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PART ONE



STELLA MARIS



 




CHAPTER 1
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In the word was the beginning.


The word was the dark and the light.


The light sanctified the dark, and the dark glorified the light.


The word lived in dreams, and in the waking world: in night and day.


When she heard it in sleep, the strange dreams began. When her mother and father spoke it in the daylight world, recalling Jerusalem the Golden in talk or prayer, she would often shiver with fearful joy. It was a word, a name, she was almost afraid to utter: even here – in the safety of the villa.


Mariam glanced down at the pattern of sportive dolphins in the marble mosaic, designs half-covered by her bare feet and sprinkled with a scatter of Damascus beads. Shifting a little in her seated posture, she caught a few of the black glass beads with her sliding foot. They hopped across the decorative sea of blue marble like pebbles skipping over water. As they spun to rest, her fertile imagination conjured fresh images from the bead-strewn marble: ships in the Middle Sea, tadpoles in a pond. A grin widened her young mouth, and she was, for a moment, all child.


Then Mariam remembered the word, and her grin subsided into a pensive smile.


Her gaze skimmed across the chamber, taking in the frescoed walls, their images of mortals and immortals tremulous in the shadow and glow from flickering oil lamps on tall bronze stands. Then she stared through the open portal at the small garden in the atrium, moonlight transforming its oleander bushes into silver phantoms. The evening hubbub of Alexandria filtered down into the square of the atrium and resonated in the cedarwood portal: the muffled clop of horses, the rumble of carriage wheels, raucous shouts, sudden laughter. People about their night business. People doing all the things a nine year old girl wasn’t allowed to do. For good reason, so her mother said. And Mariam didn’t doubt the wisdom of it.


She turned her eyes to the door leading to the northern quarters of the villa. Behind the polished oak door, she could just catch her mother’s low tones, mingled with the melodic murmur of Hypatia, the family servant, as much a mother to Mariam as Hannah, who had given her birth.


The girl’s attention returned to the black beads between her splayed legs. She toyed with them for a while, flicking the glass here and there, then sorted them into a pattern, a pattern that spelt out her name in its shortened, affectionate form as used by her parents and Hypatia. For a few moments she mused on her name written in lines of beads on the symbolic sea of the blue mosaic floor:


MARY


Then she gathered the black beads and formed random patterns on the marble, her mind wandering, thinking of the sea, drifting on currents of thought, a rudderless ship subject to the rhythm of the tides. With a start she surfaced from her marine reverie, and lowered her eyes to the haphazard designs she had created in her vacant manipulation of the beads. Her brow creased and the tempo of her heart accelerated as she shrank back from the design of black glass on blue marble. It was more than a design. It was a word. A name. The word. The name.


The word spelt out on the mosaic escaped her lips in a soft whisper ...


‘Messiah.’


Within that word was a hidden world, a province of obscure dreams, secret as the soul, murky as the future, haunted by a spirit of holy light and sacred dark.


Fingers trembling, she carefully scooped up the beads and poured them into a box of lacquered elm. No sooner had she shut the lid than Hypatia entered the chamber, a warm smile enlivening her bronzed features. Her green cotton dress, gathered and fixed to the left shoulder with a brooch of Macedonian gold, rustled as she approached. A breeze from the atrium idled into the room and stirred one of Hypatia’s dark, curly locks hanging in a fringe over her forehead. As her nurse-mother bent over her with a solicitous air, Mariam sniffed the olive oil that greased the woman’s bound hair, mixed with the rich scent of garlic that breathed from her skin.


Hypatia ruffled the girl’s loose hair. ‘Time for bed, Mary.’ The fond smile widened further. ‘And no more crying out in your sleep, little one. Promise?’


Mary pursed her lips as she shook her head, one hand nervously stroking the blue silk gown, given her by her father the previous day, as if the touch of the smooth fabric imported from a far eastern kingdom would smooth away her fears.


‘The dreams make me cry out. I can’t help it. Are you angry with me for waking you so often?’


‘Oh, no,’ Hypatia reassured her, folding Mary in a tight embrace. ‘Of course I’m not angry. It’s you I’m worried about. You mustn’t let dreams frighten you. Dreams are the messengers of the gods. You must welcome them as honoured visitors.’


‘Father would be furious if he heard you talking like that,’ Mary said in an urgent whisper, glancing anxiously over the cotton-draped shoulder as though her father Joachim might materialise at any moment. ‘He doesn’t like the gods of the Gentiles.’ Her stern father loomed in her memory, thundering: ‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One.’


Hypatia drew back from the apprehensive girl, leaving her hands resting gently on the small shoulders, her smile becoming a wistful curve. ‘I’m sorry,’ she apologised. ‘Sometimes I ramble like the Sybil of Delphi. What I meant was that dreams are the messengers of God. Angels. Dreams are angels.’


‘Messiah,’ intoned Mary under her breath.


‘What was that?’ Hypatia queried. ‘Did you say something?’


The girl rose to her feet, picking up the lacquered box with its store of black beads. ‘It’s nothing,’ she mumbled.


Mary stared at the oak door leading to her bedroom. To her bed – to sleep – and to dreams.


‘I’m afraid of angels,’ Mary whispered.


Why did the Lord give with one hand and take away with another?


Joachim wheeled his grey mare round with a tetchy tug of the reins, putting the broad, darkened expanse of the Lake Mareotis at his back. A kick to a flank impelled the beast towards the lights of Alexandria, glowing like beacons bordering the vast stretch of deceptive swamps in the Nile delta. From Alexandria to Tanis, the Nile broadened out into a thousand rivulets, the rich black earth gulping its waters in one place only to disgorge them in another. It was a region of creeping mud and sudden springs, all too eager to swallow up any traveller who strayed from the paths. Now – in the flood season – even the paths were unreliable: water could well up overnight and make the earth a muddy throat in the middle of an established trail. There was no sure footing in these marshy lands except for the straight, stone roads of the Romans.


He heard the clatter of hoof on stone with an element of relief as his mare veered onto the Mareotis road, but the irritation that had buzzed in his head by the papyrus-choked shores of Lake Mareotis still thrummed like a swarm of angry bees.


It was a nine year old anger, but no less bitter in its continuous resurfacing. Ten years ago he had prayed for a gift from the Lord, and a year later the Lord had given him a gift, but not the gift he had prayed for. He had asked for a son. He had been given a daughter.


Joachim grimaced at the wind that freshened his face with the moist breath of the Middle Sea, and gave the mare’s flank another kick, venting his resentment against God on the flesh of a beast. The mare flicked its ears and threw all its energy into a furious gallop, sharpening the bite of the sea-wind on Joachim’s wrinkled features. Memories congealed behind his squinting eyes. Memories of almost a decade ago. Memories of Judaea. Memories of Jerusalem.


Herod, son of Antipater, had been little more than fifty then, but already King of Judaea (by favour of Augustus) for a quarter of a century. Joachim had lived in Bethany, a single mile from the walls of Jerusalem the Golden, already well on his way to making his fortune by importing silks that came by way of the caravan route from Damascus to the port of Tyrus in Syria. He had been rich enough to leave the daily mercantile operations to a Cappadocian overseer who quartered in the Syrian port. And rich enough to gain the approval of Herod, King of Judaea, or – as the Idumean monarch liked to call himself – the Messiah, the Anointed One. Joachim had always been politic enough in his dealings with Herod to refer to him as the Messiah, after the ancient kings of Israel who were anointed with oil during their coronation as a sign and seal of priestly kingship. And Herod, pleased at being greeted as the Messiah, had passed on the favours of the emperor Augustus, showering Joachim with lucrative contracts, and doing the merchant the signal honour of escorting him around the Great Temple, a short distance from his palace. Herod had ordered a massive reconstruction of the Temple, and its grandiose outlines already prefigured the glorious new edifice that would rise from the ruin of the temple built by King Solomon.


It had been in the eaves of the sanctuary that contained the Holy of Holies that Joachim begged the Lord to grant his most fervent wish. A son. A son to inherit his burgeoning business. A son to carry on his name.


At the time he was fifty. Hannah, his wife, was three years younger, with six still-births behind her. Although it wasn’t unknown for such an old womb to give birth, there seemed little prospect of an heir, and an heir was what he desired above all else.


So he had proffered his supplication to the Lord, and walked out of the heart of the Great Temple, the din of construction work echoing in his ears, a faint hope in his heart. And in the Court of Women, beyond which no female was allowed to progress further into the temple, he encountered his wife who had come to look for him, eager to pass on the good news.


Her old womb had grown new fruit. She was with child. The Lord had answered his prayer, even without the holocaust of the lamb. He had embraced and kissed his wife, shouting and crying for joy.


Almost eight months later, the child was born while Hannah was staying in Bethlehem.


But there was no exclamations of joy when the child was delivered from the womb. God had given him a child, but cheated him of an heir. Hannah gave birth to a girl. And what use was a girl? A girl couldn’t be an heir, according to the Law of Moses. A girl was a financial burden. A girl was nothing.


So he called the infant Mariam, meaning Bitterness.


And her birth was the beginning of his troubles. There was something about the girl that intimidated him. Even before she reached two years there was a disconcerting look in her dark eyes that made him feel unclean. Absurd as his reaction was, he was unable to shake it off, and his distraction began to affect his business concerns.


But it wasn’t until her third birthday that Mary, as they familiarly called her, showed herself in her full colours as the bane of his life.


Herod had graciously offered to present Mary with a birthday gift, although he had never set eyes on the girl. And he intended to offer it personally, so Hannah and Mary were invited to the Herodian Palace, escorted by Joachim. The king had received them in his private apartments, his burly frame reclining in a throne-like chair crested by a golden lion, symbolising the Lion of Judah. The sculpted sign of leonine royalty was technically in contravention of the law concerning graven images, but the monarch, whose tastes inclined more to the Hellenic than the Jewish, was blithely indifferent to the Mosaic code.


Herod had beckoned Mary to his side with a friendly wave, and she had trotted up to the cedar and gold chair with not the least trace of awe. When Joachim had glimpsed the gift resting in Herod’s palm, his eyes had widened at the king’s generosity. It was the golden serpent ring with sapphire eyes that had once belonged to Cleopatra, last of the Ptomelies, and last in the long line of Egyptian-born rulers. Octavian, as the divine Augustus had then been called, had taken it, along with other booty, from her Alexandrian palace after the defeat of Marcus Antonius. As Caesar, Emperor of Rome, Augustus had presented it to Herod as a token of good will. Now – astonishingly – Herod, son of Antipater, was offering the serpent ring to little Mary.


‘Mary, behold the Messiah,’ he had called out as the girl reached Herod’s side. ‘You should kneel before the Messiah.’


The King had smiled at Joachim’s use of the title of which he was so fond.


But Mary had frozen as if suddenly transported to the snowy peak of Mount Hermon.


She had stood on tiptoe and peered into Herod’s heavily bearded face, flushed with wine.


‘You’re not the Messiah,’ she had declared in her child’s treble.


Joachim had winced but Herod had laughed indulgently, taking no offence at the forthright speech of a tiny girl. The king’s broad chest shook with mirth.


Then the royal laughter stopped with a disturbing abruptness. The creases of humour instantly reformed into the lines of a scowl as Herod stared intently into Mary’s eyes. Joachim and Hannah had exchanged nervous glances in the tense silence. What was happening?


Herod’s fleshy features paled. The hand that held the serpent ring shook as if palsied.


Then Herod shut his eyes and curled his fingers around the ring.


‘Joachim,’ he said, voice soft as the slither of a snake. ‘Leave Judaea. And take your bitches with you.’


Joachim had ushered his wife and child out of the chamber with the swiftness of panic, too afraid to plead for forgiveness. He didn’t even dare to look back as they were bustled from the palace.


Within two days, they had joined a caravan on the coast road to Alexandria.


The move had cost Joachim half of his wealth as he reorganised his trade in silks, switching from the overland Silk Route to the cargo ships that plied the sea ways from the port of Clysma on the Red Sea to the far lands of the Orient.


All this trouble – and all because of Mary. All because of a daughter he never wanted.


And six years of Egyptian exile had done nothing to endear his precocious offspring to him. In some subtle way he could never pinpoint, Mary had gradually undermined his authority over his wife. Up until two or three years ago, Hannah had been all that a wife should be, apart from her failure to supply him with a son. She had been dutiful, silent and submissive. Whenever he commanded, she had promptly obeyed. She had never argued. She had never questioned. A model wife. But Mary’s intrusion into their lives had wrought an insidious change that at first he had put down to the pagan influences of Alexandria before he realised how the dark, mysterious look in Mary’s eyes was starting to be faintly reflected in Hannah’s glances. Something of the girl’s shamefully independent spirit was sparking inside his wife. Hannah was starting to think her own thoughts and make her own decisions, laying claim to part of the authority ordained by the Lord for men. What had possessed his wife to follow in her daughter’s small footsteps, inverting the proper order of things. Was the daughter giving birth to the mother?


Joachim emerged from his dour rehearsal of woes as the sweep of Alexandria’s harbour hoved into sight. He glanced across the night waters to the congregated radiance of torches at the summit of the Pharos of Alexandria, the tall marble lighthouse far out in the bay. As he gazed at its shining halo – which Mary fancifully dubbed ‘the star of the sea’ – his thoughts swept out into the blackness of the east. There – behind the darkness – was the port of Joppa on the shores of Judaea. A mere two days’ sail, given a sleek craft and a good wind. The land of the sons of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. But as closed to him as Eden to sinning Adam and Eve.


Voice almost drowned in the thumping of the mare’s hooves, Joachim murmured the prayer of the Diaspora Jews, recalling the Babylonian captivity: ‘If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning. If I do not remember thee, let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth.’


He tried to blink back the tears, but they flowed regardless.


If Herod permitted him to return, he would race back like the wind.


‘Who are you, little Mary?’ pondered Hannah in a hushed breath. ‘What is your mystery?’


Her daughter was curled under the linen covers, her long, black hair draped over feather pillow and feather mattress, her eyelids sealed and her face buried in sleep. Hannah bent and kissed the moist, parted lips at which Mary moaned softly like a snug puppy deep in dreams. Anxious not to wake the sleeper, Hannah stole quietly out of the small bedroom and shut the oak door gently behind her.


Hypatia was sitting on one of the marble benches overlooking the oleanders of the sunken garden, her form barely visible between the pillars of the atrium colonnade. Hannah caught the faint murmur of the servant’s voice above the whispering leaves and the whirr of insects, and smiled when she recognised Hypatia’s quotation from Virgil’s Fourth Eclogue.




The last generation of the song of Cumae has now arrived;


the great cycle of the ages is beginning afresh.


The maiden Justice is now returning, the rule of Saturn is returning,


now a new race is being sent from the height of heaven.


A boy is being born, with whom the race of iron will cease,


and a race of gold be born throughout the earth ...





Hypatia halted her private recitation as the whisper of Hannah’s yellow silk gown impinged on her reverie. She gave an awkward grin, then shifted over to make room for the older woman on the dewy seat. Hannah winced at the creak in her joints as she sat on one of the leather squares that served as seat-covers.


‘Perhaps a new Age of Gold will restore my old bones,’ she remarked. ‘My joints squeak like rusty iron at the moment.’


‘You’re good for years yet,’ Hypatia snorted. ‘Wait until you’re over sixty before you prepare yourself for Hades.’


‘Sheol,’ murmured Hannah, studying the branched veins on the back of her wrinkled hands, and thinking of the iron that had replaced her ebony hair of youth. She had been less than five when first terrorised by the reality behind the Hebrew name for the land of the dead, populated by witless shades. A rabbi had spoken of the emptiness that waited when life under the sun was done. She still recalled the teacher’s jutting beard and burning eyes, and how she had quailed before them. Sheol: the dark, dismal abode of ghosts ...


‘Hebrew Sheol, Greek Hades, what’s the difference?’ Hypatia shrugged, misconstruing her companion’s reaction. ‘They’re both as desolate as each other, born from religions of despair.’ She eyed her grey-haired employer with compassion. ‘I wasn’t serious about Hades, you know.’


‘Of course I know,’ Hannah sighed. ‘You don’t believe in the Lord of Hosts or the gods of the gentiles. Joachim thinks you don’t believe in anything, like those Roman patricians who think that religion is the child of fear.’


Hypatia grinned impishly. ‘It’s just as well he doesn’t know what I really believe in, isn’t it?’


Hannah nodded slowly. It was indeed just as well. The Lord only knew what her husband would do if he discovered their servant’s devotion to the Virgin Mother who went under the names of Anath for the Canaanites of old, Astarte for the Syrians, Ceres for the Romans, and Neith and Isis for the Egyptians. Her worship was said to precede that of the male gods of the gentiles and the Lord God of Abraham, and her devotees in Alexandria and Rome were convinced that her time was coming again at the end of what many called the Age of Aries, a two thousand year reign of the Ram, soon to be replaced by the two thousand year Age of Pisces, also known as the Age of the Sea. Hypatia, like others in her circle of Isis-worshippers, believed that Virgil’s prediction of a new golden age in his Fourth Eclogue was a veiled reference to the resurgence of Isis as Virgin Mother giving birth to Osiris, who would then become her spouse. It was a creed that no true child of Israel could tolerate. If any woman of the twelve tribes of Israel dared to proclaim such a doctrine in Judaea or Galilee she would be stoned to death for blasphemy. And, although Hypatia’s outlook was more Hellenic than Jewish, being a Jewess of the Diaspora born and nurtured in Athens, she was nevertheless subject to the Law of Moses by virtue of belonging to the tribe of Benjamin. And the Law of Moses laid stern proscriptions on those who worshipped pagan goddesses.


Hannah had been unaware of the Hellenic Jewess’s pagan sympathies when she hired her as nurse and teacher for Mary soon after the child’s birth, and Hypatia had kept her beliefs to herself until they had left the soil of the Holy Land far behind and taken up residence in the tolerant city of Alexandria where a thousand creeds vied with one another in fairly good-humoured competition. Hannah was glad that the erudite Athenian had kept her devotion to Isis secret in those years in Bethany. Obedient wife that she was in those days, she would have reported the servant to her husband as ‘an abomination to the Lord’. And Hannah could guess who would have thrown the first stone. So she never blamed Hypatia for her early silence – without it she would have lost an excellent nurse and teacher for Mary, and a good friend. Over the years, they had become more like sisters than mistress and servant. And Mary – Mary loved her genial friend from Athens. She loved her because Hypatia had been more of a mother to Mary than her real mother. A few years ago, Hannah would have made excuses for the distance she kept between herself and her daughter. She would have blamed her actions on her age – she was just past forty-eight when she gave birth. She would have blamed her reserve on the disappointment of not providing a son for Joachim. She would have found a dozen scapegoats. But not now. Now she admitted the cause of her failure. She was afraid. She was afraid of Mary. Afraid of the girl’s inner silence. Afraid of her mystery.


‘Hannah?’ She felt a hand plucking her sleeve, and snapped out of the reverie to perceive Hypatia’s youthful, oval face studying her. ‘Lost to the world, are you?’


‘Somewhat,’ Hannah grinned ruefully. Then the grin faded. ‘I was thinking about that Virgin Mother worship of yours. And – I was thinking about Mary.’


‘Are you still afraid of her?’ the perceptive Athenian inquired.


Hannah bit back a sharp retort. Her fear of Mary was the one topic she felt ill-disposed to discuss. It wasn’t pleasant for any mother to confess to maternal shortcomings. Especially when she had a child as bright and amiable as Mary.


She took a deep breath, glancing at the square of starlit sky overhead. ‘Yes. I’m still afraid.’ Her gaze swerved from the stars to the composed figure of Hypatia. ‘Why does she frighten me? Do you know?’


The answer came in the melodic tones of Attica, flowing out into the faint silver illumination sifted from the sky. There were antique echoes in the mellow voice. ‘Perhaps she will be the mother of a new age. The Age of the Sea. And she will shine above it like a star, a new light in the heavens. A new woman. And is there anyone without fear of the new? Don’t we all cling to the old, the familiar?’


Hypatia’s profile, numinous and enigmatic as a Sibylline prophetess, seemed suddenly unnerving to Hannah, as if the Athenian had metamorphosed into the veritable Sybil, the oracle that sang the song of Cumae. The voice had the mystery of silver and the majesty of gold.


‘Mary’s time has almost come,’ she intoned. ‘The Age of Fishes. The Age of the Sea. It will begin when Saturn and Jupiter meet in the House of Pisces. When those signs are in the heavens, she will give birth to a new age. It will be her time of glory, and of sorrow, and the pain of birth.’


Recoiling from her own dread, Hannah shrank from this new, uncanny face of a woman she thought she knew well. It seemed there was a side to Hypatia that was what the Romans called ‘occultus’ – hidden from mundane sight.


‘No,’ she found herself denying. ‘No. There’s no calendar of the stars. No new age. There’s only, only–’ She groped for words as if they were talismans. ‘There’s only day after day, month after month, the familiar cycle. Each has its ordained name, its traditional festivals. This –’ Her gaunt hand flayed the air ‘– is the real world. This is the second day of Sivan, four days before the festival of Shavuot, and ...’ She scrambled for speech, but it eluded her. What was she attempting to prove? What was she trying to deny?


A quick smile dissolved the hieratic mask from Hypatia’s face. She no longer had the look of an earthbound Athena. Laughter bubbled from her lips. ‘Yes, I know. It’s the month Sivan, by the Hebrew calendar, and in four days you’ll be celebrating the Feast of Weeks and reading from the Book of Ruth. And in Italia, by the Roman calendar, it’s the month of Maius, sacred to Maia, mother of Mercury. There’s the swift calendar of the moon, the slower calendar of the sun, and the slow, slow time of the stars. A slow time, and a deeper time. And it’s in that deep time that the new age will be born. As deep as the sea. The coming wonder won’t be an ephemeral wave frothing on the surface – it will be a mighty, coast-line changing current from the depths.’


As Hannah’s dread ebbed, bafflement slipped into its wake. She threw up her hands in a helpless gesture. ‘You’re talking in riddles. One moment it’s the stars, the next it’s the sea. And why should the meeting of Saturn and Jupiter in Pisces have anything to do with my Mary? It’s all Gentile nonsense.’


Hypatia gave a lift of her shapely shoulders. ‘It’s not the stars I put my faith in – it’s Mary. Her time is coming near – I can feel it. And why shouldn’t her time coincide with the stellar portent that everyone is talking about from Babylonia to Italia? Is it so strange that the stars should magnify the glory of the new woman?’


Hannah pondered for a space, vaguely aware of the floral perfumes, heavy on the night air, and the muffled clamour of revellers out in the street. ‘When will Saturn and Jupiter meet?’ she finally summoned the courage to ask.


The dark eyes of the Athenian strayed up to the hosts of silent fires overhead. Her voice held the remote solemnity of the heavens.


‘In four years.’


Silence descended on the women, each thinking their own thoughts.


Hannah’s mind drifted back to the synagogue in Bethany, and she recalled how the women would shuffle into the partitioned section near the entrance to the building, and how she would stand meekly with them during the readings from the Torah, sometimes peering through the lattice of the partition at the congregation of men within the main body of the synagogue. For a female to step within that male preserve was a form of pollution. For a woman to touch the Scrolls of the Law was a terrible act of defilement. She wondered now why she had accepted women’s peripheral status so meekly. At times, the tales of women of old would be recounted in the synagogue. Why hadn’t those stories of earlier daughters of Zion quickened her blood to rebellion? Would Ruth and Judith have been such tame bystanders? But she had accepted her lot as part of the natural order of things until Mary, a tiny infant at her side, planted the first seed of doubt.


Mary, not yet three years old, had stepped up to the latticed screen. ‘That,’ her daughter had said, pointing a finger at the partition, ‘I will destroy.’


And, for an instant, Hannah had seen the screen with Mary’s eyes: an unnatural barrier erected from fear and ignorance. But perhaps they were her own thoughts, projected onto Mary, who might have quite another vision behind her eyes. Whatever the motivations, her daughter’s actions had woken a will inside her that she had long forgotten. That was the beginning. The beginning of questioning. And the beginning of fear.


Was this the fear that the Israelites experienced when, freed from Egyptian bondage, they faced the wilderness of Sinai with its shifting contours of sand and wayward dust clouds, a trackless desert of freedom? Decision entailed doubt. Choice entailed uncertainty. Was this why the Israelites clamoured so often to return to the safety of their Egyptian chains?


The prophets, she ruefully reflected, had often compared the struggle for freedom with the pains of birth. She recollected the prophecy of Micah:




Writhe and groan, O daughter of Zion,


like a woman in travail;


for now you shall go forth from the city


and dwell in open country ...





Birth and freedom. The birth of freedom.


Unbidden, another prophecy flared in the murk of memory. The prophecy of Isaiah:




Behold, a virgin shall conceive


and bear a son:


and his name shall be called Emmanuel ...





‘The Virgin Mother,’ whispered Hannah, glancing at her servant. ‘It’s prophesied that she will give birth to Emmanuel.’


‘Emmanuel – God with us,’ Hypatia mused, instinctively translating the Hebrew into the Koine, the demotic Greek of the Empire. ‘I know the prophecy. But is Emmanuel a name, or a title, like Messiah?’


‘Who knows?’ Hannah sighed wearily. ‘It’s sometimes said that even the prophets didn’t fully understand their own prophecies, being simply the nabi’im – the mouthpieces of God. Who really knows?’


Hypatia’s eyes slanted towards the shuttered window of Mary’s bedroom. ‘Perhaps there’s one who knows, if only in dreams.’


‘And in four years?’ the older woman muttered, brooding on the astrological prophecy.


‘In four years,’ Hypatia said, still staring at Mary’s window, ‘perhaps there’ll be more than dreams.’


From behind the dark backcloth of the stars, from within the well of the soul, it came like a thought made visible.


‘Messiah ... Messiah ...’ mumbled the girl, jerking her head from side to side on the blue cotton pillow, trying to escape the dream.


But it rushed in on her like an animate hurricane, whirling airborne caravans of grotesque imagery with the onslaught of its breath.


Before the thought made visible launched itself into her room, it veered to one side and swerved out of existence, leaving the tumbling cavalcade of rare and remarkable sights toppling on and down into a room that stretched out into a desert walled with night.


She climbed out of bed and walked into the desert, her nightgown swishing over her bare feet, her soles making deep imprints in the sand. Rising and dipping over the seemingly limitless camel-backed dunes, Mary penetrated the desert of dream, glancing over her shoulder from time to time as her bed, perched atop a dune, receded into the distance.


With the insight of dreamers, she knew that there were stone gods walking in the wilderness, hidden by hills of sand. She saw the dunes shake and slide with the reverberation of sandstone feet. And as the gods approached, the sandy mounds were flattened until she stood on a level plain, surrounded by stone effigies a hundred cubits tall, their bodies shaped in human likeness, their heads culled from all the possibilities of a menagerie. And all the animal-headed gods bowed their snouts and beaks to her, blending their sandstone torsos in homage. As they bowed, they cracked and snapped at the waist, and their upper halves crashed to the sand, leaving their legs like a forest of petrified tree trunks. A tear spilled down Mary’s cheek. She felt sorry for the old gods. They were tired, so tired, and the world had forgotten them. They crumbled into sand before the tear dried on her cheek.


Then the sand congealed into powdery rock beneath her feet. And the rock vibrated, gently at first, then in violent spasms. A thunderstorm broke out under the world, and rose in wrath. Across the heaving plain she saw grotesques and oddities scattering, panic in the stone and metal and wood and flesh of their stampeding shapes. No less terrified, Mary ran towards her distant bed, knowing what was rising from beneath the earth.


It erupted with a roar that buffeted the heavens. Some power twisted her head round so that she was forced to witness the prodigy even as she ran from it.


A mountain blasted from the plain and reared heavenward, slicing the sky. Lightning stabbed from its summit. Thunder bellowed from its jagged slopes. Boiling clouds swept down from heaven to smother the soaring peak.


A voice, dreadful and majestic, resounded from the shrouded summit:


‘NONE SHALL SEE ME AND LIVE.’


Then the signs swooped out of the Cloud of Power.


A black sun ... a fiery moon ... a sword that was a cross and a cross that was a sword ... boulders rolling from stony mouths ... pillars of eyes ...


She slammed onto her bed so hard that her breath was pushed from her lungs. The next moment she jerked panting from the pillow, her legs tangled in the linen covers, her eyes barely registering the small confines of her bedroom.


Visions of desolation still spun in her head. Anguish welled up as she stretched out her hand, seeking a comforting touch – finding none. And lamentation found its voice:


‘ELOI ... ELOI ...’




CHAPTER 2
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The Messiah swivelled the opulent rings on his bulbous fingers as he stood near the parapet of his palace roof and gazed at the portent in the night sky. For those unskilled in reading the face of heaven, the new flame in the House of Pisces might be misconstrued as the birth of a new star. But Herod, Messiah of Palestine, although not wise in the ways of the stars, had wise men to guide him. The new light in the sign of the Fishes was the conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter, and the conjunction would be witnessed at least once more before the year was over, if the Babylonian magi were to be believed.


But were the three magi to be believed?


‘Melchior,’ Herod summoned, glancing over his shoulder at one of the three Babylonians who stood behind him at a respectful distance, their robed shapes dwarfed by ranks of palm trees that soared from giant tubs of earth spaced evenly on the wide, marbled roof.


‘Messiah?’ Melchior responded, advancing a few tentative paces in his rustling, gold-worked robe, its upper clasps hidden under an ornamental beard of knitted wool in the ancient Persian fashion still favoured by astrologers. Arms folded in wide sleeves, the magus bowed a velvet-capped head to the Idumean monarch. ‘What do you wish?’


‘More for all the money I’ve poured into your coffers.’ The chunky fingers continued to swivel the jewelled rings.


‘But we have predicted the date of the sign for you,’ the Babylonian protested, waving a plump hand in the direction of Pisces. His fellow magi, Balthazar and Caspar, grunted their agreement at his back.


‘Not enough for all the gold you’ve got from me,’ Herod snorted. ‘I’ve made you rich. When you return to Babylon you can live more like kings than wretched court astrologers. Too much wealth, I think, for so little endeavour.’


‘But, Lord – we have fulfilled our promise,’ Melchior bleated, palms outspread.


Herod’s right hand ceased its toying with the bands of gold and silver and tightened into a fist. Melchior quailed back a step, looking to his colleagues for support, but they were just as intimidated by the king, and kept their eyes to the marble flagstones that glinted like mother-of-pearl in the steady moonlight.


The royal fist rose to meet the moon. ‘You have not fulfilled your promise!’ the monarch roared, his bulk aquiver beneath brocaded robes. ‘The conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter was predicted years ago by half the sages in the empire. They may not have foretold the exact date, but what of it? What use is a precise date without any significance? What value is an omen without interpretation? Is it a prophecy of the birth of a rival Messiah from one of the Twelve Tribes, or a sign that one of my sons will sire an heir destined to greatness? Or is it the herald of the new age that Virgil celebrated in his verses – the Age of Gold, ushered in by the golden child? Are the cycles of time recommencing? Does the Age of Saturn come again? Tell me, you eastern magic-mongers. Tell me!’


The three magi shuffled sheepishly, cowed by the regal wrath of the self-styled Lion of Judah. The astrologers’ apprehension gradually sub-dued Herod’s upsurge of rage. His sagging jowls creased into a malicious smile as he studied their chastened expressions. ‘Tell me,’ he repeated in a soft, dangerous tone. ‘And don’t dare try to dupe me with the sort of astrological gibberish you serve up to my wives and sons.’


After a painful pause while the Babylonians traded glances, each willing one of the others to speak, Balthazar took a deep breath and ventured an opinion.


‘Perhaps,’ he quavered. ‘It is the sign of Pisces itself which may hint at the answer.’


‘How so?’ glowered Herod from under his brambly eyebrows.


‘Beause many are speaking of the new age as the Age of the Sea, symbolised by the two fishes. And there are many old legends that the child of the new age will be born from the sea.’


‘A male Aphrodite, rising from the waves?’ Herod mocked.


‘A child born from a woman named after the sea,’ suggested Balthazar, flinching under the king’s sarcasm. ‘The more fanciful stories say that he will be the king of the world. But then – there have always been such stories.’


Herod’s sarcasm vanished instantly. ‘King of the world,’ he reflected. ‘That would make the boy of legend a Roman, a son of the Emperor Augustus, destined to rule the Empire of the Eagles.’ A thoughtful frown deepened in his oily forehead. ‘Mare is the Latin name for the sea, so the mother would need to be called – what? Maria? But Caesar’s wife is called Livia, is she not? And if not Roman, then – Hebrew ...’


The monarch startled the Babylonians by abruptly pushing past them and striding to the bronze gates at the head of the marble stairs. ‘We’ll talk of this again in the morning,’ he called over his shoulder before descending into the murky interior. The astrologers, accustomed to the king’s erratic twists and swings of mood, bowed resigned assent.


Names surged through Herod’s mind as he trod the steps. Names from the sea. Names of women.


Mare ... Maria ... Mariam ... Miriam ... Mariamme ...’


Barely conscious of reaching the upper floor in the precincts of the harem that quartered his concubines and the chambers that housed his eight wives, he paced the hallways like a sleepwalker, unaware of the elaborate mosaic floor under his feet, or the gaudily frescoed walls that loomed above him, inconstant images in the shuddering congregations of suspended oil lamps.


‘Mariamme,’ he breathed hoarsely, absently running his fingers through his thick, greying beard. ‘Are you still haunting me, after all this time?’


Mariamme. His dead wife’s name, like the more common names of Mariam and Miriam, meant Bitterness – the bitterness of brine, the salt of the sea. Of all his women, she had been the only one he loved. But the rumours of her infidelity had flung him into a fury, and he had murdered her. She wasn’t the first he had murdered, nor the last, but she was the one whose memory chased him through midnight halls like a keening ghost from Sheol.


Mariamme – the salt of the sea. Was she the one predestined to give birth to the golden child, the child of a woman with the sea in her name? Had he murdered the future?


‘No, no,’ he mumbled as he staggered around a corner flanked by porphyry columns. ‘Can’t be. Can’t be.’ He swayed under the voluminous folds of his regal robes as if the weight of his kingdom was in the fabric. Steadying himself with one arm pressed against a wall, he slowly marshalled his wits and strength.


‘No,’ he said with firm finality. ‘Impossible.’ Mariamme couldn’t be the woman ordained by fate as the mother of some glorified Messiah, because the workings of fate could not be opposed. If she had been the chosen one, fate would have saved her from his axe.


‘Not guilty,’ he muttered. ‘Not guilty of murdering the future.’ That there was blood on his soul, he freely admitted. You couldn’t rule as Lion of Judah for over thirty years without killing a few upstart sons and trouble-some wives and concubines. The scent of blood was in the very stones of the Herodian Palace. The youngest had been three, as he recalled, and the boy had taken a long time to die considering the weight of the millstone that crushed him. Herod had intended the execution to be a warning to the rest of his scheming brood, but the warning had gone unheeded: treason and conspiracy flourished in the luxurious chambers and sacred shrines of the royal household. And treachery deserved stern treatment. So yes – he had spilled blood. And planned to spill more. But he hadn’t killed the mother of a new age: of that crime he was innocent.


He realised with a start that his trancelike wandering had brought him to the tall bronze doors that sealed his private Holy of Holies. The embossed surfaces were a sullen simmer in the lamplight. Angry lines sliced his brow as he noticed that the doors were unlocked. Only one member of his household had a key and the permission to use it, his favourite son, heir to the Lion Throne.


‘Archelaus!’ Herod bellowed, storming into the sanctuary, eyes probing the recesses of the small chamber. In each of the seven niches was a stone statue of a god or goddess from the pantheon of old Canaan, unearthed during the construction of the new port of Caesarea. Seven deities, but no Archelaus. No sign of his eldest son by Malthace the Samaritan, a woman detested by Judaeans for her origins. Judaeans had a special loathing of the people of Samaria. And much of their aversion to Malthace spilled over her two sons, Archelaus and Antipas. But although Antipas made a few token gestures to appease the populace, Archelaus seemed to go out of his way to infuriate everyone from the supreme council of the Sanhedrin to the lowest of the unemployed, unwashed Amharetzin. With Augustus, who kept the Herodian dynasty in power, Archelaus was sly and ingratiating, but towards the Jews he was overtly contemptuous, flaunting his Hasmonaean lineage in his flamboyant silk robes, and his Greek sympathies in his yellow-dyed hair curled in the latest Athenian fashion to hang loosely over his shaven jowls. He also followed with undisguised enthusiasm the family custom of sleeping with sisters and cousins, as did Antipas.


Up until a week ago, Antipater, Herod’s shrewder son by his first wife, Doris, had been recognised as heir to Herod’s throne, but evidence of Antipater’s complicity in a series of attempted assassinations of his father had thrown him into disgrace and self-imposed exile. Of course, the evidence might have been fabricated by Archelaus and Antipas, who both had designs on his throne. If that proved to be the case, then the sons of Doris would be strangled as Alexander and Aristobulus, Mariamme’s children, had been when they attempted to usurp his authority. And Antipater would be designated his heir once again. But, for the time being, Archelaus was in favour – if he made some effort to behave himself. And leaving Herod’s shrine open to the inquisitive attentions of servants and slaves wasn’t behaviour to please the king.


Muttering a curse on all his murderous and incestuous brood, Herod locked the bronze gates and limped across the chamber to a small, triple-locked door between red sandstone effigies of Anath and Baal. Wincing, he lifted his right foot from the flagstones as he unlocked the oak door to his inner sanctum. The swellings in his feet had grown alarmingly in the past few months, especially in the right ankle. The throbbing ache was a constant nag that plagued his days and ate into his sleep at nights. And that was just one in his expanding list of physical ailments. A few years off seventy, time was catching up with Herod at last, he who had been a powerful, tireless warrior and planner of cities and fortresses in his late youth and middle age.


‘Once I was another David, a new Solomon,’ he moaned as the oak door swung shut behind him. ‘Now I’m just a rotting carcass with my fledglings feeding off me like vultures.’


Before him, slung from wall to wall, were two veils of black gauze, fine as gossamer. Joined in the middle to present a uniform surface, the black gauze was the first of the seven veils in this innermost shrine. This was Herod’s true temple, not the massive edifice which was still being reconstructed to the east of the city to appease Jewish religious sentiments and emphasise that here – in this lord of the Herodian line – was a builder greater than Solomon. This veiled, secret shrine contained his true object of adoration.


The sacred silence of the small temple lifted some of the pain that racked his body, and it was with a steadier gait that he moved forwards and parted the black veil at its centre.


Black gave way to blue as he shuffled to the second veil, ringed hand stretched out to part the blue gauze as he moved deeper into his private mystery. Each step was like a long stride from one world to another. The world of palace intrigues was falling behind, sliding into an abyss, its memory fading. And the perfumed, sacral air of the hidden regions wafted towards him as the blue veil was parted to reveal the green beyond. Entering a trance he passed through green to yellow, yellow to orange, orange to purple.


And then he confronted the final curtain, the seventh veil, black as the first, symbol of night, and death and rebirth. It was the curtain he called the Wall of Night. And with a single pace he moved from starless night to a night full of stars. He vaguely heard the swishing of the black veil behind him as the gauze slithered back into place, sealing him into the true Holy of Holies.


The altar of Isis was crowded with twelve-branched candlesticks, the prancing throng of lights transforming the tall, hieratic statue of Isis into a living flame of maternal radiance, simultaneously august and humane. A silver crescent moon crowned the head of the Egyptian goddess, upon which rested a bronze sun disc, symbols taken from the ancient moon goddess Hathor and the sun god Ra. But around the antique regalia of the moon-sun headdress Herod had wound a silver diadem encrusted with twelve diamonds, representing the Twelve Tribes of Israel in symbolic stars. This was a goddess of sun, moon and stars; the queen of the cosmos.


‘Virgin Mother,’ Herod murmured, his gaze sliding down from the enigmatic visage to the child cradled in motherly arms. It was not Horus, offspring of Isis and Osiris, as customarily represented, nor even Osiris, which some myths described as the son of Isis before he became her consort: it was Ra himself, father of the gods. From a lotus nestling in the arms of the goddess, a newborn Egyptian God of Gods reached small arms to his mother’s bared breasts. For Herod, Isis was the true Virgin Mother; the Mother of God. She reminded him of his mother, Cypros, whom he had virtually worshipped. He had admired and revered his father, but he had adored his mother. And now that adoration was transferred to that supreme mother behind all mothers – the Mother of Creation.


His thoughts suddenly switching from Egypt to Israel, he found himself muttering a verse from the Hebrew Song of Songs:




Who is she that comes forth with the dawn,


Fair as the moon,


Bright as the sun,


Terrible as an army with banners?





Are the stars, he pondered, an angelic army? And can signs be read in the skyward march of such an army? A stellar portent in the meeting of Saturn and Jupiter. The birth of the golden child darkly hinted by Virgil. The beginning of a new age – the Age of the Sea. The Virgin Mother giving birth to a god – a Messiah of Messiahs. Virgin Mother ... the sea ... mare ...


Gradually becoming aware that he had returned to stroking the rings on his left hand, he glanced down at the ring decorating his forefinger. It was one of the rings of Cleopatra Ptolemy, last ruler of Egypt; a gold serpent ring with sapphire eyes.


As he stared at the ring, bright memory leaped from the dark of the past. A tiny girl with magic eyes, whom he had meant to tease by pretending to offer the near-priceless gift as a birthday present. A three year old girl called ...


‘Mary,’ he whispered. ‘A girl with the sea in her name.’ And – he now recalled the incident vividly – a girl with deep mystery in her gaze. And she had peered into his face and said, with disquieting conviction: ‘You’re not the Messiah.’ And he, Herod the Conqueror, Herod the Statesman, Herod the dreamer of dynastic dreams, had been frightened by that little girl, so frightened he had almost strangled her for intimidating him.


‘Mary,’ he repeated. ‘Mary.’ He closed his eyes. How long since he had banished that family from Bethany? Almost ten years ago. Mary would be nearly fourteen by now. Mary – with her dark, dark eyes. Could she be the one?


A sound issued from a corner of the shrine; the swish of fabric sliding on stone.


Old and diseased as he was, the martial habits of youth were ingrained in his muscles, and he had drawn a dagger and swung in the direction of the noise almost before he opened his eyes.


At first he took the two figures creeping halfway from altar to black veil to be women, one naked, one clothed. Then he noticed the height and wide shoulders of the clothed interloper, and the unmistakeably masculine physiognomy under the powder and paint.


‘Archelaus,’ he growed, advancing on his sybaritic son.


The girl, a sixteen year old Parthian slave, dropped to her knees in terror and bowed so low that her forehead touched the floor.


Archelaus, with a nervous laugh, stood his ground. The gesture with which he drew the green silk scarf from his head was essentially theatrical. So was his smile, and his lilting voice.


‘I hope I find you well, father?’ The kohl-framed eyes strayed to the dagger in Herod’s hand.


‘How dare you desecrate my shrine?’ Herod gritted, on the verge of choking with wrath. ‘And how in Hades did you find a key to my inner temple?’


Archelaus assumed a look of mock regret, as though the truth was being torn out of him by filial obligation. ‘It would be so easy for me to blame the forging of your key on one of your servants,’ he sighed ostentatiously. ‘Particularly that old eunuch who shares your bedroom. But I cannot tell a lie. It was my brother, Antipater, who fashioned a key to invade your sanctuary, no doubt intending to pillage it of gems and precious metals. I stole the key from him just in time to stop him from stripping Isis of her costly accoutrements. In a way, you should be grateful –’


‘That’s enough!’ bellowed Herod. ‘This isn’t some gullible Roman tribune you’re talking to, you viper. It’s your wise old serpent of a father a better liar than you could ever hope to be. And –’ he stressed, glaring at his son’s right side, ‘– a far better fighter for all my years and infirmities. So you can stop hiding that blade behind your back. Use it on me or get rid of it, boy.’


Shrugging casually, Archelaus held out his right hand, knuckles upward. A short blade protruded between thumb and forefinger. Then he flipped the hand over, displaying a half-eaten pomegranate. ‘This knife is for fruit, esteemed father, not for flesh.’ With a flourish, the young man dug out a clump of seeds with the sharp point of the knife and popped them between his juice-stained lips. ‘Surely you wouldn’t hurt me, father?’ he inquired, open-eyed with innocence. ‘I’m your favourite now, am I not? Your heir. It’s my brothers you’ve got to watch out for – especially Antipater and Antipas. They’re plotting to kill both of us, you know. If I were you, I’d have them executed.’


‘I should have the whole lot of you executed,’ Herod groaned, lowering his dagger. ‘I’ve fought all my life to build a kingdom. And am I supposed to pass it on to the likes of you? A King of the Jews who dresses as a woman in the privacy of the palace – is that to be my legacy?’


The rouged mouth pouted its resentment. ‘Antipater often dressed in women’s clothes, but you never condemned him for it. Besides, who’s to say it’s wrong? The Lord God of Sinai, with his tantrums and thunderbolts? When we were in Rome, my friends there –’


‘We all know about those Roman parties you went to,’ came the heavy sigh. ‘Dress like a woman if you wish. Make love to boys: Julius Caesar did. Just make sure you learn to be a leader of men, as Julius Caesar was.’


Archelaus bowed his assent. ‘I’ll try, father. I’ll try. And – and please forgive me for profaning your shrine. I meant no harm. I wasn’t creeping up on you when you had your eyes shut; I was trying to creep out before you spotted me. Here –’ He held out a bronze key. ‘Take it. I know I should have handed it to you the moment I stole it from that treacherous brother of mine. Please, father, take it.’


Instantly wary, Herod raised the dagger a fraction. ‘Drop it on the floor.’


The other, with an aggrieved lift of the shoulders, let fall the bronze key to land with a loud clink on the marble. ‘Such little trust in the only loyal son you have,’ he sighed.


‘What were you doing in here?’ Herod demanded, ire at the desecration of his sanctum resurfacing like the perennial bile that churned in his distended stomach. ‘Nothing more than a quick coupling with a slave girl? Or did you have other aims in mind, like theft?’


‘Not theft,’ Archelaus denied, vigorously shaking his head. ‘And not a simple coupling. After all, I could have done that in the safety of my own chambers, couldn’t I? No, I came here to sanctify the beast with two backs.’ His vision slid across to the effigy of Isis, a genuine look of awe in his painted features. ‘I thought that the spirit of Isis might enter the girl if I coupled with her in front of the sacred image. I thought that perhaps the seed I planted in her might grow into a demi-god.’


His son’s words, and the reverential tone in which they were delivered, inclined Herod, against his better judgment, to give Archelaus the benefit of the doubt. The notion of his shallow, foppish offspring siring a demi-god was absurd, although the idea was consonant with the young prince’s hubris. But he – Herod the Messiah, a warrior the equal of David, and an abler ruler than Solomon – wasn’t he worthy to sire a god, a divine Messiah?


The monarch darted a look at the Parthian slave who was still kneeling in obeisance, then he glanced at Archelaus in his female gown draped in lace veils. His son was busy with the innards of the pomegranate. Pale red juice squirted from the fruit and stained the metal of the blade.


‘Stand up, girl,’ Herod commanded.


With the alacrity of a born slave, she sprang to her feet, the gold bangles on her ankles jingling.


‘Kill her,’ he ordered, catching his son’s eye.


The blade swept from fruit to flesh in a glittering streak. Before the girl could blink or scream, the knife was buried in her stomach. With a swift upward motion, he sliced her open like a fish on a slab, exhaling sharply as if he was a lover in the throes of passion. A last wrench of the knife and the girl was dead and done with. Herod wondered for a moment what her name had been, then dismissed the irrelevlance as her body hit the floor. The slave, whether she knew it or not, had been tacitly condemned to death the moment Herod discovered her in this holy place.


Archelaus wiped the knife on a lacy sleeve and applied it to the pomegranate. He slipped more seeds into his mouth.


Herod found his attention drifting back to the candlelit image of Isis with her crest of moon, sun, and twelve stars.


‘Archelaus,’ he said, musing on prophecies and signs in the heavens.


‘Yes, father?’


‘Joachim of Bethany always trusted you, didn’t he?’


‘If you say so,’ Archelaus shrugged.


‘Go and write a letter to him,’ Herod said softly. ‘Have it sent by palace courier in the morning. The courier has a record of Joachim’s present domicile in Alexandria. Tell Joachim that all past grievances are forgotten, and that he is invited to reside in the palace until a suitable villa is found in the Upper City. Promise him anything. And instruct him to bring his wife and – most importantly – his daughter, Mary.’


Archelaus arched a painted eyebrow. ‘What’s so important about Mary?’


‘That’s none of your concern,’ Herod rumbled. He flashed a fierce glance at the indolent heir to the Lion Throne. ‘Just get her here. I want Mary of Bethany.’




CHAPTER 3
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The west wind billowed the striped sail as the merchant ship rounded Pharos Island, dominated by its lofty lighthouse like the marble finger of a Titan pointing at the hot blue sky.


The Middle Sea was in frisky mood today, frothing in the small coves of the island and dashing against the slick stones of the long concourse erected to link Pharos with the harbour of Alexandria. The Heptastadion, as the monumental concourse was known, bustled with people from a score of nations, engaged either in the activities of commerce or the equally serious business of pleasure. The Heptastadion was exuberant with a thousand booths and awning stalls, almost outdoing the populous south section of the huge harbour in the range of its wares, from wooden trinkets to slaves.


Alexandria, cultural capital of the empire, was never a finer sight than when seen from just inside the artificial breakwater that sheltered the east bay from the full vigour of tempests. Every sea-going craft imaginable thronged the seven wharves, from triremes to leaky tubs. Every deity known to man, great or small, was represented in the temples of the middle city, grandiose or modest. From here, the soaring columns and gilded roof of the Athenaeum were clearly visible, as was the Great Library, reconstructed after its burning by Julius Caesar over forty years ago. And overlooking the bay, on the low hills, the elegant, spacious villas of the wealthy, flanked by cypress trees.


In all, an imposing spectacle. And one that Joachim was glad to leave in the creamy wake of the ship.


Alexandria was a whore. A beautiful whore. But a whore for all that. If Rome was the New Babylon, then Alexandria was the New Sodom. It was a city of sophistry and vice, where erudite scholars mingled with women who were shameless in the increasing freedoms that Roman law permitted.


‘May you sink beneath the waves as Sodom crumbled into the Dead Sea,’ he muttered into the grey strands of his oiled beard.


His family would never see Alexandria again, for he was bound, after nearly a decade of exile, for Jerusalem the Golden in the land of his fathers. His gnarled hand patted his chest, feeling the comforting roll of the letter snug under the rich fabric of his brocade robe. He was tempted to extract the letter and read it for the hundredth time, to fondly stroke the red seal of Archelaus on its luxurious vellum.


By tomorrow he would be standing on the harbour of Joppa, and after forty miles by road in one of Herod’s plush carriages he would be in the Holy City itself. He would be quartered in the Herodian Palace and rewarded with gold and lucrative mercantile contracts as recompense for his exile, such was the promise of Archelaus in the name of his father. Mary’s transgression was forgiven. The Messiah of the Lion Throne was truly merciful.


Joachim was about to turn his back on Alexandria for the last time when he caught sight of Mary standing by the stern of the bulky ship. The fourteen year old girl had matured over the past year; she was now above middle height for a full-grown woman. Her slender shape, gowned in dark blue silk, mantled in a white lace veil, was turned from him as she faced the receding harbour. It was typical of Mary that she refrained from joining the other women below decks. Mary didn’t live in the real world: she tried to live her own life, regardless of custom. And that was the height of impiety and folly. He had often wondered whether his daughter was mad, and had many times toyed with the idea of having the girl committed as a lunatic. Who but a lunatic would have such dreams and visions as she? And her shameless behaviour ...


Joachim winced at a memory – one among all too many – of disgraceful conduct on his daughter’s part. They were celebrating the Sabbath in a synagogue that was less affected by the surrounding paganism of Alexandria than most such meeting-places. Mary, as he recalled, had just passed her tenth birthday at the time. The rabbi had concluded his reading from the Torah – the story of Abraham preparing to sacrifice his son Isaac at the bidding of the Lord God, prevented from carrying out the ritual slaughter at the last moment by the intervention of an angel. His text finished, the rabbi had posed a rhetorical question to the congregation of men: ‘Do you not think that Abraham’s readiness to kill his only son is an example to us all of the nature of true righteousness?’


‘No, I don’t,’ came Mary’s voice from behind the screen of the women’s enclosure. ‘Abraham should have disobeyed.’


There had followed a long, frozen moment in which Joachim thought he would die of mortification. The rabbi was stunned, as were the rest of the congregation. Not only had Mary broken the silence proper to females in the synagogue, she had dared to question the judgment of God and the holiness of the first patriarch. She had committed an outrage ...


Joachim came back to the present with a jolt as the ship gave a sudden lurch. He looked over the prow to see the more energetic swells greeting the craft as it sailed through the passage in the breakwater. A smile crossed his worn lips. They were steering into the open sea, and beyond the sea was Judaea. Mary would learn hard lessons in the land of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. She would learn that woman was made for man, as Eve was made for the pleasure of Adam. She would learn that a woman’s destiny lay in her husband.


And that would put an end to Mary’s dreams.


‘What are we sailing into?’ Hannah whispered, her ageing eyes briefly studying the morose figure of Hypatia sprawled on her bunk, squashed into silence by regret for the city she was leaving and apprehension of what lay ahead in the labyrinth of Herod’s Palace.


It was a regret and apprehension that Hannah shared, commiserating with her disconsolate friend and servant.


It smelt wrong, this sudden offer from the king of Judaea. Why now, after all these years? Joachim believed Herod’s promises because he wanted to believe them. His yearning to return to Judaea had clouded his judgment, and no words from her could drive the mists from his head. Only a year ago, her husband had been repeating the rumours of Herod’s increasing bouts of black melancholia and outright insanity, often resulting in summary executions and horrendous forms of torture. And there was more than one Herod in the Herodian Palace – there was a whole brood of them. Between the three chief contenders for the throne – Antipater, Archelaus and Antipas – there was little to choose in the dark red pool of human vices. Many Judaeans had taken to calling the Herodian Palace the House of Blood, and Hannah feared that the name was well deserved.


The House of Blood. This was where her husband was taking his wife and daughter. This was where they were going to live.


An abrupt lurch of the ship tipped a glass goblet of wine onto the floor, spilling the purple liquid onto the planks. She watched the wine soak into the wood, too stiff to move, feeling the rustiness in her brittle joints.


And her wits, she reflected dourly, were rusty. Too rusty to circumvent her husband’s unreasoning decision to accept the royal invitation. She could have pleaded, or cajoled, or – if it came to it – openly defied Joachim’s will. But, somehow, the time wasn’t right, or his mood wasn’t right, or she felt out of sorts – and so the weeks slipped by, and the villa was sold, its more valuable contents being shipped on ahead to the palace storerooms. And now it was too late.


A tear welled from the corner of Hannah’s eye as she berated herself for failing her beloved little Mary. (For all that her daughter was now taller than her mother, the girl would always be ‘her little Mary’.) She hadn’t protested enough at Joachim’s constant beatings of their daughter. True, Mary shrugged off the blows with an uncanny indifference, but that was no excuse for her mother to do no more than wring her hands and beg her husband to stop the battering. Hypatia had suggested poisoning Joachim’s food as a remedy for all their ills, but that was typical Hypatia, and Hannah, no matter what the circumstances, was incapable of adopting the Athenian’s casual attitude to life and death. And nothing short of murder could alter Joachim’s obstinate course once he was set on it. So Mary was beaten, locked up for days, starved for long periods, and she was powerless to prevent it. The new freedoms for women were purely conditional, not mandatory; they depended on the husband’s consent, and Joachim would sooner burn in Gehenna than accord his wife and daughter the liberties that so many Greek and Roman women enjoyed.


But – and this was one of the many paradoxes of Mary – her daughter had often cowed her father into sulky silence with one of those inimitable looks of hers, her eyes shining with a baffling lustre of dark light, asserting inner freedom where external freedom was denied. And that sense of inner freedom, nascent in Mary from the earliest years, was infectious. What small latitude of freedom Hannah had acquired, she acquired from Mary. It came from Mary’s mystery-power, indwelling in her slender frame like perfumed incense in the tabernacle. That hidden power was always there, ready to be unleashed, and Joachim knew it.


It was like looking into the eyes of love, and discovering that love was terrible as well as blissful. Love was clement light. It was also dark fire. That ever-present power had stopped Joachim from hitting Hannah or any of the servants in Mary’s presence, because then she subjected him to one of those mysterious looks that quelled his questionable manhood and made his limbs shake with fear of the unknown. Hurt to herself she could endure as if it was no more than a light shower of rain, but hurt to others even to as lowly a creature as a mouse, made her eyes blaze.


‘You’re all paradox, little Mary,’ Hannah smiled wistfully. Yes, little Mary, she thought, tears form in your eyes every time you see a human or animal in pain, and yet you’ve not the least trace of sentimentality. You don’t make a plaything of your compassion, you feel the travail of others. Your love is a sword – aimed at your own heart.


‘Oh, Mary,’ Hannah breathed softly. ‘What will the world do to you? How will you survive in the House of Blood?’


How indeed? she pondered dejectedly. There’s no knife in your hand, no poison in your pouch, no defensive lie on your tongue. How can you confront the Herodian brood?


‘Goodbye,’ Mary whispered, the wind plucking the word from her lips the instant it was uttered.


The receding crescent of Alexandria, like a shell of mother-of-pearl shrinking into the past, gradually merged into the low, olive hills on which she had walked so often with Hypatia and Timothus, Joachim’s manservant. She had loved those long walks in the clear air above the city and the southern marshes. Even at this distance, she could just discern the cedar wood above a low cliff. A glade in that wood had been their favourite spot for unhitching their shoulder-baskets and eating bread, cheese and fruit as they lay in the breeze-blown grass and listened to the somnolent rhythm of the sea.


Hypatia had woven so many entrancing myths and legends to enliven the passing hours in that dipping glade. Working a spell of words, Hypatia had painted bright pictures on the air: images of Neith, mother of Ra the Sun God, worshipped a thousand years ago when Egypt was called the Black Land of Khemet; of Isis, Queen of the Stars, who resurrected her brother-consort Osiris from the dead after gathering his scattered remains; and of Anath, Athena, Demeter and Persephone.


Timothus, a gentle soul in a large, flabby body, had listened to Hypatia’s tales with rapt attention, occasionally voicing a word of praise in his piping tone. The Corinthian slave’s high-pitched voice was a result of the castration he’d suffered after attempting to escape from his former master. The deep dent in his skull had come from that same master’s bronze rod, partially scrambling the man’s wits for life. Mary often wished she had the powers of Hypatia’s goddesses – so that she could heal with a touch.


‘Timothus, I wish you healing,’ she murmured, her eyes moistening. It was but two days ago that she returned to the villa to be told that her old friend had been sold to a slave auctioneer. All her father had to say was that the price was so low it was an insult. Mary knew the auctioneer by repute; he was a petty criminal who ran a small market in galley-slaves. If her childhood companion lived more than a year in the triremes of the Roman fleet, he would be doing well.


No more stories in a sunlit glade. No more strolls along the lively promenade of Alexander, with the conqueror’s corpse lying nearby in a crystal casket. No more watching the sailors play dice on the waterfront at dusk as the first lamps were kindled in the great Pharos lighthouse. Nothing more for Timothus but the sweating backs of other chained victims and the noisome, benighted slave-holds under the lower deck.


‘Goodbye,’ Mary repeated, leaning on the carven rail of the stern. The helmsman, his muscles bulging through the strained seams of his leather tunic as he manipulated the heaving steering-oar, threw a brief glance at the girl standing nearby, then emitted a surly grunt and resumed his study of the treacherous cross-currents in the breakwater passage.
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