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Author’s Preface

 


This is the second book in my
A Slave’s Story trilogy
that takes place in Roman Asia Minor (modern Turkey) in the first
century AD/CE. It continues a story that began in book one,
A Rooster for Asklepios,
and will only make sense if you have read that
book.

In case it’s been a while since you
read the first book, here is a brief summary of what took place.
The story centers on two main characters, a middle-aged Roman
aristocrat named Lucius Coelius Felix, and his trusted bookkeeper
and business manager, a young slave named Marcus. Both live in the
Roman colony of Antioch-near-Pisidia in central Turkey. Other
characters who play notable roles include Lucius’s wayward son
Gaius, a highly successful athlete who refuses to grow up; a young
slave woman named Selena whom Lucius liberates in order to make her
his wife; and Selena’s personal maid, a slave named
Melita.

While there are many elements to
the story, the central plot line concerns Lucius’s efforts to be
cured from a painful and embarrassing abdominal ailment that no one
can diagnose. When all treatments prove unavailing, Lucius’s
physician Heracleion persuades him to spend a night with him in the
local temple of the healing deity Asklepios in hopes that the god
will appear to him in a dream and either cure him or prescribe a
treatment that will restore his health. Lucius obtains nothing more
than a good night’s sleep, but Heracleion reports that the god had
appeared to him with an enigmatic message that seemed to assure
Lucius that he would be healed if he made the arduous journey
across western Turkey to the god’s sanctuary at Pergamon, one of
the most famous treatment centers in antiquity. Lucius accepts the
god’s call and makes preparations to leave, taking Marcus, Selena,
and Melita with him.

The central section of the book
relates various events that took place during Lucius’s journey to
Pergamon, including the unexpected discovery that his young wife is
pregnant. Equally important for the story line is Lucius’s
revelation to Marcus of a secret that he had withheld from him for
his entire life: his mother, who died when he was born, and his
grandmother, who nurtured him until he was three years old, were
Jews. This makes Marcus a Jew as well. Marcus is not happy with the
discovery, since like most people in Greco-Roman antiquity he had
always held a low opinion of Jews. What he will do with this new
information is unresolved at the end of the first book.

Eventually Lucius and company
arrive at the city of Pergamon in northwestern Turkey, where Selena
and Melita stay while Lucius and Marcus travel to the nearby
sanctuary of Asklepios in search of a cure. After several
unsuccessful attempts to obtain a healing visit from the god while
sleeping in a special dormitory overseen by the priests of
Asklepios, Lucius agrees to submit to a course of medical treatment
by one of the physicians who worked at the sanctuary. The regimen
is long, painful, and ineffective.

Lucius decides to spend one more
night in the sacred dormitory, and this time the god does come to
him in a dream. His message, however, is not what Lucius had hoped:
he has rejected Lucius’s appeal and Lucius will die from his
illness. Angry and depressed, Lucius rails against the god and
everything associated with him. One of the priests tells him that
he has to leave before he grows worse as no one is allowed to die
in the sacred precincts. The book ends with Lucius and Marcus
departing dejectedly from Pergamon on their way back to
Antioch.

While all of this sounds rather
depressing and hopeless, the story takes several surprising turns
in book two, including the appearance of a new character who will
play an increasingly important role in the lives of Marcus and
Lucius, as it continues into book three. The action grows hot and
heavy as the story moves toward its startling conclusion. To find
out what happens, you’ll have to read the book!

To learn more about the
people, places, and practices mentioned in this series, see the
materials under the Resources tab and the Blog tab on my
Website, http://aslavesstory.com.
The map of western Turkey in the front of the book will also prove
useful for tracing the route that Marcus and Lucius take as they
travel from Pergamon to Antioch.

For updates on the series,
follow me on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/aslavesstory
and on Twitter at https://twitter.com/aslavesstory.
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The Road Home












 CHAPTER 1

 


It
was early November, and Lucius Coelius
Felix was on his way home from Pergamon, a city on the western edge
of Asia Minor, to the Roman colony of Antioch-near-Pisidia, which
lay nine days to the east. He had spent the last several weeks at
the sanctuary of the healing god Asklepios seeking a cure for a
painful abdominal ailment that was slowly sapping his strength, but
to no avail. He had made the trip at the behest of the deity, who
had appeared to his physician in a dream and promised to heal him
at the end of his journey, or so he had thought. In the end,
however, his hopes had been dashed; the god had indeed come to him,
but he had rejected his pleas. Now he was on his way home to
die.

First, however, he meant to stop at
Hierapolis, a city renowned for its healing springs. He knew better
than to expect a cure there, but he thought that the warm waters
might help him to recuperate from the weeks of arduous treatment
that he had endured at the hands of Asklepios’s physicians. How
long he would stay depended on the results.

Five days of weary travel lay
between Pergamon and Hierapolis. The air was pleasantly cool and
the scenery alluring, but Lucius was in no mood to enjoy the
sights. He felt angry, depressed, and alone. His ill temper
infected the two slaves who had made the journey with him: Marcus,
his trusted personal assistant, and Eutychus, a farm hand who drove
the supply wagon that accompanied Lucius’s mule-drawn carriage. He
had sent his pregnant wife home several weeks ago when it became
clear that his treatments were going to take longer than
anticipated, and now he missed her intensely. He eased the pain
with liberal doses of the poppy extract that Marcus had purchased
for him at Pergamon.

Marcus regretted his master’s lack
of interest in his surroundings, as he would have liked to see more
of this comely district with its fertile valleys framed by craggy
hills and its cities and towns teeming with life. It reminded him
of the district around his home city. But he knew that it was
hopeless to point out any of the attractions when his master’s mind
was so rigidly set on reaching his destination.

Fortunately, the road was smooth
and well-traveled, especially the section that linked Pergamon to
the inland city of Sardis. At Sardis they would join another road
that ran southeast to Laodicea, where it connected to the major
thoroughfare that they had followed from Apamea to the west coast.
Hierapolis lay on a side road north of Laodicea.

Marcus had been surprised when his
master told him that he intended to follow this route, since it
meant that they would not be returning through Ephesus. His
business partner Theodorus had been away when they visited the city
earlier, and Lucius had promised Theodorus’s son Gallianus that he
would stop and see his father on the way home. Marcus had reminded
him of this promise, but Lucius had brushed away his concerns
without explanation. The new route was somewhat shorter, but that
was not enough to induce a man like Lucius to breach his word to
his partner, especially when it would save him only a day or two of
travel time. Perhaps he wanted to avoid having to answer questions
about what had occurred at the sanctuary of Asklepios. Perhaps he
was in a hurry to get home and see his wife. Perhaps he was just
too ill to be sociable. Whatever his reasoning, he evidently had no
intention of sharing it with Marcus.

Marcus had assumed that he would
spend the entire trip on the front seat of the supply wagon as he
had done on their journey to Pergamon, so he was taken aback when
Lucius invited him to ride in the carriage with him on the morning
of the third day. The ostensible reason was to be available to help
him with any physical difficulties that might arise along the way,
but the real reason was not hard to guess: he was lonely and
hurting and did not like riding alone in a rented
vehicle.

Marcus had envied his fellow slave
Melita, who had been permitted to ride with her mistress on the
cushioned seats of the carriage on their way to Pergamon, but he
had never for a moment thought that the same chance might befall
him. The closed compartment proved especially welcome when they
were overtaken by a drenching rainstorm later that afternoon. The
air turned notably cooler after the storm and remained so until
they reached Hierapolis, but Marcus was able to keep warm under the
blankets that had been provided with the carriage. Eutychus, by
contrast, was miserable. Marcus felt sorry for him, but there was
nothing that he could do to ease his discomfort.

As it turned out, riding in the
same compartment as his master was less pleasant than Marcus had
anticipated. Lucius was sullen and withdrawn, saying little and
dozing through much of the trip. He took more pain medicine now
than he had done in the past, though Marcus saw no clear signs that
his sickness was growing worse. By the third day he began to worry
that he might run out of the poppy potion before they reached their
destination.

Equally disturbing was his master’s
sudden unconcern about where they stopped for the evening. On the
outbound journey he had been wary of sleeping in country inns or
hostels, but now he insisted that they stop at whatever facility
lay at hand, regardless of appearance or condition. One night he
even slept in the carriage, but that proved so uncomfortable that
he did not repeat the effort. His host Valerius from Pergamon had
given him letters of recommendation and the names of various
friends and acquaintances along the road to Hierapolis who would
gladly have housed him for a night, but Lucius resisted Marcus’s
entreaties to use them. Marcus was perplexed by this behavior until
Lucius confided to him in a moment of candor what he already
suspected: he did not want to stay in any place where he might be
asked about his time at Pergamon or his plans for the future.
Seeing that his purpose was fixed, Marcus did his best to make him
comfortable in his chosen lodgings.

On their last night before reaching
Hierapolis, Lucius handed Eutychus a letter addressed to his wife
Selena. He had written and sealed the letter himself, so Marcus had
no idea of its contents.

“Some time tomorrow afternoon
we’ll reach the road that turns off to Hierapolis,” he explained.
“The main road continues on to Laodicea. If you keep up your pace,
you should be able to reach that city before nightfall. There you
will join the road that we took earlier on our way to Ephesus.
Follow it in the opposite direction and you’ll eventually reach
Antioch. Give this letter to my wife when you get
there.”

“So you don’t want him to come with
us to Hierapolis?” interrupted Marcus, puzzled by this apparent
change of plans.

“No,” replied Lucius, “I don’t
know where we’ll be staying, and I don’t want to have to worry
about hauling two vehicles through the city streets while we look
for a place to unload. I want you two to pack everything that I
might need into the carriage in the morning so that we’ll be ready
to separate when the time comes.”

Both men nodded to show that they
understood what they were to do, but Marcus suspected that there
was more to his master’s decision than he was telling them. Whether
he would ever hear the real reason was impossible to
guess.

“Eutychus,” he said, turning to
address the young farm hand, “you’ve been a good and faithful
servant throughout this journey. In recognition of your service,
I’ve directed my wife in this letter to give you a small token of
my appreciation. But you have to get the letter to her first. Go
directly to my house when you reach Antioch and place the letter in
her hands; don’t give it to anyone else. If anyone tries to take it
from you, tell them that I said that anyone who interferes with you
will be punished severely when I get home. If my son Gaius gives
you any trouble, take the letter to my friend Publius Servius Frugi
and ask him to deliver it to her. When you’re done with that task,
unload the wagon and put things wherever my steward tells you. Then
you can go home and enjoy my heartfelt appreciation.”

“Yes, sir, you can count on me,
sir,” answered Eutychus eagerly. Then as if realizing that he had
been overly forward in his response, he lowered his eyes to the
ground and began shuffling his feet in the dirt. Lucius smiled
benignly, then turned and walked away.

Marcus felt sorry for his rough
companion. He had never seen him so abashed, but it was easy to
guess why he was behaving as he was. As far as Marcus could recall,
this was the first time that Lucius had spoken directly to Eutychus
in the weeks that they had traveled together. The contrast with his
own experience was stark. For him, conversations with the master
were a daily affair. For other slaves, such interactions could be
daunting.

Marcus knew better than to address
his master as an equal, but incidents such as this reminded him of
the awkward fact that his position placed him closer to Lucius and
his aristocratic friends than to the other slaves in his household.
It was challenging at times to live with a foot in each world, but
it was certainly better than the alternative. He thanked the gods
once again that his master had noted his abilities when he was
young and arranged for him to be trained for office work. He
dreaded to think what his life would have been like if he had been
left to himself. Perhaps he would have ended up like this ignorant
farm hand who did not know how to respond when his master spoke to
him. He shuddered at the thought.

 


**********

 


Marcus was eager to see Hierapolis after all the strange reports that
his master had received about the city. People said that it stood
on top of a plateau made of snow and ice that never melted, even on
the hottest days of summer, and that its streets ran with steaming
water that never froze, even in the depths of winter. Some spoke of
a heated river that cascaded down the frozen hillside through a
series of pools that hung in mid-air above the valley. One person
had insisted that the waters of this river were heated by the fires
of Tartarus, and another had claimed that people traveled to the
underworld through a cave that stood within the city
precincts.

At first Marcus had questioned
whether such a place even existed, but he had been compelled to
acknowledge its reality when Valerius told them that his brother
lived there. But he knew better than to believe everything that he
had heard about it. He knew that the city contained natural hot
springs that people found useful for treating illness, since that
was why his master was going there. He could also imagine that
there might be some truth to the idea that these springs drew their
heat from the fires of the underworld, since he could not think of
anything else that could cause hot water to bubble up from the
ground. But he found it hard to believe that people could journey
down to that world through a cave in the city, and he could not
comprehend how steaming waters could flow over mountains of ice
without melting them away. He would have to see such a thing before
he could believe it.

Around midday Marcus noticed a
small white smudge on the side of a long, low mountain range that
crossed the road ahead of them. He wondered if this might be the
city, so he fixed his eyes on it as the carriage progressed.
Gradually the white spot grew in size until he could see that it
was in fact a line of snow-white cliffs, just as his master’s
informants had led them to expect. Soon he was able to make out a
line of buildings along the upper rim of the cliffs that presumably
marked the location of the city.

Lucius was napping as this scene
unfolded, and Marcus debated for some time whether to wake him up
or allow him to sleep. As they drew closer, however, he concluded
that his master would want to know that they were nearing their
destination. He also convinced himself that Lucius would want to
see this peculiar place for himself, regardless of his mental
state.

At first Lucius was annoyed at
being awakened to gawk at one more roadside attraction. His
annoyance eased, however, once he understood what Marcus was trying
to tell him. His interest was genuinely piqued once he peered out
of the window and saw the white cliffs ahead of them.

“Could those cliffs really be
covered with snow and ice on a sunny day like this?” inquired
Marcus after a few moments of silence.

“It certainly looks like it,”
ventured Lucius. “But it’s hard to see how that could be. Look at
all that dry, rocky ground around them. And there’s no snow
anywhere around here.”

The buildings that Marcus had seen
along the edge of the cliffs receded from view as they drew closer
to the ridge, leading Marcus to conclude that the city was located
farther from the rim than he had initially thought. The milky
bluffs likewise disappeared as the road curled to the left, away
from the city. Soon they reached an intersection from which a
well-worn road turned up the hill. Here Lucius signaled for the
driver to stop so that they could bid farewell to
Eutychus.

Speaking through the window of the
carriage, Lucius reminded Eutychus once again of the vital
importance of delivering the letter that he had written to Selena
as soon as he reached Antioch. Marcus climbed out and gave the
young man an awkward hug while voicing hope that he might visit him
on the farm one day. Eutychus clasped Marcus to his chest and told
him how much he would miss him. Then he climbed back onto the seat
of the wagon and urged the mules forward. Marcus felt a pang of
loss as the back of the wagon receded into the distance. From now
on, he would be his master’s only company.

The road that ran up to Hierapolis
was steep enough to pose a challenge for the mules after a long day
in the harness, so the driver took it slowly so as to avoid wearing
them out. As they neared the top of the plateau, they stumbled upon
a huge cemetery that dwarfed any that Marcus had ever seen, even at
a major city as Ephesus. The two men stared in silent wonder at the
immense city of the dead.

“Look at all those tombs,” said
Marcus at last. “There must be thousands of them! Hierapolis isn’t
that big a city, is it?”

“No,” replied Lucius grimly. “I
heard about this place while I was at the Asklepion. Apparently
many of these tombs contain the remains of travelers who came here
for healing and did not find it. I expect that I will be joining
them soon.”

“You shouldn’t speak that way,
master,” cautioned Marcus. “The lemures might hear you.”

He balled both fists into a fig
sign and waved them around the compartment to avert any dark
spirits that might be lurking around to hear Lucius’s
words.

“Lemures or no, it makes no
difference to me,” replied Lucius as he stared pensively out of the
window. “I came here to die, and die I will. Nothing that I say or
do will make any difference. It’s only a matter of
time.”

“What do you mean?” asked Marcus,
startled by his master’s words. “I thought that you were stopping
at Hierapolis to see if the healing springs could make you feel
better before we make our way home. That’s what they recommended at
the Asklepion.”

“There’s no hope for me in
Hierapolis,” replied Lucius calmly. “If the mighty Asklepios—some
‘Savior’ he turned out to be!—if the mighty Asklepios and his
physicians could not restore me to health, why should I expect
anything different here? The mistress of death has her shears in
her hand to snip the thread of my life, and the waters of
Hierapolis can do nothing to stop her. All that they can do is
soothe my pain. But that’s something, at least. That’s why I came
here—to ease my suffering until my hour comes. When it does, this
is as good a place as any to die.”

Marcus was stunned; this wasn’t
what his master had told Valerius when they left
Pergamon.

“But what about Selena?” he
objected, throwing caution to the wind. “Didn’t you invite her to
join you here and then return home with you? And what about your
baby? Don’t you want to live long enough to see it born? Are you
really ready to leave your business, your household, and your
family’s reputation in the hands of Gaius?”

“It doesn’t matter what I want or
what I’m ready to do,” answered Lucius gloomily. “There’s nothing
that I can do about it. Gaius will take over my household one day,
whether he’s ready or not. I regret that I did not do more to
prepare him for this eventuality, but it’s too late to worry about
that now. He’ll have my friend Servius to help him, if he’s wise
enough to make use of the old man’s experience. And if he’s
not…well, it’s out of my hands. He’ll have to learn the hard
way.”

Lucius turned and stared silently
at the sea of tombs that covered the dusty ground on both sides of
the carriage. Marcus knew that this signaled his wish to end the
conversation, so he said no more. He felt as if there had to be
something that he could say to change his master’s mind, but he
could not think what it might be. He knew that Lucius was dying,
but he had always assumed that he would want to end his days in the
comfort of his own home, not in an unknown city far from family and
friends. He could not imagine what had led him to this
plan.

As he peered around at the tombs,
he thought about the many people who had come here as a last resort
in hopes of finding healing. Some of them must have been quite
wealthy, to judge from the size of their monuments. Yet they had
all died far from home, whether alone or in the company of a few
friends or family members. Perhaps, then, such a fate was not as
strange or unthinkable as he supposed. But it wasn’t the way that
anyone would choose to die. He wondered whether any of the dead had
inscribed their feelings of disappointment on the faces of their
tombs. He made a mental note to return here once they were settled
in the city and find out.

The ridge narrowed as they
approached the city gate. Suddenly Marcus noticed a splotch of
white on their right at the edge of the plateau. He pointed it out
to Lucius, who knocked on the roof to signal the driver to stop.
The white patch had disappeared by the time the carriage came to a
halt.

“Let’s go and see what that white
stuff is,” said Lucius. “I don’t know if I can reach it, but if I
can’t, you can walk down and tell me what you see.”

Marcus was happy to have something
to distract him from his somber reflections. They hobbled slowly
through the cemetery toward the edge of the cliff with Lucius
clinging tightly to his arm, his legs weak from sitting for so
long.

A magnificent panorama opened
before them as they reached the rim. Far below, a fertile valley
stretched out to their left and right, framed on all sides by low
brown mountains. Directly below their feet stood a wall of cliffs.
To their right, the cliffs were made of ordinary stone. To their
left, the cliffs looked for all the world as if they were coated
with snow or ice. Along the upper edge of one of these cliffs ran a
string of blue-green dots that reminded Marcus of the aquamarine
jewelry that wealthy women sometimes wore in their ears and around
their necks. Could these be the hanging pools about which they had
been told? The whole scene looked unearthly.

A deep sense of awe came over
Marcus as he stood staring at the landscape before them. He felt as
if they had stumbled into some fantastic realm of legend that had
irrupted suddenly into the world of humans. He half-expected to
find the city of Hierapolis populated by beings composed of spirit,
not flesh and bone.

Lucius, too, was gazing with rapt
attention at the scene before them. The two men stood side by side
in silence for some time. At last Lucius broke the
spell.

“Marcus, climb down there and see
what that white stuff is,” he said, pointing to the area directly
below them, which was shrouded in white. “It’s not far, and the
wall isn’t too steep as long as you watch where you’re going. But
it’s too much for me. I’ll sit here and rest while you’re
gone.”

Marcus settled his master onto a
soft patch of ground, then commenced his descent. The climb was
steeper than it looked, but it did not take him long to reach the
nearest section of the white material. He reached out to touch it
and discovered to his immense surprise that the icy-looking
substance was in fact as hard and warm as stone. Its surface,
however, was not smooth like stone but rather scored with bumps and
wave-like ridges. Thin strands of water trickled here and there
down its surface.

Marcus knew that his master would
want to know more about the water, but he was unsure if the
material was sturdy enough to hold his weight. He placed one foot
gingerly onto the white surface, then increased the weight when it
remained firm. Soon he was treading cautiously across the rough
surface.

When he at last reached one
of the dribbling threads, he was surprised to find that it was
warm, almost hot to the touch. The material around it was also
warm. The experience left him perplexed. He knew that Hierapolis
was renowned for its hot springs, but he had presumed that the
heated liquid would be confined to pools and channels as at Carura,
not flowing freely down a wall of rock as appeared to be the case
here. He could see now how some of that water might have
accumulated on ledges
along the cliffs to form the blue-green pools that he could see
from where he stood. He still could not guess why the stones on the
cliffs were so rough and white, but at least he understood more now
than he had when peering down from the ridge
above.

Thinking of the ridge reminded him
that he should climb back up soon or his master would begin to
worry about him. He made his way carefully to the edge of the
pallid field, pausing to pocket a couple of small white stones
before trudging back up the hill. He found Lucius dozing on his
back in the grass. As usual, he was somewhat disoriented when
Marcus woke him, but he quickly perked up when Marcus began
explaining what he had discovered. He was especially intrigued by
the white stones that Marcus had brought back with him. He scraped
off some of the white stuff with his fingernails and rubbed it
between his palms, where it dissolved into a damp powder. He could
not understand how such a soft material could support the weight of
even a smaller man like Marcus. He promised to ask around and learn
more about this odd substance after they arrived in the
city.

Marcus was pleased with himself as
they climbed back into the carriage for the short ride to the city
gate. He had succeeded at least momentarily in diverting his
master’s attention from the burdens that had weighed so heavily on
his mind since their departure from Pergamon. Whether this was only
a brief respite or a lasting change remained to be seen. But it
comforted him to know that the man whom he had known and served for
so many years was still alive somewhere in that tomb-like cloud
that had engulfed him for the last five days.

 


**********

 


Hierapolis
had no walls, but it still had a monumental gate
through which all traffic into and out of the city had to pass. As
at Ephesus, the gate had three portals and was flanked by heavy
stone towers. The left tower was flanked by some kind of broad
walled complex, perhaps the city marketplace, while the edge of the
cliffs lay nearby on the right. Vehicles were moving freely through
the gate area when Lucius’s carriage arrived, so there was no delay
in entering the city. But it was still necessary for them to stop
at the gate and inquire about a place to stay.

Until that morning, Marcus had
assumed that they would be staying at the home of one of the men in
Hierapolis for whom Lucius had letters of recommendation. One was a
friend of Pollio, the Roman businessman with whom they had stayed
in Apamea, and the other a cousin of Valerius. Marcus had even
pulled out the relevant documents as he was packing for the day.
But when he told Lucius what he had done, he was told in no
uncertain terms that the letters would not be needed.

“Have you forgotten what I said
about not staying anywhere that would require me to talk about my
travels and my time at Pergamon?” he asked, clearly annoyed at
Marcus’s denseness. “Why would you think that I would change my
mind now? I don’t want anyone prying into my personal affairs and
trying to make me feel better.”

Marcus had tried to apologize for
his misstep, but Lucius went on as if he had not heard
him.

“With so many people traveling to
Hierapolis for the springs, there has to be a decent inn in the
city that caters to people of my station in life. Hierapolis may be
a wealthy city, but there can’t possibly be enough noble families
to host every visitor who arrives with a letter of recommendation.
I know that I’d be annoyed if strangers came knocking on my door
every other day wanting a place to stay.”

“I’m sure you would, sir,” Marcus
had replied in an effort to soothe his master’s temper. Lucius was
so touchy these days that almost anything could irritate him.
Marcus had never seen him this way in all the years that he had
known him.

“When we get there,” Lucius
continued, “you can ask around and see what my options are. In the
meantime, put those letters away; I won’t be using
them.”

Now that they were entering the
city, the time had come to carry out his master’s instructions.
They stopped first at a public latrine just inside the city gate,
then made their way to the stable, where the manager was sure to
know where to send aristocrats who would be leaving their carriages
in his care.

“There’s only one place in town
that’s suitable for a man like your master,” replied the manager, a
garrulous man who seemed to be genuinely interested in helping
them. “It’s down by the baths at the top of the cliffs—a nice
little inn owned by a rich businessman who built it for his
out-of-town clients. It ain’t luxurious, but it’s the best we got.
It’s close to the baths, an’ they’ve even got their own hot spring
out in the courtyard. I ain’t heard too many complaints about it.
But whether they got a room tonight or not is another matter.
There’s a big festival comin’ up in a couple of days, an’ they
might be full. I’d advise you to get down there quick an’ see. You
can drive right to their door.”

Marcus thanked him and asked for
directions, then went back to the carriage and reported to his
master what he had learned. Lucius agreed with the plan and they
were soon on their way with Marcus squeezed onto the bench beside
the driver to give him directions.

The main street of Hierapolis was
much like every other city that Marcus had seen on their trip—a
broad expanse of rutted paving stones flanked on both sides by
elevated sidewalks and rows of shops running cheek-to-jowl as far
as the eye could see. The shops were busy at this time of day, and
Lucius’s driver had to go slowly in order to avoid running over the
many pedestrians who kept crossing the street at odd angles with
hardly a glance at what might be coming toward them. Peering
through a gateway on their left, Marcus saw that the walled
compound that they had observed as they approached the city was
indeed the marketplace where residents came to buy and sell their
goods and services. No wonder the streets around here were so
crowded!

The traffic thinned somewhat as
they moved beyond the market, but the nature and quality of the
scenery remained the same for several blocks. Marcus knew that the
magnificent white cliffs that he had seen from the cemetery lay
somewhere to their right, but the height of the buildings prevented
him from seeing anything but stone walls, storefronts, and
people.

The stable manager had told him to
turn right immediately after the civic forum to reach the baths and
the inn. The baths actually lay behind the forum near the edge of
the cliffs, but the forum courtyard with its offices and temples
was limited to pedestrians, so they had to go around it. Still, the
inn was not hard to find. After passing the temple of Apollo, they
came to a long columned portico on their left that marked the spot
where they were supposed to turn. They found the inn a short
distance ahead on the left, across from the baths, just as the
stable manager had said.

“Your master is fortunate,”
answered the innkeeper when Marcus informed him of his business.
“If he had arrived yesterday, I would have had to tell him that I
had nothing available for him. Our city is celebrating a festival
for Cybele and Apollo in a couple of days and visitors have been
flocking in from all over the region, enough to fill all of my
beds. But a messenger arrived this afternoon saying that one of my
regular guests would be unable to attend the festival this year, so
his room is free. It’s one of my better rooms, too, with a nice
view over the valley. If your master wants to stay here for a few
days as you stated, I think that he will find the room congenial to
his tastes.”

The innkeeper showed Marcus to the
room, which was notably larger and nicer than the one that Lucius
had occupied for so long at the Asklepion. The tasteful red and
yellow architectural murals that framed the walls and the painted
garlands that hung from the roofline made it seem as if one was
standing in an expensive urban villa rather than an inn in a small
regional center. The designer clearly knew what would appeal to an
aristocratic clientele. The furniture was a bit sparse but
tasteful—a heavily cushioned sleeping couch, a small writing desk
made of fine dark wood with matching chair, a portable eating table
with a marble top, a couple of folding chairs for guests, and a
chest for storage.

“I’m sure that my master will find
this room adequate,” said Marcus. “I’ll go and tell
him.”

“Just a moment,” replied the
innkeeper, catching Marcus’s arm and smiling artfully. “You’ve not
yet seen the room’s best feature.”

The innkeeper led him through a
door at the end of the room that opened onto a small balcony that
gave an unobstructed view over the edge of the cliffs to the green
valley below. Marcus was so startled by the sight that he
instinctively grabbed the railing with both hands to keep from
falling off.

“Lots of people have that reaction
when they first step out here,” chuckled the innkeeper. “Be sure to
lock the balcony door at night if your master ever wanders in his
sleep. You wouldn’t want him tumbling over the side on a dark
night! Or maybe you would—I won’t ask about that.”

The innkeeper winked and grinned at
his own scandalous intimation. Marcus had been trying to figure out
if the man was a slave or a hired worker; he spoke and dressed well
enough that he could have been either. But he wondered no longer.
No freeborn man would even hint to a slave that he might take
pleasure in his master’s death. Aristocrats in particular liked to
believe that their slaves loved them and that they would weep
piteously at their demise, and most slaves were willing to oblige
this expectation, whether out of expedience or genuine affection.
Only a slave—or perhaps a freedman—would dare to suggest that a
slave’s real feelings might lie elsewhere.

Marcus ignored the man’s comment
and turned to look out at the scenery. The view was indeed
magnificent. The inn was situated far enough from the rim to
prevent him from peering directly down at the whitened sides of the
cliffs, but a narrow line of the milky substance was visible along
the lip of the plateau, contrasting sharply with the valley below.
People were scattered here and there along the white line,
apparently taking in the view. Now and then one of them appeared to
vanish over the edge.

“Where are those people going when
they disappear like that?” he asked the innkeeper, pointing toward
the spot where he had observed the anomaly.

“Like what?” queried the man,
unsure what he meant.

“I’ve seen several people who were
standing on the edge of the cliff suddenly vanish from sight,”
Marcus explained. “I’m guessing that they must be stepping out onto
something below the rim and not jumping to their deaths. What’s
down there?”

“Oh, I see,” observed the
innkeeper, peering in the direction that Marcus was pointing.
“You’ve not yet been down to see the cliffs?”

“No, we just got here,” said
Marcus. “We only saw them from a distance.”

“Well, you’ll want to get down
there as soon as you can,” the man replied. “You won’t find
anything like it elsewhere. There are several paths that lead down
from the rim to pools of warm water that literally hang from the
sides of the cliffs. People go there to play around and take in the
views. The pools are too shallow to do more than get your shins
wet, but they’re still quite a sight. To experience the healing
qualities of the waters, you have to go to one of the bigger pools
here in the city. We have a pool in our courtyard that’s filled
with the same waters that they use in the baths. It’s only open to
our guests, so it’s never crowded. Your master will find it a
pleasant place to relax. But if he wants treatments, he’ll have to
go to one of the baths. They have some good physicians there who
can help him with whatever ails him. People who know about such
things say that they’re as good as you’ll find
anywhere.”

Marcus had anticipated that the
innkeeper might inquire about his master’s health, since that was
what brought many visitors to Hierapolis. He also knew that
innkeepers were invariably nosy about their guests. But his master
had made it clear that he did not want anyone prying into his
business, so he had a response ready in case he should be
asked.

“No, he won’t be consulting any
physicians while he’s here,” he replied. “He picked up some kind of
stomach sickness while we were traveling, but he already has
medicine for it. He expects that it will go away with rest. That’s
why we came here—that, and to see for ourselves the odd sights that
you described to me. We’re on our way home to Antioch-near-Pisidia
from Ephesus, where my master had some business. A friend of his in
Apamea suggested that your city was worth a side-trip, and he
decided to take the man at his word. He’s getting old and the trip
has worn him down. He could use a few days of rest before returning
to his business.”

“I see,” said the innkeeper
thoughtfully. “You’ve come a long way, and you have a long way yet
to go. I’ve had many guests come here for the same reason. He
certainly won’t regret the detour. I will make sure that he has
everything that he needs for a restful visit.”

“On behalf of my master, I thank
you,” replied Marcus. “My master is a good man who knows how to
express his appreciation to those who treat him well.” Marcus had
learned during the course of their travels that such hints of a
future reward could be effective in motivating a man like this
innkeeper to take special care of his master, and he suspected that
he would need all of the help that he could get.

“But enough talking,” said Marcus
in a businesslike tone. “Right now I need to go and retrieve my
master and help him get settled into his room. He’s going to be
wondering what’s taken me so long.”

“I understand,” the man replied
with a helpful smile. “Let me know if you need any assistance. I
can send one of my boys to help.”

“That would be good,” replied
Marcus. “We do have a lot to unload.” Marcus smiled gratefully and
turned to leave. The innkeeper followed him.

Upon returning to the carriage, he
found his master dozing in his seat with his head leaning against
the wall. He wasn’t surprised, as this had been Lucius’s customary
posture for much of the time that they had ridden together. Marcus
shook his shoulder to awaken him, then gave him a brief summary of
what he had learned. He seemed to have no idea of how long Marcus
had been gone, nor did he seem irritated by the delay. In fact, he
seemed more affirming than he had been lately, whether because he
was feeling better or because he was happy to reach his
destination.

Marcus gave instructions to the
driver and the two young men who had been sent to assist him with
the supplies, then guided his master up to his chamber. From what
he could see, the inn would be pleasant enough, but it did have one
major drawback: Lucius’s room was on the top floor, so he would
have to climb a set of stairs every time he went in or out. He was
still capable of making such an ascent now—with Marcus’s
assistance, of course—but Marcus could anticipate a time when that
might not be possible, especially if he was serious about dying
here. Marcus was not convinced that he would follow through on this
intention, especially after Selena arrived, but the difficulty
would have to be addressed at some point if he decided to stay here
for an extended period. He made a mental note to speak with the
innkeeper about moving to a lower level once a room became
available.

Lucius seemed pleased with the
room, especially the view from the balcony, though he said little
to Marcus on the subject. His mind was fixed as usual on getting to
the baths after a long day on the road. Marcus pointed out that it
was rather late in the day for such a venture and suggested that he
go down to the hot pool in the inn’s courtyard instead. Lucius
resisted at first, but when Marcus pointed out that the sun-god was
nearing the end of his journey, he acceded to the
proposal.

Marcus had already removed his
master’s toga, so there was little for them to do but make their
way back down the stairs to the courtyard. Marcus was impressed by
what he saw there. Around the perimeter, a series of doorways
opened onto a rectangular colonnade whose walls were decorated with
peaceful garden scenes. The center was occupied by a flower garden
at one end and a pool at the other. The pool was rather small—not
more than a dozen people could have sat comfortably in it at one
time—but handsome, with flowering bushes on three sides and a stone
platform on the fourth. Several chairs were arranged randomly
beside the pool. The pool itself was lined with large dark stones
of the same material as the platform.

A single guest was lounging in a
chair beside the pool when they arrived. There was no way to
ascertain his status since he was wearing only a tunic, but Marcus
figured that he had to be an aristocrat to be staying at this inn.
He greeted Lucius pleasantly as a fellow traveler but received only
a muffled grunt in return. Marcus felt embarrassed for his
master—what if this man should turn out to be important?—but there
was nothing that he could do about it. Lucius had behaved this way
at all of their stops since leaving Pergamon; it seemed to be his
way of discouraging questions. Most of the time it
succeeded.

Marcus knelt and examined the
water. It had a brown tinge, but not enough to obscure the stony
sides of the pool. A narrow ledge ran around the perimeter,
providing a place for the guests to sit. The temperature was warm
but not overly hot.

“It’s quite safe,” called the
other guest to Marcus. “In fact, it’s more than safe—it’s
positively good for you. Lots of healthy stuff in it. I soak in it
whenever I come here and I always feel better when I
leave.”

“Thank you for the information,”
replied Marcus politely. He turned back to his master and began
helping him to remove his tunic.

“I don’t know if you can see it,
but there’s a bench along all four sides where you can sit,” the
man added. “But be careful getting in—the sides are a bit
slippery.”

Marcus thanked him again as he
helped his master climb down the steps and into the water. Lucius
was silent.

“How is it, sir?” asked Marcus as
his master relaxed onto the stone bench.

“Good,” answered Lucius after a
moment’s hesitation. “Very good.”

“I’m happy to hear it,” said
Marcus. “Now if you don’t mind, I’ll leave you here to enjoy the
waters while I tend to the unpacking. I won’t be long.”

Lucius nodded his assent and Marcus
returned quickly to the room. By now the bulk of Lucius’s baggage
had been carried upstairs, though some still remained. The process
was taking longer than usual because every chest, basket, or pot
that Lucius had not sent home to Antioch with Selena or Eutychus
had to be removed from the carriage so that the driver could return
home to Pergamon.

Marcus had been looking forward to
settling down in one place after spending five days and nights on
the road. He had grown weary of the constant bumping and jarring
that came with riding all day inside a carriage, even one designed
for an aristocrat. He had no idea how his master meant to get home
to Antioch; perhaps he had told Selena to bring his carriage when
she came. Whatever his plan, there was no reason to worry about it
now. Considering how long it would take for Eutychus to reach
Antioch and Selena to pack, it would be at least two or three
market cycles before she arrived. Marcus prayed that she would
hurry, as her presence would surely lift his master’s spirits. It
was hard to be around him when he was so glum.

When he had been working for a half
hour or so, Marcus began to feel nervous about being away from his
master for so long, so he went down to the pool to check on him. He
nearly panicked when he found him slumped in a corner with his eyes
shut.

“Master!” he shouted, rushing to
Lucius’s side. Before he could reach him, however, the man who had
been there when they arrived waved him back.

“Ssshh!” he hissed. “He’s only
dozing. I’ve been watching him while you were away, and he was
snoring until you called his name.”

Marcus hesitated, unsure what to
do. A moment later, however, a low snore assured him that his
master was indeed all right. The other man looked up at him and
smiled.

“See, there’s nothing to worry
about,” he assured him. “He just needs a good rest, and there’s no
better place to get it than where he is. Go on about your business
and I’ll keep an eye on him for you.”

Marcus stared at his master for a
few moments before replying.

“Thank you, sir,” he said at last.
“He’s been sick, and I was afraid that—that….”

“Say nothing more,” said the man.
“Leave him to me.”

“I appreciate the offer, sir,”
replied Marcus, “but it would not be right for me to burden you
with his care. I can finish unpacking later…”

“I told you to say nothing more,”
interrupted the man. “I have nothing else to do, while you do. Go,
and come back when you’re finished. Your master will feel better if
he returns to a clean room.”

Marcus knew better than to argue
with his betters, so he nodded in acquiescence and hurried back up
the stairs. When everything was in order, he threw some olives and
nuts into a bowl and gathered up a flask of good wine, a juglet of
water, and two cups. Balancing the items on a tray, he carried them
down to the courtyard for his master and the other man. He was
surprised to find Lucius sitting in a chair next to the other man
engaged in a lively conversation. He had wrapped himself in a towel
that Marcus had brought down on his previous visit to dry him when
he was done.

“And this is Marcus, my personal
assistant,” announced Lucius as he approached them. “Marcus, meet
Attalos Adrastos from the city of Aphrodisias.”

Marcus dipped his head in
acknowledgment of the introduction, then held out the bowl to the
two men to take what they wanted. Then he set the platter down on a
chair and poured out two cups of wine, mixed them with water, and
handed them to the men. Both men drained their cups.

“That’s good wine,” observed
Attalos, inverting his cup to catch the final drops.

“It certainly is,” agreed Lucius.
“There’s nothing like a good cup of wine to warm you up on a cool
evening. I was starting to get chilled sitting here in a wet
loincloth.”

Marcus took their cups and
refilled them while the men resumed their conversation.

“What’s this I hear about a
festival in a couple of days?” asked Lucius.

“That’s what bought me here,”
explained Attalos. “Every year at this time the city fathers hold a
festival for Cybele and Apollo to give thanks for the harvest. They
also make offerings to Pluto in hopes of averting his death-dealing
presence from the city during the coming winter. It’s the only
place I know where all three levels of the universe—Mother Earth
around us, the All-Seeing Sun above, and the realm of the dead
below—are addressed in a combined expression of
worship.”

“To Pluto, eh?” interjected Lucius
when Attalos paused. “I’ve heard that there is an entrance to the
underworld right here in Hierapolis. Could that possibly be
true?”

“It is,” replied Attalos. “I know
it’s a bit hard to believe, but you can see it yourself if you
attend the festival. It’s part of a temple complex dedicated to the
ruler of the dead. The priests of Cybele lead sacrificial animals
to the mouth of the cave as offerings to Pluto and the god himself
takes their breath away without the touch of human hands. It’s
quite a spectacle.”

“I guess I’ll have to see it for
myself, as you say,” observed Lucius.

“Speaking of spectacle,” Attalos
added, “have you ever seen the wandering priests of Cybele—those
half-men who dance themselves into a frenzy to celebrate the Great
Mother?”

“I’ve only heard about them,”
replied Lucius. “I don’t think they travel as far east as
Antioch—at least I’ve never seen them there. But if what I’ve heard
is true, I’m not sure that I want to see them. I’ve been told that
they get so enthused that some of them actually castrate themselves
in public. Is that true?”

“I know it sounds incredible,”
answered Attalos with a grim smile, “but I’ve seen it with my own
eyes. It’s gruesome, to be sure, but their aim is laudable—they’re
offering their manhood to the goddess and committing themselves to
serve her for the rest of their lives.”

“I guess they’re not good for
anything else at that point,” chuckled Lucius. “They’re certainly
not going to leave any posterity.”

“That’s for sure,” agreed Attalos.
“Anyway, they’ll be here for the festival and you can judge for
yourself. When you see them go down into the cave of Pluto and come
back alive, you might feel more respect for them.”

“I doubt it,” replied Lucius. “I
just can’t comprehend why anyone would think that they have to cut
off a part of their prick to show their devotion to their god. I’ve
been around some Jews recently, and they do something similar,
though they only cut off the tip. Mostly they do it to babies, but
they do it to grown men, too, if they want to join them. I don’t
understand it.”

“Nor do I,” echoed Attalos. “You
know how eccentric those Jews are about sex—they condemn a man for
doing it with anyone except his wife, even his own slave. From what
I’ve seen, though, they don’t seem to have any trouble producing
more little Jewlings. I guess that’s what happens when you pour all
your seed into a single field!”

The two men laughed heartily. In
the past Marcus would have joined them even if he didn’t find the
joke funny. But now that he knew that Jewish blood ran through his
veins, such humor only annoyed him. He hadn’t thought much about
that startling discovery since leaving Valerius’s house, but now
and then he could feel it hovering in the back of his mind like
some ghostly shade. One day he would have to confront that ethereal
presence and either slay it or embrace it. One day—but not
now.

By the time darkness fell, Lucius
and Attalos were conversing like old friends. Marcus found this
amusing, since he was beginning to suspect that Attalos was not the
aristocrat that he had taken him to be. Still, he was happy to see
his master engaging with anyone in a manner that resembled
normality. He had almost given up hope of seeing him freed from the
mental shackles that had bound him since his rejection at the
Asklepion. He felt a glimmer of hope that he might one day look
back on this moment as a turning point, but it was just as likely
that it was only be a momentary diversion, a flicker of light in
the darkness. All that he could do for now was to encourage the
relationship and see where it led. Only the gods knew if his
efforts would bear fruit.












 CHAPTER 2

 


The
next morning Attalos took Lucius down to
see the cliffs. He had wanted to give him a tour of the entire
city, but Lucius explained that his health would not allow him to
engage in so much physical exertion at one time. Marcus was unsure
how much his master had told his friend about his illness, but he
knew that he should keep quiet and say nothing that might
compromise any secrets that his master might be guarding. Attalos
would learn about his condition soon enough when he saw Lucius
enduring one of his bouts of sickness.

The morning was cool, so Attalos
wore a long Greek cloak over his tunic. Marcus had suspected that
he was not a Roman citizen, and his lack of a toga proved it. But
his tunic was made of fine linen and dyed a deep red color that
Marcus knew was expensive, and the clasp on his woolen cloak
appeared to be made of gold. The man clearly had money, whatever
his social status.

When they reached the top of the
cliffs, Marcus momentarily lost his composure. “By the gods!” he
exclaimed excitedly. “Isn’t that amazing?” He waved his hand across
the expanse of cliff below them. “The entire cliff-side is coated
with that white material! And over there—those blue pools!” He
pointed to his right. “It really does look like they’re hanging in
midair. It’s just as we were told.”

Marcus turned to look at his master
and was surprised to see an expression of censure rather than the
shared ecstasy that he had expected. Suddenly he realized that in
his excitement he had violated one of the cardinal rules of
commerce between slaves and their masters. He might get away with
speaking so informally to his master when they were alone, but he
should never speak first when one of his master’s friends was
present. To do so implied that he and his master were on familiar
terms, an equation that brought dishonor to his master.

Marcus felt ashamed of his
carelessness. His face flushed hot with embarrassment. “I’m sorry,
sir,” he said with drooping head and lowered voice. “I spoke out of
turn. Please forgive me.”

“I forgive you,” declared Lucius.
“You were simply overwhelmed by the moment. I know you meant no
disrespect to me or my guest.” Lucius turned and looked at Attalos,
who nodded his assent. Marcus noticed that he seemed embarrassed by
Lucius’s solicitude.

“This is indeed a magnificent
view,” echoed Lucius, his face turned toward Attalos. “Can you
explain to me what we’re seeing?”

“Certainly,” replied Attalos.
“That fertile valley out there is watered by the Lykos River, which
flows westward from here to join the Maeander. You traveled through
the valley of the Maeander as you ventured toward
Ephesus.”

“Yes, we did,” agreed Lucius. “My
friend in Apamea explained to me how important the river was to the
cities along its banks and showed me some coins on which the river
was depicted as a god. My city is also located on a river, but it’s
really more of a stream that brings water down from the mountains.
We have no broad river valleys such as you have here.”

“I’ve not been to your region,”
Attalos responded, “but I’ve heard that the terrain becomes more
mountainous as one goes eastward. The Lykos valley is just as
important to this region as the Maeander is to the lands through
which it flows. My city is located about two days’ journey in that
direction”—he pointed to his left—“in an area that’s more like your
own: a narrow valley surrounded by low mountains. Perhaps you would
consider visiting it on your way home. It’s only a day out of your
way, and it’s well worth your time. Our sculptors are famous
throughout the region, and they’ve nearly finished carving a shrine
to the emperors that will be one of the architectural wonders of
the world.”

“We’ll see,” said Lucius
noncommittally. “We can talk about that later. I don’t know my
plans right now. But what I really want to hear about are these
cliffs. What can you tell me about them?

“Ah, the cliffs,” Attalos echoed.
“Yes, everyone wants to know about the cliffs and the springs.
That’s why people come here, right? I’ll tell you what I know. The
people who live here say that Apollo created the cliffs when he
founded the city, but there are varying stories of how it happened.
The springs are said to bubble up from the underworld, where they
are heated by the fires of Tartarus. That’s another reason why
Pluto is included in their annual festival. If you believe those
kinds of stories, you need no further explanation from
me.”

“But you don’t believe them?”
probed Lucius.

“I’m not saying that they’re
untrue,” replied Attalos cagily. “But I think there are other
forces at work here besides the influence of the gods. Have you
ever noticed how water pipes can get clogged with hard, stone-like
material that grows out from the walls toward the center of the
pipe?”

“Certainly,” said Lucius. “It’s
quite common in my city. You see it whenever a pipe breaks open by
accident or has to be removed for new construction.”

“That’s right,” affirmed Attalos.
“Well, I’ve heard that the same thing happens here—that the cliffs
were formed from water depositing a similar substance onto the
cliffs as it flows down to the river. They’re made of travertine,
you know.”

“No, I didn’t know,” answered
Lucius with a look of surprise. “Marcus climbed down and touched it
yesterday as we were coming in, but he couldn’t tell what it was.
We thought that it was some kind of frozen water until he came back
and told me that it felt like stone and that the water flowing over
it was warm, not cold. But all the travertine that I’ve ever seen
had a smooth surface, similar to marble—it wasn’t rough like these
cliffs. And I thought that travertine was always mined from
underground.”

“Normally it is,” observed
Attalos. “But it’s also extracted from the sides of cliffs on
occasion. The stone here, however, is too soft and rough for
mining, as you noted. I think this is because it was formed rather
recently and hasn’t had time to harden. If you were to visit the
area over many years as I have, you could actually see the stone
growing and hardening as the water flows over it, just as it does
in your pipes. That’s what you felt on the benches in the pool
yesterday—that slimy coating. It’s soft now, but one day it will
harden into stone.”

“Really?” asked Lucius, looking
still more surprised. “I didn’t know that stones could form out of
water. It seems to me that flowing water wears away stones; it
doesn’t build them up.”

“That’s true if you’re talking
about the water in a stream, or a sudden torrent after a
rainstorm,” explained Attalos. “But the water in hot springs is
different. It carries some kind of sediment that settles out as it
passes over stony surfaces, like the lees that collect in the
bottom of your wine cup. Over time, that sediment hardens into
stone. I’ve heard people say that it’s this sedimentary material
that gives the water its healing properties, but I’ll leave that
question to the physicians. Still, I can see how it might help to
settle harmful toxins out of the body’s fluids so that they can be
expelled, whether through the ordinary channels or through
procedures like blood-letting. But that’s just my own guess as to
how it might work.”

“That’s an interesting theory,”
observed Lucius. “Are you saying then that one needs to drink it in
order to experience its beneficial effects?”

“I know people who swear by that
method and force gallons of the stuff down their throats when
they’re here,” Attalos replied. “But I’m not sure that it’s
necessary. I’ve known other people who were helped just by sitting
in it for long periods of time. Perhaps it can also enter the body
through the pores or the body’s other orifices. You could try both
methods and see what happens.”

Lucius paused for a moment, and
Marcus guessed from his hesitant expression that he was weighing
how to respond. Had Attalos figured out that he had come to
Hierapolis for more than just a few days’ rest, or was he merely
making general observations about the healing powers of the waters?
Marcus hoped that his master would confide in his new friend; it
would be good for him to have a trusty confidant with whom he could
share his troubles. He was disappointed but not surprised when
Lucius changed the subject.

“How do you know all these
things?” asked Lucius. “You speak like someone who has lived here
his entire life, yet you tell me that you’re from Aphrodisias. You
mentioned yesterday that you come here often, and you said a few
moments ago that you’ve been doing so for years. What is it that
brings you to Hierapolis besides the festival? People don’t often
travel for two days in each direction unless they have a good
reason.”

Now it was Attalos’s turn to
hesitate. He peered down at the cliffs for several moments before
replying.

“I think you presumed from my
presence at the inn that I was a landed aristocrat like yourself,”
he began at last. “I’m not. I own and manage a sculptor’s workshop
in Aphrodisias. It’s the largest and best-known shop in town—many
of the leading citizens come to me when they want to erect
honorific statues, whether of gods or men. My sculptors carved a
number of the statues for the sanctuary of the emperors that I
mentioned earlier, and we’re currently doing an image of the divine
Nero for the same building. We also make funerary monuments for
wealthy aristocrats. I get orders not only from my own city but
from all over Anatolia and beyond. I’ve even received commissions
from Rome, including a couple of senators. That’s what brings me
most often to Hierapolis. You saw the ornate marble tombs that fill
the cemetery in front of the city gates; many of them were carved
in my shop. My father took orders here before me, and his father
before him. So I’ve been coming to Hierapolis since I was a
child.”

He paused and glanced at Lucius as
if to gauge his response, but his expression was inscrutable. Even
Marcus could not make out what he was feeling. Was it anger? Pride?
Disgust? Or could it be sympathy, or even amusement?

“I didn’t mean to give you a false
impression of who I was,” he added apologetically, turning his eyes
toward the cliffs below. “I knew that the truth would come out if
we spent any time together. But I was enjoying the experience of
being treated like an equal by a notable aristocrat, and I didn’t
want it to end. Most men of your class treat me like a lowly
craftsman, even though I’ve never carved a statue in my life. I’m a
manager, not a manual laborer, and my ancestors were all free
citizens, not slave workmen. My family’s business has made me rich
enough to live in a house that any aristocrat would envy, and I’ve
been able to give my children the best of everything, including
good educations. My hope is that one day people will forget the
lowly source of their income and accept them as the ladies and
gentlemen that they are. In the meantime, I have to put up with
being everybody’s client and nobody’s friend.”

Lucius stared at Attalos for a
moment, then placed a hand on his shoulder and smiled.

“I think I understand,” he began.
“My grandfather came from a family of hard-working farmers in
Italy. He enlisted in Augustus’s army as a young man and served his
twenty years, rising to the rank of centurion along the way. He was
mustered out of the army just as Augustus was founding a series of
new colonies to control some rebels who lived in the mountains near
Pisidia, and he was given a large tract of land as one of the
original citizens of Colonia Caesareia Antiocheia, known more
commonly as Antioch-near-Pisidia. It was through his good fortune
and hard work, and the efforts of my father after him, that I
gained my present station. With my history, I know what it’s like
to be given the cold shoulder by men who can trace their ancestry
back to the aristocrats of ancient Rome. And I, too, long to see my
children gain full acceptance among the upper ranks of
men.”

Marcus was relieved; this was the
first time since their departure from Pergamon that Lucius had
extended a hand of friendship to another person. He was surprised
at his master’s choice of companions, but he had no reason to
complain. Anything that lifted Lucius out of his melancholy mood
was welcome.

“Perhaps, then, you do
understand,” replied Attalos, returning Lucius’s smile. “I’m
humbled and gratified that you would entrust me with this
information. It takes a truly noble spirit to do such a
thing.”

“Oh, I’m not as noble as you
think,” answered Lucius, dropping his arm to his side and averting
his eyes. “If we spend much time together, you’ll learn that I’ve
been no more honest with you than you have with me. And my
dishonesty is the greater because it was done with the intent to
deceive.”

Marcus held his breath. Was he
really going to tell him the whole story?

“I didn’t come here just to see the
sights or to take a few days’ rest from my journey,” Lucius said
slowly. “Like so many before me, I came here to die.”

Lucius paused for a moment to gauge
Attalos’s response, but the other man showed no reaction other than
a slight arching of the eyebrows. His gaze, however, was intent. He
wanted to know more, but Marcus could see that he was hesitant to
pry into the affairs of one whom he still regarded as his
superior.

“Let’s sit down and I’ll tell you
about it,” Lucius continued, breaking the silence. “This old body
gets weary if I stand for a long time.”

Marcus looked around for a place
where the two men could sit without soiling their clothes. To his
right he saw two low stones facing one another a short distance
from the edge of the cliff. He pointed them out to Lucius, who
agreed that they would be suitable. Together he and Attalos helped
Lucius to waddle over to the spot.

When they were seated, Lucius
proceeded to give his new friend a summary of his experience over
the last few months, including his visit to the Asklepion and its
outcome. His account was selective, but still honest and
accurate.

“So you see,” he concluded, “I
have no illusion that the waters here will cure me. All I ask is
that they ease my pain during this final stage of my journey. If
they do more for me, I will of course be happy to accept it, but I
have no expectations in that direction. I truly expect to end my
life here.”

“But why here?” probed Attalos.
“Why not go back to Antioch and die in the arms of your wife,
surrounded by your friends?”

“I’ve asked myself the same
question many times,” replied Lucius. “That’s certainly the course
that most people would take. As I’ve thought about it, however,
I’ve become convinced that this way is better for everyone. From
what the physicians told me at Pergamon, I anticipate that my death
will be an ugly affair. My young wife is pregnant with our first
child, and I’m afraid that the anxiety and stress of caring for me
might cause her to lose the baby. That child, if it’s a boy, will
be my heir if anything should happen to my older son, which is not
beyond possibility given his penchant for overindulging and making
bad choices. My family needs that child.”

Marcus felt unexpectedly confused.
Lucius had told him—or at least he thought that he had told
him—that the letter that he had sent to Selena included an
invitation for her to join him in Hierapolis. Now he was speaking
as if he would never see her again. Had he been mistaken about the
letter?

“As for my other son,” he
continued, “I can see now that I’ve done a poor job of preparing
him to take over my household and my businesses when I’m gone.
While I’m away, he’s under the supervision of one of my friends who
has demonstrated by his own family that he knows how to raise a
capable son. The longer my boy Gaius is in his care, the more
likely it is that he will be ready to take over when I die. If I
return home, on the other hand, it will be up to me to train him,
and I’m not sure that I’m capable of doing that in my present
condition. At some point I would have to give him full charge over
my affairs, and I can’t stand the thought of having to watch him
make a mess of everything and being unable to do anything about it.
I’d rather not be there at all.”

Attalos, looking grave, nodded his
understanding but said nothing.

“Finally,” he concluded, “I don’t
want people remembering me as an invalid crying out in pain and
wallowing in his own shit, or out of his mind from taking
medications intended to dull the pain. It might sound vain, but I
want people to remember me the way I was when I left, or better
yet, in the full strength of my manhood. I want them to mourn my
death as a loss to the community, not as a mercy of the gods to a
man who had outlived his usefulness.”

Lucius lowered his eyes when he was
done. Attalos turned and stared silently into the distance. Marcus
stood beside them, mulling over his master’s words. If Lucius had
not made the acquaintance of this stranger, Marcus might never have
known why he had decided to end his days so far from friends and
family. He had credited it to the melancholic effects of his
master’s sickness, which Theodotus had told him to anticipate when
they were at the Asklepion. Now he could see that there was more to
it than this. Lucius had given the matter thoughtful consideration,
and his plan made a certain amount of sense when viewed in the way
that he had framed it.

Yet Marcus still felt that
something was awry in his master’s thinking. He could not escape
the feeling that there was something cowardly in his approach,
something vain and unmanly. Surely it was not good for him to die
alone in a strange place when he could so easily return home and
spend his final days under the care of a loving wife and family.
And it surely could not be right that a man of his status and
accomplishments should pass away unmourned and be buried so far
from his native city. Still, who was he to question his master’s
judgment? What could a slave do when his master’s mind was set on a
course of action, however foolish? He felt utterly
helpless.

“I can see that you’ve thought a
great deal about your situation,” said Attalos at last, “and you
certainly know more about what is best for you than I do. But I
wonder what your family thinks about your plan. Have you told them
of your intentions?”

“No,” answered Lucius frankly.
“And I don’t intend to. They would try to change my mind and drag
me home if they knew what I was thinking. Marcus can deliver the
news to them when I’m gone.”

So he had not told Selena of his
intentions! What then had he written to her? Had he invited her
here at all? Marcus no longer knew what to think.

Attalos was apparently thinking
along similar lines. “And what about your wife?” he inquired. “You
told me last night that she was young and beautiful and seemed to
truly love you, and now you tell me that she’s carrying your child.
What will she think when she learns that you spent your final days
so far from home knowing that you were going to die and never even
wrote to tell her goodbye? What will she tell her child about such
a father?”

Lucius stared silently at the
ground. Marcus waited with bated breath to hear how he would
respond.

“Remember,” Attalos continued
after a few moments, “you don’t know how much time the Fates have
allotted to you or when your end will come. I see a lot of sick men
in my business, and I’ve known some who lived for months or even
years after the physicians had given up on them. What if your child
is born while you’re sitting here waiting to die? Do you really
want to risk missing such a momentous event in the history of your
family? And what will happen after it’s born? Will your older son
acknowledge it, or will he cast it out as a potential rival? I’ve
certainly known that to happen. If nothing else, your child needs
your protection.”

Lucius’s face twisted into a
grimace as Attalos was speaking. Marcus half-expected him to lash
out in anger at the man’s interference and tell him to leave him
alone. But he did not. Instead, he buried his face in his hands and
wept.

Marcus was shocked by his reaction.
The only other time that he had seen his master like this was at
the Asklepion when the god had proved unwilling to heal him. He
froze in place, uncertain what to do. Had they been alone, he might
have laid a comforting hand onto his shoulder until his weeping
subsided. But after his earlier misstep, he feared that Lucius
might think that he was being too forward in front of his friend,
so he held back. Attalos stared at him benevolently for a few
moments, then turned his gaze toward the valley.

The weeping did not continue for
long. Lucius raised the hem of his toga to his face to wipe his
eyes and nose, then sat quietly with his head bowed for a while
longer. Finally he spoke.

“My friend, you’ve pricked me in a
weak spot,” he began. “But I don’t hold it against you; the wounds
of a friend heal quickly, and you’ve spoken with my best interest
at heart.”

Attalos smiled and placed a hand
on Lucius’s knee.

“I honestly had not thought
clearly about some of the points that you raised,” Lucius
continued, “and I’m grateful to you for raising them, even if you
did frame them in rather stark terms. I don’t know if your
arguments outweigh my own, but I promise to think about
them.”

“That’s all that a friend can ask,”
replied Attalos, patting Lucius’s knee. “Let’s leave it
there.”

Lucius laid his hand over that of
Attalos and squeezed it. The two men sat together, hand on hand,
staring into the distant valley. At last Attalos broke the
silence.

“I’m getting chilly sitting here,”
he announced in a casual voice. “Those pools down there are quite
warm. Why don’t we stroll down to one of them and dip our legs in?
Ever since childhood I’ve enjoyed sitting there on the side of a
pool and warming my feet while imagining what was happening in the
valley below. What do you say? There’s a fairly smooth path leading
down to the one closest to us, and Marcus and I can support you if
your legs feel unstable.”

“That sounds like a good idea to
me,” said Lucius with a smile. “I fear that my ass is starting to
freeze to this rock. Marcus, help me up.”

Marcus bent down and seized one of
Lucius’s arms while Attalos took the other. Together they lifted
him into a standing position, then held him for a moment while his
legs adjusted to the weight. He placed a hand on his abdomen and
grimaced briefly, then brightened.

“Lead on!” he said in a cheerful
voice like that of a child embarking on an adventure. Marcus felt
relieved as they made their way down toward the pool. The darkness
had lifted for the time being, but he doubted that it would stay
away for long. Still, the healing waters might do his master some
good, and he might even get a chance to enjoy them
himself.

 


**********

 


Attalos served as Lucius’s guide and companion for the rest of that
day and the next one, which was the day before the festival.
Attalos had brought no servants with him from Aphrodisias, so
Marcus ended up tending to both men. He did not mind the extra
work, but he did think it rather odd that a man of Attalos’s
self-described wealth would travel alone. Lucius, too, noticed the
disparity and asked him about it as they were going to the baths
that afternoon.

“I have an assistant like Marcus
who normally accompanies me on business trips to help with the
orders,” Attalos explained, “and often I’ll bring one of my
sculptors with me as well to answer technical questions about what
can and cannot be carved onto a monument and how long the work
might take. But my assistant came down with some kind of illness a
few days before I was scheduled to come here—nothing serious, but
enough to keep him at home—and my wife insisted that she couldn’t
do without a single one of her household slaves for the time I
would be away. She’s always complaining about not having enough
help at home, and I think this was her way of making a point. As
for my shop workers, they’re all busy right now with jobs that have
deadlines, even my humblest slaves.”

“I thought about not coming,” he
went on, “but I’ve attended this festival every year since I was a
boy, as my father and grandfather did before me, and I didn’t think
it proper to stay home simply because I would have to travel
without accompaniment. My family takes this festival very
seriously, as it’s one of the only times when you’ll find a city
making public offerings to the lord of the dead. As you may know,
he’s the patron deity of funerary sculptors. If it weren’t for him,
we’d have no business.”

Attalos winked as he uttered the
final line. Marcus couldn’t tell if he was speaking seriously or in
jest, but Lucius apparently took him at his word. “I didn’t realize
that, but it makes sense,” he said. “But how did you get
here?”

“I hired a carriage,” he replied.
“I’ve got another one reserved to take me home after the festival.
That’s the only way to be sure of getting one at that time, since
everybody wants to leave at once.”

“And when will that be?” asked
Lucius. “How long do we have the pleasure of your
company?”

“The festival lasts three days,
and I made plans to stay two days longer in case I should run into
anyone who wants to talk with me about doing work for them,”
answered Attalos. “That often happens once people hear who I am; my
shop is well-known here in Hierapolis. I didn’t have any meetings
lined up when I came, but I’m sure to have some before I
leave.”

“While we’re on the subject,”
remarked Lucius nonchalantly, “I was thinking that I should talk
with you at some point about carving a tomb for me.”

So he’s gone back to
that, thought Marcus. He’s still planning to die here.

“Don’t get me wrong,” he
continued. “I’ve not forgotten my promise to consider what you said
to me yesterday. But I’m going to die soon, whether here or in
Antioch, and I’ll need a suitable monument for my ashes. The fame
of Aphrodisian sculpture has reached my city—in fact, I thought
about having a statue carved there earlier this year until I
realized how hard it would be to supervise the work from such a
distance. But if we could agree on a design before you leave, you
could start working on it now and have it ready when I need it. I
was already thinking that I would have Marcus investigate how one
orders such a thing here in Hierapolis, and this chance meeting
with you will save me the trouble.”

“I certainly wouldn’t refuse an
order,” replied Attalos with a smile, “but it will be hard to talk
about designs without my assistant present. Still, we could take a
stroll through the cemetery and you could tell me what you like
there, and then I could send you a drawing later to review. But
unless you take a sudden turn for the worse, I’ll make plans to
deliver it to Antioch, not Hierapolis.”

“And I’ll make sure that your
devotion to Pluto is amply rewarded,” replied Lucius. “After all,
he’s the god of wealth as well as the underworld.”

Both men laughed and the
conversation turned to other matters. Marcus noticed that Lucius
had ignored Attalos’s final stipulation and Attalos had apparently
decided not to push him. What Lucius was thinking at this point was
impossible to say.

Before lying down for a nap that
afternoon, Lucius sent Marcus to order a litter to carry him and
Attalos to the cemetery the next morning, as it was too far for him
to walk. The streets were teeming by now with travelers arriving
for the festival. The gate area was especially chaotic as the
hordes flooding into the city collided with another stream flowing
in the opposite direction toward the commercial forum where vendors
were already setting up their booths and hawking their
wares.

As Marcus neared the entryway to
the forum, a burst of angry shouting arose a few feet to his right.
Before he knew it, a melee had broken out. He couldn’t see what was
going on, nor did he care to find out; he only wanted to get away
so that he could continue on his journey. The street was so packed
with people, however, that there was no place for him to
go.

As the mob shoved him this way and
that, he stumbled over something soft, then heard a female voice
screaming at his feet. He glanced down and saw a young woman curled
up on the street, evidently bowled over in the commotion. Several
quick thrusts of his elbows opened a gap in the crowd just long
enough for him to seize her by the arm and pull her to her feet.
She grasped his elbow with both hands and clung to him as he shoved
his way toward the curb.

At last they stumbled into a small
food stand on the side of the road across from the forum, where
Marcus was surprised to see a table sitting empty as if waiting for
them. He led the girl to a seat and sat down across from
her.

“We’d better wait here until the
market guards come and put a stop to that brawl,” he
said.

“That sounds like a good idea,”
agreed the girl.

The two of them surveyed one
another in a succession of awkward glances. The girl looked to be a
couple of years younger than Marcus, while her plain tunic and
unkempt hair revealed her to be a slave. She was no beauty—few
slave girls were—but her sparkling green eyes, pointed chin, and
thinly set lips give her a certain impish attractiveness. She was
small and wiry, but not sickly—her ruddy cheeks suggested that she
worked in a house where the slaves were well-fed. Her only
adornment was a narrow leather strap that she wore around her neck,
the kind that might have held an amulet or a small bauble of some
sort. If there was anything on it, it lay hidden inside the
neckline of her tunic.

“I’m grateful to you for rescuing
me from that mob,” she said, breaking the silence. “I was afraid
that I was going to be crushed to death before I could get up. I’ve
seen it happen.”

“I’m sorry that I didn’t notice
you sooner,” replied Marcus. “I didn’t know you were there until I
stepped on you. I hope I didn’t hurt you; I pulled you up as soon
as I could. I’ve never felt so trapped in a crowd. Were you
injured?”

“I don’t think so,” she said,
glancing quickly over the visible parts of her body. “Just a few
cuts and bruises.”

As she lifted her arm, Marcus
noticed streaks of blood on the back where she could not see. “I’ll
be right back,” he said, standing and peering around for a rag to
wipe the blood away. His eye lighted on a small piece of cloth
lying on the counter near the proprietor. He stepped over and paid
the man for a bowl of olives and two cups of wine, then asked if he
could borrow the cloth for a moment. The man agreed—“anything for a
paying customer,” he said—and Marcus hurried back to the table and
swiped it over the girl’s arm. The cloth was damp and the blood
came off easily.

“Check again and see if there are
any more scrapes that you missed,” ordered Marcus. The girl did a
second inspection and found a few more spots that required
attention, then wiped off some of the dirt that she had picked up
while sprawled n the ground.

“Thank you,” said the girl. “You’re
very kind. My name is Miriam. What’s yours?”

“I’m Marcus,” he replied. “I’m
visiting with my master. We’re on our way from Pergamon to our home
city of Antioch-near-Pisidia.”

“Where’s that?” she
asked.

Marcus tried to explain, but he
saw quickly that she had no sense of geography. Most likely she had
never traveled much beyond the gates of Hierapolis.

“Never mind,” said Miriam, cutting
him off. “How long will you be here?”

Marcus paused for a moment before
responding. He liked the girl, and he didn’t want to tell her an
untruth that might come back to haunt him later.

“I really don’t know,” he answered
at last. “My master is ill, and we’re hoping that the waters here
will cure him. But the gods alone know what the future holds. I
just do what I’m told.”

“And what sort of things does he
tell you to do?” asked Miriam. Her warm, almost flirtatious smile
gave him a sudden urge to impress her.

“When we’re traveling,” he began,
“I manage everything except for the animals. I organize my master’s
housing and meals at every place we stop; I keep track of his
clothing and other personal goods; I buy whatever he needs at the
market; I write his letters; I read to him when he’s
tired…”

“So you can read and write?”
interrupted Miriam with a look of surprise.

“Certainly,” replied Marcus,
glowing with pride. “My master is an important man in his home
city—he recently served as agoranomos—and I’m his personal
assistant. I manage his account books; I sit with him in the
morning when he’s receiving clients and aid those whom he deems
worthy; I handle all of his correspondence; I accompany him when he
visits his friends; I take notes during his conversations. He’s
told me many times that he couldn’t get along without
me.”

“I’m surprised that your master
would delegate all of those duties to a single slave,” said Miriam
in a tone that suggested she was unsure whether to believe him.
“I’m a nobody next to you.”
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