
        
            
                
            
        


	Praise for The Sacred Flame

“The Sacred Flame is a sweeping saga of love and redemption. I couldn’t stop reading. The book kept me up after midnight when I wanted to go to bed three hours ago.” 

Fran Stewart, author of the Biscuit McKee Mysteries 

and the ScotShop Mysteries

“The languid, poetic flow of the story, the description of its characters, their dress, their emotional state, the state of the manipulation and abuse of power and plain old envy are handled with a great touch. The end scenes, especially that of the heroine, were just raw!”

Aarti Nayar, author of Eggshells of the Soul

“Littlestone has created a luscious journey through ancient Rome, replete with pleasure and sacrifice. She has brought characters to life out of marble and shown us their surprising realism. For what can be more real than love and the relentless quest to have it, damn the consequences. Such is the drama of this exquisite tale, told with sensual, transportive language. Such is this story of love that entices and eludes yet calls the soul regardless—no matter how innocent and unprepared—leaving us utterly haunted.”

Suzanne Baker Hogan, Spiritual Writer and creator of TwinFlameHelp.com

“Ancient Rome comes to life in this engaging story. The author’s research into this time period comes through in her beautiful descriptions and adds to the authentic feel of the characters. I love Littlestone’s lyrical writing and her ability to immerse the reader in a different world.” 

Barbara J Hopkinson, Grief Mentor and author of A Butterfly’s Journey

“This fascinating story takes you on a journey that is calm and soothing then passionate and dangerous. I felt deeply for Livia’s troubled quest for love. We all want love. We all want to be loved. But are we all willing to follow where our hearts lead us? I love her courage, her bravery, the fact that she took risks and stood up for what she believed. I will definitely be reading Ms. Littlestone’s next book.”

Maureen Roe, Self-Expression Coach and Ageless Grace Educator 

“I absolutely loved this book! Littlestone’s historical information, ancient yet modern characters, and insightful commentary stirred my imagination. Brava!”

Bonnie Salamon, Autumn’s Fire, S-aging Well Life Coach 

and Life Cycle Celebrant

“With captivating characters who pay homage to Roman mythology, along with vivid imagery, Nanette has spun an intriguing, at times haunting tale of love, tradition, duty and sacrifice. Beautifully crafted!”

Terry Crump, PhD, Crump Wellness Services, 

licensed clinical psychologist and board certified hypnotherapist 

“Nothing pulls me in more than a story from a bygone era about love and loss. The Sacred Flame is exactly that. I’ve read a number of novels about ancient Rome, but none from this time period, and I knew nothing about Vestal Virgins. Nanette Littlestone’s poetic writing style and research immersed me in this setting. She did such a good job that I could see the buildings, taste the food, feel the elements. And the drama! I won’t spoil the ending, but suffice it to say it will have you turning the pages—quickly.”

Rebecca Kirson, Your Sacred Truth, 

Akashic Record Practitioner and Transformational Coach 

“The Sacred Flame is beautifully written. Lovely and tragic. I read it in two days on vacation and I can’t remember the last time I enjoyed a book so much. I could not sleep after finishing it, thinking about the fact life used to be like that (and sometimes still is for some people).”

Sheri Bagwell, Health and Wellness Coach, the Pain Eraser

 

“Captivating characters and story line. I love the history but more the HERstory.”

Corinna Murray, veterinarian and IPEC Certified Professional Coach

“The Sacred Flame is a tragic story of forbidden love. Nanette has a masterful ability to weave historical detail with entertaining storytelling. Her tasteful love scenes lend an air of class to the ‘romance.’ She is a skillful wordsmith taking you on a journey to the past. The Sacred Flame is a beautiful read.”

Michelle Mechem, Keller Williams Realty

“From the smoldering, glowing ruby ring on the front cover to the feel of the smooth paper inside, you will be seduced by the picturesque, detailed narrative of The Sacred Flame. It is more than a beautifully-guided tour of living in Rome at 216 BC. The texture, sensory smells, and visuals of the complex people and the world of their beguiling empire, their lifestyle and beliefs, their loves and fears, hopes, and dreams entice you to the thrill of reading page after page. You will be seduced and welcome the journey.”

Melinda Musser, Pure Romance Sales Consultant
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Chapter I

Rome, 216 BC

The year of the consulship of Gaius Terentius Varro

and Lucius Aemilius Paullus II

I


t could not come soon enough. The end to the world Livia had known since she was six. An end that would begin the life she had always dreamed. Five more months of servitude. Just a short time until that new beginning.

The house on the Aventine hill swelled with noise and laughter. She stalled in the vestibulum, its long narrow entranceway greeting visitors with a mosaic of black points on white tile. Guests edged by while she watched in a gripping unease. The High Priestess should have brought Valeria, the sharp-witted Vestal at home among company.

Horatia grasped Livia’s elbow. “Come along, my dear.” 

A plain dove in her stola of white wool, Livia joined the purple-striped togas and women’s gowns of waxy yellow, marigold, red-orange, sky blue, sea blue, and luxury scarlet that filled the atrium. Despite the chill of the April night, she felt overly warm. Livia longed to leave this gathering of distinguished titles and put-on airs. People she did not know or care to know. The air wrapped her in sticky wetness, sheathed her in stifling heat until she could not move, could not think, could not breathe. And she gasped, a loud sucking gasp that echoed through the room. Mortified, she pressed her back against the tiled wall to feel the cold. 

To gain composure. Composure she should always show.

In her thirty years as a Vestal, Livia still had not found the inner peace to carry her through these public gatherings. Only near the sea did she experience that calm, or with Kaeso. She closed her eyes for a moment and thought of him, her dearest friend and companion, the man she would finally marry in September at the end of her service.

The smell of honey teased her nostrils. Nearby a couple lounged on a soft couch, feeding each other small pastries. The man kissed lingering crumbs from the woman’s lips, grazed his fingers down her arm. Their physical affection mesmerized Livia, yet there was no need to be so vulgar.

She turned from the spectacle and bumped a slave carrying a tray of fruit and cheese. “Your pardon, Priestess,” he apologized, his gaze lowered, before he moved on. Livia lifted the edges of the palla that covered her hair, hoping for circulation, and inhaled fetid air sticky with perspiration, as sticky as her gown and tunica beneath. How she wished for a cup of water to quench her thirst, but there was only wine and bitter ale. Be calm, she told herself. The evening would soon end. She would pay her regards to her host, wherever he might be, find Horatia, and excuse herself. 

A large black Laconian hound bounded her way, screeched to a halt, and sniffed her crotch. Laughing for the first time that night, Livia pushed away his nose, then stooped to pet him.

“Achilles!”

The voice belonged to a man of casual grace who strode toward her as if he belonged there. The yellow tips of his hair sparked a sense of familiarity though she had never seen him before.

The dog licked her cheek, her jaw, across her lips. She laughed again and wiped her mouth with the edge of her palla. The fur was soft beneath her fingers, its silky thickness reminding her of a cashmere yarn she had once felt as a child.

“Achilles, sit.” The dog barked, then danced around the man with obvious joy. “Forgive him. He has no manners.”

The intensity of the man’s gaze surprised her. Did she know him? “There is nothing to forgive. Receiving love is always a pleasure.” She swept her fingers once more through the thick fur. When she tried to rise, his hand circled her arm and held her in place. With his other hand, he stroked a thin curved line just below her wrist.

“I once kissed that mark.”

The memory brought heat to her cheeks. Gaius. The child cupid with golden curls and wide blue eyes. She had not thought of him in years and could not remember his full name. Now his sunlit hair and eyes of the sea made him a living Apollo. 

 He bent to kiss her wrist once more and she pulled back. “Remove your hand. Have you forgotten I am a Vestal?”

“I forget nothing.” Yet he still clung to her arm. People were staring. 

“Please,” she said, and his fingers trailed across her skin in a slow release.

She stood, her face hot with embarrassment. 

“You let me kiss you that other time,” he said.

Achilles whined, threading his way through the legs of his master. 

Livia forced herself to meet Gaius’s gaze. The child’s eyes had deepened, matured. Much had happened to change him from a boy to a man. She wished he had remained the sweet boy she once knew. “You were just a child then. And quite charming.”

“Have I lost my charm?”

She did not care for the way her skin prickled. Their acquaintance must end here. “Yes,” she said, firmly, decisively. “But not your arrogance.” 

“Gentlemen, ladies,” a strong voice boomed. Heads turned toward a man standing on a raised platform. The purple stripe of his toga denoted senatorial status. Her host, Livia surmised.

“Tonight we honor our equestrians and celebrate Rome’s victories. Through their efforts the republic remains strong against the conquering forces of the world. To the Equites.” He raised his drink in salute. “And now, with the help of the High Priestess, we pray for continued blessings and safety.” He extended his hand to Horatia.

The High Priestess lifted her hands in benediction, closed her eyes, and crashed to the floor. Those nearest to her jumped back and dropped their drinks. Wine pooled as other guests pressed around the body. “Step back, everyone. Let her breathe,” the senator said. 

Livia pushed her way through and knelt by the High Priestess, clasping Horatia’s hands. “Is she alright?” one woman asked. “She looks so white,” said another. 

 Livia’s heart pounded. “Horatia, can you speak?” The priestess’s hand was cold and limp. Blue veins stood out against pale skin. Skin that just moments before had pulsed with vitality. Fear burned in Livia’s chest. “Please, someone get a physician.”

“Livia,” Horatia breathed, the voice barely a whisper. 

Livia pressed her cheek to the hand of her leader, her mentor, her confidant. “I am here.”

“I had hoped . . .” She gasped for air and feebly squeezed Livia’s hand. “I thought I would have . . .” Eyelids fluttered and those deep brown eyes that had led Livia through many trials stared directly at her. “Trust you,” she said then closed her eyes. The strength left her hand. 

“You cannot do this to me,” Livia muttered, then pressed her lips together, ashamed of her behavior.

Gaius scooped up Horatia as if she were a child. He whispered to a servant who nodded and left the room immediately. 

Despite her earlier sentiments, the warmth and compassion in his gaze brought tears to Livia’s eyes. “Please,” she told him. And with that plea she remembered. Gaius Postumius Albus. The stuffy name did no justice to the sensitivity she had just witnessed.

“She will be spared no expense,” he said. “My house is open to you at all times.”

When he carried off the prostrate woman, Livia wrapped her arms around herself. His house. It was obvious now. Only the host would be so forgiving of an animal’s intrusion.

She shivered in the still heat as people resumed their normal flow of chatter.  If Horatia were unable to serve, Livia would become High Priestess. Her service would not end this year; there would be no marriage to Kaeso. 

What had she done to anger the Goddess?

 


Chapter II

O


nly one priestess returned that evening to the Atrium Vestae, the sanctuary Livia had known all her Vestal life. Until now. This night peace eluded her. The house wept in quiet misery, as if it sensed Horatia’s absence. As if somehow Livia was at fault.

With the full moon directly overhead, Livia entered the Temple of Vesta and took her place before the fire pit. She would watch for several hours until Valeria relieved her and Patricia after that. 

Foreboding filled her when she stood before the sacred flame. As Vesta ruled the hearth at home, so did she bless the temple, the heart and hearth of Rome, the symbol of security linked to the Vestals’ obedience. Innocents they were when they were chosen and innocents they would remain until the end of service. While the flame existed, Rome remained safe. But if it died, Vesta had withdrawn her protection. A Vestal had acted wrongly. And must be punished. Harsh rods and blood and screams filled Livia’s mind until she pushed away the gruesome pictures. Years and years had passed without wrongdoing. No one was in danger now. She must focus on purer thoughts.

The flame burned hot and bright, yellow and orange and blue leaping before her eyes, hypnotizing her with flickering tongues. Smoke drifted upward to the apex of the rounded temple and the vent at the top of the ceiling. The floors gleamed from the purification rites, scrubbed daily with water from the sacred spring at Camenae. How well she remembered her body aching from the chore. Tonight she wished herself young again, that she might have those simple tasks and not the complications of maturity.

She settled on the faded rug her mother had once used and bowed her head. “Bless us, Vesta. We send you our prayers and devotion this night and all nights. Keep your faithful servants and Rome safe from harm. Speed the healing of our High Priestess, Horatia. Bring her back to us free from illness.” She clenched her fingers, hoping the tight contact would instill more fervor in her words. But the Goddess was not listening. Images of Gaius, Achilles, and Horatia scrolled through Livia’s mind.

Be well, Horatia. She gazed into the fire, into the heat. Be well.

This time of meditation usually relaxed her, but tonight her body pulsed with restlessness. Her birthday in September would mark thirty years of service. More than enough, her soul cried out, wanting freedom from her bonds, the luxury of serving no one but herself. She wanted love, a marriage, a family. To live in peace beyond the boundaries of the city, beyond the reaches of Rome’s eternal grasp. 

How did Horatia suffer her position? Had she never wished for that freedom?

Minutes rolled into hours. Valeria would come soon. This day meant new decisions, changes to a well-ordered schedule. With Horatia indisposed, Livia must assume the High Priestess duties. She must relinquish the privilege of guarding the flame, which meant that Antonia, the youngest, would need to assume that duty. An afternoon time, Livia thought, would be easiest. Or perhaps early morning. Poor child to be thrust into such responsibility. But it could not be helped. 

All of them would make concessions. Concessions. Changes. These she did not welcome. Her time was nearly done. She had served Rome well and faithfully. She had no desire to lead, no craving for power. A simple life was all she asked.

Her throat burned with hopelessness. She was ready for the comfort of her bed, a few hours of forgetfulness before she faced the new day.

“Here you are,” Horatia said. “I was afraid we had forgotten you.” She lowered herself slowly next to Livia. “My joints protest more and more these days. Thank the Goddess you are taking over my duties.”

Surprise washed through Livia’s body, then terror.  She blinked but the apparition remained.

Horatia smiled with great warmth. “There is sadness in your eyes.”

“You are . . .” Unwell, Livia wanted to say. But the Horatia sitting beside her appeared vibrant and strong. 

The High Priestess massaged her knees. “I am sorry to bring this hardship upon you.” 

Hardship? Livia’s throat tightened with resentment. How long had Horatia been ill? “How long have you known?”

“Devotion guides us in many ways,” Horatia continued as if she did not hear the question. “We must always be prepared for new directions. Even now a change in temperament blows softly in the night wind and courses through the ranks of leaders. Where it will settle, I do not know. But you will always be protected. As long as you serve Rome, no one shall harm you.”

Resentment turned to disgust. “I have served for thirty years. This was not my choice. I did not bargain for this.” Was there no end to Livia’s obligation to the mighty republic? Her future splintered like broken glass and a jagged shard sliced her being. But her gown showed no sign of her torment. 

Horatia vanished. “No,” Livia cried, her fingers reaching. “I will not do this. Horatia, come back.”

But there was no one.

“You will not do what, Livia? Whom are you talking to?”

She turned slowly, her face composed. “Antonia. You should not be up. Why are you awake?” 

The ten-year-old Vestal ran to Livia and gave her a hug. “I could not sleep. The house feels . . . different. Is something wrong?”

Livia patted the floor. “Sit with me.” Antonia curled next to her where Horatia had appeared. But Antonia was no apparition; here was flesh and bone. The warmth of the girl’s body soothed the tightness in Livia’s muscles. “Horatia is ill. She is staying with Gaius.” She had not meant to be so informal. “The host of the celebration tonight. Until she is well.” The simplest thing to say for now. “Will you pray with me for her recovery?”

Antonia nodded and bowed her head. Long blond curls covered her face. “Vesta, grant us your blessing for Horatia. Give her strength and make her well. We need her here at home with us.” She raised her head. “Will Vesta hear my prayer?”

“I am sure she will.” Livia kissed Antonia’s head. “And I am sure Horatia will hear it too. Now to bed with you, dear child. You need your sleep. Tomorrow will be your first day to watch the fire and you must be well rested.”

Antonia’s broad smile warmed Livia’s heart. “My first time.” She fairly wriggled. “I will be ever so awake. I will not take my eyes from the flame for one second.”
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Livia opened her eyes to the morning light. In the few hours of sleep after her shift no alarms had sounded; there was no further disaster. She stretched with a new ease. A rosy glow of sunlight radiated soft warmth around her face. Thank you, Vesta, for the small miracles you perform.

Antonia skipped into the bedroom with a plate of fresh bread and spring water.  She set the food on the nearby table, then hopped up on the bed and hugged Livia with gusto. “It is a beautiful morning, Livia. Come outside. The sun waits for you.”

“Sweet Antonia.” Livia caressed the girl’s face, then kissed the top of her head. “I have many things to attend to today. As do you.”

Antonia scampered off the bed, her gown riding up to show bare legs. Livia smiled at the girl’s eagerness until she remembered the hallucination. Panic set in. 

“Antonia, you must say nothing about last night. I talked to no one but you.”

The girl paused at the door. “I am as silent as the water through the water clock. Horatia told me so.”  

Horatia told her. Did Antonia know Horatia’s secrets? “I have your promise?”

Antonia placed her hands together in prayer. “My word is my truth.” She flashed a grin before she ran from the room.

Such a darling girl. And as trustworthy as they come.

 


Chapter III

H


ow dare Gaius fawn over a Vestal. In public, no less. As if his own wife was of no consequence. Did he think no one would notice? That people would not talk? His brain was addled with too much wine. Or self-importance.

Justina wound her way through the peristylium, past cypress and acanthus, letting her hands graze over the roses, narcissus, gladioli, seeking solace in their simple beauty. But tonight the satiny petals failed to soothe her. She would not stand for such behavior. 

Since his return from the ambush at Lake Trasemine he had given her barely a greeting, much less any continued conversation. He would rather engage his horse, so he said, a barb that had burrowed into her calm façade with an acid sting. 

The cool night air did not touch the heat of her body. Her anger simmered in her stomach and her chest, seeped through her organs with malicious intent. She wanted to take his head in her hands and snap his neck. That would end her troubles. No, that was too quick. Let him suffer while she gouged out his eyes or plunged a dagger in his heart and watched him bleed. She would praise the gods when he was dead.

Peace, Justina. But peace did not come quickly. She tried to calm herself with pretty thoughts. Her last birthday. A cluster of well-gowned women and stately men. Senators, an architect, a writer from Greece who read from his latest work of poetry. A woman played the lyre while her guests nibbled on delicacies prepared by a gifted cook. And Gaius, her dear husband, gave her a pair of white doves for the fountain. The birds touched her so much she had actually cried.

Damn him! Lately all he gave her was disdain. Indifference. She must woo him back. Show him the tender care worthy of a wife. The sudden bile in her throat made it difficult to swallow, but she swallowed it and her self-importance. Time had served her well. She would not go back to her former life. She would never go back. Gaius was hers and hers alone. 

She strode down the corridor toward her bedroom. A moan sounded, followed by deep coughing. 

Was it too much to ask for quiet? Justina clutched the doorway, soft flesh grinding against hard stone. Her skin was pale, too pale. If she did not care for her body, she would look like the poor priestess in the nearby bed, whiter than the fine linen on which she lay. Wrinkled. Shriveled. A barely breathing corpse. 

A servant stopped in front of the room and steadied a heap of fresh towels. Justina breathed in lavender. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

The servant bowed. “They are for the High Priestess, madam. To soothe her pains.”

“What of my pains?” Justina yelled. When the servant cowered she snatched a towel and shooed the bumbling fool into the room. Continuing down the hall to her own chamber, she pressed the towel against her forehead, then the back of her neck, then dropped it on the floor.

She sat at the small table lined with bottles of perfume for her skin. Mementos of her husband’s past affection. These he afforded her. These he gave her freely. She was pampered and cosseted, had only to speak her demands to have them satisfied. Why was this not enough?

Dipping a finger into the perfume, she dabbed behind her ears, then stroked slowly down her throat. Another dip and this time she lingered between her breasts, letting the heat of her body warm the scent, mingle with it. Her breasts were firm, beautifully rounded. Once he had worshipped her body, adored her curves, the sheen of her skin. Treasured the fall of glossy hair. Once he had loved her as no man had ever loved her. They had talked of ambition, of the future of Rome and his place in it. She had inspired him, and he inspired her. Her husband. 

She slipped her gown off her shoulders and caressed her flesh. She was beautiful still. Somehow she must make him notice. Make him remember.

“Do you forget we have a guest?” Gaius glanced at her, his gaze unreadable.

“She can go back to the temple where she is more welcome.”

“She is here now. And while she is in my house you will treat her with kindness and caring.”

“Your house? This is my house, given to me by my father. Mine to do with as I please.” Her father gave her nothing, had nothing to give, but Gaius was none the wiser. He knew only that the house came as part of her dowry.

“What is yours is mine, Justina. Believe what you wish, but Roman law protects the husband. Or have you forgotten that as well?”

Her anger burned. She had not forgotten. Watching him, she stroked her breasts, yet there was nothing in his eyes. No flicker of desire. He must have a lover. There was no question that he favored other women. But she had no idea how many. Publius had told her to take a lover to make Gaius jealous but she knew it would do no such thing. And she could not bring herself to be intimate with another man. She wanted the safety of her husband.

“Make love to me, Gaius.”

He simply stared for a moment. “It is late, Justina. I am tired. Good evening.”

“Wait.” She threw herself against him, rubbed her breasts on his tunic while her hands slid down his arms to his hips. Her mouth found his neck, his ear, the soft spot beneath his collarbone. But he made no move, said nothing.

“I used to please you, Gaius. You used to hunger for me like a wild stallion does a mare in heat. Where is your desire?” 

He held her away, his fingers digging into her arms. “Save your wiles for another man, Justina. I assume there are those who still find you attractive.”

She spit in his face. When he released his hold, she slapped him. The imprint of her hand on his cheek glared. 

“I wanted you once,” he said. “But even that is gone. I have really loved only one woman. And I will love her until I die.”

He bowed to her, yet another insult. “Cover yourself, wife. You would not want the servants to see such unadorned beauty.” Then he left without a sound.

Justina seethed and ripped the gown that failed to serve her. Then in a screech of agony she swept her perfume bottles to the floor and felt her heart shatter as the glass hit the tile.

 


Chapter IV

P


ristine rows of vines stretched before her.  Livia smelled the musty ripeness, imagined future grapes glowing in the light like amethysts. In the fall they would harvest the fat clusters and stamp them into juice. For now she let the sun’s meager warmth wash over her skin and chase away the earlier April chills. She was allowing unforeseen events to assume importance. Her duties, simple though they may be, required a clear head and pure heart. One could not serve the Goddess well without those. 

Nonetheless, she could not shake her disquiet.

Around the stakes coiled greedy tendrils, their tiny shoots green, giving, tender, yet sturdy. She brushed her hand over these bits of new growth, the promise of richness yet to come. The vines cared not for man’s emotions or worries, whether he was well fed or hungry, or how much money he earned. They simply followed nature’s plan. She would do well to do the same.

Here in the fertile hills of Tusculum her property flourished. Nearby new holes were dug, new rows plowed. The furrows were straight and even. Tidy. The way her life used to be.

Kaeso waved from across the field. “Livia.” 

His joy traveled straight to her heart. For the few moments it took him to cross to her, she stood quietly, basked in his love, and wished the feeling could last.

“I hoped to see you soon and here you are.” He hugged her tightly. 

She turned to the lictor curiatus standing a short distance away, his eyes hooded from the sun. Their relationship spanned many years, almost since the beginning of her second decade as a Vestal. Displeasure showed in the tightness of Titus’s lips, but he said nothing. She trusted him to protect her, and he trusted her to stay out of harm.  What freedoms she enjoyed here on her property, away from the city—the hand holding, the quick kisses—would not be allowed in Rome. Not in public. How fortunate she was to have a forgiving bodyguard. Not all lictors were so . . . tolerant.

 “Come,” Kaeso said. “Let me show you the new vines. We are planting them eight feet apart this time to help invigorate the soil.” 

She held back. “There is news. I have much to tell you.”

Kaeso stared into her eyes, then kissed her forehead. “It can wait.” With that, he pulled on her hand as would an eager child. Even though her thoughts warred, her body yielded. There was time enough to speak of disappointment later.

He stopped in front of a row of newly trained vines. Elm trees supported the stalks which slanted like the sloping roofs of Roman houses. “See how the branches are guided to the south to catch the sunlight?”

“And to protect them from the northern winds,” she added. “I remember.”

Farther down the row a man stood and turned. “Livia,” he called. “Greetings, fair lady. The day becomes more sweet because of you.”

“So have your words, Manius. The vineyard looks wonderful.”

A burly man with an armful of baskets pushed Manius from behind and sent him sprawling in the dirt. “It is my doing,” Marcus said. “Manius sours the grapes with his flowery spouting.”

Livia laughed. “I am sure the vines love you both.”

Manius picked himself up and barreled into Marcus. “You oaf.”

Baskets flew and spun and rolled in the soil. Marcus fell and smeared the bottom of Livia’s stola with a rich brown. “You idiot,” he yelled.

Kaeso led Livia from the fracas. “It is a wonder we grow anything at all. Let us leave the children to their play.”
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They walked in the vineyard for hours, exploring like adventurers, counting the new leaves, measuring the distance between the supports. She helped with the pruning and trenching and leaf-plucking, traveling up and down the rows until dirt found its way into every crease of the wool and her back felt permanently bent. And even then her labor filled her with exhilaration. This is the life she would live after the priesthood, after Rome released her from her obligations. Here she would relax and grow happy with the man she loved at her side, their stomachs full with the wine from their own land, their minds content to dream of sunny days and starry nights. 

That time would come, she told herself. She had but to wait for it.

Afterward, she changed her clothing. Rarely did she gaze at her body, but she did so now in a bronze wall mirror as she removed her soiled gown. Without the many folds of the stola, she was slender with only moderate curvings of breast and buttock. Too slender, in her opinion, to incite the fancy of most males. Except Kaeso. Her closest playmate when she was just a toddler. He seemed pleased with her.

Would he still be pleased after her news?

“Livia?” Kaeso’s voice boomed through the house.

She dressed, staring at her reflection, wishing she could leave this role behind, wishing she could magically become someone else.

She joined him at a table by the hearth and sipped pomegranate juice while Titus stood nearby. There was nothing but peace. Slow, even breaths, a sultry evening, the warmth of a dear friend by her side. She twined her fingers with his and released a deep sigh. In these moments she could almost forget all her worries.

“Dearest Livia. What a fortunate man I am to have you for my wife. Daily I count my blessings and give thanks to the gods. But I do regret that you changed your clothing.” He grinned. “You look divine in brown.” 

She thought of the men grappling on the ground, heedless of their clothing, their vanity, mindful only of pleasure. She had played like that as a child, but those days had passed. She would have to clean the cloth with a brisk rubbing of salt and water. “I am sorry. I—”

“I tease, my love. But I anticipate the days when we are truly united—“

She stopped him with her fingers to his lips. The sweet peace fled and her worries rushed back. “There is . . .” Her hand fell to her side as she looked on in agony. She could not crush his hope. He had waited so long. They had both waited so long.

He raised her hand and gently kissed her fingertips. “What is it, Livia? What has you so distraught?”

Be swift with truth, Horatia once told her. The more you prolong the misery, the more difficult it is on the receiver.  But she was not Horatia. She had not the experience or the courage to look Kaeso in the eye. So she gazed into the fire. “Horatia is ill. She collapsed last night at the celebration for the equestrians.”

Kaeso squeezed Livia’s hand. The pressure, usually comforting, seemed to make her task more unbearable. “I am sorry for you, Livia. And for the High Priestess. I know how much you love her, how much you look up to her. I am sure she will recover. Give her time and all will be well.”

“No. You do not understand.” Fear brought tears. “She said she trusts me.”

“Of course she trusts you. You two have been together more than twenty years.”

Livia shook her head. Why was he so dense? “Something is wrong. Horribly wrong. She would not have used those words if . . . if . . .” Her lip quivered and she could do nothing to stop it. “I think she is dying.”

She felt Titus’s disapproval while Kaeso stroked her hand. Could she not just stay with him, here, now? Just let this moment supersede all others? How lovely it would be to resign her Vestal duties and let someone else take charge. 

He stopped his stroking and moved away. “If the High Priestess is dying, then the Pontifex Maximus will appoint someone to assume her position.”

Livia nodded.

Kaeso held her gaze as the silence stretched and thinned until it was a tight thread that bound them both. “You,” he finally said.

Tears ran down her cheeks and she dashed them away with her hands. “What can I do? I see no alternative. I am the oldest remaining Vestal. I am the one Horatia has trained to carry on in her stead. But I always thought that training was merely for emergencies. Brief illnesses. Short journeys. A death in the family.” She wiped her eyes again. “Never did I imagine something like this.”

She rose and stood in front of the fire. The heat burned her ankles but could not stop the ice forming in her chest.

“I want nothing more than to leave the temple and marry you, Kaeso. You must know that.”

He leaned back his head and closed his eyes. The sigh from his throat cut at her. She knelt before him and took his hands. “Kaeso.” He looked at her with love, with warmth, but the spark had left his eyes. “Talk to me, please. Tell me what you feel. What you think.” 

“There is nothing to say, Livia. I cannot change what has happened.”

She sank to the floor. “I am afraid for us.” 

“I love you as I have always loved you,” he said. “And I will wait for you as I have always waited. For now, that must be enough.” He pulled her to her feet. “Go back to the temple, Livia. Straighten your affairs. If you are to be High Priestess, there is nothing we can do but wait.”

“I am tired of waiting. All my life I have waited.”

“Then you have much experience. A few more years will pass quickly.”

“How many years, Kaeso? What if Rome can find no replacement? Will I die a virgin?” The slip flamed her cheeks. She meant to say Vestal. Kaeso was not to blame for her predicament. Indeed, he had honored and respected her throughout her service, stood by her steadfastly, with no visible regret. She often wondered if he harbored some remorse inside, if he wished to put aside his promise and make other arrangements. He could find many a willing woman to marry, to bear children, to ease the loneliness of age. 

“Have patience, Livia. I trust the gods to find a way for us.” 

“Why are you so patient, Kaeso? You could choose—”

“We make choices every moment.”

His simple words gently berated her. “Then choose more wisely. Find a woman who will make you happy.”

“You make me happy, Livia. Where the heart loves, there must we obey.”

She shivered then, as if the gods knew of her reluctance. “I would counsel you not to listen to your heart but to use your mind and your sharp wit for your betterment.”

“And I would counsel you, dear Livia, to leave me to my course.”

Steadfast, determined Kaeso. Her friend, her companion. She would care for him with her whole heart. And if she did not love him with the passion of Venus, surely tenderness and warmth would fill the void and carry them to the end of their years. Long years together, just as her mother and father lived.

“When it is time, we will marry,” he said. He laid a hand upon her cheek. “Do not grieve for me. It is my destiny to be with you and I embrace it willingly.”

Compassion burned her eyes. “You have more courage than any man I know.”

“That, my dearest friend, is a lie.”

But she knew it to be true. And it haunted her every moment.

 

 


Chapter V

L


ivia’s feelings felt as fickle as the sun’s rays, now warm and golden, a moment later cool and skittish under cloud cover. To disguise her unease she browsed the marketplace with Titus close at hand. 

 Spices were heaped in mounds of color. Fresh bread beckoned with its yeasty aroma. Tight rows of fish gleamed belly side up. But the food only reminded her of the recent celebration and Horatia’s collapse. 

A merchant thrust a honeyed tart at her lips and her stomach turned in revulsion. She hurried away and drifted through the stalls of fabric, stopping to finger a woolen shawl almost transparent in its fine weaving.

“If it will lift your sadness, I will buy it for you.”

Recognition tightened her hand on the cloth even as her eyes looked up. Gaius. Pleasure warred with wariness. He was standing at the edge of the canopy, his face half in sun, half in shadow. The light gilded his hair and brought out faint crease lines by his eyes. Blue eyes that did not leave her face. The shawl slid from her hand. “I do not need your gifts.”

Titus clenched his fists in warning but made no move. Livia shook her head. 

“I seek only to comfort,” Gaius said.

How could he console her when even Kaeso could not? Gaius had not the power to reverse time or Horatia’s illness. “The only comfort I wish is the news of Horatia’s recovery. How is she this morning? Is she improved?” 

“She is resting. I have no other news.”

“But surely the physician must know . . .” She was pushing for answers that did not exist. Healing was a mysterious art and even the most gifted of physicians needed time to diagnose and offer a remedy. She must be patient. “I am grateful for your hospitality. Thank you for your concern.” She moved on, her gaze averted.

Gaius followed, stepping around the lictor’s bulk. “Achilles was like an eager puppy when he saw you. He has been forlorn since you left. I think he misses you.”

The thought of the dog’s playful antics and soft fur brought a smile. She wandered past the fabrics into an open square filled with crates and baskets of fresh fruit and vegetables. Bunches of purplish beets and creamy turnips. Bright red radishes as large as a baby’s fist. Mounds of red and green apples that glistened with morning dew. Juicy slices teased her nose. Despite her unease, her stomach rumbled with hunger.

“Did you come for food this morning?” she asked. “Surely a household such as yours would send servants in your place.”

“I come for a bribe.”

Her startled eyes met his.

“The Praetor Urbanus worries about the amount of grain for the army,” he continued. “Tomorrow I meet with a potential supplier. It is always wise to come bearing gifts.”

An envoy. She tried to remember the Praetor Urbanus and could not. Politics was not one of her strengths. “Why would the praetor send you?”

“He is my father,” Gaius said with finality. Then he changed the subject. “Such a tragedy last night. What will happen if the High Priestess cannot serve?” 

Livia’s momentary lightness fled. She pulled her palla close about her shoulders as if the light cloth could protect her. “I had no knowledge of any weakness.” Her anger at Horatia’s guardedness crept back. “And now I am to take her place until she recovers or until . . .” she shuddered, “until someone else can be found.”

“Is it not an honor to serve Rome? Many women would gladly fill your position.”

“Married women who are bored with their lives?”

A faint smile played upon Gaius’s lips. She must guard her tongue around him. Words slipped too easily from her mind to her mouth without thought.

“Is being a Vestal boring?” he asked. “My wife wants an accurate report.”

His wife, the proud hostess who wove through the throng of guests, her head tilted in private conversation. A beautiful woman, at least ten years younger. Livia felt old in comparison.

 “A Vestal serves the goddess,” she said, “and in doing so, serves Rome as well. There are numerous duties, responsibilities to the public and the dictator. Anything a Vestal does must be done well, with the whole heart, and in keeping with the principles that guide all of us.”

“A speech worthy of a senator, though you hardly answered the question.”

“Did I not?” The repartee amused her, intrigued her. Allowed her mind to relax. She turned to the vendor who polished apples on a towel. “How are you this day?”

“As wonderful as ever, Priestess.” He gave an exaggerated bow. “Seeing you makes my morning complete.” He took a hefty bite of green apple. 

A young boy snuck between shoulder-high crates and snatched a handful of slices.

“Here, now. You,” the merchant yelled. The boy raised his head, eyes wide, and made to escape, but the man’s hand was quick and sure. He grabbed the neck of the boy’s tunic and dragged the child out into the open. “Are you stealing from me? I beat thieves.” He brandished a stout cane.

Dark ringlets framed large brown eyes and a dirty face. The hem of his tunic was frayed, seams ripped along his ribcage. His feet were bare and crusted with black. And black rimmed the fingernails, as if he had been digging in the dirt. His body was lanky, but well formed. Livia guessed his age at ten years, perhaps twelve. He stuffed the slices in his mouth as fast as he could.

“Away with you now,” the vendor said. He cuffed the boy on the head and pushed him toward the open street.

The boy lingered and looked longingly at a just-polished row of apples. “Give me one.” His hand inched forward.

The merchant raised the cane over his head. “Leave us, before I beat you.”

“Beat him now,” Gaius said, “so he will remember you and tell his friends to stay away.”

Livia could take no more. “Let him be. He is hungry. Is he to be punished for the circumstances that landed him in poverty?”

The boy turned his large eyes upon her and grinned.

“You are too trusting,” Gaius said.

“What is life without trust?” Horatia often chided her for her innocence, Davina for her gullibility. But she believed in people, in their innate kindness. The poor souls of this world wanted only a chance to prove themselves. For as long as she was able she would give them that chance.

“You cannot trust everyone,” Gaius said. “Trust is earned with good deeds, with respect. What thing of worth has this urchin done?”  

“How can he perform good deeds if no one will give him the opportunity?” She turned to the boy. “What is your name?”

He rubbed his neck where the vendor had gripped him. “Sextus.”

“The Temple of Vesta needs a messenger. Will you serve us?”

“Priestess,” Titus interrupted, “the temple needs no—”

Livia put a finger to her lips.

“What do I get?” Sextus asked.

“Miserable wretch,” the merchant said. “All he cares about is himself.”

Livia sshhed the vendor. “You will get food, and a bath, and clean clothing. Will that suffice?”

The child’s eyes brightened. “All right. What do I have to do?”

“Give Sextus three apples if you please,” she smiled at the merchant. “The temple will pay for them.” She looked into the boy’s eyes and gently pushed the curls off his forehead. Such soft hair. Such fine features. “One apple is for you. Take the others to the temple as an offering to Vesta. Ask for Antonia. Tell her she is to take you to the baths. Then report back to the temple when you are clean.”

She patted his head and rose. Sextus did not move.

“What are you waiting for?” she asked.

His eyes clouded, then his arms circled her body in an awkward hug and he mumbled, “Thank you.” He was gone before she could think.

“What an adorable child,” she said.

“What a monster,” the vendor stated.

Gaius plucked an apple slice from the plate and popped it in his mouth. “I think you have created a disaster.”

The merchant returned his attention to Livia. “How may I serve you, Priestess?”

“Two baskets of your best fruit delivered to the temple.”

“With pleasure.” He reached into a small hole and pulled out a small bag. “I do not forget.”

Livia opened the drawstring and breathed in the honeyed aroma of dried figs. She thanked him warmly, already contemplating a quiet moment with a cool drink and her special gift.

“One of the benefits of being a Vestal?” Gaius asked. 

“One of the many.” When Gaius chuckled she blushed. “What of your wife? I saw her briefly at the celebration, but she does not seem the type of woman who would seek service in the temple. She must be used to much more excitement.”

Something in his eyes shifted, dimmed. “Justina cares only for my position and her status. All else means nothing.”

Justina. Was she as just as her name implied? “I am sorry for your misfortune.”

“Misfortune. What a polite word.” He held her gaze quietly. “You would not use that word if you had ever been in love.”

Her heart gave one solid thud before it settled. All she had ever wanted was the kind of love her parents shared. A quiet love. A constant love. A love that gave and comforted and embraced without restraint. The love she hoped she would have with Kaeso. But what could a Vestal know of such things? Thirty years of service to Rome with little reward. There was no time for the pursuit of one’s dreams, no space in which to allow them. Fantasy did not serve a civilization intent on ruling others. “I have no time for love.” 

Gaius gave a great laugh. “Love surrounds you, Priestess. Your temple. Your ceremonies. All that you do. Every act of service to the Goddess, to Rome, is an act of love. Do you disagree?”

She had expected him to speak of men and women, the great poetry of Rome or Greece, the story of Ariadne and Dionysus. Not her tasks. Livia thought of the mola salsa to be prepared for the Vestalia, the hours of grinding to combine salt with spelt in perfect proportions. The tired muscles and sore knees. Fingers that throbbed from rolling. All that dedication and commitment. Were they acts of love? She remembered when she was Antonia’s age, the first time she was allowed to grind the grains. Her hands were clumsy. The roller skittered over the coarse salt and bumped against the edge of the dish. Time and again Caelia had patiently corrected the movements. Through all of her efforts, Livia remembered the excitement of the task, the joy of finally seeing a fine powder. She remembered the beat of her heart, the flush in her face, and Caelia’s warm hug. Yes, there was love. Lately, though, love seemed to be as inconstant as a jealous god. “Love is where you choose to see it.” 

“Where do you choose, Priestess?”

She swallowed the wash of sadness that tightened her throat. “Wherever I can,” she said lightly. Emotions with Kaeso were something she was used to, but not with a man she barely knew. “Did you become a sea captain as you planned? I imagine you have stories of amazing adventures.”

“Adventures, yes. But no, I am not a sea captain, although my heart still lies with the sea. I am a leader of the equestrians. A centurion.”

The hard lines of his body were gained in battle, then, astride a horse, sword in hand. In all of her daydreams, she never pictured warriors in combat. Hers was a peaceful mind, an ordered mind, leant to meditation and prayer. Blood, lust, death seemed far away, and she kept them there. Now they started to creep closer. “Then the celebration was in your honor.” 

“Mine, and others.” There was no bravado in his answer, merely a statement. 

Uncertain of a reply, she chose to end the conversation. “I must return to the temple.”

“Of course. The High Priestess asks for you.”

She nodded. She should have called upon Horatia right after morning prayers, but stepping foot into the place where her mentor had collapsed required more daring than she possessed. Even more time had passed because Gaius made her skittish, and she worried that Horatia must feel forsaken. “I will come before the evening meal.”

She clutched her bag of figs as she left the marketplace with Titus and found comfort in its weight and smell. 

“Until this evening,” Gaius called.

 


Chapter VI

T


his time Livia had no excuse.

Twenty-nine years had passed without her presence at the Fordicidia. Horatia, the eldest Vestal, had presided over the festival, the celebration of Tellus, goddess of the earth, marriage, fertility. 

Fertility consecrated by sacrifice.

Livia knelt by the altar in her room, hands tight in breathless prayer. Since Horatia’s illness, Livia had counted the days and worried. Mornings passed into evenings and each day her fear blossomed. She could not attend. She would not attend. She would publicly humiliate herself. Someone else must go in her place. 

Yet there was no one else. Roman law decreed the eldest Vestal must collect the ashes. 

This year she had no excuse.

The third day after the Ides of April arrived, the morning clear and cold. A beautiful day to revere the earth, to give thanks for the crops to come, the cattle to multiply. Livia prayed once more before the hearth and blessed Vesta, herself, and the other Vestals. A miracle might happen. She believed in the possibility of miracles. Tellus might appear and lead the ceremony. Or Neptune might flood the land and make it impossible to perform the rites. Or Jupiter might strike the altar. Any number of opportunities arose. One would be enough.

At midday the summons came. “It is time,” Valeria announced. 

She did not ask if Livia was ready, if there was anything she could do to help. She stood with that blank, steely stare of judgment, waiting to find fault. Once again Livia wondered why the animosity between them. Was it real or did she simply imagine it?

“You did not share our morning meal,” Valeria said.

Again, the criticism. “I was not hungry.”

“You need your strength.”

Livia needed support, understanding. Not a lecture. And not a full stomach that might revolt.

“I am fine. I will eat afterwards.”

They left the Atrium Vestae and gathered with the Pontifices at the Temple of Tellus on the Esquiline Hill. Thirty sacrifices took place three days ago from each of the Curiae, the oldest meeting places of the city. Livia understood the need to placate the gods, the superstitions that formed the basis for the many ceremonies of Roman culture, many that began with the founders of Rome. King Numa initiated this very festival. But did they have to kill animals? All life was precious. Could they not pretend with statues? 

The altar fire burned high. Smoke wafted into the heavens to appease the goddess. Livia looked out over the gathering crowd. Eyes turned toward her, anticipating, expecting. Words of blessing. Words of promise.

She glanced down, at her feet, at something solid, familiar. She mouthed a prayer to Vesta, her benefactor. Give me virtue, give me the strength to perform my duties. This was not a feminine ritual. Women did not celebrate with blood. Male energy caused this. The warrior in man gloried in death and killing. She should pray to Mars to stop the slaughter. And to Ceres, gentle Ceres who favored plants and flowers, who nourished the earth with seedlings. Stop the sacrifices. Celebrate with things that grow.

The crowd grew louder. 

Her lips moved again in silence. No one would change the rituals. Rome thrived on sacrifice. Five hundred years of ceremony would not alter today. No, she must bear it somehow. O Goddess, give me strength. I implore you. Let me not betray my sisters. Or Horatia. She believes in me. Let me believe in myself.

The Pontifices marched forward with a cart heaped high.

Livia’s stomach lurched. She pressed her hand to her mouth, breathed deeply, and focused on the blue sky. 

The crowd cheered, then quieted for her words of blessing. Valeria stood by, her face wreathed  in joy and anticipation.

Livia raised her hands.

“Blessed is this third day after the Ides of April. We gather here to praise Tellus, goddess of fertility. Blessed is the pregnant cow, fruitful with calf. Blessed is the teeming earth, pregnant with seed. We offer up these calves torn from their mother’s wombs,” she paused while her stomach pitched and bile rose in her throat. Not now, she prayed. I can do this. “The entrails that we lay upon the smoking hearth. As we burn the dead calves in the fire, so let their ashes purge the people on this special day.”

Her arms dropped and her body shivered. She had yet to see an unborn calf but she could imagine it. Too well. Saliva gathered in her mouth, a certain sign of impropriety. She turned away, gulping air to settle her organs. 

She did not watch the priests bring the bodies to the altar. She did not see them heap straw and blood. She fought her own battle.

“Livia,” Valeria said with a forceful nudge to her shoulder. “Look.”

And Livia looked. Right at a fetus coated in blood and mucus. More vivid than her worst imaginings. The still form seemed to chastise her. You did this to me. You ripped me from my mother. You killed me for your pleasure. 

She looked up into Valeria’s gloating smile and her stomach voiced its protest. She vomited on Valeria’s feet, on the altar, in front of the priests and thousands of Romans. Wretched, she wiped her mouth with shaking hands. “Forgive me,” she said, her voice weak with misery.
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