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To the one who remembers…

 

You who deny me, confess me,

and you who confess me, deny me.

You who tell the truth about me, lie about me,

and you who have lied about me, tell the truth about me.

You who know me, be ignorant of me,

and those who have not known me, let them know me.

(Thunder: Perfect Mind)

The queen of the south shall rise up in the judgment with this generation 
and shall condemn it.

(Matthew 12:42, KJV)

 

 

 

 




PROLOGUE


I am Sophia, the first woman on Earth. Created by God together with the first man, as one being. Separated from him to meet him again. Born to be my husband’s companion, not a maid. A lady – neither a wo-man, nor a fe-male. Made to love, and to be loved.

I was the first and only, then only the first, eventually deleted, but forever perfect. She, whose faithfulness resisted the devil’s temptation. Hated by the other one who did not resist it. Rejected and demonized by her descendants. Later, glorified under false names. I’ve always been the biggest challenge and mystery to people, but now it’s time to finally tell you the truth.

In the beginning, it was Love. On the sixth day, our Father Adonai made the first man out of four elements – earth, water, air, and fire. A human being, dressed in light – male and female in one. As one, we felt infinite gratitude for the Father, and as two halves we loved Him from the moment He breathed the immortal soul into us. As we were so sincere and blessed, God gave us gifts unknown even by the angels – the free will and earthly love.

We lived in the Garden of Eden – a beautiful oasis in the heart of our flat Earth. We have given names to all the lower beings – beasts, birds, fish and plants… We ate the sweetest fruits and drank water from the purest sources. We didn’t know about the pain or sadness.

One day we noticed that each creature has a different, separate being – to live with, and to be attracted to. 

“Why does everyone around me have its mate, but I’m alone?” one of us asked.

“You’re not alone, we’re two, locked in the same body… I just don’t understand why. Why can’t we look at each other, touch each other – just like every being around us?”

“Surely the Father had a reason for this.”

“Remember, He gave us the free will.”

One of us, who could talk, wondered aloud, “What should I do?”

“Just ask Him nicely.”

“Will you help me?”

“It is weird – Father gave you the opportunity to talk, and you can’t even speak to Him without me.”

“Then, you must be my better half.”

“And you’re my other self.”

Suddenly an indescribable, blinding light scattered all around us. We felt a sudden, pleasant warmth that penetrated our very depths. We could not see or understand anything anymore, but flew towards the light, dissolving in its embrace.

“You are ready now.”

When I came to myself, I saw my husband, Adam, and three angels, messengers of God – Senoy, Sansenoy and Semangelof, beside him. It was a strange feeling – being alone in one’s own body. It was easier and harder at the same time – for me, and, hopefully, for the man next to me. 

I thought, how beautiful he is, and how I probably look like him. With the smile on Adam’s face, I realized that the same thing went through his head.

“Our Creator always knows our wishes – even before we ask of them. By the will of God the Father, whose name is ineffable, you are no longer one but two,” Senoy started, and Sansenoy continued:

“The name of the husband,” He said, “shall be Adam – for he is the strength to his wife. And the wife shall be Sophia – to be her husband’s wisdom. Love each other, multiply and inhabit the Earth.”

“For the God has loved you much, He gave you freedom to do by your will. The only thing you may not do is to commit adultery. If you deceive each other – you deceive God. That is a sin, and it brings a curse,” finished Semangelof, before all three have disappeared in heaven.

First, we just looked at one another in the eye. Slowly, we started to look around as I noticed delight in my husband’s gaze. We exchanged smiles, and then Adam grabbed me by the arm and pulled me toward him – a little rougher than I expected.

“What are you doing?” I asked him in confusion.

“You are my wife,” he answered, squeezing my arm even harder. “I want to have children with you, like all other beings.”

“Do you love me, Adam?” I snapped, a little disappointed.

“Of course, I do,” replied my husband. “Father commanded us to love each other.”

“You want me – just because you’re ordered to?” I tried to catch his glance. “Or you just want me at your will?”

Adam took time to think. 

“My will, my wish, depends on Him,” he replied. “I want to be as perfect, as He is.”

“A creature will never be like the Creator,” I riposted, “and you and I, we are the same, equal.”

“You make a lot of noise,” he said. “Like any other female.”

I felt offended and moved away from my twin husband. “If you just want to own me,” I said firmly, “it’s not love, and I’m not going to be a part of it.”

Bewildered, Adam tried to get closer to me, but I turned my back. “Sophia, where are you going?” he exclaimed indignantly, watching me leave. “I love you, Sophia!”

I turned around. “And I don’t know yet if I love you,” I replied. “I need some time and space to think.”

“Stay!” Adam screamed. “I promise, I won’t touch you until you feel love for me.”

So, I agreed. Together, we built a hut, met water and fire, started picking and storing. The sun was always mild, the rain cool, the flowers fragrant, and the fruits sweet and delicious. Hand in hand, we enjoyed the endless meadows and starry heavens, but I still felt no love for my husband. Days, months and years passed, but the union of Adam and Sophia had not yet been consummated.

“How much longer do I have to wait?” my husband asked, lighting the fire. “I want our happiness to be complete.”

I didn’t feel ready. Beside Adam, I felt warmth and comfort, but my body did not crave for him. “Love is like fire.” I looked sadly at the flames. “It will not last unless it’s hot.”

“Fire is burning too fast,” he sighed, and threw two branches into blaze. “A big one can ruin.”

I disagreed, but I kept silent and simply dropped my head on his shoulder.

 

And then came the day when Senoy, Sansenoy, and Semangelof warned us about a renegade, a fallen angel who imagined himself godlike and persuaded a third part of the heavenly beings to rebel against the Almighty.

“Once, Mithras was an Archangel, closest to God,” Senoy began, “until his pride made him want to overthrow the Creator.”

“But there was Michael, faithful Commander of the Celestial Army,” Sansenoy continued. “With a fiery sword, he overthrew the enemy and his followers, and drove them into darkest depths of Earth.”

“From then on, they are doomed to tortures in inferno – a burning lake created by their pride,” finished Semangelof.

For the first time in our carefree life, we heard bad news. They told us not to trust anyone but the three of them, because that cursed one, who was jealous of people, sought to destroy us from the very start. 

“Mithras hates you,” the angel explained. “God loves you more than angels because you are perfect in your duality… And your ability to love is most disturbing for the enemy. Beware of him, for he is cunning, and he knows your weaknesses.”

When we were alone, Adam wondered. “Why, if Mithras was punished, would the Father allow him to roam the Earth, to attack us?”

“Nothing in the world happens without God’s permission,” I concluded. “The renegade must not hurt us, but he will do his best to deceive us – to do something forbidden… Adultery.”

“And become like him? No, never!” Adam shouted. “I’m just wondering, why God does not protect us if he knows we won’t forsake Him?”

“We need to prove it,” I replied. “Remember, God has given us free choice? Now is the time to choose.”

My husband shrugged. “Still, I don’t understand, how should we choose eternal torments over bliss? Why should we betray God?”

Feeling his fear, I reached out to hug him. “I would never cheat on you.”

He laughed. “Sophia, what comes to your mind? With whom can we deceive each other? We’re the only people in the world! Of course, there will be our children, and they will love one another…”

I sighed. My husband did not understand me again. “I know, but if there was another woman who is all I’m not –” I wanted to ask him, but I was interrupted.

“I won’t think about that which is impossible. My wife is you.”

Suddenly I remembered something I saw in the woods the other day. 

“Come here,” I said. “I want to show you something.”

Adam agreed but asked that we not stay in there long, as he was hungry.

It was the last time we walked hand in hand by the lake. What I wanted to see was our reflection in clear water. Two beautiful humans in light gowns, more similar than twins, red-haired and azure-eyed, were watching us from the lake’s glistening surface.

“Amazing!” Adam exclaimed in admiration. 

“So perfect in their duality, aren’t they?” I asked, recalling the angels’ words, but, again, my husband did not listen.

“From the first day, I have been exploring nature,” he said thoughtfully. “I went around every corner of Eden, but I somehow missed this treasure… It’s a game of light!”

I stiffened in place, feeling a change in my husband’s behavior. I did not hear him as he marveled at the creation of God around us. I no longer cared that the sun came up in the morning, that a cricket started its song at dusk, that an owl flew at midnight and a nightingale at dawn… My very first tears were dripping down my face.

“Sophia?” I heard a gentle note in Adam’s voice. “What is it, my dear?” Softly, he caressed my cheek and asked me, “Are you crying?”

“I’m scared, Adam.” My voice suddenly quivered.

He got earnest. “Tears in a place where no one cries… Not a good sign.” He hugged me tightly and whispered in my ear, “My dear, you have no reason to worry. With me, you are safe.”

Nevertheless, I didn’t feel safe… or loved. 

“It’s time to go back.”

That night, we slept facing opposite sides of our bed. 

 

At early dawn, while my husband was still sleeping, I got up carefully and tiptoed from the hut. I picked up a clay tray and a jug from the table and walked down the familiar path to the lake. 

I picked large violet figs – my husband’s favorite fruits. I went by myself, as I did not heed the angelic warning.

What can he do to me, I thought, that Mithras?

After I filled my jar with juicy fruits, I knelt by the lake to catch some more water. Suddenly, steps from behind me made me feel anxious. 

This was not Adam.

In the mirror of the lake, I saw a stranger. He was tall, dark-skinned, and black-eyed. I dropped the jug with a splash of water.

“Hail, Sophia,” he said, sounding refined. “I’m bringing some good news for you.”

An angel stood in front of me – with wings as bright as the sun, clothed in a gleaming dress.

Trust only in us three. I recollected the words of our guardians and looked into the stranger’s eyes. His gaze was arrogant, and his presence, instead of trust, brought me fear and disgust.

“Don’t be afraid of me.” He reached out to me. “I’m your friend. I know your pain, and I want to help you.”

I took a fast step back.

“I know who you are,” I said roughly. “From you, I don’t need help or anything at all!”

His laughter sounded horrible. “You are so defiant for a female,” he said. Then, suddenly, his pensive face softened into a gentle and spiritual expression. “I know you don’t love Adam. Leave him, and follow me –”

“I do not love you either,” I interrupted him. “You are disgusting.” 

“You have no clue, you stupid thing,” said Mithras, clenching his fists. “You don’t know who I am, nor what my powers are. If I wish, I can crush you. But if you bow down to me…” his voice grew crafty, “I will raise you to the ninth heaven, as a goddess, equal to myself.”

I looked at him with contempt and turned around to find the jug. “Don’t lie, Mithras, and don’t tempt me with what you don’t have. I only worship God, for he’s the only ruler of the Universe.”

The foreigner shook with fury.

“You female ape!” he roared, raising ahead a cloud of dust. “You will pay dearly for your insolence!”

He can’t do anything against the will of God, I thought, embracing my jug, and turned around to leave. 

“You will regret it,” Mithras laughed in a thousand voices. “You’ll remember me!”

I closed my ears not to hear that demonic echo.

I made my way to the hut unbelievably fast. Adam stood on the threshold, turning me away with a sole gesture.

“Go back where you came from.”

I did not take it seriously.

“Here you are,” I said, handing him the jar of figs. “I picked them to surprise you.”

He pushed my hand away, spilling the fruit out.

“You’ve been picking figs all day? Why are you lying to me, woman?”

He had never addressed me like that before.

“What do you mean?” I looked up at the sky, astonished. It was sunset, dying the blue horizon purple. So, he can move the time.

“Sophia, you betrayed me,” Adam said disgustedly. “Rejected me for Mithras!”

I realized the power of demonic threats.

“An angel visited me,” he continued angrily. “He told me you are evil, and I have to banish you!”

Through tears and pain, I tried to tell the truth, but he did not believe me.

“God, I don’t need a woman who is not obedient!” Adam exclaimed, raising his hands to the sky. “What is the use of a woman who does not give birth? All you can do is to demand some – love?”

I leaned against the date palm tree. I was speechless, but the worst was yet to come. I noticed her, stepping out of our house. Another woman – someone to replace me. Adam’s unconstrained choice. 

Tall, blond, and slim, she had snake-like green eyes. God named her Eve, meaning – life. My husband had got a new life, where there was no space for Sophia.

I turned my eyes upon him.

“You betrayed me. Devil seduced you, not me.”

“Shut up, woman!” Adam growled. “I’m not your stronger half, I am her man!” 

Humble Eve had hidden behind Adam’s back, watching us closely.

“So be it!” I smiled bitterly. “Farewell.”

My husband didn’t answer me. Pushing Eve out of his way, he turned back to the hut that once was mine.

 

I went away. For days, I wandered through strange roads without rest or purpose.

“Why was I created?” I asked, sobbing. “Why can’t I love and be loved back?”

Semangelof, my guardian angel, gave me the answer.

“We have no right to question God’s decisions. Father gives us happiness, and we make sorrows ourselves. Your human love is great, but it is infinitely smaller than our heavenly love.”

The angel took me in his arms, as a caring mother rocks her ailing child.

“In heaven, there is no love other than holy, divine. Us angels are always happy.”

“I didn’t love him,” I confided to my guard. “But I did not betray him. Every day I prayed to God that I could feel some love and to be loved by Adam.”

“I’m sorry, Sophia.” Semangelof sighed and spread his huge wings so we could leave the ground. In a moment, I was just flying among the clouds. My body became light, like a feather, and that freedom of the blue, cloudless sky awakened joy in me. Joy, but not happiness.

“Your home is now land between two seas,” my angel said. “Here, on the highest rock, shall be your habitation. Your land will be forever yielding, and your stream will not dry up. For you have never violated God’s commandment, you will never die. Your home is now surrounded by the impassable forest and deep sea – as to protect you from the world you left.”

“What else can Mithras do to me?” I shrugged.

Semangelof lowered me to the ground.

“For now, he is no longer interested in you, Sophia. The damage has been done, so the outlaw is quite sure of his victory. You need protection from the human race. Eve hates you; so will her descendants.”

I saw a magnificent house, carved in stone, in the shade of tall trees, and a waterfall emerging from the rock, and various flowers… I saw the deep forest that surrounded my new home, and the dark blue sea… This was where I had to live forever – all alone. This didn’t seem like a reward for faithfulness, it was a punishment.

The angel read my mind.

“Don’t be ungrateful,” he said roughly. “Your afflictions are yet nothing to the punishment of infidelity.”

I felt like unatonable things had been happening during my wanderings.

“How is Adam now?” I asked worriedly. “Is he happy with another woman?”

Semangelof fell silent, looked up to heaven and whispered, “Adam and Eve have been exiled. The Garden of Eden is submerged, and the human race is cursed.”

The pain, almost physical, bent me in half. “Is Eve… as well? What do you mean – cursed?”

The angel took my hand and led me into a new house. “Adam’s fall has led to Eve’s adultery,” he said. “A woman, created from his rib, has been seduced by Mithras.”

I remembered her serpent-like gaze.

Perhaps it’s my fault, I thought with sadness. I did not give Adam children; I did not support his desire to discover new lands and crafts… I was only guided by love.

“You are not to blame,” the messenger of God replied. “You’re sinless.”

The punishment for Adam and Eve was to live a kind of life they choose themselves. Existence outside of Eden was hard and dangerous – rains and droughts hindered the man’s work; the woman was doomed to give birth in anguish. Everything in their life was transient; even life itself had its end. And after that were mist and darkness…

Eve had been carrying twins, but Adam was not their father.

The angel left in silence, leaving me to spread out on my new soft bed – asleep at last.

 

I was awakened by gentle rays of morning sun. I was hardly an early riser, but I was pleased with what I saw. The sun appeared to be born from the calm sea, spilling bright colors across the sky one by one – red, orange, pink and yellow. A couple of white clouds floated, uniting in the air like lovers.

It won’t be me, I thought. I’ll never know what love is.

Suddenly, I heard a shudder behind my back. I turned to see a big owl sitting on the table and looking at me sleepily. It had large orange eyes and small black ears.

“Lilith1,” I patted her, “we’re much alike – both prefer night to day, and neither of us knows how to make a nest. Come on, I’ll find you something eatable.”

That bird was a very smart creature. She had bonded with me and loved sitting on my shoulder. I was telling her about Adam, and the owl nodded as if she understood each word. She often flew away at midnight, but when the bird was back – and wasn’t sleeping – she always kept an eye on me.

One day, I found her feather on the floor, dipped it in juice of a pomegranate, and guided by heavenly power, wrote the first verse on the bark of a tree.

You wonder who I am,
Coming to you as your shadow,
Like an owl in the middle of dark night?2

I looked at the letters, read them, and my heart filled with gladness. I found it strange what I’d been doing. I didn’t know why or to whom I was writing, and I didn’t even understand the meaning of my words, but I went on. 

I sleep on the ground and play in the trees,
Lie on the sand and fly with the breeze, 
I step to heaven and drink with the bees,
I sing… and do whatever I wish!

I loved my new skill and felt thankful to God for the talent He bestowed me with. My days went on by writing, but I was still lonely.

“Why do you need other people, Sophia?” the angels asked me. “Here at his place, you are safe and comfortable. You know neither hatred, nor disease.”

“I only want to love and be loved,” I responded. “With the earthly, human love.”

“Adam has chosen Eve,” Senoy expounded. “He forgave his wife for infidelity and gave her more children.”

“Eve is jealous,” Sansenoy continued. “She is envious of your immortality and faithfulness. She convinced Adam and her children that you followed Mithras and became a demon that kills newborn babies and seduces men.”

“Take a look around you, Sophia, and tell me,” questioned Semangelof, “do you really love human pain and sorrow more than godly happiness?”

I did not give in. “Without love,” I answered, “there is no difference between heaven and hell.”

Only a Hero can tame me,
The one who loved me yet before my birth…

I found solace in writing.

He is my offspring in due time,
And my power is from him.
I am the staff of his power in his youth,
He is the rod of my old age.
And whatever he wills happens to me.

My pursuit of love and searching for someone who did not exist led me straight to the edge of reason.

“Adonai!” I called the ineffable name of the God, “I beseech you – end my suffering!”

I broke the vow. Guardian angels never visited me again. In an instant, everything I had – the house, the wellspring, and the rock – were gone… I was standing on the shore of the rough sea with a wild steppe behind my back. With the first trespass, my light gown disappeared. Bare and alone in the wasteland, with neither single drop of drinking water, nor a saving shade, I slowly faded…

I am strength in trembling;
I am she who is weak,
And I am well in a pleasant place,
I am senseless and wise,
I am unlearned,
And they learn from me…

With my last ounce of strength, I wrote on moist sand – between hot stones and chilly water. I thought death was coming, the death my guards told me about.

Straight away, the ray of vivid light ran through my fingers, blinding me for a while. When I received my sight, in front of me I saw Michael – an archangel with six blazing wings.

He helped me get back on my feet, and I felt relief. 

“Sophia,” Michael said mildly, “the one who preserved in faithfulness to a man, proved her fidelity to God as well. From now on, you are a mortal, but for your love, you will return to live again – to love and to be loved.”

I noticed a fiery sword of gemstone in his hand. I was amazed at the perfection of this strange tool’s shape.

“Archangels are the warriors of Heavenly Kingdom,” he said, revealing a secret, “and your mate will be a soldier of an earthly kingdom.”

I wanted to fall at his feet, but the angel stopped me. 

“Kneel only before God; give thanks to Him, for this is His will.”

As I calmed my crazed heart, I asked the archangel about the future of Adam, Eve, and their descendants. 

“For those who deny love, the punishment is a loveless life. A man who does not love his mate cannot love God either. Those who will repent and turn to the Almighty, they will find the way to their salvation. Everyone will have to fight for love in order to perceive the greatest gift of God to people.”

I was glad there was hope for humanity.

“However, Sophia,” he continued in a thunderous voice, “Eve’s deceit will follow you for generations. Through your name, Mithras will try to lead people astray. They will regard you as a demon and a goddess, a myth and a nebula. But earthly glory is all void and vain, as well as the outlaw’s rule. Your love will live for the duration of the world, and by the end of time your story will be told.”

“So be it,” I said. Then, I asked the archangel if I could see Adam one more time. 

“Not now,” he said, and disappeared into the pillar of heavenly flames.

 

For nine hundred years, I lived on hope alone, on my very own in the wild. I made shelters, gathered food and prepared it with the help of water and fire. I was neither afraid of the cold, nor the heat, nor predators. I never felt tired. I took care of the beasts and the birds, with love and without fear, and they responded to me with fidelity. Owls and feral cats constantly accompanied me – free, smart, and skillful creatures. I shared my food with them, nursed them, and mourned my friends when they died. 

The places where I lived were magnificent. High hills, clear rivers, green woods… I did not stay in the same place for too long; I was looking for a path that would lead me to my loved one. The angels were silent. I had to talk to myself not to forget our language. And I was writing, thinking to my destined one. 

I’m the barren one
And many are her sons.
I am peace,
And war has come because of me.
My husband is the one to give me life,
And to take it away…

One night, in my dream, a strange voice spoke to me one word: “Calvary.” I realized immediately – there I had to go. It hurt my heart, but still, I could not believe this presentiment. 

I left at dawn, when my animals were still asleep, passing all my food supply on to them.

The first seven days were the hardest, as I ate and rested poorly. My feet were bleeding, and Sansenoy’s words about higher love were spinning in my head, but I did not give up, even with the fever stirring up my nightmares with my verity. 

I am the one whom they call Wisdom,
and you have called me Death…

Every time I lost and regained consciousness, I thought it was the end. When I finally came to myself, I felt a soft bed and a warm blanket. The room I found myself in seemed better than my angelic home on the rock. Next to me sat a woman, holding my hand. 

“Thank God you woke up. How are you?” Her voice was gentle and full of care, but she was not an angel, but a human being – Eve’s daughter.

I had no strength to talk until the stranger fed me some soup.

“You saved my life,” I whispered, looking at her face. She resembled neither Adam nor Eve. Her hair was dark as night, and her eyes were a deep dark blue like the sea.

“When we found you, you were lying motionless. My husband believed you were dead, but I knew you were alive,” the stranger smiled. “I’m Sharon.”

I responded with a smile. I realized I didn’t know any of their female names. There certainly was not another Sophia on earth.

Sharon took my hand and whispered intimately. “You are free to tell me who you are. If you are hiding from someone, don’t be afraid – I will never betray you. Neither will my husband, nor my son.”

I was fascinated by her kindness. For the first time in my life, I had a friend, and I didn’t want to lose that feeling. I didn’t want to lie to Sharon either, for she was my source of confidence.

“Sophia.”

“What a lovely name!” she admired. “I have never met a woman named like that.”

She appeared to have completely no idea.

“Where are you from, Sophia?” Sharon stared at me. “Loose hair, short dress – you don’t look like a woman from our Calvary.”

The last word got me back me to feet. 

“Easy, my dear,” the woman stopped me. “You are not yet strong enough to walk.”

“Do you know where this place is?” I asked.

Eve’s daughter looked surprised, and then she laughed out loud. “You’re joking, aren’t you? Who of us doesn’t know where the Calvary’s hill is?”

This darkened my eyes, so I had to go back to bed.

“You’ll be fine.” She covered me with a blanket. “Have a rest. I’ll bring you some water.”

“I have to go there – now.”

She saw I was serious, so she began to doubt. “You’re not of Seth’s lineage, are you?” Sharon’s expression quickly changed. “You are… of Cain?”

“I am neither.”

“How is that possible?” wondered my rescuer. “Abel had no offspring, and you are too young to be a child of Adam.”

Despite my mortality, I still remained young-looking.

“I am as old as Adam. We were born together.”

The woman opened her graceful eyes wide. “God!… You are Lilith!”

I nodded. She promised I’d be safe, whoever I might be.

Thank you for the nickname, Eve. I thought. You could’ve come up with something worse.

However, Sharon seemed so… happy.

“Har’El! Har’El!” she called her husband’s name. “Come here!”

“What happened?” I heard a male voice from the other room.

“You’ll never guess who our guest is!”

A tall red-haired young man stood at the doorway, quite resembling Adam. He was holding a little boy in his arms.

I got out of bed, no longer needing rest. The man was staring, and the woman and the child were smiling.

“As far as I can see, you’re not from Calvary,” he said, embarrassed by my look. 

I laughed. By God, these people had succeeded in something even the angels had not – to cheer me up, at least for a moment.

“She doesn’t know where it is,” Sharon hinted. “She’s Adam’s coeval.”

Har’El shrugged, unaware. 

“I’m Sophia, called Lilith,” I said at last. “But I am not a demon who kills children and seduces sleeping men. I’ve never met a single child or man except Adam.”

Red-haired man accepted me with verve as well. “We have never believed those stories. The late great-grandmother plotted them as to convince everyone there had been someone worse than her and Cain.”

“Eve? Has she died already?” I asked with mixed feelings.

“Long ago,” Sharon replied. “Adam did not grieve at all, though. Azura, one of Seth’s wives, told us Eve had cried a lot before she died. I guess she felt remorse for you.”

“Women live shorter than men,” Har’El added. “Men don’t give birth to one child after another and, honestly, we never have that many obligations… As for me,” he went on, embracing his wife, “I do cherish and protect my loved one, but unfortunately, the rest of them are not like us.”

I felt pitiful. Angels had described death as darkness, loneliness and murk. I didn’t want this, not even for foolish Eve.

“You two were equal – you and Adam,” Sharon whispered excitedly, as if she was afraid of someone listening. “Where we came from, a wife is a man’s servant. Women have no rights for… pleasure,” she blushed. “But we do understand, and we stand by you.”

Finally, someone was on my side.

“Who is that Cain?” I asked. “Why doesn’t he live at Calvary?”

Har’El was the first to answer.

“Cain was the eldest son of Adam. He killed his younger brother, Abel, out of envy. He was then banished to the end of the world, together with his wife.”

So, Mithras’ heir had raised his hand to other human being, his own brother. This was probably the price for Adam and Eve’s infidelity.

“Abel was a shepherd and Cain a farmer,” Har’El continued the story. “They both seemed to be pious and devoted to the Almighty. Cain laid wheat flour as a sacrifice, and Abel gave his lambs. Each time they did, the smoke from the Abel’s altar turned white, and was rising straight to the sky, unlike the smoke of Cain’s harvest, black and stuffy. So, the Lord himself had indicated which of the brothers pleased Him more. But Cain was evil.”

This was the right moment to tell them the truth.

“Mithras was the one to blame. He seduced Eve, and she gave birth to a murderer.”

“What do you mean?” the young couple wondered. “Did not the devil, in the form of a serpent, deceive Eve into biting a fruit of the forbidden tree and giving it to Adam?”

“An apple fairy tale,” I guessed, “was probably made up so descendants would not hate the ancestors.” I told them about my adventures from the very start. 

A hearty Sharon wept, and their son approached me, handing me a big pear. “My name is Daniel,” he smiled. “Be my friend.”

I gently hugged him. Never, ever would I hurt a single child! 

Come forward to childhood,
and do not despise it because it is small and it is little.
And do not turn away greatnesses in some parts from the smallnesses,
for the smallnesses are known from the greatnesses.

Har’El suggested I stayed with them. “They’ll hurt you there. Adam is old and probably doesn’t remember you. The patriarch of our family is Seth – his youngest son, our grandfather. Seth and his children are more dangerous for you than Eve was.”

“Because of them, we ran away from home,” Sharon went on. “Since our childhood, we have been in love, but Seth betrothed me to another man, and found another bride for Har’El. We did not let them break our hearts, so we came here to be together.”

“God knows how hard it was in the beginning.” Har’el hugged his wife. “We went through quarrels, illnesses, and fears. But love overcomes everything. Indeed, of all the earthly and heavenly loves, the greatest is the one between the spouses.”

They knew I couldn’t stay. For seven days, I shared with them a roof, a table, and a prayer. I was picking flowers with Daniel, knitting wreaths and making toys for him. Sharon sewed me a white dress like those worn by her chaste cousins. She did not try persuading me to tie and cover my hair, because she knew I would never do it, regardless of ‘almighty’ Seth’s opinion.

“I am so happy there’s a place on earth where you can be yourselves, and love, and be loved,” I told them, when it was my time to leave. “Where true friends live.”

Sharon gave me a hug, and Har’El handed me a small sack with bread and fruit. I gave him a scroll of bark with my poem. The Thunder: Perfect Mind, so said the title. 

I kissed all three goodbye, forever leaving the place that one day would bear my name.

 

Calvary was a hilly grove where Adam and Eve had settled down after their exile from Eden. Wandering in the desert had made them see this place, with a small river and somewhat fertile land, as their salvation.

Cain was their first-born son, followed by his twin sister Naomi – bitter fruits of mother’s sin. Within a year, Eve had another son named Abel, and another daughter Na’El. The older children grew selfish and vicious, while the younger were kind-hearted and good-tempered. 

When the time of first sympathies came, Abel and Na’El decided to get married. However, Eve did not let a family be founded out of love. Although Adam had rejected me and chose her, she was always aware that she wasn’t loved. Therefore, she hated love itself, repeating the same lie – as if this feeling distracts man from God. Adam respected the mother of his children and supported her, but their relationship went cold and tight. His pride did not allow him to acknowledge his injustice. 

So, Cain had to marry Na’El, and his younger brother reluctantly took Naomi for his wife. Na’El was broken, but she couldn’t oppose her parents’ will, which was godlike to her. Abel grieved as well, but soon forgot his sweetheart once he experienced Naomi’s charms. Naomi had inherited all the worst traits from their mother. She became Cain’s lover, inflating his hatred of innocent Abel. Together, the wicked couple wanted to get rid of their parents and take everything Adam and Eve had gained through hard work, making a slave of poor Na’El – but God did not allow this to happen. When Cain killed Abel, Adam saw Senoy, who told him to beware. At the angel’s behest, he banished the murderer and his wife, leaving treacherous Naomi at his house as a maid.

For 130 years, Adam mourned his beloved son. He did not touch his wife and slept alone in his tent. From then on, the place of Abel’s death was called Calvary – a skull. There, by the place of his boy’s burial, the hopeless father decided to live and to die. 

Graceless Naomi, worrying lest Eve vent all the anger on her, made up a story of Lilith, whom she allegedly saw overnight by her father’s tent. As the suffering Eve was afraid to question her husband, Naomi kept lying to her mother. Thus, guilty without guilt, I became a witch who slept with Adam to give birth to giants. 

When the mourning time was over, Adam and Eve had a son named Seth. His father blessed him to be a leader to all tribes because he no longer considered himself worthy. Seth grew up in austerity and became sanctimonious. Adam and Eve had seventeen more daughters, and Seth married each of them, even including Naomi. He demanded obedience from his wives and endeavored to have as many children as possible. This way, he thought to obtain God’s blessings, and thought the sins of the father would be atoned, and his sons followed him. 

Many women were dying at childbirth, and their mothers blamed Lilith. Men used to curse me when they had dreams of defilement, and to beat their wives and children for the slightest disobedience. Oppressed wives hated their spouses, so, in many houses, adultery and infanticide occurred. Most of them regarded love as weakness, valuing their possessions higher than their families. Soon, people’s hearts were filled with avarice and envy.

One day, Seth son, Enos, had learned that his children Har’El and Sharon were very attached to each other, and he immediately summoned all the elders, with Seth at the helm, to thwart this young love. Seth chose the right young man – in his view – for Sharon, and a humble and meek girl for Har’El. The siblings had to be separated as soon as possible. They could no longer see each other without a witness, so the lovers rebelled and escaped from Calvary. My friends found their new home far north – beneath a magnificent mountain and beside a wide river, with no one to find them. 

I thought of that story when my feet refused to go, swollen and heavy as two stones. I went where my heart led me, ignoring my hurt body and clouded mind.

I knew Adam was dying… and that I was going to die with him.

 

I came to the settlement at dawn. I didn’t need a bunch of bearded men around the big tent to sense Adam’s presence. His sons, grandsons and great-grandsons had been discussing some irrelevant things, waving their hands and trying to outdo one another in vanity. Women were staying in the tents, and, judging by the scents, cooking a meal. I heard children’s cries from several huts. 

A tall and thin old man noticed me first. He wore a long robe and held a stick in his hand. His oblong face and icy gaze gave him away. Seth was Eve’s image and likeness. 

“Who are you, woman? What are you doing here alone?” he asked me harshly. “Where’s your husband?”

The others looked at me with curiosity.

“I am Sophia,” I said loudly. “I came to see Adam.”

Seth goggled at me. Men began to rustle. 

Seth went on, “How dare you call our father by the name and harass him on his deathbed?”

“Chase her away, Father,” Enos said. He raised his voice before continuing, “Nobody knows her; she must be from Cain’s lineage.”

“How insolent she is!” Kenan, his son, shook his head. “She looks you in the eye!”

I approached the crowd fearlessly. “Adam was my husband,” I said, turning towards Seth, “before you, and your brothers, and even your mother were born.”

The bewildered old man mouthed, “Lilith…”

“I am compassionate and cruel,” I said, smiling. “I never attack first, but I know how to defend myself.”

The crowd protested scarily. Through their noise, I heard the words “bitch,” “demon,” and “infant killer.”

“You’ll enter the tent over my dead body,” Seth hissed. “Go back to where you came from, or I swear by my wives, I will send you to hell with my own hands!”

The others lined up like a wall not to let me in. 

“Don’t swear by others, Seth,” I answered firmly, “for you will not stop me.”

I pushed away the tough old man and headed for Adam. Seth did not expect an insult and, instead of opposing me, froze in place and stared. Firm Enos and fiery Kenan were stomping in place and grumbling something about “a harlot who wanted to ride a man.”

“Don’t let her in! She is Death!” Seth screamed in vain.

The wall of his descendants did not move. It was obvious – I frightened them. 

Suddenly a hoarse voice called from the tent.

“What is it, Seth? Who is it you offend this time?”

I recognized my husband and hurried to get in.

Adam looked decrepit. His hair and beard were white. I found him lying on a wide bed, wrapped in several sheets. With trembling hands, I lifted a thin curtain.

“Sophia…” he said, barely holding back tears. Deep wrinkles changed his face, but his gaze remained warm and lucid. “Forgive me.”

I could not help crying. “At the very moment I left home,” I gently stroked his hand, “I did forgive you.”

Adam kissed my hand. I closed my eyes for a moment. Paradise lost was coming back to me again. 

“I’m old.” He rose with effort. I helped him sit and took my place right next to him.

“I’ve met your children, Adam.”

“Snooty roosters,” the old man whispered in my ear. “They claim to be better than women, wearing colorful gowns and losing their hair!”

We laughed like we used to.

“I admit my guilt,” Adam continued seriously. “Devil had persuaded me to substitute my love with a silly, greedy creature. Abel was killed because of me – my pride and foolishness… And then… I handed everything to Seth, who has grown up under the influence of his mother. There you go.” He coughed. “I haven’t died yet, but I hear them arguing about my funeral.”

“I’m mortal, too.” I looked into his eyes, and told him everything that happened to me while we were apart. 

“I knew,” he groaned. “You have always been faithful to me!”

“I’ve been faithful to myself, Adam.”

His breath went heavy. He rejected to drink water, nor to lie down to have some rest. 

“Eve was jealous…” He spoke persistently, realizing that his time was running out. “I chose her, despite loving you. I would not have been able to bear it if you had left me, so I chose an easy way – without love. But without love, one does not live, he just exists.”

My heart was ready to stop beating, but this wasn’t the end yet. 

“Har’El and Sharon… I remember well those children. We could have been like them.” He leaned his head on my shoulder.

“It’s nobody’s fault, Adam,” I whispered to him, hugging him like a child. “Everything is as it should be.”

He gave me one more vivid glance and said, “I got what I was asking for, but you, Sophia… You deserve your happiness.”

I suddenly felt indescribable lightness in my body and grace in my soul. I wanted to hold that moment, to live it forever… Until I remembered the archangel’s words.

“I will be happy,” I said, barely audibly, “In another body.”

Then, there fell darkness.

 



PART I
IBIS REDIBIS… 




I


I am Julia Drusilla, a sister and a former favorite of the emperor Caligula. I was born on April 13, AD 13, in the Abitarvium military garrison, during the war with the Germans. My ancestors by matriline were Caesar and Augustus, and Mark Antony from the spear side. I went down in history as an impersonal victim of the mad emperor, and this was very far from truth.

The Caligula I knew was a visionary and benefactor, a great fighter against injustice. And I, Drusilla, was the first woman in the Empire, raised to the first counselor and co-ruler.

No, my story will not be like scandalous lies you have been used to. Do not look for the descriptions of wild orgies and atrocious tortures that my brother allegedly enjoyed, nor any evidence of his madness, for you will certainly not find them here. The official history is not written by the winners. Victory is like a racehorse – it is never tamed by a tyrant, but the noble knight. The annals are written according to the needs of losers, who exult in dancing on the corpses of the victors.

I was four when I watched my father’s triumph in Rome. My people were celebrating Pyrrhic victory, because the battles with Arminius3 had cost us thousands of lives. Although Romans did not actually conquer even a third of the Germanic lands, some huge victories brought enough glory to the governor Nero, called Germanicus, to exceed the fame of Caesar.

On that day, the triumphant was riding a large quadriga,4 pulled by four white horses. A tall slave held the laurel wreath above my father’s head and whispered in his ear memento mori, in accordance with tradition. 

Gaius Caesar, a five-year-old boy, was sitting next to a Germanicus, wearing an alba,5 a red sagum,6 and a pair of small wedge sandals.7

He looked at me with his big blue eyes, full of childish verve and pride. Our people were dancing and singing around, praising the winner and his ‘lionet.’ Nero and Drusus, our older brothers, enthusiastically followed the parade route from the Campus Martius to the Capitolium. Our sisters Agrippina and Livilla were already bored, and our mother looked depressed. She understood what it meant to receive triumph from the ruler.

“One day you will ride a gilded chariot alone,” I told Gaius when the parade was over.

“As a winner?” my brother asked me with a moving smile.

“As the emperor of Rome.”

The boy opened his eyes wide. “How come, Drusilla? Tiberius is the emperor!”

“Tiberius is old,” I answered. “And he needs an heir. Our father is his stepson, and you are an heir of Germanicus.”

“I know our father doesn’t want to rule. He quelled the legion uprising to stay loyal to our Caesar,”8 he said earnestly. “Still, I’m the youngest.”

I laughed. I couldn’t quite imagine any of our brothers on the throne. Nero was ill-mannered, interested mainly in wrestling and gambling with legionnaires. Drusus had studied works of famous philosophers for days and nights, cherishing his ambitions to become another Cicero.

“Believe me; you will wear the crown one day.”

Gaius giggled cheerfully and hugged me gently. “If you are right, you will become Augusta.”

I was right.

But until that… a lot of things had happened.

 




II


The emperor appointed our father to a position of proconsul9 of all the eastern provinces, sending him on the way with no return. Germanicus fulfilled the task fairly. After he incorporated the provinces of Cappadocia and Commagene, and appeased Armenians, he had been preparing to go to Cyprus, where he could rest with his family. All of us could hardly wait to enjoy the turquoise sea and walk around the ancient buildings our teacher Zaleukos told us about.

Calpurnius Piso was aware of it. The governor of Syria, whom we were visiting, was known as a descendant of an influential Roman family, and the emperor’s former favorite. Cunning and unscrupulous by nature, Piso was the kind of person Tiberius needed to eliminate his younger rival stepson.

I remember when Piso, playing a good host, asked our father to delay the voyage because of the incoming storm, reportedly predicted by his astrologer. 

“Roman ships are made to withstand a thousand storms,” my father answered. “I don’t trust these hierophants10 as much. From my experience, here where we are, in summer, storms are quite rare.”

“If my astrologer is lying to me, I’ll have him whipped. I must admit, the rogue has never failed me, though,” Piso went on, and then beckoned his cellarius11 for more wine. “After all, Nero, if you planned a fun trip for your kids, why not bring them to Egypt?”

Germanicus laughed.

“Quod dicis?12 Without Tiberius’s permission?”

Piso toasted. Thirty years spent at the Senate were enough to teach this scoundrel how to deceive people well.

“Do not worry about Caesar,” he winked at his guest. “I won’t give you away; even lend my entourage to you.”

Father straightened and got serious.

“You’re asking me to deceive the emperor, aren’t you?”

Calpurnius didn’t even wince.

“I just want you to have a good time. For all your deeds to Rome, you surely deserve an adventure.” Piso blinked again, and patted Germanicus on the shoulder. “Believe me, the old fool won’t even notice.”

“He’s not stupid.” Germanicus rose from his klinē – upholstered sofa. “I have no intention to violate the law for the sake of a province where they practice incest and worship cats!”

To avoid an altercation, Piso had to fall back. As soon as he left the exedra, he ordered his servants to find the best Egyptian books, and he secretly sent them as gifts to the important guests’ children. Nero received a manuscript about the great warriors; Drusus got the very rare Book of Wisdom scribed by Ptah-Hotep. Agrippina and Livilla found under their pillows Cleopatra’s written secrets of eternal youth and beauty. Both Gaius and I discovered an uncommon legend of Isis and Osiris. A desire awakened in each of us to explore the mysterious and forbidden land of Egypt, like all children. Yet we didn’t understand why our father seemed so abstinent, our mother so disturbed, and the host so generous.

“I’m not afraid of Caesar,” Germanicus said, trying to comfort his wife. “If not me – who would stay loyal to the emperor? The Senate looks like bestiarium13… Praetorians are getting more arrogant… Without my support, he is in danger of collapse.”

Finally, to Piso’s delight, Germanicus fulfilled our wishes. We spent five days in Alexandria, disguised as a family of traveling Greeks. The acting was necessary because of the ingrained hatred between the Egyptians and the Romans. Octavian, our great-grandfather, took from this ancient and wise nation their land, their independence, most of their beautiful women – and he destroyed the queen.

Antonia Minor, our paternal grandmother, used to tell us, “The Greeks are best in warcraft, the Egyptians in arts, the Jews in trade and the Romans in intrigues and conspiracies.” 

The daughter of governor Mark Antony hated Rome to such an extent that she welcomed to her house Princess Selena, her half-sister – despite Octavian’s wish to throw a girl to the arena. Later, taking advantage of the uncle’s love for her, Antonia assured Selena further security by marriage with the King of Mauritania. 

I remember the ruins of Cleopatra’s palace and the once magnificent Temple of Isis. Gaius and I had been there, accompanied by Zaleukos. That night we crossed the threshold of the destroyed sanctuary, our teacher tried to tell us the whole truth about the fall of Egypt. 

“Augustus stabbed them in the back. He conquered Khem14 for deceit. Rome was disturbed by their freedom… and love.” He continued in Greek, as if he was afraid of someone overhearing, “Namely, Mithras can’t stand either… And what bothers him the most are smart women.”

“Who is that Mithras?” Gaius wondered. “And why does he hate women?”

Zaleukos raised a wooden torch, which lit a large sun disk painted on the wall.

“He is the Sun God. Alexander had conquered the Orient, but still couldn’t overcome Mithras.”

I was astonished. I had read every possible scripture about the great king, but none of the authors has really mentioned a god with such name. “Father says – gods don’t exist,” I said. Then I recalled the words of Germanicus: “If they existed, they would certainly not have allowed Tiberius to become emperor!”

Zaleukos suddenly grew silent, and then, thoughtfully, said something the two children were not prepared for.

“Germanicus worships this god, and so does the Army, the Senate, and the emperor himself.”

My brother cried, “You’re lying! Our father would never worship such a hideous deity.”

“Hush!” The Greek squeezed his hand, looking around fearfully. “We have to leave as soon as possible. You are not ready for those stories.”

Gaius did not protest, but told him to release his hand. I thought about my father. Zaleukos would never lie to us. Our whole family considered him an honest, wise and loyal man.

Leaving the dark hall, I swiftly stopped and gazed at the fresco, which depicted two main deities – Osiris and Isis. 

“Here in Egypt, a brother can marry his sister,” Gaius whispered to me cautiously.

“Your father is right, though,” Zaleukos went on anyway, “Gods are created by men – to deceive other people. They cook up pretty legends to destroy love and rule the world. Conspiracies are born of hatred, and hatred is born of fear.”

He had never spoken to us so earnestly before. Amazed, we didn’t dare to ask him anything. On the way back we just kept quiet, holding hands. The night was slowly fading, kissing the golden yellow coast of the Nile, taking away our childhood by the first breath of Egyptian dawn. 

 

 




III


AD 19

After we returned to Antioch, Piso had made a feast. His generosity became increasingly suspicious, but Germanicus stayed calm and witty. 

“Our miser-Caesar wouldn’t spend a wealth on all those dishes, balladines, and gladiators,” he referred to Zaleukos, while the vestiplici15 dressed them. “If he wanted to get rid of me, he would have found a cheaper way.”

The teacher answered with Menander’s words,”Whom the gods love dies young.”

Father laughed bitterly. “Ananke16 has already shot her poison arrow.”

That night, I couldn’t fall asleep. Since I was born, I had been plagued with unbearable spinal pain unknown to physicians. My mother was ashamed of me; my sisters mocked me. Only Gaius always had some sympathy for me. As the night fell, he stealthily entered the cubiculum17 to console me.

“Your heart is beating hard.” He gave me a strong childish hug. “When I grow up, I’ll find the cure for you, even in Caledonia!”18

“Thank you, Caligula,” I muttered, shaking inside. “Armida makes a decoction of boiled mint, but it doesn’t seem to work.”

“I hate my agnomen,” Gaius frowned. “And that Germanic whore. How do you understand each other? She doesn’t even speak Sermo Vulgatis.”19

I smiled and inhaled deeply. It was growing faint. Fortunately, those night attacks didn’t last, unlike my morning headaches. “Get accustomed to it,” I whispered. “Under this agnomen, you will make history.”

The boy looked at me dreamily and somewhat shyly.

“It’s not Armida’s fault that she’s the daughter to Arminius,” I went on, nodding towards my nursemaids’ room. “She’s silly, but that makes her a good nanny.”

My brother caressed my cheek. “I know you love foreigners… Zaleukos, Armida, and that Jewess, given to our father by Antipas20 – Susannah?”

“Whatever they are,” I answered, “they are certainly better than Romans.”

“That’s right,” Caligula agreed, then turned aside and instantly fell asleep. He had an annoying habit of falling asleep while we were having a serious talk. 

Before the dawn broke, my brother quietly scrambled out of my room, merely passing Cassius Chaerea. The centurion walked with wide steps to cubiculum, frightening my sleepy nursemaids.

“Cassius?” I asked, astonished.

Chaerea was the only soldier in the army who had gained my father’s endless trust and friendship. Since he was a sixteen-year-old legionnaire, Cassius had always accompanied Germanicus in war and peace. During the Battle of the Weser River, the young man saved my father’s life but suffered a bad wound. Rumor had it, the injury was serious enough to make him infertile, and so he couldn’t stand children – with the exception of me. 

From my birth, when Cassius was guarding the woman in labor like a Vigile,21 until my death in his arms, that man strove to protect the only being who had managed to soften the heart of a warrior.

“Your Highness, I was commanded to take you away.” He stood quietly near my bed, dressed and armored. “Forgive me if I woke you up, but you’re no longer safe in here.”

I was frightened, but not of him. Two visions lingered in my head – my father’s conversation first with Piso, then with Zaleukos. 

“Susannah!” I got up. “Take off my coa vestis,22 and dress me in my tunica and peplum.”23

Nursemaids, Susannah and Armida, were in a panic. 

“Why the hell are you staring at me?” Cassius shouted at young women. “Help the princess!”

“What is going on?” I asked quietly when the slaves were done with my clothes. 

Chaerea crouched in front of me, and gently put his big male hand on my shoulder. “Drusilla,” he said, “our world is cruel, and things you’ve seen north are nothing to that which is yet to come.”

I timidly touched his arm, silently asking him to take me in his arms.

“Do not worry,” he continued, shifting me over his shoulder. “You are as strong as your name is.”24

I nodded and hugged him. Cassius rushed across the corridor with Armida and Susannah following us. It seemed like there was no one in the whole of Piso’s villa, not even a servant.

“Gaius!” I cried out suddenly. “Where is my brother?”

“Easy, infantula,” the soldier replied. “We. re taking your brother and sisters with us.”

“If we get out of this house alive,” Armida grunted. 

“Look who’s talking!” Susannah giggled, trying to cheer me up. 

In the meantime, I felt like I was going to faint. “Susannah,” I moaned helplessly.

“What’s wrong?” the Jewess asked, taking me by the hand. That was the last thing I heard before I lost consciousness.

 

 




IV


“My dear Agrippina,” Piso addressed to my mother, when the ministrants25 brought a big tray with roast venison into triclinium.26 “I’ve always wanted to ask you something, but my innate shyness did prevent me.”

“If the question is decent,” my mother replied with a discreet smile, “be my guest.”

Piso grinned, then turned to my father, handing him a golden goblet filled with scarlet wine. “Laodicean wine – best in all of Syria.”

Germanicus raised a goblet, followed by the host’s sly smile, and drank to the bottom. “It’s gorgeous.”

“So, I’ve been curious,” Piso continued, looking at my mother. “Have you, Julii, really borrowed that Antonian custom of taking peregrines27 and freedmen to the feast?”

Visitants, mostly patricians, found this jest extremely funny. Cassius and Zaleukos, umbrae28 of Germanicus, realized they were not wanted. For my father, this had been an unprecedented insolence. 

“What do you think you’re doing, man?” he roared, and banged his fist on the table, bringing the rich treat down.

The teacher reddened, while disciplined Chaerea seemed forbearing. 

Piso rose lazily. “What is the matter, Nero? Shall we fight for a joke like savages?”

“Savages?!” Germanicus exclaimed. “Many of the barbarians I’ve met had more consideration than yourself!”

“Please, darling,” Agrippina tried to intervene, but father stopped her with one gesture. Piso’s friends were watching the argument like an attraction from a circus. 

“Whom are you calling a peregrine, Piso?” Germanicus inhaled heavily. “Indeed, a war hero who became a centurion in his twentieth?”29

The host gave Cassius Chaerea a disdainful glance. “A son of Hispana,” he continued to provoke. “An offspring of a bastard daughter…”

“That’s enough!” my father shouted. “For this insult, Calpurnius Piso, I immediately strip you of your positions!”

Piso stared at him, upset, letting his relative Coccaeus Nerva, known as the imperial jurist, speak. “Do not exaggerate, Germanicus. The punishment for injuria verbalis30 in this case is merely conditional.” 

The others began to nod. 

“Nero, please, withdraw your words,” Plancina, Piso’s wife, said humbly. “What will become of us? We have a son… We will pay damages to both Chaerea and… Callinicus.”

My father laughed bitterly, and then referred to Piso, mimicking his voice and gestures. “In this case, right? Do you optimates31 really think you can buy forgiveness for your vice?”

Piso cowardly looked down, seeking Nerva’s support. 

“I know you are righteous, Nero,” the jurist went on steadily, “as well as you’re stubborn. I do not impugn, because these qualities have made you who you are. Our people have spent centuries bringing the law and obeying it implicitly, to make Rome what it is. If you populares32 had an opportunity to change it, there would be chaos. So, for a public insult of a distinguished soldier, my relative will stand before the Senate… and so will you – for entering Egypt illegally.”

Musicians stopped their cheerful playing. Guests fell silent. Agrippina turned pale, and, following Germanicus’ volant advice, left the feast escorted by Zaleukos. Piso, with a single nod, sent his piteous wife away as if she was a maid. 

“So be it,” Father broke the silence. “Let the Senate and the emperor himself judge me. But don’t you think, o Janus,33 that you’ve taken me aback. I was aware of your depravity, and it was me to let you show the limits of your vice.” His look struck Piso down and made the others cower. “I am not afraid of any punishment, nor do I regret fulfilling wishes of my children. All I rue about is wasting my time in your company.” Then he returned to Nerva. “You, o Lady Justice,34 do not care about the law, but wealth and fame. I must admit the right to one young Gallic druid, who foresaw Rome’s fall for vanity.”

Followed by evil and envy looks from their enemies, Germanicus and Chaerea left the coenaculum.35

“I know who is behind all that!” Cassius cried with fury when they stepped out into spacious peristyle,36 decorated with caryatids and mosaic flooring. “The old pederast.”

“Silentium!”37 my father cut in like a severe commander pacifying a rapturous soldier. “He is not worth your career, or life. As for me, it is unfortunately far too late.”

“Commander,” the centurion continued boldly, “in the name of our oaths, and all that we have gone through, I will stay loyal – whatever it takes.”

Germanicus gave him a listen, and then put his hand on a young man’s shoulder, and whispered, trying not to get noticed by the janitor behind the colonnade, “Then you do what I will tell you. Equip yourself, find my three daughters and Caligula, and take first ship to Antium. Tiberius and those above him will not spare my family.”

Cassius, horrified by his assumption, nodded.

“Take my children to the Empress Mother, Livia,” the governor continued. “I don’t like her, but she is the only person to have influence on Caesar. Try to act naturally in the harbor – as long as I am the proconsul, your way is still clear.”

 “At first, I thought I had a nightmare,” Chaerea told me, when I asked him what had happened then.

There were a million questions in his mind, but he was running out of time. Suddenly, recollecting Piso’s golden goblet, he suggested the commander to vomit or to find a port physician.

“When my children are safe, give report to the praetor,” Germanicus said, then turned his back, ignoring the warning. “I believe in you. Now – vale.”38

Chaerea did as he was commanded.

 

 




V


Sailing the sea had worsened my condition – I got a fever. From time to time, my nursemaids woke me up from a deep and heavy dream to nourish my half-conscious body. I remember chilly wads on my forehead and bitter tinctures given rather offhandedly by a naval surgeon. I remember Gaius arguing with Cassius about which of them was going to watch over me at night. I also remember my sisters grudging for the lack of attention.

“What am I supposed to eat?” my older sister Agrippina asked Chaerea in her regular, annoying manner. “Musty bread, warm cheese – and drink some vinegar?”

The centurion had been patient for quite a long time – until he heard Livilla snuffing. 

“You’re on a warship, Princesses,” Cassius warned the girls. “Your father is now out of grace.” Then, he nodded towards wicked-looking sailors. “You better be quiet, otherwise neither my reputation, nor your kinship with Tiberius will save you.”

“You silly geese,” Caligula joined in. “Instead of mourning for our father, you are crying for your gingerbreads and toys!”

“You only care about Drusilla!” Agrippina replied tauntingly, as timid Livilla hid behind her back. “This unhandy being!”

“Hold your tongue!” Gaius snapped at her, but she fell back behind the younger sister to avoid a slap. “She is more beautiful and clever than you both!”

“I doubt it,” Livilla spoke nervously. “Mother says –”

“You two, shut up!” Cassius stopped the children’s quarrel. “Get out of my sight before I go a verbis ad verbera!”39

The girls ran to a tiny room under the deck.

“And you, Caligula,” he went on warmly. “Don’t lose your temper because of the fools. Go get some sleep before we step into the city of insomnia and insecurity.”

Gaius replied with an intransigent look. Pallor and eye bags slowly swallowed all his cuteness. 

“Have some rest, my Prince,” Licinius, the captain of the ship, said as he came over. “It’s October, the sky is clear, the sea is calm. Any day now we get ashore. My oarsmen are like gladiators.” The boy grinned, and Licinius gave him a small lagena40 of wine. “Here you go… A sleeping cure.”

Unwillingly, my brother took a couple of small sips and returned a vessel to the owner. “I don’t like it,” he said honestly.

“Well, there are many things I do not like; the same for Cassius and all the fellows on this quadrireme,”41 the captain sighed, “but that’s the way life is. Better get used to it – the sooner the better.”

Fatigue and wine made Gaius feel vertigo. “My life will never be like yours,” he replied earnestly, slowly bringing himself down to the bench.

Licinius giggled and sat next to him. “You’re full of spirit, boy.” He gently elbowed Gaius like an old friend. “Make sure you don’t lose it.”

Gaius nodded and leaned his head on the captain’s shoulder. Sleep had overcome him. 

“I’m sorry for this child,” the sailor whispered to his companions. “Gods keep him!”

“If there are any.” Cassius took my sleeping brother in his arms to place him somewhere better. In the lower room, he found an empty bed. “Just dream,” he said. He covered Gaius with a lacerna42 as a thick blanket. “She’ll be fine, believe me.”

 

 




VI


“There it is, our Italy.” Licinius showed me a barely visible green coast. That morning, when the galley arrived in Antium, I was standing in the stern with my head clear and a smile on my face. I was happy to live. 

Gaius held my hand with a firm grip. “I cured you,” he said. He was pleased he did. 

“Omnes ad arma!”43 Licinius summoned the sailors. 

“Get ready to disembark,” Cassius told us. “We have to get to the Palatine before salutatio44 is over. Augusta receives no one after noon. When it comes to me, if I don’t show up to the praetor today, at best, I’ll be discharged.”

“What do you mean?” Agrippina was confused. “Will our great-grandmother receive us as clients?”

“Has anyone notified her at all about our arrival?” Livilla asked nervously. “Will she send a carriage for us?”

Chaerea looked up at the sky, counted to ten, and turned his back – to step aside. My sisters, messy-haired and ruffle-dressed, began to weep. 

“How can you be so dumb?” Caligula exhaled. 

“Cassius, wait!” I cried at the top of my lungs. 

The centurion stopped.

“The little thing has temper,” Licinius laughed. “She reminds me of someone.”

“Tell me everything ab ovo,”45 I demanded, stepping towards Cassius. “Why did we have to escape?”

“Tiberius,” he replied violently. “It’s all because of him.”

“Damn him!” Gaius stamped his feet. “Gods damn Tiberius and nasty old man Piso!”

“By all the gods, be quiet!” the captain whispered, heavily gesticulating. “You have no idea whom you’re dealing with.”

“What is about our mother?” I went on with questions. “Brothers? Zaleukos? What about them?”

The tone of Cassius’ voice suddenly changed.

“I understand you, totally. You all are hungry, tired and scared. I also lost my father as a child, soon after that my mother died of grieving. You must not surrender. Your only hope is Empress Livia. Be polite and even humble, and, if needed pretend to be silly.”

We listened to him carefully, forgetting our reprimands and quarrels. Agrippina wiped her tears off and embraced me. Livilla followed her, as usual. 

“We are family,” our brother said excitedly. 

“Together, we are stronger.” Agrippina nodded.

“We will survive,” I whispered, hugging my sisters. “We will make it.”

“Well done, friends!” Chaerea praised us. “Concord is important in both – war and in peace.”

“Armida! Susannah!” I called my maids. “Dress my sisters up and do their hair!”

Young women ran to me and let delighted Agrippina and Livilla drag them to the utility room. Caligula asked the captain to show him the oarsmen and other naval things before the sailing was over. 

“An emperor can’t kill so many people, the Augustans, without trial and error.” Then I heard him talking to Licinius. “Romans will tear him apart. I believe our mother and brothers are safe.”

And I hope you are right, I thought, looking to the distant harbor. 

 

 




VII


Livia the Exalted was a very old but lively small-boned woman with lucid almond-shaped eyes. For her age, she had a surprisingly clear mind and perfect posture. Since she had become a widow, she has replaced colorful silk and rich jewelry with long pallae46 over neat stolae,47 using neither cosmetics nor even perfumes. She led an ascetic life, also requiring high discipline from all the slaves. Rumor had it, she was a Domina who skimped on everything but whipping for her servants. In public, the dowager empress was regarded as a prominent and independent woman, who had elevated both her sons to higher titles, and advised Octavian himself.

Barely seventeen and eager for power, Livia left her first husband for Augustus, completely separating children from their father. Fearing that this misdeed might cast a shadow over the emperor’s reputation, she accused her abandoned spouse of violence, although this was the last thing unfortunate Claudian would have done. To gain more influence, the empress sent away her son’s beloved wife and forced him to get married to the daughter of Augustus. Livia didn’t like her other daughter-in-law either, but Antonia was too persistent and loved by her uncle to fall. 

“Will this Clytemnestra48 give us shelter?” I whispered to Cassius as we were waiting in the atrium.

“She’ll do it rather out of spite,” he answered. “Caesar and his mother hate each other like cat and dog.”

A husky-voiced nomenclator announces our arrival, and two other servants opened the door of the tablinum.49

“Gaius Caesar, son of your grandson Germanicus,” he said. “And his sisters, accompanied by…”

“Cassius Chaerea.” Livia finished impatiently, looking at our companion curiously. “The knight who saved my grandson’s life.”

“Salve,50 Noblissima.”51 Cassius took a step forward. “It’s my honor to serve the emperor Tiberius and Rome.”

The old matron smiled slyly.

“I’m here because of my governor’s will,” the soldier continued as he was reporting. “I ask for protection for the prince and princesses… “

“I understand.” Livia rose from her wide seat, interrupting him with a gentle gesture. “Nero must have done some stupid thing, so now he is afraid of my son’s anger.” She sounded irritatingly calm and somewhat flippant. “Fiery personalities should only fear their own unrestraint.”

Cassius looked through her with no emotions on his face. 

“Tiberius is a hard man,” Matron continued, studying us. “Still, he is no villain, who spills kinly blood. If Nero broke the law, he would receive no greater punishment than ademptio civitatis52 while his children remain innocent.”

“The Governor would never betray his Emperor,” Chaerea tried to explain. “He fell a victim to someone else’s betrayal.”

“What do you mean – fell?” Livia’s expression became serious. “Is he dead?”

Cassius nodded.

“Requiescat in pace,”53 the old woman whispered steadily, not to say indolently. “What a fool!”

“Noblissima,” Centurion protested. “The late Governor has always been our noble role model.”

“That’s why he died as an innocent man,” Livia said ironically. “And irresponsibly sent his children through Mare Nostrum54 – for me to babysit them?”

That instant, when my sister started trembling with fear and fatigue and Gaius clenched his fists distressed, I remembered my father’s conversation with Piso that I had accidentally heard, passing by the triclinium. Since my early childhood, I had been shortsighted, but my sense of hearing was owlishly sharp. Piso’s guards could not imagine that the child, so carelessly hopping around the atrium, could hear through the closed doors. Suddenly, everything became terribly clear to me.

“Augusta, please listen!” I exclaimed desperately. “Senator Piso has betrayed my father! He convinced him to go to Egypt – without the imperial permission!”

Stunned by my audacity, dowager empress fell silent for a while, and then ordered all the servants to leave tablinum. Caligula squeezed my hand, and Cassius’ gaze told me not to be afraid.

“Princess is right,” he told the royal lady, surprised by my boldness. “At the feast, where I was present, Nerva mentioned self-willed visit to the province, and then Piso…”

“I don’t care about any Piso!” Livia yelled. “Germanicus received the highest honors from Augustus and Tiberius, and how did he reciprocate? O, my first grandson!” the empress moaned pathetically. “It’s Antonia’s fault! Instead of raising her children properly, she spent her time on reading and planting flowers!” Then, with a theatrical sigh, she sat down and looked at us. “What should I do with those four brats?”

I wished I could interrupt her again, mentioning the damn books Piso lured us to Egypt with. I wanted to address Augusta as to my great-grandmother, just to seek a crumb of understanding and assistance. In the end, as I looked at this fragile woman, possibly too aged to bear that awful news, I even wanted to console her… until our eyes met.

Bitterness – that’s what I saw in her gaze, a feeling overflowing her whole being, hidden under the veil of love and concern for children. I mean, her own children. She divided people into “worthy” and “unworthy.” She followed those ‘worthy,’ stronger ones with hidden hatred, and destroyed the weaker ones with ease. And now, having gained all the power and glory, Livia felt indignant about those who would never go her way.

I looked away disgustedly.

“I have made a decision,” she said formally, reaching out to Gaius, commanding him to help her rise from her seat. “You, fellow, stay with me.”

Gaius looked at me, realizing the threatening separation.

“What about the girls?” Cassius asked. 

The dowager empress looked at him with disdain. 

“Who are you – a soldier or a nursemaid?” Her anger turned to sarcasm. “You are disrespectful, like this little one…” She pierced me with her hazel eyes. “What is your name?”

“Julia Drusilla,” I replied indifferently. Actually, I hated my name. Greek names were the ones I admired, for being more sweet-sounding and imaginative. Zaleukos called me Glaucula,55 and this nickname was dearer to me than all the diminutives. 

“This name should be borne by the lady – do not stain it with your insolence.” She walked on, with her skinny hands crossed, to the column decorated with Tiberius’ bust. “Do you know how to spin and weave?”

“No, I don’t,” I answered.

“Of course, your parents didn’t teach you to be a lady.” She sounded saturnine. 

I shrugged my shoulders. 

“Drusilla is too young and sickly,” Agrippina suddenly elucidated. “But Livilla and I know everything about household –”

Livia tiredly raised her hand to stop her. “Oh, if I paid attention to my illnesses, I never would become what I am now – a mother, an empress, and an independent woman,” she continued superciliously. “In my life, I only count on myself, and I am fine with it. Parents die, husbands leave, siblings can kill you for legacy… even your children always want some gain.”

These cruel words and squeaky voice became unbearable.

“I don’t know anything about household,” I spoke. “But I am fluent in Greek, and I love history. Zaleukos, my brothers’ tutor, also teaches me.”

Livia waved aside. “You three,” said to my sisters and me, “Go to Antonia. You will get lectica56 and escort. Tribune?”57 The old matron looked away. “There is no reason to be worried about my great-grandchildren, as long as I live. As for Nero,” she finished nefariously, “I feel no pity for a man who disappointed me the most.”

Cassius nodded and took my hand.

“No!” I screamed. “I am not going anywhere without Caligula!”

Livia’s face flushed with rage; her eyes turned coal black. She resembled Medusa, a mythical creature whose gaze turned its subject to stone.

“Who are you, little bitch, to set your face against me?” Even her whisper sounded like a roar from hell. “You are suggesting me in my own house what I am to do?” 

“We’re leaving.” Chaerea slung me over his shoulder and headed to the entrance hall. My sisters followed him scared, and Caligula, aware of our separation, cried my name out.

“Drusilla!”

I tried to break away, but Cassius was holding me tight.

“Don’t make a scene, infantula,” he whispered in my ear. “Everything will be in order.”

“You don’t understand,” I burst into tears. “I cannot live without him!”

Soldier sped up his pace. 

“Of course, I do. You think I’m dumb?”

“No,” I rested my head on his shoulder. “Help me, Cassius… Please.”

I didn’t even notice when he placed me into the basterna. 

“Better be careful with her,” he said to the four carrier slaves. “Otherwise, you’ll have to deal with me.” 

Armida and Susannah, who were waiting in the vestibule, rushed to help me.

“Get off!” Agrippina pushed the Jewess, taking a sit next to me. The harmony between us three never lasted long enough to call it real. 

“I’ll ride ahead.” Cassius put his head under the colorful velarium.58 “Don’t be afraid, Caligula will be back soon. Old witch won’t bother him for long.”

I’d always trusted him.

“If only Caesar had a little bit of your courage.” He gave me a smile. “There still would be a hope for him.” Then, he deftly bestrode his horse, and exclaimed. 

“Villa Claudiana!”

My father’s mother, so unlike her mother-in-law, did not ask any questions. She always knew and understood. When Chaerea leaded us into her atrium, Antonia, despite her age and status, hurried to give me a hug. 

“O grandma’s flower! Welcome home.”

 

 




VIII


AD 22

Three years without Gaius had been very hard to me.

I remember when my mother, Nero and Drusus arrived at the Palatine, carrying the urn with my father’s ashes. People at the Forum mourned the famous governor, demanding punishment for the culprit. Conspirators, in fear with possible rebellion, decided to sacrifice Piso. The poisoner was initially banished to Rhodes, where he was forced to commit suicide. 

In order to remove all doubts and suspicions, Emperor Tiberius forgave his stepson for ‘the Egyptian affair,’ and organized a majestic funeral. This double-minded man also gave honor to Chaerea – ‘soldier who has saved his grand-nephews’ and promoted him to the rank of tribunus angusticlavius.59 He also ordered Cassius under four eyes to do his duties far enough from the Romulus hill.60

Poor teacher Zaleukos had disappeared the day after my father died, leaving me eager to study his words…

My sisters kept on mocking me, always supported by our mother. Only my grandmother, grieving the loss of her son, found some relief in my company. We often had breakfast together in her chamber, joking about Agrippina the Elder and Livia. 

“They say you look like me,” Antonia once told me. “Same blue eyes, big and mournful, and shiny dark hair… You have not inherited anything of the Julii – you are as bright, fiery and persistent as your great-grandfather – Mark Antony. That is the way we all are – me, Germanicus and you. We do not care of what the others think; we go through life as warriors…”

I listened to the matron carefully, staring at her smooth, round face with no wrinkles. This plump woman had never been considered a beauty, but she was strong and wise enough to gain respect of the Augustants.61 

“Did you love your husband, granny?” I asked her, while Antonia was silent, recollecting something dear.

“Unless I loved your grandfather, I’d have never stepped into that serpent lair – Livia’s house.”

I started laughing, but my suppressed pain had reached me soon. When I was a child, I thought I would always love no one but Gaius. It was insane to hope that anyone in Rome could understand that feeling. Since the time of Numa Pompilius,62 marriages between closest relatives were strictly forbidden. Augustus banished his daughter Julia to the semi-wild Pandataria Island mostly because of the rumors of their alleged incest.

“I will never get married,” I said earnestly, moving my dinner plate aside. The very thought of marrying someone else caused me nausea. 

“What?” Antonia wondered. “Am I raising a Vestal Virgin?”63 Then, with a giggle, she added: “Today, even whores are more white-handed than these arrogant tribas.”64

“I don’t want to be a Vestal Virgin.” I felt a little bit offended. “But I want no husband either.” 

Antonia looked me straight in the eye, and her voice suddenly lost its softness.

“What is it, Drusilla? You are a princess; it’s your obligation to get married and give birth to the new royals. Usually, it’s up to Caesar who will marry whom, but if I kindly ask him, there would be a chance for you to choose a husband by yourself.”

Like all the forlorn children, I had a habit of interrupting my interlocutors, especially when I was feeling bad.

“Tiberius would never let me…” I cut myself off, realizing that I had said too much.

Matron sighed, moved toward me and hugged me.

“I understand. You love someone who is forbidden to you, don’t you?”

I fell silent. My truth could have been unbearable even for my liberated grandmother. 

“You won’t even tell me, right?” Antonia became concerned.

I thought about what would happen if someone found this out. Terrifying visions started hovering in my small head, so I broke into tears. “Granny, I can’t!” I murmured, crying. 

“Alright, you don’t have to.” Antonia kissed me on the forehead, then took her silk neck scarf off and dried my tears. “O, poor child! Forgive your foolish grandmother if I made you sad.”

It had been a long time since we talked about my marriage again. Grandmother was very attentive, and she always did her best to comfort me after the things we had both survived.

“You are the only hope of mine, Drusilla,” Matron used to say. “Nero is gone. My younger son Claudius is a complete idiot, that’s why both his marriages have failed… My daughter Livilla would sell me for power and wealth if she could. I’m afraid, your sisters are becoming much like her, as they already asked me to arrange their marriages. You are the only one to understand me, girl.”

Antonia was probably the only Roman lady who valued other women’s charisma and intelligence much more than their zeal for housekeeping. She had a large library of very rare books in Latin and Greek, presented to her by Augustus. Grandmother held this room as a sacred treasure, keeping everybody out of it but Uncle Claudius and me. My father’s brother was the only male descendant of Mark Antony who did not aspire to military service. Born with physical disabilities, Claudius spent his days among the books, studying the history of the Etruscans – the first inhabitants of Italia. Living in his older brother’s shadow turned this merely intelligent man to a constantly envious, infantile, mean and self-absorbed bookworm. 
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