’ll see how you dance.”
Varius did that with a light step. He might have gone into a spin, like a corybant, but suddenly the door to the ablution chamber blew open.
Three men entered the room on the hunt. The first two were corybants in the same rose-colored tunics as myself, armed, like myself, with swords. The last, a broad-shouldered man in the black tunic of the galli, wore a string of pearls from the coils of his hair down his chest. His eyes were bloodshot and bulging. His face in white lead was like a bleached mask. The mouth beneath his hooked nose roared.
“Sacrilege! Defilers of the Mother!”
Soaemias immediately stepped forward. She shielded her son and allowed my free hand the full range of my sword. No accident. She knew what she was doing.
“These men, two acolytes, are under my protection, Archigallus.”
The Archigallus, chief official of the temple, looked at Soaemias as if he did not hear her words or heed any. His face swelled beneath the lead paint as if yearning to be free of restraint. I was reminded of the other painted man I had known, and the changes that occurred in him.
“You come from the palace,” he said, as if that were an execration. “The Palace of Not. The Palace of Nevermore.”
Soaemias’ face reflected fear. Word of Caracalla’s death had spread. What the Archigallus said was that the authority of her family had been diminished forever by an assassin.
“We will leave the temple now,” she said. “We have no wish to interfere with the rites of the goddess.”
“You have interfered!” he said in a voice that rose to a shout. “You brought the taint of lust inside this temple! This is pollution!”
The Archigallus took one step forward. The odor that arose from his body was not incense but the putrefaction I first encountered in the praetoria of Septimus Severus in Caledonia.
“Who are you?” he asked.
“A friend of the Mother Augusta.”
Soaemias had mirrored the steps of the Archigallus in reverse. She now stood at my side as she whispered. “Be careful. He’s drugged.”
“You do well to hide your words,” said the Archigallus as if speaking to an animal. “Those who slink into the precincts of the holy temple to violate the sanctity of the Mother, to falsely assume the garments of her priests and blaspheme the things that are held sacred, cannot be allowed to prosper.”
“Our apologies to the goddess, whose servants you are,” I said. “But we must pass.”
The Archigallus put his arm out and opened his hand. Without prompting, the corybant on his right filled the large palm with his sword. “You will not pass,” he said, clasping the sword and drawing the blade onto me. “You will surrender your weapons.”
“I think not.”
His eyes did recognize refusal. “Do you know the penalty for polluting the Temple of Cybele? It’s death. You will know it now—or in the arena with the wild beasts—but it will come.”
When I saw the veins on his arm stand out as he clasped the sword tighter—as he readied himself—I took out his throat so he spoke no more. The sharp blade cut to a depth of a thumbnail, but it was enough to sever the artery. The last thing the madman knew was the spout of hot blood that gaped onto his chest and spread down his body.
The Archigallus dropped his sword to the floor as his hands went to his throat to close the wound. He sunk down as I turned to the corybant on the right—the one who retained his weapon. He was an adept who could halve a fly in midair, but he understood that he faced a man who knew battle.
He should have waited for his rose-colored mate to reclaim his sword, so they could close together. Instead, he feinted to my left. I threw up my arm as if reacting to the move. When my hand came back down, it brought my slave-hair wig hard into his face. He batted the wig aside, but his concentration had been disturbed for an instant. And that, too, was enough.
I took him down low, across the belly, and when he closed his hand around the guts that began to escape his body, I hit him again from the back.
In the same motion, I turned to meet the man who had stooped to pick up the Archigallus’ sword from the floor. It never occurred to me that my response would be late. I had kept the second corybant at the corner of my vision and I knew where he was, how far he must travel, and the angle of attack. I judged everything correctly but the speed.
He was already there. He was where he was supposed to be and the thrust came from the angle I thought it would, but I could not get outside it. I was dead, I knew it, and I had already begun to experience the journey that begins at the moment when the mind does not want to die but the body knows it must.
The sword blade came in low, piercing my thigh but not with a great deal of force. The corybant’s blow had been altered. It stopped. He stopped. When I stepped back, staggering, his sword fell from his hand before it dropped from my body. I watched it fall but did not hear the sound it made.
He said “Too late,” as if apologizing, then dropped to his knees so hard on the tile that the bones seemed to shatter. He dropped onto his belly. Only then did I see the double-bladed ax fixed at the base of his neck.
Soaemias placed her slippered foot on the man’s shoulder. She pulled the ax free. “Your dagger,” she said. “I’ll make sure they’re dead.”
* * *
We did not pass directly from the temple. In the clothing of the Great Mother’s servants, we walked down the hallway and across the open courtyard of the inner precinct, heads bowed, ceremonial bowls in our hands, moving behind the massive altar before climbing the long stairs to the propylaea.
The stairs continued to a great height until halfway up we reached a ramp that sloped down to the forum, where a massive crowd had gathered. Once we dropped down the canted wall and entered that enormous swell of humanity, we could pass out of sight among them.
We could not afford to be seen by anyone, and we could not let our pursuers know that a man had been wounded. They would find it hard to follow the trail of blood, since it was little. My wound had been tightly bound by Soaemias from the linen at her breast.
She had proven herself a Roman mother with a Syrian heart, but I was worried about her son. Varius had not taken the blood well. He had vomited in the drain, and he could not bear to assist his mother in binding my wound. At last, he cried.
When we came out onto the edge of the ramp above the forum, he stopped and stared as if what before him was not a sea of people but a blow to his innocence. The thousands in the crowd knew only one center of attention—the altar of the Great Mother and her priests.
The noise that had steadily risen as we came down the ramp shrieked like the keening of every mother since the beginning of time. The tambourines and flutes and clarinets and drums made a roaring pulsating din, and the trumpets were like the mooning breath of a mountain. The sounds were so loud that they became as one sound, its beat the heartbeat of the crowd. Anyone caught in this gathering was in thrall to the galli, and the numbers this day were vast.
“I leave you here,” said Soaemias, speaking intimately but casting her voice above the clamor. Taking my hand, she kissed it.
“You will have a message of our safe arrival, Soaemias. A morning dove.”
She smiled. “Is that your genius?”
“A gentle one, Princess.”
She released my hand slowly. In her lingering touch was thanks, and a promise I did not think was imagined. “May we not always be bygones,” she said.
She turned from me and kissed her son on the mouth. Varius spoke to her, but I heard nothing save the last word, which I read from his lips—“curse.”
Soaemias smiled at her son, holding him. “A man rarely speaks of such things,” she said. “A member of the imperial family, never.”
And touching his breast, she was gone.
It was the act of a magician. I watched Varius’ face, trying to find courage in it, when I looked back for her among the crowd. No trace. Had she dropped down and vanished among the throng? Was there another passage back to the palace on the slope of the ramp?
No, it was the fading light. Darkness had fallen not slowly but suddenly through the dusk. After we made our way through the crowd, we would travel the rest of the way cloaked. Antioch was the only city in the empire that lit the streets at night, but those lamps were nothing like the sun. We might be safe until we tried to pass through the city gate.
“Help me down, Varius. This should be our last passage afoot.”
* * *
The boy did as he was asked, which was more than it seemed, for my wound had begun to bleed. We made our way across the length of the forum, and Varius kept his body in front of mine, protecting my leg from the crowd, which increased by the moment.
The people in the square were more than devout now. They were crazed. Their movements mirrored those of the galli who whirled around the altar like painted wheels, their long hair whipping to and fro, their amulets glinting in the red light of the braziers, their loose garments like burning gauze. As they danced, they leaped high in the air as if they had saddled the wind. Wielding their swords and axes in furious pantomime, they transmitted the thrill of danger to everyone, lofting it like drink or drug to the throng.
It was a lunatic mob we traversed, a single body with no mind but what could be taken from the altar. When the madness could go no further, it did. The largest of the galli, more than seven feet tall, jumped to the center of the altar, looming over the stone of the Great Mother like a lover. He made motions like a lover. His hips moved fast and faster. His hands clutched the sky as if it were naked and within his grasp. Screaming words that could not be heard above the music and the noise of the crowd, he took a sword over his head, swinging it in wider and wider arcs until the other priests gave way.
The giant commanded the stage. To the beat of the drums, he began to bring the sword lower in smaller and smaller arcs until the blade flashed before his face and over his outstretched arm. There, it lingered. Slowly, as if leading the beat of the drums, he began to chop.
The first strokes did not break his skin of his arm but came close. This gallus was a performer, a professional. He was playing with his flesh as he played with the crowd.
Then he did it once, twice, thrice, and everything was real. The sword blade bit into him. Blood burst from his arm below the shoulder, and lower, on his biceps and forearm. Again. And again.
Blood ran over the stone of the Great Mother as if from the darkest part of the heavens. The eunuch’s eyes spun and his head swayed to the rhythms. He was saying that he was sated. The goddess was sated. This part was done.
“We’ll not make headway,” said Varius, shouting into my ear. “We’ll have to wait for the climax. Look. The acolyte. He’s the one to watch.”
The altar was high, and I was taller than most in the crowd. We were part of the crowd for being among it. The only thing that kept me from slipping into the same frenzy was the pain in my leg.
Then the delirium rose a count. On the altar, a second man commanded the stage dressed in the same garments, but differently made. His hair was the length of a man’s and his skin unlike a woman’s. He was young. Taking a place before the sacred stone, waving his arms furiously—as if he was demanding attention or moving to his own demons—he unbelted his tunic and dropped his clothing to the ground.
Everyone looked on as if they were looking in a window. The naked acolyte was made like a man in every way, even to his member. And that was erect. It seemed unnatural, but in no way remarkable. Every other man in the crowd might have owned to being erect, and every other woman to being dilated in her parts. That was the message the drums conveyed to their blood.
The man on the altar held a piece of glass in his hand. Not a dagger. Not a sword. He took the jagged glass and put it between his legs as the drums increased their beat and grew louder. The cymbals crashed in a crescendo. At the same time, the galli began to beat their shields with their swords.
The man screamed until the veins in his neck stood up like ribs of fire. He could not be heard—nothing of his rage came to the crowd—but the sound was more powerful for being silent. Everyone entered his mind and body through that dark well. Everyone shared the force when with a violent movement of his arm he severed his testicles from his body.
He held fast. He held onto them and held them aloft. As the blood ran down his arm, he displayed those two poor orbs in a sac that had linked him to immortality. He shook them gently once, then fiercely, sprinkling the altar with drops of his blood. He was telling everyone this was the climax, the consecration, his first moment of his life as a half-man and priest.
As the beat of the drums and tambourines, the wail of the clarinets and horns, and the clashing of cymbals and shields rose to a crescendo, the newest gallus flung his old and useless parts into the crowd.
Quickly, the frantic mass closed on itself as women clamored for the bloody remains.
* * *
We saw two more men castrated that night as we passed through the crowds in the forum and the streets to the stable where I had left my mount.
It was the most degenerate spectacle I had ever witnessed, but it had one useful effect. The attention of the people was always on the man who held the glass in his hand. It seemed that shard of the most renowned export of the province of Syria was part of the ritual. It seemed the bloody parts were always held up like trophies and thrown to waiting women, who prized them.
What would those beggars think in the morning when they looked down and saw what was missing? Were Syrians different than other men? Did they like the idea that what they were would end with them?
Who knew? The streets were bright with torches set in orderly rows before each building and massed at every crossing. Even the smoke seemed perfumed and obscene. I did not think we were noticed at the temple, but we had been seen in priest’s clothing. When word came to the streets of the killings, we might have to fight. I was glad we had taken the time to wash the blood of the eunuchs away and stack the bodies in the weapons chest. It was too bad the chest could not be locked down to buy more time.
And Varius had to hold firm. He seemed affected less by the slaughter of genitalia than the loss of whole men. He had never looked away as those testicles were cut off, nor did he vomit. As we continued as well as my leg could go, skirting the passage through the perfumer’s quarters that would cause more pain, I tried to probe his thoughts.
“Do you understand these rituals, Varius?”
“Not altogether,” he said. “I’ve heard it said that becoming a eunuch combines in one body the qualities of a man and a woman. It seems that neither sex offers a perfect communion with the goddess. A third is necessary.”
“You speak like a philosopher. Have you been in Antioch long?”
“A month. I came with Mother when she decided not to go with Father to his post.” Varius smiled late. “It was said that the emperor requested her presence. And he might have. After Antoninus exiled his wife, he trusted no women but the ones born to his family.”
“And we thought he was crazy.”
“He did not sleep,” said Varius. “When he did, his dreams were haunted by demons. Perhaps that is madness.”
He spoke factually, telling of a relative he had not liked, but a relative nonetheless. Until yesterday, his cousin had ruled the world and made it a rich place for his family. They were all on his mother’s side Syrian, but Varius had been raised at court. He had never known his ancestral homeland. That meant not many people knew him here.
“You understand the situation, don’t you?”
“I believe so,” he said.
“You must be sure of one thing. The new emperor cannot tolerate your presence in Antioch or Rome. The easiest thing is to remove you from the scene. He will try to kill you, and he will not announce his intention. If we reach Emesa, he may allow you to live. The city is loyal to Rome but has no direct Roman rule. The priests of the temple govern. They are your family.”
“That I know.”
“Then know that every Roman soldier is an assassin working for the frumentarii. Every Syrian we meet may be in the pay of the frumentarii. We are in a race to Emesa. Anyone who stands in our way must be removed.”
“Killed?”
“If necessary.”
Varius did not like the choice. He had not liked it at the temple and did not like its place in his future. “I could cut off my balls,” he said. “That would mean the end of it.”
“Is that what comes first to mind?”
He smiled in his usual way, which had left him at the temple. “I’d rather keep them,” he said. “I might find a future use.”
“Perhaps you will tonight.”
The reason: we had stopped at the head of the square first from the Eastern Gate. The street to the left led to the tanneries, the street to the right to the stable, and directly ahead was the only exit from the city in the area. At times, a guard was mounted there, but not on a holy day when most of the population took to the streets. No guard had been at the post when I came through earlier. Now, three Roman soldiers were on duty. Every person who passed was being stopped, and looked over, but only if they were leaving the city. That was bad.
We moved down the street toward the stable, where we were lucky. As we turned the corner, the mood of the crowd turned. They no longer harmed themselves in celebration, but others in anger. The cry of “Sacrilege!” arose like the beat of the drums. Swords and daggers came out. They were telling anyone who would listen, which was everyone in the city, that the Great Mother had been defiled and her priests murdered in her temple. Armed men roamed the streets until they become armed bands, screaming for the blood of the “fish-eaters.”
“They’re not looking for us,” said Varius. “They’re after Christians.”
And welcome to them. The followers of Christ were the most fanatic sect in the empire, and Antioch was their home. They ate fish, sacred to the Syrians, and tolerated no god but their own. When trouble broke out, their death warrants were the first signed by the mobs.
My hope was that mayhem in the streets was as good as time, but I doubted if it would be enough to draw the guards away from their post. They were soldiers.
“We have a diversion,” I said. “Now we need luck to get us through the gate.”
“You don’t think our disguise is good enough?”
“Those guards will speak Syriac. We’ll be safe until we open our mouths.”
Varius nodded. “I know some of the language, but not enough to convince a native.”
“We can’t chance it then. We’ll ride through the gate. At twenty paces spur your horse.”
He looked at me as if disappointed. “Won’t that be dangerous? The guards will stop us.”
“I’ll engage them. Your job is to make sure you get away.”
He shook his head. “You’ll not make it through,” he said. “Not with your leg.”
“That’s my concern. It’s irrelevant to the heir to the throne of Caesar.”
Varius looked at me as if trying to read the warp of my life, or any life that might come to a sudden end. “I think I understand. You’re going by the prophecy, aren’t you? The words that a criminal gave to us.”
I wondered if he remembered the Blue Man. He was a child when those words were spoken, and so I wondered.
“I go by the word I gave the Mother Augusta.”
* * *
I had more affection for my stallion, Bacchus, than I did for all the animals and things of Syria. He was lampblack, Parthian, trained in battle. I often thought he sensed its coming, and sensed it through me. A rider and his mount are one when what is ahead is unknown but for the danger. They share things that are not shared even by a man and woman.
Bacchus responded to ten commands with fidelity. Nine were common. The last was seldom heard by any man alive. When I cried “Victory,” he charged the man at whom he was directed. He struck with his speed and mass, trampling the smaller things that stood in his path. I believe this is what he lived for, though he knew, as I did, that it was a last measure.
“Channel as close as possible behind me. A lane to the right should be clear.”
Varius looked at me with an uneasiness that had nothing to do with his mount. A decent horseman, he seemed to have established a rapport with the animal that had been brought to the stable. Perhaps it was one of his own.
“And if you go down, Marcellus—”
“Keep riding. Stop for nothing. The road to Raphanae veers south about fifteen miles outside the city. A horseman like you should be able to make a hundred miles a day. Be sure to skirt the barracks at Raphanae and continue on to Emesa.”
Varius gave the Latin salute with the first three fingers of the right hand. “To the gods!”
“And keep your mind on your horse.”
I put Bacchus at a walk as we came into the square that led to the Eastern Gate, which was nothing like it had been minutes before. A group of ten men were flogging with knotted whips another man lashed to the base of an obelisk. He might have been a Christian, or one of their priests, who were not much different than corybants. He screamed, they screamed, and one sound was indistinguishable from the other. On the far side of the square, coming from the street that led to the tanneries, another mob herded a family, including children, toward the gate. The ditches outside the walls would be filled with Christian dead by morning.
I felt lucky but not remorseful. The passions fanned by the orgies of Cybele were bound to find an outlet, and any excuse would do. Letting blood first hand was better than the arena. We found ourselves knowing that when one of the Mother’s revengers turned from his group and headed our way, dragging a Christian girl by the hair.
“Galli!” he said. “You who have suffered for the Mother!”
He screamed at Varius—at both of us in our costumes—and he was as drunk as passion could make a man. As he came closer, I saw a long curved dagger in his right hand.
“Will the Mother accept this Christian filth for her own?” he asked, jerking the girl’s head to the side, exposing her neck to the knife pressed to her flesh. “I give her to you!”
She was a pretty girl about fourteen who probably enjoyed life until he cut her throat, and like garbage, dumped her, bleeding, to the ground. In the same motion, he turned and walked back to the friends who hurried toward the gate to deal with the rest of the family in the same way, the same deliberate repetition, the completion of the cycle we had created.
I noticed almost too late that Varius was about to vacate his mount and go to the girl whose blood ran across the stones in a flickering pool. I took him by the shoulder hard just as he swung his leg over.
“Let me go!” he said. “Get your hands off me!”
I looked into a face glowing with pity. “Have you never had a life dedicated to you?”
“What?” he said. “What are you saying?”
“You must expect this—you must demand it—of every man and woman in your empire.”
“Then I don’t want it!” he said. “Never!”
“Therefore, you won’t have it.”
He wanted to tell me what I could do with his empire that never was, and where I could put all the things that would never be, when something took control of his emotions. He snapped the reins in his hand and set his face ahead.
“They’re right, you know,” he said without looking back. “There’s only one god.”
I took his word. The family and the rioters had reached the gate, and it was the only advantage we had. My leg could not stand another shock; and Varius would never make his way through the gate unless I made it for him.
Would he obey? How much had he left behind with that girl? There was one way to find out. “Victory!”
Bacchus’ charge put me back in the saddle and his heavy hooves pounded the stones. I knew the guards would hear the sound of an oncoming horse, but they did not have warning. I was within twenty yards, then ten, when the three turned to meet their fate.
The man on the right was Bacchus’ destination. He was a bull from his belly to his neck, a rooster in his legs, and eyes as big as a statue. He did not move when he could have, and when he made his decision, late, he turned and tried to dodge as Bacchus came onto him.
I remember the shock of collision through the great body of Bacchus, the impact as it traveled through three bodies to my own. Then all I knew was I had hit the ground. I hit hard; my vision was blurred. I saw Bacchus rearing on my right. Someone was down on the left and two men were coming ahead. My leg was numb.
I could not get up. I tried once, twice. I felt a strange sensation, an absence of pain and thought as the world whirled around me.
Suddenly, the two men who were almost upon me blew away. A horse and rider blew through the gap. It was the roan gelding with Varius on his back.
I believe he would have run me down, too, but my third try at rising was the one that worked. I made it to my feet in a blur of darkened colors, I had Bacchus by the withers, he was pulling away and I was pulling myself up by his mane.
We were gone.
EMESA
We were all night on the road to Emesa, traveling Trajan’s New Highway, centuries old but as good as the day it was built. Roads like these, ten layers thick and faced with cobblestone, were the means by which Rome kept the rule of the world. The legions put the stones down, maintained them, and held the vast web of empire together. If there was a better foundation of government, no man had yet thought of it.
Our problem was the traffic. It was not less at night than by day, as carts filled with produce and hard goods left the hinterland, hoping to arrive in the city before first light. Coming on them in the darkness, veering to pass, veering back to avoid collisions with vehicles that were nearly invisible on the other side of the road, put pressure on my wound that I would have given much not to deal with. It had begun to bleed again.
The pain kept me awake and in the saddle. We were never headed by riders on the road to Raphanae. Twice we passed detachments of soldiers, but they were clearly not looking for us. Five miles before we reached the garrison where I had been posted by Macrinus, we turned east along a secondary road until we rejoined the thirty-foot highway on the other side.
By then it was nearly morning. We had paralleled the Orontes most of the night, but south of the city of Apamea the river vanished. Only the broad mountains to the west remained as a guide. They were a strong barrier to the coast, shutting off the interior from the port cities except by scattered toll roads through the mountain passes. To the south lay the ancient heartland of Syria, called Phoenicia, and to the east the deserts of the interior.
We took the latter way. Soon after we entered on the final leg of our journey, we stopped at a way station to water our mounts. Among the several small buildings stood an inn. It was little more than a roof to keep out sun and rain, but it seemed so inviting I lost all sense of where I was. The pain that had kept me awake through the night eased, and as I sat beside the cistern, I slid into sleep. The next thing I remember was the sound of Varius’ voice as it seemed to come softly, but not out of place, from the painted mouth of the archigallus.
“Are you feeling better?”
No galli were in sight. Varius bent over my body close. “Yes. I had a dream.”
“You lost a lot of blood,” he said, rolling up my trousers to the thigh. “I bought a piece of seric silk inside. Who knows, it may even be clean.”
I looked away when he unwrapped the bandage on my leg that had been made from his mother’s garments. I could not tend myself, nor did I want to know how the wound looked.
Surprisingly, Varius, who disliked the sight of blood so much in Antioch, did not shrink from it here. That was good. Away from the shadow of the palace and the shade of his mother, he seemed to grow into himself rapidly. Another day on the run might call a man from a boy. That would be one of the strangest phenomenon in life were it not so common.
“All the colors of the rainbow,” he said. “I think you may lose this limb if it does not receive attention.”
I looked now. The wound was suppurating. No colors of the rainbow were so sickly. “It will receive attention when we reach Emesa.”
“The city is still some distance,” said Varius. “The innkeeper promised we have four hours ahead of us. Perhaps more.”
“You told him where we were going?”
Varius closed his eyes and puckered his lips. “I’m afraid I’m new to this life. Of course, I erred.”
“I can tell you the man who owns this inn is not new to it. If he doesn’t make timely reports to the frumentarii, he’s a fool who’s missing a ready source of income. And I doubt that he is.”
Varius smiled. “He seemed like a fool.”
“I’m sure that serves him well. You might ask yourself what disguise will serve you best in the future.”
“I haven’t really thought about it. Must I?”
“If you want to live. If not, continue as you are.”
He grew serious, more so than at any time since we left the palace. “It’s true that everything has changed,” he said. “Everything I knew is gone. I suppose it does no good hoping for a return.”
“It will do great harm if all you do is hope. Now help me up. Are the horses ready?”
“For the last hour,” he said.
“I slept an hour?”
“I didn’t want to awaken you. You were never more peaceful, Marcellus, than when you were the questor of your dreams.”
I had no answer for his words, which were as natural as his new and filthier beauty. I would pray to the gods to visit him with common sense. I hoped this prayer would be answered, but knew not when.
* * *
The countryside we traversed after leaving the inn was like none I had seen. We still traveled the high ground well above sea level, but it was as if we had entered a long valley of dark drifting sameness. I do not know if my perceptions were keen, but the ground appeared as strewn with gravel, or rocks and boulders thrown down by volcanoes, or gathered in masses of sheet-like stone that had been poured like batter on the earth. The tones were grave and heavy, black and gray and every shade of the night. They were the same bitter colors that the earth, our mother, spewed in her fury.
The miles of broken basalt were good for nothing that grew. It seemed like a corner of the earth into which all the debris had slid. I would have felt that at any time, but chills and weakness touched my limbs. The sun pulsated in my body. It grew in the sky, burgeoning like a storm, until it rained down without relief. The biggest rocks began to give off strange aureoles. The aureoles began to spark. The pain in my leg seemed to lessen, which was very bad.
We were three hours out when I lost consciousness.
* * *
I remember being placed in a litter with two mules and a shade hung over my head to keep back the sun, and I remember the sun declining. No voices came to me that were familiar. I searched for Varius but did not find him. Then darkness fell as if it were permanent.
The place where I awoke was a large vault of basalt completely enclosed. The ceiling was low, less than five feet above my head, sparkling with bright but dark minerals embedded in the mass, which meant a light was near. I turned my head to see two candles burning, putting out a smell of beeswax and myrrh on a ledge niched into the wall. That’s when I saw the eunuch.
Bent to his work with mortar and pestle upon a table, he seemed to take no notice of my awakening. He had the boyish skin they all had, but its smoothness was enhanced by having no hair on his head. A man like an egg. His nose was small and his chin seemed to exist to vanish. Only his eyes were salient—as pale as bone buttons set close together in his face.
“Where am I?”
The eunuch did not start at the sound of my voice. Continuing to knock the pestle about in the stone bowl, he spoke in Latin in a high voice without accent. “You are in the Temple of El-Gabal in Emesa.”
“Is this a prison or hiding place?”
The eunuch smiled like a hungry bird. “We thought it best, since it was your wish not to be seen, that you be placed out of sight.”
“And the boy who was with me?”
“Varius is safe.”
“Where is he?”
The eunuch poured the contents of the mortar into a glass of wine, which he brought to the stone bed where I lay. He sat on a stool at the side of the bed. “It would be best if you don’t know. Only two men have that information, and one, by now, is in no position to act upon it.”
I suppose he meant that Varius had been conducted to a secret place by a man who would not return from it. That may have been wise; it was certainly Syrian.
“The boy is my responsibility.”
“No longer, Questor. He is among his people.”
What he said was correct. The way he said it was impeccable. If he told the truth, my mission as set out by the Mother Augusta had been accomplished. But that did not account for my feelings, which were the instincts of a soldier.
“Your name?”
“I am Gannys,” he said.
I waited for him to finish, but he did not. Eunuchs often gave up the rest of the their names along with the other things they had lost. At least Gannys, unlike the ones in Antioch, did not appear to be armed.
“How is my leg?”
He did not answer. With a fine touch he unwrapped the bandage that covered the wound. When he whisked the bandage away, I was amazed. The badly colored gash on my thigh was nearly gone. What remained looked like a surgical incision that seemed to be healed. No discoloration, pus or swelling showed. It was as if nature’s curative powers had accelerated to unheard of speed while I slept.
“How long have I been here?”
“Two days,” he said.
I was surprised, but would have thought longer by the way the wound healed. Two days was much too long, of course. “You’re a fine doctor.”
“Since my birth, I’ve been a servant in the house of Julius Bassianus, the high priest of the temple,” he said with a sitting bow. “One skill I acquired in his service is some knowledge of the art of medicine. I learned what I know from the great Galen, who also served this family. In addition to his unmatched knowledge of the human body, he was a believer in the healing power of sleep, and the secrets that could be obtained from dreams.”
“Did I talk in my sleep?”
“Yes,” he said. “But truthfully I could glean little from your words. You spoke mostly of glowing rocks.”
As I should have. I recalled them among the rubble, which may not have been where I was. I was there, I was here, I was where my mind took me.
“The mixture in that cup. I am to drink it and return to sleep?”
“It will help,” he said. “I think when you awaken, you will be able to function without reference to your wound.”
I had the feeling he was right, but trusted nothing about the man. Was that due to my prejudice against his kind?
“Hold your potion, Gannys. First, I want proof that Varius is alive and well. Second, I require a morning dove.”
“Your pardon?”
“A morning dove must be sent to the Princess Soaemias in Antioch.”
“I will see that the bird is delivered,” he said. “But I would be less than honest if I did not tell you that the princess is no longer in Antioch.”
I felt a sudden pull of emotion, much stronger than I could have imagined. I did not ask myself why. “Where has she gone?”
“She came here to be with her son. To make her life his life.” Gannys put forth the glass so I might drink. “She arrived last night and has been twice to see you. She will return, I’m sure.”
That Soaemias had visited me in this place was flattering, but under the circumstances it fed my impatience. She should never have come to Emesa. Even if she traveled unobserved, which was unlikely, her presence would become known to almost everyone. And that would include, quickly, the frumentarii. On their heels would be the legions.
I swung my feet to the stone floor. Knocking the cup aside, I raised Gannys from the stool by his robes, which were priestly. “Take me to her.”
* * *
Two guards stood at the end of the short passage that led from the underground chamber to the surface, but Gannys did not call them out. That proved, more or less, that we were on the same side. The guards were Emesene archers, the best at their trade afoot or ahorse. I served with marksmen like them on every frontier in the empire. Their presence as auxiliaries with the legions was the one of the reasons Emesa retained its independence from Rome.
“I hope you did not station men where Varius is being kept. There could be no better pointer to spies.”
Though Gannys was taken aback, he answered quickly. “Where he is, there is no one.”
“Is he in proximity to his mother?”
“No.”
We emerged from the tunnel at a lower level on the acropolis that loomed over the city. Under the walls of the temple stood a long building like a tenement. I had seen other hovels like it close by temples in Syria. Small rooms all in a row, with smaller periods of occupation. They were cells really, and the means by which the temples prospered. In the cells, women prostituted themselves for the glory of a faceless god.
The temple above the sacred whorehouse was grand. Fronted by a propylaea sixty feet high with columns of red marble meant to awe the faithful, it was the first in a series. Behind lay an octagonal courtyard nearly as high, joined to a second courtyard of huge proportions. I could not see the god who was honored, but his temple rose at the end of the courtyard in six columns of green marble. There was no doubt who ruled this city, or to whom the wealth flowed.
Below in the distance the Orontes River appeared like a benign serpent, holding the city in its coils, making the dry lands bloom. The river was in full spate, pale green with melt-water that turned the valleys deeper green. Emesa could have been a smaller, leaner Antioch but for the dark tones that the prevailing stone lent to most of the buildings.
And the acropolis would have made a fine defensive position in any other age. The hill was not tremendously high, but it dominated the city. The lower part of town, to which we began to descend by way of a steep path, held the apartment buildings, the homes of the rich, the amphitheater, the circus, and several large markets. In almost every house would be running water, public and private baths in every district, and to carry the flow passages cut through the rock. I was certain that the tunnel we had traveled once was a conduit for water.
“Do many strangers pass through the city?”
“Enough,” said Gannys. “We’re on the main trade route from the East. Caravans come often from Palmyra with Oriental goods.”
“Those should not be our chief concern. What of visitors from the west?”
“Caravans do proceed to the east,” he said. “We have steady traffic to the temple. Some are Roman soldiers.”
I was glad Gannys knew that. Perhaps he ran the whorehouse, too. “Any concentration of more than two or three men should be tracked. The authorities should be notified.”
Gannys nodded. “I’ve already seen to that.”
“Are you the chief administrator of Emesa, too?”
“Yes,” he said.
I was surprised, but would have to adjust to the idea. A man could perform that work, a woman if she were aggressive, but a thing that was neither? It was not so much a question of mind, but instincts.
“Where is Princess Soaemias staying?”
“At her home.” Gannys pointed to the center of the lower city and a dwelling so large I had thought it was a complex of apartments. “It’s there, just beyond the baths.”
“I’ll go to her, Gannys. Station the two keenest-eyed men you have at the summit of the acropolis with orders to report any movements of men in a body.”
“If you think that’s necessary.”
“It’s vital. Like all precautions.”
* * *
In front of the palace of Princess Soaemias, hung with cypress boughs to honor the recent dead, stood two men occupied with little but themselves. They were dressed like Syrians, whom the gods had blessed with fine weather and ample leisure.
The palace suited the family of the high priest of Emesa, which was also the family of the Severii. Sprawling for two acres in the center of the city, it was surrounded by a twelve-foot wall with placements for defense at each gate and right angle. The fortifications had obviously been thrown up to guard against incursions from the desert tribes. There was no defense against the disfavor of Rome.
I walked past the entrance, turning into a side street lined with date palms, and near the head of the block, lemon and lime trees. Because Emesa was an old city, its plan did not conform to the Roman model, but like Rome itself took eccentric turns. In back of the palace stood two sets of stables pierced by an alley and flanked by a wider street leading to the spice market.
I found no guard on the back gate. Slipping the thong on the lock, I entered without notice. The only resistance came from two brown dogs with dark muzzles, who barked until one of the servants came to calm them. That fellow demanded my name but not how I had come so close to his lady. He led me through the kitchen—a model of Roman technology—to the major domo, who accepted me for delivery to the next station.
We went by turns to a garden completely hidden from the street. It was heavily planted with colonnades that led to a portico. Statues of the gods and the Severii, some of whom were the same, gathered like an audience around a pool of cascading water. A gazelle grazed on the grass. A morning dove, yes, cooed from the branches of a tamarind tree. And sequestered under a red roof, Soaemias sat on a bench surrounded by massive blooms of the season as she dictated a letter to one of her freedmen.
I felt as if I were interrupting an idyll until her violet eyes saw me. With a small movement of her hand, the servant and freedman vanished into the recesses of the house. Instantly, we were alone.
“You are well, Marcellus.”
I sat on the bench beside her, inhaling the smell of flowers and what I imagined were more subtle scents. “Yes. Completely.”
As if she had no wish to quit her role as my nurse, she touched my thigh at the wound. The pain that my journey from the vault created fell away completely.
“I’m happy to hear that,” she said. “Varius told me of your trials. I think no man could have done the things you did.”
“They were not so much. And gladly done.”
She smiled, and it was not lightly done. “Then I think you’ll be happy to know I’ve just received word from the Mother Augusta. Macrinus, our new emperor, has guaranteed her safety in Antioch.”
“So it’s Macrinus.”
“No other,” she said. “The murderer comes forth to admit his deed. He apparently has no fear of the gods.”
“But that is good news—if the usurper plans to honor his word. The Mother Augusta will be safe.”
“He likes the Mother Augusta alive for the moment, and he knows Varius escaped,” she said. “But I don’t think he’ll march against this city. He needs our good will—and our archers—to guard against the Parthians.”
“Then all is well.”
“As good as it seems,” she said. “Your service to this family will never be forgotten. Whatever we have is yours to demand.”
“I will take only what is freely given.”
She withdrew her hand from my thigh and put it to her breast. “Then take me,” she said.
* * *
Roman women are like others in bed, but more exacting and mindful of their pleasure, which becomes the pleasure of their mate. For that reason, they are more exciting, and when they are also Syrian, they are more skilled. Mouth, tongue, vagina, work as one. The communion never ceases. The end, when it is found, is found together, and the sensations are like music that was composed elsewhere, written nowhere, and taken to the last note as if the figures were the prelude to a complex orchestration. Finale. Then, if they are truly Roman and completely Syrian, like a coda comes the intrigue.
“Two guards are at the back gate now,” she said as she stood at the window. “Archers.”
“I’m glad to see that Gannys awoke from his administrative sleep.”
She turned her focus back to me. Her eyes consumed my body again as if she had been satisfied, but only for a time. “You told him it was vital,” she said. “I had word of that.”
“Yes.”
“But only to have this.”
She turned around, parting her silk robe to her hips, revealing her breasts and the nipples that were the color of her lips, the thighs that were as perfectly formed as her breasts, and the tuft of fleece that was darker now and matted with come. Romans hated silk, of course. It was soft, degenerate. The way it clung to the limbs, the way it displayed the form of a woman like an invitation, the way that it could be partially invaded by the eyes. Romans loved wool. Pain. Some Romans.
“Yes,” I said. “No.”
“So you believe that Macrinus will violate his oath to the Mother Augusta.”
“He’s moving slowly, but with the legions behind him. He cannot be resisted. He can be delayed and at some point he may slip badly. Macrinus is not a brilliant man, as we know.”
“Is that a qualification for the office of emperor, do you think?”
“Of course not. But for intrigue, yes.”
She smiled at the thing she liked, which was so well combined with the other thing. As she sat beside me, the smell of her sex and what she had drawn from me were a provender of earthy scents. The breeze from the window could not drive it away.
“Do you know,” she said with her finger at my lips, “that Macrinus has promised to deify my cousin?”
She watched my face for the ghost of dismay, but did not find it. The god Caracalla. That seemed right. He was never much of a man.
“Macrinus wants to link his name to the dynasty as close as he can,” I said. “He was born with nothing to nothing in a village on the coast of Mauritania. He needs all the sanction he can find to appease the Senate and the people.”
“He’s trying to hide his complicity in the death of my cousin,” she said. “We have it on good word that Macrinus was with the party that journeyed to the Temple of the Moon.”
“So he went to guarantee the result.”
“It seems,” she said. “My cousin was apparently so distressed he could not control his bodily functions. He apparently stopped at the side of the road to relieve himself. The entire guard apparently looked away to vouchsafe the emperor’s privacy at such a moment. That, apparently, gave the assassin a chance to strike.”
“I always doubted Martialis in that role. Now doubt seems to surround everything.”
“What we know is that my cousin was slain on the way to the temple,” she said. “All else, according to an eyewitness—a loyal member of my cousin’s bodyguard—is a fabrication.”
And if she was right, the Druid’s prophecy had met its first failure. Its verification was of rumor. I felt a mixture of disappointment and happiness, but the disappointment fled.
“I’m pleased that Varius is out of the usurper’s reach.”
“You have great affection for him, don’t you?”
“It’s hard not to. After the way he performed on our journey, it would be impossible. He did very well.”
“More for you than for his mother, I think.”
“Of a different kind.”
“I sense something between you two,” she said. “Something private. Why were you so willing to risk your life to secure the most dangerous man in the empire?”
“For this,” I said, taking her in my arms.
She let herself be kissed. She returned the kiss, but with a reserve that was telling. When it ended, she put her finger to my throat. “Perhaps I’m missing something that should be plain. I’m Varius’ mother, who must love him. I look at him as the fruit of my body. But the way you look at him is much different. And yet your lust is not for boys.”
“How do you know?”
She laughed. “Credit me with some insight. Some things can be learned from a life in the palace of the emperor. I’ve seen slaves bled to death for the pleasure it lends to a man’s orgasm. I’ve seen the look of lust in a man’s eyes change lives. Millions of lives.”
“So you love power.”
“What I love is not the issue. You’re evading my question. What do you share?” she asked again. “The two men I love.”
I did not miss the intonations of her words, or fail to note that they were easy to give. “Varius and I shared one special day in Britain.”
“What happened on that day?”
“A man died. He was crucified.”
“A criminal?”
“Of a sort. This one pretended to know the future.”
She looked at me closely. “What did he say?”
“You should ask Varius.”
“I don’t have Varius,” she said. “Perhaps I never will again. I said farewell to my son.”
“Is he completely safe?”
“Yes,” she said. “Except for what will happen to him on the mountain.”
She had already said more than she should have, but probably not all she knew. I saw no point in holding back superstition. “The man who died that day was a subversive—a priest. All the things he told have come true until this day, when suddenly they did not.”
I saw the highlights in her eyes change color. The Roman blue gave way like a latch to Syrian violet. I wondered if that dichotomy was stable, and if I would ever be able to tell.
“What were the things, Marcellus?”
“He said your cousin, Caracalla, would die in the worst place in his empire.”
“Carrhae,” she said, like the curse that it was.
“Yes. But he also said your cousin would die reeking of waste.”
She sat up on the couch, her face marked by fear. I reminded myself that she linked to the cult of the Great Mother and Astarte. Her beauty and intelligence had been placed in the service of bizarre gods at an early age.
“What did you say?” Her voice was higher and touched by urgency. “Tell me exactly what was said.”
“Very well. The priest opined that Caracalla would die stinking of piss, which we know to be untrue.”
She said nothing for longer than the Blue Man must have hung on the cross. I had not watched his agonies, and I was not pleased to watch her struggle to control her voice.
“Do you know the rituals of the Temple of Sin?”
“Not at all.”
“Before the emperor set out for Carrhae, he would have observed the following: to be dressed in black; to be consecrated to the deity with prayer, fasting, and a mood of humble sorrow; and last, to be drenched in a perfume made from incense, poppies, and the urine of a goat.”
I watched her eyes from which logic had fled, as it had from the world. “Now I wish to know what was said of Varius.”
“That he would be Caesar.”
* * *
I had barely related the sum of the Blue Man’s wisdom when Gannys appeared at the door to the bedchamber unannounced. He was obviously in a hurry to impart news, but he came to the inner sanctum of Soaemias as if he knew the way. What gave him pause was the sight of me on her bed. Before he spoke what had come to him, he gave me a look that I did not like.
“A cohort of soldiers is on the way,” he said. “They’re three miles from the city.”
“Do they come by way of Raphanae?” I asked. “Or Apamea?”
“The latter, I believe,” he said. “Some are in uniforms of the Praetorian Guard.”
“Then they come from Macrinus.”
“It would seem.”
I didn’t know what was wrong with Gannys that would cause him to equivocate about such a thing. The Praetorian Guard was the emperor’s personal weapon. They were sometimes used in battle, but because they made such big targets, were usually kept by for work on a smaller scale, like selective killing of enemies of the regime.
“They’ve come for Varius.”
“And you.”
“They’re not looking for me, but what happens next will be carried out by me. Now where was the last place Varius could have been seen?”
“The spice market,” said Soaemias. “He left—”
“That’s enough. I don’t wish to know more.”
She looked at me with fear now, and I suppose it was for the men she loved. “I won’t have this,” she said. “Not on my land.”
“There’s nothing you can do. The Guard might be beaten back, but the legions would follow, as many as necessary.”
“Something can always be done,” she said, turning to Gannys. “Fetch Drusus.”
I wondered what would answer her summons—a giant like Thrax, a master of siege warfare and elephants—but the young boy who appeared minutes later was more remarkable than any cipher of my imagination.
He was an apparition. Drusus, of twelve or thirteen years, had blond hair with a curl, blue eyes, and lips full and well formed. His skin did not partake of the blight of adolescence, nor did his limbs outgrow his body by much. Except for his hair, which was long, he was as near a copy of Varius as any human being could be. He looked like, and perhaps was, his twin.
“Drusus, you will accompany the questor. Do nothing but what he wills. And on no account will you speak.”
“Mistress.” He bowed.
“Gannys, see that his hair is trimmed. At once.”
Gannys also bowed. He quickly took the boy from the room.
Soaemias looked at me, which she had been careful not to do since Drusus entered the room. “I should have his tongue cut out, but that would arouse suspicion.”
“I don’t think that’s necessary. But it would be wiser for you to disappear like Varius.”
“I’ll take your advice, which has been an oracle to me.”
“As Drusus was to me.”
She took my hand to remind me that simple gestures are best, and the most final. “You feel I owe you an explanation.”
“No,” I said. “The fact that he exists speaks for itself.”
“But what you don’t know is that Drusus is the product of the body of a slave girl who once served our household. He’s six months younger than Varius. That’s because my husband took himself to her while I was pregnant.”
What she described was common among Roman men who had the means to afford a comely slave. Most wives accepted the practice—and some gladly—except those who could afford not to.
“I’m surprised you kept the boy.”
In her smile, which was quick, I saw her pain. “I could have sold Drusus. He’s quite beautiful. But it’s a myth that the imperial family may do whatever it pleases. In some ways, we’re more closely bound than our slaves. I realized Drusus might one day perform an important role. He was kept for that purpose. Believe me, there was no other.”
“And are there others . . . like him.”
“None,” she said. “The woman who bore him was destroyed.”
I did not ask by whom. That seemed clear, as were the reasons why she seemed to hold no affection, or other emotions, for her husband.
“Does anyone know of the boy’s existence?”
“Very few outside this household.”
“Then what you’re proposing might work—unless Drusus speaks.”
“He would not do so unless under torture,” she said. “And I doubt that he will live long enough for that. Custom holds otherwise.”
“But if he should speak?”
“Then he does. And Varius will be more distant.”
* * *
She supplied me with a uniform, one of her husband’s, though she did not say so. It lacked the insignia of questor, but was in other ways acceptable. I should not say what more she gave, or promised. It was what the condemned man longs for but never receives.
Drusus and I mounted the horses that had been readied at her stable, and in that he was unequal to Varius. The black mare did not like her rider. She fought Drusus every stride of the slow gait that we kept up along the street toward the spice market. She may have sensed something strained in his demeanor. An aura seemed to hang like a pale omen at the nape of Drusus’ neck where his skin was so new to the sun.
Although he could not have anticipated this day, Drusus must have known from an early age that he was the image of Varius, a counterfeit that could be taken from circulation at any time. If he were intelligent, he would have put his heels into the mare’s flanks. But he was a boy, and though a slave, did not believe that he could really die.
The market square we entered from the south was large and fragrant. The hundreds of stalls lining the quadrangle and an acre of bins in the center was the reason Emesa had grown to its size and wealth. The city stood on the fringe of Roman control. Caravans came across the desert with the precious spices of the East—ginger and cloves from China, sesame, cardamom, and coriander from India, cinnamon, allspice and aniseed from the islands to the south.
If I reached down from the back of my mount to carry off the large parcel of saffron that lay under a belled glass, I could with its proceeds buy a villa on Capri, a parcel of slaves, or perhaps a seat in the Senate. But when we halted near the first row of stalls, those dreams returned to the ether.
Almost immediately, a cohort of Praetorian Guards appeared from the north on the far side of the market. Their uniforms were the same as regular soldiers of the legions, but their size marked them out. Each man stood more than six feet tall, and many cleared six and a half. Everything was outsize, even to their swords, daggers, and spears. On their shields, visible as they grew closer, was their symbol of power—the scorpion.
The first rank fanned out east and west to make a slow closure around the square. Clearly, the frumentarii had done their work in Emesa. I was glad to see Gannys had done his, too. He had increased the guard at the market, which would be three or four men monitoring the flow of money and precious spice. They now numbered a dozen or more, including four archers who stood atop the buildings at each corner of the square.
The troops closed the three sides of the square, then I felt them at my back. They would not attack me or the boy, because they had no orders for it. The man who gave the orders arrived as the last of the soldiers peeled back to give him the entrance through their ranks. He rode a speckled black stallion. I knew him.
Oclatinus Adventus rode toward me like a conqueror, his ceremonial breastplate gleaming in the late sun. He had been emperor for a day, perhaps two, while Macrinus took the pulse of the legions. When Macrinus decided the soldiers did not seem to mind a murderer as their leader, Oclatinus was invited to resign before taking office. That was good for everyone.
Accompanied by a dozen outriders of the Horse Guard, he cantered across the square as if nothing lay in his way. Several tables set up with spice crumpled under the advance, several men in black robes turned and ran, and another, who did not believe in the inevitable, screamed as he was hit, spun around, and trampled.
“Curb your mount,” I said to Drusus, whose mare had started at the noise.
Drusus struggled with the reins. The mare coughed and stomped the ground, and I thought I saw a flash of teeth as I turned my attention to the riders. They halted ten yards away.
“Greetings, Oclatinus!”
He glanced toward the boy, but returned my words formally. “Questor, I see you do not travel alone. Would it be too much to ask who is your companion?”
“His name is Drusus.”
Oclatinus looked closely at the boy, sampling his clean lines like a connoisseur. “He’s of the clan Bassianus, I’d guess.”
“Absolutely.”
“And you came with him from Antioch?”
“We travel under the protection that Marcus Opellius Macrinus extended to the family of the Mother Augusta.”
“Yes, of course.” He turned to the tribune and moved his arm lazily. “Seize them!”
The tribune and two of his men put their mounts forward at once, breaking into as much of a canter as the aisles of the spice market allowed. It must have been the mass of horseflesh bearing down on us that produced the reaction from Drusus’ mare. Suddenly, she bolted.
Her charge was swift and powerful as she rammed through the gap between the tribune’s mount and the Guardsman on his left. Drusus had the reins in one hand but no control of the animal. He hung on desperately, flailing from side to side, as the mare careened into Oclatinus’ stallion. Before the Guard could engage horse or rider, the mare made a leaping thrust, clearing a table with open packets of spice before crashing headlong into the next table in line.
The belled glass smashed and precious saffron blew like powder on the wind. The mare blew ahead wildly, turning completely around, thrashing and rearing high. The tribune, who followed close, took the brunt of her charge, her hooves clanging his armor, but he got hold of her mane. Leaning forward, he grappled with the mare. He had already put his hands on her rider when the first arrow struck his throat and clawed a piece of it away.
Two more arrows came quickly, striking his Guardsmen in the back and putting one of them down. At nearly the same time, Drusus took three arrows, two in the chest that bracketed his heart, and another that obliterated his eye.
He was dead when he hit the ground, but the reins were still wrapped around his wrist. The mare dragged him alongside and under her belly through the blood and spice until she was bludgeoned to a halt by three Guardsmen with axes.
THE PLEASURE DOME
In the next nine months, during which I never saw the sun, I wondered what had happened on that market day in Emesa. Immediately after the barrage of arrows struck, I looked back over my shoulder on trajectory. I saw no archers atop the buildings where the arrows must have been discharged.
It seemed clear I had been deceived by Gannys or his mistress. From the moment the decision had been taken to substitute Drusus, no thought was given to sparing his life.
They left to the gods, and our new Caesar, the question of why they should want to destroy the cousin of the deified Caracalla, the last hope of their line. I never knew the answer, but when asked, I gave my response. The boy who died in the market was not Varius Avitus Bassianus. His name was Drusus. His death was a mystery to me, as his life had been.
“Then why did you transport him from Antioch to Emesa?”
“Because I was asked to.”
“By whom?”
“The Mother Augusta of Rome.”
“Did you not think it strange that a slave boy should receive that sort of attention from such an august personage?”
“Yes.”
“And you asked no questions.”
“None.”
“Where is the pretender?”
“I don’t know.”
That answer, repeated often over a period of weeks, cost me considerable pain. The speculatore who asked the questions would turn to the questionarii whose job it was to extract an answer. Both were specialists in their conjoined departments of the frumentarii.
When I badly wanted to tell them what they wanted to know, I was rescued by the fact that I could not tell what I knew not. They never believed me, but I was all they had. It seemed clear by their questions that they did not have access to anyone who could supply better information. The Mother Augusta, Soaemias, and the eunuch Gannys, were clearly beyond their reach.
Communication with the world outside my cell in Apamea, a city that lay on the Orontes between Antioch and Emesa, did not exist. The only thing of consequence I learned was of the death of the Mother Augusta in June of the year 217, the exact date of which I cannot offer. The commotion in the streets outside the prison was as great as at the height of the celebration for Cybele. When I asked the guard the reason, he told me that the finest woman in the empire had starved herself to death rather than submit to the new order.
“And you should try it, too.”
I thought of that. I had lost most of my fingernails, which would return, and the sight of one eye, which probably would not. My nose could be re-broken to allow the free passage of air again. It seemed important to think that everything that was damaged in my body would mend, or find some means of compensation. That made up for being forsaken by those to whom I had dedicated my life, and after a while, even by those who wanted to take it.
One day the frumentarii did not come to my cell. That happened soon after the death of Julia Domna. I did not think the two events were related, or that a change had been signaled. What relation did the death of my friend and patron have to this filthy cell in Apamea? How could that tragedy work for my betterment?
My existence was an anomaly. The Roman state did not believe in lengthy imprisonment. This prison, though substantial, served a region that included four separate provinces, and served them with room to spare. Exile to a distant island in the Middle Sea was often the punishment for a man of my rank. Death was cheaper, and in almost every case the preferred option.
Still, that did not happen. Nothing happened. Days passed and became weeks but the frumentarii did not return. The worst thing about their absence was that I missed their presence, though not their attention. My torturers had been all I could call my own. They were the people with whom I shared my days. I had no contact with anyone else but the guards.
I did not think it was a a ploy. It seemed no one cared to disturb my solitude. The question was why they should continue to stand the expense of my incarceration. And why I should permit it.
Perhaps the Blue Man kept me alive. The words of that grievous lunatic seemed my only hope. He had been correct in every particle of his prophecies to this point.
Piss, I thought, over and over. Every time I went to the bucket and every time I felt a need to go to the bucket, I thought it. In the end, it was the precision of the Blue Man’s clairvoyance that mattered. It was impossible to believe that a Roman emperor had been drenched in the urine of an animal while he journeyed to be absolved of the blood-guilt he had created. To think that anyone could know was absurd. And to think, as I did, that the last part of his prophecy was the very thing, and the only thing, that could save me.
A bad bet. The man who controlled the legions controlled the empire, and Macrinus would not let his hand slip easily. He might be assassinated, but only by his troops. With the example of Caracalla fresh in his mind, Macrinus would take precautions with his safety. Certainly, he had purged the Praetorian Guard to reflect loyalty to himself and no other.
I was left to hope for a miracle in which I did not believe. Varius might become emperor by some mischance, his reign might usher in a period of universal peace, but that day need not include my presence. My life was forfeit. My death did not matter to anyone.
That’s what I thought until the day I opened the bucket of gruel that was brought to the cell just before sundown. When they were generous, they put in a potato, which they had done on this afternoon near the end of October. I picked up the potato and moved it to my mouth with the sensational greed that comes from starvation when suddenly I spit it out. I looked at it again in my hand where the single word had been carved into the soft gray flesh.
SOON, it said.
* * *
Then another month passed. I received no more messages by any medium, and I began to doubt the one I had eaten. I might have thought it a joke by a cook or a guard, but at the same time my life in the cell changed for the better. The food improved. I began to receive fresh vegetables, and once a week, the meat of a recently dead animal. The guards were more friendly and talkative. No question they were being bribed.
I soon began to have an inkling of what had transpired in the world, and what events led to the improvement in my life. The youngest guard, therefore the most corrupt, told me one day of the progress of the legions in the land of Rome’s ancient and most stubborn enemy, Parthia.
“Artabanus, king of the Parthians, came after us. He invited Caesar to give battle, and Caesar accepted. There was a big engagement at Nsibis. Three days it carried. Cohort after cohort went to bloody ruin. My brother was there, so I know, but in the end it came to naught.”
“No winner was declared?”
“The grave diggers,” he said.
They had been the beneficiaries more than once in the open country of Parthia, where the legions were at a disadvantage against the cavalry and archers of the enemy. Carrhae was not the first or last disaster, only the greatest. Revenge had been taken on the Parthians many times, but in the end the landscape won. Only Alexander the Great had conquered the Parthians. He had simply run past them in his fury.
“Did the army get off intact?”
“Most of it,” he said. “But it might be better if they hadn’t. Those boys are mad, I tell you. Caesar backed off after all that blood was spilled. Retreated. Now, I hear, he’s talking peace and a ransom to the enemy.”
That was all the news the jailer had to impart, and though it was woeful for the empire, it was good for those who looked for change. Macrinus was vulnerable. Neither the army nor the people liked defeat in any disguise.
So I was encouraged, but found no evidence the news meant something. All I had heard from the world beyond my cell was a lone word that could have announced my death better than the end of captivity. When the Saturnalia began in mid-December, I lost hope again.
It was terrible to hear the revelry in the streets below at every hour of the day and night. The festival that began with the winter solstice was the happiest and most peculiar of all Roman celebrations. Seven days it lasted. During that time, business was suspended except what was necessary to the state. Presents were exchanged and parties held at every house, even the lowest. The lowest, indeed, could become the highest, since one of the customs held that masters must reverse positions and serve their slaves. The pater familias who valued his dignity removed himself from the premises, hiding out with friends until the holiday passed.
Conditions in the prison deteriorated during this period. The guards changed shifts so often it was impossible to know who would appear on any day. They doubled shifts for the festivities at home and debauchery abroad. They were inattentive to their duties, as men are wont to be whose minds, and often their bodies, are elsewhere. Excrement mounted in the buckets. Food diminished and sometimes failed to appear in the buckets. One day, they arrived in the same bucket. The straw grew black and lousy. Tempers, which were never good, flared into anger and beatings. The noise of men screaming grew to match the somewhat different sounds that arose from the streets.
The end of festivities came slowly. Time was confused, though I notched the days on the stone wall. I was not sure that the seventh day had arrived until I awakened that night to a clamor. Every man on my corridor seemed to shout.
“Again!” said one voice. “Take him down!” Two other voices, at least two, cried with all the strength left in them. “Take me! Please, please, take me!”
I heard the keys pressed into the lock and stepped back in shadow with the piece of iron I used to scratch away the days lodged between my thumb and forefinger. It was a poor weapon that I should not need. I knew what was happening, but my mind could not accept it.
The man who stepped through the door as it swung open wore the uniform of the prison guard but was certainly not one of them. He stood tall and clean, a model Roman except that he was slim and light on his feet. In his right hand he held a short sword, and in his left the kind of cloak that was always worn by the guards against the fetid damp of the place.
“Put this on,” he said, throwing the cloak to me. “We’ll be out of here on the next ferry.”
I caught the cloak and slipped it over my shoulders. It was wet.
“My name’s Florianus,” he said with a Greek accent.
He stepped aside at the door and waved his hand, so I should vacate the space between four walls that was all I had known for nine months; but for what seemed like an even longer time, I did not move. When he finally shouted, “Out, dammit!” I bolted into the corridor.
The prisoners were at the slits in the doors of their cells if they had them, and the ones that did not were screaming within blank walls. “Take me! Take me!” Hurried by the noise, trying to adjust one good eye to quick motion, I stumbled on an object in the badly lit corridor. I caught myself on one hand as I went down, then slipped to the floor though I was barefoot.
Slipped on blood. It was warm, it pooled on the stones, and it had come from the body of one of the guards. He was the youngest one, who had imagined that tomorrow he would be rich. I wore his cloak. His bloody cloak.
I took his dagger and rod, which I knew to be hard vine stock. When Florianus shouted again, I got to my feet and began to make my way along the corridor, following his angular form.
We could expect trouble, but might be lucky. Most nights, the caterwauling could be heard all over the prison, but this was the last of Saturnalia. The guards who had been routinely drunk throughout the festival would be no less now. They would not come to our corridor unless it was to quell the disturbance with their rods.
Florianus slowed at the junction of two corridors where a small desk stood unattended. “We take this left,” he said. “When we reach the end of the corridor, there’s a double door. It leads to the rampart, where we’ll put down the rope.” He opened his cloak and patted the coils of hemp wound around his belly. “The horses are at the base of the aqueduct.”
The thought of a waiting horse lit my mind. Nothing else had done that. I took the lead up the passage, made the turn, and when I saw three guards moving down the corridor toward me, I did not slow my pace. I put out my hand as if hailing them on the street.
“Have you something warm and wet?”
“There’s a Greek freedman in Number Five,” said the guard on the right, the first and closest, who stopped. “But you’ll have to grease his asshole first.”
His mates laughed, and he laughed, too. Just as they did, I laughed and hit him with my rod, looping the blow as hard as I could across the side of his head. As he staggered and fell, I pushed him against the second guard, who had his sword out.
We hit the wall together. I heard hard metal clashing behind me as Florianus engaged the third guard, but I wanted to avoid that. I did not trust my vision for sword play. I had to keep the weapon of the second guard, a burly man whom I suddenly recognized, so close that it could not be brought to bear. He would have to go for his dagger, like me.
But he refused. He got his hand on my arm just below the elbow, and I got mine on his wrist. Still, he swung his sword. He was strong enough to bring it onto the back of my neck and shoulder. I felt it pierce the cloak, but not deeply. I felt it again. And I felt his grip slackening on my arm.
The months of bad food and no exercise blunted the thrust of my dagger toward his throat as he pushed my arm high and higher. When it was nearly past his cheek, I lunged with the last of my strength and still did not have enough. He brought the sword onto my shoulder again. I felt it bite deeper, felt the blood it made, felt the hollow in my belly where my strength had gone.
He felt it, too. “Number Thirty-Seven,” he said, bringing his sword down again.
When I felt the blade at my shoulder, I dropped. He started to follow me down, but his hold on the dagger lightened. I kicked out, the ball of my foot burrowing into his groin. When he lost wind, I ripped my dagger from his hand, rolled, and coming back up, put it in his eye.
I held it until the tip of the blade found the back of his skull, for he did not want to die. He seemed to grow stronger for an instant, and to begin a bellow before he went limp. When he let go of his sword and dropped away, I turned to Florianus.
He and his man stalked each other. Both were bloody. The guard held his side where a sword found flesh. Florianus had a gash on his face. Blood from his neck rolled down his chest.
I picked up the sword of the first guard. “Over here,” I said.
The last guard knew something had happened on his left. The sounds of struggle had ended, and when he glanced my way, he knew that his would end soon. He made his decision. Feinting hard at Florianus, he put his feet to work, lunging down the corridor and away.
I might have caught him and killed him. He held his side while he ran, lurching like a hunchback. But that would have taken time, and I did not know what was waiting around the next corner. I looked to Florianus.
“Are you able?”
He nodded, but did not answer. I was afraid he was hurt worse than he looked, which was bad enough. Putting my shoulder under his, I walked him to the end of the corridor to a bolted oaken door.
“The key,” he said, nodding to his girdle.
I found it quickly, noting his weak voice and the fact that he could not manage such a small thing. The key was old, but it worked. The door opened to the cooler air outside.
That first breath of air was the best of my life. With one labored step, we moved to the ramparts looking out over the city. Night lights gapped in the darkness all over Apamea, the citizens were in the streets for their last bout of celebration, along with the Legion II Parthica, who garrisoned this place. If I had to guess, Florianus was one of those on leave for the night.
“The rope,” he said.
I began to appreciate trouble ahead with a man who could not undo the means of salvation gathered at his belly. Florianus bled worse than I thought. Blood had begun to sheet down his neck. He slumped against the wall while I unwrapped the coils, which were wet. When finally I got them unraveled, I held in my hand fifty feet of rope. The drop over the side looked like all of that.
“I’ll go first. If you have a bad time, ride the rope down. I’ll be there for you.”
He shook his head. “Leave me,” he said. “Go to the villa of the Sextus. One street north of the aqueduct to the junction of the road. Then east to the river.”
“We’ll go together, Florianus. You on my back.”
We managed that somehow. The rope went down well enough, double knotted to a truncheon on the rampart. I backed him up to the wall and doubled us up, but felt his grip around my neck was weakening. I hoped that did not matter. And it would not as long as he held.
I was lucky his make was slim, but even so it was tricky hoisting a double load over the rampart into dark space. I lost the hair on my chest before I got the rope in my hand at the proper length and braced my legs against the outer wall. The stones were huge, and the mortar that gave the best purchase was far apart.
Too far. The wet rope slipped in my hands. I felt my feet beginning to slip and my legs trembling. It took all my strength to reach the next small indentation where my toes could grip better, and it was not by much that I stopped the slide.
The extra weight made the descent hard to control. Alone, I could have walked it down step by step. I could have been halfway to the ground, with no worry about a guard putting his nose over the side, or how my arms had begun to ache, or the feeling that Florianus was losing his grip around my neck.
“Keep hold,” I said. “It won’t be long.”
“I can’t,” he said, whispering.
“Lock your fingers. You won’t slip if you—”
I heard him sigh. I felt his hands around my neck easing away like a glide into sleep.
I let out my hold on the rope and walked the stones faster. I missed the next band of mortar, the next, and the next. We were sliding, gaining speed, we were nearly out of control, when my hands met a knot in the rope. My left hand went through the knot fast, burning, nearly breaking, but the right, the stronger, bumped and held. For a moment, we stopped completely.
And my burden fell away. It was a strange feeling. My back had been hot and heavy. Now, it was now light and cool.
I heard Florianus strike the ground at a great, almost infinite distance. It was a deadened sound with no aftermath.
I let myself down the rest of the way with bad hands and no heart. It was no more than twenty-five feet to the bottom, but it took a long time to reach. The bloody rope did not quite reach that far. I dropped the last six feet onto hard ground.
It was bedrock upon which the stone walls had been laid, and it was jagged rock upon which Florianus lay. He was still. Nothing I said roused him. I could not see well within the shadow of the walls, but no air seemed to leave his nostrils. The blood flowing from his wound had lessened. It seemed to have stopped.
I felt his pulse, very faint, just before it stopped.
* * *
Two horses waited at the base of the aqueduct, as promised. I rode hard along the outcrop that followed the forty-foot masses carrying the water of life. I had heard voices from the ramparts of the prison that were distant but much too close. When I cleared the junction of the road, I put the flat of my sword to the horse that bore Florianus’ body on its back. With luck, the animal would carry him to a place where he could be buried with honor. There was no honor in saving the life of a prisoner of Caesar and being known as the man who did it.
The city glowed stubbornly in the last hours of Saturnalia, but the road that led east took me into the countryside darkness. The land was hilly, with orchards that had left a faint smell of fruit. All the land around Apamea was given over to dry farming.
I had some doubt as to how I would find the villa of Sextus from others along the way, but the horse, a piebald stallion, had none. When we neared the river and a familiar scent came to his nostrils, he shook his head and began to canter for the barn. That spoke of a good master, whose name I did not know, but could guess. It might be Sextus Varius, who had begun his life as a provincial Roman from Apamea. When he married into the family of Septimus Severus, his fortunes changed for the absolute best. In time, the husband of Soaemias and the father of Varius became a rich man and a member of the Senate.
The preparations at the Villa Sextus were more than casual. I expected to be challenged at the gate, and my attention was directed that way. But as soon as I turned off the road toward the entrance, three men scattered in my path ahead, one taking his life in his hands to wave down the stallion and lay hands on his neck. Four more mounted men appeared from the tall brush and trees that screened the villa from the road.
Emesene archers. Their bows, curving back to form the three sides of a triangle, were unmistakable even in the darkness. Probably, at least two more men lay in position to take down intruders who bulled through the sentries. The horsemen were disciplined, led by a short ramrod whose face was as tightly wound as a bowstring. He did not like it that one rider had appeared where two were expected, and he wanted nothing from me but silence.
I gave it all the way to the villa, which capped the rise above the river like a dark eagle. Its long wings spread to enclose the court of a working farm, and the smaller divisions of a pleasure villa. Though the shutters were drawn, the interior gave off bright light—and more guards—when we entered. The furnishings within were rich, and the paintings showed good taste if not the hand of a master. Likewise, the marble bust that dominated the atrium. It was of a Roman senator who bore a resemblance to Varius, if that boy had been corpulent.
I stopped to study the bust when a voice with a burr like unfledged iron seemed to converge from several directions at once.
“Leave us, Aziz.”
“Yes, Princess.”
A woman stood in the doorway to the inner rooms. Tall, stout and blonde, she had spoken with the authority that comes from a life at the highest levels. If she had told Aziz to open his veins, her tone would not have altered in the slightest, nor would her expectations.
“I am Julia Maesa,” she said. “Welcome to our home.”
Did she mean this villa, Syria, or the world? Julia Maesa was the richest woman in the empire. She was the sister of the Mother Augusta, the mother of Soaemias, and grandmother of Varius; yet she bore little resemblance to her family. In spite of the hair piled in ringlets, the heavy makeup, the gown of red silk, and the jewels that populated her body, age had plucked her beauty. Her eyes were small where her sister’s were generous, her skin sallow where her daughter’s was clear; her body as heavy as Varius’ was graceful. Only her flaring nose seemed remarkable and Roman, commanding her face like fasces.
“I’m honored, Princess.”
She came across the room as if on a cart. Her body seemed not to move beneath her floor-length gown. It was as if one of the figures painted on the wall had broken loose, endowed with the power of speech.
“You’re bleeding,” she said as she stopped at close range. “Is the wound serious?”
“The blood is mostly of others.”
She smiled warmly. “The blood of others. That’s always better, isn’t it? Especially when the blood is so base. You are the man I’ve waited for.”
Her daughter was the woman I waited for, but I bowed to her. “At your service.”
She clapped her hands. Two servants entered the room before the sound traveled four walls. “Fetch Incitatus with his medicines,” she said. “And have Generedis prepare the barge.”
While the servants scurried off with their orders, Maesa took the cloak from my shoulders and examined my wounds. She had done this before. Blood gave her no pause.
“May I ask about Florianus?”
“He’s dead.”
The hand that probed the wounds on my shoulder and neck left off a bit, but her next question was direct. “Will his body be discovered?”
“In time.”
Her hand relaxed on my shoulder. “Florianus will be missed. He was a devoted client of my son-in-law, Sextus, whose house this was.”
I did not mistake the tense that described Soaemias’ husband. I thought Maesa had deliberately stressed it. “The house no longer belongs to your son-in-law?”
“Rest easy,” she said, teasing. “My daughter has been widowed less than three months.”
* * *
Still within darkness, we put into the river on Maesa’s barge. The Orontes was known as unnavigable, but with a shallow draft and a good pilot that could change. There was no moon in the sky, no lights upon the shore, but the pilot knew this run of black water well.
His family had served the priest-kings of Emesa for seven generations, he said. When the temple of the Jews fell in Jerusalem and her people scattered, the most fortunate had come upon the Orontes. This river was as good as the Jordan. Moses should have led his people out of Egypt right to this place.
I could not follow his genealogy, or his maneuvers at the helm. Moses was apparently his god, though it might be his name for the river. His allegiance definitely lay with the clan of Bassianus. Jews who had left their homeland were often loyal and a credit to the empire, while those who remained were ungovernable. They had rebelled so often, and been slaughtered so often, that it was remarkable any were left. Stubborn, warlike, with no head for trade, Jews were the opposite of the cunning, mercantile Syrians. Unless they were both.
“Where did you say you were a soldier?”
“Did I say I was?”
“I can’t remember,” said Eli. “But something about you smells of the barracks. Do you stand at attention when you fuck?”
“In part.”
“What part is that with a Roman?”
“The same as you. The difference is how it’s brought to bear. And upon what.”
He laughed, but never took his eyes from the river. It seemed he could discover things in the darkness that were invisible. “Are you trying out the old witch? Is that why you’re talking so foolhardy?”
“She’s a catch from all I’ve heard. As rich as Croesus and twice as smart.”
“You hear it right,” he said, spinning the wheel and taking us closer to the shore than seemed safe or reasonable. “When Macrinus ordered her out of Rome, she brought half the treasury of Italy with her. Six ships filled with gold is what I hear and some of what I’ve seen. But it’s what you don’t hear that will get your cock tucked inside a Syrian amulet.”
“You speak from experience.”
“Seven generations. The women of this family are the bane of mankind. They’re all as beautiful as your Venus, even the old bitch when she was young. But there ain’t a man been born who could master them. They do what they want, and they do it as many times as there are stars in the dark sky.”
“A challenge then.”
“Keep thinking like that,” he said. “But get the money first. It’s a dangerous thing that Maesa’s doing. Ain’t a Caesar been born will stand for a rival.”
“Especially if he wasn’t born Caesar.”
“How many been born that way?” he asked. “And how many made by the army? This Caesar, I hear, is pissing around Antioch, dressed in silk like a Syrian, taking himself to every whore in the city. It’s like he needs a woman—a new one each day—to tell him he’s got the biggest stick. What is it with soldiers and whores that they need each other so bad?”
“It’s exactly what you think.”
“No. It’s exactly what Maesa thinks. If she’s right, Rome will have its first empress.”
I doubted everything the Jew said, but mostly I doubted the Jew.
Never doubt a Jew.
* * *
Still within darkness, we rode the current past Apamea, holding to the middle of the river before going inshore to slower water after we passed the town of Pella. The sun rose at Larissa on the right bank, where we let out a small sail. It was as if we had joined the progress of the clouds as the Orontes rolled between loose green hills. Waterwheels flashed at every space that was open to villages and orchards. A succession of small towns appeared like knights keen to prosper in a land of eternal spring.
As we came to Epiphania, Julia Maesa summoned me to her bower. Her quarters, which exhausted half the space on the barge, were curtained in muslin and pressed gold. I entered her presence as she reclined on a couch draped with green silk. I saw she had been refreshed by a nap. Her face was creased like a nut and the absence of body servants. I searched it for the legendary beauty Eli had guaranteed, but except for the nose, which was imperial, and the bones, which were good, my conclusion was that Julia Maesa was three hours older.
“We should reach Emesa by early afternoon.”
“If the river continues to run.” She indicated a gilded stool with her right hand. “Please sit by my side.”
She looked better at the lower angle, as she was aware. The flesh that sagged seemed merely ripe. The body merely overripe.
“I should allow you the opportunity to enjoy your freedom, and indeed you will have that when we reach Emesa, but I’d like to discuss the future with the knowledge that our time is constrained.”
“As you wish.”
“My family owes you much,” she said. “But I must tell you I will ask more. I request your commitment to our cause. And I want you to know I do not engage the service of good men without compensation. You will have four hundred thousand sesterces if you follow this venture to its end.”
She sat back on her couch as on a supine throne, unaware that she had insulted me. I had no doubt that her knowledge of men was always calculated in coin. Most of her recruits would have taken the money and fallen at her feet. I might have, too, if the sight of my right eye had not been lost, along with other things, in the service of her family. Proper payment could hardly be determined.
“I’ll have eight hundred thousand sesterces.”
Her reappraisal took the best part of a mile’s passage down the river. A village wended by the window of silver net. The sky darkened. The lines that extended from her eyes to the break of her hair seemed to contract and darken. She was deciding how much I was worth. Or if she could escalate her demands.
“My sister, the Mother Augusta, held a high opinion of your character,” she said at last. “She trusted you with the thing we hold most precious.”
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