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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Country names in the chapter titles refer to their current designations
in 2020.

All other geographical names—cities, towns, villages—are as they
were at the time of the story, or at their earliest known historical
designations.



PALESTINE
A.D.1

PART 12

THE SUN,
THE MOON AND
THE STARS

ONTHE nir THAT L was Borw, my father, Marinus, left our home while my mother was

in labor and, over the eight hours that followed, slaughtered a dozen infant boys,
the sons of our neighbors and friends, each one under the age of two years.

He owned four swords, including a pair of gladii and an ornamental sica
that had been handed down through three generations of our family, but he chose
the smallest weapon in his arsenal, a triangular dagger with a wooden handle and
silver blade known as a parazonium, to end each of the babies’ lives. A ruby
jewel of considerable value lay at the center of the quillion, its liquid blush ready
to reflect the blood that spilled from the bodies of the children.

A man of duty, he did not hesitate as he marched from door to door,
searching each house for hidden nurslings before plunging his knife into the
heart of every boy he found, and while mothers screamed in horror and rained
curses down upon his head, fathers stood silently in corners, mute and impotent,
knowing that if they dared to speak, the blade would surely find its way across
their throats before their sentence came to an end. Older siblings trembled in fear
as they watched Marinus go about his dark business, soiling themselves,
frightened that they, too, were about to face the judgment of the gods for some
unspecified crime, but no, once the babe had been dispatched from this world for
the next, my father barely glanced in their direction before making his way to the
next house, and the next, and the next after that, for there were more babies to
discover and more lives to bring to a premature end.

After each murder, he wiped the blade clean on his tunic, the fabric
growing increasingly discolored as the sun began to peep over the horizon in the
east, a fiery witness to unspeakable crimes, and soon the gray disappeared
beneath an incarnadine coat.

Of course, Marinus was not the only man engaged in sanguineous
misadventures that night. More than thirty other soldiers had been deployed by
King Herod to the towns that surrounded Bethlehem, from Ramat Rachel in the
north to Rafida in the south, and from Har Gilo in the west to Juhazm in the east,
until more than three hundred infant boys were put to death for the crime of



being a potential King of the Jews.

When my father returned home in the early morning, his spirit dyed with a
barbaric tint that could never be erased, I was suckling at my mother’s breast and
he placed a trembling hand upon my skull, resting it there for a moment as he
gave me his blessing and begged forgiveness from the immortals atop Mount
Olympus. When he took it away, a trace of blood was left in its wake, a deadly
deposit, and I’ve always wondered whether some residue of his crimes remained
indelibly upon my soul, a tattoo invisible to all but the eyes of the gods, a
reminder of the massacre of the innocents that was taking place as I filled my
lungs with air for the first time.

There is, of course, an unhappy irony to the fact that he dispatched a dozen
babies from this world, for he would be responsible for bringing the same
number into it over the course of his life, although few would survive past their
infant years.

He also saw off four wives, although none, I hasten to add, at his own hand,
and while my mother, Floriana, was the last woman to marry him, she would not
be the last to share either his bed or his home.

Marinus’s first marriage took place when he was only twelve years old, a
forced contract with his cousin Iunia, the ritual taking place in a stone temple in
the town of Za’tara, where they were both born. The marriage was not a success.
His father and uncle, greedy men with cruel dispositions, spent their lives
slipping between periods of hostility and camaraderie and their children paid the
price for their inconstancy. The couple being so young, it was said that all four
parents stood on either side of the wedding bed on the night of the ceremony,
issuing crude instructions to their naked, frightened offspring on how to achieve
consummation, and when Iunia fainted in distress and Marinus burst into tears,
they were soundly beaten and informed that they would not be permitted to leave
the marriage chamber until the act had been completed to everyone’s
satisfaction.

Iunia died less than a year later, giving birth to a son, my brother Junius, her
fragile young body so ill prepared for motherhood that it was torn apart by the
trauma of childbirth. Although saddened, my father must have grown
accustomed to the pleasures of matrimony, for he took a second wife almost
immediately, a servant girl named Livia, who gave him a half-dozen more
children, most of whom survived only a few months at most, before she was
caught in a rainstorm, succumbed to a fever and died of it within a week. And
then there was a third wife, Capella, who tumbled into a well while under the



influence of wine and was discovered months later, her body already in an
advanced state of decomposition. And a fourth, Reza, who was found hanging
from a rope, a victim of her own malaise.

Marinus had been fond of his wives and was, by all accounts, a more
considerate husband than many in Bethlehem, never raising a hand to any of
them in anger, but he had never truly loved them. That emotion was reserved
until shortly after his twenty-second birthday, when he laid eyes on my mother
for the first time. And although he would not remain faithful to her, monogamy
being an unnatural concept to him, I believe that he felt a deeper emotion toward
his fifth wife than he had toward any of her predecessors.

My father loved women, all women, and was as indiscriminate with his
favors as a dog in heat. He said that tall women excited him, but short women
were good for his soul. Thin women made him joyful, but fat women made him
giddy. He himself was a magnificent beast of a man, tall and broad, with virile
good looks, powerful chest muscles and a set of golden curls that fell to his neck,
capturing the sunlight and adding a reflective glint to the deep sapphire eyes that
drew his conquests in, hypnotizing them and fooling them into believing that
there was poetry hidden behind his beauty. His only blemish was a horizontal
scar across his left cheek, the result of a childhood argument with another boy.
But this imperfection only enhanced his splendor, for without it, women said, he
would have been so exquisite that he could scarcely have been called a man at
all.

Skilled in the ways of seduction, he rarely faced opposition to his desires,
taking whoever he wanted, whenever he wanted, regardless of class, age or
marital status. Indeed, Marinus was as likely to be found in a virgin’s bed as her
grandmother’s, and on the rare occasions when his advances were rebuffed he
assumed the woman suffered from a disorder of the mind and took her anyway,
for he recognized no one’s rights but his own and those of his peers within the
Roman legion. He was a brute, certainly, but people adored his company, and I,
like them, was desperate for him to love me, to show some added favor toward
me as his son. This was a battle that I would never win.

When Marinus and Floriana first met, my mother was promised to another
man and only a week from her wedding. She was not in love, of course, but a
woman who felt any emotion other than gratitude toward the man who had
chosen her would have been regarded as an eccentric. The marriage had been
brokered by her father, Naevius of Bethlehem, who accompanied her to the
marketplace that morning to negotiate with one of the street vendors over the



price of his raisins. While the men haggled, Floriana slipped away, making her
way toward one of the textile stalls, where she ran her hand along some dhakai
cloth that the trader claimed had been imported from the kingdom of Vanga at
great expense.

“Very beautiful,” he assured her, placing his hands together, as if in prayer,
to convince her of his honesty. “In that distant place, women make their dresses
from these fabrics and their husbands fill their bellies with many babies.”

It was while Floriana was inspecting the man’s wares that my father
emerged from the doorway of a nearby house and caught sight of her for the first
time. He’d spent the morning in bed with the wife of a local tax collector,
ravaging her three times in quick succession as payback for the percentage of his
wages that he was forced to return to the imperial purse, but his erotic spirits
were ignited once again when he saw the great beauty standing on the other side
of the street. He observed the sensual manner in which her fingers stroked the
material, her tongue running across her upper lip in pleasure as she caressed the
cloth, and felt a longing inside him different to the basic desire for sex that
stalked his every waking moment. Here was a new emotion, igniting in the pit of
his stomach before coursing through his veins and stimulating every nerve
ending. Sensing his gaze, my mother turned and glanced in his direction,
flushing immediately, for she had never looked upon so handsome a man before.
For her, too, something that had lain dormant inside began to stir. She was only
sixteen years old, after all, and the man to whom she was betrothed was almost
three times her age and so corpulent that he was known to all as the Great
Elephant of Bayt Sahur. They had met only once, when he came to inspect her at
her father’s home, as one would scrutinize a brood mare, and I imagine that she
was anticipating the wedding night, if she even knew what it involved, with a
mixture of dread and resignation. Now, it took an act of will on her part to turn
away from Marinus and, unsettled by such alien and disquieting emotions, she
made her way from the stall in search of a quiet place to catch her breath.

Before she could go too far, however, he had crossed the street and was
standing before her.

“You would walk away from me?” he asked, smiling, barely cognizant of
the musk of perspiration and sex that emanated from his body. He visited the
bathhouse only once every few weeks, when the stink from his pores became too
much even for his own nostrils, but somehow his aroma often proved an
intoxicating perfume.

“Do I know you?” she asked.

“Not yet,” he replied, breaking into a wide smile that allowed the dimple on
his right cheek to reveal itself and the scar on his left to whiten. “But that’s



easily remedied.” He took a step back before bending at the waist to offer a
polite bow. “Marinus Caius Obellius. A member of the Roman garrison
stationed here in Judea. And you are?”

“The daughter of Naevius of Bethlehem,” she said, casting a quick look to
the other side of the market, where her father was still lost in negotiations.

“The merchant?” asked my father.

“Yes.”

“But you have a name of your own, too, I suppose?”

“Floriana.”

“I’m surprised that such a man would allow his daughter to walk the streets
alone.”

“I’m not alone,” she said, daring to play with him a little. “I’'m with you.”

“But I'm a very dangerous man,” he replied, leaning forward and lowering
his voice. “I have a reputation.”

My mother blushed. Already, he had gone too far for her. “In fact, he’s just
over there,” she said, nodding in her father’s direction. “Perhaps you should
continue on your way. He may not take kindly to you addressing me.”

Marinus shrugged his shoulders. He’d never cared for such niceties before
and had no intention of starting now. Permission, after all, was for common men,
not for Roman legionnaires who looked as if they might name Jupiter and Venus
as their progenitors. “You come to the marketplace with your father,” he asked
speculatively, “instead of your husband?”

“I have no husband.”

“My heart rejoices.”

“But I will. A week from today.”

“My heart grieves.”

He looked away, considering the probable chain of events that lay over the
days ahead, and as he considered various options for ridding her of her
betrothed, my grandfather marched over to protest against the young man’s
insolence at addressing his daughter in a public place. Floriana drew her veil
across her face and took a step backward as Naevius stood before them, insisting
that he would summon the Roman Guards if this stranger dared to behave in
such a disrespectful fashion ever again.

“But I am of their number,” said my father, smiling in a friendly manner,
for he was free of his duties on that particular day and dressed in the informal
style of any Judean citizen, although he had barely pulled his clothes together
from his encounter with the tax collector’s wife. “Marinus Caius Obellius,” he
added, offering another bow, hoping that his manner would suggest that he was a
man of good character and not some opportunistic predator wandering the



market in search of virgins to seduce.

Naevius hesitated a little now, for he had spent his life in fear of authority
but could not stand for the insult either, particularly when the traders on the
street were watching.

“My daughter is a married woman,” he said forcefully, and Marinus shook
his head.

“No,” he said. “Her wedding day has yet to come.”

Naevius turned to glare at Floriana, who blushed furiously and looked down
at the ground.

“A matter of seven days, that’s all,” protested Naevius. “And then—"

“Seven days is a long time,” replied my father. “We might all be dead in
seven days. Or seven minutes. Surely I might be allowed to offer my own
proposal before it is too late?” He softened his tone and reached out to touch the
older man on the arm in a gesture of humility. “I mean you no disrespect, sir,” he
said. “But when a man encounters such a great beauty as your daughter, a girl
with the lineage of a proud house behind her, it is only natural that he should
seek to make her his wife. Don’t you agree?”

“I do,” said Naevius, puffing up his chest at the platitudes. “But it’s
impossible, of course.”

“Why?” asked Marinus.

“Because of the Great Elephant of Bayt Sahur,” replied my grandfather,
leaning forward and opening his eyes so wide my father could see the veins that
ran across the sclera like aimless tributaries.

“And what has he to do with anything?”

“He is to be my husband,” said my mother and, at her interruption, Naevius
raised his hand to strike her for her insolence, but my father reached out and
caught that same hand in midair, urging peace.

“You would give your daughter to the Great Elephant of Bayt Sahur?” he
asked, infusing his tone with as much deferential outrage as he could summon.
“A man who is so fat he can scarcely fit through his own doorway? A man
known to break the backs of the unfortunate donkeys tasked with carrying him?
Why, he would crush every bone in her body on their wedding night, if he could
even find his cock within that vile mass of quivering blubber. The Great
Elephant of Bayt Sahur? No, sir, the Great Whale! The Great Whale!”

“He’s a man with a healthy appetite, it is true,” conceded my grandfather.
“But he’s also wealthy, you can’t deny that. One of the wealthiest merchants in
this region. And he’s been widowed for almost a month, so it’s natural that he
would seek a new woman.”

“Did he not kill his last two wives?” asked Marinus.



“Yes, but they were unfaithful to him,” replied Naevius with a shrug. “So,
he was within his rights.”

“He fed the first to a lion then stripped the skin from the second over the
course of a week.”

“I have heard it said,” admitted Naevius. “He is ingenious in his cruelty.”

“Then your daughter wanders into dangerous territory,” said Marinus,
shaking his head. “I wonder that a man of your dignity and reputation could
permit such a match when a better opportunity stands before her?”
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THE SUN,
THE MOON AND
THE STARS

THAT BETTER OPPORTUNITY Wthh my mOther WOUld come to enjoy inCIUdEd d Smaﬂ

house, built from a combination of mud bricks dried by the sun and rough-hewn
stones that acted as quoins, giving us a slightly more elevated status than most of
our neighbors. Wooden beams packed with clay kept us dry from above, while
the earthen floor beneath our feet was covered intermittently with paving stones.
We slept in different corners, without privacy, but a fire burned from morning
till night in a central stove that served the dual purpose of keeping us warm and
cooking our food.

My father, Marek, was not a man much given to humor, which makes it all
the more surprising that one of my earliest memories is of him marching through
the door with tears of laughter pouring down his face. I had started walking a
few months earlier but was still uncertain on my feet and I stumbled across the
room to greet him, eager to be enveloped in his mirth.

“You’re in good humor,” said my mother, Folami, looking around as he sat
down and swept me onto his knee while she continued with her bread-making.
My father’s wages as a Roman legionnaire in Cappadocia could scarcely support
a family of six, as we were then, but my mother was well regarded in the
province for her baking skills and women appeared at our door every morning,
proffering copper coins to purchase her loaves and pastries. She spent most of
her days with her hands immersed in flour, dough, yeast, poppy, flax and
sunflower seeds, giving her a distinctive scent that has always offered me a
feeling of safety and comfort whenever I’ve stumbled across it.

“New orders came through today,” said Marek, using the heel of his hand to
wipe his face dry. He kissed me on the top of my head and I reached out to trace
the scar that ran down his left cheek. It was only a couple of inches long, but its
narrow gully, a perfect fit for my tiny fingers, fascinated me. “Issued by Quintus
Veranius himself. It seems that a ship arrived in the port of Bartin yesterday,
direct from Rome, carrying the most curious cargo.”

“Oh yes?” replied Folami. The wives of the soldiers had their own
collectives, of course, where they gossiped and exchanged the pieces of



intelligence that their husbands had let slip across the table or between the
sheets, but for the most part Cappadocia was a quiet place, far removed from the
daily intrigues of our Imperial overlords.

It had not always been so. Centuries before my birth, Alexander the Great
had tried to conquer the region but been rebuffed by a people who loved their
King, and it was only when the civil war began that the state lost its
independence through its equivocation over who to support, Pompey, Caesar or
Antony. It took the Emperor Tiberius to bring us to heel, turning a once-proud
city into a Roman province. The citizenry accepted its defeat with good grace,
life becoming peaceful afterward, the Roman Guards assimilating well and little
enmity existing between the conquered and the conquerors.

“More than one hundred stone heads,” continued my father. “They’re being
transported south, even as we speak, to be attached to statues.”

Folami paused in the mixing of her dough and turned to look at him, raising
an eyebrow. “I don’t understand,” she said. “They’ve sent heads but no torsos?”

“The torsos are already here,” he replied. “They’ve been here for decades.
At the temples, at the courthouse, along the roads. Every statue in Cappadocia is
to be decapitated and the new heads are to replace the old. The same thing is
taking place all across the Empire.”

“And let me guess,” said my mother. “They depict—"

“The Emperor Caligula, of course. Jupiter on his throne will become
Caligula. Neptune with his trident will become Caligula. Even the female deities
—Juno, Minerva, Vesta, Ceres—they are all to become Caligula. O fortunate
eyes that will be able to gaze upon his features wherever they turn!”

My mother shook her head. “So, you are to turn yourself into a stonemason
and defile the images of the gods?” she asked.

“You know me,” he replied, setting me back down on the floor and walking
over to embrace her. “Whatever Rome demands.”

I watched, feeling comforted by the affection that existed between them, a
warmth that was disturbed only by the arrival of my older brother, Jouni, who
came in and observed their mutual affection in distaste. Jouni was about ten
years old at the time, the son of my father’s second wife, and I was frightened of
him, for he rarely acknowledged me, other than to commit some random act of
violence, and when he spoke to our father, it was without fear, an attitude that
Marek respected. His behavior stood in stark contrast to my sister, Azra, the
daughter of his third, who treated me like an animate doll and could sometimes
be suffocating in her jealous affections.

“So, every statue is to look like Bootikins,” said my father, deferring to his
first-born’s sensibilities and returning to his seat by the fire. “And I’ve been



placed in charge of the project. An honorable task, don’t you agree?”

“The Emperor is as vainglorious as he is ridiculous,” said Folami. “I’ve
heard that he enjoys congress with his sister, wants to make a consul of his
favorite horse and believes himself to be a god. Don’t be surprised, Marek, if the
next news that reaches us is of his death. The knives will take him down if he
continues to behave in such an excruciating fashion.”

“Wife,” said my father quietly, a note of caution creeping into his tone, for
humor was one thing but remarks such as these could be overheard by ambitious
neighbors and reported back to the governor. My brother looked at her with
disgust on his face. He was a true servant of the Empire, turning around and
disappearing outside again without a word. I can recall the expression on his face
as he left. Revulsion. Hatred. Anger. But then he had never got along with his
stepmother and perhaps it was inevitable that their troubled relationship would
one day reach an unhappy end.

Of course, the statues were not the first heads to be separated from their
shoulders by my father. When he met my mother two years earlier, she had been
only seven days from an arranged marriage to one of the wealthiest merchants in
central Anatolia, a man so corpulent that he was known to all as the Great Bear
of Kayseri. Having been enchanted by her beauty, and then daring to speak to
her in the marketplace, Marek learned of her upcoming nuptials and made his
way to the groom’s home the following morning with an offering of gold, which
he hoped would liberate Folami from the engagement.

The Great Bear agreed to receive the young legionnaire but was unmoved
by my father’s request. “My wife has been dead for almost a month and my bed
has remained cold since then,” he told him, half amused and half insulted by the
paltry amount of coin that Marek was offering in exchange for the girl. “A house
needs a woman in it. And my children need a mother. Fusun is young, her hips
are broad, and she can bear me many more. A man must procreate! If I were to

»

“Folami,” said my father, correcting him.

“What?”

“Her name is Folami,” repeated my father. “With respect, sir, if you do not
even know the girl’s name, you cannot be in love with her.”

The Great Bear threw his head back and burst out laughing before reaching
for a tray of candies that sat on the velvet cushion next to him. “Why are we
speaking of love?” he asked, stuffing his mouth with a fistful of sweets before
letting his tongue slowly lick the sugared residue from his fingertips. “I thought



we were discussing marriage. Two very different things, my friend.”

“But there are so many more girls in Cappadocia,” argued Marek. “Some
even more beautiful than Folami. A man of your stature could have his pick of
them.”

“If you believed that, then you would not be here talking to me. You would
be pursuing them yourself.”

“Still, if you don’t care about her one way or the other—”

“What makes you say such a thing?” asked the Great Bear, frowning.

“You’ve said yourself that love and marriage are two very different things.”

“Yes, but you want this girl. Therefore, she has become an item of value, to
you at least. And I don’t walk away from items of value when they have already
been promised to me. Regardless of your entreaties and your womanly talk of
love, I’ve made an arrangement with the girl’s father and have no intention of
turning my back on that. A man’s good name is all that he has and mine would
be diminished if I canceled a brokered agreement. As for this pathetic
offering”—and here he threw the pouch of gold back at my father, where it
landed with an insolent jingle at his feet—"“I wouldn’t sell you a dog for that, let
alone a young beauty of child-bearing years. Have you looked around, Marek of
Cappadocia? You must see how wealthy I am?”

My father, a proud man, was stung by the humiliation but not ready to give
up on Folami quite yet. If he could not win her through commerce, then he
would claim her by force. His favorite kilij hung in a scabbard by his side, a
saber that had been handed down through three generations of our family, and as
he reached for it, the ruby jewel at the quillion catching the light, the Great Bear
simply clicked his fingers in an uninterested fashion and four guards approached
from each corner of the room, unsheathing their scimitars and pointing them
toward Marek’s throat.

“You were thinking of killing me?” asked the Great Bear, shaking his head
more in pity than in anger. “Better men than you have tried, my friend. Better
men will again. And perhaps, someday, one will succeed. But not you. And not
today.”

“If you will not give the girl up,” said Marek, “then at least fight me for her.
We can use any weapon you choose. Or none at all. We could fight as men do,
with our fists.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” replied the merchant. “Why would I enter into
combat with you when I would most certainly lose? You’re young and strong. I
am neither of those things.”

“Then choose a champion, and either he will fall, or I will.”

The Great Bear considered this and stroked his many chins. Finally, he



nodded. “I suppose it will be an entertainment, if nothing else,” he conceded.
“At present, the days are so warm that I cannot bear to leave the villa and [ am in
need of amusement. I accept your challenge, Marek of Cappadocia. But I choose
four champions, not one. The four men who face you right now. If you defeat
them all, you may take the girl. Do you accept my offer?”

My father looked around. The men in question were healthy specimens,
undoubtedly useful with their swords, but he was skillful, too, and had a prize
worth fighting for, while they did not.

“I accept,” he said, spinning around and, in a moment, using his kilij to lift
the head from the first of his opponents, the man’s skull tumbling to the floor
and rolling toward the Great Bear, who stopped it with the tip of his slipper,
laughing in delight at how swiftly my father had acted, and clapping his sticky
hands together as the three remaining guards gathered their wits. It was noted
afterward by one of the servants that this had all happened so quickly that the
head continued to live for a few seconds, its eyes darting back and forth in
surprise at being trapped beneath the Great Bear’s foot, before blinking twice
and remaining open in death. Marek was fast on his feet; for a large man, he had
the nimble tread of a dancer, and in anticipation of this clash, he had sharpened
the blade of his kilij to a fine edge the night before and it took the head from
another guard easily before he turned his attentions to the two that remained.
One, the younger of the pair, looked terrified and his sword-arm trembled
noticeably as my father lunged at him. He stumbled backward with a defeated
cry as the saber pierced his heart and Marek turned now to the final guard, who
fought valiantly but was no match for his opponent and soon found himself
pinned against the wall, the blade of my father’s sword pressed against his neck.

“I have taken three of them,” said Marek, turning to the Great Bear, who
had grown pale now, perhaps nervous that his own body might be lighter by the
weight of a head in a few moments. He had removed his foot from his slipper
and was massaging his toes through the hair of the first soldier’s skull. “Will you
let me spare this boy’s life and take the girl, as promised?”

“I am a man of my word,” said the Great Bear, dragging himself to his feet,
no easy task for a man of his girth. “The girl is yours when you have defeated all
my champions. That is the deal that we made and you must honor it, as I will.”

My father did not waste a second, and before the boy could find a voice to
cry out for mercy, his shoulders, too, had been relieved of their load.

Without returning home to change his bloodied garments, Marek made his
way to my grandfather’s house and claimed his bride.

Several weeks after my father had decapitated every statue in Cappadocia
and replaced the heads with carvings of the Emperor, two events of note took



place.

The first was that Folami was proven right, and Caligula was assassinated,
and the second was that I went missing.

Although I was too young to understand the importance of what they were
discussing, I sat alongside my siblings while Marek recounted the gossip that
was spreading across the Empire from Hispania to Judea and from Germania to
Carthage.

“He was attending a performance of some squalid play in the palace,” he
told us. “And, in his usual charming way, he was mocking the actors and being
scornful of the senators in attendance, each of whom was keeping one eye on the
stage and one eye on their Emperor in case he laughed, so that they might laugh,
too. During an interval between the acts, he announced that, depending on
whether meat or fish was served for lunch, he would have half of them tossed
into the Colosseum later in the day as a treat for the lions. All of you on my left,
he said, you die if it’s fish. And all of you on my right, you die if it’s meat. Then,
as he made his way toward his private dining room to discover what might lie
beneath the cloches, he was approached by Cassius Chaerea, a member of the
Praetorian Guard, who stabbed him in the shoulder. When he fell to the ground,
Chaerea held him down and slowly carved his way through the Emperor’s neck
with a rusty knife.”

“So it’s not just the statues that have lost their heads,” remarked my mother
with a shrug.

A few days later, Folami brought some loaves to the marketplace, leaving
me under the supervision of my brother, but Jouni, bored by the prospect of
spending an afternoon indoors with an infant, and pleased by any opportunity to
disobey his stepmother, went out to meet some friends, and when Folami
returned a few hours later, I was nowhere to be found.

My father arrived home soon afterward and together they went from house
to house in search of me, but with no success. My mother was inconsolable and
when Jouni returned home that night, unaware that I had gone missing, he was
thrashed soundly by Marek, a rare punishment, for my father had a weakness for
his children and was rarely violent toward any of us.

As my father was a member of the Roman Guards, there was a suspicion
that I had been taken by a Cappadocian resident who had either suffered
hardship at the hands of the protectorate or was seeking revenge for the conquest
of his region. Known criminals were dragged from their beds and tortured in the
streets in a quest for answers, but if any of them knew who had taken me, or



why, or where I was being held, they did not say.

The events of that week remain a mystery to me. I have no memory of the
circumstances that brought me home again either, but family legend has it that,
seven days later, Marek and Folami were woken in the middle of the night by a
loud rapping on the door. When they opened it, they discovered me sitting in the
dust outside, crying bitterly. Despite the number of questions my parents asked, I
could tell them nothing, and whether this was because I had been threatened by
my abductor or was simply too traumatized to speak, I do not know.

The next evening, I was examined by a local physician, who found no signs
of brutality anywhere upon my body. It seemed that during my absence I had
been fed and well cared for. The only subsequent curiosity was that as we made
our way home we passed a blind woman on the street and I did everything in my
power to go to her, but having misplaced me once, my mother was loath to let go
of me again. Despite my insistent weeping that I belonged with this stranger, I
was taken back to the comfort of my family home while the blind woman, whose
name was Teseria, continued on her way alone, uttering not a word but pointing
toward the sky, where the stars had started to glimmer in the darkness.
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ON AnoTHER DARK NiGT A [@W years later, my mother, Florina, gave birth to twin

babies. Their screams of bewilderment as they entered the world echoed her own
tortured cries of pain. For a child of my age, it was a brutal symphony and I felt
sure that she would die. I sat trembling, my hands pressed against my ears,
dreading what the future might hold for the motherless boy I was sure to become
before the sun rose.

It was her fifth pregnancy, but none of the children, other than I, had
survived. Florina, who was much given to motherhood, was determined that
these babies—a boy named Constantin and a girl called Natalia—would survive
and to this end she began training my older brother, Juliu, to help with her small
dairy business so she could devote more of her time to their care without causing
our household income to suffer. At first, Juliu refused, believing this to be
women’s work, but my father was equally committed to the survival of his
offspring and ordered him to do exactly as he was told. Marius’s natural
authority meant that none of us would have ever dared to disobey him, but my
brother saw this as yet another reason to resent his stepmother. No matter what
she did or how much kindness she showed him, he could not make his peace
with her.

We lived in the coastal town of Kallatis, on the banks of the Black Sea,
across which Jason and the Argonauts had once sailed in their quest for the
Golden Fleece. When he was not being dispatched by the King to fight the
Roman armies who were threatening to invade our land, my father was a
fisherman, operating a small boat with weathered sails that had been passed
down from his grandfather to his father and now to him. Juliu preferred being on
the sea with Marius, a more masculine pursuit than the one in which Florina was
trying to engage him, and I didn’t blame him. On the rare occasions when my
father brought me out on the boat, I found myself equally thrilled by the action
of the waves and the shoals of fish that we caught over the course of a day. Most
of the sons of the town fished with their fathers, bringing back sturgeon, eel,
shad and even the occasional angel shark to sell in the marketplace, and it was



assumed that these boys would, in the fullness of time, assume their fathers’
businesses when they were no longer young enough to take to the water. But
while I enjoyed being at sea, I knew that this would not be the life for me. I
wanted much more from the world than that.

For as long as I could remember, I had been an intensely creative child,
preferring to be left alone to play in the sand dunes or on the beach, where I
would gather stones and pebbles, arranging them in shapes that were pleasing to
the eye, pulling flowers from rushes and using them to create designs that would
survive only until Juliu returned, always preferring to scorn my naive efforts at
art by scattering my hard work to the winds with a single kick. Even at home, I
would spend hours drawing rough sketches in the dust of the floor with my
hands, my mind already filled with images of strange worlds and people that I
longed to know. I had a curious sense that these ideas would one day manifest
themselves in the real world and that my destiny was not to remain isolated in
our small town but to spend my days among tribes and cultures alien to my own.

“An artist, not a warrior,” my mother remarked once, looking down at the
images I had crafted in the ground. One showed a boat sailing down a river, the
sailors carrying saws in their hands. Another a man and woman standing by a
well while a beast faced them down. A third displayed the bars of a prison cell.
My father examined them, shook his head and spat in the fire in disgust.

“I’ll see that beaten out of him,” he grunted, but even then, even at such a
young age, I knew that I would never allow that to happen.

What fascinated me the most, however, were the stars. It thrilled me to lie
outside when the sun had set, staring up at the constellations in the night sky,
drawing imaginary lines between each shining instant and wondering who, if
anyone, might live within those bright patterns. In my dreams, I floated among
them, a traveler in the darkness, looking down at the world from an orbit that I
was still too young to comprehend. And when I suggested to my parents that I
would like to live among the stars someday, they simply laughed at my
foolishness.

From the day of their birth, I took an interest in the twins, who stared up at
me from their blankets with expressions of curiosity upon their faces. Perhaps
because Juliu showed no affection toward me I determined to be a good brother
and it didn’t take long for me to become their protector. My sister Andreea
resented this, and so jealous was she of my affection for the babies that she took
great delight in tormenting them. Naturally, it pleased my mother to see her son
so devoted to his siblings’ well-being and, while my father found my
attentiveness to be unusual in a boy, he offered no protest. As the months passed
and they put on weight, it became clear that the infants would survive the



hazards of the first year and they soon became thriving, noisy members of our
household.

Florina, however, was not so lucky and in the wake of the twins’ birth she
grew ill, taking to her bed. The sounds of her crying out in agony terrified me,
reminding me of the night that she had given birth. I adored my mother and felt
certain that she was close to death once again. My father, too, was fearful,
summoning an apothecary who prepared foul-smelling potions concocted from
various roots and nettles for her to drink and ordering that she remain prostrate
until her body had had time to heal from the trauma of so many confinements.
When he returned for a second visit a few days later, I overheard a conversation
between them as they discussed how her fever had broken at last, but the pain
was still so concentrated that her face was as gray as the walls of our small
dwelling.

“Be warned, Marius,” he said. “If she were to become heavy with child
again, both she and the baby would die. There is no doubt of that. Do not lie with
her unless you are content to risk her loss.”

My father sat by the fire, a frown settling upon his face as he considered
this. “She cannot be a wife to me anymore?” he asked, deeply upset, for he bore
the unusual quality of loving Florina and a more uxorious man could not be
found anywhere in our village.

“She can,” said the doctor. “Just not in the marriage bed. She is still capable
of cooking, cleaning, mending clothes, the natural wifely duties, but you must
restrain yourself if you want her to live. Her womb suffered too great an insult
during the birth of these last two babies and will not stand any further affront. It
will rupture, the poisons will enter the bloodstream and she will die a most
agonizing death.”

“Then I shall touch her no more,” declared my father, standing up and
nodding decisively, as if forging a sacred covenant between himself and his
creator. “I can live with having no more children, but I cannot live without
Florina.”

“You can have as many more children as you want,” said the doctor,
correcting him. “Just not with your wife. There are others, of course. You must
not deny yourself that which is natural to a man. Remember, the towns that
surround us are filled with nubile young women, particularly since we’ve lost so
many men fighting the Romans.”

And at this, I observed a spark of interest ignite my father’s face, a light
blush that made the scar on his left cheek inflame a little. Perhaps he would
never have betrayed my mother under normal circumstances, but given
permission by a man of medicine? Well, that changed matters considerably.



Although he was at his happiest on his fishing boat, Marius was fiercely
loyal to the King and had fought against the Roman dogs intermittently over the
years, whenever the Emperor Trajan sent his legions into Dacia. Many of his
childhood companions had laid down their lives during those wars and my father
nursed such a grudge against the imperial powers that when our great King
Decebalus broke the peace treaty, leading Trajan to dispatch even more troops
into the region in retaliation with a plan to vanquish us for generations to come,
he entrusted his fishing boat with Juliu and set off once again with the Dacian
army for Sarmisegetusa.

By now, my mother had recovered her health and returned to making soft
cheese and nut butter to sell to our neighbors, but she wore her melancholy
around her like a cloak. From time to time, I discovered her weeping silently on
her bed, her hands pressed against her empty belly. It was not that she was still
in pain but the fact she could no longer bear children that upset her so greatly.
And perhaps she feared losing the affections of her beloved husband, an idea
which he would have dismissed as impossible but which would, in time, prove
painfully accurate.

Around this time, another fisherman, Caturix, befriended my brother. He
was older than Juliu, almost twenty, and a youngest son, which meant that he
had no hope of inheriting his father’s boat. He made his living around the shores
of Kallatis, helping those who were either too ill or too incapacitated to put in a
full day’s work. In my father’s absence, he labored alongside Juliu, going out on
the boat with him every morning and carrying the catch to the market at the end
of each day. Occasionally, my brother would invite him back to our house to eat.
Florina had no objection to feeding him—he was helping our family in a time of
need, after all, albeit for a basic pay—but as young as I was, I could tell that
Juliu’s new friend had more than food on his mind.

Caturix was handsome, but in an entirely different way to my father. Where
Marius wore his blond curls with narcissistic pride, Caturix tied his dark, straight
hair into a knot at the back of his head. While my father was a broad, muscular
man, Caturix was of slighter build but tall and strong with sinewy muscles that
relaxed into noticeable blue veins along his upper arms. Like my father’s, his
hands were the hands of a fisherman, scored with the markings of ropes and
blades, the knuckles red with bruises and pockmarked from fishing hooks that
had embedded themselves in his skin over the years. I found myself rather in
awe of this engaging young man, and even though he barely registered my
presence in the household, I envied Juliu the time he spent with him on the
water, for here, I thought, was an older brother to whom I could give my



allegiance.

Had I known what it was to flirt with someone, I would have recognized
that Caturix was flirting with my mother in a subtle fashion, complimenting her
on her food, her dress, how neatly she maintained our home and, starved of
attention since my father had gone away, it was obvious that she was flattered by
the courtesy he displayed toward her. After a while, he began to bring small gifts
with him when he visited. A colorful stone that had been washed in by the tide,
perhaps. A velvet cushion he had purchased in the market. A dried flower. Now
my admiration began to turn to annoyance and I started to resent his intrusion,
for I knew that my father would not approve of these regular visits.

Juliu, on the other hand, seemed to encourage the friendship, seeking any
opportunity to throw Florina and his new friend together.

“An extra portion for Caturix tonight, my father’s wife!” he shouted one
evening, banging his fists on the table as we sat down to lean rations. It was
Juliu’s custom to employ this formal term whenever he addressed Florina, trying
to keep their relationship as distant as possible. “His heart is heavy.”

“Why so?” asked Florina, placing some extra rice on his plate and passing it
across with a piece of salted fish. I watched as Caturix glanced in her direction, a
half-smile playing across his lips. When he caught her eyes, she blushed slightly.

“The girl he loves does not love him in return,” continued Juliu with a
melodramatic sigh, and Caturix threw him a reproachful look.

“I can’t believe it,” said Florina. “What girl could say no to Caturix? She
should be pleased to find such a good husband.”

“It’s not marriage that he’s after,” said my brother, sniggering. “His
ambitions are a lot earthier than that.”

“Juliu!” said my mother, frowning deeply, for she did not care for vulgarity.

“I only speak the truth,” replied my brother.

“And have you spoken to the girl in question, Caturix?” asked Florina.
“Have you expressed to her the stirrings of your heart?”

“I have not dared.”

“Why not?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I could not bear for her to refuse me. I would
as soon slice off my ears than hear words of rejection.”

“But you do not know what she might say until you ask,” Florina replied.
“Perhaps she has feelings for you, too?”

“There are complications.”

“What sort of complications?”

“She has a husband already.”

“Ah,” said Florina, shaking her head. “Then you must look elsewhere. After



all, any woman who would betray her husband would not be worthy of you.
Forget her, Caturix, that’s my advice to you.”

“Forget the most beautiful, the most tender, the most interesting woman I
have ever met?” he replied. “You might as well ask me to forget my own name.”

Florina looked around the table and smiled. I suppose she enjoyed the idea
of a little gossip. “Will you not tell us who the girl is?” she asked, leaning
forward, and Caturix shook his head.

“I cannot,” he said.

“Her husband, then? Is he old? If he is, then perhaps nature will free her
sooner than you think.”

“He’s not old,” replied Caturix. “But he is away, playing at war, so perhaps
the gods will take my part and strike him down.”

“You shouldn’t say such a thing!”

“If it offends you, then I take it back. But he has been gone these three
months now and his family have heard nothing from him. He fights the Roman
dogs and might be locked in a cage being transported back to the Colosseum to
tarry with the lions, for all we know. Or he could already be dead. Anything is
possible.”

Florina stared at him and then, to my surprise, her amused expression
turned to a frown and then to anger, and she stood up, gathering the empty plates
from the table noisily. I did not then understand what he had said to upset her so
greatly but, a moment later, she declared that it was time for him to go home and
that it would probably be a good idea if he dined separately from us from now
on. Caturix simply nodded and left, his head hanging low, but when my brother
pushed his chair back to follow him, Florina grabbed him by the arm and held
him tightly, her fingers digging deeply into his skin.

“Is this your doing?” she asked. “Are you trying to cause mischief?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” he replied innocently. “You don’t think he
meant...?” He threw back his head and burst out laughing. “My father’s wife,
have you looked in a mirror lately? Your face is gray, your hair is lank and your
eyes have grown tired. Not to mention the fact that you’re as barren as an
untilled field. You can’t imagine that a man like Caturix would—"

“You’ve been a troublemaker from the start, Juliu,” she snapped. “I know
this is your doing. If there’s any more of this scheming, then Marius will hear of
it.”

He pulled his arm free from her and his laughter turned to scorn. “You
don’t get to tell me what to do in my father’s house,” he insisted. “While he is
gone, I am master here and you and your brats live under my protection. You
would do well to remember that.”



Three nights later, I was lying on my mat next to Florina’s bed, the twins
breathing heavily in the cot next to me, when I heard the door open and a shaft
of light slunk deceitfully into the room. My mother was asleep but, alerted by the
intrusion, she opened her eyes, sat up and looked toward the door to see who it
was that disturbed us at such a late hour.

To my astonishment, it was Caturix! Here he was, when darkness had
fallen, walking in a disrobed state toward my mother’s bed, his feet as quiet
upon the floor as the padded paws of a cat, his engorged member guiding him
toward his prey.

“What are you doing here?” hissed Florina, pulling at the rough hemp sheet
she used to keep her warm about her body. “You can’t be—"

“Juliu said that I might visit you. He passed on your message.”

“What message?” she asked.

“That I should come and lie with you tonight. I promise, no one will ever
know.”

In a flash, she jumped from the bed and ran from the room, followed
quickly by a naked Caturix. A vociferous argument broke out in the room
beyond and the next morning, when I awoke, my mother was alone in her bed
and Juliu was nowhere to be found.



IRAN
A.D. 152

PART 12

THE SUN,
THE MOON AND
THE STARS

WHEN w mmee, Marwan, returned from waging war against the Romans in

Armenia, the atmosphere in our home changed considerably. Having taken part
in countless battles and witnessed the violent deaths of many of his friends, his
senses had grown overwrought, his temper was more easily provoked and he
was less patient with his children. Too much noise would drive him into a fury;
at his worst moments he was Ishtar, covering the Earth with storms and turning
all the rivers to blood.

Part of his ill humor could be put down to the mysterious disappearance of
my brother Johan, of whom there had been no news since he vanished two years
earlier. Some said that he had been spotted outside a temple in Ctesiphon,
carrying a monkey on his shoulder and a tiger cub on a lead while begging
money from strangers. Others claimed that he had traveled as far as
Mithradatkirt, where he’d married a direct descendant of Arsaces himself and
was living a life of extravagant splendor. Still others suggested that he had never
left our village at all but had been murdered by his stepmother, his body thrown
into an empty well or buried beneath the foundations of one of the new
dwellings that were being constructed in the village next to our own. Marwan
quizzed Fabiana frequently about the events leading up to the boy’s departure,
but she remained vague in her answers.

“He always hated me, you know that,” she protested. “And yes, we argued
while you were gone, but I didn’t throw him out and nor would I ever have
caused him harm. We went to sleep one night, all of us, and the following
morning, when I awoke, he was gone. That is all I know.”

Marwan accepted this for now, but a new remoteness developed between
my parents and when he returned to the shore to rebuild the boat-repair business
that had fallen into decline since Johan’s departure, his attitude suggested that he
felt it to be a less worthwhile trade without an heir by his side. Occasionally, I
would accompany him, but I was still too young to be of any practical use and he
would grow angry with me as the day wore on, eventually returning home in bad
humor.



It upset me to recall how loving my parents had been before the war and,
despite my mother’s best attempts to return their relationship to an affectionate
place, her efforts were in vain. At night, when they retired for bed, I could hear
him groaning in frustration before rising, dressing and disappearing into the
night without explanation. At such times, I would slip from my cot into the bed
next to Fabiana, whose weeping upset me greatly, and do my best to comfort
her. She would hold me tightly and kiss me on the forehead but remained
inconsolable and when I asked where my father went so late at night, all she
would say was that he searched for the pleasures she herself was no longer able
to afford him. Although I was too young to understand the meaning of her
words, I swore that I would never turn away from her or abandon her for
another, a promise that made me weep, too, and soon the pillow was damp from
our mutual distress.

“But you will, my beloved son,” she said with a sigh. “Boys always do.”

During this time, our friends and neighbors lived, as we did, in a state of
perpetual readiness for more conflict, for the amnesty between our ruler,
Vologases, and the Emperor Antoninus Pius was a fragile thing at best. Our
beloved Parthian Empire, may the gods look over her with mercy, existed in a
state of constant tension with its Roman counterpart. And while I loved my
father, I longed for the day when he would be called upon to don his battle armor
once again, for the war between the empires had as its counterpoint a certain
peace at home. At the back of my mind, however, I began to wonder whether
aggression was the natural state for our species and if I, too, would one day be
forced to raise a sword against an unknown enemy.

I must now speak more of my older sister, Abeer, who from the start
combined a brilliant mind with a jealous nature. By the age of one she could
draw with great skill. By five, she was a talented horse rider and by nine her
swordplay was the envy of many. She was witty, too, and tough, and brave,
displaying all those characteristics that my father longed for in a son but which
he considered wasted on a daughter. Like me, she spent much of her time
seeking his approval, but he was less interested in his female progeny; the
children who concerned him most were the absent Johan and myself. The male
twin, Constans, suffered from a feeble mind and was sent away as a child to be a
servant in a rich man’s house before drifting out of our lives forever. The rest
were bred as future wives and mothers, nothing more.

For the most part, Johan had tolerated Abeer, but his affections were muted
when, as a child, she bested him in a tournament of warriors. Carrying only a
wicker shield and a short spear, she managed to overturn him in front of our
entire village, leaving him begging for mercy as the tip of her blade kissed his



throat. It was a moment that I savored, for I rarely saw Johan reduced to the role
of supplicant, and his face turned scarlet when he suffered the insult in front of
his hooting friends.

By the time Abeer turned eleven she was already a noted beauty and, when
it became obvious that she would blossom into an exquisite woman, one of the
elders made inquiries with Marwan about securing her as a bride for his son. My
father refused the request, determined that no one would take his daughter to a
marriage bed before her sixteenth birthday. He did not seek a great alliance or
any financial advantage, after all, and I think he hoped that she would marry a
man who would prove tender toward her, as he had been toward my mother
when they first met.

Most of the boys in our village were half in love with Abeer. The braver
ones collected posies of dried flowers and left them by our door, watching from
behind trees as she gathered them in her arms and inhaled their perfumes. They
were deeply jealous of her friendship with Hakan, a crippled boy who lived
alone with his mother, Nera, nearby. Hakan, who was the same age as my sister,
had stumbled into the path of a frightened horse when he was only three years
old and had been lucky to survive the accident. His legs had been badly broken,
however, and the incompetent doctor who attended to him did nothing to fuse
the bones back into their proper places so, as the years passed, the lower half of
his body became misshapen and he could walk only with the aid of sticks, which
he fashioned himself from the wood of the silver birch trees that grew on the
outskirts of our village, carving two crows into the hand-grips. He was
relentlessly bullied, but Abeer took him under her protection from a young age
and such was her reputation as an indefatigable pugilist that few would have
dared to mock him when she was by his side.

For my part, I found Hakan to be a frightening creature with his contorted
legs, which reminded me of clusters of ginger, bent as they were in
unpredictable directions and with strange protrusions lurking beneath the skin.
When he sat near me, I dreaded his flesh coming into contact with my own and
would shuffle along the seat to stay as far from him as possible. I wasn’t proud
of myself for this—I knew it wasn’t his fault that he had suffered such a ghastly
injury—but nevertheless, I could not bring myself to treat him with the affection
or kindness my sister did and wished that he would stay away.

And so I was naturally dismayed when my father returned home from the
riverbank one evening with this same boy in tow, declaring that Hakan would be
our guest until further notice.

“I found him on the street crying,” he explained, tousling the boy’s hair,
which was dark and unkempt and in need of cutting. “Nera has gone to visit her



dying mother and, heartless creature, has left him to fend for himself. I couldn’t
allow it. So I invited him to stay with us until she returns.”

Fabiana turned around in surprise from her cooking and, although she was
fond of Hakan and had a generous nature, it was obvious that she was surprised
by her husband’s sudden rush of altruism.

“But where will he sleep, Husband?” she asked.

“With the boy,” he replied, nodding in my direction.

“And how long will his mother be away?” she continued, but Marwan
simply shrugged his shoulders and sat down, waiting for a plate of food to be put
before him. The conversation had come to an end.

I spent the evening dreading the night that lay ahead. The notion of Hakan’s
body and mine pressed together in my tiny bed in a state of undress horrified me,
and when the time came and he hobbled into the bedroom where I was already
lying naked beneath the thin sheet, I began to weep, running into the kitchen to
ask my parents whether I might sleep in their bed instead, a request that was
summarily refused. My father looked at me with such disgust that I cried even
more, for I hated to shame myself in front of him.

Marwan, having fought in so many battles and witnessed so much butchery
over the years, was barely conscious of Hakan’s deformity and saw my tantrum
as nothing more than the selfishness of a child too spoiled to share a bed with
another, while Fabiana understood why I was protesting and scolded me for my
callousness. Still, I lay awake much of the night and, whenever he turned, some
part of those twisted limbs would make contact with my own and I would
withdraw from him even further.

As the weeks passed and Nera had still not reappeared, I asked whether
Hakan might not share Abeer’s bed instead—after all, I reasoned, he was her
friend and not mine—and my father struck me in anger. I did not realize that
asking two eleven-year-olds to sleep together would be to land them in disgrace
as well as a marriage contract.

Abeer forgave my unkindness, for she could never stay angry with me for
long, but when I asked her why she liked Hakan so much, particularly when he
was an outcast with the other children, she replied by saying that I had answered
my own question.

“His isolation is what makes him interesting,” she told me, sewing a set of
yellow ribbons into the hem of her skirt, for among all her other talents, Abeer
was an excellent seamstress. “Hakan saves all his best stories for me. All his
ambitions. All his secrets.”

I liked the idea of secrets and asked her to share them with me, too, but she
smiled and shook her head.



“Will you marry him one day?” I asked, fearful that he might become a
permanent member of our family, but she remained silent as she returned to her
sewing. She must have missed a stitch, though, for she winced and drew a finger
to her mouth. When she pulled it away, a drop of blood fell on the material of
the freshly decorated dress, leaving a perfect red spot at the center of one of the
ribbons.

“Here,” she said, holding the bleeding finger out toward me. “Kiss it
better.”

I took the finger into my mouth, tasting the saltiness of the blood, and
sucked on it. When the bleeding stopped, I watched, transfixed, as she pricked
the top of a second finger, producing the same result, and told me to kiss this one
better, too.

“You’ll do anything I ask, little brother, won’t you?” she said thoughtfully
as I held this finger in my mouth. “I like that.”

A month later, Nera returned at last. It was evening time and our family,
along with Hakan, was seated around the fire, eating lamb stew flavored with
saffron. Winter had come, the nights had turned cold, and my mother was
repeating some gossip she’d overheard in the marketplace that morning when we
heard footsteps approaching from outside. We turned around as one, for it was
unusual to have visitors at that time of night.

The door opened and Nera entered, looking exhausted and hungry. Hakan
jumped up and hobbled toward her, crying out her name in delight. She was
holding a bundle that, at first, I took to be food, a symbol of her gratitude to my
family for taking care of her son. But no, a confused mewling from the parcel
revealed that she was carrying a baby, an infant, and she parted the two sides of
the blanket to reveal a tiny head and scarlet lips that suckled at her finger, just as
I had suckled at Abeer’s.

“Well?” asked my father, staring at her.

“A girl,” she said.

He nodded and sighed, closing his eyes for a moment before returning to
his place at the fire. “Wife,” he said, addressing Fabiana but not daring to look at
her. “Nera and my daughter will live here with us from now on. There will be no
arguments, no discord. This is how I want things to be and this is how they will
be.”

The silence that followed this speech seemed to last for an eternity. I looked
at my mother, whose face fell in a mixture of distress and shame, her entire body
slumping in a manner that suggested she had not only been defeated but knew
she had no way of fighting back. A kind woman, she turned to Nera, speaking
the words of welcome that were as natural to her as breathing.



“You must be hungry after your walk,” she said. “Let me offer you a plate
of food.”
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PART 12

THE SUN,
THE MOON AND
THE STARS

As ornew and unconventional family life formed over the following months,

my discomfort around the boy I began to think of as my cousin diminished and
we formed an unexpected friendship. However, it would not be long before I
was forced into the company of another playmate, one far less friendly and far
more dangerous than any I had yet known.

The Emperor’s son, Commodus, and I met for the first time at the
interminable funeral procession for Hadrian’s heir, Lucius Verus. He was seated
on the right hand of his father, Marcus Aurelius, while I, as the son of one of the
senior members of the Praetorian Guard, held a position of honor to the rear of
the main dais. He happened to glance in my direction during one of the eulogies
and, when he caught my eye and offered an extravagant yawn, I burst out
laughing and had to cover my mouth with my hand to hide my disgrace. A
moment later, he whispered something into the Emperor’s ear and was given
leave to vacate his chair. As he walked proudly past my row, his head held high
as befitted a child of his elevated status, he indicated that I should follow him,
and soon we were making our way back toward the palace together.

“If T had to sit there for another minute,” he declared, waving a regal hand
in the air, “I might have drawn the dagger from my father’s side and cut my own
head off. I promise you that when I am Emperor, events like those will be kept
as brief as possible. And there will be more sacrifices to the gods. I enjoy a good
sacrifice, don’t you? Otherwise, everything becomes so boring. I love the sound
of screaming, it’s like music to me.”

I wouldn’t have dared to disagree, but in truth I had been sorry to leave the
pageantry, having looked forward to the moment when my father, Maarav,
would lead the cortege carrying the body of the late warrior emperor, which was
being venerated that afternoon. Lucius Verus had been the one to finally defeat
the reviled Parthian Empire and their wicked King, Vologases, broadening the
expanse of the Roman Empire so significantly that the Senate had deified him
only days after his death. Maarav had played his own part in these victories and I
was filled with pride for his achievements.



“Yes, Highness,” I replied, already in thrall to Commodus, who looked like
a young god in his elaborately stitched toga picta with stripes of Tyrian purple
running along the arms to signify his exalted rank. “I would have gouged my
eyes out with my thumbs if I’d been forced to stay another moment.”

He turned to look at me in some surprise before bursting into laughter.
“You’re the son of Maarav, yes? Of the Praetorian Guard? I’ve noticed you
around the palace grounds. You’re noisy. Too noisy, at times. You must learn to
remain quiet. Otherwise, someone might decide to cut out your tongue.”

I apologized for my indiscipline and swore to mend my puerile ways,
although the accusation was harsh, given I was surely among the least boisterous
children in Rome. I began to tell him more about my father and the campaigns in
which he had fought, but he quickly grew disinterested. Maarav may have been
an important member of the Palace Cavalry but, to the prince, he was just
another worthless plebeian, a mortal lingering in the company of the divine.

He took me to his rooms, which were elaborately decorated, and I examined
the tapestries on the walls, the work of the most extraordinary craftsmanship.
Each one depicted a great Roman victory, from the Battle of Silva Arsia almost
seven hundred years earlier, marking the birth of the Republic under Lucius
Junius Brutus, to Julius Caesar’s great triumph over the Gauls at Alesia. I
reached out to touch the fabric and was moved by the astonishing blend of
strength and fragility represented in each stitch. My admiration for such things
was exactly what made my father despise me so; he saw it as unmanly and
symptomatic of a weak or even feminine disposition, but I did not care. Even
then I valued beauty above all other things.

But the tapestries were not the only luxurious items on display. The drapes
that hung around the boy’s bed were crafted from velvet, the sheets from satin,
while the rugs that lay upon the stone floor, brought back from the Dacian Wars,
were the very ones King Decebalus himself had once walked upon. The only
thing to upset the perfect tranquillity of the room was a pair of dogs with yellow
ribbons tied around their necks that had been asleep by the fireplace upon our
arrival and whimpered in fear when we entered, rushing to hide beneath the trio
of klinai that stood by the window. Commodus ignored them, but I observed
how they remained on their guard throughout my visit, the younger, no more
than a puppy, trembling violently. I wondered what occurred in these rooms
every day to make the poor animals so frightened.

“Do you play tali?” he asked, lifting a pouch of sheep’s knucklebones from
a table and emptying them onto the floor. The game was a popular one among
Roman children; we would toss the small bones in the air then try to catch them
on the front of our hands, a more difficult proposition than it might sound.



“Of course,” I said, and he indicated the cushion opposite him. When I sat
down he threw the bones up quite high, catching all but two. He was a skilled
player.

“My father, the Emperor, speaks highly of yours,” he declared after a
lengthy silence during which we concentrated on the game. “Were it not for his
good opinion, I wouldn’t have invited you here today. Naturally, I cannot allow
just anyone into my bedchamber. You don’t smell as bad as some of the other
children, I’'m pleased to say. Although you’re uglier than most.”

“Thank you, Highness,” I said.

“My father says that your father has two wives,” he continued when my
turn came and I managed to catch only one, a defeat in which he took
extravagant pleasure. “Can this be true?”

“Not quite,” I said. “Maarav is married to my mother, Fabia. But there is
another woman, Noemi, with whom he has a daughter. And Noemi herself has a
son.”

“The cripple?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said, feeling defensive for Hagan, for I had grown to recognize him
as a boy of uncommon sympathy and understanding and I valued his presence in
a mostly female home. The note of contempt in Commodus’s tone offended me,
but I would not have dared to challenge him.

“And your mother does not object to such an unusual arrangement?”

“She would never go against my father’s wishes,” I said.

“Of course not. That would oppose the natural order of things. But I
daresay she is grieved by it?”

I remained silent. In the two years since Maarav had introduced us to his
mistress, the women of the house had formed a strong matriarchal alliance, and
they had become more sisters than rivals.

“From now on,” he told me then with a decisive nod, “you are to come to
the palace every day. You may sit outside my rooms and, if I wish to play with
you, then I will. If T don’t, then you will be completely ignored and make no
noise. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Highness,” I said, bowing my head, and, our pact made, we played a
few more games of knucklebones until I defeated him at last. I leaped up with a
delighted cry and he immediately grew incensed, pushing me over and kicking
me so hard in the ribs that I felt the breath leave my body. More violence
followed and, when he began to kick me in the face, he sent two of my teeth
flying across the floor. Even as I lay there, with blood pouring down my chin, I
blamed myself for displeasing him and swore not to do so again. Commodus, I
realized, was not one to be gracious in defeat.



Over the weeks that followed, I obeyed the young Caesar’s instructions to
the word, stationing myself outside his rooms during the day, in anticipation of
his pleasure. Sometimes he would summon me inside to play dice or tabula and,
although I made sure never to achieve a victory over him again, he would
usually find some reason to lash out at me before sending me on my way. More
often than not, however, I would be left sitting outside without food or water
and, if he passed in the corridor, he would ignore me, as if I were no more
important than a tile on the wall.

After eight consecutive days when I did not lay eyes on him, however, but
watched as members of the household entered and left his bedchamber with
expressions of concern on their faces, I began to wonder whether something
untoward had taken place within. My anxiety only increased when I discovered
my father waiting for me at home on the ninth morning, saying that he would
accompany me to the palace that day. Fabia was weeping and held me to her
with such intensity it was as if she believed she would never see me again. When
Maarav and I left, she buried herself in Noemi’s shoulder, crying inconsolably.

As we walked the short distance from the barracks, where the families of
the Praetorian Guard lived, my father took my hand in his and surprised me by
saying that I was a good son.

“Perhaps I have been slow to show you the love that a boy should expect
from his father,” he added quietly. “But my affections were so strong for your
brother Joao that when he disappeared I grew anxious of allowing those feelings
to develop for another.”

I said nothing of the fact that he had shown a want of emotion toward me
since long before Joao’s departure.

“But I am proud of you this day,” he added. “Very proud.”

“Thank you, Father,” I said, looking ahead toward the great stone doors,
where a tall, bearded man stood in wait. I was convinced now that, having
outlived my usefulness, Commodus had decided to add me to the lions’ lunch
menu. When the man stepped forward to receive us, Maarav knelt down, taking
me in his arms and embracing me with almost as much fervor as my mother had
earlier.

“We must each do what we can for the glory of Rome,” he said. “And you,
my son, are making the greatest sacrifice of all. You will bring great honor to
our family name.”

He stood up, turned and walked away. I felt sick inside. Whatever was
going to happen would happen and there was no point in resisting.

The tall man, left in charge of me, rested a hand on my shoulder before



introducing himself as Galen, a physician from Pergamon who had the honor to
act as personal doctor to the imperial heir.

“Am I to be eaten?” I asked, and he frowned, looking as if he had not quite
understood my question. “By the lions,” I added, and he shook his head,
laughing a little, as he led me down the familiar corridor.

“No,” he said. “At least not today.”

“Does His Highness wish to play, then?” I asked, and Galen sighed.

“You are aware of the plague?” he asked me, and I nodded, for over recent
months the people of Rome had spoken of little else. The sickness had arrived in
the city with troops returning from Western Asia, killing hundreds of people in
only a few weeks. Typically, victims would come down with a fever before
suffering the filthy scourge of diarrhea, at which point they would be confined to
their beds in a delirium. Next, they would lose the ability to speak, a terrible rash
forming at the back of their throats that made swallowing a most painful
experience. Soon, the skin would erupt in a multitude of abscesses, engorged
with pus, that covered the face and body. Then there would be nothing to be
done; the patient would either recover or die. It did not discriminate between
social ranks.

“Of course,” I replied. “But I'm healthy and have shown no signs of illness.
My parents say that I’ve never been sick a day in my life.”

“I don’t care about you,” he said dismissively as we approached
Commodus’s door. “But those who are struck down must be kept in strict
quarantine, in order to avoid any further spread of the disease. I’'m sorry to say
that the Emperor’s son has developed symptoms and is very ill.”

I hesitated, stopping in the corridor, and he turned around.

“The boy is lonely,” he continued. “He needs companionship. Someone
who will sleep next to him, deliver his food and take care of his needs. Your
reputation is high, and I believe that you have been a playmate of the prince in
the past?”

“Yes,” 1 said, feeling frightened at the prospect of being cast inside the
infected room. “But I don’t think he likes me very much. He beats me frequently
and calls me names. I can’t be the right person for such a task. I’'m not even of
noble birth and—"

But Galen cared nothing for my protestations, opening the door before
pushing me inside and quickly pulling it closed again.

I looked around and took a deep breath, hoping not to let any of the infected
air into my lungs, but of course I could not manage this for more than a few
seconds. The room stank of vomit and excrement, there was uneaten fruit rotting
on one of the tables, and when I looked toward the bed I saw Commodus lying



there, one hand thrown across his face, the other beckoning me forward. I took
small steps, hoping that he would tell me to stop before I put myself in any
further danger, but instead he urged me closer and closer.

“You are good to come,” he whispered, his voice a dry croak, almost
unrecognizable from the confident, belligerent boy I had come to know and fear.
“I grow lonely here, and both my father and mother are too frightened to visit.
Even my sister Lucilla, who swore that she loved me above all others, has not set
foot inside this room. Perhaps she hopes that she will usurp my position and
become empress if I die. The gods would never allow such a perverse outcome,
would they? I am divine. My place is on the mountaintop with Jupiter, Mars and
Apollo.”

As I moved nearer still, I saw how altered his face had become since our
last encounter. His skin had turned blotchy and pockmarked, the signs of the
plague all too visible. He reached out a hand and I had no choice but to take it.
Commodus would surely perish, and I would succumb to the disease next.

“Can I get you some water, Highness?” I asked, but he shook his head. He
patted the other side of the enormous bed and asked me to lie next to him, for
comfort’s sake, and I removed my sandals and did as requested.

“I would have been a great emperor,” he croaked, and I nodded, for I was
young enough to believe that the old ways were the bad ways and that when my
generation came to power a revolution would begin. In my mind, despite his
many cruelties toward me, Commodus represented change.

“Don’t give up hope,” I told him. “Remember, half die and half survive.”

“The gods long to have me among their number,” he said listlessly. “They
crave my wisdom, so summon me to Olympus. I feel it, more so every day. It’s
understandable, of course. I was always too good for this world.”

Outside the door, when Galen had pressed my task upon me, I had been
frightened, but here, in the sick room, on the very precipice of infection, I found
that I was ready for whatever might come next. I reached over and placed a kiss
upon Commodus’s forehead, my lips grazing against a grotesque carbuncle, and,
while the stench that emanated from his body was repulsive, I held him beside
me in the hope that he would feel some comfort, and soon, in this false tableau
of devotion, we both fell asleep.

For several weeks we carried on like this. A knock would come from
outside and our meals would arrive, a banquet for the young prince, who could
barely eat, and a few miserly scraps for me. I was hungry, of course, but would
not have dared to touch his food. Occasionally, Galen would speak to me



through the door and ask how fared the patient before leaving potions which I
administered to Commodus, feeling less revolted now by the bursting blisters
that marked his countenance.

And then, one day, to my surprise, he began to show signs of improvement.
His deliriums ceased, as did the