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  The City of Troy


  April 1184 BCE


  Ascanius wound his way through the city streets, trying to keep his bearings in the dark. He had never been so far from home this late at night before, and everything looked different. It was not just the strange shade of night, either. It was the streets themselves. Normally as clean as holy Hygeia, they were tonight littered with broken wine jugs and scraps of half-eaten meat still on the bone. Ascanius had to sidestep puddles of vomit from the revelers, most of whom were now sleeping it off in their beds, although those who lacked the endurance to stumble home had contented themselves by passing out in front of their neighbors’ homes. One of them raised a wobbly head as Ascanius passed by.


  “Boy, get home!” he slurred.


  Ascanius quickened his pace and looked ahead. There, just inside the gates of Troy, and towering above the homes and even the temples, was the colossal wooden horse. He inhaled excitedly. It was just as the priest Laocoön had described it: perhaps thirty podes high, on a huge wheeled platform. A giant votive offering to the gods of Troy, the departing Greeks had left it at the gates of the city as an overture of peace after ten bloody years of war.


  As he neared the structure, Ascanius slowed his step and crept toward it as quietly as he could. It would be awful if he got this close only to be shooed away. However, there was little chance of that. Even the guards posted to keep watch over the gift horse had passed out from too much celebration, too much wine. And why not? The long war was finally at an end.


  Ascanius wrested a torch from the ground and held the flame in front of him as he moved beneath the giant horse’s head. He looked up. By the flickering light, he could discern the painted crimson eyes of the horse, the marine-blue meander pattern that ran along the length of its barrel-shaped belly and the thick mane of wool—it must have been pulled from a hundred sheep!—that extended from its forelock to its withers. It was a wondrous thing indeed.


  Captivated, he shuffled along, staring up at the silhouette of the horse’s magnificent body high above him. The contour of its massive form blocked out a horse-shaped section of the starry sky, and he was gazing up, lost in awe, when something brought him back to his senses. A slight movement. A shifting. A stream of water landed on his forehead, running down over his ears and wetting his hair. He thought for a moment that it might be raining, but no rain fell on the ground around him. He sniffed. It was not rain.


  It was…urine, coming from the horse.


  He wiped the urine off his face just as a plank from the horse’s midsection was kicked free from within. It fell, narrowly missing Ascanius’s head, and landed with a solid thump on the ground beside him. A heavy rope fell down next, followed by the outline of feet and legs descending. Ascanius knew he should run—he was no fool—but the sight transfixed him. Another solid thump sounded behind him. He spun, blinking in disbelief to find a Greek soldier, dressed in full armor, standing an arm’s length away. The soldier seemed as surprised to see the boy as the boy was to see him, but unlike the child, the man did not hesitate. He advanced, dagger drawn, and lunged at Ascanius.


  Ascanius ducked, tripped, and landed hard on his knees. Ignoring the pain, he scrambled to his feet and ran. Behind him, he could hear the Greek soldier utter a hushed shout to his companions—“Tha ton piáso!”—before taking chase.


  Ascanius wanted to shout himself, to wake the sleeping guards and the sleeping city, but he could not spare the breath in his flight. He had barely made any distance before the silence behind him broke into panic-stricken shouts, the sound of swords clashing, and even more horrifying, the unmistakable mechanical groan of the massive gates of Troy. Opening.


  He ran faster and harder than he ever had before. He did not stop until he arrived home, gasping for breath. Rushing past his father’s slaves who were busily sweeping the street outside their fine home, he pulled open the door and rushed inside where a group of men were sitting around the table, his father at the head. Like his father—who was kin to the Trojan king Priam and married to one of the king’s daughters—these men had protested the Greeks’ colossal gift and were convening to discuss how they might petition King Priam to drag it back out of the city.


  One of the men, a priest named Gyas, pointed to Ascanius, amused. “Aeneas, your boy’s been up to no good.”


  Aeneas sat back in his chair and put his palms flat on the table the way he always did when he was angry. As far as he had known, his son was asleep in his bedchamber. He could guess to where he had snuck off.


  “Ascanius, I told you, it is not safe—”


  Ascanius ran to his father and gripped his tunica. “Father, there were men in the horse! One of them pissed on me before they came out of its belly!”


  The men around the table jumped to their feet, instantly shouting profanities and cursing their king’s foolishness.


  “Are the gates still closed?”Aeneas asked his son.


  “No, Father. I heard them open.”


  The men cursed louder, their words now tinged with panic.


  Drawn by the commotion, Ascanius’s mother Creusa emerged from behind a heavy curtain, her eyes sleepy as she absently tucked her long black hair into the head wrap she always wore to bed. She was about to ask about the fuss when they all heard it—the blare of horns, the city’s alarms, sounding in the distance. She locked eyes with her husband as he sprinted to the door, opening it a crack and peering outside.


  The sounds of loud voices, heavy footfalls, and the whoosh of fire filtered into the house. Creusa could see Aeneas’s shoulders rise with tension. He closed the door and looked back at her. “There are Greek soldiers already in the streets,” he said. “They are setting the houses on fire. They will take the city; there is no doubt this time. I must go get my father.”


  Creusa hastily hung a long, tear-shaped amulet around her neck. She took Ascanius’s hand and said to them all, “Meet us at the temple of the hearthfire. There is a way out there.”


  They nodded. As the senior priestess of Troy and a daughter of Priam, Aeneas’s wife knew more about the temples than almost anyone in the city. Creusa said a whispered prayer, clutched Ascanius’s hand tightly, and followed her husband and his men out the door and into the loud, fiery chaos of the streets.


  They ran together down a long street and then turned down another. As they did, Ascanius screamed. The old man who lived there, along with his two pretty daughters and their husbands and children, all lay slaughtered on the ground. One child, a boy Ascanius always played with, had an arrow protruding from his throat. Blood dribbled out the corner of his mouth. He stared up at Ascanius with open, lifeless eyes and gripped his mother’s hand in death. Ascanius gripped his own mother’s hand even tighter.


  He looked up at his father. Aeneas took his wife’s face in his hands and kissed her. She said something to him that Ascanius could not hear in the turmoil, and then she pulled him away from his father to start down an adjacent street. Ascanius wondered whether his grandfather Anchises was still alive, or whether he was already lying dead on the ground like his friend’s grandfather.


  But then those terrible thoughts were interrupted by an even more terrifying image: fire. It was everywhere. It roared like Vulcan bursting forth out of every window, every doorway, licking and consuming all of the homes on his street, on the next street as well, and the next. It rose and crackled from every rooftop, reaching into the black sky and illuminating the city as if it were already morning. Ascanius wondered whether the real morning would ever come.


  He wiped the sweat from his face—fear, combined with the suffocating heat of running through the inferno—and ducked behind his mother as she navigated their way through the blazes and brutality around them.


  It seemed like two Greek soldiers were standing outside every door. They waited for the inhabitants—half-drunken husbands and half-dressed wives carrying babies—to flee their burning homes, and then stabbed them or slit their throats as they crossed the threshold. A dog that tried to defend its master was rewarded for its loyalty with a dagger to the skull. It dropped where it stood.


  Eyes wide with fear, Ascanius looked up at the back of his mother’s head. Her normally tidy hair had fallen out of her head wrap and the amulet around her neck swayed this way and that as she frantically looked for a safe path to the temple. As they ran, they heard the impassioned shouts of Greek soldiers proclaim the news with voices already confident of victory—“Odysseus has scaled the palace walls!”


  The despair of hearing those words—her father and brothers would be in mortal danger—combined with the startling closeness of the voices rendered Creusa immobile. She stood falteringly in the street, leaving her and her son dangerously exposed. Another moment and the soldiers would spot them.


  Ascanius’s eyes fell upon a large, overturned grain basket in the narrow space between two homes. He tugged at his mother’s arm and pointed to it. Regaining her wits, she pulled Ascanius toward it. Working together, they righted the basket and crouched behind it, both of them panting in fright.


  Ascanius peered around the makeshift cover. On the other side of the basket, four or five Greek soldiers had stopped. They were pointing this way and that, arguing about whether to head to the temples or to Priam’s palace.


  They were soon joined by another soldier whose presence instantly silenced them. By the light of the blazing fires, Ascanius could discern the intricate imagery on the new soldier’s shield: the sun, the moon and constellations in its center, encircled by scenes of people, fields, vineyards and cattle. He had heard Trojan soldiers talk about this very shield. It belonged to the mighty Greek soldier Achilles. The harrowing realization made him gasp, and his mother slapped her hand over his mouth to silence him. Full of dread, the boy moved his eyes upward and saw the face of Achilles, bearded, sharp, and hungry for the violence of war.


  But even more dreadful was the man next to Achilles. His face was less hateful, but he held—no, it was impossible!—the Palladium, the guardian statue of Pallas Athena that was kept on the Trojan citadel. If the Greeks had broken through that fortification, if they had removed the statue from its temple, the city was indeed doomed.


  Ascanius closed his eyes to stop himself from whimpering. After a barked order from Achilles, the men all ran off in the direction of the king’s palace. Creusa exhaled. She shoved the grain basket aside and the two slipped back onto the street, running with their heads down, snaking between buildings, dodging crashing timbers, choking on smoke and covering their ears at the piercing shrieks of pain and terror from women, children and men alike.


  At last, they reached the Temple of Vesta. Mercifully, it was less a priority for the Greeks than the citadel and the king’s palace, and was quiet. It was unguarded, too, its regular soldiers presumably having left their post to fight the invaders, and the priestesses having taken flight to save themselves. Mother and son entered unseen.


  The inside of the temple was dim, lit only by a few oil lamps and the glow that emanated from a large tripod terracotta bowl atop a weighty wooden altar. Inside the bowl were the persevering embers of the Iliaci foci, the hearthfire of Troy that burned with Vesta’s eternal flame. Creusa picked up a glowing oak coal with her bare fingers, slipped it into the hollow of the amulet around her neck and packed it with wood ash.


  “Dea, nos defendi,” she whispered. Goddess, protect us.


  She knelt in prayer. Ascanius knelt beside her.


  And then they waited.


  Finally, the doors of the temple opened and Aeneas burst inside. His hair was matted with blood from a head wound, and a deep gash on his thigh had painted his leg red. With him were the same men from the house, a few of their benumbed wives, and Aeneas’s graying father, Anchises. All of the men bore the scarlet wounds of battle. Ascanius ran to embrace his father, but Aeneas only thrust something solid against his son’s chest—the wooden statue of Pallas Athena, dripping with the blood it had cost to win it back from the enemy.


  “You saved the Palladium, Father!”


  “May it save us,” he replied. “Take it, son.”


  Ascanius clutched it to his chest with desperate reverence. The ancient statue had been hurled down from the heavens—it came in a thunderbolt, some of the priests said, or as a shooting star, said others—as a sign to Troy’s founder, Ilus, ordaining him to build the great city in that spot. Thank the gods his father had reclaimed it—as a descendant of Ilus himself, it was his duty to do so. Perhaps all was not lost.


  “Come,” Creusa ordered, jumping to her feet. “There is a way out. Under the altar.”


  The men rushed to the altar and pushed mightily, sliding the hefty base of the sacred hearthfire forward to reveal a hidden tunnel below. A robust man with a torch took the lead, descending first, while Aeneas stayed behind. He gestured for his wife, son and the others to enter. When only he and Gyas remained above ground, they slipped into the tunnel together and reached up to grasp the handles on the underside of the altar. Although their muscles strained from the effort, they managed to heave it back into place.


  The group moved through the narrow dirt tunnel slowly, ducking their heads to avoid the low ceiling of earth and squeezing through tight spots where the walls had partially caved in, their way lit only by the single torch in the lead. The sounds of crumbling loose soil and their own heavy breathing extended before and behind them. Ascanius brushed his shoulder against the side of the tunnel and felt something moist and fibrous cling to his arm. He did not bother to wipe it off, but hugged the statue of the goddess tighter.


  As they moved along unspeaking, none of them dared to think about what was happening above—about how their family and friends were being mercilessly massacred by the enemy—yet none of them could think of anything else.


  Aeneas called ahead to his wife. “Creusa, where will we emerge?”


  “Five or six stadia from the walls,” she answered. “In the woods, not far from the sea.”


  Finally, they neared the end of the tunnel where a single narrow ladder extended upward. They all stopped as Aeneas squeezed past his companions to climb up first. Clutching the top rung of the ladder, and blinking the falling dirt out of his eyes, he upheaved the rotten planks of wood that covered the tunnel’s secret exit. Clumps of soil, rocks and roots tumbled down on top of and around him. He stuck his head out of the hole to look around.


  As his wife had said, the tunnel’s exit was some distance from the walls of Troy—but it was not in the woods. The trees were gone. He clenched his jaw. The Greeks cut them down to build that bloody horse. We will be completely exposed.


  Aeneas turned his head to look behind him and in the distance saw his beloved city ablaze. The night sky over the walls glowed orange from the flames, and plumes of black smoke rose up. The shouts of the enemy, their cackles of laughter, traveled on the wind to him. He could hear the faraway, anguished cries of his Trojan countrymen float through the air to haunt him like bodiless ghosts.


  He turned his head again, this time looking ahead. The blackness of the sea stretched out before him, and he could hear gentle waves lapping against the shoreline. He looked to his right—the woods were there, but at least another stadion away.


  Aeneas lifted himself out of the tunnel. He spun around on his knees and reached down to help his companions rise from the earth one by one, whispering to each of them to stay low and silent. They emerged in turn, some looking toward the burning city, others forcing themselves not to. When they were all out of the tunnel, Aeneas spoke.


  “We need to run to the woods,” he said. “Go quickly!”


  They sprinted as one, as a herd of exiles fleeing the implausible horror of their exalted city’s ruin, toward the cover of the thick trees. Aeneas grasped his wife’s wrist in one hand and his son’s in the other. The sanctuary of the woods grew closer and closer with every desperate, hopeful step.


  But then Creusa stumbled. She clutched her stomach in pain and dropped to her knees. Aeneas looked back at her, at the arrow that had impaled her and the dark pool of blood spreading across her belly. She stared up at him and they met eyes in the flickering torchlight.


  Aeneas grabbed Ascanius by the back of his neck as they stopped. “Stay behind me.”


  He scanned the shoreline and spotted two Greek sentries, their eyes also searching and their bows drawn. One sentry saw him and fired, but his arrow struck a tree stump as Aeneas knelt beside Creusa.


  She gasped, unable to speak. With bloodied and shaking hands, she reached for the amulet around her neck. Understanding, Aeneas quickly removed it and lowered his head to place it around his own neck. When he looked back up at Creusa, she fell silently onto her side.


  Knowing the swiftness of her death was her last gift to him—a final chance to save their son—Aeneas turned back to the horrified boy. “Your mother sees us from the hereafter,” he said, “and she wants you to run.”


  So Ascanius, fighting his tears and the disorienting terror of his mother’s absence, gripped the goddess even tighter in his arms and raced alongside his father, grandfather and the others. They were nearly at the woods when Aeneas saw the elderly Anchises falling behind. Filled with a sudden rage—I will not lose another!—he lifted his father onto his shoulders and kept running.


  They kept running even as they sensed the shelter of trees around them. They kept running all night long, ignoring the branches that stabbed at their legs, the sounds of unseen creatures around them, the strangeness of the deep woods and their own unfathomable fatigue.


  When morning finally broke, and when Ascanius could not take another step, Aeneas directed them all into a cave. It was a rough, unhappy shelter, but it was better than the tomb.


  Shivering, Ascanius helped his grandfather sit on the hard cave floor and took the old man’s trembling hands in his own. “It is all right, Grandfather,” he said. “We are together.” He tried not to think of his mother’s body still lying in the open, abandoned, breakfast for the crows.


  Aeneas slumped to the rocky ground beside his son and father. All around him, he could hear the voices of his men—traumatized, exhausted, grief stricken—in prayer. Aeneas prayed, too. He prayed to his divine mother, the goddess of love, for the soul of his beloved Creusa. He prayed to the god of war for the safety of Ascanius and for vengeance against those who would abuse his royal bloodline.


  As Ascanius rummaged around the cave foraging for kindling, Aeneas’s hands moved to the amulet around his neck. It was still warm from the smoldering oak coal within, so he passed it to his son. Ascanius removed the coal and placed dry grass and thin strips of wood on and around it, gently blowing on the little pile to wake the sleeping flame within.


  Aeneas thought of his fallen wife and his fallen city.


  As the despair rose up, he swallowed it down, again and again, until something harder took its place. Conviction. He moved to kneel beside his son. The fire, ignited with the embers of Troy’s sacred hearthfire, crackled to life and spread out to consume the kindling.


  “Someday, my son,” said Aeneas, staring into the fire, “some way, you and I will use these Trojan flames to forge a city that will last forever.”


  CHAPTER I
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  Alba Longa


  772 BCE


  (Four hundred and twelve years later)


  Princess Rhea Silvia held up a conch shell, put it to her lips, and blew. The sound startled both her father, King Numitor, and her brother, the prince Egestus, who reclined on adjoining couches. They laughed as she inspected the shell, her lips pursed in disapproval.


  “Is this really to be my engagement present?”


  “In Tusculum, that is considered a gemstone,” replied her brother, grinning. “Mamilian will expect to see it hanging from your neck the next time he sees you.”


  The king raised an eyebrow at his son. “You should not mock him, Egestus. When you are king, your sister’s husband will be the strongest ally you have in Latium.”


  “Alba Longa does not pander for allies, Father. You taught me that. Cities like Tusculum are fortunate we ally with them, not the other way around.”


  “That is so,” said Numitor, “but diplomacy is a strength too, and a less costly one than war.”


  Rhea extended an arm and held the seashell at eye level. “I think my husband-to-be needs a lesson in diplomacy himself,” she said lightly, peering into the shell, “unless there is gold in here somewhere…”


  They laughed again, and the gray-haired king smiled at his children. As twins, Rhea and Egestus had always shared a special bond. It was a blessing to him as a father. More than that, their devotion to each other meant that the alliance between Alba Longa and nearby Tusculum, the latter being the second strongest city in Latium, was assured. He rose, bade them goodnight, and left.


  The siblings slumped back onto their cushioned dining couches and looked at each other, the humor in their eyes having left with their father.


  “A shell?” said Rhea. “Really, a shell? Am I so cheaply bought?”


  “It is not an insult to you,” Egestus replied. “It is a message to me.” He reached over to take the shell from his sister’s hands, putting it to his ear. “Ah, yes, here is the voice of Mamilian now. He says, ‘Egestus, you fool, once your sister bears my son, Tusculum will rule all of Latium, including Alba Longa.’” He held the shell back out to his sister. She crossed her arms and refused to take it, so he let it drop to the carpeted floor. They both stared at it. “This marriage is not to Alba Longa’s benefit, no matter what our father says.”


  “He is too trusting,” said Rhea.


  Egestus turned onto his back and stared at the ceiling, absently rubbing his short black beard the way he always did when he was worried about something. Which these days, was all the time. “He is weary of war and the constant threat from the Etrusci. He wants to believe your marriage to Mamilian will inspire stability throughout Latium, once and for all. We cannot fault him for that. He has always had a peaceful heart. The fault lies with Mamilian’s nature, not with our father’s.”


  “You are correct, of course,” Rhea agreed. “But then you always are, Egestus. I mean no disrespect to our father, but you will make a better king than he.” Her voice grew heavy. “I do not want to go to Tusculum. I do not want to bear Mamilian’s son, only to see him and his father challenge my own city.”


  Egestus rubbed his beard harder, frustrated.


  “You will be smooth faced by morning if you do not stop,” said Rhea.


  Egestus offered a half-hearted smile. There was no doubt in his mind that Mamilian planned to do exactly what his sister had said. He would be a fool not to. Egestus and Rhea had an enviable lineage: they were direct descendants of the great Trojan Ascanius, founder of Alba Longa, and son of the mighty Aeneas—Aeneas, who was said to be the mortal son of the goddess Venus.


  Mamilian, who himself claimed to be descended from the Greek hero Odysseus, and who Egestus suspected was just as war-minded and wily, was no doubt eager to add Rhea’s noble bloodline to his own legacy. Their son—half Aeneas, half Odysseus—would boast a lineage that could conquer and rule the world, never mind Latium.


  A dark thought came to Egestus. If some injury or illness befell Rhea while she was pregnant, one that prevented her from carrying a child to term...but no, that would only be a temporary measure. Mamilian would breed her more regularly than his best mare. He would not stop until she gave him a strong, living son, one that could prove to be an even greater threat to Egestus than Mamilian himself.


  Sighing, Rhea stretched and stood up. As she made to leave, Egestus reached up from his couch to grasp her hand, stopping her.


  “If you bore a boy…” he looked away, his black eyes expressionless in thought, “…could you bring yourself to kill it?”


  Rhea thought about this. “No.”


  “Would your loyalty still lie with me?”


  Again, she thought. “No, brother. I would favor my child. The gods have made it so with women.”


  Egestus kissed his sister’s hand. She ruffled his hair affectionately and left the room, left him on his couch with only his thoughts, and those growing darker by the moment.


  * * *


  It was a crisp spring morning and the sanctuary of Jupiter Latiaris stood high and mighty atop the lush green Mount Albanus. Rhea gazed up at it from her position on the edge of the lake far below. The mountaintop shrine to Jupiter was a divine sight. It reached higher into the sky than any of the temples around it, seeming to pierce the clouds, though her current reverence was soured somewhat by the smell of fish that she suspected the fishermen could never quite scrub clean from their little boats, several of which sat overturned along the shore.


  She skipped a smooth, round stone along the surface of the green water. As the trail of ripples spread out into concentric rings, a trout jumped, its iridescent body catching the sunlight for a brief, shining moment before again disappearing below the surface of the water. It was a perfect day.


  Another stone skipped along the water’s surface and Rhea spun to face her cousin, Nemeois, who was standing behind her eating cheese from a cloth. He held out a piece to her and she took it, biting it in half.


  “The priests and politicians are already arriving for the festival,” he said, “and thankfully not empty handed.” He inspected a piece of cheese. “They must have excellent goats in Satricum. I suppose it makes up for the women.”


  Rhea threw her half-eaten cheese at him. “And yet not one of them is so hopeless that she will marry you,” she said, grinning.


  “That is a sobering thought, cousin. Have you heard the news?”


  “I hear a lot of news.”


  “My father has proposed that Egestus marry Lady Cloelia.”


  “That is old news, Nemeois.” Rhea took the last piece of cheese from the cloth in his hand and pushed it between her lips. She chewed thoughtfully and added, “My father will formally announce the engagement at the banquet, after the sacrifice.”


  “Then it seems you and your brother will both be married by summer.”


  “It seems so.”


  “Do you not approve of the match?”


  “Of course I do. Father has always respected the Cloelii, and Lady Cloelia is a fine choice.”


  Rhea kept chewing. There was no doubt that Cloelia would be a faithful wife to Egestus. She would give him children he could be proud of. Two years his senior, she had already born a son for her first husband, although the infant had died almost a year ago of the same sickness that had taken his father, a soldier named Geganus. Cloelia was proven fertile, proven resilient. And her next son, Egestus’s son, would be the crown prince of Alba Longa, and someday its king. Perhaps it could be some reward for her suffering.


  But does she really deserve such a reward? thought Rhea. I should be queen and my son made king. Instead, I am being sent away, bought only by a conch shell...


  Nemeois absently kicked a stone into the water. “Tusculum is not far away,” he said, guessing her thoughts. “It may take some time, but it will feel like home.”


  “Says the man who gets to stay home,” replied Rhea. She waved a hand in the air. “I am sorry, Nemeois. You are right, of course.”


  He put his arm around her shoulders. “Ugly men are always right,” he said. “It is how we remain useful.”


  “You speak the truth,” said Rhea. “I have found that handsome men are often useless.”


  “Do you find Mamilian handsome?”


  “Ha, an unanswerable question,” Rhea laughed, twisting a rope of her long black hair in her fingers and leaning lazily against her cousin. “I must either state he is ugly or useless. It is too bad you are not in line to be king, Nemeois. Strategy runs through your veins faster than blood.”


  “I would not wish the crown of oak on my worst enemy,” he replied flatly. “When was the last time you saw Egestus enjoy any sport? Or any woman? He picks through his food as though each bit was a problem he is trying to solve…that olive is Tusculum, that piece of cheese is Etruria, that slice of meat is the Julii. No, I prefer to spend my time skipping stones in the water with pretty girls.” At that, he turned around to wink at the younger of Rhea’s two handmaids. The girl, named Lela, winked back. Nemeois was known for his flirtations, and Lela had learned that it was easiest to just play along.


  Rhea jabbed a finger into her cousin’s shoulder. “Go away, Nemeois,” she said. “Leave my poor lady alone.”


  “Your poor lady cannot resist me,” he said, and then before Lela could protest, smiled in greeting as Cloelia approached, her own lady in tow. “Ah, I must be on my best behavior now,” he bowed, “the next queen of Alba Longa arrives. She may have me beheaded for it.”


  Cloelia smiled warmly. Rhea pursed her lips. She doubted Cloelia had the stomach to order the beheading of a chicken, never mind a man.


  Nemeois departed and the two noble women, trailed by their handmaids, walked leisurely away from the shore until they reached the road that ran alongside the lake. The road branched up toward the old city and the high-walled palace grounds in one direction, and off toward the citadel in the other direction. They both headed to the palace.


  “What brings you outdoors so early, Lady Cloelia?” Rhea asked.


  “I am fond of early mornings, Princess,” replied Cloelia. “I inherited the trait from my father. He often goes out fishing before dawn. He likes it when I wave to him from shore.”


  “He fishes himself? Instead of sending slaves?”


  “Yes.” She smiled. “Many years ago, when my father was a young man fighting the Etrusci alongside your father, one of his slaves tried to poison him. To this day, he only eats what he himself has fished, hunted or plucked from a tree.”


  “I did not know that.”


  “You watch,” said Cloelia, still smiling, “at the banquet, just watch him. You will notice that he barely takes a bite. It amuses me, since there is no logic in it. He has no such reservations about wine. He would drink it out of a slave’s hand if he had to.”


  “That I did know,” said Rhea. For a moment, she worried that she had overstepped, but then Cloelia nodded her head in agreement at her father’s well-known vice. Rhea continued. “Are you visiting my brother this morning?”


  “Yes, Princess.”


  “Good, we shall walk together.” After several minutes of easy conversation about the upcoming festival, Rhea spoke cautiously. “Lady Cloelia, you should know that Egestus…”


  “Egestus what, Princess?”


  Rhea shook her head. Do not do this, Rhea, she said to herself. “Nothing.”


  “Princess, I am his betrothed. Like you, I care only for his well-being.”


  “I do not mean to worry you,” Rhea said reluctantly, “and it is a private matter, but you should know that my brother shares the same vice as your father.”


  Cloelia looked at the ground. “I see.”


  “I only mention it because I do not want you to be surprised by his behavior. It has at times startled me. How a kind man can turn cruel so quickly is beyond me.”


  “My Greek tutor is fond of saying that Dionysus has a dual nature,” said Cloelia. Distracted by the revelation, she said nothing else until they reached the tall, fortified gates of the palace. Two guards opened them wide to reveal the lush green gardens and white stone exterior of the palace. As they passed through, Cloelia touched Rhea on the shoulder. “Thank you for telling me, Princess. You are already such a kind sister to me.”


  “It is best you do not tell him that I told you,” said Rhea.


  “I agree,” Cloelia replied.


  As the great gates closed behind the women and their handmaids, Rhea smiled at Cloelia in parting and then continued toward her private quarters at the far end of the palace.


  Cloelia stood unmoving for a moment as her handmaid—a dark-skinned, middle-aged woman named Melete—stood at her shoulder. Cloelia looked at the older woman. “I love my father,” she said, “but life as a child was not easy under his roof. After Geganus died, I had no desire to return to it, but what choice did I have?”


  “I know,” said Melete, “and I know life is still not easy under his roof.” The handmaid’s eyes followed Rhea as the princess passed through the doors of her quarters and disappeared into the palace. “I do not mean to speak against the princess, but…”


  “Speak freely, Melete.”


  “I have watched the prince since he was a boy. He can be ruthless, but I have never seen him lose his judgment from wine or any other force. Perhaps the princess isn’t as supportive as you think.”


  “The princess has been nothing but supportive,” said Cloelia. “She wants this marriage to succeed as much as I do.”


  Melete said nothing further as the two women began walking toward the palace stables. It was where Egestus could be found most mornings. This morning was no exception. Cloelia studied him as they approached: his black hair and short black beard, his thin lips that were always pressed together as if in worry, his eyes that were always narrowed in thought. Even now, as he groomed his horse in the light of the morning sun, he seemed to be cast in darkness.


  “Good morning, Your Highness,” she greeted him.


  He looked at her pleasantly enough, though unsmilingly, and Cloelia felt a sudden pang of sadness. How I miss Geganus, she thought. How I miss our son, our life.


  She forced herself to smile at Egestus and quietly congratulated herself for doing a better job of faking it than he was.


  CHAPTER II


  [image: ]


  According to the Alban priests and scholars, as well as Rhea’s many tutors, Aeneas had fled the besieged city of Troy with his son Ascanius, his father Anchises, and a group of loyal followers. They carried with them the Palladium and embers from the Iliaci foci, sacred embers that housed the powerful spirit of Vesta, goddess of the home and the Trojan hearthfire.


  As the band of desperate refugees moved through the woods day after day, it fell upon the young Ascanius to keep the embers alive. Having nothing more than the clothes on his back, he asked the spirit of the woods, Silvanus, for guidance. Silvanus inspired him to use his surroundings—the trees, the moss and lichen, the grass—to preserve the embers and keep them aglow during their harrowing journey. That is how he was able to bring the Iliaci ignes Vestae, the Trojan fires of Vesta, to the city of Lavinium in Latium.


  When Ascanius became a man, he taught his wife how to keep the embers alight, and together they traveled to found Alba Longa, bringing the goddess’s eternal fire with them and keeping the old Trojan flames alive in their new city. And when Ascanius became a father, he named his firstborn son Silvius in honor of the spirit and the woods that had nourished that fire. Thus, the Silvian dynasty was born.


  Rhea’s dynasty.


  She knelt before the Shrine of Vesta on the citadel. Beside her knelt her cousin Amulia and eight other young Alban women who were betrothed to marry. Behind them stood the priests, royalty, and nobles from the finest cities in Latium, including Lavinium, Bovillae, Lanuvium, Tusculum, Satricum, Cora, and more. They had all gathered in Alba Longa for the Feriae Latinae, the annual spring festival that celebrated the confederation of their thirty member cities. And every year, the rites began here on the citadel, with Alban maidens gathering embers from the sacred fire.


  It was a fire that, according to tradition, every betrothed maiden had to maintain in Vesta’s temple for a minimum of six months before she could wed. A religious duty and a rite of passage for highborn Alban girls, it was a way to honor the goddess and symbolically prepare for marriage and family life: by learning to perform basic rites and care for the communal hearth, they were preparing to care for their future household hearth.


  After her betrothal to Mamilian, Rhea had completed her own tenure as a sacerdos Vestalis, a maiden priestess of Vesta. For six months, she had lived in the sacerdotes’ convent on Mount Albanus, close to Vesta’s temple. Under the guidance of the senior priestesses, she had daily, and often nightly, tended to the sacred fire. She wished she was still there, surrounded by her sister sacerdotes, instead of here with Mamilian, their wedding now so close and so inevitable.


  Rhea looked into the flames that burned high and hot upon the shrine. Spotting the perfect red-glowing oak coal, she plucked it out of the ash with iron tongs and placed it on the bed of moss and lichen she had gathered from the base of the sacred oak tree in the Silvian grove. She placed more fresh green vegetation on top and wrapped it all in a sheet of peeled tree bark to hold the Iliaca flamma dormiens, the sleeping flame of Troy, as if it were a slumbering infant wrapped in a blanket.


  When she was certain the other women had properly made and secured their sarcinae sanctae, their sacred bundles, she stood and turned to face the gathering of people. She bowed in respect first to her father, King Numitor, and then to each of the city kings, priests and dignitaries in turn, before walking toward an exceptionally tall horse. She forced her lips into a smile as she looked up at its rider. Mamilian.


  Just as his horse outsized those around it, Mamilian did, too. He was taller than average, with wide shoulders, light brown hair, and a perennial smug smile on his full lips. He sat straight and confident as he grinned down at Rhea. She had the immediate sense that he enjoyed seeing her below him. A slave placed a mounting stool at her feet and, with assistance, she climbed onto the back of the horse, wrapping one arm around Mamilian’s body and clutching her sarcina with the other.


  He turned his head to speak to her. “Are you comfortable, Princess?”


  “Yes, thank you, Mamilian,” said Rhea, privately thankful that her cloak had fallen where it was meant to, thereby hiding the bunched dress underneath.


  Mamilian’s horse shifted on its feet as the procession arranged itself in front and behind them. The parade of horses stretched from Vesta’s shrine on one side of the citadel to the Altar of Diana on the other, as everyone waited to begin the journey to the religious center of Alba Longa and, indeed, all of Latium—the top of Mount Albanus where the city’s temples, including the grand sanctuary of Jupiter, were located. Mamilian’s horse shifted again, and Rhea tensed her legs to hold her balance. The beast was so large that her leg muscles were already strained from the effort. She distracted herself by thinking how good the banquet would be, and found herself licking her lips at the memory of the cheese from Satricum.


  Rhea watched her father’s horse move to the head of the procession with Egestus’s horse alongside him. Egestus twisted his body around to offer his sister a rare smile, and she leaned to the side to return it. His smiled faded, though, as he met eyes with Mamilian, who was clearly unimpressed by his position: staring at the ass end of Egestus’s horse was a reminder to him, and everyone else, that Alba Longa was still the undisputed head of the Latin Confederation.


  Mamilian sat upright on his horse and Rhea tensed. It was bad enough she had to wrap her arm around him and sit splay legged on the back of his horse. She did not relish the feeling of his solid back pressed into her breasts. It was entirely too intimate.


  “Can you kindly sit forward, Mamilian,” she said.


  “Of course, Princess,” he replied, although he waited several moments before doing so.


  At long last, the procession was ready. A horn sounded and the pipes began, their music accompanied by the chants of the priests and the clip-clop of horse hooves. Mamilian prompted his horse to move and it began to walk forward, not breaking into a trot until there was ample space between it and Egestus’s horse in front.


  As the lively procession moved along the road, traveling easily enough over the tight-fitting polygonal basaltic stones that paved their way from the citadel to the mountaintop, the people of Alba Longa and tourists from neighboring cities ran alongside, cheering and throwing flowers at the feet of the horses. Children perched in treetops or stood on rooftops for the best view of the parade and the colorful city flags held high upon staffs. Rhea could not help but envy their capacity for simple joys. When had she lost that capacity herself?


  She tried to ignore the unsettling warmth of Mamilian’s body so close to hers and instead focused on the warmth of the flamma dormiens in its bed of moss and blanket of bark. Little wisps of smoke were escaping from cracks in the bark, proof that the coal inside was still alive and well. Rhea hoped they would reach the sanctuary before it combusted into a flame: the journey along the sacred road was meant to pay homage to Ascanius’s precarious passage with the divine embers, and it would be humiliating if her sarcina, in particular, were defective.


  As the incline of the mountain grew more severe and the horses in the procession quickened their pace to compensate, Rhea slid forward and gripped Mamilian tighter, not wanting to slide off the back of the horse.


  “We are there,” he said over his shoulder. “Look, there is the beast.”


  Rhea peeked around Mamilian’s body. The sacrificial white bull was indeed already in place, standing near the great rectangular sanctuary of Jupiter, at the feet of a larger-than-life statue of the god: powerful and bearded, Jupiter held his thunderbolt like a spear, his thick hair tousled from the winds of heaven, his face severe yet somehow fatherly.


  Unlike other temples, this one had no roof or covering whatsoever—all the better to honor the god of the sky, the king of the gods, who watched from above. That open-air design, and the height of the sanctuary, allowed the people of Latium to get as close to the heavens as possible. And just in case the celestial significance was lost on anyone, a sprawling astronomical observatory—constructed only recently, after an Alban priest had visited a similar structure in Greece—was located among the other temples that stood on the mountaintop, giving god-seekers the best place in Latium to marvel at the cosmic wonders overhead.


  The sacred bull snorted as one of its stewards hand-fed it some kind of sweet grain. Another handler fussed over the long, colorful ribbons that were tied arounds its horns, arranging them in a way that Rhea supposed he thought was most becoming to a bull. The beast seemed entirely unconcerned by the presence of two axe and knife-wielding men who stood only a few steps away, studying its head and neck with singular purpose.


  A horn sounded and the procession stopped. King Numitor and Egestus dismounted first, followed in succession by everyone else—royalty, priests, and nobles. Armed guards kept order amongst the throngs of people who had made the journey on foot and now stood or knelt with palms up, muttering prayers or petitions to the gods.


  Two soldiers approached Mamilian’s horse and helped Rhea dismount as gracefully as she could while still holding the now very warm, almost hot, sarcina in her hands. Mamilian waited until she was safely on the ground, and until her handmaids had finished removing her cloak and straightening her white dress, before he dismounted as well. He stood before her, letting his eyes move quickly over her body.


  “You look ripe enough to pick, Princess,” he said.


  Rhea swallowed her offense. “Thank you, Mamilian,” she replied.


  “Soon it will be thank you husband.”


  Rhea said nothing, but felt his eyes on her as she walked toward the sanctuary, followed by the other maidens who carried sarcinae, each of whom had similarly arrived on the horse of her betrothed.


  The priests raised their arms to the sky—to Jupiter—and called out the prayers, asking the god’s protection first of Alba Longa and then all the city-states of Latium. This reinforced the solidarity and shared purpose of the Confederation: to honor the gods, to keep the peace, and to ensure that each city in the alliance would defend the next from the more aggressive peoples who lived nearby, the foremost of these being the Etrusci, who called themselves the Rasenna. They lived to the north, on the other side of the great Tiber River.


  Rhea led the other sacerdotes to a large bronze bowl that sat on the wide stone altar before the sanctuary. Inside the bowl lay thin strips of dry kindling. She set her sarcina inside the bowl and used a piece of kindling to carefully pry it open. As she did, smoke from the smoldering ember escaped, and she leaned over to blow, gently stirring the ember back to life. A flame burst forth, licking outward to consume the kindling. Relieved, she stepped back to allow each maiden in turn to add her sarcina to the fire. Within moments, strong orange flames roared in the bronze bowl, crackling and popping as they devoured the wood.


  The chief priest of Jupiter, his head hooded in deference to the gods, called out. “Dei, nos respicite,” he began. “O Jupiter Pater, O Vesta Mater, see us wake the sleeping fire of Troy in Latium, as decreed by our ancestors, as we have done for generations and will always do! See it burn on this great mountaintop, high in the sky over Alba Longa and all the cities of Latium! O Jovis divine, look down on us, as we look upward to you.” A senior priestess of Vesta stepped forward with a bowl of salt and sprinkled the grains between the bull’s ribbon-wrapped horns, thus purifying the animal for the god. “See this fine sacrifice we offer to you,” continued the priest, “father of all!”


  A loud bellow and it was over. The axe and knife-wielding men had done their work. The white bull collapsed to the ground, immediately surrounded by priests who began the task of skillfully cutting out its choicest innards, carrying the slippery contents to the bronze bowl, and setting them in the sacred flames. The smoke and the smell rose up to Jupiter, even as Rhea tried not to gag at the stomach-churning stench of the altar sacrifice.


  I will never understand what pleases the gods, she thought.


  * * *


  “Prince Egestus, let’s share a drink together.” Mamilian, standing behind Egestus’s chair in the palace’s banquet hall, placed his hand on the seated man’s shoulder and squeezed. “We are to be brothers soon. We should learn to get drunk together.”


  Without turning around to face Mamilian, Egestus met eyes with Nemeois who was sitting on the chair beside him, obviously in mid-conversation and chewing a mouthful of the sacred bull’s best flesh. Egestus jutted his jaw forward, signaling Nemeois to leave, which he promptly did. Mamilian replaced him in the chair, settling into the amber-colored upholstery with the confidence of a king taking his throne. He called for wine and cocked his head at Egestus, his smile somewhere between amused and arrogant.


  Egestus did not react, but rather looked at Mamilian in the same cautious, analytical way that he looked at everyone he distrusted. As Mamilian leaned forward to clasp his wine cup, Egestus leaned back. To someone who did not know him, the crown prince might have looked intimidated by the larger man.


  “I have heard good things about Alban wine,” said Mamilian. He downed the cup of wine in his hand and raised his eyebrows, impressed. His eyes moved deliberately to Rhea, who stood on the other side of the crowded, music-filled hall, laughing at whatever anecdote her uncle Amulius was relating to her. “I hope your women are as good as your wine.”


  Egestus emptied his own cup.


  Mamilian turned his attention to Cloelia who was happily dancing with Numitor, spinning and singing as the king clapped. “Congratulations on your engagement,” he said to Egestus. “There isn’t a man in Latium who hasn’t admired Lady Cloelia’s—how should I say it?—well-formed nature. I guess the heir apparent gets his pick, eh?”


  “My uncle suggested the match.”


  “But you didn’t put up a fight, did you?”


  “Why would I?”


  Mamilian clucked his tongue. “Well, it’s just that your history with her late husband…it must make things a little awkward, no? I mean, the two of you were good friends. And now him in ashes, and you bedding his rosy wife…”


  Still, Egestus said nothing. He had a habit of only speaking when he was certain the words would be to his benefit. It was a type of self-discipline that never failed to frustrate his detractors. Unfortunately, Mamilian was not the type of man to be dissuaded by an uncomfortable silence. The prince’s strategy was as clear to him as still water.


  “I’ll leave you to your thoughts, sir.” Mamilian stood and looked down at the top of Egestus’s head, waiting for him to say goodbye. When he did not, Mamilian gave an imperceptible nod and left, crossing the floor of the banquet hall in large strides until he reached Rhea’s side.


  Nemeois returned to his seat beside Egestus. Chewing the side of his mouth, he followed Egestus’s gaze. Mamilian had his hand on Rhea’s back and although the princess was smiling, her kinsmen knew her well enough to know that she would be secretly seething at her betrothed’s presumptuousness. Egestus put his elbows on the table and rubbed his beard.


  “Will Numitor not reconsider the match?” Nemeois asked him.


  “We couldn’t get him to reconsider it before it was made public. There’s no way he’ll do it now, not with all of Latium knowing about it.” He rubbed his beard harder. “It would look like we’re threatened by Mamilian...like I am threatened by him. My father has put me in an impossible position. How can he not see that? How can he not see what impending disaster I will inherit as king?”


  Nemeois curled his upper lip as he stared at Mamilian. “Once you are king, you can dissolve the marriage.”


  “The peace treaty with Tusculum would dissolve with it.”


  Nemeois thought. “Rhea is a daughter of Alba Longa. She has no love for Tusculum or Mamilian. When he impregnates her, perhaps she would be willing to somehow…”


  “I have already explored that path with her. It leads nowhere. You know Rhea. She plays at being hard, but she has a pliable heart. If Mamilian ever wises up enough to be pleasant to her, she will grow to love him. It is inevitable. Once she leaves this house and gets into his bed, she will be his, not ours, and he knows it.”


  Nemeois knew it, too. He rolled through the options in his mind, but each seemed more futile than the last. Frustrated by his failure to offer the prince a solution, and distracted by his own uncharacteristic lack of strategy, he had not noticed Cloelia approach.


  “I wonder if I may sit with the prince for a while,” she said.


  “Oh, forgive me, Lady Cloelia,” Nemeois replied, standing. “We will speak tomorrow, cousin,” he said to Egestus. “Try to enjoy the banquet. Even royalty doesn’t usually eat this well.”


  As Cloelia sat beside him, Egestus sat up straight and set his palms on the table. She placed her hands on top of his. “I have been watching you,” she said. “You have not moved from this spot in hours. The guests all eat and dance, but I have not seen you take a bite of food or sing to a string of music.”


  “You know I am not the jovial sort, Cloelia. You mistake me for your first husband.”


  Cloelia pulled her hands off his, unsure whether he intended the statement to be as hurtful as it sounded. She folded her hands in her lap and pulled her lips into a tolerant smile.


  Egestus looked at her. Unlike most of the women at the banquet, she wore no elaborate hairstyle, preferring to pull her dark hair back into a simple braided bun. And why not? Her face was flawless. There was no need to accentuate her features or try to distract from them.


  He had always been taken with her beauty. Whenever he had visited Geganus’s home, he had watched his friend’s wife out of the corner of his eye. The way she moved and spoke, the way she smiled at him with her full lips and deep brown eyes. He would think about her all the way home and then, in his bed, he would fantasize about her. He would have coupled with her without pause, without regret, if Geganus were still alive, despite their long friendship. Yet with Geganus dead…for some reason Egestus did not understand, the betrayal seemed somehow worse. Or perhaps, as Nemeois was fond of saying, passion burns hottest when it is forbidden. Now that Cloelia was his to take at will, he did not care for her quite as much.


  Nonetheless, thoughts of his former fantasies had stirred his physical desire, and Egestus glanced around the hall. The city-states of Latium had sent their finest women. Perhaps he would take Nemeois’s advice and try to take some enjoyment from the banquet. If nothing else, it might take his mind off his troubles for the night.


  Cloelia could see it in his eyes—the way they suddenly looked past her, as if she wasn’t even there, to move almost predatorily over the many beautiful women who danced and socialized, all of them, married and maiden alike, doing their best to catch the crown prince’s attention. It was too late for them to become his wife, but a mistress was the next best thing. Cloelia put a hand back on top of his, pressing down so he could feel her warmth. His eyes moved back to hers.


  The prince stood, his hand first slipping out from under Cloelia’s, but then taking hold of it. Except for a number of disappointed would-be mistresses, the revelers around him took little notice as he left the banquet hall with his soon-to-be wife, passing through the huge double-doors and into a wide corridor lined with painted terracotta statues of the gods. Egestus led her silently down one wing of the palace and then another, until they reached the prince’s private quarters.
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