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The House of Augustus
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Agrippa Postumus (Postumus/Tumus) – son of Julia Augusti and Agrippa; brother of Gaius, Lu, Julilla, and Agrippina.

Agrippina (Pina) - daughter of Julia Augusti and Agrippa; sister of Gaius, Lu, Julilla, and Postumus; wife of Germanicus.

Antonia Maior (Antonia) – niece of Augustus; sister of Anni; stepsister of Claudia, Cella, and Iullus; wife of Domitius; mother of Gnaeus, Domitia, and Lepida.

Antonia Minor (Anni) - niece of Augustus; sister of Antonia; stepsister of Claudia, Cella, and Iullus; wife of Drusus; mother of Germanicus, Livilla, and Claudius.

Augustus Caesar (Octavius/Octavian) – husband of Livia; father of Julia Augusti, adopted father of Gaius and Lu; adopted brother of Aetia; stepfather of Tiberius and Drusus.

Barbatus – son of Cella.

Claudia Marcella the Elder (Claudia) – niece of Augustus; sister of Cella; stepsister of Antonia and Anni; wife of Agrippa and later, Iullus; mother of Iulla.

Claudia Marcella the Younger (Cella) - niece of Augustus; sister of Claudia; stepsister of Antonia and Anni; mother of Barbatus, Pulchra, and Regulus.

Claudia Pulchra (Pulchra) – daughter of Cella; wife of Varus.

Claudius – son of Anni and Drusus; brother of Germanicus and Livilla.

Domitia Lepida Maior (Domitia/Mita) – daughter of Antonia and Domitius; sister of Gnaeus and Lepida.

Domitia Lepida Minor (Lepida) – daughter of Antonia and Domitius; sister of Gnaeus and Domitia.

Drusius – son of Tiberius and Vipsania; later, husband of Livilla.

Gaius Julius Caesar (Gaius) – son of Julia Augusti and Agrippa; adopted son of Augustus; brother of Lu, Julilla, Agrippina, and Postumus; husband of Livilla.

Germanicus – son of Anni and Drusus; brother of Livilla and Claudius; husband of Agrippina.

Gnaeus Ahenobarbus (Gnaeus) – son of Antonia and Domitius; brother of Domitia and Lepida.

Iulla Antonia – daughter of Claudia and Iullus.

Iullus Antonius (Iullus) – son of Mark Antony and his third wife, Fulvia; stepbrother of Antonia and Anni; husband of Claudia.

Julia Augusti (Julia) – daughter of Augustus and his second wife, Scribonia; wife of Marcellus, Agrippa, and Tiberius; mother of Gaius, Lu, Julilla, Agrippina, and Postumus.

Julilla (Leela) – daughter of Julia Augusti and Agrippa; sister of Gaius, Lu, Agrippina, and Postumus; wife of Paullus; mother of Zosime.

Livia Drusilla (Livia/Liv) – wife of Augustus; mother of Tiberius and Drusus from her first marriage; stepmother of Julia Augusti.

Livilla (Villa) – daughter of Anni and Drusus; sister of Germanicus and Claudius; wife of Gaius and later, Drusius.

Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus (Domitius) – husband of Antonia; father of Gnaeus, Domitia, and Lepida.

Lucius Julius Caesar (Lu) – son of Julia Augusti and Agrippa; adopted son of Augustus; brother of Gaius, Julilla, Agrippina, and Postumus.

Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa (Agrippa) – husband of Claudia and later, Julia Augusti.

Nero Claudius Drusus (Drusus) – son of Livia; brother of Tiberius; husband of Anni.

Paullus – husband of Julilla.

Publius Quinctilius Varus (Varus) – husband of Pulchra.

Regulus – son of Cella.

Tiberius Claudius Nero (Tiberius) – son of Livia; stepson of Augustus; brother of Drusus; husband of Julia Augusti; father of Drusius.
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Calpurnia Pisonis (Cal) – third wife of Julius Caesar; sister of Lucius.

Calpurnia Pisonis (Cee) – daughter of Lucius and Marina; sister of Gaillian and Lucian; wife of Nonius Asprenas.

Cornelius Scipio – son of Scribonia from her marriage before Augustus; stepbrother of Julia Augusti.

Cossus Lentulus – governor of Africa.

Fabiana – third wife of Ovidius.

Falerina Ovidia Nasonis (Nassa) – daughter of Ovidius and his second wife.

Gaius Calpurnius Piso (Gaillian) – son of Lucius and Marina; twin of Lucian, brother of Cee.

Lucius Aelius Sejanus – lieutenant under Gaius in Armenia.

Lucius Calpurnius Piso (Lucius/The Pontifex) – husband of Marina; father of Cee, Gaillian, and Lucian; brother of Calpurnia.

Lucius Calpurnius Piso (Lucian) – son of Lucius and Marina; twin of Gaillian, brother of Cee.

Marcus Lollius – tutor of Gaius.

Marcus Plautius Silvanus – governor of Asia.

Marina Valeria (Rina) – wife of Lucius; mother of Cee, Gaillian, and Lucian.

Nonius Asprenas – husband of Cee.

Priscus Albinius – general serving under Gaius in Armenia.

Publius Ovidius Naso (Ovidius) – poet; husband of Fabiana; father of Nassa.

Quirinius – legate under Gaius in Armenia; later, governor of Syria.

Sallustius Crispus – advisor to Augustus.

Scribonia – former wife of Augustus; mother of Julia Augusti and Cornelius Scipio.

Sextus Propertius – poet; friend of Ovidius and Aetia.

Velleius Paterculus - lieutenant under Gaius in Armenia; later, a minor historian.
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The Royal House of Egypt and Their People
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Aetia (Akhamyt/The Umbra Augusti) – daughter of Arsinoë and Julius Caesar; sister by adoption and cousin of Augustus; cousin of Selene.

Arsinoë IV Philoaígyptos (The Lady of Ombos) – queen of Egypt; mother of Aetia.

Assur-Tahu – commander of Arsinoë’s Egyptian troops.

Bros – former amanuensis of Vergilius Maro; servant and companion of Aetia.

Girah – Indian demon (rakshasa) serving Aetia.

Iritis – high priest of the Temple of Set in Ombos.

Scapula – Roman praefect of Egypt 

Theon Alexandrios – grammarian and scholar; formerly a tutor in the household of Augustus.
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The Royal House of Mauretania and Numidia
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Cleopatra Selene II (Selene) – queen of Mauretania; daughter of Cleopatra and Mark Antony; stepsister to Antonia and Anni; wife of Juba; mother of Dru and Ptolemy.

Drusilla (Dru) – daughter of Selene and Juba; sister of Ptolemy.

Juba II – king of Mauretania; husband of Selene and later, Glaphyra; father of Dru and Ptolemy.

Ptolemy (Tolly) – crown prince of Mauretania; son of Selene and Juba; brother of Dru.
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The Parthians
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Orodes – Parthian nobleman

Phraataces – shah of Parthia; illegitimate son of Phraates IV and Theamusa.

Phraates IV – shah of Parthia

Theamusa – Greek concubine of Phraates IV; mother of Phraataces.

Vonones – Phraates’ eldest legitimate son.
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The Greeks and Other “Barbarians” of the Empire
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Antipater of Thessalonica – Greek poet in the patronage of Lucius Calpurnius; tutor to Gaillian and Lucian.

Archelaus Philopatris – king of Cappadocia; father of Glaphyra.

Arminius (Erminameraz) – prince of the Cherusci; husband of Thusnelda.

Glaphyra – princess of Cappadocia, later, queen of Mauretania.

Lakshman (Laksh) – Indian in the household of Augustus.

Maroboduus – chieftain of the Marcomanni.

Nithin – Lakshman’s servant.

Ragyanhar – captain of the Batavi.

Segestes – chieftain of the Cherusci; father of Thusnelda.

Thusnelda – daughter of Segestes; wife of Arminius.
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The Dream World
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Berenice IV Epiphaneia – queen of Egypt; sister of Cleopatra, Arsinoë, and Ptolemy XIII.

Cleopatra VII Thea Philopator – queen of Egypt; sister of Arsinoë, Berenice, and Ptolemy XIII; mother of Selene; grandmother of Dru.

Duamutef – Egyptian guardian deity of a mummy’s stomach; depicted as a jackal.

Gaius Julius Caesar (the Divus Julius) – deified dictator of Rome; father of Aetia.

Hapi – Egyptian guardian deity of a mummy’s lungs; depicted as a baboon.

Horus (Heru) – Egyptian god of the sun and the pharaohs; son of Osiris and Isis; depicted as a man with the head of a falcon.

Imsety – Egyptian guardian deity of a mummy’s liver; depicted as a young man.

Isis (Aset) – Egyptian goddess of magic and women; sister-wife of Osiris; sister of Nephthys and Set; mother of Horus; depicted as a young woman with the throne hieroglyph on her head.

Julia Caesaris – daughter of Julius Caesar and his first wife, Cornelia; stepsister of Augustus and Aetia.

Marcus Claudius Marcellus (Marcellus) – son of Octavia; nephew of Augustus; brother of Claudia and Cella; stepbrother of Antonia and Anni; husband of Julia Augusti.

Marcus Junius Brutus – Roman politician and statesman; de facto leader of the conspirators who assassinate Julius Caesar.

Marcus Porcius Cato – Roman politician and statesman; staunch enemy of Julius Caesar.

Mark Antony – father of Iullus, Antonia, Anni, and Selene.

Neith – Egyptian goddess of creation, archery, and weaving; depicted as a young woman with a shield on her head.

Nephthys – Egyptian goddess of night and funerary rites; sister-wife of Set; sister of Osiris and Isis; depicted as a young woman with a basket on her head.

Octavia – sister of Augustus; mother of Claudia, Cella, Marcellus, Antonia, and Anni; stepmother of Iullus and Selene.

Osiris (Usir) – Egyptian god of death and the underworld; brother-husband of Isis; brother of Nephthys and Set; father of Horus; depicted as a mummified pharaoh with green skin wearing the Atef crown.

Ptolemy XIII Philopator – pharaoh of Egypt; brother of Cleopatra, Arsinoë, and Berenice.

Publius Vergilius Maro (Vergilius) – Roman poet; husband of Aetia.

Qebehsenuef – Egyptian guardian deity of a mummy’s intestines; depicted as a hawk.

Quintus Horatius Flaccus (Horatius) – Roman poet; friend of Vergilius and Aetia.

Sekhmet – Egyptian goddess of war; depicted as a woman with the head of a lioness; her other side is Hathor, the cow goddess of love.

Selket – Egyptian goddess of scorpions, medicine, and poisons; depicted as a young woman with a scorpion on her head.

Set – Egyptian god of war and chaos; brother-husband of Nephthys; brother of Osiris and Isis.

Sobek – Egyptian god of crocodiles and the Egyptian navy; depicted as a man with the head of a crocodile.





















Spirits do exist. Death doesn’t end it all:

a pale ghost has escaped the conquering pyre.


Sextus Propertius 






Ah! Too credulous mortals, who imagine that the guilt of bloodshed can be removed by the waters of the stream...


Publius Ovidius Naso, de Fasti
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Iol–Caesarea, Kingdom of Mauretania

6 BC
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I began coughing up blood two months, seven days, and six hours after the birth of my daughter. My husband, who believes all solutions can be found in the right book, scoured our vast library for remedies and brought the best physicians from all over the empire to examine me. But it was no use. My lungs grew worse, and my glorious curves wasted away until I seemed to subsist on air alone. I bargained with every god I could think of to give me more time, and when their silence deafened me, I screamed out in my sleep for my mother. When her name would fly from my restless lips, the servants would make signs to ward off the evil eye and I would have to pray none would think to mention my lapses to Augustus.

I’ve done everything the princeps of Rome has ever asked of me. We’ve been good clients to him. I wish Octavia was still alive; she would take my Dru and keep her safe. My son will be all right, but my little honeybee? I weep with fear for her. This is a dangerous world for girls, my mother used to say. She, who was brilliant and fearless, even she couldn’t save us or herself. What could I do—one not half as clever or brave?

––––––––
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Hagne, my companion, is dozing at my side, but I am wide awake. She scolds me when I’m like this, saying I only give speed to my illness. But the moon, my namesake, chases the sleep from my eyes, so I am wakeful when the draperies on my balcony move aside and reveal a dark figure standing behind them. I should be afraid, but perhaps my looming death has made me the reckless Ptolemy I was born to be at last. 

“Who is there?” I ask the shadow. My voice is feebler in my ears than I would wish, though it is strong enough to rouse Hagne.

“It is only the wind, my lady,” she says, suppressing a yawn. “Go back to sleep.”

I ignore her and prop myself up on my elbows as best I can. Trying to remember how to be regal in the midst of my pernicious decay, I call out to the night imperiously, “I command that you show yourself!”

For a moment nothing happens, and I wonder if perhaps my loyal Hagne was right after all. I start to lie down again, but then pale hands move the curtain aside, and a tall creature in black steps into my room. The lovely hands reach up and fold back their hood unhurriedly.

“I live to serve, Your Majesty,” the slender woman who appears from beneath it says in melodious Greek.

She is my age, but taller, and her skin paler. Or it would have been once, before I became ill. Before, I always had rosy cheeks to set off my cascades of golden hair, the only beauty my death has allowed me to keep. Her hair is thick, too: light brown, though where it catches the lamplight, it appears nearly as red as Livia’s. Her eyes are as black as her cloak above her high cheekbones and long nose, just as Anni described her. My dear sister once told me of my visitor’s sense of being that permeated the very air around her like a perfume. As if I needed to have heka explained to me.

She is as light as air and as sure as stone, yet having her in my kingdom is still unexpected. I must pray the woman that the world calls the Umbra Augusti is not here by his command. I begin to fear I have indeed been talking too loudly in my sleep.

“Aetia?” I ask her hesitatingly.

My question brings her deified father’s smirk to her lips. “Hello, Selene.”

Her kind tone melts some of my unease. “Augustus didn’t send you, did he?”

She gives her head a vehement shake. “Gods, no. I’m on my own business, which is usually so, as he would grumble to you. But you know as well as I how legends spring up with little regard for small things like the truth.”

I’m about to laugh when I remember Hagne and I turn to see her petrified with shock as if our interloper were a ghost. “It’s all right,” I assure her. “I will be fine for a while. Go rest.”

I can tell she doesn’t trust me or my visitor, but Aetia produces an inviting smile that makes her fathomless eyes glow. “Don’t fret, my lady,” she soothes. “I’ll keep a good watch over your mistress.”

Hagne wavers a moment more, but I can feel the slightest suggestion of warmth emanating from Aetia, and because of this, I know her desires will triumph. “Send for me if you have need of me,” Hagne says reluctantly, gathering her skirts and departing to my adjoining rooms.

When she is gone, I can’t help grinning. “I never thought I’d witness someone employing heka again in this life.”

“Mine are not quite as your mother’s were, but they have their uses. You should be pleased in your lady; most people are much easier to move.”

“Hagne has been with me a long time. She doesn’t move for much—” But then a coughing fit overtakes me.

Aetia swoops forward to lay me back upon my pillows and smooths her cool hand across my forehead. “I confess I had hoped your illness had been exaggerated. Even if I should know better by this late time in my life.”

I sigh. “It cannot be helped much now.” I pause and look up at her, the secret daughter of my cunning aunt Arsinoë. “It is good to finally see you face to face, dear cousin.”

Her silvery laugh rings out as she drapes her cloak over the chair at my side and arranges herself on it. The hem of her black chiton patterned with gold feathers makes her edges glow in my weary eyes. “Did Octavius tell you?”

“No, Antonia and Anni did. They felt I should know.”

“They were right. It pained me for many years to keep it a secret from them. I was relieved when I could confess all, and they in turn were very forgiving of my subterfuge.” Now it is her turn to sigh. “I’m forced to carry so many secrets.”

My heart aches for the faraway place her eyes go. I’ve seen that look before. “You weren’t completely mistaken. Augustus did tell me of you, but only later. He did it to try to dissuade me from naming my son Ptolemy, I think.”

“I’m glad he wasn’t successful.”

“I named him Ptolemy because my mother told me there must always be a Ptolemy. My brothers and uncles are dead, so the name must come to my Tolly.” I look into her dark, silent eyes. “I wish you’d come earlier.”

“So do I, but it was better I did not.” She glances about my room. “Better for you and Juba to rebuild your lives away from reminders of the past.”

“I’ve been very lucky,” I admit. “Juba and I, we have understood each other. What it means to survive the past.”

“I’m envious, cousin. To have had such a long, happy marriage.”

The soft pain in her voice also reminds me of my mother. Of the despair that spilled from her ka when they brought my dying father to us. “What of you, Aetia?” I ask her to chase this memory from my mind. “They say you were married to Vergilius Maro. That you are the real queen of Carthage in his Aeneid.”

“We nearly sit upon the ruins of that city, Selene. I think it is more proper to call you the queen of Carthage.”

“I suppose you’re right. But then I must hail you as the crown princess of Egypt,” I counter slyly, for my sisters have also told me of my aunt’s true fate.

She laughs again. “Very well, even if I have been running from that honor since I could gather my feet under me.”

I giggle with her, feeling the giddy joy I used to have when my sisters and I would stay up late gossiping. I do miss them. And then, I get lost in my cousin’s face. I get lost in thoughts of the brother we share. My poor Caesarion.

I shake myself from my past and return to Aetia, who has tilted her head to the side politely. “I’m sorry, it’s rude of me to stare. I was trying to see Caesarion in your face.”

Her eyes warm. “Any luck?”

“Not really.”

“He couldn’t either. But in the end, I suppose it didn’t matter.”

“My Dru has his eyes, the Ptolemy eyes,” I murmur dreamily. “Like polished copper...” My thoughts trail off and my head feels unbalanced. Focus, Selene. “But you parried me with your quick tongue earlier. Were you as happy as Vergilius’ poem claims?”

She strokes my wasted hand in hers for a long time before she answers. “Far happier. Even my Vergilius didn’t have the wit to describe to the world how much I loved him.” She sighs again. “Love him still. For three years, my wild ka knew rest. Not before, not since.”

Tears pool in my eyes. “I’m sorry for the fever that stole him away from you.”

“The dead are never truly far from the likes of me,” she replies. “I cannot curse the fever, only the haste of Octavius that forced us to return to Rome too quickly. But you know that our princeps brooks no disappointments in this world.”

If there had been mere bitterness in her voice, I wouldn’t have been afraid. But the presence of the reckless fatalism we Ptolemies cling to when everything and everyone else fails us, that frightened me. That is poison that killed my mother as surely as the wolfsbane did.

But thinking of my mother’s death brings back memories of the awful days that followed it. I remember gripping Alex’s hand until I thought I would break his fingers, biting into my himation to stifle my sobs. I remember the gut-stabbing shame of the triumph, where I prayed Lord Geb would swallow me, and it is these grim shadows that reignite my terror for my daughter. The threat of her chained to a similar fate squeezes what little air has found my lungs, and I begin to flail like a drowning person. As if she understands the source of my panic, Aetia gently turns me over and massages my back, crooning an Egyptian lullaby my mother used to sing.

“Aetia!” I gasp. “I know it is a great thing to ask, but will you keep my Dru safe?”

She stops her song and squeezes my shoulder. “Of course, Selene. Why else do you suppose I have come?”

Her matter-of-fact reply silences my coughs in astonishment as she stands to retrieve a lamp. She places it down nearer to me and I imagine the light has dazzled my senses because I think I see a faint golden glitter on her palm as she releases the handle. She carefully lifts my head with her right hand and unfolds her left palm to me.

“You are close to crossing over; it should be visible to you. Do you see the ouroboros, Selene?”

My fading eyes widen as I see the golden snake on Aetia’s hand ringed with a flowing script that winds its way up her wrists. I look at her wonderingly, only to be greeted by scores of symbols and scripts spilling across her exposed skin in glittering arcs.

She patiently directs my attention back to her hand. “Can you read the name of the one who has marked me with the snake of infinity?”

I struggle to decipher the heka-text written in half a dozen languages, but when I see what she wishes me to, my breath catches in my throat.

“I speak for the dead, cousin-mine,” she says quietly. “I swear on her ka I will protect Dru. Whatever the cost. Depart the Waking World in peace.”

She runs her tattooed hand over my hair as if to let my mother’s asp caress my fevered brain. The sedjeri have made the Umbra Augusti a gifted mimic, and when she opens her mouth to speak again, it is not her own silvery voice that falls from her lips. It is the voice I have loved above all others, the one I lost so long ago, returned to me in the slender throat of my clever cousin.

I have nowhere else to turn, senat-sat, my mother’s beautiful voice says. My daughter cries out to my ka from the Waking World. You must save my granddaughter, as you once tried save my son.

Save her from what? Aetia’s own voice surfaces to ask her.

I almost smile as my mother’s biting wit lashes back. You know quite well. The iait have given only to you the ka that can withstand the boy and his icy heart.

He grows old, Aunt. He’s not the terror he once was.

The heat of my mother’s sarcasm warms my cheek. Tell that to his poor subjects: the men afraid to strive lest they incur some honor he has not snapped up for himself and the women afraid to bare an ankle lest they be whipped as whores. The suspicious old king on his lonely throne, for the gods so love the old stories. 

My cousin is a lioness, so she isn’t cowed by even a risen goddess like Cleopatra Thea Philopator. You know my heart, mewet-senat. You know the gods have elected me to bind up the wounds of the past as much as bridle my brother. I will see this thing you ask done. 

My mother’s pleasure falls over the air like a sweet breeze. Thank you, Aetia. Seek out the ninety-ninth rw in the book your mother gave to Octavian’s redhead to accomplish what you must. Train her well for us, senat-sat. But go to my Selene first; her time is short.

The sun beyond us is rising, and I can feel sleep, or perhaps death at last, crawling up my exhausted limbs. “What did my mother mean?” I ask drowsily. “Train her in what?”

As I fall into my dreams, Aetia whispers in my ear, “In her heka, dear Selene. When the time is right, I will come for her and she will be the Ptolemy girl who will redeem us all.”
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Gaius

4 AD
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[My muse] alone fears neither the treachery of man, nor the sword of the enemy, nor the sea, nor the winds, nor a state of barbarism.

Publius Ovidius Naso, Tristia
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Chapter One
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I open my eyes as the first light of dawn trickles through the praetorium, my mind still snared in my last dream. I’d been dreaming of snow again, of Gaul. I sit up and run my hand through my hair, casting about for my armor, which seems to have gone missing. I’m about to call for Timaeus when he appears, bearing my equipment.

“My young master was supposed to stay asleep until I had finished cleaning this lot,” he scolds, setting the armor down so he can help me dress.

“You should let me do that.” I stretch, smothering a yawn. “A good soldier cares for his own equipment.”

“And how exactly does my master intend to keep discipline in the ranks when he runs about scrubbing his own armor?” He folds me inside my cuirass and begins doing up the buckles on one side while I adjust the shoulder plates. “Even your father, gods rest his soul, wouldn’t be seen scouring his own leather. It’s bad for morale when officers act like milites.”

Old Timaeus has been with me from birth, so he occasionally makes slips of the tongue like that. I don’t actually mind, but I need to remind myself of my place and my responsibilities. I can’t afford to forget. “My father is very much alive in Rome.”

“Oh, of course!” he corrects himself, making hasty, elaborate gestures of respect. “May the gods always keep your lord father, Augustus Divi filius!”

He’s about to go on at some length, so I cut him off gently as I lace on my bracers. “All right, old man. That’ll do plenty. Let’s not go overboard giving Grandfather his due.”

Timaeus gives me a look for using exactly the kind of appellation I’d just taken him to task over. “Forgive me, Master Gaius. You know I meant nothing by it.” He stoops to lace the backs of my boots. “I served your father for many, many years, and he was the best of masters. Old habits are difficult to break for old men with long memories.”

“I know, but you know we are watched by everyone. I don’t want people to think me unfilial.” I add softly, “I need to remember.”

As if to punctuate my point, a legionary pokes his head into the room to announce to General Caesar that General Albinius is looking for him, and I almost forget to respond. I’ve been Gaius Julius Caesar since the age of three, and still I expect to discover it is all a joke. My soldiers will laugh, saying, “You? Gaius Caesar? Silly boy, we know you’re Gaius Vipsanian. Now stop your clowning and find your father for us. Your grandpapa Augustus is looking for his faithful Agrippa.”

“Thank you, captain,” I say to the legionary. “I’ll be along shortly. Give General Albinius my compliments.”

I take my helmet from Timaeus with a weary smile, when my eyes fall on the latest letter from my grandfather, laying open on the table beside my cot. That was stupid of me. I shouldn’t leave that kind of thing unattended. I quickly walk over to fold it back up. I go to put the parchments in my armor, but I find myself rereading them instead. Mostly it’s the usual: updates on the activities of the Senate; unsolicited advice on siege strategy and how to talk to Phraataces; requests for me to write to Postumus and remind him how to comport himself like a gentleman. Grandfather always addresses his own thoughts at maddening length before he allows himself to answer any concerns I might have sent him. 

On the sixth page he finally responds to my concerns about my staff, which have come too late to be of much practical use. He tells me that keeping them in line is my responsibility as a commander. Never mind that half of them are twice my age and know exactly what they can get away with out here, while the other half are my age and intoxicated by this first experience of living beyond the strictures of Rome. If only Juba was still with me, he would know what to do. I know Lollius used to laugh at him, calling him a barbarian bookworm, but the king of Mauretania knows to take the threat of intrigues seriously. 

As I look the letter over, I’m struck once more by my grandfather’s strange postscript. He tells me if my wound bothers me so much, he will allow the resignation of my consulship, but only if I return to Rome first. This confounds me because I’ve never asked to be recalled home. I glance down at the long, jagged scar on my leg, which did take a long time to heal, but hardly bothers me now. I said I was disheartened by the antics of my officers, but who else will fix that but me? My grandfather knows I’d rather die out here than allow Tiberius the satisfaction of cleaning up my mistakes. 

I shake my head. Maybe he’s using Tiberius as a stick to make sure I don’t slack in my duty. He should know I don’t need the encouragement. It was our agreement after all: I would allow him to make me a consul if I could prove myself in the east. I didn’t want Tiberius’ nebulous authority; I wanted the imperium. I need it if I’m to convince everyone that it’s me they should look to in the future and not my uncle-stepfather.

I emerge into the overcast morning, greeted by the sounds and smells of our army preparing for the day. Anvils ring with the clang of repairs while smoke rises from the cooking fires and mingles with the deep rumble of conversation. A dank earthiness drifts from the overturned dirt of our trenches and the loud wooden creaks of the siege towers echo across the plain, against the mountains to the east, as the engineers make adjustments. I take the reins from the soldier holding my horse, and for a moment, I am almost content. I’m not the Divus Julius by any stretch, I’m not even sure I can live up to my father’s reputation, but out here, I can make my own decisions, be my own person. As much as anyone in our family can manage such a thing.

Undoubtedly sensing I have let my guard down, however briefly, Sejanus appears at my side in that damnable way of his. “Good morning, Your Excellency,” he says, his slippery forger’s grin spreading across his face. “I trust you had a pleasant night’s sleep.”

“Tolerable,” I reply grudgingly. I look over at Sejanus’ handsome, smirking face and resist the urge to slap the false courtesy off it. He pets and flatters me because I’m Grandfather’s favorite, but if that weren’t the case, he wouldn’t spare me a cup of water if I was on fire. Though what can I do? Even I might not be able to convince my grandfather that the son of the praefect of the Praetorian Guard is hiding something from us. “Where is everyone else?”

Sejanus whistles for a slave to bring up his horse. “Well, I think Albinius is waiting for us on the picket line, and Velleius is—”

“Right here!” Velleius Paterculus replies, as he runs up to us, slightly out of breath. “I found a stain on my last good cloak and I’ve been trying to have it cleaned since dawn.”

Indeed, his cloak does appear a little damp. “I’d rather have you where I need you and dirty than fashionable and nowhere to be found,” I say, trying to sound more instructive than simply annoyed.

“Of course, sir. It won’t happen again.” 

I sigh; I shouldn’t ride him so. Velleius is a good sort. He isn’t the best soldier, but he is mostly honest, which can’t be said of everyone around me. I only wish he wasn’t so easily influenced by Sejanus.

I’m about to ask about Quirinius when he strides over leading his horse. “Forgive me for being late, General Caesar,” he says in a tone that suggests he isn’t particularly interested if I believe him or not. “The camp praefect needed someone to sign off on a corn shipment from the coast.”

I ignore his mild insubordination because I cannot afford to lose him, too, and he knows it. After I ran Lollius out of my camp, only Quirinius has the necessary auctoritas to be the tribune praefect. “Fine,” I reply with an irritated shrug. “And Gnaeus?”

Sejanus innocently averts his eyes skyward. “I don’t know where Master Ahenobarbus has gotten to, sir...”

I grit my teeth. “Of course not.” I throw my reins at the nearest slave in a perfunctory manner he doesn’t deserve and stalk off to look for my cousin, the others jogging along in my wake.

I throw open the door at Gnaeus’ hut and pretend I don’t hear my officers taking bets on which of his many vices has kept him from reporting this morning. I blink my eyes rapidly to adjust to the dim light within, and looking about, I see my cousins’ slaves still slumped over the table surrounded by empty overturned wine jugs. I stride over and jab both slaves sharply with my knee as I light the lamp between them. When they see it’s me, they yelp and try to pull themselves together while I cross the room to their master. I wrench aside the blankets and reveal my disheveled cousin, who bellows like an ox when the light hits him.

“Gods and men, Gaius!” he groans, clapping a hand over his eyes. “Can’t you douse that light! What time is it?”

“Late enough,” I snap back. “You were supposed to be up an hour ago supervising the ditches.”

“Calm down. I’m sure they’re in perfect condition.” He peers through his fingers at my furious face. “Fine, I’ll be along in a bit. You lot go on ahead. I’ll catch up.”

“You’ll be along in five minutes, or so help me, I’ll have you whipped at sundown!” I hiss.

The threat of an actual punishment does rouse him a bit. “All right already. Keep your tunica on, general. I’m getting up.” He gives me a morose look. “You used to be more fun, Gaius. You’re getting far too serious out here. Villa’s going to be bored stiff when you get back. Pretty girls like variety...”

I ignore him and glance at the slaves. “He’s presentably in his armor immediately or one of you is going to lose a hand.” I watch them scramble for my cousin’s armor as I turn on my heel and walk back out to my horse.

My officers stop their whispering when I reappear and snatch back my horse’s reins. “Oh, don’t let me hold you in suspense, my good sirs,” I announce, reaching up to tighten a buckle on my horse’s bridle. “General Ahenobarbus will be with us shortly. He only needs to clear his head.”

Sejanus smirks and holds out his palm to Quirinius, who grumbles a curse as he gives over a handful of coins, and I give a grim little chuckle at how cynical I’ve become. I left Rome thinking I knew everything—how quickly I learned I knew nothing. At home, I was adored by the city and my watchful grandfather who loves so little in this world. Tiberius was in such disgrace that he retreated to Rhodes rather than compete with me, and even my steely grandmother couldn’t save him. I looked down my Julii nose at her machinations and all either of them could do was glower at the brightness of my star. At Rome’s urging, my grandfather had me elected consul at what I now see was the incredibly foolish age of twenty-one, and once my term was completed at year’s end, he sent me here to win the hearts of our people in the east.

I had hoped my Livilla would be impressed, or that she might shed a few tears upon my departure, but her bright chatter was mostly aimed at reminding me to send her lots of Parthian jewelry she could hold over our many cousins. I was on the verge of complaining about her lack of feeling, but, as always, she turned her violet eyes to me and I forgave her everything. My wife might be a little spoiled, but she is the most beautiful girl in Rome and knows only her charmed life. How can I break her heart with things she cannot change? That’s why I send her every jewel I can honorably lay my hands on, along with my feeble attempts at poetry, and don’t upbraid her when she sends me hardly a word in return.

Perhaps a part of me had cherished a hope she might come with me, like when my mother accompanied my father to his proconsular seat in Gaul. There, far away from Rome and my grandfather’s surveillance, I think she had almost been happy. 

I close my eyes to banish thoughts of my mother from my mind. This Armenian business has turned out to be more dangerous than we had supposed, and I don’t have the luxury of thinking about her right now. 

At first, all was well. I had my tutor, Marcus Lollius, to help me handle the politics; Quirinius to guide me with military matters; and Juba to teach me about everything else. We traveled through Africa and Egypt, engaging in exhilarating skirmishes with the Bedouin tribes in Arabia. At Quirinius’ insistence, we stopped in Rhodes, where I had a blistering row with Tiberius that horrified everyone except Lollius, who reveled in seeing my proud uncle groveling in terror before my dusty boots while I threatened to tell on him to Grandfather. In Athens, hailed as a god, I stood on the steps of the Parthenon imagining that I was Alexander and the world was mine for the taking.

But then I started to notice the envoys sent to us spoke to Lollius rather than me and that he never corrected them. That Quirinius nodded at all my orders, then did whatever he thought was best. That when Gnaeus wasn’t beating his slaves and Velleius wasn’t daydreaming, they both were far more interested in Sejanus’ opinion than mine. When we reached Cappadocia, I found a frantic missive from my grandfather saying he’d heard rumors that people were offering to murder Tiberius for my birthday. He begged me to consider my honor and my grandmother’s feelings before giving into such a grisly offer. I had read over the letter wishing I had such wonderful friends who would do away with my mother’s tormentor for me so readily, rather than Quirinius and Sejanus trying to smooth over the aftermath of Rhodes with me. Feeling unfairly put upon by my officers’ inattentiveness to my command and my grandfather’s wheedling in Tiberius’ favor, I pressed Juba for his advice. 

He had looked up from the letter he was writing to his children, my Mauretanian cousins, with a sad smile. “You’re still very young, Gaius,” he said. “Your horses are testing your command of them. The gods have given you a difficult task. Will my young general allow me to speak bluntly?”

When I nodded, he continued. “You are a prince in this world, my boy, but you were not born one. And all know this. Your father, Agrippa, was a remarkable man, yet a man of such obscure lineage that the patricians refused to attend his funeral despite your grandfather’s rage. The princeps himself is an aristocrat only by adoption.” 

“But Lollius is a pleb!” I argued back. “Sejanus’ and Velleius’ families are only equites. Quirinius’ family has never done anything of note!”

“This only means they look to the patricians to lead them. Like your grandfather, you will have to prove you deserve their respect.”

“But how?” I asked glumly.

“Your treatment of the troops and the people of the empire has been a good start. However, the Divus Julius once said that a good general doesn’t take undue advantage of a humiliated enemy.”

For a long moment, I was at a loss as to his meaning, but then I saw it and balked. “No!” I shouted. “Never! He can rot on that island. I’ll never forgive him!”

“The right choice is rarely easy, Gaius, but Tiberius’ fate is already wholly in your power. It would be a merciful act worthy of a Caesar to speak kindly of him to the princeps. Remember, Claudii are never entirely friendless.”

“Hang the Claudii!” I snarled, mostly thinking of my grandmother. “They stood by and let Grandfather vent his full anger on Mater for what was not her fault alone.”

“Your mother is mistress of her own choices,” Juba countered. “She must own some of the consequences. But consider—you could perhaps use mercy for Tiberius to secure some clemency for Julia Augusti.”

I fumed and sulked about Juba’s advice for days until I finally understood my patient mentor only wanted to protect me from my detractors, many of whom thought I was rather a brat at best. So I agreed to bend to his advice and announced that, after some thought, I would write to the princeps and ask him to grant my stepfather’s request to return to Rome in exchange for my mother being allowed a more comfortable place of retirement. I swelled with pride when I saw the nod of approval from Juba and the glances of impressed surprise from the others, but Lollius was aghast. He begged me to reconsider until I lashed out at him with such venom that I felt like I stepped outside of myself to watch the old man recoil from me as if I had bit him. I should have been more cautious, but I was learning. I’m still learning.
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Gnaeus stumbles out in a pout shortly, making Velleius smother a chortle into his wet cloak while Sejanus’ mouth twists in his otherwise impassive face. Quirinius rolls his eyes and beckons me to follow him out to the ramp we are constructing to break the stalemate on our siege.

“Any word from Parthia?” I ask him as we mount our horses at the outer gates. The silly superstition of not riding in camp had almost run its course until my uncle Drusus died from a fall right after two young tribunes had galloped through his camp in Germania. Now not even the foreign auxilia troops would stay in the saddle within Roman walls.

He shakes his head. “Phraataces has sent no new intelligence since last week and I don’t think there is any to be had. The Armenian barons are bedding down with their cattle for the winter, so I doubt they’ll ride out here even if the city falls.” He glances sidelong at me. “Artagira isn’t strategically important.”

Don’t you think I know that? The fortress town is far from friend and foe alike, but its warlord, Addon, has been trying to make a name for himself, and if we ignore his provocations, he’ll only attract more support from the local nobility, and worse, from discontented satraps in Parthia. “That is so, sir. But we cannot allow opposition to fester unchecked. We owe it to my father and our agreements with Lord Phraataces.”

Quirinius makes a grunt of acknowledgement, though one that expresses exactly how little weight he gives any accord with the Parthian king. I can’t admit as such to anyone now that Juba isn’t here, but I rather like Phraataces. Maybe because he’s the same age as my brother is. 

Was. Don’t think about Lu.

To chase away my brother’s death, I think of the tall Parthian prince, the heavy crown resting uneasily on his frizzy hair, trying to appear commanding, like I was, the day we met to exchange leery truce banquets on an island in the turbulent Euphrates between our two great armies. And behind him, in a place of honor ahead of the satrap lords, his mother Queen Theamusa, Shah of Shahs, the concubine who poisoned her master to place her bastard son on the throne ahead of the legitimate princes being raised as hostages in Rome. I had looked into the calculating eyes of the slave girl my grandfather had gifted to old Phraates when he came for our captured standards, and for just a moment, her mincing smile sharpened. See how well I’ve done for myself, little princeling? it said jeeringly. It would have been comforting to believe that she was a servant of Rome sent to cause chaos among our enemies, but one glance at the eyes of Theamusa banished such fancies. The Parthian queen answered to none save herself.

My officers had craned their necks to get a better look at her. They’d heard the whispers as surely as everyone else had, the supposed reason the young king with the patchy beard across from me remained cold to offers from allied princesses and the women in his harem wiled away their nights casting dice among themselves. That Theamusa shared her son’s bed as well as his throne. 

A titillating rumor, but I had thought of my grandfather, and I could almost hear his cool voice in my ear warning me not to get tangled up in gossip. That this was no obscener than the Ptolemies of Egypt and we had more important tasks at hand. He would remind me that the important question was how the satraps felt about the rule of their dead king’s concubine and his bastard. And the answer was that many in Parthia were ill disposed to the cunning queen and her puppet son. To speak of the Ptolemies again, it seemed to remind everyone too uncomfortably of Cleopatra and Caesarion. The ghosts of Actium still haunted our memories.

But it is difficult to fight what one can’t see, so I had invited the royal Parthian delegation to make themselves comfortable inside the scarlet tent we’d constructed for our reciprocal banquet, all of us making a great show of graciousness to mask the undercurrents roiling beneath us. I tried to direct the whole affair with the careless charm of the Divus Julius, all the while believing that I would make some terrible mistake to send the entire business plunging into the abyss. I could almost see the disingenuous look of sympathy Tiberius would sweep me before sailing off to repair my muddle. The thought tightened my fingers around the knife in my hand, turning my knuckles white, until I happened to meet the polite, unreadable eyes of Theamusa across the table.

“Velleius,” I said quickly to cover up my unease at being observed by her, “maybe you could recite something for our guests?”

Velleius stumbled to his feet, fumbling about for the opening line of an appropriate poem, while Theamusa leaned over to whisper in her son’s ear, her stony eyes never leaving mine. Phraataces looked at me apologetically.

“I don’t wish to cause you trouble, Master Caesar,” he said, attempting to sound decisive. “But you have been a most generous host and my mother begs to remind me that the laws of hospitality demand that we aid one another from... difficulties...”

I frowned. “What kind of difficulties, my lord?”

“My men have recently captured several of my satraps who have been building opposition to our rule,” he explained. “They have been gathering riches meant for our treasuries and recruiting soldiers from our peasantry.”

I saw the eyes of my officers grow hungry at this news. There had been rumors that Phraataces and his mother faced opposition from their lords, but it was rare luck to hear such an admission from the king himself. I could feel Quirinius’ excitement behind his impassive face; he would love to use this disorder to take on Parthia. In truth, something stirred in my chest as well. My mind filled with images of the unprecedented triumph I would receive if I came back the conqueror of this recalcitrant enemy. To succeed where Crassus and Mark Antony had failed, to do what even the Divus Julius and my grandfather hadn’t done. To watch Tiberius’ face as I paraded past him. My heart was pounding in my chest as I tried to keep my demeanor calm, and it was then I thought of absent Juba. The king of Mauretania’s face gazed at me calmly and his eyes asked, Why would the king put himself in a position of weakness to tell you this, my young master? He must have something very important to disclose to you. Don’t be distracted. You are a Caesar: you know how to listen when your adversary speaks.

I also remembered my grandfather’s designs, his orders to avoid open war with Parthia. I was here to dispense treaties and establish order, not to stir up another fight when Rome had its hands full with the German tribes. I couldn’t risk my inheritance to defy him; that would only give opportunities to Tiberius and my grandmother.

“I’m sorry to hear of this, my lord,” I said aloud to Phraataces. “You and Her Majesty have been gracious to me out of your regard for my father, Augustus Divi filius, and he would urge me to return such regard a hundredfold. Can we be of any assistance in this matter?”

The young king smiled shyly at my words. “Thank you, but no. These rebels are being dealt with.”

“My lord’s concern is for you, Master Caesar,” said Theamusa. “We know that you follow your father’s instructions most assiduously, and your words confirm your loyalty. This peace between our empires is beneficial to all of us, but these troublemakers seek to undermine our arrangements.” The queen stopped herself and inclined her head to encourage her son to take the lead again.

“We have received information from these lords that they were in collaboration with one of your officers,” the king blurted out. 

Theamusa’s eyes glowed with wicked excitement. “We would hate for you to continue to shelter a traitor to the princeps in your midst.”

The atmosphere around us turned to stone. Far away, I could hear the boatmen on the river. I willed myself to not look at my men, but I could feel their fear. I realized in that moment that all of them were doing things that could bring them before the Senate back home. That I was a fool who thought he commanded them.

“Whom do your prisoners make these claims against?” I asked the king, my mouth tasting like sand. In a belated flash of insight, I knew the name Phraataces would say before he opened his mouth.

“Marcus Lollius, Master Caesar.”

I turned to look at my tutor, whose eyes betrayed him even as his tongue worked to contradict his accuser. “It’s not as they say, my boy,” he blustered furiously, leaping to his feet. “All I’ve ever done is for the glory of your father.”

But I also knew of the great fortune Lollius had amassed in my grandfather’s service, a level of wealth unachievable honestly. Graft and bribery were the watchwords of the provinces, a state of affairs to which my grandfather turned a blind eye as long as it was prudently done, especially to loyal men like my tutor. Yet, if Lollius had been in league with malcontents in Parthia, that was far graver. It could destroy this precarious peace between our empires and plunge us into a war we couldn’t win.

“Did you take money from these men?”

“I did it to protect you! They promised to keep their forces away from Armenia in exchange for my help!”

I raised my hand. “I don’t care what your motives were. You’ve brought dishonor to my command and to Rome.”

“General, this treason cannot stand,” whispered Sejanus in my ear. “A punishment is required.”

Lollius went pale. “But—"

“Does my general wish to have us deal with this now?” Quirinius asked bluntly.

“It would be better, perhaps,” admitted the soft voice of Albinius. “Before the troops hear of it and perceive we have disorder in the chain of command.”

I gazed into Lollius’ terrified eyes, which were filling with tears. I should have executed him, but he had been with me so long. He could be pompous, but he had never been malicious. I was reasonably certain he meant us no harm, as he claimed, and yet I knew I must make an example of him or risk everything I had here, so far from home.

“No,” I said firmly. “I will not spill Roman blood.” I continued to stare at my tutor unblinkingly. “But you will leave this camp this moment, sir. I care not where you go, though if any of my soldiers see your face from this night on, they will have your life.”

Lollius whimpered, and yet he knew there was no arguing with me. The centurions stationed outside moved forward to escort him, but he flew past them before suffering the indignity of being forced away.

Slowly, everyone else present breathed out and I unclenched my fist from around my knife. “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I managed to say at last to Phraataces. “I am in your debt.”

The young king gave me a painful smile. “It is nothing, Master Caesar. I know Rome would do as much for me.”

The queen raised her cup to me. “Blessed are we, my lords, to witness the clementia Caesaris in these late days. Great is the Resurrected God and his wise grandson.”

I’m still not sure if she was mocking me.
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Away from my dark thoughts, we reach the outer stakes of our rear position, far from the besieged city, and find Priscus Albinius directing repairs on the covered vinea protecting our works when we arrive. I glance up at the sky again and frown. I hope the clouds moving across the flat, gray air don’t portend bad weather. Rain is scarce here in the plateaus, and while I’d hate to wish it away, storms come with a tenacious fury when they do burst forth, which would make any offensive today abortive. Any day where our weaponry is curtailed is another day lost to this lagging siege, and I’d wearied of it many weeks ago. I want to go home. I want to hold my wife and place a libation before my brother’s bones. I want to kiss my sisters and pet my nephew. I want to stroll into my grandfather’s tablinum and see the glow of affection in his pale eyes when he sees me. “What, come to waste daylight on an old man, asellus?” he’ll say as he stands to embrace me. “Let me call for my dice and we can roll them about while we talk of the gossip in the Forum.”

“General, good morning!” Albinius salutes me as he leaves off his work. “Shall I leave this lot to Quirinius while we check the lines from above?”

“Yes, sir, that would be ideal,” I reply, returning his salute. “Lead the way.”

He and I ride to the sloping ridge rising up to the high walls of Artagira, garrisoned against our legions for going on six months. I like Albinius: he’s sanguine about most things and has a good eye for detail. He also has a knack for making me laugh at the right moment, which reminds me of Lu.

Stop it. Don’t think about Lu.

But it’s hopeless. My brother and I were always a pair; there was no “him” or “me,” only “us.” I felt it in my soul from the moment I first saw him, it was as if a missing part of me had wedged into place when he was born.

I never told anyone, but I’ve always secretly believed that is why Grandfather waited until Lu was born to adopt us and declare us his heirs. He couldn’t adopt me alone because I was incomplete. I needed Lu.

“This is your baby brother, my love,” my mother had said, running a fond hand over my hair. “You’ll look out for him, won’t you?”

Don’t think about Mater.

But now Lu is dead and I somehow have to be enough. I’m going to have to take care of Rome alone, and the thought fills me with sadness because I see how lonely Grandfather is. I’ve seen the sacrifices he’s had to make and how they eat away at him. However, it’s my duty to serve Rome when he’s gone, and it won’t be all gloom. It will make Villa happy to be the highest-ranking woman in the empire, if she can wrest that title away from Grandmother. Then there’s the other thing, the secret plan Lu and I hatched between ourselves, the reason I’ll do whatever I need to in order to become princeps when Grandfather dies. I’ll finally be able to rescue my mother.

“It’ll be grand, Gaius!” my brother had whispered to me as we sat in our tent on the northern frontier, where we’d been sent to wait out the aftermath of our mother’s disastrous third marriage. “We’ll go get her ourselves with a grand retinue, on the flagship of the fleet.” He stops his description to grin at me mischievously. “We’ll even take Tiberius with us... and we can leave him there when we go!”

Lu was joking of course. He didn’t have a single vindictive bone in his body, not even for our sour uncle-turned-stepfather. I’m not so kind; there were many days when the only thing that had stopped me from killing Tiberius for making my mother so wretched was the knowledge that it wasn’t all his fault either. That he was equally miserable in the union my grandfather had forced them into for the sake of his empire.

Then I can no longer push my mother’s presence from my mind, and the whole awful business comes flooding back to me. It had been a nightmare. After my father had lain buried in his mausoleum a year, Grandfather announced to my mother that she would marry again. I remember her stricken expression; she had hoped she was at last old enough to live as a widow. In truth, she was not very old, but she had given my father five children and enough boys that the Vipsanii still had my baby brother Postumus to carry on their name while my grandfather claimed Lu and me for the Julii. I think for a moment she had even hoped she might be allowed to marry someone of her choosing, as a reward for doing her duty so well. 

If she had, she couldn’t have been more wrong, for the only thing my grandfather has devoted more energy to subduing than his vast empire is his unruly daughter, and it was clear that he thought my father had indulged her too much. It was for him to remind her of her place, and the way he chose to do this was to tie her to Tiberius, who despised her.

My mother nearly lost her mind. She barricaded herself in her room and screamed at my grandfather through the door that she’d hang herself before she’d marry her stepbrother. Tiberius, aghast at having to divorce his own wife, pleaded with Grandfather to abandon the idea as well. As the arguments raged back and forth, my grandfather packed Lu and I off to Gaul to spare us our mother’s ravings. But her distress spilled out in waves to every corner of the empire and her faithful slaves smuggled her desperate letters out of the city to me, letters that begged me to speak for her to my grandfather, until he caught on and took away her servants. 

The situation reached such an impasse that my grandmother, out of love for Tiberius, recalled my nomadic aunt Aetia from Thrace, where she was helping the Pontifex put down the Bessi revolt, to see if she could convince the princeps where everyone else had failed. She came, but even the Umbra Augusti couldn’t sway my stubborn grandfather. My sister Julilla wrote me covert letters describing the epic rows Aetia and my grandfather had over the matter, shouting the house down at one another and terrifying the slaves, her calling him a vicious old fool, and him calling her a meddling whore. And worse. 

On the last night of this titanic struggle between the implacable Augustus Divi filius and his unflappable secret sister, my grandmother had burst in upon Julilla with my mother, panicked because my famously sober grandfather had been drinking half the night and now was nowhere to be found. Julilla said Grandmother was afraid he had gone out to kill Aetia. “A bad bet for Pater if it is so,” my mother had scoffed, but she joined the rest of our family anyway in a frantic search to recover the missing princeps. 

After hours of fruitless hunting for any sign of either him or my ethereal aunt, they returned empty-handed and were debating whether to send out soldiers to dredge the Tiber, when my grandfather sauntered through the atrium as if nothing had happened. Amid the general elation, my sister swore to me that she had seen something deep in his eyes that suggested our grandmother hadn’t been terribly far off the mark. And later, while pretending to sleep, she saw Aetia climb through their window and crouch down at our mother’s bed, where the pair of them whispered to each other until dawn in voices so low she could not make out the words. All Julilla knew was that in the morning, my mother went to my grandfather and submitted to the engagement contract without another word of protest. My sister has resented our aunt for convincing her to do so ever since.

So my mother married Tiberius and gave herself over to a reckless despair that turned Postumus into a silent, brooding toddler, and Julilla into a sullen girl who glared daggers at my grandfather across every party. My other sister, Agrippina, was bundled off into the household of my aunt Anni, but Julilla refused to leave, so she stayed and imbibed the poison of this awful union. My grandfather kept Lu and I sequestered from our mother as much as possible, our only glimpses of her pain coming in flashes during festivals or family functions. A shameful memory comes to me of crying in her arms at a party, forcing her to comfort the son who had everything she had ever wanted.

“Don’t worry about me, my love,” she had said, holding me so tightly her fingernails dug into my arms. “Just remember to take care of Lu. You must be strong for him.”

But I had failed to do even that for my poor mother, who had at last defied my grandfather one time too many into the banishment of a traitor, and Lu was dead of a fever in Massalia two years ago now. I was all alone. 
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“What does His Excellency want to do this day?” asks General Albinius, pulling me from my gloomy thoughts.

I sigh and rub my neck. “I suppose we should ride our front lines and make sure we’re putting enough pressure on the walls. We don’t want the city getting too acclimated to us.”

“You could always try talking to Addon again,” Albinius suggests with a grin.

“No, I’m comfortable with our current strategy.” I instinctively run a hand over the ugly scar on my thigh, the one I got from the warlord’s treacherous arrow. “Though if you’re itching for a war wound you can impress the ladies of Rome with, by all means, general, don’t let me stop you.”

Albinius shakes his head. “Far too risky,” he says cheerfully. “He was probably aiming for your head, and now he’s had five months’ target practice.”

I start to laugh when a warning blast sounds from our corna players, echoing ominously in the heavy air. I’m about to call back to Quirinius to ask what is happening, but then I do not have to.

Hurtling across the plain toward us is a legions’ worth of rebel Armenian horsemen, their arrows notched at the heart of my army.
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Chapter Two
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Quirinius, Albinius, and I scream simultaneously to the cohorts to form up. The corna players blow their horns to move the standards into position and my men shout at one another to reposition our siege artillery to fire at the oncoming enemy.

“Quirinius!” I call to my other general as his horse staggers up the ridge to us, the junior officers trailing him. “Ride out and set up the cohorts in triplexes—heavy infantry in the middle, spearmen behind. Take Sejanus and Velleius with you. Albinius, stay here and shield our back line from any attacks by the city. Send as many projectiles toward the advance as can be spared from the siege. I’ll take the auxilia out to meet the enemy and protect our flanks.”

“What should I do, Gaius?” asks Gnaeus, his eyes darting uncomfortably to the front lines.

I grin at him grimly. “You’re coming with me, cousin.”

He’s too frightened to protest, and the others salute as I whirl my horse around to gallop down to where my soldiers are arranging themselves behind their shields in defensive positions.

“Triplexes, sirs!” I shout to the centurions as I tear by them. “Triplexes!” I glance behind me and gratefully see the men cheer my command as they make the proper formations. I also see Gnaeus clinging to his mount, half out of his saddle, and in this moment even that can’t dampen my spirits. We’re in a tight spot to be sure, but I believe in my soldiers. I saw my generals salute my orders. A crisis might be the catalyst to push their backbiting away for good.

I find our Gallic and Syrian cavalrymen leaping onto their horses, the animals’ eyes rolling at the sudden smoke and noise. “Auxilia, you are with me!” I announce to their multilingual cheers. “Gaul to the outside, Syria to the middle. Stay with your units! Not a single Armenian breaks through!”

We fly off to the front lines in a wedge where my Gauls and I form the spearhead designed to break the Armenian horse lines with steel for the Syrians to sweep up with lariats and arrows. Soon even the cacophony of my legions fades against the roar of the men charging to our position and the horses’ hooves striking the hard rocks. Two opposing waves barreling down to a single point on these desolate steppes. When we are close enough to see the blood flowing from the Armenian horses’ nostrils, I turn to give Gnaeus an order, but my cousin has vanished. No matter, I’ll deal with him later. I say a quick prayer to Mars Ultor and brace for our collision.

The world explodes in a thunderclap of noise and light as we slam into the Armenian cavalry. I draw my gladius and spatha across the horsemen on either side of me, managing to bring one of their mounts down. The Gauls and I force our way through the middle, splitting the front line and scattering them into the waiting assault of the Syrians at our rear. I hear the call of a centurion issue out from behind us and realize the first cohort line is in position.

“Heads down!” I cry. My nearest corna player makes two short blasts on his horn, which drops every man flat against his saddle.

The brush of air over us signals the hail of pila launched over us by the legionaries and the second line of enemy cavalry is sent reeling back, most of them with lances in their chests. They collapse at our feet, and I grab my horse’s mane as he and his comrades jump over the flailing casualties. Many in the third and fourth lines cannot slow their gallop long enough to change direction, so we make a successful pass on the few that haven’t come to grief falling over the unfortunate second line.

We have reached the back of the cavalry charge and started to wheel around to pursue them in a flanking maneuver when one of my men raises his lance in front of us. “Infantry incoming, Lord Caesar!”

I turn my head and see a cohort of Armenian foot soldiers in full sprint to our position. “You lot!” I say to the middle detachment of Syrians that have pushed through the gap created by our momentum. “Go back and tell General Quirinius to bring a cohort forward double-quick to stop this. We will hold them back until then.”

The Syrians ululate in reply and are already cantering back through the carnage of our attack by the time I return my attention to the oncoming soldiers. We spur our horses out to meet them, the Gauls raising their lances over their shoulders. When we get within a hundred paces of one another, the first row of Armenians takes a knee and pulls out its bows.

“Archers!” I call out and my men ask their mounts for more speed so they might take out as many of the bowmen as possible on our way through. 

The Gauls on their heavier horses form a triangle to protect me from this first assault. I see the archers angle their shots upward toward our heads and my men give a joyful shout in their own tongue as we plow into the Armenian lines.

Before I can follow them into the melee, an enormous man with a spiked lariat emerges from the regular lines, his eyes locked on mine. I understand. This one has been sent out to bring back a Roman general’s head. I spin my horse around as he throws his lariat at my horse’s neck, one of the spikes grazing its cheek as I jerk its head out of the way. I sheathe my swords and pull my pilum from my back. I launch it with all the force I can muster and am pleasantly surprised when I land a solid hit in the man’s shoulder. I am less enthusiastic when I watch him break off the shaft of my spear like a twig and continue his deliberate match to me with the lance head still buried in his flesh.

As he lumbers forward, I notice his dress is Parthian, as are many of the costumes of this infantry unit. Gods above, that means there are still rebel barons abroad. This ambush is as much a danger to Phraataces as us. Everything we’ve gained in the last two years, everything I’ve worked for is coming undone. How can I warn him? I draw my sword again as the hulking soldier is nearly upon me, and I feel very young and very foolish. I don’t have time to worry about Phraataces; I am about to be skewered by a man who looks a foot wider than my old sparring partner, Arminius, who pinned me with ease in any wrestling match.

The soldier grins at me with a mouth full of black teeth and raises a spear over his head with both hands to bring the full force of his massive arms down on me. I look up at the missile looming over my head with the stunned surrender of a hare in a noose. I briefly wonder if he’s going to use the spear to knock out my horse.

But I’m spared from finding out when the colossal man crumples at my horse’s feet, a heavy pilum lodged in his spine. I lower my gladius in surprise to find Marcus Lollius standing behind my newly dead opponent, wheezing from the effort of bringing down a Parthian commander in his prime.

“Teacher?” I exclaim.

“Salvete, my boy,” he gasps, swallowing thickly. “It looked as though you might need some help.”

“What are you doing here? I thought—I mean, Quirinius said you had fallen on your sword!”

“Hmph, he would like that. No, Gaius, I went to bring us help.” He gestures behind me, and I see three cohorts’ worth of Parthians descending from the plateau toward the Armenian cavalry.

I look back to him even as I brace myself for the next Armenian attack. “Lollius, I know I was wr—”

He holds up a hand and reins his horse up in anticipation of the clash. “A Caesar may admit a mistake, my boy, but he never apologizes. Quirinius and his little slave, Sejanus, wanted me out, and they found a way. I wouldn’t be astonished if they were hissing in old Archelaus’ ear to scare the poor fool into keeping Juba in Cappadocia, too.”

I swing my sword out to take down the first lancer. “You think it’s as bad as that?”

Lollius punches his sword at the man beside him, stabbing the shield man’s torso. “I don’t know. But there are dark dealings about, and I fear it’ll reach your grandfather if we don’t stop it.”

I kick the next advance soldier and slash at his neck before he can spear my horse. “What do we do?”

“We need to get you out of here,” he answers, pulling his pugio out of the man who’d just tried to grab his horse’s reins. “You must leave for Eusebeia immediately. Find Juba, go home and warn the princeps before it’s too late.”

“What?” I blurt out. “I can’t leave my command! I can’t leave my men!”

He launches his dagger into the neck of a soldier who had nearly put his sword into my side in my distraction. “This is bigger than Armenia, Gaius! I will speak with Phraataces; it’s to his benefit for us to root out this plot, whatever it is. He can’t afford a revolt either. Take your worthless cousin for protection, he’s better than nothing. And one of the junior officers, just not Sejanus.”

My head is spinning. “But who? Who can we trust?”

Lollius forces his horse to rear and trample two men rushing us. “I don’t know! Velleius? No, he might be more hopeless than Gnaeus...” His face lights up. “Find Albinius! He’ll get you to Cappadocia!”

“Albinius?”

He nods excitedly, but before he can elaborate, he goes rigid and slumps off his horse with a Roman pilum in his back. I glance up from him and there sits Albinius on his horse with a sinister smile on his lips.

“I heard you were looking for me, General Caesar,” he says, drawing his gladius.

I understand with sickening clarity that my general hasn’t killed Lollius because he still thinks my tutor is a traitor. “Why are you doing this, Albinius?” I ask, holding out my own sword at him, wishing my question had come out less like a plea and more like a command.

He shrugs, unconcerned by my distress or by the battle that continues to rage around us. “Because Augustus is an old man and some of us have had enough of Caesars,” he says, nudging his horse forward. He gets within arm’s length and grins wider. “And because it won’t be too difficult to get rid of his heir so very far from home,” he adds, lunging for the neck of my horse with his blade.

I block him quickly and wheel my mount away as best I can in the cramped confusion. “You can’t rule the empire with a republic!” I shout at him, holding off his next powerful swing at the joint between my cuirass and its backing. “There aren’t enough of the old families left!”

“You’re probably correct, my princeling.” He ducks my attempt to knock his weapon from his hand. “I’ve never cared much for politics myself. But I also don’t care much for your dear grandpapa, so I’m willing to see what a new hand can do.”

“What new hand?”

Albinius gives me a patronizing look. “You don’t really believe I’m stupid enough to tell you, do you, Gaius Vipsanian?”

I swing at him as hard as I can, but he parries my attack.  He’s starting to breathe heavily, but so am I. I look around at the orgy of carnage around us, the smoke of battle stretching to the far horizon. I am surrounded on all sides, and yet I have never felt so alone. Is this what the Divus Julius felt like as he slid to the floor of the Forum in a sea of his own blood? Did this pool of ice flood even his fearless heart?

“You call me that to shame me,” I say, “but you should fear me more as a Vipsanii than as a Caesar.”

Albinius opens his mouth to spit out an incredulous retort, but all that comes out is a bright, angry spray of blood, and his eyes and mine drop to observe the arrow point protruding from his throat. He lifts his eyes to mine briefly before they roll back in his head and he slides off his horse, who bolts away in a panic.

That’s when I look beyond where my general had been and I see him. A cloaked Scythian archer, his lower face covered like a Bedouin’s, atop a black stallion streaming with sweat. He has me at fifty paces, yet I swear I can see into the very depths of his dark, burning eyes. The black archer still holds his bow in the release position, but as soon as our eyes lock, he reaches back for another arrow. I watch him notch it as if I’m paralyzed and I can follow its trajectory before he even takes the shot. I have never felt the inevitability that seems to flow from my grandfather’s destiny until I see the arrow of the archer leave his hand and find the weak spot in the joint between my cuirass and my shoulder guard. 

The force of the hit yanks me from my saddle and throws me to the ground, my vision spinning. I struggle to lift my uncooperative limbs as the archer leaps from his mount to land like an acrobat beside me. I must already be losing my wits along with my blood because I fancy I see him remove his glove and feel for my pulse with long, delicate fingers whose touch is tender. When I see the monstrous stallion transform into a turbaned man with a ridiculously elaborate mustache, I know I must already be unconscious. 

“Now?” the man with the mustache asks the archer.

He nods and the man who had been a horse grabs the lance strapped to his back. He slams the butt end against my temple, and everything goes black.
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Chapter Three
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I open my eyes and the room comes slowly into focus, waves of undulating pain washing over my shoulder. I move my head dizzily around, trying to remember how I got here. That’s when I see the Indian boy sitting at the foot of my bed, his black eyes unblinking. He has aristocratic features, but something in his glittering eyes gives him the shifty gaze of a street urchin.

He grins at me watching him and runs the tip of his tongue along his small, white teeth. “Ranijiti,” he calls out without turning from me. “The boy’s awake.”

A tall, thin woman seems to materialize at my side from the very air. She bends over to check my bandages, her graceful fingers braided with ridges of blue rising under her pale skin like water snakes. She is not young, there are delicate lines in the corners of her startling, black eyes, but she is as bewitching in her strange, indeterminate maturity as she was when I was a child and she was Diana incarnate.

“Aetia?” I ask incredulously.

She turns and smiles at me. “I wasn’t sure you’d recognize me, Gaius. It’s been a while.”

It has, but not so long as that. “You told me once that the god had bound us together in our Julii looks, and the years have only made you mirror him more.” I glance down at her Scythian riding habit and chuckle weakly. “I should have known you were the black archer. Who else could have made such a shot?”

She snorts. “Only a Roman could be impressed by my archery. I would have thought a few seasons cheek to jowl with Parthia would have shown you as much.”

“I was supposed to be making friends with Phraataces, remember?” I move my shoulder and wince. “But you could have simply sent a letter to get my attention, aunt.”

“There was no time. It has become increasingly apparent to some of us that your brother did not die of illness as claimed, so I shot you to get you out of this Armenian trap before whoever is trying to once again derail Octavius’ succession caught you as well.”

Her words are shocking, but not surprising. After Lu died, my broken heart saw ill-wishing everywhere, but I had forced myself to accept what I was told. I find confirmation of my worst fears empty comfort. “I wish you had saved him instead.”

Aetia sighs. “I would have saved you both if the gods had granted me more insight. Even I’m not invincible.”

I decide to ask the astute Umbra Augusti her opinion of the festering rumor that had accompanied the gossip that Lu’s death might have been unnatural. “Did Grandmother do it?”

She is silent for a moment. “Livia’s ambitions have begun to outstrip her prudence,” she says finally. “My mother warned her about that.”

My anger fills every corner of my pounding heart, but rather than making me lash out as I expect, it silences my mind until I can feel only one emotion. Revenge. “I’ll kill her.”

My aunt is visibly unimpressed. “Easy, Gaius. A good general knows that everything has a season, even war. Your time is not ripe. You have no evidence. If you strike out at Livia now, you’ll only end up truly dead and ruin all my work. Wait for a time, and if then your heart still burns for vengeance, I won’t stand in your way.”

“Fine.” I know Aetia still loves my scheming grandmother, but I’ll prove her trust has been misplaced yet. “What is the Umbra’s plan from here, then?”

“We have a great need for information. The Albinii are not the political force that they once were, so obviously your young general did not decide to kill you of his own volition. A general always answers to a legate or a consul; we must find out who doled out his marching orders. Until we do, it would be better for our purposes if it appears that Albinius found his mark, I think.”

The implication of her words dawns on me. “Wait, are you suggesting that I pretend to be dead?”

Aetia nods, unconcerned by my rising look of panic. “I think so. Apparent victory will cause our enemies to move forward with their plans so that we will see them. If I reveal that I’ve foiled them, they’ll only retreat to the shadows.”

“But how?” I ask, horrified. “There’ll be no body!”

“Don’t worry about that,” chirps the Indian urchin from his stool. “They’ll find what we need them to find.”

“Girah found a poor decurion whose horse landed on him, and he switched out his armor for yours,” explains my aunt. “His face was badly crushed. Without it, his stature and form were not so different from yours.”

I frown. I know Aetia once had a servant named Girah, but he’d been a full-grown man when I was practically an infant. How is this boy also named Girah? “All right,” I say, pushing away my confusion, “but then my men will burn that corpse and send it back to Rome. You can’t mean to keep from Grandfather and the family that I’m actually alive?” I’m aghast at the thought of such a cruel trick.

“We don’t have a choice. We can’t be entirely sure of whom in our family is privy to what, so we must be cautious. It’s been a long time since the desires of the princeps’ family were united.”

I’m about to tell her she’s right when an awful thought strikes me. “I can’t not tell Villa!” I exclaim in horror. “I can’t have her thinking I’m dead—it would crush her!”

Aetia rolls her eyes. “Oh, Livilla will recover quite nicely. She can cry her pretty little eyes out on Marcus Silanius’ or Plautius Rufus’ or Aulus Lepidus’ sympathetic shoulder, I’m sure.”

I sit there gaping at her for such an unforgivably long time that at last her features arrange themselves into a sardonic look of pity. 

“Gods defend us, the Julii have finally produced a romantic,” she murmurs, her head tilting to one side as if someone is whispering in her ear. Her grin widens a fraction before she steels her features dismissively. “I’m sorry you must hear it from me, Gaius. If it is any comfort, most of Rome also believes her bleating virgin act. Your wife is hardly a scholar, but she’s cunning enough to have learned from your mother to not announce her desires in the Forum.”

I manage to bobble my head noncommittally, but actual words are beyond me. My chest feels uncomfortably tight, as if someone has reached into it and balled up my heart in their fist. I feel ashamed, to be sure; ashamed to be pitied for my blindness. I can practically hear the patrician wags shrieking with glee at the thought of Julia Augusti’s son being cursed with a wife just like his mother. How much harder would they laugh if they knew I’d been as faithful as a wife of Caesar to Villa? 

Though my shame isn’t the worst of it. No, that would be too easy. What my drum-skinned chest aches with most is reproach. You did this, says my heart. You drove her to this. It’s as Gnaeus said: You were a proud, self-absorbed child, and you’ve grown into a dull, indecisive man. You wave a paper sword at Parthia while your officers snigger at you and your men humor you. No wonder Grandfather wants you to come home where you’ll be less of a nuisance. Why would you interest someone like her? She thought she was getting a Caesar and ended up with you.

I claw my way out of these thoughts, meeting the eyes that once belonged to a man who probably never had such savage doubts, and I’m startled to see the sarcasm in my aunt’s face is gone. In its place is an expression of such unexpected sympathy it nearly dissolves me into a torrent of weeping.

“I truly am sorry, Gaius,” she says gently. “I confess I had hoped you weren’t actually in love with her. I know that makes this much more complicated.”

“It’s all right,” I choke out. “I—I can be like my father. I’ll be patient. I’ll wait for her. Maybe she’ll learn to care for me a little in return.” I look hopelessly at her. “My mother loved him a little, you know.”

“I know,” she answers, a sad smile tugging at her lips. “But Villa’s not Julia, and you don’t have the luxury of time as Agrippa did. You are dead to the world from this day onward, and a beautiful, young grandniece of Augustus won’t wear widow’s weeds beyond the necessary mourning period.”

The fist around my heart squeezes its fingers at the acknowledgement of Villa’s beauty. My eyes fill with memories of her pale blonde hair streaming over her shoulders as she rose from bed, her violet eyes full of the confident joy of being young and adored. She was born a nymph; she was meant to be captured, not simply given.

“I understand.” I take a shaky, steadying breath. “We’ll do what we need to do to protect Grandfather and the line of succession. That’ll take time, and Villa will probably be remarried. That is the way of things. But you are you, Aunt Umbra, so we cannot fail. And when we are triumphant, I can go home and I’ll win her back.”

Aetia looks at me a long time, her eyes impossible to read. Her silence makes my bravado falter, and I inwardly cringe as I await her disapproval. “Very well, Gaius. Let us deal with the matter at hand and see where that takes us. Though I should warn you that by the time we are done, you might find a shallow beauty like your wife might not be enough for you.”

I bristle at her dismissal of Villa’s other fine attributes, but I console myself in the sure, masculine knowledge that ladies are always prickly around the praise of other women, and though she’s unlike anyone else, my aunt is still a woman at heart. At least, part of me certainly hopes so.

“We shall see, aunt,” I reply stiffly. “How do you propose we begin?”

Aetia starts to answer when a handsome, middle-aged man wanders into the room carrying two saddles and a palpable air of efficiency. As if he anticipates that I’m still sleeping, he begins to speak in a low, pleasant voice, placing the saddles down on a table. “My lady, I brought these in because I think they could use a scrub—” He breaks off when he sees me. “Master Gaius! It’s good to see you awake at last. I was beginning to think the demon hit you too hard.”

Girah sticks out his tongue. “I’d like to see you do better, dasaji.”

If this Girah is a stranger to me, the man with the saddles is not. “It’s always good to see you, Bros,” I tell him gratefully.

Vergilius Maro’s former secretary grins. “You look as if you’ve grown another few inches since we last saw you, Master Gaius. Let me get this tack settled and I’ll go get you some soup from the kitchens.” Just like in the old days, he does this so quickly that he disappears before I can open my mouth to thank him.

“Is Grandfather still cross you’re wasting Bros by dragging him all over creation rather than giving the empire’s best amanuensis to him?”

She shrugs. “I’ve tried, but Bros is under the impression that I will get into the worst sort of trouble if he leaves me to my own devices.”

I almost choke on the hoot of incredulity that flies up from my stomach. “Gods defend us. One trembles to think of what that would look like.”

She grins. “You appreciate his dilemma.”

I glance over at the boy, who is chewing on his fingernail absently. “What did he call him?”

“Oh, Girah called him dasaji—Sir Servant.” She studies the boy indulgently as he in turn waggles his head at her. “My rakshasa’s nicknames are often cheeky. He used to call your father the Ox.”

He cackles. “You are being unfair, ranijiti. Cows are very sacred in my land.”

I stare at the boy, confounded. “But my father died over fifteen years ago, and you can hardly be more than ten. And why is your name the same as Aetia’s old servant?”

The little urchin scoffs. “I’m not really a child, devka. The uppity dasaji told you as much.” With that, the boy changes before my eyes into the older servant I remembered from my childhood, and then into the turbaned man I’d seen with my aunt on the battlefield, twirling the end of his unbelievable mustache. 

When I turn in astonishment to Aetia, she shrugs again. “Girah is, like all demons, a show-off. You’ll have to get used to it.”

“Girah really is a demon?” I say weakly, looking him up and down. “I always thought Tiberius was being dramatic.”

“He is being dramatic. Tiberius’ failing is that he usually sees the trees, but not the forest.”

I continue to stare into her laughing eyes. “So you can’t... you know...?”

“Can’t what, Gaius?” she asks conversationally.

I feel silly saying the words aloud, but everyone talks about it, not just my uncle. You’d think it was a sign the Umbra is mad, but as I sit with her again in this cozy little room, I’m reminded of just how assuredly sane my aunt is. “You can’t... talk to the dead?” I finish lamely.

“One can’t simply talk to the dead, asellus, as if you are dropping in on them for an afternoon visit,” she says, using my childhood nickname. “It’s more about being open to them.”

“But you can hear them?” I press, deeply serious. I realize she can do the thing I long for more than anything in heaven and earth.

“Yes and no.” Her tone reveals that she can see through my simplistic question. “I know what you would ask of me, but it is not so easy. The lands of the West are vast, and its people are legion.”

“But you could?”

“Perhaps,” she admits. “But I must warn you of something before you build up your hopes.”

“What is that?” I demand, impatient.

Aetia casts her piercing gaze upon me. “Did your grandfather tell you who my mother is, clever boy?”

He did. “I know who the Lady of Ombos is, aunt.”

“Then you won’t question my Egyptian fluency.” She folds her hands over her knees. “Our people refer to those who are gone as the sedjeri, the happy dead. Most who live in the Duat are at peace. They love the living, but they do not envy us. Sometimes it is better to leave them in their serenity.”

“You said most,” I argue. “Surely my brother cannot be at peace while whoever has killed him remains unpunished?”

She tilts her head to the side and nods vaguely. “That is a sentiment of the living, Gaius,” she replies after a slight pause. “The living believe that the dead thirst for vengeance, but the dead are beyond anger. Guilt makes the living fear recrimination from the dead, but I’ve generally found the sedjeri are benevolent.”

“What about your father?” I demand. “Our whole world balances on the reckoning of his murder!”

Her head bends to the side again and she smiles. “The god would remind his great-grandnephew that despite whatever you might have been told, the call for vengeance came from Octavius, not him. Which is just as well since your grandfather would hardly have been so filial if it held no advantage for him.”

I realize something. That particular way Aetia moves her head to the side. “Wait, are you speaking with the Divus Julius right now?”

“I’ve never broken the habit of holding myself as if they are leaning in to whisper into my ear,” she admits. “Much like Girah, he’s something you’ll have to get used to when you’re with me. The dead are peaceful, but the gods are meddlers.”

At this point, Bros returns balancing four bowls of soup as easily as a pantomime performer. “I see you’ve met our Girah in truth now,” the freedman says with a wink as he hands me a bowl.

Girah snatches his own with a trace of the urchin still clinging to his now burly proportions. “Nob in trooff,” he replies through a mouthful of food. Aetia pauses from blowing on her soup to raise an eyebrow at him and he makes a big show of swallowing. “The devka hasn’t seen my real form.” He smirks at me toothily. “I don’t want to be accused of frightening to death a boy we’re supposed to be saving.”

I’m still a bit wary of him, now that I understand what he really is, so I direct my question to my aunt. “He keeps calling me that. Devka. What does it mean?”

She smiles. “Little god. Because you look like your great-grandfather.”

“But I’m considering a change,” Girah announces. “The ranijiti always says my Latin isn’t any good, but I know she called you a donkey earlier.”

Aetia gives him another look, which he rolls his eyes at, but he holds his tongue as he scratches at his neck. “I think you should keep what you have, Girahji. When you say it, it doesn’t have the same inflection as when the princeps does, who means it as a term of endearment.”

I look down into my soup, suddenly sobered. “He always said it was because I was so stubborn as a child... but it reminded him of himself at my age...” I glance back at my aunt. “It’s going to kill him if he thinks I’m dead.”

“He’ll live because he’s an egotist at heart.” She sighs. “But unlike your pretty wife, yes, he will be deeply hurt when he hears of it. However, it can’t be helped. Octavius understands better than anyone when the needs of the empire come before the needs of the individual.”

We finish our soup in silence, which is eventually broken by Girah burping rather loudly.

“You should get some rest,” Aetia says to me while Bros takes the empty bowls back to the kitchen and Girah transforms into a greyhound who moodily circles a spot on the floor before curling up with his nose under his feet. “We still have at least a week here before we can do anything. I want to make sure your shoulder heals properly.”

I take in her long, thin frame draped in the black, silk chiton that I’ve always known her by. “Do you wear black for Vergilius because he still speaks to you, aunt?”

I regret my words as soon as they have left my mouth. Her expression doesn’t change, but I sense a veil drawing over her beautiful eyes. “My meren-ib only speaks to me in my dreams,” she says, giving my hand a pat. “Sleep well, Gaius.”
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Chapter Four
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I awaken early the next morning to the sound of seagulls and the muted crash of the sea, neither of which I had noticed the night before. I sit up gingerly and allow the wave of vertigo to pass from my head before making my way to our room’s shuttered window. I throw the latch when a loud snort makes me jump. I turn to see Girah gurgle in his sleep, his paws scratching against the floor in the mime of a chase. I smile at this and spy off to his left the frame of my aunt spread out on a straw pallet in front of our door, the slight rise and fall of her shoulders under the blanket a soft echo of the sea outside.

I am returning my fingers to the shutter when the quiet voice of Bros comes from behind me. “Can I be of service to you, Master Gaius?” 

I crane around to where he sits, writing, wincing at the pressure on my shoulder. “No, I’m fine. I just wanted to see where we are.”

The freedman rises and comes to my side. “We’re in Limyra,” he says, pushing the shutters open to reveal the Lycian port. “But you should rest,” he adds. “My lady’s arrows hit deep.”

“Why here?”

“My lady wanted to get you into safer provincial lands. She trusts the Lycian League more than the dynasts in Pontus. We rode for several days straight to get here, giving you drugs to keep you asleep and as comfortable as possible. But that flight put great strain on your wound; that is why we want you to take the time to heal now. While we are in a place of safety.”

I look out over the bare cliffs and rocky beaches below. “Where does my aunt propose that we go once she is satisfied with my progress?”

“Egypt,” says Aetia’s voice, and we turn to see her rolled over to face us, leaning on her elbow. “To Ombos, the City of the Living Dead. I’ll leave you in the care of the Lady while I try to puzzle out our problems.”

“Wait, I’m not going to let you save me only to bury me in the desert! I’m coming with you!”

She raises her eyebrow sardonically. “And undo my efforts? No, I want you where I know you’ll be protected. I need you alive, Gaius.”

“I’m a Caesar, not some maiden in need of rescuing,” I protest. “If someone is trying to kill me, I want to fight them myself!”

Aetia tilts her head to the side with a thoughtful frown, considering the words of the god, whom I pray is speaking in my favor. “Very well,” she says at last. “So be it.”

I flush with victory. “Did he tell you to let me stay?”

“Perhaps, asellus. But remember that I do not serve the god as a slave and his advice is sometimes Janus-faced. Though he reminded me that a Caesar has his dignitas to maintain, and perhaps you are deserving of a chance to be of greater service to your grandfather.” Her eyes cloud abruptly. “But I have more than one voice in my head and my other brother-cousin, Caesarion, also chides me, saying that there are as many dangers to be had in Egypt as elsewhere, especially for young men denied a hand in their own destiny. So I will bow to your wishes in the interest of keeping you out of foolish-young-man trouble.”

I chafe a bit under her condescension, but if the superior attitude of someone as excellent as my aunt is the price of not being sent away like a child, I’ll have to check my pride. “You won’t regret it, Aetia. You’ll see.”

Girah has woken up in time to scoff at this, but she ignores him. “I’m sure, Gaius,” she answers with sudden kindness. “You’ve surprised your detractors in Rome with your outstanding service here in the east.”

“Really?”

She smiles. “Indeed. I think your aborted death is the evidence of this. When you exceeded their expectations, our enemies realized they must deal with you before you could come home and take your place at Octavius’ side as his heir.”

“Well, since I refuse to go to Egypt, where will we go?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” Aetia admits. “We are in need of friends, so we should head farther into the provinces. Ephesus or Tarsus, perhaps.” She pauses suddenly to study my face. “Do you think you can grow a beard?”

“I’m perfectly capable of growing a beard, but why on earth would I want to?”

She gives my male vanity a long-suffering look. “Because you’re a fugitive presumed dead and I’m proposing traveling across an empire where your face graces coins in the street. Perhaps a disguise of sorts would be prudent.”

I can’t argue with this. “Won’t that still be dangerous?”

“Most things are, but it’s a start.”

“Fine,” I concede moodily. “I’ll turn myself into a barbarian for you and Grandfather.”

She grins. “Who knows? Maybe it’ll give you the wits of your dear Juba, who keeps his beard and his brains better than anyone.”

Juba’s name recalls me to the day of my death, and I remember the advice of Marcus Lollius. “We should go to Cappadocia and find Juba! He’ll know what to do!” I explain to my aunt what Lollius managed to tell me on the plains of Artagira. When I’ve finished, she considers my words at length.

“Lollius was a fool, but his words have merit,” she agrees finally. “Archelaus is a friend, and between the two of them and us, we might be able to concoct a plan of action.”

“We should leave at once!” I am pleased to have contributed a good idea to our cause. “Lollius thought we hadn’t an hour to waste, and that was ages ago. My shoulder is fine; I’ll manage.”

Aetia shakes her head. “Nothing doing, clever boy. Give Bros a week to secure our supplies and your shoulder complete rest, and maybe I will consent to our decamping to Eusebeia at that time. If you are a good patient.”

I hobble over to my bed as fast as I can and tuck myself in with an innocent expression that makes her burst out laughing.

“Good boy. Now stay there until I give you leave.”

––––––––
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I remain in bed perfectly all day, even though by the afternoon I want to tear my arms off out of boredom. Sympathetically, Aetia opens one of her bags to reveal a jumble of codices and manuscripts for me to entertain myself with, and despite not having her literary enthusiasm, I fall into them out of desperation. A mistake, it would seem, as most of them are so dry I begin to fear my eyes will leap from their sockets to save themselves.

“Where did you find these?” I ask her as she sits across the room on the floor cleaning her weapons. Night falls around us and Bros lights our lamps.

“Here and there,” she answers, rubbing oil onto an especially fine dagger from Hispania. “They’re for Claudius. I always try to find him a scroll or two as I wander about.”

“Of course,” I grumble, flipping a page despondently. “Only my cousin could look forward to this lot.”

“Or Juba, who was lured from your side by a grand library.”

“It wasn’t the library,” I reply, jumping to my mentor’s defense. “Archelaus was afraid for his borders; there had been ill rumors from the southeast. Juba agreed to stay and help Cappadocia’s negotiations with the nomadic tribes.” I pause and lower my gaze. “Once he was successful, he was to rejoin us in Armenia.” 

Aetia frowns. “I haven’t heard of any trouble in the south, but Asia is a large place and news travels as slowly as armies here. Don’t fret, Gaius. I’m certain Juba is well and we’ll—” She breaks off abruptly.

“What is it?” I whisper as Girah sits up and sniffs the air tensely.

She holds up a hand and rises from the floor, stepping noiselessly over to the window while Bros slides to the door. Girah leaps up onto the bed and stands over me, his hackles raised. Aetia looks to the freedman and then lowers her hand, and they both fling open their portals. I crane my neck about but see nothing.

Aetia stands studying the empty night for several long moments. “Well, it seems we are chasing shadows,” she announces rather too loudly. “We must be overwrought. Let us pray sleep might relieve us of our suspicions.” She closes the window and Bros shuts the door.

“But Aunt—” I begin, but she turns swiftly to me, her fathomless eyes full of warning and a finger to her lips.

Bros douses the lamps unhurriedly and Girah digs at my blanket until I understand that I should lift the corner up to allow him to slink beneath it. The freedman folds himself under the table at the far side of the room with a lamp in each hand and Aetia winks at me as she slides under my bed. The room is completely dark, and the only breathing I can hear is my own.

Time trudges by intolerantly, and I want to ask how long we intend to stay as we are. I have finally resolved to tell them all that they’re being silly when I hear the window shutter creak open. My heart leaps into my dry mouth as I sense something climbing through the window and into the room. 

My eyes have barely adjusted to the gloom, but the sense of dread washing over my skin as the unknown thing gropes its way to where I lie is almost unbearable. I clamp my teeth together to keep from crying out. When I can’t imagine holding onto the suspense a shallow breath longer, I feel a presence at my side. A hand reaches out to me with something that I can only imagine is a dagger. With my sword arm uselessly in a sling, I can do nothing except brace for the blade.

But before this apparition can act, three things occur simultaneously. Bros reignites his lamps, throwing the room into bracing light, while my aunt grabs the intruder by the ankles from under the bed, yanking him backward. Now that our assailant is off-balance, Girah springs out from under my blanket and throws himself at the man’s chest, sending him tumbling with a heavy thud. Aetia pulls herself out from under the bed and is on her feet, ready for the intruder as he tries to scramble from the floor. She kicks his dagger from his hand as Girah transforms into the turbaned Indian again and pins the man to the floor to await my aunt’s pleasure.

She yanks the man’s head up from beneath Girah’s hold and whips her dagger to his throat. “Who are you?” she asks in harsh, Asian Greek. “Who sent you?”

In the light, I realize I already know the answer to her question. “He’s an Iberian, Aetia,” I say to her, climbing out of bed to join them. “He’s one of Gnaeus’ slaves.”

Her black eyes flash upwards at me, full of warrior joy that our peril can’t dampen. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” I look down at the terrified man. “I threatened to cut off his hands the day of our battle with the Armenian rebels.”

This makes her laugh, a sound that drains the rest of the blood from her captive’s face. “For what?”

“For letting Gnaeus get drunk and miss his tour on the picket line again,” I say, though my tone implies that is beside the point.

She chuckles again. “As if the gods themselves could prevent your cousin from finding a bottle in a sandstorm... And never assume anything is unimportant until it proves otherwise, asellus,” she adds to my unvoiced opinion. This pronounced, she turns her attention back to the slave she has by the throat. “Now, my good sir,” she addresses our captive, “you recognize the craftsmanship of this blade, do you not?”

He nods. “Yes, Dama Ombra. The daggers of my people are the finest in the world.”

“Then you know how quickly I can end your life with its aid.”

The slave whimpers and nods again.

“I have cut greater throats than yours for arguably lesser stakes, so know I will not pity you even though you serve a fool of a master. You have raised a hand to those I’ve sworn to protect.”

“The Dama Ombra is just,” the man whispers through dry and bleeding lips.

“That much may be true, but perhaps I’m not as merciful as the god and the Divi filius. Does Gnaeus Ahenobarbus, the undeserved curse of his mother, know you are here?”

“Yes, Dama Ombra.”

I clench my fists and whirl away from them to contain my anger. Damn Gnaeus. My mind swirls around the memory of my cousin’s puffy face, a face that would be handsome like his father’s if wine and soft living hadn’t ruined him already. How could he dare to do this to me?

Before I can delve further into my rage, a smooth, insistent undercurrent emanating from Aetia compels me to stop pouting and rejoin her interrogation. I obey with hardly a thought, and she continues. “Now, sir, you and I both know your master couldn’t have executed a plan of this nature on his own.”

“This is true, Dama Ombra.”

“So I ask you, sir, who suggested this misguided, monstrous course to Gnaeus?”

The man gulps down his own saliva as if it’s poison. “I know not, Dama Ombra.”

“Lies!” hisses Girah, pressing down on the man.

“I swear on the gods!” the slave shrieks. “My master said only that we must see Master Gaius out of the way! That it was the only way for my master to rise in Rome.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” I interject. “Gnaeus has always been too lazy to care about advancing in the principate.”

Aetia considers this, moving her thumb over the handle of her dagger with the absent fondness with which other women would caress a cat. “Are you telling me, sir, that your master, a scrounging layabout who spent a fortnight attempting to weasel his way out of this expedition in the first place, thought he might have enough wit to extort whoever was cunning enough to convince him of this lunatic plan?”

“Yes, Dama Ombra,” the man moans miserably.

“But why would our adversaries trust an unreliable young man like Master Ahenobarbus with such an important task?” asks Bros from his position by the door.

“I suspect our friend here knows the answer to your question,” replies Aetia, “but I will save him the trouble of telling you.” She looks back into the eyes of the slave that flicker with animal fear. “I suspect whoever hunts us was told the arrow that took down Albinius wasn’t Armenian or Parthian, and they began to wonder if I might not be in the east. For there are many people who track my movements with interest. And if that were so, I might have left them empty-handed, for the disfigured corpse did raise uncomfortable questions. How am I doing, sir?”

“Well, Dama Ombra.”

“But it is a dangerous thought to be sure. If the ashes in the urn they send to the boy’s grandfather are in truth his, why risk more exposure? Surely if they change their story later, the princeps will become suspicious. Better to follow the trail of the sneaky Umbra and see if she can in fact raise the dead as they say. If Gaius is with her, kill them both.”

“How could anyone hope to kill you, ranijiti?” scoffs Girah.

She smiles down at the man like a leopard. “There was little hope of that. But if I lived, Gnaeus would be there to take the fall and I would not know enough to implicate the real culprits.”

The slave shudders against her dagger. “We tried to warn him of this, but he told us to mind what was within our ability to comprehend and leave greater matters to him.”

I look at her earnestly. “We have to get Gnaeus and ourselves back to Rome as soon as possible. Grandfather must know of this.”

She returns my pleading glance with an arched eyebrow. “The word of a slave will not be enough, Gaius. You know this. Plots of this kind are beyond the grasp of even your grandfather’s many powers. He has proven many times that he is incapable of handling them with either timeliness or moderation.”

I wince at her allusion to my mother’s punishments. “Then what can we do?” 

She ignores me to continue the thought I interrupted. “But that is why he has me. We shall find this out without involving him, if possible.”

“We have to at least confront Gnaeus,” I remind her darkly.

“Yes,” she agrees, “though perhaps not in the way you might suggest. I think the best course for us remains our present one.” She looks to Girah. “I want you to find Gnaeus and tell him it is done. The Umbra saved the boy, but that you waited until I went out and killed him.”

“What if he asks about the body?” asks the demon.

“Were you to bring the body back?” Aetia in turn asks the slave.

He shook his head. “Too cumbersome, my lady. I was to cut up the face and throw it into the harbor.”

She considers this. “My mother performed a trick like this once, but we’re not outwitting the likes of Cleopatra. A less drastic proof should suffice.” I feel my face go a little pale despite her reassurance as she inclines her head to me. “Bros, cut off a lock of Gaius’ hair to send with Girah. And asellus, give him your wedding ring.”

“What?” I balk as Bros comes over with a small knife in hand. “No, I can’t!”

Aetia’s face softens. “You must, Gaius. Your life in this moment depends on your supposed death and we must buy ourselves some time. Luckily for us, the minor extravagances of the Julii children mean that your ring will be readily recognizable to your cousin.”

I look down at the band on my finger. It was mostly iron, like anyone else’s, but the thin edges of gold were, as my aunt said, a minor extravagance; one allowed by my fastidious grandfather because he was always indulgent to me. It was an indulgence he was happy to extend to Villa, the most beautiful of his grandnieces, whose corresponding ring was gold with thin edges of iron.

I run my finger over the metal. It’s just a ring. If this works, then it will be worth giving up a symbol to make it back to my Villa. I take a deep breath and slide the ring off my finger. “Be careful of it until you give it to him,” I say to Girah, handing it over.

The demon bobbles his head, and even though his eyes are pitying, he doesn’t openly mock me, which I appreciate.

“Good boy,” says Aetia, giving me a smile before turning her attention back to the demon. “Be cautious and hurry back.”

“We can’t risk contradiction,” he remarks with a philosophical air.

She sighs. “I know.” She glances down at my cousin’s slave. “Forgive me, sir. I am as much a servant of Fate as you.” Before the frightened man can respond, my aunt cuts his throat with one swift stroke.

I jump away in surprise as Bros swoops over to wrap a blanket around the man’s neck to contain the bleeding. “Do you wish me to take care of him, my lady?” he asks as I stand stupidly staring at all of them, the cursed demon laughing at me in his eyes.

“No, Girah can handle this,” Aetia says resignedly, wiping her dagger off on the sleeve of the dead man’s cloak. “Somewhere he won’t be found,” she adds to the demon, who has sidled over to the other side of the room and taken another blanket from the bed.

“I will weigh him down,” he replies, laying the blanket on the floor and rolling the body up in it. He goes to pick the bundle up, but my aunt stops him.

“Wait.” She leans down and murmurs a string of words into the corpse’s ear in a language I don’t recognize. When she has finished, she sits upright again and nods to Girah, who slings the body onto his shoulders and transforms into a perfect double of the man on his back. “Shai nefer,” she says to him.

“Save your Egyptian for the dead, ranijiti,” the demon answers. “I am a great immortal warrior. I do not need luck.” With that, he climbs out the window and out of sight.

I must still be slightly green because my aunt gives me a sympathetic look. “Poor asellus. We are a wretched lot, to be sure. Bros, maybe a bowl of soup for him?”

The freedman departs without a word as I study the spot the dead slave has just vacated. “Will Gnaeus believe Girah?”

She shrugs and steers me over to a chair away from the spot. “Oh, undoubtedly. My rakshasa is a prodigious liar, and your cousin is more gullible than most. Have no fear.”

“Won’t our enemy be unlikely to believe Gnaeus without my body?” I ask as Bros places a warm bowl in my hands.

“I think they will assume Gnaeus doesn’t have the wit to deceive them, as I would if I were them. Just as I have every confidence they are well aware the boy has dreams of extortion and have prepared accordingly.”

“You give them a great deal of credit,” I remark sourly into my soup.

“Anyone who has the audacity to murder the favorite grandchildren of the most powerful man in the world isn’t the sort to fail to plan for unforeseen contingencies.” She grins ruefully. “A person who has taken your grandfather’s favorite maxim to heart.”

I push a turnip around in my bowl. “Make haste slowly.”

“Indeed. We play against a master tactician, a general cut of the same cloth as Pompey Magnus.”

“You’re hardly making me feel better, aunt.”

She crouches down to chuck my chin as if I’m still the small boy she once knew. “Cheer up, Gaius. We may fight a Pompey, but I’m my father’s daughter down to my bones and I fight like him. Our enemy has vision and skill, but I have luck and loyalty on my side. And we know whose star carried the day on the plains of Pharsalus.”
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Chapter Five
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“What is it?” Aetia asks.

“My face itches,” I reply irritably, scratching at my cheek underneath the veil covering my face as we ride through the wide streets of Eusebeia, the capital of the kingdom of Cappadocia. 

I was indeed trying to grow the beard she’d suggested, but after the second attempt on my life and in light of my face being known to the Asian court, we had decided that I should have a more thorough disguise. My aunt’s solution was to procure a long, eastern robe and headscarf for me to wear, along with the pretense of being her Persian companion. She spent the brief resting hours of our journey across the dry plains showing me how to tie the scarves (“Niqab, asellus,”) until only my eyes peered out from the dark fabric and how to take smaller, more feminine steps under the robes (“Abaya, asellus,”). I was getting better, though it was probably for the best that I currently sat atop a horse, where my clumsiness was less noticeable. At least I had paid enough attention to Juba’s Persian lessons over the last several years to not make a mess of that too.

Aetia laughs her beautiful, silvery laugh. Even my ill temper isn’t completely immune to its siren song. “Let it grow out a bit. Like many things in life, it’ll take some adjusting to.” Turning to Bros she adds, “Perhaps you’d be good enough to let the king know we request an audience.”

“This certainly doesn’t seem like a kingdom under threat,” I admit as Bros spurs his horse through the busy street ahead of us. Weeks of hard riding had taken us from the Lycian coast into the very heart of the Asian steppes that shield the client kingdoms of Rome from Parthia. The thought of the rival empire turns my head to the east. Where was Phraataces? Where were my men? I found myself hoping both were safe from the evil that had been dogging my steps.

“No,” agrees Aetia, glancing about. “Though perhaps Juba was successful in our absence.”

“But then why didn’t he come back to Armenia?” 

“I don’t know, but I’m certain Archelaus will be happy to enlighten us.”

I’m not entirely convinced. “The king is learned and loyal, it’s true, but he’s... rather odd...”

“That’s why he and the king of Mauretania get on so well.”

“This isn’t mere eccentricity, Aetia,” I remind her. “Remember when Grandfather had to have my uncle Scipio mind the kingdom for him because Archelaus had lost his wits?”

“Only for a time, and the king wasn’t completely mad. He simply decided that he could speak with his animal subjects briefly.”

“He wrote a book about rocks!”

“Geology is a fascinating subject.”

“He thought they could talk too!”

She shrugs. “Ach, well, maybe to the king they do. In their own way.”

I give her a look. “I don’t think he was being metaphorical.”

“There are infinite strange doings in this world, asellus,” she says with a grin. “Besides, you should think kindly of Archelaus. He loves you and despises Tiberius.”

Before I can answer, a detachment of soldiers approaches us, the captain in gilded armor and Bros at his side. “Welcome to Eusebeia, Aetia Augusti,” the guard intones grandly for the benefit of our onlookers, sweeping my aunt a bow from the saddle. “I bring greetings from my master, Archelaus Philopatris, King of Cappadocia, Cilicia, and Asia. His court is filled with happiness at the honor of my lady’s arrival, and he begs her pardon that he does not ride out to meet her as is her due. But he humbly asks that she might follow me to the palace where carpets of gold and silk might be placed at her feet!”

“His Majesty is gracious,” she replies, lowering her head. “We bow to the singular honor he bestows on us. Lead on, sir.”

The captain signals to his men and we take off at a quick trot through the crowd, which parts at our approach. We ride down the main avenue toward the palace perched on a slight crest in the shadow of Mount Argaeus. Eusebeia itself is a fine enough city, but the lands that surrounded it are bare and ugly, the smell of the neighboring marshes potent even at this distance in the thin air. Compared to the ancient capital, Tyana, nestled in the agricultural lands of the kingdom, Eusebeia suffers by comparison.

“Why would the Cappadocian kings build in this desolate part of the country?” I ask Aetia as we go. “Did they want to starve while gazing at bare cliffs and stinking marshes?”

“Spoken like a true, farm-loving Roman,” she replies teasingly. “Though recall, not everything is about wheat and wine.” She points off to Mount Argaeus. “Now, consider the mountain. Look at its strong rocks and plentiful tree cover. Kings require stone for their cities and timber for their ships. Stone is difficult and time-consuming to transport, so it is often prudent to build where the stone is and send for food as opposed to the other way around. Wood is easier to move, but in this land it is rare save for this very spot, so a good king must guard his supply of such a precious commodity. Does not this location begin to suit his needs?”

“Yes,” I concede.

“My ancestors knew what it was to be poor in shipbuilding materials. Why do you think when the Ptolemies captured these lands, they loved this sparse strategia over pretty Tyanitis? The great navy of Egypt was born in these steppes as much as the forests of Cyprus.” My aunt then gestures to the long, sweeping plains between the mountain and us. “A Roman might snub these scrubby grasses, but they are nutritious enough to feed the king’s horses, the backbone of his army. And there is one more favorable consideration to be made in humble Eusebeia’s defense.”

“And that is?”

“It sits at the heart of the kingdom. Every city and tiny village in this vast land is nearly equidistant to this one street. When one sits between the teeth of Rome and the tongue of Parthia, that is very important indeed, Hamide,” she adds, using the Persian name she’d settled on for me (“Similar in meaning to your own, asellus.”).

––––––––
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“Lady Aetia!” Archelaus exclaims, his bushy eyebrows flying up into his equally unkempt hair when we are led into his opulent receiving room. “We are honored!”

She stops and folds her arms across her chest in the eastern manner as she bows to him. “Your Majesty, the honor is mine.”

The aged king of Cappadocia abandons his dais to take her by the hands. In truth, Archelaus is fortunate to have lived long enough to be elderly, given his family’s deplorable judgment in navigating Roman politics. His father chose Pompey over Caesar, and he chose Antony over my grandfather. The dead king lost his throne over his mistake, but Archelaus was intelligent enough to throw himself on Grandfather’s mercy to keep his.

Much to my dismay, Archelaus launches into a lengthy, disjointed discussion of his latest scribblings, which waiting slaves produce for Aetia’s perusal with disturbing readiness. She reads over the papyri with apparent sincerity and inquires if she might have one for Claudius. I’m about to despair of getting to our real business when from the colonnade a woman with voluptuous curves and hair in elaborate ringlets enters, leading a large retinue of slaves.

“Ah, Glaphyra, my dear!” says the king excitedly. “Look who has come!”

I can hardly believe the attractive lady before us is old enough to be Princess Glaphyra, who is nearly my mother’s age. I suppose when one’s grandmother was a courtesan so skilled she could only be unseated by the likes of Cleopatra, one learns from the best. Not to mention I’m surprised to see her out of Judea with her head. Her husband had been strung up by his own father, but then again, Herod always did have a weakness for a pretty face.

Glaphyra narrows her eyes at Aetia, instantly diminishing her charm. “Patéras, you must stop inviting every witch in the agora into the palace simply because they swear the river rocks have a message for you!”

I give my aunt a wry look, which she grins at, while Archelaus scolds the princess. “Daughter, mind your tongue,” he admonishes. “This is Aetia Augusti!”

“In truth?” She glances at Aetia, unimpressed. “I thought they said the Umbra was pretty.”

The king’s mouth falls open in horror, but my aunt is unconcerned. “I’m not sure anyone has claimed that, Your Highness,” she replies cheerfully. “Though I had heard talk that the princess of Cappadocia held herself out as the queen of Jerusalem, which renders me astonished to see her in her father’s palace.”

Glaphyra scowls at her. “At least I’m a lady of the highest birth, and not some Roman peasant’s slave,” she hisses. “My fathers were kings of Macedonia, and my mothers, queens of Persia. Of what paltry lineage can the witch of Augustus claim?” She doesn’t give Aetia the opportunity to respond and instead flounces out of the throne room, scattering slaves in her wake.

“A thousand apologies for my daughter’s discourtesy, my lady,” Archelaus says with a sigh. “She has become quite unmanageable since her return from Judea.”

“There is nothing to forgive,” my aunt assures him. “I’m sure the execution of her husband came as a great shock.”

“I don’t think she expected Augustus to agree to it,” he admits. “She is healthy enough; I would like to see her married again. To settle her. But while Herod has excused her follies, I fear the other kings of the east are less eager.”

“Have you asked the princeps?”

He shakes his head. “His Lordship is so wearied of problems from Jerusalem, I dare not bring it up to him. Perhaps my lady might find a way to intercede for us?”

She makes a helpless shrug. “I will see if anything can be done.”

“My lady has my thanks all the same,” Archelaus replies gravely. “One of my satraps in Cilicia has expressed interest in her hand in exchange for Cappadocia’s annexation of another southern port, but my daughter believes the match to be beneath her.”

“Speaking of Cilicia, that is in part what has brought me to your kingdom, my lord,” says Aetia, seizing the matter at hand. “We know Juba was here helping you with those negotiations and I need to speak with him.”

The king looks at us blankly. “Yes, but the king of Mauretania isn’t here. He departed from Eusebeia months ago.”

“But how? If he isn’t here, he should have been in Armenia with Gaius Caesar, and I’ve just come from the high country with no sign of him.”

“Indeed, Lady Aetia, but before Juba could make for the north, a letter came from the west warning him that the Gaetuli were in revolt again. He had no choice but to return to Africa to protect his lands.” He pauses to consider her solicitously. “He sent a letter that said as much to Master Gaius. Did the prince not receive it?”

My aunt knows I didn’t. “It would seem not.”

“Perhaps the last battle of the siege occurred before it arrived,” he says, eyes downcast. “Such a tragedy for Augustus. And for all of us. Who would choose the plodding Claudii over the nobility of the Caesars?”

“Some would say Tiberius’ blood is far more noble than that of the son of Marcus Agrippa,” replies Aetia with a smile, even as I feel a blush of shame cross my face, sitting between these two royal heirs of Alexander the Great. My aunt speaks true; my blood can’t claim half of what theirs could.

Archelaus gestures dismissively as if he knew I sat in his presence. “The gods made Marcus Agrippa a prince, which is more than any prince of blood could venture. Besides, my daughter might have been quick to call upon the kings of her ancestry, but she knows my mother was a hetaera.” He lapses into seriousness again. “I am sorry to be of no help to you, my lady. Will you sail for Iol then?”

“I’m not sure. I meant to consult with Juba because he was nearby, but I don’t know if he would have been able to aid me anyway. Someone is stirring up the Parthian lords against Phraataces. Do you know who that might be?”

“It’s difficult to say.” The king scratches his chin. “Phraataces’ reign is growing unpopular, it’s true. The Parthian and Persian lords are men of war; they have a natural distaste for palace intrigues like the one that Theamusa engineered. If any of the lords could rally the others, it might be enough to topple the current monarchy. Lord Orodes is said to have left Ctesiphon weeks ago in high dudgeon, and who knows what schemes are being hatched in the harem? Particularly since it is said the boy ignores his women for his mother’s company.”

“We should sail for Brundisium then,” I hiss to my aunt in Persian. “Why should we wait for Parthia?”

She shakes her head. “We aren’t waiting for them; we’re waiting for our adversary. He has thrown the gaming sticks. Now we must see where he moves his pieces.”

A captain of the palace guard appears at Archelaus’ side. “A thousand apologies, Your Majesty; we’ve had a message from the border guards. The Parthian lords have revolted and Ctesiphon is under siege.”

“Does Phraataces still breathe?” interrupts Aetia.

“We don’t know, Lady Umbra,” the captain replies. “All communication across the border has stopped.”

“Thank you, sir,” Archelaus says to his man before turning to my aunt. “What would Augustus wish us to do, my lady?” 

She doesn’t hesitate. “Send a legion’s worth of men to the border to protect Cappadocia and Cilicia, but they are not to engage the Parthians unless they cross into these lands. I will ride to Ctesiphon to discover the strength of this coup.”

Archelaus addresses his guard. “See the Umbra’s will done without delay. And bring my best horses for her and her people.” As the man departs, he sighs. “Curse the Parthians for depriving me of your excellent company, my lady. May the gods go with you.”

“And with you, my lord,” she replies, signaling for me to follow her as she turns to leave the palace for the king’s stables. When we have reached the outer courtyard, she grins at me. “The move is made, asellus. Now it’s our turn.”
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Chapter Six
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We ride nearly day and night for a week, pausing along the winding Cappadocian trade roads only to exchange horses at the king’s outposts. Our horses lead us through the steppes and the desert, skirting the roaring Tigris as it twists through the dust, leaving pockets of life scattered in its wake.

“Have you grown too good to be ridden, demon?” I ask Girah at a royal post. His new horse has caught his ghoul’s scent in its nostrils and is rolling the whites of its eyes.

He snorts. “If I was my ranijiti’s horse, we would have already arrived. Luckily for you, she thinks it does her no good to reach the Persian city a week ahead of you and the dasaji. Though I see not why she has need of a swaddling devka like you.”

“Yours is not to question, Girahji,” says my aunt, leaping into her saddle and wheeling about to face us. She smiles at me. “Perhaps I simply wish for our Gaius’ company.”

“What company? My ranijiti can do better than a Roman brat who—” Girah is about to say more, but he stops and scratches at his neck morosely, muttering in Hindi.

“He does that a lot,” I say to Aetia, indicating Girah’s fitful scratching. “Is it because he changes into dogs so often?”

The demon glares at me as she bursts out laughing. “No, that is unrelated. When I captured Girah in India, I did so with an enchanted lasso.” She brings her horse alongside Girah and points to the tattoo around his neck. “See? The rope’s imprint always marks him, no matter his form. It is what binds him to me, but it also means that he can’t oppose my will without discomfort.” She grins at the demon. “Not that it stops him from trying.”

“Only in little, trifling matters where my ranijiti isn’t using her head,” Girah grouses, still rubbing the tattoo. “Such as dawdling on our way to confront these Persians.”

“You give me too much credit and sell our Gaius too short, Girah. I can do a great deal, but I can’t fight a whole city alone. Even with your help.”

“And the devka’s two puny hands will help?”

“Perhaps not, but only a fool turns down a Caesar’s hands in a fight,” she says, winking at me and spurring her horse to the road.

––––––––
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As we get closer to Ctesiphon, I wonder how we will know the state of the city. But as we pass the hastily abandoned villages on the outer edges of the Parthian capital’s lands, I discover that the trail of destruction is easy to follow. The carnage against the people is not terrible, but the evidence of skirmishes and marauding horsemen are everywhere. Most of the dead we pass are soldiers, but here and there we see children trampled by advancing cavalry and gardens stripped clean by hungry infantry called up from the borderlands. I look at this waste and shudder. At home, the older folk still speak of the last years of the civil war with dread in their voices, and never around my grandfather. Our people trust Augustus, but they still fear the memory of Octavian. 

We stop in the Greek settlement of Seleucia, where we can see the broken walls of Ctesiphon on the opposite bank of the river, opened by the rebel lords’ siege machinery. The breaches disgorge men and animals over the rubble while the burning buildings belch screams as well as smoke into the air.

“We’re too late,” I say to Aetia, her Indian headscarf pulled across her face to keep the sand out.

“We don’t know that for sure,” she answers, pointing to the inner citadel. “The kohandezh hasn’t been destroyed. The shah might still be holding the siege from within.”

I look at her, aghast. “Wait, you’re not thinking of riding into the city to find out, are you?”

She turns to me, her eyes glowing. “I did tell you to go to Ombos, asellus,” she teases. “But if there’s a chance Phraataces is still alive, it’s in our interest to keep him that way. Besides, the princeps will need reliable intelligence on the matter, and we are his only representatives close enough to provide it. Look at this mess. Just think of how confused it will be by the time the propraetor in Ephesus gets here.”

“What do you want us to do, then?”

“We need to get to the palace, but we shouldn’t go through the blasts in the walls. Too much traffic coming the other way. The northern side of the city has less access to the plains. Let’s see if there’s an entry point over there.”

We make a long circuit around the chaos fleeing the wide western gates and find a small road from the north. Here, too, there is a gate, but it is less imposing and its guards have disappeared, so we enter the city unopposed, slipping into the stream of displaced civilians and animals. Soldiers run by and form up into defensive ranks, though they all wear the same Parthian armor so it is impossible to tell anyone apart. Finally, my aunt finds a lieutenant in the golden armor of the king’s bodyguard instructing his men to turn the royal horses loose.

“We cannot reach the shah, Lady Umbra,” he says, smacking the haunch of the red stallion he’s unbridled. “Lord Orodes’ troops surround the palace.”

“I will find the king,” she answers confidently. “I only need a distraction to draw the attention of the men working the ladders and rams.”

To my surprise, these foreign soldiers attend to her words closely. Is her sorcery enough to sway our sworn enemies so easily? I’ve known of her strange ways my whole life, but to see her work in the flesh is extraordinary. No wonder the Pontifex always calls her the real imperatrix of Thrace.

“What do you need of us, my lady?” asks the lieutenant.

“Your men will form up into four horse units—”

“I have only twenty men, my lady.”

“It doesn’t matter. Each group with five men, then.” She gestures to Bros and me. “My people will lead the two outer units. These groups will attempt to draw off as many of the enemy to the wings while the Indian and I smash through the weakened center. Your men with us will provide cover fire. I will need your best archers in those units and those with the best lariat aim in the others.”

The lieutenant makes two quick motions to his soldiers, dividing them evenly along my aunt’s request. “Where do you want me?”

“You’re with me,” growls Girah, all his sharp, white teeth gleaming. “You stay with your men in case I must be diverted by these puny peasants.”

The Parthians take in his disdainful tone skeptically, but the lieutenant shrugs. “As my lady wishes. But we must hurry.”

Aetia pulls up next to my men and says something to them in Persian so quickly that I can’t follow her words, though they nod at her fearfully. “Hamide,” she says, turning to me, “try to find a way to follow me into the palace if you can, but you have to divert as many of Orodes’ engineers as possible.”

“I understand.” I gesture to my feminine robes. “But I don’t know how I will command these men like this.”
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