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	Artemis


	Gods may not
cut athwart
a mortal’s fate.







	Hippolytus


	Then are the gods
no greater than mere men?







	Artemis


	Sometimes less great.








—H.D.


Hippolytus Temporizes, Act I


καὶ γάρ τε θεοὺς ἐπινίσσεται ἄτη.


Even gods make mistakes.


—Apollonius of Rhodes


Argonautica 4.817


(Richard Hunter translation)








 




DOMINUS: Latin for “Master,” the word by which slaves in the Roman Republic addressed their owner; then, under the Empire, the form of address rejected by some emperors but demanded by others; then, under the Christian Church, the title by which worshippers address their god.
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I


THE BLOOD OF A GLADIATOR


(A.D. 165–192)
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A.D. 165


I’m afraid our daughter might die . . .


These words of his wife rang in the ears of Lucius Pinarius as he stepped inside the Senate House, holding the hand of his four-year-old son. Surely the situation was not as bad as that, he thought. What were Pinaria’s symptoms, after all? Sleeplessness, lethargy, loss of appetite, an irregular pulse, mental distraction—hardly the signs of a plague, and rather mild if the problem was an infestation by some evil spirit. On the other hand, Lucius’s wife had cited a number of examples of friends and loved ones who had died from symptoms far less severe than those of their teenaged daughter, with the end sometimes coming quite suddenly. Pinaria’s illness had already lasted for at least two months, despite the efforts of three different physicians to cure her. Today a new physician was coming to examine Pinaria, a young fellow from Pergamum recommended by one of Lucius’s colleagues in the Senate.


But first, Lucius would begin the day as he tried to begin every day, with an offering to the goddess who presided over the vestibule of the Senate House. As he and little Gaius stepped inside and the tall bronze doors closed behind them, the goddess loomed over them, her body much larger than that of any mortal, her massive wings spread wide, one arm extended over their heads to offer a laurel wreath too big and surely too heavy for any mortal to wear. The bronze statue was painted with such skill and delicacy that the laurel leaves looked freshly picked and the winged goddess appeared ready to leap from her high pedestal at any instant. The soft light from high windows enhanced the illusion.


Little Gaius, who had never been inside the Senate House, stared upward at the statue of Victory. He made a noise between a gasp and a whimper, and grabbed hold of his father’s toga.


There was no one else in the vestibule. Except for the goddess, they were quite alone. The slightest sound echoed from the marble walls.


Lucius laughed softly and touched the boy’s blond curls, which gleamed by the light of the pyre that burned low on the marble altar before the statue. “Have no fear, my son. Victory is our friend. We worship and adore her. In return, she has shown great favor to us. A senator never enters this chamber without first pausing here at her altar to light a bit of incense and say a prayer. Smoke is the food of the gods, and there is no smoke sweeter than that of incense.”


As he touched a bit of incense to the flame and watched it smolder, he looked up at the statue and whispered, “Sweet Victory, beloved by all mortals, bestow your favor on our esteemed emperor Verus in his campaign against the Parthians. Scatter his enemies before him. Keep safe the legions under his command. Grant them many conquests and much plunder. And when their work is done, see the emperor Verus and his troops safely home so that they may parade in triumph up the Sacred Way. I give voice to the prayers of all Romans everywhere. We all bow our heads before you.” He glanced down at his son, whose head was already bowed. “And also, sweet Victory, for myself and for my family I ask a much smaller favor—that you give your blessing to my endeavor today. Let the physician be skilled and honest. Let him restore my daughter to full health.” And let him not be too expensive, Lucius thought, but did not speak the words aloud. He did not believe in bothering the gods with trivialities.


Behind them, the massive bronze doors creaked open. The man who entered wore a toga with a purple stripe, like that of Lucius. He saw little Gaius and smiled.


“The boy’s first visit, Senator Pinarius?”


“Yes, Senator . . .” Lucius knew the man only from meetings, and could not think of his name. When on official business he had a slave at hand to whisper such details in his ear, but his small retinue of servants was waiting for him outside.


“I thought so, from those wide green eyes. A senator’s son never forgets his first time inside the Senate House. She’s quite impressive, eh, young man?”


“Yes, Senator.” Gaius had been taught always to answer his elders and to address them respectfully.


“His first visit, but far from his last, I suspect. Do you want to grow up to be a senator like your father, young man?”


“Yes, Senator!”


Lucius took Gaius by the hand and stepped aside to allow the man to make his own offering at the altar. They passed through the door, which was still ajar, and onto the broad porch of the Senate House. Father and son blinked at the bright sunshine. Below them, in the open spaces of the Forum, men stood in groups, loudly conversing. Slave boys ran about, carrying messages or running errands for their masters. After the hush inside the Senate chamber, the noise of the Forum on a busy morning was striking, and to Lucius’s ears quite pleasant. The noise of the Forum was the pulse of the city, and on this morning it was neither hectic nor sluggish, but indicated the normal functioning of the grandest, most powerful, and most noble city on earth.


If only his daughter could be as healthy as Rome seemed to be on this fine spring morning!


“Will I be a senator when I grow up?” asked Gaius.


“There is every reason to think that you will. But you must be at least twenty-five years old, and you are many years away from that.”


“How will I become a senator?”


“The old-fashioned way was to be elected to office, but nowadays it usually happens when one or the other of the emperors appoints a worthy candidate to the Senate. So it is always a good idea to stay on the good side of both emperors.”


“Why are there two emperors? Are they brothers?”


Lucius smiled, pleased that his son was showing such a precocious interest in the ways of the world.


“Not brothers by blood; not in the same way that you and Pinaria are brother and sister. But Verus and Marcus did grow up in the same household, and the previous emperor thought it would be best if both of them took the office, so as to share its burdens, which has worked out quite well. The Empire has grown so vast that one man can hardly be expected to run it anymore. So Marcus, who is a very learned and thoughtful kind of person—a philosopher, actually—stays here in Rome and tends to laws and commerce and that sort of thing, making sure the citizens are fed and behave themselves, while Verus marches off to war. Different men are gifted in different ways. Rome is very lucky to have two such fine rulers—a thinker and a doer, if you will.”


Gaius frowned. “But why aren’t you the emperor, Father? Isn’t our family the oldest family in Rome?”


Lucius smiled. “That is something we Pinarii like to say, and it may even be true. Certainly, we Pinarii can trace out roots all the way back to the founding of Rome and even further, deep into the age of legend. The Pinarii were there when Hercules killed the monster Cacus on the banks of the Tiber. It was the Pinarii who put up an altar to honor Hercules for saving the people—the very first altar anywhere in the Seven Hills. And we Pinarii were there when the deified Augustus installed the altar and the statue of Victory in the Senate House. I myself was honored to grow up alongside Marcus, years before Antoninus Pius decided to make him his heir.”


“Did you wrestle him, Father?”


Lucius laughed. “Yes I did, and beat him as often as not. But to be honest, he was a better horseman and hunter than I, and a much better scholar. Not just smarter than I, but smarter than any of our tutors.”


“Did you grow up with the emperor Verus too?”


“No. He’s ten years younger than Marcus and I—about the same difference in years as between you and Pinaria. As a boy, Verus excelled at wrestling and hunting, too, and was not a bad scholar, though never a great lover of philosophy, like Marcus. But Verus is a fine warrior, which is something that Rome greatly needs right now, to keep the Parthians on their side of the Euphrates River, and maybe even slice off a bit of their empire, to teach them a lesson. My own brother and I are a bit like Marcus and Verus, I suppose. I’ve stayed in Rome, running the family business I inherited from your grandfather, while your uncle Kaeso became a warrior and serves under the emperor Verus. Oh! I think I forgot to mention Kaeso by name in my prayers to the goddess. Perhaps we should go back inside . . . but I did pray specifically for the safe return of all the troops, and that includes your uncle . . .”


Lucius could see by the boy’s face that he was no longer listening, distracted by some sudden flurry of activity below them in the Forum. Ah well, Gaius was hardly old enough to listen to a senator rattle on and on, even if the senator was his father. The good thing was that the boy had curiosity and was not afraid to ask questions, and took pride in his ancestry.


“Enough talk, son. We must hurry home. I want to be there when this new physician arrives.”


With two slaves to carry his various satchels full of medical devices and another to lead him to the home of his patient, Galen walked through the streets of Rome. Well into his thirties, he had traveled much of the world, including a long stay in Alexandria, and his hometown was the sophisticated metropolis of Pergamum. He was by any standard a worldly and sophisticated man. But sometimes, though he had been living in Rome for almost three years, he could still find himself agog at the sights and sounds of the world’s capital. Surely Rome must be the biggest, richest, most elegant city on earth, and also the most squalid.


He had just passed through a particularly odiferous part of the Subura, filled with the smells of stewing cabbage, slave-sweat, and excrement, both canine and human, only to emerge into the bright squares between the temples and public buildings of the Forum. Here the city smelled of incense smoldering on altars, scribes’ ink, warm sunshine on marble, and the tangy residue of the diluted urine used to wash to utmost whiteness the togas of senators and other prominent citizens going about their important business.


Galen and the three slaves ascended the Palatine Hill, which was almost entirely occupied by temples and imperial palaces, but not quite, as was attested by the relatively small but immaculate house tucked away on a narrow, tree-shaded street. The slave who had guided him rapped on the door and spoke to another slave inside, whereupon the broad oaken door swung inward.


As he had expected—having made a few inquiries about his prospective client—the walls of the vestibule had numerous niches that housed wax funeral masks and marble busts representing the Pinarii of previous generations. All Romans venerated their ancestors in some fashion, and the higher classes kept images of them where they would be seen every day by everyone—whether visitors, slaves, or family members—entering or leaving the house. There were two niches larger than the others, facing each other across the vestibule. In one was an exquisite bust of the handsome young god called Antinous. In his travels Galen had seen many Antinous statues, but this was a remarkably fine example, of the very highest workmanship, the marble so perfectly shaped and tinted that it seemed alive. Galen almost expected the lapis lazuli eyes to blink. The other statue was in some ways the opposite of Antinous, a full-length statuette of an old, bearded man draped in philosopher’s robes. This image, too, was familiar to Galen from the many he had seen in his travels. It was the famous sage and wonder-worker Apollonius of Tyana.


A slave arrived to escort him to a garden within the house. Galen took his two assistants with him, to take notes and to produce any devices he might need. They were trained to walk softly and to keep utterly silent, so as to be as unobtrusive as possible. He would have rendered them invisible if he could, but such a trick reached beyond medicine into the realm of magic, which Galen scrupulously avoided. Not all physicians could say the same.


Senator Lucius Pinarius was seated in a garden surrounded by a colonnaded peristyle. He gestured for Galen to sit. Galen judged Pinarius, whom he knew to be in his mid-forties, to be in excellent health. His physique was robust, his green eyes bright, his blond hair of that golden color that grows lighter with age but never turns to gray. A woman and child entered the garden. Pinarius introduced his wife, Paulina, and their small son, Gaius.


“Gaius?” said Galen, giving the boy a smile. “That’s a rather oldfashioned name, not too common in Rome nowadays.” His Latin had such a thick accent that Lucius had to strain to understand him. Lucius’s Greek was almost certainly better than the physician’s Latin, so he answered in Greek.


“We chose it in remembrance of our kinship to the greatest Roman who ever bore that name, Gaius Julius Caesar.”


“Ah!” Galen nodded at this impressive assertion, but didn’t take it too seriously. Romans of the old patrician class invariably claimed impressive lineage. The emperor Marcus was said to be descended from King Numa, the famously wise and peace-loving ruler who succeeded the city’s bold but reckless founder, Romulus.


Glad for the implicit invitation to proceed in his native tongue, Galen switched from Latin to Greek, which he spoke with an elegant and refined accent. “Is the patient present? You all look in excellent health,” said Galen.


“No. It’s my thirteen-year-old daughter who is unwell. But first, tell me a little about yourself. You come from Pergamum, yes? Has the city suffered greatly from the war?”


“Normal life has been disrupted by shortages and such, but the barbarians never came within a month’s march. In Antioch the situation was much more precarious. But now the tide seems to have turned, thanks to the emperor Verus and his legions.”


“Do you miss your native city?”


“I do hope eventually to return to Pergamum, after the deprivations and uncertainties of war pass. In the meantime, my late father left me heir to property in Pergamum that produces sufficient income for me to travel and to live wherever I want.”


“You look young to be a physician,” said Paulina. “Not a gray hair on your head!”


“Nor is your husband yet gray, even though I judge him to be . . .” Galen cocked his head. “A healthy specimen of . . . forty-three years . . . ten months . . . and fifteen days.”


Lucius laughed. “But—how did you . . . ?”


Galen smiled. “Just as you no doubt asked your friends about me, so I asked a few questions about you. Invariably, the first detail everyone gives about Senator Lucius Pinarius is that he shares a birthdate with our beloved emperor Marcus. That means that you, like Marcus Aurelius, were born on the twenty-sixth day of April in the Year of Rome 873.”


“Are you an astrologer as well?” asked Paulina.


“No. And yes, I am younger than many of my fellow physicians. I started my medical studies very early, charged to do so by the god Aesculapius himself.”


“The god spoke to you?” asked Lucius.


“Not to me, but to my father. It was his desire, when I was a boy, that I should become a philosopher. He himself schooled me in arithmetic, grammar, and logic. But in my seventeenth year, Aesculapius visited my father in a dream. The great healer of mankind told him that I should become a physician. Two years later my father died. The cause was never determined. I had only just begun to pursue my studies, and I could not help but think: were I already the man Aesculapius wants me to be, I could have saved him! I’ve been trying to please the shade of my father ever since, and to catch up with my own destiny. For eleven years I studied in Pergamum, Smyrna, and at the Temple of the Muses in Alexandria.”


“Eleven years of study? Impressive.” Lucius nodded thoughtfully. “The last physician we consulted was a . . . how did he put it, Paulina?”


“He called himself a Thessalian Methodologist. According to him, all diseases can be put into one of two categories, laxum or strictum—conditions that expand or constrict tiny vessels inside the body.”


“He also told us that no more than six months of study was necessary for any apt pupil to learn everything a physician needs to know,” said Lucius.


Galen snorted. “And that is why, here in Rome, many a fellow who calls himself a physician was six months ago a barber, or a shoemaker, or a dung-collector!”


“The man charged a handsome fee,” muttered Lucius.


“Unlike myself. The first time I correctly diagnosed an illness and cured a patient, I knew I would never desire to do anything else for the rest of my life. Medicine is my passion and my calling, but it is not and never will be my livelihood. I never charge for my services, having no need to do so.”


Lucius liked the sound of that.


“Someone told my husband that you used to treat . . . gladiators,” said Paulina with a slight shudder. The idea seemed to both fascinate and repel her.


“Indeed. After my studies I returned to Pergamum and was appointed chief physician for all the municipal gladiators. In some ways, my education was just beginning. The terrible wounds I sewed up, the complicated surgeries I performed! And the dissections—”


“Of humans?” Lucius said, taken aback.


“Of course not. Human dissections haven’t been allowed anywhere for hundreds of years, not since the first Ptolemies ruled Alexandria, when the physician Herophilus was allowed to cut up condemned criminals—some, it’s said, while they were still alive.”


Little Gaius’s eyes grew wide at this detail. His parents stiffened but maintained stoic expressions.


“When I say dissection,” said Galen, “I refer to the animals I’ve dissected, and also vivisected. The exotic creatures imported for shows in the arena at Pergamum were kept near the gladiators, so I had easy access to them. Some were quite unusual indeed, and all had much to teach me. Monkeys are the most interesting, since their insides most closely resemble those of humans.”


Lucius frowned. What had wounded gladiators and vivisected animals—monkeys, indeed!—in common with a young Roman maiden who was wasting away? On the other hand, the young physician from Pergamum seemed very sure of himself; so sure, in fact, that he proceeded to put forth conditions.


“If I am to treat the patient,” said Galen, “it is absolutely essential that you answer any and all questions I may ask, no matter how irrelevant or presumptuous they may seem to you. You must be completely honest with me at all times, even if you find the truth distasteful or embarrassing.”


“What has my honesty to do with your ability to cure my daughter’s illness?”


“A true and full picture of the circumstances is essential to my understanding.”


“Do you not take my husband’s honesty for granted?” asked Paulina.


Galen cocked his head and assumed the sardonic look that Lucius would come to know so well in the ensuing years. “You might be surprised at how often my patients and their carers try to mislead me, sometimes quite deliberately. For most people, bodily functions and trials of the flesh cause no end of squeamishness and embarrassment.”


“Does nothing embarrass you, or make you squeamish?” asked Lucius.


“If such a thing exists, I have yet to encounter it. Shall the examination commence?”


In the privacy of the girl’s room, with the physician’s assistants and her parents present, Galen examined the listless, apathetic Pinaria, peering into her eyes, nose, ears, and mouth. The girl sat on her bed, wearing a long-sleeved tunic that covered her from neck to toes, her only ornament an amulet of some sort worn on a necklace outside the tunic. Both the amulet and the chain from which it hung appeared to be made of gold. She avoided Galen’s gaze and when questioned about any discomfort she might be experiencing, responded with mumbles and shrugs. When her mother told her to speak up, the girl shut her mouth tightly and stared into space, her eyes bright with tears. Galen took her pulse several times, carefully noting the frequency and rhythm of the heartbeats and dictating his observations to one of his assistants, who scribbled on a wax tablet.


“I’ll need to take her pulse again, an hour from now.”


Lucius wondered if this was just a ruse to cadge a bit of food and wine. He could hardly host a visitor, even a physician, for an hour without offering something. “Shall we go back to the garden, then?”


“You needn’t entertain me, Senator. If you have some books, I should be glad to pass the hour reading.”


Lucius brightened. He was very proud of the family’s library. “Follow me to my study. I have a number of scrolls having to do with science and anatomy, including what I’m told are some rather rare volumes of Aristotle.”


“In that case I should like my assistants to come with me, should I come across a passage worth copying.”


Paulina and Gaius stayed behind while Galen followed Lucius down a short hallway and into a room lined with pigeonhole bookcases full of scrolls. The furnishings were sparse but exquisite. Lucius sat and invited Galen to do likewise. As there were only two chairs, the assistants sat on the floor, keeping still and quiet.


“I noticed that your daughter wears an amulet.”


“Yes.”


“I’m curious about the shape. It looks a bit like a cross, such as some Christians wear.”


“I assure you it is no such thing!” said Lucius, with such vehemence that Galen was taken aback.


“Do you have a personal grudge against the followers of Christ?”


“I despise those atheists no more and no less than any other godsfearing Roman. What makes you think I have a grudge against them?”


“Ah, you see, this is precisely why I must have full and honest replies to any question I ask. The relevance is for your physician to decide. Let me explain. What if, in fact, you were engaged in a feud with some Christians? What if they wished to exact revenge on you, or had some other malicious intent?”


“Are you saying my daughter might be the victim of some sort of spell or curse? I thought the Christians had only disdain for magic.”


“Who knows what such people are capable of,” asked Galen, “living as they do outside ordinary society and beyond the restraints of normal religion? In my experience, all sorts of people cast spells and curses for all sorts of reasons, or pay someone else to do so. I pursue this line of questioning because your daughter wears an amulet, intended, I presume, to protect her from something.”


Lucius sighed. “That amulet, as you call it, is an ancient family heirloom—so ancient and so weathered that its original form is no longer recognizable. You aren’t the first, and will not be the last, I’m sure, to remark on its resemblance to a cross. In fact it is, or was, a winged phallus.”


“Ah! What you Romans call a fascinum.”


“Yes. All such amulets represent the god Fascinus, the first deity known to the earliest people of Rome, older even than Saturn. Before all the other gods, there was the winged phallus that was seen to hover over the hearthfires of our ancestors.”


Galen nodded. “And all these years later, you Romans put such amulets in the cribs of infants, to protect them from the Evil Eye—the malicious gaze of the envious. I am familiar with the custom.”


“A rather larger fascinum is kept by the Vestal virgins, who bring it out on only one occasion, to be placed under the chariot of a commander celebrating a triumph. There, too, it deflects the Evil Eye.”


“I see such charms everywhere I go.”


Lucius shook his head. “The fascinum of the Pinarii is much more than a simple charm. It may in fact be the very first such amulet ever fashioned in Rome, modeled directly upon the god Fascinus, in that mysterious age before Prometheus gave the gift of writing to mankind. This is not just family lore. The emperor Marcus saw me wearing it on the day we both put on our manly togas, and took an interest in its history. He wrote a small treatise on the fascinum, drawing upon previous research done by no less a scholar than the emperor Claudius, the greatest of all Roman antiquarians.”


“I had no idea,” said Galen.


“But . . .”


“Yes?”


“There is . . . in fact . . . a small link to the Christians in the history of the fascinum. I had a great-great-uncle who was . . . a Christian.” Lucius drew a deep breath. “For a while he wore this charm, perhaps thinking—mistakenly!—that it represented the cross upon which his so-called savior died. After the great fire, he was among the Christians arrested by Nero. The fascinum was taken from him—rescued, I should say—just before he was burned alive. It’s a distasteful story, not something I would ever casually discuss. What was it you said about your patients being embarrassed or squeamish? I suppose I feel both, thinking of that sordid episode of our family history. But now you understand why I’m so sensitive to any intimation that I or any other member of my household has any link whatsoever to the Christians, which we most certainly do not.”


Galen nodded. “The fascinum didn’t protect your great-great-uncle, then. Nor does it seem to be a cure for your daughter’s ailment.”


“Perhaps it’s of no use because of her gender. By tradition the fascinum is passed from father to son. Until Gaius turns fifteen, and receives the fascinum on the day he puts on his manly toga, the amulet is for me and me alone to wear. That is the tradition. But Pinaria’s ailment seems so intractable, so mysterious, I thought, perhaps, if I let her wear it . . .”


“In my experience, no amulet ever cured any wearer of any disease.”


“No?” said Lucius. “I’ve heard of cases where—”


“The things one hears about, and the things that actually occur, are often two different things entirely. But let me correct myself. No amulet ever cured a wearer by means of some invisible, intangible, inexplicable—that is to say, magical—power. In Alexandria I encountered a boy who suffered from epilepsy, whose mother gave him an amulet to wear, rather crudely carved to resemble a crocodile, and thereupon he suffered no fits for five months. Then, through carelessness, the boy lost the amulet and straightaway the fits returned. Then his mother found the amulet, put it on the boy, and his fits again receded.”


“But there you have it!” said Lucius. “It’s obvious that the amulet, or whatever demon or god it represented, must have—”


“No, no. The amulet, you see, was not made of metal or stone, or carved from some common wood, but from a peony root. I carried out an experiment. I took the amulet from him, whereupon the fits returned. I found a fresh piece of peony root and had him wear that around his neck instead—and his fits ceased! It was something about the peony root that cured his epilepsy, not the amulet or whatever supernatural power the amulet was meant to represent. Why the peony root worked, we have no way of knowing, but I hypothesize it might be the action of minute particles released by the root, which the boy either inhaled or absorbed through his skin, for he was in the habit of touching it. So you see, the ‘obvious’ answer is not always the correct one. The skillful physician must not only learn the arts of medicine compiled over many centuries—the received knowledge of the past—but must also learn to observe, and to draw deductions from his observations.”


“I see. But is medicine then just a matter of substances—of poisons and cures? Do the gods play no role in healing?”


“I never said that. Belief in magic is misguided. Genuine worship of the gods is another matter. I noticed in your vestibule, besides the busts of your ancestors, two other statues—a bearded old man and a beautiful youth. In front of both were bronze dishes in which bits of incense had been burned. The youth is the god Antinous, of course. And the old man must be Apollonius of Tyana.”


“Yes, in this household we devote special worship to Antinous. My late father became the first priest of his temple at the villa of the divine Hadrian. He actually saw Antinous in the flesh, here in Rome, before the young man perished in the Nile, sacrificing himself in place of Hadrian to thwart a curse. The priests in Egypt told Hadrian that his lover had become immortal and had joined the gods. Hadrian set up temples for the worship of Antinous. I’m told that such temples are all over the empire.”


“Oh yes, I’ve visited many of his temples and seen many images of Antinous, first in my native Pergamum, and then in Alexandria, and in Antioch, and in every city I visited on my way to Rome. I think sometimes men and women go to those temples just to stare at the god’s statue.”


Lucius, who missed the man’s sardonic tone, nodded and smiled. “Without boasting, I can tell you that many of those statues—certainly the best of them—come from my family’s workshop. The original statue, of which all others are copies, was done by my father, from the living model, at the request of Hadrian himself. My father also executed many statues of Hadrian, and then of his successor, Antoninus Pius, and many more statues of the rest of the imperial family, in both marble and bronze. Nowadays we produce an endless number of images, from life-size to trinkets, of both emperors, Marcus and Verus. The demand is greater than we can accommodate. Every Roman in the world wants an image of our beloved emperors in his house.”


“You do such work yourself?” It was rare that Galen encountered any Roman of the upper classes who did anything a normal man might consider physical labor.


“Do I deign to work with my own hands, you mean? Do I end the day covered in marble dust? My father certainly did, and he taught me to handle a chisel and drill as well as any other man. But nowadays we have a large workshop and a foundry with many artisans; it’s at the foot of the Aventine Hill, near the river. We also own several quarries and mines that produce the fine marbles and the metals for making bronze. I myself sculpt the most important designs and give final approval to all others, and I personally inspect the quality of every work that leaves the shop, from fluted columns to imperial portraits. Nothing leaves the workshop without my personal certification. Many is the day I arrive home with my face and hands and toga covered with marble dust, even if I never touched a chisel.


“That statue of Antinous that you saw in the vestibule was made by my father. Hadrian loved that statue. He declared it perhaps the most perfect of all the images of the young god. So great was my father’s ability to breathe life into stone that Hadrian gave him a nickname—Pygmalion.


“Father also made that statue of Apollonius of Tyana, in whose honor we light incense every day at sunrise and sunset. There’s a family connection there, too, you see. My grandfather was once imprisoned alongside the great wonder-worker when both gave offense to the emperor Domitian, who ordered them to be shackled and thrown to the lions. Apollonius proceeded to make a fool of the emperor, shaking off his chains and vanishing into thin air.”


“I’ve heard that story. And your grandfather?”


Lucius, who had recounted this tale many times, especially enjoyed this part. “Grandfather possessed no such supernatural power, and was forced to face a lion in the Flavian Amphitheater, with all of Rome looking on. Thanks to the instruction and inspiration he had received from Apollonius, my grandfather stared that lion into submission. Domitian had no choice but to set him free. Thus my grandfather lived to see the end of Domitian and the rescue of the empire by Nerva, and all the good emperors who followed.”


Could the story be true? Galen had grown used to hearing tall tales from the Roman elite, and this one seemed particularly far-fetched. However accurate the story, Galen was beginning to realize that Lucius Pinarius was a more important and well-connected man than he had thought.


“I know you share a birthday with the emperor Marcus. Have you known him since childhood?”


“Oh, yes. Hadrian and my father deliberately threw us together as boys. Hadrian hoped that my love of sport would rub off on Marcus, and Father hoped that Marcus’s love of learning would rub off on me. We hit it off. For a long time we saw each other almost every day. I think I may be the only person who still calls him Verissimus—the nickname given him by Hadrian because he was such a truth-seeker, even as a child.”


“You’re close, then?” Galen had met a number of prominent men since his arrival in Rome, but never anyone with a direct link to the imperial household.


Lucius thought for a while before he answered. “I can’t say we’re close nowadays, though I still see him on official business having to do with sculptures and such. Were we ever close, even as boys?” Lucius shook his head. “The emperor is not an easy man to know. Even as a child, he often seemed apart from those around him. Always very thoughtful, always very precise in his speech—and quite often disappointed when those around him were not as thoughtful and precise. Not the sort to tell a joke, or do more than politely laugh at one. His fellow emperor is quite another matter. Though I’ve spent far less time in his company than I have in Marcus’s, I always feel more at ease with Verus. Everyone does. His intellect is just as sharp—our tutors always considered him the equal of Marcus—but he wears his learning lightly. Not the type to quote Seneca, or even Homer, for that matter.” He sighed. “May the gods bring him safely home! And Kaeso, as well.”


“Kaeso?”


“My brother. Twenty years younger than I. The warrior in the family. Off with Verus, fighting Parthians.”


“May they both come home covered with glory,” said Galen.


Lucius hummed thoughtfully. “All I really know of war—real war, not just stories in books—is from Kaeso. He writes me as often as he can. He’s seen more horror than glory. There was peace for so long under Antoninus, people forgot how horrible war could be.”


“Yes,” said Galen. “The stories I heard, before I left Pergamum! That awful business at Seleucia . . .”


“My brother was there.”


“Was he?”


“Such . . . an unfortunate business. First the city was saved by the Romans, then sacked and destroyed by us. Kaeso saw it all. He says there’s virtually nothing left of the city.”


“And what a beautiful city it was.” Galen felt a stab of homesickness, tinged with dread. If such a fate could befall Seleucia, it could happen to Pergamum as well. The Romans and the Parthians both claimed the current war was entirely justified and necessary, having been started by the other. How many tens of thousands of innocent lives had been lost? How many more would be lost before the war was over?


They both fell silent. Galen looked at nothing in particular; Lucius looked at Galen. Men’s faces are not that hard to read, Marcus had once told him. It’s a matter of observing, truly observing, really looking at people, not past them or through them.


“Are you very homesick?”


“Yes!” Galen’s expression was suddenly so melancholy that Lucius gave him a friendly touch on the shoulder.


“But here you are in Rome, my good fellow, safe and sound, and making a success of yourself, if what I hear is true. No other city on earth can compare to Rome. How could anyone ever wish to leave?”


“You’ve traveled, then?”


“More when I was younger than in recent years. Mostly on business, looking to find skilled artisans or to purchase special marbles. A number of times to Greece and Asia, also to Egypt. But no other city I’ve seen can compare—” He stopped when he saw that a slave had appeared at the door. “Yes?”


“You said to tell you when an hour had passed, Dominus.”


Paulina joined them in the garden, and led the way to Pinaria’s room.


The girl seemed in slightly better spirits than before. Galen took her pulse, then waited a while and took it again. He did this a number of times, and during the intervals managed to coax her into some mild conversation, asking about her friends and her favorite activities, both in and out of the home. All this banal talk seemed rather pointless to Lucius. Was Galen there to diagnose the girl, or to get to know her?


“So, the same tutor who taught your uncle Kaeso comes to the house to teach you Latin and Greek?” said Galen. “He must be rather old.”


“No older than Father, I imagine,” said Pinaria.


Lucius scoffed. “Daughter! He’s twenty years older than me, at least.”


Pinaria shrugged while Galen took her pulse. All this repeated pulse-taking seemed rather pointless to Lucius, as well, but he had seen other physicians do the same. They claimed to be able to read various signs and omens into the strength or weakness of the heartbeats, and their regular or irregular rhythm.


“Do you like your Greek and Latin lessons?” asked Galen.


“They’re all right . . . I suppose.”


“Your Greek is excellent. Better than my Latin!”


Pinaria made no response.


“She prefers her singing lessons,” said Paulina.


“Is that so?”


Lucius nodded. “Pinaria is an excellent singer. By far the best in the family.”


“Does she have a tutor for that as well?”


“Oh, yes. A lovely eunuch from Phrygia,” said Paulina.


“Demetrius, he’s called,” said Lucius with a laugh. Like most Romans, he found eunuchs both exotic and a bit ridiculous. They were more common than ever in Rome, but the further east one traveled, the more frequently one encountered them.


“He’s lovely,” said Paulina, casting a disapproving glance at her husband. “He’s able to sing ever so high, higher than some of the girls. And an excellent teacher. The lessons move from house to house. It’s a way for the girls to visit each other’s homes and to meet friends from suitable families.”


And to see and be seen by suitors, thought Galen. It was the same in Pergamum and Alexandria. All the so-called best families moved and married within social circles exclusive to themselves, and kept a very close watch on their daughters.


“Pinaria is often invited to sing in the girls’ chorus at festivals,” said Paulina. “Unless she gets better, she’ll miss the Hilaria.”


“You talk about me as if I’m not even here!” said Pinaria. Her voice shook and she abruptly seemed on the verge of tears.


Galen smiled and reached again for her wrist. “You Romans have a very full calendar of religious holidays. All these rituals and processions and pageants—something to celebrate almost every day, in some part of the city or other. Many of your festivals remind me of the ones I grew up with in Pergamum, or saw in Alexandria, but others must be unique to Rome, I think, linked to gods and stories and customs I’m only beginning to learn about.”


“Pinaria has another tutor who instructs her in the significance and history of all the festivals,” said Lucius. “He comes twice a month, to talk about the days ahead. Not a Greek, of course, but a local instructor, a priest at the Temple of the Deified Julius. He’s rather young, but seems very knowledgeable. We might also ask him to teach Gaius, when the boy is old enough for instruction.”


“Has Pinaria kept up with her lessons?”


Paulina shook her head. “She hasn’t been well enough.”


“Then we must do something to make you better,” said Galen “Think how pleased your parents will be when you are well enough to sing again.”


Pinaria turned her face away. “I can’t talk any more. What use is talking? What use is singing? I just want to be left alone. I wish I could die!” She yanked her wrist from Galen’s grasp and buried her face in a pillow.


Back in the garden, Galen asked Lucius what other physicians had seen the girl already, and what they had prescribed. One had administered alternating cold and hot compresses on her belly and forehead, another had given her a foul-smelling herbal concoction, and the third had suggested she drink warm milk directly from a goat’s udder, or if at all possible, from a lactating woman’s nipple.


“You didn’t try that last remedy, did you?”


“No. But only because Pinaria absolutely refused.”


“Good for her! Living milk can be a powerful remedy, but not in Pinaria’s case.”


“What do you recommend?”


“Nothing, at the moment.”


“No medicine? No procedure?”


“Sometimes watching and waiting is more prudent. I suspect I already have an idea of the problem.”


“Was it her pulse? What did it tell you? What’s to be done?”


“First, cease giving her any medicines previously prescribed. Keep her here in the house. Offer her simple food, and even if she refuses to eat, make sure she drinks a bit of water several times a day.”


“That’s what we’ve been doing!”


“Then continue. I shall visit again tomorrow. If I can arrange things to my liking, I think I may be able to pronounce a firm diagnosis at that time.”


“You physicians, always so mysterious! Can’t you tell me now what you think is the problem?”


“Absolutely not. Until he is ready to speak authoritatively, the wise physician keeps his mouth shut. That is the first thing one learns in the study of medicine.”


The next day, Galen arrived in the late afternoon. He looked in on the patient, who showed no improvement. If anything, Pinaria was weaker and paler than the day before, having eaten nothing in the meantime and having slept only fitfully.


Lucius and Paulina anxiously watched him take Pinaria’s pulse. “Is her heartbeat weaker today?” asked Paulina. “Is it failing?”


“It’s the rhythm and consistency of the pulse that I feel for, not the strength of each heartbeat. Do you think, Pinaria, that you might be up for a visitor?”


She shrugged. “I don’t feel like talking.”


“Not even to your best friend? I think you told me yesterday that would be Cornelia, who lives quite nearby.”


“I . . .” Pinaria seemed uncertain, perhaps confused. She furrowed her brows.


“Are you in pain, daughter?” asked Paulina.


To Lucius, it looked more as if Pinaria was frightened. But of what?


“Come, Pinaria, a visit from your best friend might cheer you up,” said Galen. “I’ve already arranged for her to come.”


“When?” Pinaria shrank back.


“Why, at any moment. Indeed, I suspect this boy has come to announce her.”


“Yes?” said Lucius, turning to the young slave.


“A visitor, Dominus, for your daughter. Young Cornelia.”


“Perhaps we should send her away,” said Paulina. “Pinaria seems unwell—”


“No, no,” said Galen. “I must insist that Pinaria rouse herself and come to the garden. Isn’t that where you usually meet your friends? You told me so yesterday, when we had that lovely chat.”


“But she’s too weak,” protested her mother.


“She can hold her father’s arm, and lean on him if she needs to.”


“Come, Pinaria, we must do as the physician says.” Lucius saw no sense in the visit, but he had agreed to follow Galen’s advice. He helped Pinaria from the bed. Her long-sleeved sleeping gown would be adequate for such a visit, he decided. Under normal circumstances, Pinaria herself would have insisted on changing into something prettier and more colorful. It was an indication of her weakness that she didn’t insist on doing so. How frail the child seemed, and how thin! But her hand holding his arm was strong enough. Indeed, her fingers clenched him so hard he winced.


Cornelia was waiting in the garden, along with a slave, an older woman who had been her nursemaid and was now her chaperone. No Roman girl of Pinaria’s class went anywhere without such a companion to keep an eye out for any male who might draw too close. Cornelia was warmly greeted by Pinaria’s parents, but no one spoke to the chaperone, or even acknowledged her. Like most slaves, she was essentially invisible unless she had cause to speak.


Pinaria sat on a bench in the shade. Galen sat beside her, so that he could continue to take her pulse from time to time. Pinaria murmured a few words of welcome to Cornelia, who seemed flustered at first to see her friend in such a state, and then launched into a nervous, one-sided conversation, gossiping about mutual friends. When she seemed to run dry, there was an awkward silence until Galen spoke up.


“When I spoke to you earlier and asked you to visit Pinaria today, you mentioned an activity you have in common. Something about singing in a chorus.”


“Oh, yes! Oh, Pinaria, we’ve missed you so much at singing lessons. We shall never be able to go on at the Hilaria without you! Demetrius says you have the best and strongest voice of any of the girls.”


“Demetrius?” Pinaria whispered the name and looked up.


“Is that his name, the eunuch who teaches the girls’ chorus?” asked Galen in a seemingly casual way as he again took Pinaria’s pulse.


“You know it is,” said Cornelia. “You asked me to invite him, as well.”


“And did you?”


“He’s waiting in the vestibule. Oh, but it was to be a surprise! Now I’ve spoiled it.”


“I think not,” said Galen quietly. “Pinaria looks quite surprised.”


“And so are her parents!” said Lucius, his voice stern. “You made no mention of this—inviting a grown man to visit my daughter, and in her nightdress.”


“But he’s only a eunuch, husband.” Paulina was watching her daughter’s expression and trying to make sense of it. When had her daughter become such a puzzle to her?


“Very well,” said Lucius. The physician’s intrusion into Pinaria’s social life seemed pointless, but he could see no harm in it. He nodded to a nearby slave. “Show the fellow in.”


A few moments later, Demetrius stepped into view. Galen judged him to be younger than himself, closer to Pinaria’s age, though a eunuch’s age could be hard to tell at a glance; they often looked younger than their years. Demetrius had the smooth, olive complexion of a Levantine, and no beard to speak of, though his eyebrows were thick and dark. He must have been a very pretty boy, Galen thought, for he was quite attractive in the indeterminate way of eunuchs, no longer a man but not a woman, either. A scientific treatise on the physiognomy and physiology of eunuchs would make an interesting study, he thought, even as the gentle pressure of his fingertips upon Pinaria’s wrist confirmed exactly what he suspected.


Should any doubt remain, it vanished entirely when Pinaria released a loud sigh and suddenly lost consciousness, her head falling forward and her limp body crumpling on the bench. Her father darted forward to catch her.


“My diagnosis is now complete,” announced Galen, releasing Pinaria’s wrist, crossing his arms and flashing a satisfied grin, much to the consternation of the Pinarii and their guests.


“I needed that!” said Lucius, putting down his silver goblet and wiping a bit of wine from the corner of his mouth. “Again,” he said to the slave who stood by. The boy promptly refilled the goblet.


Lucius gestured to the half-full goblet in Galen’s hand, but Galen shook his head. He was enjoying the familiar elation that came from not only producing a correct diagnosis, but doing so in a dramatic manner. The second rule of medicine, as one of his mentors had told him, was to remember that an unheralded and unheeded diagnosis was worse than no diagnosis at all. You are always on a stage of sorts, expected to perform miracles, or at least to produce a spectacle. Do not let the audience down! The glow of pleasure that resulted from a correct and dramatic diagnosis was more intense and pleasurable than any intoxication that could be attained from mere wine.


They were again in Lucius’s study, surrounded by scrolls and hanging bronze lamps that were already lit, as the afternoon light was beginning to fade. The rich could afford the best and most sweet-smelling oil for burning, Galen thought.


Besides the slave, it was only the two of them in the room. In his acute embarrassment, Lucius had sent Pinaria’s guests away, then carried his swooning daughter to her room, where her mother had watched over her until it came time to put little Gaius to bed.


“You’re sure she’ll suffer no lasting effects?” Lucius asked.


“People faint all the time, for all sorts of reasons. In your daughter’s case, as you saw, she regained consciousness quickly—”


“And then began to weep, uncontrollably. I never heard such caterwauling!”


“Because her secret was out. The tears were part of the purging that can now take place, rebalancing the humors in her body, which had been thrown thoroughly out of balance by the strain of her illicit passion.”


“Don’t call it that!”


“Her covert infatuation, then. I think we can be certain there was never any physical contact between the two of them, nor any misconduct by the eunuch, though some are in fact capable of performing the sexual act. Like many a girl her age, Pinaria became obsessed with the most attractive person whom she happened to see on a regular basis—”


“A eunuch! What could be more absurd?” Lucius shook his head. “At least it wasn’t some other man’s slave with his testicles intact. By Hercules, a determined and lustful slave can get around even the most vigilant chaperone. That sort of scandal happens more often than people care to admit, and it always ends very badly for everyone concerned—the girl, the slave, and the chaperone.”


And any baby that might result, thought Galen grimly. “There, you see—the situation could be much worse, and is certainly not as bad as you seem to think. You should be proud of your daughter, actually. By steadfastly declining to act on her desire, or even to speak of it, she turned that festering passion into suffering, insomnia, and the loss of all other appetites. Now that the boil has been lanced, she can begin to recover. It was in no way her fault. Eros is notoriously reckless. Those little arrows of his can wreak havoc even in the best families.”


“Should we have married her off before this? She is thirteen,” said Lucius. The calming glow of the wine loosened his tongue.


“You might consider doing so sooner rather than later. In the meantime, perhaps you can send her away from the city for a while, to stay with relatives, or—”


“And let her out of my sight? I don’t think so!” Lucius drained his goblet and raised a finger, not even glancing at the slave who promptly refilled it. “But how did you guess?”


“I assure you, I never guess when making a diagnosis. Her pulse alerted me. Yesterday, when she and I appeared to be having a causal talk about nothing in particular, I paid close attention to her pulse. Whenever there was any mention of the upcoming festival where she was to sing, or of her singing lessons, her pulse raced against my fingertips. I thought she might suffer from stage fright. Some people become physically ill at the very thought of performing in public. But then the eunuch was mentioned, and her reaction became even more pronounced. I could only be certain . . .”—and produce the most dramatic effect, he thought, but did not say—“. . . by observing an encounter between the two of them. You witnessed the result. I treated a similar case, in Alexandria. There, it was a lovesick wife smitten by a famous dancer, a man she’d never even met, only seen on the stage. Any time the dancer’s name was mentioned—”


“A dancer? Numa’s balls, that would be even worse than a slave!”


“Yet another reason you should be happy things worked out as they did.”


“Ha! Another reason to pay you a very fat fee?”


“Not at all. I’ve never asked for payment from a patient, rich or poor. I never will. The properties in Pergamum left to me by my father produce an income more than adequate for my needs.”


“Where did his fortune come from?”


“My father was a very successful architect and builder. He added the new wing to the library at Pergamum, which is second only to Alexandria.”


“Ah!” Lucius nodded thoughtfully. “We have that in common. My father was not only an artist, but also a builder. And my grandfather on my mother’s side was rather famous in that department. Perhaps you’ve heard of Apollodorus of Damascus.”


“Of course! More than famous, I think; legendary. The great architect so revered by Hadrian, until . . .” He almost said it aloud: until Hadrian put him to death.


There was an awkward silence. Lucius cleared his throat. “No fee at all, then?”


“I ask only that you speak favorably of me to your friends.”


“Ha! I can hardly do that! I have no intention of mentioning anything about this business, to anybody.”


“I understand. I will be discreet, as well. Still, the day may come when you have a chance to do me some other favor.”


“I certainly will.” Lucius sighed and shook his head. “My dear daughter, a secret victim of lovesickness. Why did I not see it myself?”


“The thing closest to us is sometimes the thing we are least able to see, like a coin held too close to the eye; the image and inscription are no more than blurs. The practice of medicine relies greatly on the physician’s powers of observation. Also upon his knowledge of human nature, and of literature and history, as well. When I diagnosed the wife who was lovesick for a dancer, I was reminded of the ancient physician Erasistratus. He was called upon to treat the son of King Seleucus, who was wasting away. Erasistratus could find nothing wrong with the young man, but noticed that he blushed in the presence of Queen Stratonice, his stepmother. Do you know the story?”


Lucius shook his head.


“Erasistratus told Seleucus that his son’s disease was incurable, for he was in the grip of a love that was impossible to gratify. ‘Why? Who is this woman?’ asked the king. ‘My wife,’ replied Erasistratus, deliberately lying to see the king’s reaction. ‘Then you must give her up,’ said Seleucus, ‘for I will not have my son denied.’ The physician asked, ‘Would you do so even if it was your own wife with whom the prince was in love?’ The king said, ‘Even that!’ Then Erasistratus told him the truth.”


“What did the king do?”


“The king did the kingly thing, and was true to his word. He gave Stratonice to his son to wed, along with several provinces. And all lived happily ever after. Especially Erasistratus, who was paid one hundred talents—the largest fee ever given to any physician in the history of the world.”


“Yet your service is free. Ha! But something tells me that King Seleucus had other wives to comfort him. Maybe he had grown tired of Stratonice.”


Galen laughed. “You mustn’t overthink the story, or you’ll spoil it.”


“A fine tale, indeed. Now I shall tell you one, somewhat in the same vein, if a bit more . . . indelicate.” Lucius lowered his voice and leaned toward Galen. Had he not drunk so much wine so quickly, he would never have told the story. “They say that Marcus’s wife, the lovely Faustina, happened to see a troop of gladiators walking by one day and fell head over heels for one of them, just at the sight of him.” He laughed. “My Pinaria, pining for a eunuch, is bad enough. Imagine, the highest woman in the land, lusting for a gladiator!”


“Yes, well, when I tended the gladiators in Pergamum . . .” Galen flashed a crooked smile. “I have my own tales about high-born ladies and low-born lovers. But please, go on.”


“Well, Faustina never acted on her infatuation, of course. We must give her credit for that. She is a virtuous woman, and worthy of her husband. Indeed, it was to Marcus that she confessed her intolerable fascination. He wondered if she might be pregnant, having seen her become a bit crazy during her pregnancies. But such was not the case. So Marcus called on his physicians and wise men. None was able to cure Faustina of her fascination. Her lust for the gladiator only grew stronger. Poor Marcus! His Stoicism was pushed to its limit.


“Finally, he called on Julianus the Chaldean. Many a man would have gone to the astrologer first, and the physicians last. Julianus examined the horoscopes of all concerned—not just Marcus and Faustina, but also the gladiator, who was completely ignorant of the situation. The poor fellow had no idea of the havoc he was causing in the imperial bedchamber, and no idea what was in store for him. Julianus prescribed a drastic remedy: the gladiator was to be beheaded, hung by his ankles, and drained of all his blood, whereupon Faustina, naked, was to bathe in his blood, and then, under the light of a full moon, make love to her husband. By Hercules, have you ever heard of such a ghastly cure?”


“Did it work?”


“It did. Faustina was completely freed from the passion that had caused her so much suffering.”


“Perhaps not least because the man who caused it was a headless, bloodless corpse.”


Lucius laughed. “I’ll grant you that. But it was on that very night, so Marcus believes, that Faustina became pregnant with the twins, little Titus and Commodus. Then it was back to mothering for her, and no more lusting after gladiators.”


Galen nodded thoughtfully. “The blood of a gladiator has been used by some physicians as a treatment for epilepsy. Pliny says it is most effective if drunk hot, directly from the severed throat of the gladiator, while he’s still alive. There’s also a love potion that involves dipping a bit of bread in the blood of a gladiator and then casting it into the house of the desired person. But to bathe in a gladiator’s blood, as the worshippers of Mithras bathe in the blood of a slaughtered bull—that is new to me.”


“I don’t suppose the blood of a eunuch is of much use, as medicine, or magic?”


“Not that I know of.”


“Good! I should hate to have made poor Pinaria . . .” Lucius blinked a few times and put down his goblet. “It occurs to me that I’ve been rather indiscreet. You won’t repeat this story to anyone, will you?”


“Certainly not. The third rule of medicine is—”


“To be discreet?”


“I was going to say, never to cause embarrassment to the rich and powerful. That applies especially to the ruler of the Roman world, whether a Stoic or not.”


It was some days later that a messenger arrived at the house of Pinarius, carrying an invitation written in elegant letters on a thick piece of parchment.


“‘You are invited to witness a public anatomical demonstration by the physician Galen of Pergamum, at the Temple of Pax, sure to cause wonder in all who behold it,’” muttered Lucius, reading aloud, though except for the slave who brought the message he was alone in his library. “‘Anatomical demonstration’—whatever does he mean by that? And why invite me? I seriously doubt there’s anything left for me to learn about the bodies of men and women, having sculpted so many of them. But he did render his services free of charge, and Pinaria is much better, almost back to her normal self. I suppose I should go, if only to add to the numbers, especially if there’s a poor turnout.”


But when Lucius arrived by litter at the appointed day and time, he found a considerable crowd. The demonstration was to take place in the temple’s forecourt, where a waist-high wooden platform had been set up, its shape not unlike that of an altar for sacrificing animals. Galen was busy instructing slaves who were wheeling in carts with cages, which contained pigs, to judge by the grunts and squeals. The steps of the temple served as a sort of theater, with every possible seat already taken. The rest of the crowd stood in a semicircle around the open space occupied by Galen and his pigs.


Lucius pushed his way to the front of the spectators, who yielded, however begrudgingly, to the prerogative of his senatorial toga with its purple stripe. A few other senators were there, he noticed, but most of those present appeared to be physicians or philosophers or their students. They were an argumentative bunch, and all seemed to be talking at once, mostly in Greek. From the snatches of conversations he could understand, it was all philosopher talk, quite technical and over his head, and all very loud and strident. So much for finding peace at the Temple of Pax!


Lucius quickly had his fill of their incessant chattering and was on the verge of leaving, when Galen raised his hands for silence.


“What have you to show us, man from Pergamum?” yelled a spectator.


“Yes, this had better not be a waste of my time,” said another.


“Has it to do with the brain?” said another, whom Lucius recognized, a long-bearded Athenian who was reputedly one of the city’s leading intellectuals. “We’ve already heard your foolish argument that cognition emanates from the brain. Everyone knows that Aristotle long ago determined that the brain is merely a cooling pan for the blood.”


“I would love to return to that debate,” said Galen, raising his voice, “but Aristotle is long dead and not present to defend his side of the argument.”


“An excellent point!” shouted Lucius, thinking it only proper that he should support Galen in return for his services. This earned him some sour looks, but also a thin smile from Galen, who gave him a friendly nod of recognition, then swiftly commenced with the demonstration.


The crowd laughed at first when a squealing pig was produced, then grew quieter when the squirming beast was tied down to the wooden platform. Galen did the tying himself, his fingers moving with great speed and dexterity. In a matter of seconds, the pig was completely immobilized.


“Now, gentlemen,” said Galen, “what will happen if I strike the pig sharply on its flank with this wooden cane?”


“The pig will squeal!” said Lucius.


“Let us test that assertion.” Galen struck the pig, which cried out in protest.


“But how does the pig squeal?” asked Galen. “We all know the answer, from our own ability to squeal from time to time, whether from pleasure or pain. The noise is made with an exhalation of air, which issues from the lungs and then passes through the throat. How might we prevent the pig from squealing?”


“Stuff its mouth,” said someone.


“Cut its throat,” suggested another.


Galen shook his head. “I have a much more effective method, which neatly demonstrates my theory that the controlling mechanism of the pig’s voice is a particular nerve. All of you who have dissected or vivisected animals have encountered the nerves, those fibrous filaments that run all up and down every part of the body, seeming to emanate from the spine and ultimately from the brain—which is the seat of consciousness, as I do indeed assert. But if the nerve controlling the voice is severed or even sufficiently constricted, the brain’s command to the vocal chords is cut off, and no squeal is produced. Let me demonstrate.”


Galen produced a sharp blade and set about making a small incision on either side of the pig’s neck. The loss of blood was negligible. “Now, gentlemen, I have carefully avoided cutting the carotid artery, and have only exposed the nerves that run alongside them. I will now use a very slender thread to tie off each of those nerves. The work is very fine, and requires sharp eyesight and steady fingers. I will now tighten the ligatures, just so. Now I take up the cane again, I stand back, and I strike the pig!” There was a whoosh of air followed by a sharp crack. “You will observe that the pig breathes sharply in and out—but no squeal is produced.”


A number of the spectators sat forward or jostled each other, straining for a better view.


The proponent of Aristotle crossed his arms and looked down his nose. “Can you demonstrate the same thing again, on another pig?”


“Of course. But why not do so using the same pig?”


“But how?”


“The production of the voice is dependent on the nerves, which relay an impulse of some sort, just as veins relay blood or the throat relays air. I interrupted those impulses by constricting the nerves, but I did not sever the nerves. Therefore, the action is reversible. Observe, as I leave the ligatures in place, but carefully loosen them . . . just so. And now, if I strike the pig again . . . like this!”


The pig squealed so loudly that the startled crowd jerked in unison. The Athenian gasped.


“Remarkable!” whispered Lucius.


“Should any of you still be skeptical of the nerve’s function, I shall silence the pig again . . . with only a gentle tug to tighten the ligatures already in place . . . here and here . . .”


Galen then struck the pig, which again responded with silence.


“And now I shall allow it to speak once more, merely by loosening the ligatures . . .”


Again the pig was able to squeal.


Galen had certainly succeeded in producing a spectacle on this occasion—and he knew it. He was beaming with pride as he turned a full circle, surveyed the surrounding audience.


“Esteemed colleagues, had I not other demonstrations to show you, I could go on all day, silencing this pig and then letting it squeal again. Most gratifying to me is that by this simple demonstration I have actually managed to render speechless that fellow in the audience who tried to silence me with Aristotle!”


There was a chorus of laughter. Lucius looked at the Athenian, whose face was bright red.


Lucius smiled. “Something tells me,” he muttered to himself, “that Rome shall be seeing more of this Galen fellow.”


So impressed was Lucius by Galen’s diagnosis of Pinaria’s ailment, and by his public demonstration with the pig, that some days later, when a break in his management of the workshop allowed, he decided to visit the imperial residence on the Palatine, to see if he might be admitted to the emperor’s presence, so as to personally recommend Galen’s services. Even on the occasions when Marcus was too busy to see him, Lucius had always been turned away with the utmost respect, and a personal note of regret from the emperor had always followed. Duty was a prime value for the Stoics, and for Marcus that meant paying scrupulous attention not only to the vast enterprises of statecraft but also to the smallest details of decorum.


Modesty was also a Stoic virtue, manifested at the palace by a lack of pretense and ostentation. Hadrian had possessed a taste for costly materials and sumptuous fabrics, but Marcus preferred the simple. Everything from the well-used rugs on the spotless marble floors to the plain tunics of the busy scribes and secretaries bespoke the emperor’s insistence on efficiency rather than courtly pomp.


On this day the mood at the palace was not just serious, but decidedly gloomy. Eyes were downcast, and voices were low. The air itself seemed heavy with dread. As Lucius was admitted to one waiting chamber after another, leapfrogging ahead of roomfuls of supplicants who lacked his personal connection to Marcus, he at last encountered a courtier he knew from previous visits, and asked what was the matter.


The gray-bearded man looked at him for a long moment, then finally spoke. “To anyone else I would say nothing, Senator Pinarius, but I know your close connection to the emperor, and so I will share the unhappy news. There’s an illness in the family. It’s one of the twins—young Titus.”


“What’s wrong?”


“I don’t know, but apparently it’s quite serious. The matter is consuming all the emperor’s attention. He spends every hour locked away with the boy and the imperial physicians. Nothing else is happening in the palace. It’s been this way for two days now. Everyone is on edge. I realize no one has yet turned you away, and I myself hesitate to do so, Senator Pinarius, but I very much doubt that the emperor will be able to see you.”


“Ah, but there you’re mistaken! My whole reason for coming today was to recommend a particular physician—and now I find that one of the children is sick. That can hardly be a coincidence. This is the Fates at work, don’t you think?”


The man looked uncertain. “All that happens is as the Fates decree. Even so, I’m not sure—”


“I came today on the off chance that the emperor might have a spare moment, but now I must insist that I see him. Don’t just stand there, gawking. Run and tell whomever is at the top of your chain of authority that Senator Lucius Pinarius, the emperor’s friend, has come to recommend the services of a very clever and highly skilled physician.”


For a moment longer the man continued to hesitate—his face had the stricken look of the underling uncertain of what to do next and frightened of making the wrong decision—until Lucius clapped his hands loudly. It was a gesture he sometimes used to incite his workers when they were slow to respond, and in this instance it had the desired effect. The man scurried off.


A quarter of an hour passed. The man returned. He had regained his composure to such a degree he seemed almost haughty.


“Come along, then!” he said, ushering Lucius into the room beyond, and then down a long hallway that took them away from the imperial reception chambers and into the private living quarters of the palace. Here, too, simplicity and lack of ostentation were the rule. The quality of the mosaic floors and marble columns and painted ceilings was of the very finest, but when it came to the furnishings and carpets, any visitor would think he was merely in the house of a Roman aristocrat of unusually restrained taste, not in the home of the most powerful man in the empire.


Lucius was led around a corner, past hanging curtains, and suddenly found himself in a room so dimly lit that for a moment he could see nothing. The courtier seemed to have vanished. Then Lucius felt his hand taken in the grasp of another, and heard a familiar and very distinctive voice. From childhood Marcus Aurelius had received the finest oratorical training, and even when he spoke barely above a whisper there was something about his voice that was very mellow and reassuring.


“How sweet it is to see your face, old friend.”


“And how sweet it is to see yours,” said Lucius, though he could only barely perceive the sad eyes of Marcus. “I only wish the occasion were not so somber, Verissimus.” Lucius used the childhood nickname, instinctively knowing it would bring the emperor a small bit of comfort. Indeed, as his eyes adjusted to the dimness, he saw a faint smile on Marcus’s face. But the man’s brow remained furrowed and his eyes were grim.


“Even so, the very sight of you cheers me, Lucius.”


Now Lucius perceived the others in the room. Upon a bed, wearing a thin, sleeveless gown, lay Titus. Like his father, the tiny boy had a narrow face and slightly protuberant eyes. But his eyes looked lifeless, as if made of glass. His trembling lips were slightly parted. His face was drawn, the cheekbones very prominent. His arms also had a wasted look. His appearance became even more alarming when Lucius looked down to see the boy’s twin, standing next to Marcus. How plump and lively Commodus looked, just as his own little Gaius or any other healthy four-year-old boy should look, his cheeks full and his eyes sparkling. With one arm the boy clung to his father’s leg while he nervously sucked and nibbled the fingers of his other hand. The child’s eyes darted about the room, occasionally looking up at Lucius with a plaintive expression.


Across the room stood a row of silent, grim-faced physicians, some of them holding linen cloths, others bowls, and others various esoteric implements made of bronze that glittered sharply in the lamplight.


“They say he should have darkness, to help him rest,” explained Marcus. “But the poor thing simply stares into space, as if he’s unable to shut his eyes—or afraid to.”


“Does his illness have a name?” asked Lucius.


“None that the physicians recognize. He cannot or will not eat. He wastes away. His breathing is uneven. Sometimes there’s a rattling in his throat.”


“Can the physicians help him?”


“They do this and that.” Marcus looked at the men across the room. Not one of them dared to meet his gaze. “But nothing seems to help.”


“Oh, Verissimus! I truly think it was Fortuna who sent me here this day, wishing to bless us both. I came because a while ago I called upon a physician, a young Pergamene, and just recently I saw the most remarkable demonstration of his knowledge of anatomy.”


“Yes?”


“His name is Galen—”


Lucius was interrupted by an audible snort of derision from one of the physicians across the room.


Marcus narrowed his eyes. “Galen? From Pergamum? Have we heard of this physician?” He directed the question to the man who had snorted.


“Yes, Dominus,” said the man. “We have knowledge of this newcomer. And not all of it good.”


“He has many cures to his credit,” said Lucius.


“Because he resorts to sorcery—or so we have heard,” said the man.


“No, no!” Lucius protested. “Galen is a man of good character. I personally vouch for him.”


Marcus grimaced. “What would you have us do next?” he asked the physician.


“I think, Dominus, another bleeding is necessary. The imbalance of the humors persists. We have all conferred and we see no other alternative.”


Marcus sighed. “Can we at least send Commodus from the room? The child is clearly distressed by the circumstances.”


“No, Dominus, he must remain close to his brother. There is a special affinity between twins. The proximity of one to the other is known to be conducive to recovery.”


Marcus looked down at the boy and gently touched his cheek. “Do you hear, Commodus? Titus needs you. You must be very brave.”


“I am brave, Papa.”


“Yes, you are.” Marcus managed a smile. “Very well. Another bleeding.” He nodded to the physicians, who moved into place around the sickbed. The one who was clearly the leader brought forth a very sharplooking blade. Others extended bowls for catching the blood, others cloths to wipe away any drops that escaped the bowls. They pulled up Titus’s gown and chose a spot on one of his wasted legs for the incision.


Lucius looked away, but from the corner of one eye he saw that Commodus was watching every step of the procedure with utmost fascination. Such an intent expression on the face of a four-year-old was somehow disconcerting. Lucius suddenly felt very out of place, and a bit peeved. His advice had been brushed aside as if his word meant nothing. Who were these physicians, that Marcus put such faith in them? From what he could see, poor little Titus was on the cusp between life and death. If the doctors were so competent, how had he ended up in such a condition? Lucius wanted very much to leave the room, at once, but to do so he would have to take his leave of Marcus, and he could hardly do so while the emperor’s attention was entirely on the procedure taking place. Like Commodus, Marcus watched every movement, but with something closer to dread than fascination. What a contrast, between father and son, and the looks on their faces, as the incision was made and the blood began to flow. Titus made no protest at all, but lay inert on the bed, staring at nothing.


Suddenly, Titus gave a start. His limbs convulsed, all four at once. The bowl to catch the blood was knocked to the floor, spilling its shallow contents. Commodus jumped back, his mouth a circle, his eyes wide, staring at the splotch of red on the pale marble floor. Marcus cried out and put a fist to his mouth, his Stoic demeanor pushed to its limit.


Titus convulsed again, and then again. His eyes never blinked.


“Stop the procedure!” Marcus shouted. “Stop at once! All of you, out of the room!”


“But, Dominus, the bleeding is more indicated now than ever,” the head physician insisted.


“Out!” shouted Marcus.


Lucius was aghast. He had never seen Marcus in such a state. The sight was almost as disturbing as that of the wasted, convulsing child on the bed. He turned to leave, but the emperor grabbed his shoulder.


“Not you, Lucius. Stay!”


“But Verissimus, I’m an intruder here. I’ll go at once—”


“Stay! And look—as soon as the others left the room, the convulsions stopped. Is it a sign? Perhaps you were sent to me today by some divine power, Lucius. Perhaps I’m meant to call upon this Pergamene, this Galen, after all. Where can he be found, and quickly? Never mind, I have messengers who’ll know where he is and the fastest way to fetch him. I’ll send for him at once!”


Galen rushed through the narrow streets, following the imperial messenger as quickly as he could, trying not to trip on uneven paving stones. They came to a wider street. An imperial sedan was waiting. It had a seat for only one, and eight men to carry the two long poles. Galen was practically pushed into the seat, and then they were off, traveling at a run.


He sat back and tried to catch his breath. At a slower pace, the ride would have been smoother, but as it was, he was jostled violently this way and that. He had to clench his jaw to stop his teeth from chattering.


He had been summoned to the palace. That was all the messenger had told him. But why? And how had such a situation come about? He could only imagine that some terrible crisis was taking place, and that somehow his name had been put forward. But by whom? A friend? An enemy? Almost certainly the latter, for the one thing he dreaded above all others was exactly this, that he should be pressed into serving the emperor or his family under the most stressful circumstances imaginable, and that he should—unthinkable as it was!—fail, and fail utterly. An imperial relative, dead—or even worse, a dead emperor!—that was a disaster from which no physician could ever hope to recover, not in a thousand lifetimes.


The dark streets passed as if in a nightmare, barely glimpsed in the headlong rush. They came to a halt so abruptly that he was thrown from the chair onto the shoulders of the two men immediately in front of him. One of them had the effrontery to laugh as the muscle-bound runner tossed him aside, like a ball in a game, and into the arms of a courtier almost as discombobulated as Galen.


The courtier grabbed his arm with an iron grip—he was quite strong for a man with such a white beard—and rushed Galen up a flight of marble steps, into a shadowless antechamber lit by a forest of lamps, some on stands, some hanging from the ceiling. Dazzled by the light, Galen rolled his eyes up, and saw that the ceiling was gaily painted with scenes of the nymph Chelone transformed into a tortoise by Mercury. That was the sort of thing that happened to mortals who displeased a god or a goddess! What was the fate of a poor physician who displeased a Roman emperor?


Down a series of lamplit corridors they flew, and up a flight of yellow marble steps, past hanging curtains, and then into a room that seemed to him at first pitch-black. For a moment he heard nothing but his own gasping breath, but then he heard a woman weeping. A lamp was brought into the room, and then more lamps. As the darkness receded, he saw the woman. She was dressed in a very fine gown. For many a woman, even a rich one, it would be the finest gown she owned, but in these circumstances it was probably her sleeping gown. She was approaching middle age, and might have been pretty, but it was hard to tell with her face so red and tearstained, and her body wracked by sobs. Was this the empress?


Yes, most certainly it was, for the next thing Galen saw, instantly recognizable from the images on thousands of coins from the wilds of Britannia to the Parthian borderland, was the face of Marcus Aurelius.


Galen gasped, and not for lack of breath. It seemed to him he must still be asleep and dreaming, yet here he was, somewhere in the innermost recesses of the imperial house. Faustina was weeping uncontrollably. The ruler of the world was staring at him grimly. And there, just past the emperor, Galen saw how such an impossible situation had come to pass: the familiar face of Senator Lucius Pinarius, who looked as miserable as the others.


There was a little boy in the room, as well, gazing up at him with wide eyes, sucking at his fingertips. And there, on the bed, lay a second boy, the mirror image of the other, despite his pale, drawn face. Galen realized that these were the imperial twins—or what remained of them, for the boy on the bed was almost certainly deceased. Any uncertainty vanished when the emperor stepped to the bed, pulled up a sheet, and covered the boy’s face. The empress wailed.


Marcus stared at the lifeless child. “And yet . . . I had . . . such hopes. Since I took on the burden of rule, nothing has been a greater comfort to me than the fact that I have another to share that burden—dear Verus, as much my brother as if we had been born from the same womb, though no one seeing us would ever mistake us for twins. Almost from—” His voice caught in his throat. He paused for a long moment, composing himself. “Almost from the moment the twins were born, I dared to hope that one day, when I should lay down my burden and pass it along, it would be to brothers—not to one man, but to two—two men who loved and trusted one another as Verus and I love and trust each other, not just brothers, but twins, true twins, my dear Commodus and my dear . . . my dearest . . . Titus!”


The empress’s wailing turned to shrieks. She suddenly bolted from the room, surrounded by a vast flock of retainers and serving women, all moving to comfort her.


The emperor turned and looked straight at Galen. He felt his legs melting, but stiffened his spine and met the man’s steady gaze.


“So this is Galen of Pergamum?” How strange it was, to hear his name spoken by the emperor himself. Galen was saved from making some tongue-tied response by Lucius Pinarius, to whom the question was apparently directed.


“Yes, Verissimus. This is the physician of whom I spoke.”


Marcus nodded slowly, never taking his eyes from Galen’s. “I should have trusted you, dear Lucius. Your coming here today was a sign—even if it came too late. Well, I shall heed it going forward. What fools all my physicians turned out to be! Or was there no hope from the beginning? At least poor Titus’s suffering is over. In future . . .” His voice quavered. “In future, I shall call upon you, Galen of Pergamum, to look after the boy’s brother.” The emperor reached forth and laid his hand on Galen’s shoulder, then looked down at the child beside him. “What do you say, Commodus? Shall I appoint this man your physician?”


“Yes, Papa,” said the child, who paused from sucking at his fingers and stared up at Galen with wide eyes.


It was some months later that Lucius Pinarius, sitting in his garden, broke the wax seal on a folded bit of parchment that had come from a ship newly arrived at Ostia. The seal—a snake shaped like the Greek letter gamma—was not familiar to him, so he quickly scanned the letter to discover the sender.


“Who is it from, Papa?” asked his daughter, who sat with her mother nearby. They were both at work sewing up small tears in several of the family’s garments.


“Why, it’s from Galen!”


“Oh.” Pinaria looked down at her sewing. Mention of the physician reminded her of the condition, or whatever one should call it, that Galen had diagnosed. Anything to do with the whole episode was distasteful to her.


Lucius was too pleased by the unexpected letter to notice his daughter’s discomfort. “We were lucky to have his services. Who knew he would be leaving Rome so soon?”


“It did seem odd, especially since you had introduced him personally to the emperor. Didn’t you tell me that Marcus Aurelius intended to make use of Galen?”


“Ah, that was the problem, my dear. They met under such terrible circumstances. Galen told me afterward that the experience quite unnerved him. ‘Every time he sees me, he shall think of his poor, dead boy,’ he said. I told him that was nonsense, and then Galen confessed to me that the idea of treating anyone in the imperial family was too nerve-wracking for him to contemplate. ‘The stakes are too high,’ he said. ‘High stakes, high rewards!’ I said. Or as my warrior brother likes to say, ‘No spirit, no splendor!’ But Galen would have none of it. Well, one can see his point. What if he was called to the palace to treat Commodus one day, and instead of getting better, the boy . . .”


“Touch that fascinum at your breast if you must utter such thoughts!” said Paulina. She was a firm believer in averting the Evil Eye, especially when speaking the unspeakable. Lucius dutifully obeyed.


“Galen actually confessed to me that he was relieved when he saw little Titus lying there, dead. Otherwise, had he arrived earlier, he might have taken the blame—though at the same time he insisted to me that he could have done a better job ‘than those palace quacks,’ as he called them. ‘So which is it?’ I asked him. ‘Could you have saved the boy, or not?’ Well, I never got a straight answer to that! And the next thing I knew, Galen invited me to join him at some shady tavern on the riverfront, for a farewell cup of wine. He was leaving Rome, and being very quiet about it. ‘I never intended to stay for good,’ he said. ‘There’s more of the world to see, and it’s Pergamum that will always be my home.’ ‘And what happens when little Commodus has a cough, and Marcus sends for you?’ I asked. And he said: ‘I won’t be there.’”


Lucius laughed “Ha! I won’t be there! I never met a man so vain, but our Galen certainly has a timid streak. I still think he’s some sort of genius. Well, let’s see what he has to say for himself.”


Lucius finally noticed the scowl on his wife’s face, and his daughter’s averted gaze. He proceeded to read in silence:




To Senator Lucius Pinarius of Rome, from your loyal physician and, I hope, your friend, Galen of Pergamum—Greetings from Antioch! (I have not settled here, but am in transit.)





In transit to where? Lucius wondered. Why was Galen so discreet? Perhaps he still feared a call from the emperor, who might reasonably presume that Lucius knew the physician’s whereabouts—and so Galen was keeping him in the dark. Had the letter actually come from Antioch? Who could say?


Lucius read on:




As my friend, and as a man who values truth and reason, I beg of you: don’t let anyone start false gossip about me, or slander me, saying I left because I killed a patient or some such nonsense. Even worse would be if word spreads that I was called to the palace and witnessed the death of the emperor’s son—or even caused it! Especially since the opposite is the case, and I was the only physician who might have saved the poor lad! So I ask you to divulge no details of that episode to others, who are full of jealousy and would maliciously distort the truth.





Lucius smiled. Here at last was a straight answer to his question. Galen did believe, at least in retrospect, that he could have done what the others were unable to do: save Titus. Like every other physician Lucius had ever known, Galen was full of bravado—especially at a safe distance. And here he was, refashioning the story of his dismal visit to the palace so as to inflate his own ego—even while asking Lucius to keep it all a secret.


Lucius put down the letter with a prickle of distaste. But then he looked at his daughter, sitting in a spot of sunshine and industriously sewing—back to her normal, lovely, calm, sweet self—and he realized just how grateful he was to Galen, and always would be.


Lucius missed the fellow. Perhaps, one day, Galen would dare to return to Rome, and when he did, Lucius would be glad to see him.
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A.D. 168


Lucius was asleep and dreaming.


In his dream, it was again the day of the two emperors’ joint triumph, the first triumph to be held in Rome in almost fifty years, and the first in the lifetimes of just about everyone present. Lucius himself was now forty-seven. In all that time, until Verus’s Parthian campaign, there had been no wars to speak of, no grand conquests or decisive victories, no triumphs to be celebrated.


How splendid that day had been! As a senator, Lucius himself had taken part in the grand procession. The contingents ahead of him had included a great many captives in chains to represent the barbarian multitudes subdued and conquered in the war, along with painted placards held aloft depicting the cities taken, and wagons full of booty, heaped with gold and jewels. After the senators had come the two emperors, sharing a chariot so capacious there was room for every one of Marcus’s children, not just Commodus but also the girls, all clustered around their father, smiling and waving to the multitude of cheering well-wishers in the vast crowds along the Sacred Way.


Feasting and celebration had followed, including gladiator combats in the Flavian Amphitheater, not one of which was allowed to end in a fatality by decree of Marcus, who appreciated the skillful display of arms but not the necessity of death as the outcome. Amid the acrobatic displays in the arena, a young boy had fallen from a tightrope and broken his neck. Some in the crowd had been amused but others were aghast, including Marcus, who decreed that thereafter all such tightropes should have nets fitted beneath them, to safeguard against future fatalities. These innovations by Marcus had not met with universal approval. Lucius had overheard one loudmouth in the latrina grumbling, “What’s the point of gladiator games if no one’s to die in the end? And who wants to watch some fool prance across a tightrope if there’s no chance he might kill himself?”


The arena games had delivered plenty of gore and bloodshed by the end, if mostly from creatures other than human. A great many exotic animals from the Parthian border regions, including camels and wild dogs, had been chased and hunted by men on horseback. At the climax of these animal spectacles, a hundred lions were set loose in the arena at once, causing the crowd to roar with delight. To prove that the lions were man-eaters, a number of convicted criminals were forced at swordpoint into the arena, with predictable results. But just as the lions were settling down after gorging themselves, archers from an elevated gallery in the arena’s center rained arrows upon them. A few stray arrows went into the crowd, but no one was seriously wounded. The same could not be said for the lions, every one of which was put to death.


Relieving himself in the latrina again, Lucius happened to overhear the same grumbler, who now seemed mollified. “Well,” the man bellowed, “Not a single dead gladiator and only one dead acrobat, but by Hercules, what a lot of dead lions! Hercules himself, with his mighty club, could never have killed so many!”


More celebrations had followed, including the staging of serious tragedies followed by ridiculous comedies, one of which, by a certain Marullus, caused a bit of scandal by daring to lampoon the two emperors. The comedy was ostensibly about Rome’s first two kings, the bandit-warrior Romulus who was followed by the pious priest-king Numa—the first depicted as a swaggering dandy and the second as a prim, dour killjoy—but every spectator knew that the two actors were playing Verus and Marcus Aurelius, both of whom were in the audience. If either took offense, neither showed it. Indeed, the verbal wit and the sheer absurdity of the play seemed to release a deep well of laughter from Marcus. Lucius had never seen his boyhood friend laugh so hard.


Endless feasts and orgies followed, many at Verus’s sumptuous new villa on the Via Clodia just outside the city, where the parties seemed never to stop. And what licentious parties they were, with every imaginable manner of carnal pleasure made available to the guests . . .


Lucius Pinarius opened his eyes, suddenly awake. For a moment he was disoriented and confused, unsure of his surroundings. A feeling of dread descended on him. This was certainly not his own bed, for he was surrounded by unfamiliar cushions and bedspreads embroidered with shimmering threads of silver and gold in strange, barbaric designs, depicting griffins and dragons and other unearthly creatures—and then Lucius remembered the story that went with the cushions, which had been taken from a Parthian nobleman’s captured estate, along with a great many other exquisite and exotic furnishings, all of which decorated the sprawling new villa that was now home to the emperor Verus . . .


His head was pounding. That was because of all the wine he had drunk the night before. But why did he feel such a sense of foreboding?


Lucius heard the sound of a girl giggling, and a boy chuckling, and remembered who else was in the bed with him—the pretty young actress from Alexandria, and the even prettier young actor, both of whom had proved such congenial companions during last night’s dinner. Lucius had had his eye on the two of them for quite some time, because they were always present at Verus’s dinner parties, the prettiest of all the pretty young things that were invariably in attendance to amuse the emperor’s chosen guests, senators and poets and wealthy merchants and other men of importance like Lucius Pinarius. Last night he had finally made his move on the pair, and they had been most accommodating, laughing at his jokes, making sure his goblet was always brimming with wine, coyly edging closer, one on each side, touching him casually on his arms and legs and then in more intimate ways, and freely allowing him to touch them in return. By twos and threes and fours the various guests and their pleasure companions retreated to more private quarters, and Lucius had been thrilled when the boy and girl each took him by the hand and led him off to a dimly lit room where the bed was strewn with glittering pillows of Parthian design.


Lucius drew a deep breath. He was at the emperor Verus’s villa on the Via Clodia, in a soft, warm bed, and the boy and girl were with him. Surrounded by such splendid comforts, why did he feel so oppressed, so gloomy, so anxious?


And then, with a wrenching jolt, cold reality returned him to his senses. Try as one might to forget what was happening in the world by plunging headlong into drinking and debauchery, in the morning the reality was still there, staring one in the face like an unblinking basilisk . . .


The plague!


As soon as the triumph and its festivities were over, the parties had begun. That was also about the time the plague began, or at least when most people began to realize it. The onset of the disease was swift—fever, diarrhea, a burning in the throat. These might be taken for symptoms of some other illness, but when the pustules appeared on the ninth day—if the victim lived that long—there could be no doubt that the plague was to blame.


Even before the triumph, the imperial physicians had noticed a sudden, sharp rise in the number of deaths all across the city, but the emperors had warned them to be quiet, lest the triumph be spoiled by uncalled-for panic. The people of Rome deserved the undiluted joy of celebrating their victory over the Parthian threat.


Like most people, Lucius first became aware of the plague as a rumor, a story overheard in the Forum, and then discussed over dinner, and then made terribly real by news of the sudden death of an acquaintance or friend. Then came news of more deaths, across town, across the street, across the room—indeed, the first such death Lucius had witnessed had been that of a serving boy in his family’s dining chamber.


The boy had suddenly tripped, sending a tray full of precious silver tumbling across the marble floor. Lucius had been furious—it shamed him now to remember that he had cursed at the young slave, then had risen from his dining couch and snatched a long silver spoon from the floor, intending to give the boy a sound thrashing with it. But no sooner had he grabbed the boy’s shoulder and turned him face-upright than he let out a gasp and sprang backward, for the boy’s eyes were rolled up and lips were flecked with foam and he began to convulse.


That was the first night he attended one of Verus’s parties. He had been invited before, but had never gone, out of loyalty to Marcus, who disapproved of his junior partner’s lavish entertainments. Since that first night, the parties had never stopped. Nor had the dying. Even as the death toll grew, so did the parties grow ever more debauched, the festivities ever more desperate . . .


As he had done a thousand times before, Lucius pushed all thoughts of plague from his mind and concentrated on the moment. Stoics like Marcus had long recommended such a practice—to concentrate entirely and exclusively on the present moment, and if that moment contained no physical suffering, then to be content. Why should Lucius not be happy, sharing such a lovely bed with two such lovely mortals? The boy was an actor, or so people said. Lucius had never actually seen him on a stage. The girl was an actor of a sort, too, a street mime from Alexandria. Along with all his other booty, Verus had brought back countless actors, mimes, jugglers, acrobats, flautists, and harpists, and every other sort of entertainer—so many, that some wags claimed Verus had never fought the Parthians at all, but had gone east to wage war against actors, so as to bring every one of them back to Rome in captivity. Marcus had made one of his very rare jokes about it, saying that historians were likely to call Verus’s campaign “The War of Actors.”


The actors in bed with Lucius seemed to be engaged in some sort of combat, to judge by all the slapping and wrestling and grunting. First she was on top, and then he was. What pretty bottoms they both had! Sadly, the two of them were far more interested in pleasing each other than in pleasing him, as had quickly become evident the previous night. They might at least act as if he mattered, which as actors, if not whores, they should be capable of doing. Lucius would report their unsatisfactory behavior to their master, who should give them a tongue-lashing at least, though the soft-hearted Verus was as likely to take their side as his. Last night Lucius had been content to watch the two go at it, and to pleasure himself, until inebriation and satiation at last delivered him to the arms of Somnus, in whose embrace one could find a few hours of respite from the unrelenting horrors of waking life.


Did the two of them never grow tired, would they never stop sweating and grunting? Suddenly, Lucius had had quite enough of them. “Out! Out, you two! If you must continue fornicating, then go and do it in the road, like a couple of dogs!”


As they scampered off, naked and squealing and giggling like children and dodging the pillows he threw after them, Lucius heaved a long sigh. What pretty, pretty bottoms!


Lucius dressed himself. He had no slave to dress him; the slave who did that had died some days ago, and there were no slaves in the market to replace him. Over a loose-fitting gown, suitable for lounging, he managed to throw, wrap, fold, and tuck his toga into a shabby semblance of senatorial respectability.


On his way out, crossing a small garden open to the sky, he encountered his host, looking as bleary-eyed as himself and barely decent in a blue silk tunic that had slipped off his broad shoulders to settle into something like a loincloth around his hips. Bleary-eyed, yes, but what a handsome fellow! Even the prettiest slave boy or the brawniest gladiator receded from view when Verus entered a room. A beam of sunlight sparkled upon remnants of gold dust that had been sprinkled on Verus’s hair for last night’s banquet, though his golden curls hardly needed adornment. His blond beard was in the new style he had brought back to Rome from the East, very long and full like those seen on Parthian statues. “Barbaric,” some called it, but on Verus the cut was quite flattering.


Like the style of his beard, Verus’s penchant for high living was another trait he had picked up during his time in Asia and the Parthian borderlands. As a youth he had always been very much in the shadow of Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius, sharing the latter’s tutors and earning from them almost as much praise for his intellect as had Marcus before him. The young Verus had never been as staid as Marcus, but nor had he been particularly extravagant or self-indulgent. His time in the exotic cities of Asia had heightened his taste for luxury, and his success on the battlefield had given him license to indulge it.


Marcus did not approve, but said nothing in public to show it. For a while, he even attended some of Verus’s parties, or at least had been present in the house while they went on. He himself ate little and drank less, and participated in no debauchery, but instead tended to correspondence and caught up on his reading while half-naked dancing girls ran past, followed by tipsy senators. When his efforts to lead, or at least moderate, by example fell flat, Marcus stopped coming to the villa, but he never said a word against his younger partner.


Whatever his bad habits, it was impossible to dislike Verus. What a charmer he was, especially in his current disheveled state, grinning at Lucius and reaching up to run his hands through his tangled curls, causing a nimbus of gold dust to shimmer about his handsome face. There was something completely forthright and open about Verus. Marcus might be scrupulously honest, but there was always something reserved in his manner. His face and mood were often hard to read. Not so Verus, about whom there seemed to be nothing held back, no deceit, no hidden agendas.


“Are you leaving us, Senator Pinarius?” asked Verus, with a yawn.


“I’m afraid so, Dominus. Your hospitality has quite worn me out.”


“You talk like an old man—like Marcus!” Verus laughed and slapped Lucius on the shoulder in a good-natured way.


“I hardly think so, Dominus. When I consider some of the things I got up to last night . . .”


“Was that a shudder, Senator? There’s only one cure for losing one’s nerve, you know, and that’s to blunder headlong into the next battle. Come along with me to the baths in the eastern wing. We’ll have a hot plunge and then a cold plunge and then some cakes with honey to fortify ourselves for a little gathering I’ve planned for the afternoon. There shall be a very talented singer from Pergamum, and a pair of dancers—a brother and sister, twins—I discovered in Antioch. After that, I’ve arranged for some rather brawny gladiators to wrestle a famous Greek athlete, a wiry little fellow who assures me he’ll be able to pin them all, one after another. They shall wrestle in the nude, as the Greeks at Olympia do—if you like that sort of thing?”


“It’s all very . . . tempting,” said Lucius, and in fact he was tempted to stay, but not because of the entertainments being offered. In that moment, he very much wished he could be alone with Verus, sculpting him. Some trick of the morning sunlight caused Verus to glow, as if from inside. What marble could capture that glow? Lucius had sculpted Verus more than once, and though the subject himself had been pleased, Lucius had never been satisfied with the result. Would Lucius ever be able to capture the unique quality of the man’s beauty in marble or bronze—the quality he was seeing at this very moment—as his father had captured Hadrian’s divine consort, Antinous?


Then Lucius blinked, and a thin cloud veiled the sun, and the moment of clarity passed. “Tempting indeed, Dominus. But I really must get back to my family. I don’t mean to be ungrateful—”


“Senator, say no more. Your children—how lucky you are to have them! Especially . . . these days. You must cherish them, at every opportunity.”


“Now who sounds like Marcus?”


Verus laughed. “Well, Marcus and I did have the same upbringing. I could probably do a pretty good imitation of him, if I wanted to.” He smiled at the thought. “But I’m entirely sincere. Go on, then. Off with you!”


His slaves were in the outer courtyard where he had left them, along with the sedan chair on poles. Lucius stepped in, and the four of them dutifully lifted the contraption onto their shoulders. He braced himself for the unpleasantness to come.


Almost at once, as they left the immediate vicinity of the villa, signs of the plague appeared. A number of burials were taking place amid the funeral steles that lined the road outside the old, crumbling city walls. A funeral or two was not an odd thing to see on any given day, but on this morning there were more than he could count, some far from the road and others quite near, so that the shrieks and wails of the mourners grated upon his ears.


Held aloft in his chair, he could see a considerable distance, and far to one side he saw something quite shocking. A group of rough-looking men had apparently broken into what looked like a large family monument, and from its niches were removing one urn after another, and then—unbelievable!—opening the urns and emptying the ashes. For what possible purpose? As soon as the question occurred to him, so did the answer: they were making room for the newly dead, which otherwise had no proper place to be put, so quickly were so many dying. Perhaps all the family members of those in the desecrated monument were already dead, so there would be no one to object—but no, even as he watched, another group of men arrived, carrying clubs and knives, and attacked the desecrators, who used the urns in their hands as missiles. One, made of pottery, struck a nearby stone monument and exploded in a cloud of ash. The scene seemed so unreal as to be almost comic.


Lucius thought of the “war of actors,” and all the lively young people Verus had brought to Rome. This abomination had also followed Verus from the East—one could call it a war over human remains, as sites for interment became so crowded people began fighting over them. Romans preferred to cremate their dead, but fuel for so many fires had become scarce, along with living humans to cut the trees and tend the flames. Even suitable urns for ashes were scarce, so that the poor were reduced to using their piss-pots! Instead of cremating them, many people were now burying their dead, as the Christians did, not from any belief that the bodies might someday come back to life, as the Christians in their lunacy imagined, but simply to be rid of the corpses and the plague that infested them. Lucius had even heard of grave robbers who dug up the freshly buried, so that new bodies could be put in the same hole. A war of corpses! Such were the horrors to which the plague had reduced the greatest city in the world.


Once inside the city proper, Lucius should have seen streets filled with people and heard the noises of city life, but all was unnaturally still. Doors and windows were shut. Balconies of upper floors were deserted. A vague sound of weeping rose and fell, muffled behind closed doors.


Even the temples were quiet, with only a few people coming and going on the marble steps. For a while every temple in Rome had been unusually crowded. Shocked and terrified at the death suddenly all around them, people called on every god they could think of, pleading for an end to the suffering. The gods did not hear, for the dying only accelerated.


As his litter passed near the buildings that housed the imperial horse guard, he received another shock. First, his nostrils were assaulted by the all-too-familiar stench of dead bodies. Then he saw that the paved public square—where the horsemen frequently showed off their steeds and practiced extravagant maneuvers to the delight of onlookers—had been completely dug up. Gone were the paving stones, and in their place was a huge pit, perhaps ten feet deep, where a mass burial was taking place. Lucius called to his litter-bearers to stop, so that he could take in the ghastly spectacle.


Most of the horsemen were from far away and had no family in Rome to grieve or to bury them, so they were being buried here, all together and all at once. Had every one of them died overnight? The gruesome work was being performed by the lowest of the stable hands—slaves who usually shoveled horse dung, to judge by their filthy tunics. Down an earthen ramp and into the pit they carried one corpse after another, all anonymous within linen shrouds, and laid them close together. Then the slaves shoveled a thick layer of plaster over the bodies. Lucius had heard that some physicians believed plaster could contain the contagion. At least it served to contain the stench.


The man directing the slaves allowed them a brief respite, while the plaster was allowed to dry for bit. From the nearby piles of linenwrapped corpses that remained unburied it was evident what would happen next—another layer of bodies would be laid in the pit and covered with plaster, and then another layer, and yet another, until all the bodies were plastered over and the pit could be filled with earth.


Would the pit then be paved over, as if nothing had happened? Would there be no monument for the dead cavalrymen? The relentless onslaught of the plague had overtaken the ability of the living to memorialize the dead.


It had not been so at the beginning of the plague, when untimely death was still a novelty. Monuments and memorials proliferated outside the city, of course, but inside the city as well, as every family wealthy enough to do so petitioned the emperors to be allowed to set up a statue in some public place to honor some beloved and muchmourned senator or magistrate or famous philosopher struck down in his prime. Having allowed the privilege to the first few who asked, Marcus had seen no proper way to refuse those who followed, and eventually every empty spot large enough for a pedestal became occupied by a statue. A war of statues, Lucius thought, all vying for attention!


For a while, Lucius had received more business than he could handle, as his studio turned out one statue after another—so many, so fast, that he frequently ran out of marble. Eventually marble became as scarce as gold, as quarries all over the empire, one after another, were stricken by the plague. Usually, the lowly slaves in the quarries were easily replaced, but when they died by the hundreds and thousands, even the quarries were depopulated.


When Lucius crossed the city nowadays, he averted his eyes from those statues, which had appeared all over Rome in the first stages of the plague, or at least from the ones for which he was responsible. In the mounting rush, and with so much money pouring in, he had allowed his standards to slip. One statue of a senator was simply copied from the last—the same stance, hands, gestures—with only the facial features given any distinction, as his sculptors worked from wax masks of the dead. Some of the workmanship was appalling. Lucius was simply responding to the demands of his clients, he tried to tell himself, performing a public duty—but he knew that it was really greed that had gotten the better of him, along with the perverse satisfaction of being so much in demand, never mind that a plague was the cause.


It was not only the quarries that had come to a standstill. All over Italy and in every sort of endeavor there had been a sudden and severe loss of manpower. With no slaves to harvest them, crops rotted in the field. With no slaves to load the ships, cargoes sat on piers. Trade slowed to a trickle, and now one heard rumors of famine, growing closer and closer to Rome.


As Lucius gazed at the pit of plastered corpses, something Marcus once said echoed in his head. “Consider all the mortals that populated the earth before us, generation upon generation, extending back through countless centuries. All are dead, all turned to dust—so many, one wonders how the earth has room to hold them all.”


Lucius called to his bearers. “Let’s be off again. Quickly!”


No sooner had he escaped the stench of the pit than he saw ahead of him an unearthly sight.


In recent days, the remaining artisans in his workshop had been toiling day and night to satisfy an order that had come directly from Marcus, who specified a great many statues to be fashioned not from marble (a good thing, as there was none), but from old-fashioned terracotta, which was much lighter and more easily moved. These statues were to represent many different gods and goddesses, each made to human scale and depicted reclining on one elbow, as if settled on a dining couch. For Marcus, Lucius had insisted on the highest standards, despite the rush, and had overseen much of the production himself, even doing some of the painting. In the end he had been rather proud of those statues. Properly painted, terra-cotta could pass for marble, unless one thumped it with a finger. His overflowing workshop had come to resemble a house party crammed with too many guests.


Now he saw how the statues had been put to use. Overnight, scores of dining couches had been taken outdoors and arranged as if for a very large banquet. These couches were so elegant they could only have come from the imperial palace, and almost certainly from storage, since Lucius had never seen Marcus use furniture so fine. Upon these exquisitely carved and upholstered couches the reclining statues of the gods had been placed, so that it appeared as if the gods themselves had gathered for a banquet. Before each deity had been placed round tables piled high with offerings—not the coarse food of mortals, but precious incense and flowers and other aromatic substances, for everyone knew that gods lived from intangible stuff: sweet smells and smoke and the praise of mortals.


Lucius ordered the bearers to stop. He had never seen anything like it. Nor had anyone else. Having failed to end the plague with all ordinary appeals to the gods, Marcus, as Pontifex Maximus, had searched the state archives for ancient purificatory rites, and had discovered this one, which called for statues of all the gods to be placed in prominent locations all around the city, making all of Rome into a banqueting hall for the immortals. Priests would chant, people would gather and pray, and surely the well-fed gods would show their favor.


Even exotic deities had been included. Lucius himself had put the final touches to the rather fine statue of Isis that he saw reclining on a couch nearby. Her inclusion at the feast was probably due to influence of the Egyptian priest Harnouphis, who had risen to a privileged place in the imperial household. Isis was also quite popular with the citizens, to judge by the many offerings and tokens that had been piled up around her. Among the flowers and bits of cinnamon Lucius saw crude clay effigies, representations of the still-living children for whom their parents asked divine protection from the plague.


Isis would not be lonely at the banquet. Nearby Lucius saw statues of Apollo, Latona, Diana, Mercury, Hercules, and Neptune.


He called to the bearers, and hurried on.


The streets became narrower as he drew closer to his house. On doorways to either side he saw the charms that had been nailed onto many of the doors. These charms took various forms, depending on which wonder-worker had sold them to the occupants. Some doors had several such charms, from several sources. Most were made of thin, cheap metal etched with designs or letters, some more sophisticated than others. Of late, on many doors, Lucius had noticed circular tin disks, elaborately stippled around the edges, etched with letters of some foreign alphabet, and painted with a head of Medusa. Supposedly the words of the spell along with the Gorgon’s glare would prevent the plague from entering. Were any of these charms efficacious? Lucius had no reason to think so, since people all up and down the street, whether they used the charms or not, continued to fall ill and die.


The Gorgon disks, he knew, came from a particular wonderworker—or more likely, charlatan—named Alexander, who was new in the city. Lucius’s brother had encountered him in the East. According to Kaeso, the man had preyed on soldiers, selling them charms that would supposedly keep them safe in battle—charms that Kaeso himself had seen on many a dead body on the battlefield. Alexander had a traveling workshop that produced amulets to ward off every evil and to cure every illness.


These were not free, of course. Alexander must have made a good living from selling them, though one would never know it to look at him, as he shambled about the city in worn shoes and tattered clothes, haranguing anyone who would stop to listen. “The humblest servant of the gods I am,” he would say, “just doing what I can to help my fellow mortals.”


As the bearers rounded a corner, Lucius saw the wonder-worker himself. In an open area surrounded by shops and shadowed by a few tall trees, a considerable crowd had gathered. One seldom saw such large gatherings since the coming of the plague. Alexander was not alone in addressing the crowd. A rival wonder-worker was competing for attention. Unlike Alexander, this man was dressed in the multicolored robes and high headdress of a Chaldean magus, trained to read the stars. He, too, had charms to sell. His servants were moving through the crowd, displaying little figurines that depicted various demigods and mortals, like Castor and Pollux, who had been placed by the gods among the stars. “The Gemini look down from the heavens and weep to see such suffering!” the magus cried. “Place one of these figures in every room of your home, to look after you and each of your loved ones! If you have slaves, protect them as well.”


“What absolute nonsense!” shouted Alexander. “You are a Chaldean, Julianus. You know nothing at all about talismans and amulets. Stick to reading the stars! Or better yet, give that up as well, since your powers are obviously useless. Did your insight into celestial mechanics foretell the plague? Did you warn the people of what was to come? I think not! Tell us when the plague will be over, if you are able, but leave the care of the people to me!”


“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” shouted Julianus. “My charms have successfully warded off the plague in a third of the city, while everyone knows that the houses displaying your amulets are the ones hardest hit.”


“Then why do you see so many of my Medusa charms, all over the city?”


“Because, you fool, there is no one left alive in those houses to take them down!”


Some in the crowd laughed, but only a few. Public laughter had become a rare thing in Rome.


With more and more people gathering to watch them, the two wonder-workers hurled ever more vicious and outrageous insults at each other. “Why, they’re nothing more than actors,” muttered Lucius to himself. “Look at those two, all puffed up by the attentions of their audience.” There was something not quite right about the situation. Were they in fact actors, working from a script? Were they colluding with each other, and only pretending to argue?


Lucius knew of only one charm that had demonstrated any power over the plague, and that was the amulet passed down by his ancestors. Through his tunic, he clutched the golden fascinum nestled in the cleft of his chest, securely attached to its necklace. Silently, he thanked the god Fascinus—and then snatched his hand away, fearful that some malevolent power might sense his thoughts and set about inflicting the plague upon his household, deliberately trying to thwart the protection of the fascinum.


Where is Galen when you most need him? he thought. All other physicians had been powerless to cure or stop the plague, but if any man could do so, it would be Galen—who might, in fact, arrive in Rome any day now. The physician’s most recent letter from Pergamum brought news that the two emperors had summoned him back to Rome, not to care for the imperial household, but to accompany Verus and his legions north, where Germanic barbarians were causing trouble along the border. Another war was looming, and the Roman legions, already suffering from the plague, would have need of the very best physicians. Galen should have been flattered by the summons, Lucius thought, but in his letter he expressed only dismay. Whatever his own wishes, after his hasty exit from Rome, Galen did not dare to ignore a direct summons from the emperors.


“On, on!” cried Lucius to his bearers, but as they made their way through the spectators, the crowd grew thicker, and their progress was slow. No sooner had they passed the quarreling wonder-workers than they came upon another crowd, this one gathered to watch something in a fig tree.


The tree was in full leaf, so that hardly a branch could be seen, only a canopy of green. From the tree’s uppermost reaches, a human head emerged from the shimmering green leaves. No body could be seen, only the head, but that was not the strangest thing, for the face and the bald pate were a vivid shade of red. Amid so much crimson, the wide, unblinking eyes were strikingly white. People were staring up at the head in awe. As Lucius drew nearer, he realized the head was speaking.


“This is the end!” cried the head, in a deep, sonorous voice, speaking with such a strange accent it might have been comic had the words not been so dire. “The gods have not just turned their backs on us—they have turned against us! The plague will grow worse and worse, until every mortal in Rome is too weak to stand, and then what will become of those few survivors? Do you want to know more? The end was foretold by an oracle that dwells on the most distant mountain beyond the most distant sea ever sailed by mortal men. I sailed that sea! I climbed that mountain! I heard the oracle speak and wrote down every word—a poem of nine hundred and ninety-nine lines—though at the time I could hardly imagine what it meant. I journeyed many years to come back to Rome, and the moment I arrived, the words of the oracle began to come true. But . . . there is one small sliver of hope, one faint ray that lights the dark portals of days to come. Do you want to know more? Shall I speak? Shall I recite the oracle’s prophecy?”


The spellbound crowd shouted as one. “Yes! Speak!”


“A man in a yellow cap moves among you, with a bronze bowl for collecting alms. When the bowl is full, I shall speak again. Throw coins into the bowl! Make the music of silver upon bronze. I long to speak, to tell you all I know. Give alms! Give alms!”


From his high seat on the litter, Lucius scanned the crowd and spotted the yellow cap in their midst. He heard the clattering of coins tossed into the bowl.


“Well, that’s another way to rob fools of their money!” he muttered to himself, though in fact he, too, was rather curious to hear what the man would say next. Then there was a commotion of some sort, and a surge of movement in the crowd, and loud cries of alarm. A group of armed Praetorians forced their way through the spectators, heading for the fig tree.


“Out of there!” cried the officer in charge. “Get out of that tree, you scoundrel!”


The eyes opened wide—a flash of white surrounded by the red face—and then the whole head vanished into the canopy of fig leaves. There followed the sounds of breaking branches and squeals of protest, and then the man was forcibly pulled from the tree. Praetorians gripped him by the arms. Lucius saw that the man was dressed in a dark robe with long sleeves. His hands had been darkened somehow. The intention was obvious: to hide his body from sight while his head appeared to float above the leaves—a simple but remarkably effective bit of stagecraft. Even Lucius had felt a shiver of the uncanny, watching him. The man’s deep voice had also cast a spell, but now he was squeaking like a mouse, begging the guards to let him go.


“You there!” shouted Lucius. “Officer in charge! What’s the man done?”


The Praetorian looked up, ready to bark an order, but then he saw Lucius’s toga. “Good day, Senator. We are arresting this foreigner and his compatriot for falsely collecting alms. They’re no better than thieves. They’ve been putting on this little play all over the city. This time we caught them in the act.”


“But if they’re merely actors, and this is a show, where’s the crime?”


“Senator, surely you know that all performances of any sort must be approved in advance by the magistrates. And these fellows are no common street mimes. Did you not hear them? They’re uttering blasphemy, even as the emperors are doing everything they can to placate the gods. It’s sedition. When the city prefect hears his case, this scoundrel will be lucky to keep his head on his shoulders, painted red or otherwise.”


“Ah, well, then . . . yes, I see,” said Lucius. “But unless he’s a Roman citizen, he’s not likely to be granted the mercy of beheading. More likely, he’ll be crucified.”


The man—street mime, actor, or whatever he was—overheard, and began wailing in terror.


The Praetorians went about their business, the crowd dispersed, and the litter-bearers were able to move forward again.


What a sad, sordid place Rome has become, thought Lucius, full of frightened people, and the tricksters who prey on people’s fear. Would the banquet set out for the gods make a difference? No one doubted that Marcus was doing all he could to save the city and its people. Lucius clutched the fascinum and whispered a prayer, asking the gods to help Marcus and to show mercy on Rome.


On a sudden impulse, Lucius gave new instructions to the bearers. More than one of them groaned aloud at the order, for they were very near his house but now would have to make a detour. It was never a good idea to get on the wrong side of one’s domestic slaves, especially since the plague had made finding reliable servants harder than ever, but Lucius knew the side trip was worthwhile as soon as its objective came into view.


He called the men to a halt and stepped from the litter, for the only way to view the great arch of Marcus and Verus was on foot, making a slow circle all the way around it. The arch had been completed just in time for the triumph. On its facade were numerous sculptural reliefs depicting both Verus’s victories on the battlefield and the bounty and peace of Rome under Marcus’s steady hand, but by far the finest and most striking part of the monument were the two gilded equestrian statues atop the arch. Lucius’s father might have created greater works of art—his many images of Antinous, or the fantastic quadriga atop Hadrian’s mausoleum—but on his own, since he had been in sole charge of the workshop, these were Lucius’s masterpieces. His Marcus, seated so serenely yet so commandingly on his steed, was nearly as grand as Hadrian in his chariot, and his Verus, likewise mounted on a charger, was almost as handsome as Antinous. To see these two statues shining golden in the lowering sun gave him a moment of respite, a brief, bright memory of the order and beauty that had existed in Rome only a short while ago, and might yet exist again, especially with two such fine emperors to lead her out of darkness.


When Lucius at last arrived home, he ordered a ration of wine for the bearers, which earned him a cheer louder than their previous groans. He made his way through the house, to the garden.


Pinaria looked up from her sewing. His daughter was still not married, alas, and was not soon likely to be, given the dearth of suitors caused by the plague. Young Gaius looked up from the board game he was playing with his uncle Kaeso and gave his father a smile. Kaeso, too, looked up, but did not smile. With his creased brow and grave expression, how old he looked for a young man of twenty-seven! In all the months he had been back from the wars with Verus in the East, Kaeso had not smiled even once. Nor had he spoken much. Kaeso mostly brooded. From the few comments he had made, it seemed the experience of war had not been a good thing for Kaeso. He would only allude vaguely to things he had seen and places he had been, never giving details.


At least the silly board game he was playing with Gaius—some nonsense to do with throwing dice and avoiding the jaws of a Nile crocodile while rescuing a kidnapped princess—seemed to be providing Kaeso with a bit of distraction.


Absent from the garden was Lucius’s wife, who had died not from the plague but suddenly and without much suffering a few months before the plague arrived. How singular and without parallel had seemed Lucius’s grief in the days after Paulina died, until so many others began to die. How he still missed her, every time he stepped into this garden! How he still missed his father, who also had died of natural causes, long before the plague.


The plague had so far taken no one from Lucius’s family, and hardly any of his slaves, a fact that would seem quite remarkable, indeed inexplicable, were it not for the obvious explanation—the protection of the fascinum. If he knew of a way to multiply its power and share it with others, he would do so gladly—and not charge for the favor, like those so-called wonder-workers.


The board game was suddenly over. Gaius, who had won, seemed quite pleased with himself. He went off to do something else. Pinaria also gathered up her sewing and headed elsewhere, pausing as she passed her father to whisper, “He’s in a very foul mood today,” by which she meant her uncle Kaeso.


“But how can you tell?” Lucius whispered back.


Pinaria rolled her eyes. The gesture reminded him of Paulina. He sighed.


“You don’t sound very happy for a man who’s been just back from the villa on the Via Clodia,” said Kaeso, idly fingering one of the wooden dice.


The comment stung, for Lucius had just been thinking that if Paulina were still alive, he wouldn’t be wasting his time at Verus’s orgies and making such a fool of himself—a forty-seven-year-old senator mindlessly cavorting with actors young enough to be his grandchildren, who barely disguised their contempt for him.


“You know you’re perfectly welcome to come along, if you wish to see for yourself,” said Lucius. “Verus himself has told me so.”


Kaeso turned up his nose. “I saw more than enough debauchery in the East with Verus. How he maintains such a voracious appetite for it, I can’t imagine. Boys, girls, wine—he could never get enough.”


“Perhaps resorting to such behavior was his way of coping with the stresses of war. And now it’s how some of us cope with the plague. Not everyone is as resolute a Stoic as our other emperor.”


“Thank the gods one of them has some decency and common sense!”


“Oh, Kaeso, you sound very old for a man your age. Why, when I was twenty-seven, I was serious about my work, to be sure, but still—”


“When you were my age, you hadn’t been to the places I’ve been to . . . or done the things I’ve done . . .”


Lucius held his breath. Was Kaeso finally ready to talk about the mysterious experiences that weighed so heavily on him? Lucius was not sure he was ready to listen.


“I was there,” said Kaeso quietly, staring at the wooden die between his finger and thumb. “I was there at the very beginning.”
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