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      Alba sat in her villa’s outer garden, her hair wrapped neatly on top of her head, a simple gold bracelet clinging to her arm. She wore a pale blue dress, one that had belonged to her mother. The setting sun cast a pink light through the clouds—marking her favorite time of day.

      Her uncle called out to her, his sharp voice giving her a start. She knew that he couldn’t see her from the terrace, which was why, long ago, she had chosen this spot to sit. Unlike her aunt, though, he rarely disturbed her peace, so she rose and took the stairs quickly.

      At his shoulder was a slave girl around Alba’s age with full lips, pale skin, and dark hair, her body rounded with curves. She had been well looked after in her previous master’s house. “I present to you your body slave, Diana.”

      The receiving of a body slave was a symbol of entering womanhood. They were solely devoted to their master. To dress, shop for, and preen in preparation for marriage. The fact that her uncle was gifting her with one now could only mean one thing: he intended to find her a husband.

      Her shoulders tensed at the thought. She wanted to tell her uncle to send this girl back, that she didn’t need a body slave. But she knew her words would be futile. Instead, she bowed her head and said, “Thank you, Uncle.”

      “It has been pleasant having you as a guest in our villa these five long years.”

      In my father’s house, she wanted to say, in the beautiful rooms my mother decorated.

      “But as all things do, your time here has run its course, do you not agree?” Her face must have hardened because he took her hand and said, “Don’t look so worried. We have arranged for you to attend the spring festivals with your cousin. Cheer up. Someone will take you.”

      As he dropped her hand and left her there with Diana, she fought to quell her agitation. Composing herself, she finally acknowledged Diana with a tight smile. “I’m afraid you’ve been placed with someone rather dull.”

      There was the smallest shift in Diana’s large, dark eyes.

      “Ah,” Alba said coolly. “So they have told you about me.” Of course her uncle and aunt had; they were never discreet when it came to Alba’s past. “May I ask, what did they say?”

      Diana shook her head, feigning ignorance.

      “You can tell me.” Alba tried to sound kind.

      “That you spent a time in Thrace and that your parents have passed,” she said. She had a sweet, melodic voice. A practiced voice.

      “Both are true,” Alba said. “My father’s life was taken from him and my mother took hers. I spent five years during my youth in Thrace.”

      Diana swept her arm down the hall. “The bath has been prepared for you.”

      This girl was adept at changing the topic. What had her last master been like?

      “I want you to know,” Alba said before going with her, “there are some in this house that may play games, but I do not enjoy them. I promise to always be direct with you. If I want something, I’ll ask for it. I’ll never make you do anything that you are not comfortable with.”

      Diana gave her a small nod but did not meet Alba’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Their villa was one of the largest in Rome with a private bath to match. It could easily fit a dozen people and seemed a waste to fill it for only one. It was in a windowless room, the bowls atop the stone podiums lit. The flames licked the walls and danced across Alba’s smooth skin as she stepped down into the warm water. Diana massaged her thick, dark hair into a lather, and Alba tilted her head back, feeling her hair swell around her. When she sat up, clicking footsteps filled the marbled room.

      “Get my robe.” The water sloshed over the edge as Alba stood quickly, her hair falling down her back.

      “I was wondering what that smell was,” her aunt Liana said. “If I’d have known you were bathing today, I would’ve come earlier.”

      Liana sat next to the bath with impeccable posture while her curly red wig was lifted from her head, her necklace and earrings removed. Liana’s body slave was an older, sinewy woman, with craggy arms. She took great care with Liana’s things, placing them on a stone ledge.

      Her aunt had struggled with Alba’s return to Rome the most. After becoming the head of one of Rome’s most elite families, she was burdened with overseeing the upbringing of a thirteen-year-old girl. Liana and her husband had had no choice in the matter. Alba’s parents had been greatly respected, and her father had been murdered while overseeing a task set down by the council. Casting Alba aside wasn’t an option. It would only mar them in the eyes of the noble families.

      “Your uncle has spoken with you?” Liana’s eyes traveled down Alba as if assessing her.

      “He has.” Alba slid her gold sandals onto her feet.

      “Good.” Liana stood and grimaced as she stepped down into the water, just in case Alba had forgotten her displeasure at going in after her.

      After all this time, her aunt still managed to get under her skin. Alba needed to shake off her words, her scathing glares. She tightened her sash around her waist, cutting through the atrium’s white marbled columns and past the life-size statue of Apollo casually holding his lyre. When she reached the second floor, she swung her bedroom door shut and accidently hit Diana. “Sorry!” Alba would have to get used to her new shadow, even in her bedroom. Her last refuge. She took a breath and sat on her bed, placing her hands beside her.

      The villa was adorned with statues, urns, and intricate mosaics celebrating prominent figures in Roman history and the Gods. Her bed, dresser, and chest were simple but well made from warm oak and cherry.

      Diana opened the wardrobe and then turned to Alba hesitantly.

      “What? Speak,” Alba said more harshly than she intended.

      “Senator Marcus Crassus and his family have confirmed their attendance for your cousin’s coming-out party tomorrow, and your uncle would like you to wear this.” She held up a gold dress with a deep neckline and a low-cut back.

      Alba shook her head in dismay. So he was quite serious about her finding a husband. They rarely gave her new dresses, only ones her cousin had worn out or were no longer in fashion. Who would want to marry her? As far as she knew most of the eligible men had been warned away from her after her time in Thrace. But there was no end to her aunt’s scheming and no one to protect her from an ill sought-out match.
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        * * *

      

      The senator’s imminent arrival sent the villa into a frenzy. Marcus Crassus was one of the richest men in Rome, which meant that everything would have to be perfect while appearing effortless. No expense was spared, no detail overlooked. Every statue was polished, every cracked bust replaced, every marble floor shined and plant trimmed. Barrels of the finest wine had been stocked for the early evening, the quality deteriorating as their guests did. Even Diana had been sent to help with the flower arrangements.

      Her aunt had been flitting in and out of Alba’s room all day. “Alba, I know you have absolutely no sense of style, but what do you think of these earrings with this necklace?”

      Alba glanced at the massive sapphire and ruby earrings dangling from her aunt’s fingertips. “I liked the other ones better.”

      Liana dropped the earrings in her slave’s waiting palm. She had the nervous jitters that came with hosting a great event. Once it was done and branded a success, she would spend weeks dissecting it.

      Alba’s cousin Pomona came into the room. Her large eyes and long, jutting teeth made it seem as though she was constantly on the verge of asking a question. Liana had had her mind set on finding Pomona a husband, one that would align with their house’s interests and political views. It was the sole reason they were hosting this expensive celebration, to mark Pomona’s debut to the eligible men. Alba was an afterthought, but still a thought, and that scared her. To be stuck in a union with a man that she did not know made her very nervous. She didn’t care what he looked like or what house he was born into as long as he was kind.

      Liana adjusted her vibrant red wig. “Pomona, darling, don’t just stand there. Do get ready.”

      In moments of weakness, Alba felt sorry for her cousin who was often severely scrutinized by her mother. Though Liana often covered much of her face in makeup, she had aged gracefully with sharp, pointed features. She was a very attractive woman, and Alba’s uncle an attractive man with a strong jaw and broad forehead. Unfortunately, Pomona had inherited both of her parents’ most intense features, so Liana insisted Pomona wear thick necklaces, wigs, and headpieces to distract from her face. She told Pomona to grin instead of smile because her thin lips would disappear entirely. Her cousin lacked her mother’s natural poise and charm, and her nerves grew as the day unfolded.

      “I’ll need these.” Pomona picked up Alba’s only respectable pair of shoes and tossed hers on the bed. “Mine were giving me blisters.”

      Why did her aunt and cousin always come to Alba’s room, which was by far the smallest, when getting ready? Alba excused herself and went out into the atrium, which was in the process of being transformed. A waft of smells, both sweet and savory, drifted up from the kitchens. Fruit was being laid out in colorful designs and knives sharpened to cut the meat into thin slices. A tiger was chained in the front garden, stalking back and forth. Tapestries were hung in the great hall and their most expensive paintings displayed. The dancers in their dazzling costumes paced out their routines. Fine, sheer veils dropped down around them, dividing one room from the next, creating depth, a sense of mystery, and most importantly privacy for conversations. Alba hoped nobody would bother the tiger.

      A slave stopped to let Alba pass, their arm shaking from the weight of the tray. Alba glanced at the cascading heap of olives and pointed discreetly at one that had gone bad. The slave lowered their eyes in thanks. Earlier that day a slave had been caught mistakenly putting out soured wine and had been whipped in the courtyard as a warning to the others.

      “Well?” her aunt said, coming up behind Alba as a veil of lace dropped down beside them.

      “It looks nice,” Pomona said on the way to her room, but Liana turned away from her daughter. She didn’t want her opinion.

      “It’s magnificent,” Alba said.

      Her aunt nodded with approval.

      “Perhaps,” Alba continued, “you could open the windows and doors to the gardens and terrace to create movement and a breeze.”

      Her aunt regarded her a moment. “I shall have my nap now,” she said, which meant that the slaves would have to go about their chores more quietly than usual.
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        * * *

      

      In the early evening, Alba forced her feet into Pomona’s shoes, which were difficult to walk in but not nearly as uncomfortable as the dress made her feel. She was used to wearing flowy, billowing dresses—not deep-cut, tightly fitting ones.

      Liana popped her head into Alba’s room and nodded at her to follow. “Don’t pull at it,” Liana said, straightening one of Alba’s straps. “Just let it sit.”

      Alba focused on walking normally as her feet pinched with every step. Liana’s closest friends had gathered in the smaller, more intimate side parlor. Each time a new guest came in, her aunt glanced around, welcoming them.

      Alba sat next to her aunt on the divan, and was nodding and smiling benignly when her aunt tapped her thigh. She wanted Alba to sit up straighter. No, Pomona was coming into the room. As usual, Liana had meticulously chosen everything her daughter wore, from the long peach gown to the massive headpiece. Alba moved to make room for her cousin.

      Liana could be captivating to watch, the way she moved and spoke. She would shower others with false praise and carefully placed compliments. She knew just when to pause to draw out information and which questions to ask. It was an art and she was the master.

      Alba had always craved a friend to experience these events with, but as usual Pomona had angled away from her. What she would give to have someone to talk to, laugh with, and confide in. But the mothers had warned their daughters away from her, making Alba’s many early attempts stilted and all forced politeness. Alba never knew exactly what had been said about her on her return from Thrace, but there wasn’t a doubt in her mind that her aunt hadn’t tried to rebuke the rumors or come to her defense.

      Because she had no one, these events were often tedious for Alba.

      When the first prominent guests entered the villa, the women rose and took to their places in the atrium, their husbands joining them. The windows and doors had been thrown open to the gardens and terrace, which offered a welcome breeze. Alba retreated to the perimeter of the gathering, skirting the conversations, and trying to walk as little as possible in her shoes.

      Marcus Crassus’s entrance was greeted with fervor. Liana’s charm was in full form as she introduced her daughter to his son Licinius. He was the younger, shorter version of his father, with a face chiseled from stone and a wig of light brown hair coiffed in swirling curls.

      The other son, Publius, stood farther back with his mother, his hands clasped behind him. Tall and lanky, he had a dimpled chin and short, dark hair. After his introduction, he bowed out of the circle and retreated to the party’s outskirts. Liana didn’t bother trying to lure him back. She was after Licinius.

      Many eyes darted toward them with the men angling themselves toward Marcus, each wanting their time with him.

      Alba slipped behind a marbled pillar, momentarily shielded from view. She shifted her weight to give her foot some relief from the blister forming as two women’s voices drifted toward her.

      “It’s uncanny, the resemblance she has to her mother.”

      Alba straightened against the column, feeling the cool marble on her bare back.

      “It gave me quite a start when I first came in,” the other woman said. “I thought it was Aurelia, but their mannerisms are very different.”

      “Well, of course, Alba lived with a savage family in a hut. I shudder to think what they did to her. The trauma she must have experienced.”

      Alba pressed farther into the column, hoping it would absorb her.

      “It’s a wonder they brought her back at all.”

      “Of course they brought her back, after all that her father did.”

      Beside her, the lanky Publius backed up into the harpist and offered a quick apology. Eager to avoid an awkward encounter with the son of Marcus Crassus, she moved from her hiding place back into the mouth of the party.

      As the night wore on, the drunken laughter, silliness, and perversity started to grate on her. Perhaps she could slip away now that her aunt and uncle were preoccupied with their guests. She ducked beneath a veil, slipped off her shoes, and took the back staircase, which led her by the slaves’ quarters. As she passed the men’s baths, a low smacking noise drifted through the half-open door.

      Alba realized something—that she had not seen Diana in quite some time. She took a breath and opened it all the way. Diana was being held against the statue of Poseidon, naked and still, by a man, tanned and muscular, who was thrusting into her from behind.

      “Get off her!” Alba yelled.

      The man took a step back, his chest glistening with sweat. He too was naked. Alba took a robe from the closest hook and passed it to Diana. The girl ran barefoot from the room, clutching it against her chest.

      “How dare you,” Alba said, her face growing warm with anger and embarrassment. She turned away from him. “She is my body slave.”

      “There must be a misunderstanding,” the man said, coming around to try and face her. “The lady of the house offered her services to me this evening. I did not force myself on her. Would you stop moving? I’ve put a robe on.”

      “She was not hers to give,” Alba said, making her way to the door.

      “You must be Pomona?” he said.

      “No.” She turned sharply. “I am Alba of the Junii.”

      “Ah.” His face softened as he took her in. “This was your father’s house. It’s a great pleasure to meet you. I am Julius Caesar.”

      He held his hand out for such a long time that she finally took it, raising her eyes to take him in. He had short, blond curls—real ones, unlike Marcus’s and Licinius’s—and a youthful smile even though he had to be at least ten years older than her.

      He swept his hand toward the water. “Would you care to join me?”

      “No,” she said.

      “A little joke,” he said, but Alba was partway through the door.
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        * * *

      

      No longer tired and ready for bed, she went out to the edge of the garden and tossed her shoes at the base of a statue. The tiger eyed the dancers from its perch. She needed a moment to collect herself, but when she turned, she almost collided with Marcus’s son, Publius.

      “Sorry,” she said as they wobbled from side to side trying to pass one another.

      “Shall we dance?” Publius said, making a joke of it by holding out his hand just as Liana passed by with his mother, Tertulla.

      Alba fought the urge to recoil.

      “Dislike for your aunt or my mother?” Publius asked.

      Without realizing it, she had been glaring at their backs. “How did you know that she was my aunt?” Alba asked. They had never been introduced, though she had seen him at other events.

      “Women at these things tend to travel in packs or with their family. As you are accompanied by neither, you must be a host with the luxury of excusing herself from conversation without offense. Now, what I don’t know is your name.”

      “Alba of the Junii,” she said, impressed by his deduction.

      “Alba,” he said, intrigued.

      So her story had even made its way into his grand villa.

      “Are you having a nice time?” she asked, wanting to redirect the conversation before he asked her a question she would not answer.

      His brow furrowed, seemingly disappointed with this change to a pedantic topic. “I am.”

      Two girls came out onto the terrace in a fit of giggles, their wine spilling over the brim of their cups and splashing about their feet. They were followed by a man in a finely embroidered, pale green tunic.

      “Publius.” Julius held his hand out in greeting. “Good to see you, man.”

      “Good to see you, Julius,” Publius said, taking it. “This is Alba of—”

      “We’ve met.” Julius’s green eyes sparkled mischievously. “And I do sincerely hope that there are no hard feelings.” He held his cup out to the side and bowed deeply.

      “No hard feelings,” she said, and it was the truth. A slave’s purpose was to offer their services in whatever form they were asked. It was the norm—a barbaric norm, like the gladiator games, but still the norm and not something she had ever fully gotten used to after her time in Thrace.

      “Now, before I become obliterated . . .” Julius pointed a swirling finger at her. “Are you going to join us at the games tomorrow?”

      She nodded halfheartedly.

      “Great,” Julius said, ignoring her lack of enthusiasm and disappearing with the two girls through the terrace archway.

      “You don’t approve of the games?” Publius said.

      “I do not favor them, no.”

      “Then why go?”

      “You think I have a choice?”

      “My mother often feigns headaches to get out of things she does not enjoy.”

      “It doesn’t work like that in this house,” she said. “May I ask, are you well acquainted with Julius?”

      “To a degree.”

      “What kind of man is he?”

      “He is an intelligent and skilled politician, very adept at getting what he wants. He has a way with the senate. Gives great speeches. And he is a devoted husband.”

      “He’s married?”

      “To a lovely girl, Cornelia. He had to marry when his father passed. After Sulla was victorious, they tried to make him divorce her, but he refused and left Rome to join the army. When Sulla died, Julius was able to come home, and he’s been a force ever since.”

      Sulla. His name conjured an unpleasant image for Alba. A slight man with a rodentlike nose and a searching face. Most of their guests had indulged Alba as a young girl even if they did not like children, but he did not even acknowledge her. He had almost sat on her once at a dinner party when she was five years old, only to be saved by her timid mother.

      There had been a bitter and deadly feud between Julius’s uncle Marius and Sulla. When one of them took political ascendency, they would carry out bloody purges of their opponent’s families.

      Alba’s parents had been careful not to take sides. Julius had come of age as Sulla was rising to power once again, and it was Julius’s mother who had intervened, pledging the loyalty of her family, and in doing so saving him. Julius had been spared but banished from Rome and had only been able to return once Sulla had died.

      Publius placed his finger on the cleft of his chin and tilted his head down so that it was closer to hers. “Would you accompany me to the games tomorrow?”

      Had he not done his due diligence on her?

      “I’m a poor partner, I’m afraid,” she said. “I do not care for the blood or the violence.”

      “But that is what Rome was built on.”

      She would have to go anyway. “Fine, I’ll go with you.”
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      Publius was waiting for Alba at the bottom of the great hall steps. Men and women from the night before staggered past them, clutching their heads and slaves for balance, mumbling that the midday games were much too early. The slaves started out ahead of them, most making their way on foot, Diana among them. As Alba approached, Publius’s face strained with guilt.

      He cleared his throat. “My father doesn’t think it appropriate for you to accompany me.”

      “I thought you knew who I was,” she said.

      “I did—I do,” he stammered. “My family is very particular when it comes to these things.” He bowed his head. “I am sorry.”

      “I understand,” she said. And she did. She knew what they thought of her. In their minds she was tainted, her virginity having been taken in Thrace. No one would believe otherwise. How could she have lived among those savages all those years and come back unscathed?

      Publius reluctantly offered his arm to one of Pomona’s acquaintances, the daughter of a magistrate. This meant that Alba would have to endure a tense carriage ride with her aunt and uncle.

      “Well,” Julius said, coming up beside her and straightening his robes, the marks from his sheets still etched into his tanned face. “I don’t give a fuck where you were for five years.”

      His brashness startled her. “But they do,” she said.

      “As a man who has had many rumors spread about him, I heed them little . . . that is if I like the person.” He held his arm out and led her toward a carriage. He was doing her a great kindness by offering to take her, and it was a welcome change to going with her aunt and uncle, but, as ever, she was on her guard. She stepped onto the ledge of the carriage and briefly met eyes with Liana. It was one thing to speak with Julius openly at a party, but another thing entirely to be alone with him.

      Through the carriage window, she caught glimpses of people in the streets, going about their day. Scrubbing their clothes in the public fountains, bartering for fish, selling sturdy clay pots on makeshift tables. After a few minutes, she felt Julius’s green eyes on her.

      “What was it like living among savages?” His tone was different than the previous night. No longer playful and mischievous, but somber and direct.

      Is that why he had offered to take her? To ask her the same questions she had been asked since her return. She would not answer him or anyone for that matter, for none could understand. There was no one sweeping statement that she could make to shed light on that time in her life. How to describe her bare feet, hardened from a summer outdoors as they hit the forest ground or her hands drawing milk from a goat’s teat. Or the cocoon of kindness and warmth that had been living with the brothers and their mother Neme.

      No, she would not even try.

      “They say you were kidnapped by the Thracian family,” he ventured. “But you weren’t, were you?”

      She could not ignore him entirely. “No,” Alba said.

      “I thought as much when I saw you in that dress last night,” he said. “Your skin is unmarked. You were never mistreated.”

      She shook her head.

      He was watching her closely now, so closely that she shifted in her seat. It was a warm morning and a light film of sweat was forming on her back.

      “You enjoyed your time with them,” he said, those green eyes studying her. “You grew to love them.”

      She swallowed, a small gulp. How was he doing this? Unravelling her, reading her face, her body, in a way no one had ever been able to do before.

      “Yet you left them?” he said.

      She fought to conceal the drape of sadness that fell over her face.

      “Ah.” A sparkle in his eye. “You were taken from them.”

      Making these deductions was a game to him, but it was not a game to her. She had loved that family, had dreamed of them for years after. She would not be interrogated like this. She bunched her dress in a fist and opened the carriage door, about to jump out and walk the rest of the way.

      “Whoa,” Julius said in shock as he grabbed her arm. “What’re you doing?”

      She was not like other women in his acquaintance. She would not acquiesce to these questions solely for his pleasure. “You ask me these questions as if it is a game,” she said. “It is my life.”

      “I ask you these questions because I wish to know you better,” he said, his hand still on her arm. “You intrigue me, Alba. I remember you as a small child. Before I was banished from Rome, your parents would host me at their villa in the days when you needed to be careful. Many were scared, bowing down before Sulla’s rule, but your father was able to see past such things. He was a clever man. It was he who helped me slip from the city.”

      Now it was Alba who regarded him.

      “Please,” Julius said, giving her arm a gentle tug.

      She pulled the door shut.

      “I do have one last observation if you’ll indulge me,” he said, and his face softened. “That you fell in love with one of the boys.”

      “I was only thirteen when I left,” she said.

      “My wife was thirteen when she married me.”

      She stared at him for a minute, stunned. She turned toward the window again, but this time she did not see what was in front of her. Her thoughts drifted back to the brothers and Neme.
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      Her father’s convoy had been traveling for several weeks, sent by Pompey, a keen commander under the dictator Sulla, to recruit new soldiers for the Roman army. Sulla had recently taken the republic by force and with that had implemented many changes. An overnight shift in the political powers. As their convoy went from village to village, they were met with faces filled with dread, unwanted as they plucked young boys from their families.

      Alba watched from the carriage as the young boys were taken from weeping arms. Boys her age that would be used to restock the Roman legions.

      “Why so young?” she asked her father as he came for a moment to stand by her window. Being a big man, he hunched to better see her. His dark hair, rich and wavy like Alba’s, was badly in need a trim.

      “That is what Pompey wants,” he said.

      The dissatisfaction with his answer must have shown on her face.

      “They are more malleable at that age,” he said in a low voice. “There is less to unlearn. They are not yet as bitter or resentful of us.” His gaze fell upon a group of villagers, glaring at them from outside their hovels.

      As her father mounted his horse, she thought back to that frigid day when they had left on their journey, her mother tucking the loose strands of Alba’s hair under her cloak. Her father had not wanted to bring her, the only female in the party, as he had to travel through unstable lands with warring tribes. But her mother, whose mental state had waned throughout the years, had deteriorated that winter, and she had become cyclical in her thoughts. Her father was a kind and patient man, but it was clear to Alba that when he interacted with her mother it was not a relationship of equals. It might have been if her mother had been stronger. But she was needy and repetitive, and her father’s patience waned.

      Alba’s aunt and uncle had taken it upon themselves to move into their villa to watch over her mother in her fragile state. Alba’s father saw through their guise. It was not a kindness. Their villa was situated in the heart of Rome, and it was renowned for hosting coveted guests, the results of relationships he’d cultivated over years of interactions. Her father and his brother had a complex relationship, an understanding of one another, but her father despised his brother’s wife.

      While next to the fire that night, Alba started to doze off, resting against her father’s arm.

      “You have a good mind, Alba, a strong mind,” he said, his voice cutting through the darkness. It was somber and tinged with sadness. “I wish that your mother and I could have given you siblings.”

      “Why do you wish that?” she asked softly.

      “So that you had someone else to look out for you.”

      With all the tenacity of an eight-year-old who had been sheltered her whole life, she said, “I will look out for myself.”

      He peered down at her. “I hope that your spirit is a blessing and not a curse. Not something others will try to break.”

      She did not know what he meant by that.
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        * * *

      

      The road they traveled was ill kept, full of too many divots to count, and from within the carriage, Alba had to brace herself at times.

      Around midday they stopped abruptly. Had they hit another rut? Or were changing the horse again. She reached for the door but was thrown to the floor as the horse took off with her carriage in tow. She slammed against the wall again and again, the carriage being dragged as the horse fought to break loose of its halter.

      There was a jerk and the carriage slid a few feet as it flipped onto its side. She lay there for a moment, her back sore from the pummeling, before climbing through the window above her.

      Perched on the carriage, she watched with confusion as men with bare chests and crude weapons ran swiftly toward their convoy. Her father’s men, bulky and stiff in their layers of armor, desperately struggled to get into defensive formation.

      Paralyzed with horror, she searched for her father’s face in the mass of sweaty bodies.

      Out of the flailing limbs, he emerged. Had he been looking for her? He was yelling at her. What was he saying? And then she caught it. Run, run, over and over.

      Amid the chaos and death, he had sought her out. She teetered on the spot, drawn to him, this final kindness. She wanted to hold his face in her palms, but she knew that she could not. Her father’s men were being cut down all around them, and if she ran toward him, it would only cause him further peril. She slid down the side of the carriage.

      Into the forest she ran. Her dress caught and tore, her sandals fell apart, and the soles of her feet became raw with pain as they slapped against the roots and rocks. Adrenaline and fear pulsed her forward until the yells faded away to silence and she stopped, realizing she was alone in the forest with no idea where she was.

      She made her way down a steep riverbank. The water was high from the late spring runoff. As she drank from it, hunger crept through her. Which berries were the ones her father had said were safe to eat? She could probably recognize the mushrooms.

      A rabbit rolled down the muddy bank in front of her, its hind legs caught in a snare. It frantically thumped free and scampered off just as the boy pursuing it slid down the bank. His hair was the color of eggshells and his face gaunt.

      “Damn it!” he spat, and then went still, realizing Alba was there. He eyed her dress and hair, his gaze lingering on her necklace. “You from that convoy that got slaughtered?”

      “Slaughtered?” A slice of pain cut through her as she thought of her father and the image of him through the flailing bodies.

      “You’re from Rome,” he said with a hint of excitement. “Come with me.”

      “No,” she said, suddenly keenly aware that she was in unknown and unsafe territory.

      “Listen, you little whore—”

      He reached for her arm, and she flinched, stepping back into the cool water. When he glanced warily at the ripples, giving himself away, she took another step.

      “You can’t stay there all day,” he said.

      He was right, her feet were going numb. She started to swim, being pushed along by the current, and as her arms and legs seized, she kept kicking, careful as she skimmed over a long rock close to the surface and then pushed herself around a massive log as she made her way to the other side. She staggered out onto the slippery mud with wobbly legs and sat, shivering and shaky, catching her breath.

      The boy was gone, his footprints making their way down the bank. She needed to keep moving.

      Her mother had encouraged her to pray to the Gods when she was having trouble with something. But speak in mumbles, she had said, because someone is always listening. So Alba took a moment and shut her eyes. She whispered to the Gods while untangling the gold necklace her mother had given her from her hair. They would see her from danger. Her stomach rumbled, the Gods and some common sense.

      A loud squeal startled her, and a boar with mighty little tusks charged her way. Before she could react, another boy, this one with wild brown hair, chased after it, clutching a spear. He pierced the boar’s throat, and it collapsed, wheezing and twitching to the ground. The boy pulled a knife from a pouch in his thigh and slit its throat.

      Another boar squealed out of the forest, rearing its tusks at the boy.

      “Watch out!” Alba yelled.

      The boy narrowly avoided it by jumping back into the water. The distressed boar sniffed the dead boar and then cried out and ran off into the bush.

      In a panic, the boy started to wheel his arms trying to get out of the river.

      “Calm down,” Alba said, and went in after the boy, offering him her hand. If he wasn’t careful, he could get caught in the current, but he didn’t take her hand. He managed to get a grip with his feet and waded out. His stomach rose and fell as he leaned over the boar. He must have been tracking it for some time. He too had a scrawny frame, but his limbs were toned and his face full. He was well fed.

      “You do not thank the goddess Diana?” Alba said as he tied the boar’s legs together.

      “For what?” He tightened the rope. “I’m the one who caught it.” He pulled the boar onto a large fur and dragged it along the riverbank.

      “What will you do with it?” Alba asked.

      “Eat some, trade the rest.”

      “Trade it for what?”

      “Salt, cloth.”

      She held out her necklace. “How much would this be worth?”

      He stopped to look at it. His eyes were as blue as the sky. “More salt than I could carry.”

      “If I gave it to you, would you help me get back to Rome?” she asked.

      “Back to Rome?” His eyes fell on her tattered dress, taking in the fine fabric, a soft purple that shimmered in the sun. “Piece of advice. Tell no one you are Roman. And Rome”—he pointed with his spear—“is back the way you came.” Then he headed off, dragging the boar behind him, leaving an indent in the mud.

      She clutched her forearms, rubbing them to try and stop the shaking. She had no idea how to get back to Rome. She only knew that she was somewhere in Thrace.

      She did the only thing she could think of—she hurried to catch up with the boy. Though he was laden down with his kill, he moved quickly, and she caught him just as he was disappearing into the undergrowth.

      She snapped a branch of berries from a bush but didn’t eat them, not wanting to lose him in the dense forest. He left the animal at the edge of a modest clearing where a circular thatched-roof structure made with wood, stones, and grass stood. A goat was tied to a tree stump, and it perked up and baaed as they approached.

      A tall, large-boned woman came out of the hut. Her gait was methodical and slow, her knees turned severely inward.

      “Well done, Alex,” she said. Then her gaze went over his shoulder. “Who’s this?”

      “I don’t know. She followed me here,” he said.

      The woman eyed Alba’s clothing. She snapped some twigs and placed them on the warm coals, sweeping her long hair back and kneeling. She blew gently until they ignited. As she added sticks, Alba noticed that her hands were like a man’s, her fingers thick and her knuckles broad.

      “Would you be so kind as to tell me how get to Rome?” Alba said.

      “Rome?” the woman said, her voice dropping with panic. She turned to Alex. “She must go.”

      “Please,” Alba said. “I don’t know the way.”

      “How old are you?” the woman asked.

      “Almost eight.”

      “Old enough to fend for yourself,” Alex said as he threw a rope around a branch and began to hoist the boar up. When he struggled, his mother stood to help, but another boy appeared at his side, and together they pulled until it dangled down, the beast’s tongue hanging from its mouth.

      This new boy had the same dark hair, tanned skin, and clear blue eyes as his brother, but his nose was flat like the tip of an arrow and his face serious. A few inches taller, he had his hair pulled back in a messy knot. He took a step back. “Why’re you wet?”

      When Alex didn’t respond, Alba said, “He fell in the water.”

      “Who’re you?” the bigger boy asked, but before she could answer, he touched the medallion on her necklace. “You’re Roman.”

      Just then, the boy with the eggshell hair came into the clearing. Up close, Alba noticed welts on his neck. A sacklike tunic covered his arms and back while the other two boys had bare chests.

      “What do you want, Saul?” the bigger boy said.

      “The girl,” Saul said, eying the boar hungrily.

      “Why would you want her?”

      “For my old man, Zos.”

      “No,” Alex said.

      “Max.” Saul appealed to the bigger boy. “Let me unburden you.”

      “Get lost,” Alex said.

      “Max?” Saul said again, ignoring Alex.

      Max hacked off a leg from the boar. “Here.” Max threw the leg into Saul’s clumsy hands. “Take it and go.”

      As Saul scowled and slumped off into the forest, Alex slid a rod through the other thigh and placed it over the fire. It surprised Alba that the boys’ mother was so passive during the exchange. The women in her halls would have spoken on their son’s behalf at their age.

      Alba started to pick the berries off the branch she was holding.

      “Those are poisonous,” Max said.

      “How do you know?” Alba said.

      “The dark indents.”

      Disappointed, she tossed them into the bush.

      “Is my being Roman a problem?” she asked.

      “Quite a large one,” Alex said, giving her a sidelong look.

      They were clever boys. They would know what her father’s convoy was doing in these parts.

      “It’s for your protection. That is why we take your sons. To protect your land,” she said, thinking back to the words her father’s men had spoken to the village people. “They’re able to come back when they have done their time.”

      “To the family they no longer know?” Alex said.

      The sun was sinking on the horizon. “Please, may I stay the night?” Alba asked.

      None of them answered her, but they did not ask her to leave when she tentatively sat by the fire either.

      It took what seemed like ages for the thigh to cook, and Alba wasn’t used to waiting for a meal. Alex, Max, and their mother came and went, paying no attention to her. Finally, they sat on logs that had been fashioned into seats. Max lifted the meat carefully from its holder and placed it on a wooden board. He sliced it into pieces and passed it out to his mother and brother. Alba reached forward slowly, waiting to be reprimanded or stopped, but when she wasn’t, she took a hunk herself.

      They didn’t talk while they ate, they just licked their fingers and lips, enjoying every savory bite. At first Alba thought it might be because she was there, but there was such an ease to their movements that she realized this must be their norm. At her house in Rome, dinner was a much different affair. The women would make themselves up in finely embroidered gowns with headpieces to match, while the men wore rich tunics. The dishes were served by attentive slaves, and guests often joined them. The boisterous chatter was considered as enjoyable as the meal itself.

      The large-boned woman stood, bid her sons good night, and hobbled into their hut. Alba wanted to know what was wrong with her legs but knew better than to ask. Max and Alex sat there silently, Alex drawing something in the dirt with his bone.

      Alba cleared her throat. “I will teach you to swim and give you my necklace if you help me get back to Rome.”

      “We already know how to swim,” Max said.

      “If you swim like your brother, that stroke is not swimming.”

      “You can stroke my cock,” Alex said, glancing at his brother with a smirk, but when Max didn’t acknowledge him, he mumbled, “Sorry.”

      “I have no desire to go to Rome,” Max said. “It’s too far and too dangerous a journey.”

      “Will you let me stay here until they send someone to find me?” she asked.

      Neither brother indicated that they’d heard her. Instead, they went into their hut and didn’t come out.

      Alba swept a few stones aside and lay between two roots. She had often pretended she was a village child, free from the constraints and decorum that ruled her life. Through her carriage windows, she had seen them playing in the streets, and envied how their tangled hair flew behind them as they ran. Hers was always brushed, curled, and wrapped neatly on top of her head. She tried not to think of her bed at home with its soft, velvety furs.

      Lying beneath the stars, she thought of her mother with longing. She was quite sure her father was dead, and his last image, calling out to her in the massacre, tore through her. He had always been kind to her and taken time to answer her many questions. He would often be gone for long periods, returning with lavish gifts and stories that would fill their halls. Her mother would fret while he was away but within days of his return would start to anticipate his absence again. A thing that did not go unnoticed.

      It was more recently that Alba felt pulled between the two as they differed, each parent trying to bestow on her their own way of doing things. Because of this, Alba too found herself looking forward to his departure, just to have peace again.

      On the hard ground, she drifted in and out of sleep, the moon moving across the night sky.

      She woke to a squirting noise. The big-boned woman was milking the goat, her hair hanging down over her face.

      “What is your name?” Alba asked, sitting up.

      The woman didn’t answer. Her fingers pulled in a rhythm, the goat seemingly unperturbed. Maybe she had trouble hearing as well.

      Alba spoke more clearly. “What is your name?”

      “Neme,” the woman finally said.

      “That’s a pretty name,” Alba said. “I’m Alba.”

      “And you’re still here?” Alex said with a yawn. He stretched his arms behind him as he came outside to greet the morning.

      Neme passed Max the jug of milk and then hobbled over to a small garden beside the hut, poking and prodding some weeds loose with a rusty spade. Max poured the milk into a pot with some mushy, cream-colored food and mixed it up.

      Alba must have made a face, as she was sometimes prone to do, because Max fixed her with a look. “Not up to your standards?”

      She glanced down, embarrassed.

      “Better get this to the market. It won’t last long in this heat,” Alex said. He climbed up the tree like a monkey and cut the boar down. As Alba made to follow, he said, “You can’t come,” as he slipped his knife back into its leather hold.

      “Why not?” she asked.

      “Because you don’t know your place,” he said.

      “My place?”

      “I don’t know how things are done in Rome,” Max said. “But here in Thrace, women don’t speak to men unless they are related to them and they don’t speak out against them in public.”

      “It’s the same in Rome,” she lied, wanting to come with them. In the noble houses, most women spoke as they pleased, but she had seen enough interactions in the city to know it was not like that among the lower classes.

      “You wouldn’t know that by talking to you,” Max said.

      “Would one know all Thracian customs by talking to you?” Alba said.

      There was the sliver of a grin as Max lifted the other end of the boar. “You can come,” Max called over his shoulder. “But do not speak. Observe only.”

      She did as she was told and stayed close to the boys. The market was a fast-paced, exciting place, where goods were moved quickly and there was constant bargaining and yelling. Max, being the older brother, was the one who did the bargaining, but it was Alex who inspected the goods, pointing out small defects in things they were getting or better goods in nearby stalls. They traded for seeds, wheat, a new spade, rope, and a cooking pot.

      At one point, she lost the boys for a bit, and when she found them, they were leaving, neither one disconcerted by her absence.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, Alba sat by the fire, her legs stretched out in front of her, and watched as the boys turned over the earth next to the hut under Neme’s watchful eye. When they were done, Neme bent down, knobby-kneed, and drew lines with a stick, then planted the seeds they’d brought back from the market. With the water that Max had carried up from the river, she scrubbed the soil from her arms and hands.

      Alba made a circle in the dirt with her toe and etched some letters.

      “What’s that?” Max asked as he poured the dirty water onto the newly planted seeds.

      “Your names,” Alba said, and pointed. “Max, Alex, and Neme.”

      When Alex started to scratch them out with his foot, Max threw the back of his hand against his brother’s chest. He bent down, retracing the letters. “Teach us,” he said.

      “Not us,” Alex said.

      “Us,” Max said.

      Alba straightened. She’d never considered reading and writing something they’d want to learn. Excited and a bit nervous, she swept away the rocks and debris, then wrote out the symbols of the numbers and letters in two separate areas. She pointed to each one and had the boys repeat them. Max picked it up more quickly as Alex proved to be an easily distracted and agitated student.

      As the sun set, the air around them dimmed, and it became harder to make out the inscriptions so they stopped for the night.

      About to go into the hut, Max paused. “You can sleep in here if you want.”

      Alba tried to suppress her joy. Since the moment she had seen their little house she had wanted to go inside. She stopped in the doorway to take it in. It was small and cozy, with axes, spears, bows and arrows, and traps hanging from the beams and walls. Pots of dried food lined the shelves and clothing hung neatly from hooks.

      Max made up a pallet for Alba, layering it with fabrics and furs at the back of the tent near Neme. His mother lowered her eyes disapprovingly but didn’t say anything. The boys slept near the door like sentinels, and Alba felt quite comfortable in their home.
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