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“O

h, Gaius, how could you!” Kyna Benigna asked her husband irritably. She was a tall, handsome woman of pure Celtic descent. Her dark red hair was woven in a series of intricate braids about her head. “I cannot believe you sent to Rome seeking a husband for Cailin. She will be furious with you when she finds out.” Kyna Benigna’s long, soft yellow wool tunic swung gracefully as she paced the hall.

“It is time for her to marry,” Gaius Drusus Corinium defended himself, “and there is no one here who seems to suit her.”

“Cailin will be just fourteen next month, Gaius,” his wife reminded him. “This is not the time of the Julians, when little girls were married off the moment their flow began! And as for finding no young man to suit her, I am not surprised by that. You adore your daughter, and she you. You have kept her so close she has not really had a chance to meet suitable young men. Even if she did, none would match her darling father, Gaius. Cailin has but to socialize like a normal young girl, and she will find the young man of her dreams.”

“That is impossible now, and you know it,” Gaius Drusus Corinium told her. “It is a dangerous world in which we live, Kyna. When was the last time we dared venture the road to Corinium? There are bandits everywhere. Only by remaining within the safety of our own estate are we relatively safe. Besides, the town is not what it once was. I think if someone will buy it, I shall sell our house there. We have not lived there since the first year of our marriage, and it has been closed up since my parents died three years ago.”

​“Perhaps you are right, Gaius. Yes, I think we should sell the house. Whomever Cailin marries one day, she will want to remain here in the country. She has never liked the town. Now tell me. Who is this young man who will come from Rome? Will he stay in Britain, or will he want to return to his own homeland? Have you considered that, my husband?”

“He is a younger son of our family in Rome, my dear.”

Kyna Benigna shook her head again. “Your family has not been back to Rome in over two centuries, Gaius. I will allow that the two branches of the family have never lost touch, but your dealings have been on a business level, not a personal one. We know nothing of these people you propose to give your daughter to, Gaius. How could you even consider such a thing? Cailin will not like it, I warn you. You will not twist her about your little finger in this matter.”

“The Roman branch of our family have always treated us honorably, Kyna,” Gaius said. “They are yet of good character. I have chosen to give this younger son an opportunity because, like the younger son who was my ancestor, he has more to gain by remaining in Britain than by returning to Rome. Cailin shall have Hilltop Villa and its lands for her dowry that she may remain near us. It will all work out quite well. I have done the right thing, Kyna, I assure you,” he concluded.

“What is this young man’s name, Gaius?” she asked him, not at all certain that he was right.

“Quintus Drusus,” he told her. “He is the youngest son of my cousin, Manius Drusus, who is the head of the Drusus family in Rome. Manius had four sons and two daughters by his first wife. This boy is one of two sons and a daughter produced by Manius’s second wife. The mother dotes on him, Manius writes, but she is willing to let him go because here in Britain he will be a respected man with lands of his own.”

“And what if Cailin does not like him, Gaius?” Kyna Benigna demanded. “You have not considered that, have you? Will not your cousins in Rome be offended if you send their son back home to them after they have sent him here to us with such high hopes?”

​“Certainly Cailin will like him,” Gaius insisted, with perhaps a bit more assurance than he was feeling.

“I will not allow you to force her to the marriage bed if she is not content to make this match,” Kyna Benigna said fiercely; and Gaius Drusus Corinium was reminded suddenly of why he had fallen in love with this daughter of a hill country Dobunni chieftain, instead of another girl from a Romano-British family. Kyna was every bit as strong as she was beautiful, and their daughter was like her.

“If she truly cannot be happy with him, Kyna,” he promised, “I will not force Cailin. You know I adore her. If Quintus displeases her, I will give the boy some land, and I will find him a proper wife. He will still be far better off than if he had remained in Rome with his family. Are you satisfied now?” He smiled at her.

“I am,” she murmured, the sound more like a cat’s purr.

He has the most winning smile, she thought, remembering the first time she had seen him. She had been fourteen, Cailin’s age. He had come to her father’s village with his father to barter for the fine brooches her people made. She had fallen in love then and there. She quickly learned he was a childless widower, and seemingly in no hurry to remarry. His father, however, was quite desperate that he do so.

Gaius Drusus Corinium was the last of a long line of a family of Roman Britons. His elder brother, Flavius, had died in Gaul with the legions when he was eighteen. His sister, Drusilla, had perished in childbirth at sixteen. His first wife had died after half a dozen miscarriages.

Kyna, the daughter of Berikos, knew she had found the only man with whom she could be happy. Shamelessly she set about to entrap him.

To her surprise, it took little effort. Gaius Drusus Corinium was as hot-blooded as the Celtic girl herself. His proper first wife had bored him. So had all the eligible women and girls who had attempted to entice him after Albinia’s tragic death. Once Kyna had gotten him to notice her, he could scarce take his eyes from her. She was as slender as a sapling, but her high, full young breasts spoke of delights ​he dared not even contemplate. She mocked him silently with her sapphire-blue eyes and a toss of her long red hair, flirting mischievously with him until he could bear no more. He wanted her as he had never wanted anything in his life, and so he told his father.

Kyna was beautiful, strong, healthy, and intelligent. Her blood mixed with theirs could but strengthen their family. Titus Drusus Corinium was as relieved as he was delighted.

Berikos, chieftain of the hill Dobunni, was not. “We have never mixed our blood with that of the Romans, as so many other tribes have,” he said grimly. “I will barter with you, Titus Drusus Corinium, but I will not give your son my daughter for a wife.” His blue eyes were as cold as stone.

“I am every bit as much a Briton as you are,” Titus told him indignantly. “My family have lived in this land for three centuries. Our blood has been mixed with that of the Catuvellauni, the Iceni, even as your family has mixed its blood with those and other tribes.”

“But never with the Romans,” came the stubborn reply.

“The legions are long gone, Berikos. We live as one people now. Let my son, Gaius, have your daughter Kyna to wife. She wants him every bit as much as he wants her.”

“Is this so?” Berikos demanded of his daughter, his long mustache quivering furiously. This was the child of his heart. Her betrayal of their proud heritage was painful.

“It is,” she answered defiantly. “I will have Gaius Drusus Corinium for my husband, and no other.”

“Very well,” Berikos replied angrily, “but know that if you take this man for your mate, you do so without my blessing. I will never look upon your face again. You will be as one dead to me,” he told her harshly, hoping his words would frighten her into changing her mind.

“So be it, my father,” Kyna said with equal firmness.

She had left her Dobunni village that day and had never looked back. Though she missed the freedom of her hill country, her inlaws were loving and kind to her. Julia, her mother-in-law, had wisely insisted the marriage be postponed six months so that Kyna could learn more civilized ways. ​Then, a year after their marriage was celebrated, she and Gaius had left the house in Corinium for the family villa some fifteen miles from town. She was not yet with child, and it was thought the serenity of the countryside would aid the young couple in their attempts. Sure enough, when Kyna was in her seventeenth year, their twin sons, Titus and Flavius, were born. Cailin came two years later. After that there were no more children, but Kyna and Gaius did not care. The three the gods had blessed them with were healthy, strong, beautiful, and intelligent, even as their mother was.

Berikos, however, had never forgiven Kyna for her marriage. She sent him word of the birth of her sons, and another message when Cailin had been born, but true to his word, the Dobunni chieftain behaved as if she did not exist. Kyna’s mother, however, came from their village after Cailin’s birth. She immediately announced that she would remain with her daughter and son-in-law. Her name was Brenna, and she was Berikos’s third wife. Kyna was her only child.

“He does not need me. He has the others,” was all Brenna would say by way of explanation. So she had stayed, appreciating perhaps even more than her daughter the civilized ways of the Romanized Britons.

The villa in which Brenna now lived with her daughter, son-in-law, and grandchildren was small but comfortable. Its porticoed entrance with four white marble pillars was impressive in direct contrast to the informal, charming atrium it led to. The atrium was planted with Damascus roses, which had a longer blooming season than most, due mainly to their sheltered location. In the atrium’s center was a little square pool in which water lilies grew in season and small colored fishes lived year-round. The villa contained five bedchambers, a library for Gaius Drusus, a kitchen, and a round dining room with beautiful plaster walls decorated with paintings of the gods’ adventures among the mortals. The two best features of the house, as far as Brenna was concerned, were the tiled baths and the hypocaust system that heated the villa in the damp, chilly weather. Beyond the entrance there was nothing grand about the house, which was constructed ​mostly of wood with a red tile roof, but it was a warm and cozy dwelling, and its residents were happy.

They had been a close family, and if Kyna had one regret, it was that her in-laws insisted upon remaining in Corinium. They liked the town with all its bustle, and Titus had his place on the council. For them life at the villa was dull. As the years passed, and the roads became more dangerous to travel, their visits grew less frequent.

Although neither Kyna nor her husband remembered the days when the legions had overflowed their homeland, keeping Britain’s four provinces and their roads inviolate, their elders did. Julia bemoaned the legions’ loss, for without them civil authority outside the towns was hard to maintain. A plea to Rome several years after the withdrawal of the armies had been answered curtly by the emperor. The Britons would have to fend for themselves. Rome had troubles of its own.

Then suddenly, three years ago, Gaius and Kyna had been sent word that Julia was ill. Gaius had taken a party of armed men and hurried to Corinium. His mother had died the day after his arrival. To his surprise and even deeper sorrow, his father, unable to cope with the loss of the wife who had been with him for most of his adult life, pined away, dying less than a week later. Gaius had seen to their burial. Then he had returned home, and the remaining family had drawn in even closer.

Now, Kyna Benigna left her husband to his accounts and hurried off to find her mother. Brenna was in the herb garden transplanting young plants into the warm spring soil.

“Gaius has sent to his family in Rome for a husband for Cailin,” Kyna said without any preamble.

Brenna climbed slowly to her feet, brushing the dirt from her blue tunic as she did so. She was an older version of her daughter, but her braids were prematurely snow-white, providing a startling contrast to her bright blue eyes. “What in the name of all the gods possessed him to do a silly thing like that?” she said. “Cailin will certainly accept no husband unless ​she herself does the choosing. I am surprised that Gaius could be so foolish. Did he not consult with you beforehand, Kyna?”

Kyna laughed ruefully. “Gaius rarely consults with me when he plans to do something he knows I will disapprove of, Mother.”

Brenna shook her head. “Aye,” she answered. “It is the way of men. Then we women are left to repair the damage done, and to clean up the mess. Men, I fear, are worse than children. Children know no better. Men do, and yet they will have their way. When are we to expect this proposed bridegroom?”

Kyna clapped a hand to her mouth. “I was so distressed by Gaius’s news that I forgot to ask him. It must be soon, or he wouldn’t have said anything. Cailin’s birthday is in a few weeks. Perhaps Quintus Drusus will arrive by then. I expect that Gaius has been dealing in this perfidy since last summer. He knows the young man’s name, and even his history.” Her blue eyes grew angry. “Indeed, I am beginning to suspect this plot was hatched some time ago!”

“We will have to tell Cailin,” Brenna said. “She should be aware of her father’s actions. I know Gaius will not force her to marry this Quintus if she does not like him. That is not his way, Kyna. He is a just man.”

“Aye, he is,” Kyna admitted. “He has agreed that if Cailin refuses his choice, he will find Quintus Drusus another wife, and give him some land. Still, I wonder, Mother, will these Roman relations be content if their son marries another girl when they have been promised our daughter? There are no young girls of our acquaintance whose families can equal or even come near Cailin’s dowry. Times are very hard, Mother. Only my husband’s prudence has allowed Cailin the advantages of an heiress’s wealth.”

Brenna took her daughter’s hand in hers and patted it comfortingly. “Let us not seek out difficulties, or see them where none yet exist,” she said wisely. “Perhaps this Quintus Drusus will be the perfect husband for Cailin.”

​“Husband? What is this talk of a husband, Grandmother?”

The two older women started guiltily and, swinging about, came face to face with the main object of their discussion, a tall, slender young girl with wide violet-colored eyes and an unruly mop of auburn curls.

“Mother? Grandmother? Who is Quintus Drusus?” Cailin demanded. “I want no husband chosen for me; nor am I yet even ready to wed.”

“Then you had best tell your father that, my daughter,” Kyna said bluntly. Although she had worried about broaching this problem with Cailin, it was not her way to beat about the bush. Plain speech was best, particularly in a difficult situation like this. “Your father has sent to his family in Rome for a prospective husband for you. He thinks it is time you were married. Quintus Drusus is the young man’s name, and he is, I surmise, expected at any minute.”

“I will certainly not marry this Quintus Drusus,” Cailin said, with stony finality in her tone. “How could Father do such a thing? Why should I be married off before Flavius and Titus, or has he sent to Rome for brides to wed my brothers too? If he has, he will find they are no more eager than I am!”

Brenna could not help but laugh. “There is far more Celt than Roman in you, my child,” she said, chuckling. “Do not worry about this Quintus Drusus. Your father has said if you do not like him, you do not have to have him; but perhaps he will turn out to be the man of your dreams, Cailin. It is possible.”

“I cannot imagine why Father thinks I need a husband,” Cailin grumbled. “It is too ridiculous to even contemplate. I would much rather stay at home with my family. If I marry, then I must take charge of a household and have babies. I am not ready for all of that. I have had little enough freedom to do anything I really find interesting, for I am deemed too young, but suddenly I am old enough to wed. How absurd! Poor Antonia Porcius was married two years ago when she was just fourteen. Now look at her! She has two babies. She has grown fat, and she always looks tired. Is that what Father thinks will make me happy? And as for Antonia’s husband, ​well! I hear he has taken a very pretty Egyptian slave girl to his bed. That shall not happen to me, I assure you. When the time comes, I will choose my own husband, and he will never stray from my side, or I will kill him!”

“Cailin!” Kyna reproved her. “Where did you ever hear such salacious gossip about Antonia Porcius? I am surprised at your repeating it.”

“Ohh, Mother, everyone knows. Antonia complains about her husband at every turn. She feels put upon, and she very well may be, though I think it her own fault. The last time I saw her at the Saturnalia, she was unable to stop talking about all her woes. She pinned me in a corner for close to an hour chattering.

“It’s all her father’s fault, you know. He chose a husband for her. How smug she was at the time, too! She loved lording it over us other girls when we met at the festivals. Sextus Scipio was so handsome, she bragged. Handsomer than any husbands we’d ever get. Why, there wasn’t a man in all of Britain as handsome as he was. He was rich, too. Richer than any husbands we’d ever get. By the gods, how she carried on! She’s still carrying on, I fear, but now ’tis a different tune she sings. Well, that’s not for me! I will pick my own husband. He will be a man of character, and of honor.”

Brenna nodded. “Then you will choose wisely when the time comes, my child.”

“Like I chose,” Kyna said softly, and her companions smiled in their agreement.

When they came together that evening for their meal, Cailin teased her father. “I hear you have sent to Rome for a very special birthday gift for me, Father,” she said. Her large violet eyes twinkled with humor. She had had the afternoon to cool her temper. Now Cailin thought it very funny that her father believed her ready to marry. She had only begun her moon cycles a few months ago.

Gaius Drusus flushed nervously and eyed his daughter. “You are not angry?” Cailin had a fierce temper. Even he could be cowed by it. Her Celtic blood was far hotter than that of her twin brothers.

​“I am not ready for marriage,” Cailin said, looking her father directly in the eye.

“Marriage? Cailin?” Her brother Flavius hooted with laughter.

“The gods pity the poor fellow,” said his twin, Titus. “Who is this sacrificial offering on the altar of matrimony to be?”

“He comes from Rome,” Cailin told them. “One Quintus Drusus, by name. I believe he is escorting the maidens chosen to be your wives, dear brothers. Yes, I am certain he is. We’re to have a triple wedding. ‘Twill save our parents a fortune in these hard times. Now, what did Mother say the brides’ names were? Majesta and Octavia? No, I think it was Horatia and Lavinia.”

The two sixteen-year-olds paled, only realizing it was a jest when their entire family burst out laughing. Their relief was comical.

“You see, Father,” Cailin said. “The thought of anyone choosing their spouses is abhorrent to my brothers. It is even more abhorrent to me. Is there no way you can stop this Quintus Drusus from coming? His trip will be a wasted one. I will not marry him.”

“Quintus Drusus will be here in two days’ time,” Gaius said, looking distinctly uncomfortable.

“Two days!” Kyna glared at her husband, outraged. “You did not tell me until this man was but two days from our villa? Ohh, Gaius! This is really too intolerable of you! Every servant is needed in the fields for the spring planting. I have no time to prepare for an unexpected guest from Rome.” She glowered fiercely at him.

“He is family,” Gaius replied weakly. “Besides, our home is always pristine, Kyna. You well know it.”

“The guest chamber must be cleaned and aired. It hasn’t been used in months. The mice always take up residence there when it is shut up. The bed needs a new mattress. The old one is filled with lumps. Do you know how long it takes to make a new mattress, Gaius? No, of course you do not!”

“Let him have the old mattress, Mother,” Cailin said. “He will leave all the quicker if he is uncomfortable.”

​“He will not leave,” Gaius Drusus said, recovering his equilibrium, and his dignity as head of this household. “I have promised his father that Quintus will have a future in Britain. There is nothing for him in Rome. My cousin, Manius, begged me to find a place for the boy. I have given my word, Kyna.”

“You did not approach him first with this silly scheme to marry Cailin off?” she demanded. She was beginning to see the issue in a different light now.

“No. Manius Drusus wrote to me two years ago,” said Gaius. “Quintus is the youngest of his children. If he had been a girl it would have been easier, for they could have married off a girl with a modest dowry; but he is not a girl. There is simply no place for Quintus in Rome. The sons of Manius’s first marriage are all grown with children of their own. Manius parceled off his lands to them as each married. His daughters were well dowered, and wed as well.

“Then, after having been widowed for several years, he suddenly fell in love. His new wife, Livia, bore him first a daughter, and Manius was rich enough that there was enough for her dowry. Then Livia bore Manius a son. My cousin determined that the boy would inherit their house in Rome. His wife agreed that there must be no more children, but ...”

Kyna laughed. “Cousin Manius dipped his wick one final time, and Quintus was born of their indiscretion,” she finished for her husband.

He nodded. “Aye. My cousin hoped to make another small fortune for this last child, but you know, Kyna, how bad Rome’s economy has been over these past years. The government is constantly spending more than it has to spend. The legions must be paid. Taxes have risen threefold. The coinage is so debased now as to be worth nothing. My cousin could but support his family. There was nothing to give young Quintus. So, Manius Drusus appealed to me to help him. He offered Quintus as a husband for our daughter. It seemed to me a good idea at the time.”

“It was not,” his wife said dryly, “and you really should have discussed it with me first.”

​“I will not marry this Quintus Drusus,” Cailin said again.

“You have already told us that several times, my daughter,” Kyna said soothingly. “I am certain that your father accepts your decision in this matter, even as I do. The problem remains, however, of what we must do. Quintus Drusus has traveled hundreds of leagues from Rome to come to a new and better life. We cannot send him back to his old one. Your father’s honor—indeed, the honor of the whole family—is involved.” She furrowed her brow for a moment, and then she brightened. “Gaius, I believe I may have the answer. How old is Quintus Drusus?”

“Twenty-one,” he told her.

“We will tell him that we have decided Cailin is too young to marry at this time,” Kyna said. “We will imply his father misunderstood you. That all you offered was to give Quintus a start in Britain. If Cailin eventually fell in love with him, then a marriage could certainly take place. You did not actually make a marriage contract with Manius Drusus, Gaius, did you?” She looked anxiously at her husband.

“Nay, I did not.”

“Then we will have no problems,” Kyna said, relieved. “We will give young Quintus that little villa with its lands by the river, the one you purchased several years ago from the estate of Septimus Agricola. It’s fertile and has a fine apple orchard. We’ll supply him with slaves, and with hard work he can make it quite prosperous.”

Gaius Drusus smiled for the first time that day. “It is the perfect solution,” he agreed with her. “I could not manage without you, my dear, I fear.”

“Indeed, Gaius, I am most certainly of the same opinion,” Kyna replied.

The rest of the family laughed.

When they had recovered from their mirth, Cailin said, “But do not make a new mattress, Mother. We want Quintus Drusus gone from this house as quickly as possible, remember.”

There was more laughter. This time Gaius Drusus joined in, relieved that a potentially difficult situation had been resolved ​by his beautiful, clever wife. He had not made a mistake all those years ago when he had married Kyna, the daughter of Berikos.

Two days later, exactly as predicted, Quintus Drusus arrived at the villa of his cousin. He came astride a fine redbrown stallion that his father had gifted him with when he departed Rome. Quintus Drusus’s sharp black eyes took in the rich, newly turned soil of his cousin’s farmland; the well-pruned trees in the orchards; the fine repair of the buildings; the good health of the slaves who were working outdoors in the spring sunlight. He was well-pleased by what he saw, for he had not been overly happy with the plans his father had made for him.

“You have no choice but to go to Britain,” his father had told him angrily when he had protested the decision. His mother, Livia, was weeping softly. “There is nothing for you here in Rome, Quintus. Everything I have is distributed among your siblings. You know this is to be true. It is unfortunate that you are my youngest child, and I can offer you neither land nor monies.

“Gaius Drusus Corinium is a very wealthy man with much land in Britain. Though he has two sons, he will dower his only daughter very well. She will have lands, a villa, gold! It can all be yours, my son, but you must pay the price for it, and the price is that you exile yourself from Rome. You must remain in Britain, work those lands you receive. If you do, you will be happy and comfortable all your days. Britain is most fertile, I have been told. It will be a good life, I promise you, Quintus,” his father had finished.

He had obeyed his parents, although he was not happy with the decision they had made for him. Britain was at the end of the earth, and its climate was foul. Everyone knew that. Still, he could not stay in Rome, at least not right now. Armilla Cicero was becoming most demanding. She had told him last night that she was pregnant, and that they would have to marry. Her father was very powerful; Quintus Drusus knew that he could make life most uncomfortable for any ​man he thought had made his daughter unhappy. It was better to leave Rome.

Armilla would have an abortion, as she had had on a number of occasions. He was not the first man she had cast her nets for, nor would he be the last. It was really quite a shame, Quintus thought, for Senator Cicero was a wealthy man, but his two other sons-in-law lived unhappily beneath his thumb. That was not the kind of life Quintus Drusus envisioned for himself. He would be his own man.

Nor, it occurred to him as he approached the villa of his cousin, Gaius Drusus Corinium, did he have in mind a lifetime spent farming in Britain. Still, for now there was nothing else he could do. Eventually he would think of a plan, and he would be gone, back to Rome, with a pocket full of gold coin that would keep him comfortable all of his days.

He saw a handful of people come out of the villa to greet him, and forced a smile upon his extremely handsome face. The man, tall, with dark brown hair and light eyes, was like no Drusus he had ever seen, but was obviously his cousin Gaius. The woman, tall, with a fine, high bosom and dark red hair, must be his cousin’s wife. The older woman with white hair was her mother, no doubt. His father had told him that their cousin Gaius’s Celtic mother-in-law lived with them. The two almost-grown boys were images of their father. They were sixteen; close to manhood really. And there was a girl.

Quintus Drusus was close enough now to see her quite clearly. She was tall like the rest of her family, taller, he thought irritably, than he was himself. He did not like tall women. Her hair was a rich auburn, a long, curly mass of untidy ringlets that suggested an untamed nature. She was very fair of skin with excellent features; straight nose, large eyes, a rosebud of a mouth. She was actually one of the most beautiful females he had ever seen, but he disliked her on sight.

“Welcome to Britain, Quintus Drusus,” Gaius said as the young man drew his horse to a stop before them and dismounted.

“I thank you, cousin,” Quintus Drusus replied, and then ​politely greeted each of the others as they were introduced. To his amazement, he sensed that his proposed bride disliked him even as he did her. Still, a man did not have to like a woman to wed her, and get a proper number of children on her. Cailin Drusus was a wealthy young woman who represented his future. He didn’t intend to let her get away.

For the next few days he waited for his cousin, Gaius, to broach the matter of the marriage contract and set a wedding date. Cailin avoided him as if he were a carrier of the plague. Finally, after ten days, Gaius took him aside one morning.

“I promised your father that because of the bonds of blood binding our two families,” the older man began, “I would give you the opportunity to make a new life for yourself here in Britain. I have therefore signed over to you a fine villa and farm with a producing orchard by the river. It has all been done quite legally and filed properly with the magistrate in Corinium. You will have the slaves you need to work your lands. You should do quite well, Quintus.”

“But I know nothing about farming!” Quintus Drusus burst out.

Gaius smiled. “I am aware of that, my boy. How could a fine fellow like yourself, brought up in Rome, know anything about the land? But we will teach you, and help you to learn.”

Quintus Drusus told himself he must not lose his temper. Perhaps he could sell this farm and its villa and escape back to Rome. But Gaius’s next words dashed all his hopes in that direction.

“I bought the river farm from the estate of old Septimus Agricola several years back. It has lain fallow since then. I was fortunate to get it cheap from the heirs who live in Glevum. Property values are down even further now for those wishing to sell, but they are an excellent value for those wishing to buy.”

There was no quick escape, then, Quintus Drusus thought gloomily, but once his marriage to Cailin was settled, they would at least be monied. “When,” he asked his cousin, “do you propose to celebrate the marriage between your daughter and myself?”

​“Marriage? Between you and Cailin?” Gaius Drusus wore a puzzled face.

“My father said there would be a marriage between your daughter and myself, cousin. I thought I came to Britain to be a bridegroom, to unite our two branches of the family once again.” Quintus Drusus’s handsome face showed his barely restrained anger.

“I am so sorry, Quintus. Your father must have misunderstood me, my boy,” Gaius said. “I but offered you an opportunity here in Britain where there was none for you in Rome. I felt it my duty because of our blood ties. Now if you and Cailin should fall in love one day, I should certainly not object to your marrying my daughter, but there was no contract for a marriage enacted between our two families. I regret your confusion.” He smiled warmly, and patted the younger man’s arm. “Cailin is still just half grown. If I were you, my boy, I should seek a strong, healthy woman from amongst our neighbors’ daughters. We are celebrating the festival of manhood, the Liberalia, for our twin sons in a few days. Many of our neighbors and their families will be attending. It will be a good time for you to look over the local maidens. You are a good catch, Quintus. Remember, you are a man of property now!”

No marriage. No marriage. The words burned in his brain. Quintus Drusus had not been privy to the correspondence between his father and his cousin Gaius, but he had been quite certain his father believed a marriage was to take place between himself and Cailin Drusus. Had his father misunderstood? He was not a young man by any means, being some twenty years older than Gaius Drusus.

Or had his father known all along that there would be no marriage? Had Manius Drusus tricked him into leaving Rome because Gaius was willing to offer him lands of his own? Did Manius Drusus dangle a rich marriage before his youngest child because he knew that he would not go otherwise? It was the only explanation Quintus Drusus could come up with. His cousin Gaius seemed an honest man in all respects. Not at all like that sly old Roman fox, his father.

​Quintus Drusus almost groaned aloud with frustration, running a hand through his black hair. He was marooned at the end of the earth in Britain. He was to be a farmer: He shuddered with distaste, seeing a long, dull life filled with goats and chickens stretching ahead of him. There would be no more glorious gladiatorial battles at the Colosseum to watch, or chariot racing along the Appian Way. No summers on Capri, with its warm blue waters and endless sunshine, or visits to some of the most incredible brothels in the world, with their magnificent women who catered to all tastes.

Perhaps if he could get that little bitch Cailin to fall in love with him ... No. That would take a miracle. He did not believe in miracles. Miracles were for religious fanatics like the Christians. Cailin Drusus had made her dislike plain from the moment they laid eyes on one another. She was barely civil when they were in the presence of their elders, and ignored him when they found themselves alone. He certainly did not want a wife as outspoken and unbridled as this girl was. Women with Celtic blood seemed to be that way. His cousin’s wife and mother-in-law were also outspoken and independent.

Quintus Drusus made an effort to swallow his disappointment. He was alone in a strange land, hundreds of leagues from Rome. He needed the goodwill and the influence of Gaius Drusus and his family. He had nothing, not even the means to return home. If he could not have Cailin, and the fat dowry her father would undoubtedly settle on her one day, there would be another girl with another fat dowry. He now needed Cailin’s friendship, and the friendship of her mother, Kyna, if he was to find a rich wife.

Quintus’s young cousins, Flavius and Titus, would be celebrating their sixteenth birthdays on the twentieth of March. The Liberalia fell on March 17. The manhood ceremony was always celebrated on the festival nearest a boy’s birthday—although which birthday was up to the discretion of the parents.

On that special day, a boy put aside the red-edged toga of his childhood, receiving in its place the white toga of manhood. ​Here in Britain it would be a mostly symbolic affair, for the men did not normally wear togas. The climate was too harsh, as Quintus had discovered. He had quickly adopted the warm, light wool tunic and cross-gartered braccos of the Romano-Britons.

Still, the old customs of the Roman family were kept, if for no other reason than they made wonderful excuses to get together with one’s neighbors. It was at these gatherings that matches were made, as well as arrangements to crossbreed livestock. They gave friends a chance to meet once again, for unnecessary travel on a regular basis was simply no longer possible. Each party setting out for the villa of Gaius Drusus Corinium made burnt offerings and prayers to their gods that they would arrive safely, and return home in safety.

On the morning of the Liberalia, Quintus Drusus said to Kyna in Cailin’s presence, “You will have to introduce me to all the eligible women and maidens today, my lady. Now that my cousin Gaius has so generously made me a man of property, I will be seeking a wife to share my good fortune with me. I rely on your wisdom in this matter, even as I would rely on my own sweet mother, Livia.”

“I am certain,” Kyna told him, “that such a handsome young man as yourself will have no trouble finding a wife.” She turned to her daughter. “What think you, Cailin? Who would best please our cousin? There are so many pretty girls among our acquaintances ready to wed.”

Cailin looked at her cousin. “You will want a wife with a good dowry, will you not, Quintus? Or will you simply settle for virtue,” she said wickedly. “No, I do not think you will settle for just virtue.”

He forced a laugh. “You are too clever by far, little cousin. With such a sharp tongue, I wonder if you will ever find a husband for yourself. A man likes a little honey with his speech.”

“There will be honey aplenty for the right man,” Cailin said pertly, smiling with false sweetness at him.

Earlier that morning Titus and Flavius had removed the golden bullae that they had worn around their necks since ​their twin births. The bullae, amulets for protection against evil, were then laid upon the altar of the family gods. A sacrifice was made, and the bullae were hung up, never to be worn again unless their owners found themselves in danger of the envy of their fellow men, or of the gods.

The twins next dressed themselves in white tunics, which, according to custom, their father carefully adjusted. Since they descended from the noble class, the tunics donned by Titus and Flavius Drusus had two wide crimson stripes. Finally, over each of their tunics was draped the snow-white toga virilis, the garment of a man considered grown.

Had they lived in Rome, a procession consisting of family, friends, freedmen, and slaves would have wound its way in joyful parade to the Forum, where the names of the two sons of Gaius Drusus would have been added to the list of citizens. It had been the custom since the time of the emperor Aurelian that all births be registered within thirty days in Rome, or with the official provincial authorities; but only when a boy formally became a man was his name entered in the rolls as a citizen. It was a proud moment. The names of Titus and Flavius Drusus Corinium would be entered in the list kept in the town of Corinium, and an offering would be made to the god Liber at that time.

Just as their neighbors and friends began to arrive for the family celebration, Cailin took her brothers aside. “Cousin Quintus would like us to introduce him to prospective wives,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “I think we should help him. He will be gone all the sooner. I can barely remain civil in his presence.”

“Why do you dislike him so, Cailin?” Flavius asked her. “He has done nothing to you. Once Father told him there would be no marriage between you, you should have felt more at ease. Instead you take every opportunity to snipe at him. I do not understand.”

“He seems a good fellow to me,” Titus agreed with his twin. “His manners are flawless, and he rides well. I think Father was correct when he told Quintus that you were too young for marriage.”

​“I am not too young for marriage should the right man come along,” Cailin responded. “As for Quintus Drusus, there is something about him that my voice within warns me of, but I know not what it is. I simply think he is a danger to us all. The sooner he is gone to the river villa and settled with a wife, the happier I will be! Now, what girls do you feel would suit him? Think! You two know every eligible, respectable, and not so respectable maiden for miles around.”

They laughed in unison, rolling their eyes at one another, for if there was one thing Cailin’s brothers liked, it was the ladies—so much so that Gaius Drusus was declaring his sons men in order to find them wives and marry them off before they caused a scandal by impregnating some man’s daughter or, worse, being caught debauching some man’s wife.

“There is Barbara Julius,” Flavius said thoughtfully. “She is a handsome girl with nice big breasts. Good for babies.”

“And Elysia Octavius, or Nona Claudius,” Titus volunteered.

Cailin nodded. “Yes, they would all be suitable. I like none of them so well that I would warn them off our cousin, Quintus.”

The families from the surrounding estates were arriving. The twins made their suggestions to their mother, and Kyna dutifully made the proper introductions. Quintus Drusus’s handsome face, coupled with his lands, made him more than eligible.

“He needs three arms,” Cailin said dryly to her grandmother, “for Barbara, Nona, and Elysia will certainly end up in a cat fight trying to hold on to him. Will I have to simper like that to gain a man’s attention and devotion? It’s disgusting!”

Brenna chuckled. “They are simply flirting with Quintus,” she said. “One of them must gain ascendancy over the others if they are to capture your cousin’s heart. Men and women have flirted for centuries. Someday a man will come along who appeals to you so strongly that you will flirt with him, my Cailin. Trust me in that.”

Perhaps, Cailin thought, but she still felt that the three ​girls being dangled before Quintus were silly creatures. She wandered through the crowd of her neighbors filling the gardens of the villa. No one was paying a great deal of attention to her, for this was not her day, but rather her brothers’. Cailin could smell spring in the air at long last. The ground was warm again, and the breeze mild, even if the day was not as bright as they might have wished. Then she saw Antonia Porcius, but before she might turn in another direction, Antonia was hailing her noisily, and there was no avoiding her.

“How are you, Antonia?” Cailin inquired politely, bracing for the flood of words to come, for Antonia Porcius could not answer the simplest query without going into great detail.

“I have divorced Sextus,” Antonia announced dramatically.

“What?” Cailin was astounded. This was the first she had heard of it.

Antonia put her arm through Cailin’s and said in confidential tones, “Well, actually, he ran away with that little Egyptian slave girl of mine. Father was furious. He said I must not remain married to Sextus Scipio under those circumstances. Then he granted me a divorce!” She giggled. “Sometimes having the chief magistrate of Corinium for a father isn’t such a bad thing. I got everything, of course, because Sextus wronged me publicly. Father says no honest magistrate would allow a good wife and her children to suffer under those circumstances. If Sextus ever comes back, he will find he has come back to nothing, but I hear they took flight for Gaul. Imagine! He said he was in love with her! How silly of him.”

Her blue eyes narrowed a moment. “I hear your cousin has come from Rome, and that your father has given him the old Agricola estate. I hear that he is divinely handsome. My estates match those lands, you know. My father wanted to buy them for me, but your father got to the heirs in Glevum first. What is his name? Your cousin’s, I mean. Will you introduce me, Cailin? The gossip is that he is looking for a wife. A rich woman such as myself would not be a bad match now, would it?” She giggled again. “Wouldn’t it be nice if we were ​cousins, Cailin? I’ve always liked you, you know. You don’t say cruel things about me to the other girls behind my back. I think you must be the only friend I have, Cailin Drusus!”

Cailin was astounded. They were hardly friends; at seventeen, Antonia was her senior, and had rarely given her the time of day. Until today.

Why, the silly cow, Cailin thought. She really wants to meet Quintus! I suppose snatching him from beneath the noses of the others would give her a double victory of sorts. She would best those who spoke unkindly of her, and she would prove to the world that she was still a very desirable woman; that Sextus Scipio was a cad, and a fool.

“How kind you are, dear Antonia,” Cailin heard herself saying as her mind raced with delicious possibilities. Antonia might be plump, but she was more than just pretty. By marrying her, Quintus would gain a wife rich in both lands and money. She was her father’s only child, and she would inherit everything he owned one day.

She was also foolish, and selfish. Sextus Scipio must have been absolutely miserable with her to have left everything his family had built up over the last few hundred years. Antonia Porcius certainly deserved her cousin, and most assuredly Quintus Drusus deserved the daughter of the chief magistrate of Corinium.

“Of course I will introduce you to my cousin Quintus, Antonia. You must promise me, however, that you will not swoon,” Cailin teased her companion. “He is as handsome as a god, I vow! I only wish he found me attractive, but alas, he does not. It would be exciting indeed if you and I became cousins.” She pulled Antonia about and said, “Come along now! My mother has already begun introducing him to every eligible girl in the province. You do not want them to steal a march on you. But I think, mayhap, when Quintus sees you, dear Antonia, both your lives will change. Ohh, wouldn’t it be wonderful!”

Quintus Drusus was very much in his element, surrounded by attractive, nubile girls who were all fawning over ​him. He saw Cailin’s approach with a plump little blond, but he waited until she spoke to him before acknowledging her.

“Cousin Quintus, this is my good friend, Antonia Porcius.” Cailin pulled the simpering woman forward. “Antonia, this is my big cousin from Rome. I’m certain that you two have much in common. Antonia is the only child of the chief magistrate in Corinium, Quintus.”

Well, well, well, he thought. Little cousin Cailin is being most helpful indeed. I wonder what mischief she is up to now? Yet, he was curious. She had quite clearly signaled him that the blond girl was the daughter of a powerful man, and an heiress to boot. He couldn’t understand why Cailin would want to do him a favor. She had made no secret of her dislike of him since they had first laid eyes upon one another. Her candidate for his hand must have a flaw of some sorts. Then he gazed into Antonia’s limpid blue eyes, and decided whatever that flaw was, he would certainly enjoy ferreting it out.

His hand went to his heart, and he said, “The sight of you, my lady Antonia, gives me comprehension at long last of why Britain’s women are so famed for their beauty. I prostrate myself at your feet.”

Antonia’s mouth made a small round O of delight, while the other girls pressing in on Quintus Drusus gaped with surprise. Then the handsome young Roman took Antonia Porcius by the arm and requested that she show him the gardens. The couple walked slowly from the group, seemingly enraptured by each other’s company, while those left behind stared in amazement.

“Is there madness in your family, Cailin Drusus?” Nona Claudius asked, her tone one of a young lady most put out.

“Whatever possessed you to introduce Antonia Porcius to such an eligible man?” demanded Barbara Julius.

“And whatever does he see in her?” Elysia Octavius wondered aloud. “We are younger and prettier by far.”

“I did not mean to distress you,” Cailin said innocently. “I simply felt sorry for poor Antonia. I just learned that she is divorced. Sextus, her husband, ran off with a slave girl. I but ​sought to cheer her up by introducing her to my cousin. I certainly never thought he would be attracted to her. She is older than all of us, and you are correct, Elysia, when you observed that we are all prettier.” Cailin shrugged. “There is no accounting for men’s taste in women. Perhaps Quintus will quickly become bored with her and come back to you all.”

“If your villa were not the most remote of all of our homes from Corinium, Cailin, you would have known about Antonia’s divorce,” Barbara told her irritably. “Frankly, none of us blames poor Sextus Scipio. Antonia is selfish beyond bearing. Whatever she sees and desires, she must have. Sextus claimed he was being driven to poverty by her. If he denied her anything, her father would upbraid him. She is not a good mother, and she is cruel to her slaves, my father says. Ohh, she is sweet and charming when she gets her own way, but when she doesn’t, beware! She wanted Sextus Scipio because he was the most handsome and the richest man about. Once she had lured him into her trap, however, she became once more what she really is, a spoilt little bitch. You should really warn your cousin.”

“I hear,” Nona Claudius said, lowering her voice so the other girls were forced to lean forward, “that although Antonia got her husband’s estate, his goods, and chattel, that Sextus Scipio and his little mistress escaped with much gold and other coin. My father was his banker, you know. He says that Sextus Scipio had been transferring funds abroad for months now. Antonia’s not telling anyone that. She’s put it right from her mind. The thought of her husband getting away to live happily ever after in comfort is frankly more than she can bear.”

“She is obviously casting her nets for a new husband,” Barbara said in annoyed tones, “and once again it is the most handsome man in the province. I suppose he is rich, too. I don’t know why Antonia has all the luck!”

“He’s not rich at all,” Cailin told them, hoping to frighten them off and further Antonia’s cause. “He is the youngest son of my father’s cousin in Rome. It is a very big family. There was nothing left for poor Quintus. Father felt sorry for him, ​and asked his cousin Manius to send Quintus to us. Then he gave him the river villa along with all its lands. Of course, he will loan him slaves to work the lands and keep the orchard, but my cousin Quintus has very little but his handsome face to recommend him.”

“Antonia’s lands match those of the river villa,” Nona said. “When your gorgeous cousin learns that, he will be even more intrigued by her. Antonia’s a rich woman. Frankly, Quintus Drusus would be a fool not to have her. There is no hope for us, I fear.”

“Do you really think so?” Cailin said. “Oh, dear!”

Brenna joined her granddaughter as the other girls drifted away. “You scheme like a Druid, Cailin Drusus,” she murmured.

“The sooner he is married off,” Cailin said, “the safer I will be. Thanks be to the gods that he did not like me on sight. There is something about him, Grandmother. I cannot put my finger on it, but I feel Quintus Drusus is a danger to me, to us all. I hope he weds Antonia Porcius for her wealth, and her connections. I will not be content until he is gone from our home.” She looked into Brenna’s kindly face. “You do not think me foolish to feel so strongly?”

“No,” Brenna said. “I have always said you were more Celt than your brothers. The voice within calls to you, warns you about Quintus Drusus. Listen to it, my child. That voice will never play you false. It is when we do not listen to that voice that we make errors in judgment. Always trust your instincts, Cailin,” her grandmother counseled.
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With so many lovely girls in the province to choose from, why on earth did Quintus marry Antonia Porcius?” Kyna wondered aloud to her husband and family.

Their cousin’s very lavish wedding had been celebrated the morning prior in Corinium. They were now traveling back to their own villa, which was some eighteen miles from the town; a good day’s travel. Gaius and his sons were astride their horses. The three women rode in an open cart. They journeyed with a large party of families from nearby villas. The neighbors had banded together to employ a strong troop of men-at-arms for their protection along the road.

“Antonia is a very attractive woman,” Gaius answered his wife.

“That is not what I mean,” Kyna said sharply, “and you well know it, Gaius! Quintus might have chosen a virgin of good family. Instead he decided upon a divorced woman with two children, and a father who cannot let his daughter be. Anthony Porcius will not be an easy father-in-law, as poor Sextus Scipio found to his dismay.”

“Come now, my dear,” Gaius Drusus told her, “you know as well as I do that Quintus fixed his sights on Antonia for several reasons. She is rich. Her lands match the lands I gave him. There is little mystery to it, Kyna. Quintus was promised land and a wife if he came to Britain. Of course, I had intended that wife to be Cailin; but since Cailin would not have him—and indeed, if I must be honest, she and Quintus would have been a bad match—Quintus chose wisely in Antonia. He is strong enough to control her. It will be a good marriage.”

​“I thought they made a most handsome couple,” Cailin ventured.

Her mother laughed. “You would have thought Quintus and Hecate made a good couple if it would save you from marrying him, my daughter. Now what will you do for a mate?”

“When the right man comes along, Mother, I shall know it,” Cailin replied confidently.

“Why is it,” Flavius asked, “that Antonia and Quintus chose you to be one of their witnesses, little sister?”

Cailin smiled with false sweetness. “Why, Flavius, did you not know? I introduced our cousin Quintus to my dear friend Antonia. I suppose they believe that having played Cupid, I am responsible, in part, for the great happiness they have found in each other.”

“Cailin!” her mother exclaimed. “You introduced Quintus and Antonia to each other? You never told me this before. I wondered how they met that day.”

“Did I not mention it, Mother? I suppose it slipped my mind because I thought it of no import,” Cailin answered. “Yes, I did introduce them. It was at the Liberalia, when my brothers became men.”

“You plot like a Druid!” her mother said.

“Grandmother said the same thing,” Cailin admitted mischievously.

“I certainly did,” Brenna agreed. “Of your three whelps, she is most like a Dobunni Celt. Berikos would approve of her.”

“Mother,” Cailin asked, “why did Berikos disapprove of your marriage to Father?” She never thought of her mother’s paternal parent as Grandfather. He was rarely mentioned in her household, and she had never even once laid eyes on him. He was as big a mystery to Cailin as she would have been to him.

“My father is a proud man,” Kyna said. “Perhaps over-proud. The Dobunni were once members of the powerful Catuvellauni Celts. A son of their great ruler Commius, one Tincommius by name, brought a group of followers to this ​region many years ago. They became the Dobunni. Your grandfather descends from Tincommius. He is proud of his line, and prouder yet of the fact that none of his family until me ever married into the Roman race. He has always hated the Romans, although for no real reason that he ever shared with any of us.

“When I saw your father, and fell in love with him, Berikos was quite displeased with me. He had already chosen a husband for me, a man named Carvilius. But I would not have Carvilius. I would only have your father, and so Berikos disowned me. I had shamed him. I had shamed the Dobunni.”

“He is a fool, and ever was,” Brenna muttered. “When word was brought to him of the twins’ births, a smile split his face for the briefest moment, and then he grew somber, saying, ‘I have no daughter.’ His other wives, Ceara, Bryna, and that little fool Maeve, were all preening and bragging over their grandchildren, but with my one child exiled, I was forbidden to say a word. Indeed, what could I have said? I hadn’t ever even seen the boys.”

“But,” Cailin questioned Brenna, “if Berikos had three other wives, and other children, why was he so angry at Mother for having followed her heart? Didn’t he want her to be happy?”

“Berikos has sired ten sons on his other wives, but my child was his only daughter. Kyna was her father’s favorite, which is why he let her go, and why he could never forgive her for turning her back on her heritage,” Brenna sadly explained.

“When you were born, however, I told Berikos that if he could not forgive your mother for marrying a Romano-Briton, I must leave the tribe to be with my daughter. He had other grandchildren, but I had only your mother’s children. It was not fair that he rob me of a place by my daughter’s fire, or the right to dandle my grandchildren upon my knee. That was fourteen years ago. I have never regretted my decision. I am far happier with my daughter and her family than I ever was with Berikos, and his killing pride.”

Kyna took her mother’s hand in hers and squeezed it hard ​as the two women smiled at each other. Then Brenna reached out with her other hand and patted Cailin’s cheek lovingly.

Quintus’s marriage had been celebrated on the Kalends of June. To everyone’s surprise, including his own, he was a most proficient manager of his estates, including his wife’s vast portion. The river villa he deemed in too poor repair, and had it demolished. The fields belonging to the estate now bloomed with ripening grain. The orchards thrived. Quintus, comfortable in his wife’s lavish villa, put on weight. His devotion to Antonia was astounding. Though it was his right to take any slave who caught his fancy to his bed, he did not do so. His stepsons feared and respected him, as should the children of any respectable man. His slaves found nothing to gossip about their master. And as for Antonia, by early autumn she was pregnant.

“It is astounding,” Gaius said to his wife. “Poor Honoria Porcius in all her years of marriage could get but one child; but her daughter ripens like a melon each time a husband comes through the door. Well, I must admit that Cailin’s matchmaking was a good thing. My cousin Manius should be most grateful to me for his son’s luck.”

Quintus Drusus, however, was not quite the man he seemed. His good fortune had but given him an appetite for more. The civil government was crumbling with the towns themselves. He could see that soon there would be no central government left. When that happened, it would be the rich and the powerful who controlled Britain. Quintus Drusus had decided that he would be the richest and most powerful man in Corinium and the surrounding countryside when that time came. He looked covetously at the estates of his cousin, Gaius Drusus Corinium.

Antonia had been recently chattering to him about possible matches to be made for his cousins, Titus and Flavius. They were already disporting themselves among the slave girls in their father’s house. The rumor was that one of them—and no one was certain which, for they were identical in features—had gotten a young slave girl with child. Their ​marriages could quickly mean children; another generation of heirs to the estate of Gaius Drusus Corinium.

And then there was Cailin. Her parents would soon be seeking a husband for her. She would also celebrate a birthday in the spring. At fifteen she was certainly more than old enough to marry. A powerful husband allied with his cousin Gaius—the thought did not please Quintus Drusus. He wanted the lands belonging to his benefactor, and the quicker he got them, the fewer complications he would have to deal with. The only question remaining in his mind was how to attain his goal without being caught.

Gaius and his family would have to be disposed of, but how was he to do it? He must not be suspected himself. No. He would be the greatest mourner at the funerals of Gaius Drusus Corinium and his family—and the only one left to inherit his cousin’s estates. Quintus smiled to himself. In the end he would have far more wealth than any of his brothers in Rome. He thought of how he had resisted the idea of coming to Britain, yet had he not come, he would have lost the greatest opportunity of his life.

“You look so happy, my love,” Antonia said, smiling at him as they lay abed.

“How could I not be happy, my dear,” Quintus Drusus answered his wife. “I have you, and so much else.” He reached out and touched her swelling belly. “He is the first of a great house, Antonia.”

“Oh, yes!” she agreed, catching his hand and kissing it.

Antonia’s sons, he thought, as he tenderly caressed his adoring wife. They were young, and so fragile. The merest whisper of disease could take them. It really seemed a shame that the sons of Sextus Scipio should one day have anything of his. But of course, Antonia would not allow them to be disinherited. Though she was not the best of mothers, she did dote on her children. Still, anything might happen, Quintus Drusus considered. Anything.

Quintus Drusus’s son was born on the Kalends of March, exactly nine months to the day his mother had married his father. ​The infant was a large, healthy child. Antonia’s joy at the birth of her child was short-lived, however, for the next morning, the two little boys born of her marriage to Sexus Scipio were discovered drowned in the atrium fish pond. The two slave women assigned to watch over the children were found together in most compromising circumstances; naked, entwined in a lascivious embrace, and drunk. There was no defense for their crime. Both were strangled and buried before the fateful day was over. Antonia was hysterical with grief.

“I shall call him Posthumous in honor of his brothers,” Antonia declared dramatically, large tears running down her cheeks as she gazed upon her day-old son. “How tragic that he shall never know them.”

“He shall be called Quintus Drusus, the younger,” her husband told her, slipping two heavy gold bracelets on her arm as he gave her a quick kiss. “You must not distress yourself further, my dear. Your milk will not come in if you do. I will not have my son suckling on the teats of some slave woman. They are not as healthy as a child’s own mater. My own mother, Livia, always believed that. She nursed my brother, my sister, and myself most faithfully until we were past four.” He reached out, and slipping a hand beneath one of her breasts, said with soft menace, “Do not cheat my son, Antonia, of what is his right. The sons of Sextus Scipio were innocents, and as such are now with the gods. You can do nothing for them, my dear. Let it go, and tend to the living child the gods have so graciously given us.” Leaning over, he kissed her lips again.

The nursemaid took the infant from Antonia. She lay the child at her master’s feet. Quintus Drusus took up the swaddled bundle in his arms, thereby acknowledging the boy as his own true offspring. This formal symbolic recognition meant the newborn was admitted to his Roman family with all its rights and privileges. Nine days after his birth, Quintus Drusus, the younger, would be officially named amid much familial celebration.

“You will remember what I have said, my dear, won’t you?” Quintus Drusus asked his wife as he handed his son to ​the waiting nursemaid and arose from her bedside. “Our child must be your first consideration.”

Antonia nodded, her blue eyes wide with surprise. This was a side of her husband she had never seen, and she was suddenly afraid. Quintus had always been so indulgent of her. Now, it would seem, he was putting their son ahead of her.

He smiled down at her. “I am pleased with you, Antonia. It has been a terrible time for you, but you have been brave. You are a fit mother for my children.”

He left her bedchamber and made his way to his library. The house was quiet now, without his stepsons running about. In a way, it was sad, but in a few years’ time the villa would ring again with the laughter and shouts of children. His children. A single lamp burned upon the table as he entered his private sanctuary, shutting the door firmly behind him. Only the gravest emergency would cause anyone to disturb him once that door was closed. He had quickly trained the servants after his marriage to Antonia that this room was his sanctum sanctorum. No one came in but at his invitation.

“You did very well,” he told the two men who now stepped from the shadows within the room.

“It was easy, master,” the taller of the two answered him. “Those two nursemaids was easy pickin’s. A little drugged wine, a little fucking, a little more wine, a little more—”

“Yes, yes!” Quintus Drusus said impatiently. “The picture you paint is quite clear. Tell me of the boys. They gave you no trouble? They did not cry out? I want no witnesses coming forward later on.”

“We throttled them in their beds as they slept, master. Then we placed their bodies in the atrium pond. No one saw us, I guarantee you. It was the middle of the night, and all slept. We made that pretty tableau for everyone to find before we done the children. Quite a wicked pair, those girls looked,” the tall man continued. He sniggered lewdly.

“You promised us our freedom,” the other man said to Quintus Drusus. “When will you give us our freedom? We have done as you bid us.”

​“I told you that there were two tasks you must perform for me,” Quintus Drusus answered him. “This was but the first.”

“What is the second? We want our freedom!” the tall man declared.

“You are impatient, Cato,” Quintus Drusus said, noting his look of distaste. It amused Quintus Drusus to give his slaves dignified, elegant-sounding identities. “In nine days’ time,” he continued, “my son will be formally named, and a ceremony of purification will be performed. It is a family event to be celebrated within the home. My father-in-law will come from Corinium; my cousin Gaius and his family from their nearby villa. It is my cousin and his family that I want you to study well.

“There is a Celtic festival in May. I remember it from last year. Gaius Drusus allows his slaves their freedom that night from sunset until the following dawn. I intend to pursue the same custom. On that night you will eliminate my cousin and his family. As an extra incentive, you may steal my cousin’s gold from a certain hiding place I shall reveal to you when the time comes. In the ensuing uproar it will take several days for me to discover that those two new slaves from Gaul that I recently purchased are gone. Do you understand me?” He stared coldly at the pair, wondering if there was a way he could eliminate them as well and save himself the possibility of ever being discovered. No. He would have to rely on these two. If he was any judge of men, they would flee as fast as they could back across the sea to Gaul.

“Beltane,” Cato said.

“Beltane?” Quintus Drusus looked puzzled.

“The Celtic festival you mentioned. It is celebrated the first day of May, master. There is no other spring festival of note.”

“How appropriate,” Quintus Drusus said with a brief smile. “I married my wife on the Kalends of June. Our son was born on the Kalends of March. Now on the Kalends of May I shall achieve the beginnings of my destiny. I do believe that the number one is a lucky one for me.” He looked at the ​two Gauls. “I will dim the lamp a moment. Go out by the garden exit, and behave yourselves. Both of you! You must have easy access to the house when my cousin and his family are here. If you have been causing difficulties, the majordomo will send you to the fields. You are of no use to me in the fields.”

In the morning, Quintus Drusus sent messengers to his father-in-law in Corinium, bidding him come, and to his cousin Gaius, inviting him and his family to the new Drusus’s name day and purification. It was not until they arrived for the celebration that Gaius Drusus Corinium and his family learned of the deaths of Antonia’s two older sons.

“Ohh, my dear,” Kyna said, kissing the young woman on both cheeks, “I am so terribly sorry. Why did you not send for me? My mother and I would have come. Cailin too. It is not good for a woman to be by herself in a time of such great sorrow.”

“There was no need,” Antonia said softly. “My little ones are safe with the gods. Quintus has assured me of it. There is nothing I can do for them. I must think of the baby. Quintus will not have a slave woman nursing him. I cannot distress myself lest my milk cease. That would displease Quintus very much, and he is so good to me.”

“She is mesmerized by him,” Cailin said in disgust.

“She is in love with him,” Kyna answered.

“I think it very convenient that Sextus Scipio’s two sons are now gone,” Cailin noted quietly.

Kyna was truly shocked. “Cailin! What are you saying? Surely you are not accusing Quintus Drusus of some unnatural act? He loved those two little boys and was a good stepfather to them both.”

“I accuse no one of anything, Mother,” Cailin said. “I have merely observed the convenient departure of Antonia’s little boys. You must admit that it can but suit Quintus that only his own child is left alive to inherit one day all he has gained.”

“Why, when you speak of Quintus,” Kyna asked her daughter, “are your thoughts always so dark, Cailin?”

The girl shook her head. “I do not know,” she answered ​honestly. “My voice within warns me against him, calls to me of some nameless danger, yet I know not what. I thought when he married Antonia, these feelings would evaporate, but they have not. If anything, they have grown stronger each time I am in Quintus’s presence.”

“Are you jealous, perhaps, of Quintus’s marriage?” Kyna probed. “Is it possible that you regret your decision not to wed him?”

“Are you mad, Mother?” The look of distaste on Cailin’s beautiful face told Kyna that she was definitely on the wrong track.

“I only asked,” Kyna said apologetically. “Sometimes we regret what we have refused, or thrown away.”

They were called into the atrium, where the family altar was set up. Proudly, Quintus Drusus bestowed his own praenomen, or first name, upon his son. Gently he hung a beautiful carved gold bulla about the baby’s neck. The locket, held together by a wide spring, contained a powerful charm within the two halves that would protect its wearer until he became a man. With the dignity befitting the patriarch of a great family, Quintus Drusus intoned prayers to the gods, and to Mars in particular, for this was the month of Mars. He prayed that Quintus Drusus, the younger, would live a long and happy life. Then he sacrificed a lamb, newborn on the same day as his son, and two snow-white doves to honor the gods so that his prayers would be favorably received.

Once the religious ceremony was over, the celebration and feasting began. Each member of the Gaius Drusus family had brought the baby a crepundia. Crepundia were tiny toys made of gold or silver in the shapes of animals, fish, miniature swords, flowers, or tools, which were strung together upon a chain and hung about the little one’s neck to amuse him with their rattling and jingling. They were the traditional gifts brought to an infant’s purification and name day.

Quintus Drusus was expansive in his good humor. Sharing wine with his cousins Titus and Flavius, he teased them, “I hear it said that there is a certain slave girl at your father’s villa who ripens like a summer melon. Which one of you is ​responsible, eh?” He poked a playful finger in their direction and chuckled.

The twins flushed, and then laughed guiltily.

“We are not certain,” Flavius admitted. “As has been our habit from childhood, we shared.”

“Mother was quite angry with us. She says we are going to be matched and married before the summer is out lest we cause a scandal,” Titus told his older cousin. “The girl has recently miscarried, at any rate, and so we shall never know who the father was, though perhaps we would not have known anyway.”

“And Father says we are not to dip our buckets in any more wells, no matter how sweet the water,” Flavius added.

“And have your brides been chosen, cousins?” Quintus asked.

“Not yet,” Titus replied. “Father would go slightly farther afield than Corinium. He says it is time for fresh blood in the family. I think, perhaps, he is not pleased with the girls available to us here.”

“The selection is not particularly great,” Quintus observed. “I was fortunate in my darling Antonia. May the gods bring you both the same good fortune, my young cousins, and may I live to celebrate the name day of all of your children.” He raised his goblet and drank.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





