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The final, gripping, installment in The Invincibles series. The decisive duel for the Empire. Will Octavian succeed in cementing his reign?

Octavian has revenged Caesar’s name, and defeated the pirate SextusPompeius, but now he must ensure his complete rule of Rome. He feels the potential of betrayal around every corner: from his wife Livia, to his best friends and allies Maecenas and Agrippa.He needs heirs, and he needs security, but he has the shadow of Mark Anthony breathing down his neck from Egypt.

Will Octavian succeed in this, the definitive duel for the Empire of Rome, or will he destroy everything he’s achieved in the process?
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I

Gaius Julius Caesar Octavian sighed and sat up on the edge of the bed, turning his back on his wife Livia Drusilla. The urgent sensation between his legs was taking its time to fade away. Whispering apologies, she caressed his arms tenderly, but the young triumvir said nothing and continued to stare at an indefinite point on the wall, lost in thought about the decision which now awaited him.

It was time to make his mind up, he said to himself. He couldn’t go on like this: as much as he was attracted to his wife, this situation was intolerable for a man in his position. He had to divorce her, as he had done with his two previous wives, Clodia Pulchra – the daughter of a woman who became his implacable enemy and stepdaughter of a man who, sooner or later, he would have to face – and Scribonia, an intolerable matron with links to Sextus Pompey of whom he had managed to rid himself when he had cut short his alliance with that accursed pirate.

Scribonia had at least given him a daughter, Julia, whom he would be able to use in the future to create an alliance through marriage. Despite being only two years old, she was already betrothed to Antillus, Mark Antony’s son. A betrothal, he knew very well, which was destined to be broken off just as soon as his fragile alliance with the other triumvir was.

By the looks of things, though, Livia was not going to be bearing him any children, and he had no idea what to do with Tiberius and Drusus, the two sons she had from her previous marriage.

A man in his position, the supreme leader of Rome, destined to found an empire, had to have sons – descendants, who would continue his work as he had continued along the path staked out by his adoptive father, Julius Caesar. A single lifetime was not enough to make a state powerful and efficient and Octavian must be certain that his successor would consolidate what he had built rather than destroy it, but above all, he had to be certain that whoever inherited his empire would continue his work in his name, practicing his teachings and adopting his beliefs. It would be like cheating death and reigning forever.

For this reason and for this reason alone, the marriage to Livia wasn’t working and he would soon have to free himself from her. In every other regard, she was a wonderful woman, and even after three years of marriage, the qualities which had led him to choose her as a wife and even have her become a member of the sect of Mars Ultor were still evident: she was intelligent, discreet, beautiful, witty, and in spite of everything, she could give him pleasure like no other woman had done before. So talented was she that she never made him regret not having completed the act, and if he was sorry that he couldn’t possess her fully, it was mainly because it meant that they would not be able to have children.

Yet before they had married, when they were still lovers, everything had gone smoothly. They had performed acrobatics that wouldn’t have been out of place in a brothel without ever having any problems, and Octavian had begun an exhilarating double life in the bedroom. Even when Livia was pregnant with Drusus, the second son of Tiberius Claudius Nero, they had continued to enjoy one another in every way possible. Drusus was born only three months after her marriage to Octavian, eliciting ironic comments from people about how only the most fortunate couples were able to have children in three months. For Livia, it had been a traumatic birth, and she had asked her husband to refrain from relations until she had fully recovered. This hadn’t been a problem for Octavian. At that time he had been engaged in the war against Sextus Pompey, the hardest he had yet undertaken, and he had spent little time in Rome and never more than a fleeting night with his consort. In addition, the young triumvir returned from these expeditions against that cur Pompey feeling so low in spirits that he didn’t actually feel much desire to exercise his marital duties. What with the defeats, naval disasters, conspiracies and betrayals, he had even reached the point of contemplating the idea of suicide and if it had not been for his trusted bodyguard, Ortwin, he would never have had the chance to emerge victorious from that long conflict, during which he had also taken the opportunity to rid himself of the third triumvir, Lepidus, by removing his possessions and official titles and relegating him to the position of pontifex maximus.

When the war against Pompey had ended and peace had returned to Rome, however, and the Senate had voted him sacrosanctitas and awarded him a triumph, Octavian had expected everything to return to normal at home too, and that when they were once again intimate, the preliminaries would be followed by the complete act. Livia had let him try but then stopped him, saying that she was still experiencing some pain. She felt a burning sensation, she said, her face assuming a pained expression that had induced Octavian to stop. They had tried again several times over the following days, but always with the same, disagreeable result. The triumvir had her examined by his personal physician, who had been unable to find any actual physical problem. Livia had nothing wrong with her. She simply claimed that, after her last childbirth, she experienced terrible pain while having full intercourse.

Octavian had tried to resign himself to the idea and to accept that was the way things were, and Livia had worked hard to please him in all other possible ways. But this had only postponed the problem. For the young triumvir, marriage could not simply be a matter of sex but must also – and above all – be one of procreation. If he had only wanted Livia as a lover, he wouldn’t have forced her husband to divorce her in order to marry her.

The wars had gone on for a long time, and for years he had contented himself with what Livia had been able to offer him. But now that he looked beyond the contingent necessities to the construction of the empire, the future and the inevitable war with the other triumvir Mark Antony, the need for heirs became more and more pressing. Octavian was happy that thanks to the fortune bestowed upon him by the gods and the precious friends who had helped him, in just over eight years he had reached a position of power and obtained victories unthinkable for a man of his age and his weak physical constitution. Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa – who he had known since childhood and who had permitted him to triumph over Antony and Decimus Brutus in the war of Modena, against Marcus Brutus and Cassio in Philippi, against Lucius Antony and Fulvia in the war of Perugia, against Sextus Pompey in the battles of Milazzo and Naulochus – and Gaius Cilnius Maecenas, whose political plotting had led to him becoming consul at only nineteen years of age and triumvir at twenty, making him the absolute master of the Roman West. With them and with his sister Octavia, Mark Antony’s bride, the two Germans Ortwin and Veleda, who had fought alongside Julius Caesar, the tribune Popillius Laenas, with Livia, with her cousin Lucius Pinarius, and with the others who had given their life to the cause or had betrayed them during those eight years, he had formed the sect of Mars Ultor, the god of revenge. The most lethal of the weapons for avenging the death of his adoptive father and executing all those who had dared raise a dagger against him that terrible day of the Ides of March eight years earlier and the most effective way to pursue his work of reforming a collapsing state and creating the most powerful empire that had ever existed.

Thanks to them, he had almost attained his two goals. Of the more than twenty conspirators who had assassinated Caesar, only three remained alive, and Antony was the only obstacle between Octavian and absolute power. But there was still much work to be done, and heirs would represent new, trusted energy with which to continue the titanic enterprise that he had begun.

And heirs were something that Livia could not give him.

“I know what you’re thinking, my dear husband. I am lacking, as a wife. I am well aware of the fact.” Livia interrupted his reflections, continuing to caress him. “You deserve children more than anyone else. And my beloved Tiberius and Drusus will never be enough for you. But give me some more time, and you will see that I will satisfy you in a way that will not make you regret what you might have had with another bride.”

“Nothing can replace having a son of one’s own,” replied Octavian unhappily, continuing to avoid looking at her. “Having a descendant is a way of prolonging your life, of becoming eternal. And as much as I love you, it’s a sacrifice I cannot accept. “The idea of divorcing her tormented and frustrated him. He had thought that he had found the perfect woman – and had it not been for that one problem, that was what she would have been.

Besides, Octavian had never given too much importance to sex. He had never found any woman so attractive that she had been able to distract him, even for a few moments, from the mission to which he had devoted his life. He was not a man who followed the impulses of the loins, and in him, the mind had always prevailed over those baser instincts. He could have lived without sex, but not without having children.

“If you love me, then I would ask you to wait a little longer,” Livia insisted. “Now that you have to leave for Illyria, you’ll have something else to think about. New triumphs await you. You must consolidate your fame as a leader and take advantage of Antony’s decline before aiming your final blow. You know that the more people you have on your side, the more chance you will have of defeating him. That is your priority now.”

Octavian nodded. He knew that Livia was right. There were other, more important things to do for the moment – but if things had not changed when he returned, he would do what was necessary. He let Livia put her arms around him and resume kissing him, first on his shoulders, then on his face, then on his chest and then sliding down ever lower.

*

“Look! She can stand up all on her own!” said his wife Pomponia in welcome, pointing to their little daughter, who was not yet a year old. Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa watched the little girl take her first uncertain steps along the edge of the pool in the atrium, and the only thing he could think was that the little one might fall into the water. He bent forward towards her, and at the sight of the massive hands of her father, who had spent little time with her since her birth, the child started with fear. She started crying, lost her balance and fell over, landing on the edge of the pool.

Agrippa grabbed her before she could fall into the water, lifted her up to him and tried to cuddle her, but the grim expression on his face was anything but reassuring for a frightened little girl, and little Vipsania Agrippina continued to cry. He handed her over to her mother, to whom he gave a stern look of warning. “You should be more careful,” he snapped, raising his voice more than was strictly necessary. “It is precisely in these moments when it is most dangerous to leave her on her own, and if you don’t want to look after her then order one of the slaves who are always around her to do it!”

Pomponia looked mortified, lowered her head and replied, “Forgive me, husband. It will not happen again. It was a moment of distraction caused by my enthusiasm at her progress…” she murmured in a faint voice and Agrippa saw that her cheeks were already wet with tears.

He immediately regretted his outburst. Pomponia did not deserve it. He put his finger under her chin, lifted her face up and kissed her on the tip of her nose, gently caressing the little girl who was still crying in her arms. The woman gave him a forced smile that, together with the smudged make-up around her eyes, made her face resemble the mask used for tragedies, rendering her not particularly pleasing to her husband’s eyes. Not that Agrippa had ever found her beautiful, to tell the truth. He had married her because Octavian and Maecenas had considered it necessary, and when he had first seen her, shortly before the wedding, he had thought to himself that he wouldn’t even have noticed her on the street. She was no match for the intensity of Etain, the first woman with whom he’d fallen in love, or the sensuality of Fulvia, which had practically driven him out of his mind. However, as had immediately been obvious, she had turned out to be a perfect wife and, apart from that episode, a thoughtful mother. She was a woman of great culture, and did credit to the reputation as protector of the arts that her father, Pomponius Atticus, had earned for himself. She had a refined intellect and had been quick and zealous to learn the secrets of carnal pleasure, of which she had obviously been ignorant on their wedding night.

And yet Agrippa was never anxious to get home and be with her.

The reality was that he was bored. Pomponia did not arouse any passion in him, and he could no longer conceal his disappointment at having a daughter. When his wife had told him she was with child, he had hoped it would be a boy. He could have taken him to the stadium and raised him to be a warrior or a statesman, and he would have had a reason for being a father. But in this way, he was excluded from tasks that could only be done by her mother. And in any case, over the last few years he had gradually realised that he was not a man of peace. Or rather, not unless he had a chance to implement the programme of reform and restoration that, together with Octavian and Maecenas, he had in mind… like that of construction work, for example. But the idea of consolidating the Illyrian borders had come to the sect of Mars Ultor soon after the victory over Sextus Pompey, and Octavian and his associates had mainly spent the few months since the end of the conflict planning for the campaign.

So far, the triumvir had only defeated internal enemies in civil wars, and had always done it with the help of someone else. At Philippi, it had actually been Antony who had won, and in the battle against Pompey, it had been Agrippa himself who had triumphed at sea. Previously in Modena, success in the field had been gained by the consuls Hirtius and Pansa, and the young heir of Caesar had simply harvested the fruits. Conducting a campaign as supreme commander would benefit his reputation as a triumvir by highlighting the failure of Antony’s recent expedition against the Parthians, and Octavian had chosen his next opponents carefully. The Illyrians were barbarian tribes who would have no chance of fighting off a large scale initiative by the Roman legions, guaranteeing him an easy victory. Years ago, they had also been responsible for the massacre of a Roman column led by Fufius Canidius, so the war would thus be seen as one of vengeance, and would enjoy widespread popular consensus. Once again, Octavian would be seen as an avenger, first of his father’s memory and then of the honour of Rome. Agrippa had been happy to support him: although aware that he was more able than him as a military leader, he knew that he could progress no further without his protection. He was a plebeian and if it hadn’t been for Octavian offering him the opportunity to reach the highest ranks and to command huge armies, no one else would have given it to him. In spite of his qualities, he would never have become a centurion, but thanks to his friend he had already been proconsul in Gaul, and at only twenty-five. It had taken even Julius Caesar until he was forty-two.

He had long known that he would never give in to that inner voice which urged him to exploit the favour he had earned with the troops for his successes and depose his friend from command in order to replace him at the head of the state. The senators could tolerate the immense power of Octavian, a man who moved in their own circles and came, like them, from a family of very high rank, but never would they have endured being led by a plebeian. And so Agrippa would protect him and help him for as long as he was able to do so, aware that he could and that by being beside him he would become the second-in-command of Rome. A goal which would gratify him beyond his wildest dreams and something he would never have dared hope for when, as a child, he had broken up fights to protect that slight, unhealthy looking boy.

Although he was certain that his friend had great affection for him, he knew too that he would not hesitate to eliminate him if he ever sensed that he was intending to betray him. Just as he had done with Salvidienus Rufus, the third associate with whom their adventure had begun after the death of Caesar. Rufus had never managed to accept his subordinate role or being compared to Agrippa, and had eventually gone over to Antony’s side. When Octavian found out, he executed him with his own hands, and since then he had not so much as mentioned his name.

Agrippa put his arm around his wife and motioned to her to hand Vipsania to her nurse. He had displeased Pomponia, and wanted to earn her forgiveness by demonstrating that he was a devoted husband, at least until he left for Illyria. There were still a few days to go before the beginning of the campaign, and he was counting the minutes which separated him from what he knew best: long marches across enemy territory, sleeping badly in leather tents, the constant clanging and ringing in his ears, the excitement of the battle and the search for a victory by any means possible. It was that which thrilled him and made him feel alive, and he would never be able to see himself as some calm senator who divided his time between inconclusive sessions in the curia, political intrigues and domestic peace, surrounded by his exemplary wife and brood of children. He was a warrior, and he had every intention of being one for the rest of his life, even after he had become the second most powerful man in the Republic.

“Have you read anything by this Virgil chap?” asked Pomponia as they walked towards the cubicle. “My father showed me what he’s doing with Maecenas. By the looks of things, we are going to have a new Odyssey, and Aeneas will become a new Ulysses. Apparently, we have a new Homer on our hands. Virgil used to tend more towards bucolic compositions, like those of Theocritus, but Maecenas is encouraging him to undertake something more ambitious, and from what I have read, it would appear that he does right: the man has talent. Finally, we Romans will have epic poetry worthy of the Greek tradition!”

Agrippa nodded distractedly. He had stopped listening to her in the middle of the conversation. Only she could have started talking about culture as they headed off to make love. That was what made her such a perfect Roman matron… and such a boring wife.

And as they began to undress, Agrippa thought that he could hardly wait to set off to conquer of the Illyrian tribes.

*

Octavia felt a jolt in her stomach when the doorkeeper accompanied her across the threshold of her domus in Athens. She walked through the vestibule with uncertainty, looking around her with circumspection, while the slaves came over and greeted her with sincere happiness. When she reached the atrium, dozens of images appeared in her mind: images of her cradling Antonia Major under the loving gaze of Antony, of she and her husband as they conversed amiably at the edge of the pool, of him pushing her into the water and then jumping in himself, of him holding her in his mighty arms and kissing her, carrying her away. Then of her playing with the girls and boys, her husband coming home from some public engagement, and finally all of them together as they ran to meet him.

Octavia had spent the happiest period of her life in that house. Or, to be more accurate, she corrected herself, she had spent the only happy period of her life there: the remainder of her thirty-two years had offered her only fleeting glimpses of joy. Over the period in which to all effects he had been her husband, Antony had given her the serenity that she had always sought. Her first husband, Senator Claudius Marcellus, who had never loved her and had even tried to kill her, certainly never had, and Gaius Chaerea, the man who had made her a woman when she was little more than a child, had never succeeded either.

She continued onwards, as though punishing herself. She walked towards the bedroom she had shared for so many nights with her spouse with a constancy that she had never experienced either before or afterwards. She stared for a long time at the bed, which had been the place where she had undergone an evolution of which she would never have believed herself capable before Antony’s passion and tenderness had taught her how to make love and how much pleasure she could derive from her body. The slaves must have realised what she was feeling and they went about their business quietly and with discretion: they all knew very well where and with whom her husband was at that moment.

For a long time after Antony had gone to the East in anticipation of the Parthian campaign, Octavia had continued to lie to herself, telling herself that her husband had only married Cleopatra because he needed her kingdom as an ally for its resources and in order to guarantee the safety of his rear. And her feeling had been confirmed when, after the failure of that war, Antony had only managed to escape thanks to Egyptian intervention. Since then, she had waited for her husband to come back to her, to their children, sure that he no longer needed Cleopatra and would be anxious to get rid of this temporary wife. She had repeated it to herself for months and hadn’t worried about it too much: she loved Antony for what he had given her in the two years they had been together and especially for having made her forget Gaius Chaerea, whose rejection seemed to have condemned her to a life of unhappiness. And she had continued to justify it in every way possible, in spite of the evidence to the contrary. Only the insistence of her brother Octavian and the many disgruntled senators had made her finally open her eyes. Antony had grown bored with her, and had become accustomed to the sensuality of the Queen of Egypt who had previously bewitched Julius Caesar.

But Octavia still could not accept that her husband could care so little for the tenderness and the intensity of the feelings she had shared with him. She had done nothing against him – indeed, she had even defended him against her brother, risking herself against her own family. She couldn’t believe that Antony’s love for her had disappeared completely without leaving a trace after he had been so sincere with her during their stay in Athens. Well if she had to fight to get her man back, she would! She had already fought for Chaerea, urging him to leave his own woman for her, tempting him for years, and even arriving at the point of offering herself to him, humiliating herself – she, who was one of the most important matrons in Rome. But he had cut off his own finger to prove to her that he would never betray his companion, the woman who had raised her and Chaerea’s son as if she were his mother, and Octavia had finally realised that she had lost.

Well she was not going to lose for a second time now. She refused to always find herself in second place: she might have been beaten by a vulgar plebeian, but she would avenge herself against a queen.

So she had gone to Octavian and had asked him if she could return to Athens and invite Antony to a meeting to clarify the situation, convinced that she would be able to induce him to return to her arms and at the same time to work again with her brother. It was said, in fact, that Antony was very unhappy with the outcome of the war against Sextus Pompey and not simply because Octavian had won in Sicily and he had lost in Parthia. He complained about the fact that his younger colleague had got rid of Lepidus of his own initiative, without asking his permission, and above all that he had seized the territories without dividing them. Octavia was convinced that if she could succeed in making him leave Cleopatra, she could also restore the harmony between the two most powerful men in the Roman world, warding off a civil war that was considered not only inevitable but also imminent.

Octavian had not objected to the trip, and had even spread word of the event, communicating it to the Senate as though it were an official mission and covering the walls of the city with announcements to inform the plebeians. Octavia had been astonished and not a little annoyed by the latest of her brother’s many intrusions into her private life. On the other hand, he was not only, in a sense, the head of the family but also the head of the state and, moreover, the head of the sect of Mars Ultor, of which she was also part. She was obliged to be more obedient to him than she was to a husband, and thus she had gone to Greece feeling absolutely confident, and it had only been when she was about to reach the Greek coast that she had realised Octavian’s zeal was motivated by the secret hope that she would fail.

After Antony had left her for Cleopatra, her brother had given her precise instructions. She must maintain austere manners and continue to dedicate herself with her usual loving kindness not only to her own children from her previous marriage but also to those her husband had with his former wife, Fulvia. Octavian’s real goal, however, was to focus the Romans’ anger on Antony’s behaviour, and no doubt he also wanted to exploit Octavia’s efforts to recover her husband to show everyone just how untrustworthy the triumvir was so that he would have an excuse to make war with the support of the citizens. Any Roman would feel his pride hurt at the idea of the frustrated, loving efforts of the noble matron to save a supreme magistrate of the Republic from the maleficent wiles of a foreigner. As always, Octavian seemed to have brought her into the sect simply to use her as a political tool, and he often didn’t even deign to tell her about his plans. But this time her brother would not win. She was above all a woman who was entitled to marital happiness and she would never sacrifice herself for Octavian’s ambitions. Just as two years earlier, when her intervention had favoured the reconciliation between the two triumvirs, her initiative would bring peace, not war.

And she would get her husband back, she said to herself as she entered the tablinium and sat down at the writing desk that had been Antony’s. Picking up a stylus and a waxed tablet, she began to compose the letter with which she intended to bring her husband back to Athens.

*

It was hard enough to rule Rome without having any official title, but having a sex-starved woman around made it impossible. Maecenas observed Terentia with growing nervousness as she approached him for the umpteenth time that day, her mind clearly on one thing. The girl was only fifteen years old. Octavian had chosen her for him because, knowing how much Maecenas liked young boys, he had hoped that her smooth, taught body would not make his friend miss that of the slaves with whom he usually found relief. But though his bride might be young, she certainly knew how to handle herself in the bedroom. At that moment, for example, she was moving slowly towards him, crawling over the bed sheets which were rumpled after a night of lovemaking and staring into his eyes with an impish expression and a perverse smile which managed to excite even a man as exhausted from their earlier cavorting as he was. Maecenas had thought that he was marrying some simple, naïve little girl, but she had only been like that on the first night. The Etruscan would have sworn she was a virgin: he had noticed plenty of blood on the sheets after he had taken her for the first time. But she hadn’t given him a moment’s peace, and by dawn it seemed she had already become acquainted with all the arts of love. And since then, she had only become more demanding: the girl was insatiable and the trouble was that he was enjoying going along with her. For the first time, he was finding it exciting to be intimate with a woman – which, given that females were usually a mere palliative for him in the place of males, was a nice change.

What had not changed, however, was his dedication to Octavian and his cause, as well as his feelings for Horace, and Terentia’s obsession threatened to compromise everything. Now he wasn’t just spending the little free time he had with her, he had even managed to get himself out of his official commitments and his clandestine encounters with the poet who had bewitched him from the very first moment he had laid eyes upon him. At that moment, for example, he was hugely embarrassed by the knocking on the bedroom door and the voice of the slave telling him that his guest had arrived and reminding him just how much trouble he was in.

“Where do you think you’re going?” said Terentia, grabbing him by the waist, while Maecenas tried to get out of bed to dress. “We’ve only just started!”

“As I told you several times last night, I have a great deal to do today,” he replied, as he tried to pull away. “Horace is here and I will have to talk to him for about half an hour. I must go over one of his odes, which I fear might offend Caesar. And after that, Plotius Tucca, Gaius Melissus, Rufus and Varius are coming to discuss the cultural programme for the coming months…”

“Is that all?” said his wife.

“No, in the afternoon I have to go and see Caesar Octavian, who must give me the latest assignments before he leaves for Illyria… in short, a busy day, just like always!”

“Your days are always busy!” she protested sulkily, pouting and going to sit naked on the edge of the bed with her arms folded. “If I’d wanted a busy husband, I would have married Caesar Octavian!”

“I don’t think you can complain that I am not accommodating, in spite of everything,” replied Maecenas, putting on his tunic. He almost asked her to help him, but then thought better of it – allowing her to put her hands on him again would have meant that he wouldn’t be leaving the room. He put his toga on, realising that he was barely presentable. He needed a bath but he didn’t have time, so he decided that he would have one with Horace and use the half hour to be intimate with him in the wing of the house where he had a private spa – a privilege few senators could afford. But even though he was only an equestrian, the Etruscan possessed a much greater fortune than that of most of his peers in the Senate.

“You should clean yourself up and bath before you go,” his wife said, her voice once again seductive, as she came over to him and smoothed out some of the creases on his toga. “Your hair is a mess, you stink of sweat and of sex, and even though I like you very much and you excite me, I doubt anyone else would find it particularly pleasant to be near you. Why don’t we allow ourselves a few moments in the caldarium?” she added mischievously.

Maecenas had no intention of disappointing his guest on that busy day, however. “Horace and I have to talk about work, so will combine business with pleasure. You would certainly be bored,” he said. “It’s best if you wait for your turn for a bath – I won’t be long.”

“But I need to wash too!” she protested.

“I told you to wait. I do expect a bit of discretion!” he said, raising his voice. This girl was beginning to reveal a surprisingly strong personality and keeping her under control was becoming more and more difficult. A few months of marriage had made him realise that this relationship would have far reaching effects upon his future life.

Without paying attention to Terentia’s protests, he left the room and told the slave waiting outside to direct his guest to the bathroom. Just like every morning, he would find a servant waiting and the water already prepared for his master. Maecenas stripped and lowered himself into the pool, a moment before his friend appeared. Horace paused at the edge of the tub and stared at his messy hair and sweaty face. “Another big night, eh?” he commented, his usual sardonic expression on his face. He had not taken his lover’s marriage badly, but then Horace never seemed to take anything too seriously. That was partly what always made him such pleasant company.

“Yes,” replied Maecenas, giving him a look. “I just needed a bath. Come on in, too. I want to feel you right next to me, and we don’t have much time.”

“Strange that you are not sated, after all the fun and games with your wife,” replied Horace sarcastically as he stripped and entered the water. “You have bags under your eyes and your cheeks are sagging. She is running you ragged…”

“You know, it would be nice to see you occasionally show just a bit of jealousy?” Maecenas replied, holding out his arms to pull Horace towards him.

“Do you really want another problem on top of those you already have? A demanding wife and a jealous lover? What could be worse for one of the most important men in Rome?”

Maecenas caressed him and, before bringing his lips to Horace’s, replied, “All things considered, you’re probably right. But I’m sorry that you don’t take our friendship seriously. It would upset me, I confess, if you were to go with another man. Or with another woman, for that matter.”

Their lips were busy for a few moments before Horace replied. “You still reek of your wife, and yet I am embracing and kissing you,” he smiled. “How can you say I do not take our relationship seriously? The fact is that it’s almost as if I were with your lady too now.”

“And perhaps, sooner or later you will be, my dear poet.” The voice of Terentia shattered the tender mood. Maecenas stared at her with dismay. She had appeared in the doorway of the room and was walking with decision towards the edge of the bathtub. As soon as she reached them, she removed the towel which was wrapped around her and stood there naked, chin up and chest out, hands on hips and legs slightly spread, with the clear intent of challenging Horace, who was staring at her from below.

Faced with the two men’s silence, Terentia said, “Make room for me. I’m coming in.”

Finally Maecenas found his tongue. “It is unbecoming that you have come here after I told you to wait, and even more so that you present yourself naked in front of a stranger.”

“It’s certainly no more unbecoming than betraying your own wife in our house and right under my nose – and with a man, at that,” replied the girl. “In fact, I would say that humiliating is a better description… unless you let me join you. I’ve seen just how important the issues you need to discuss are…”

Maecenas blushed with embarrassment. Yes, he had been incautious, but since he had been married and what with all the new tasks he had been assigned by Octavian, he’d had less and less time with Horace and had felt forced to take the risk.

He had lost. Terentia lowered herself into the water and began to caress the two men at the same time. This was too much for the Etruscan. He immediately left the pool and, with a nod to Horace, ordered his friend to do the same. Horace was about to follow him, but Terentia held him back, putting her arms around him and rubbing herself against him. The poet smiled and glanced over at Maecenas, who glared back at him. Horace untangled himself elegantly, and the girl made no effort to stop him.

Terentia shrugged and went over to the edge of the tub where the soaps were, then she called for the slave to come and wash her, a happy expression on her face.

Having humiliated her husband was satisfaction enough.


II

This time, the pile of tree trunks was even higher, and Ortwin realised it would take them a long time to remove them all. Never underestimate the difficulties of a campaign and never underestimate the enemy. He said it to himself, even though he would actually have liked to say it to Octavian. But he couldn’t. He might be the head of the Germanic bodyguards, a member of the Sect of Mars Ultor and his preferred assassin, but nevertheless he always showed the greatest respect towards his supreme commander. He looked over at his woman, Veleda, and was sure that she would not have hesitated to speak her mind. She had been destined to be a queen and she had never had any respect for her superiors because of the simple fact that she considered no one her superior. And as well as that, she hated the Romans, despite having now been in their service for many years.

Veleda shook her head and as soon as he saw her move towards the head of the column, Ortwin moved his horse forward and cut her off, aware of her intentions. “Don’t,” he told her. “If Octavian doesn’t know what to do, Agrippa will without needing you to explain it to him.”

Veleda snorted and gestured towards the stack of logs with the stump of her right arm. It had been Ortwin who had cut off her hand sixteen years earlier, carrying out an atrocious order given by Caesar, but it hadn’t prevented them from coming together, or from staying together even after Veleda had involuntarily avenged herself by gouging out his eye by accident in Munda, the final victory of the murdered dictator. A man with one eye and a woman with a stump for an arm. And despite everything, they were still together. Even though they had fought on different sides during the civil war between Caesar and Pompey, despite the constant presence of Quintus Labienus, the man who had loved Veleda with such morbid passion and who, only three years earlier, Ortwin had finally managed to kill, despite having failed to take back the kingdom in Germany that ought to have been hers, despite having been forced to return to the Romans and beg them for work and despite the thousand adventures that had separated them and then brought them back together, over and over again.

“We’ve been marching for – how long is it now, a week? – through this inhospitable terrain and we haven’t even found a city to besiege yet,” protested Veleda. “Nor an army to fight. How much further is this Terpon? At this rate, we’ll never get there and we’ll end up rotting here.”

Ortwin looked up to the sky. It was his lover’s habit to always question the choices of their commanders, often simply so as to contradict the Romans. He had been Ariovistus’s bodyguard and then, after being a prisoner of the Urethane with Veleda, had served Caesar faithfully until his last battle. He had developed a limitless admiration for his general which he had transferred to Caesar’s adoptive son, Octavian, to whom he had shown himself equally loyal. Not so Veleda, who had always hated Caesar for having defeated and humiliated her father, depriving her of a kingdom and making her a slave, and she had only joined Octavian’s cause because she’d had no other choice.

But in this case she was not entirely wrong. The first goal of the campaign was the city of Terpon, the capital of the Iapydes, an Illyrian tribe which had refused to accept Roman sovereignty under Caesar. And at the speed they were moving, the place was beginning to seem unreachable. The ground was already difficult, with roads that were only barely practicable and often so waterlogged that it made moving the carts difficult. There were hills and woods all around and only the precautions taken by the commanders, who had put more cavalry and light infantry in the flanks to protect the main column, had prevented the army from being wiped out by enemy attacks. He motioned to her to stay where she was and he rode towards Octavian and Agrippa, who had advanced to the trunks. “Caesar, the Iapydes have had all the time they need to gather their forces now, and this would seem to be the ideal place to attack us,” he said, pointing to the hills around the narrow valley where they stood.

“That’s exactly what we were thinking,” Agrippa said. “They have blocked our way several times to slow us down and sooner or later they will attack us. This would seem to be the most suitable place. And yet our scouts have not reported any enemy movements.”

“That means nothing,” objected Ortwin. “They will have seen our flanks and they won’t bother attacking until we are all trapped up against this barrier.”

“And we will end up like Fufius Geminus…” said Octavian. “The thing is that I cannot split the army up into several columns without exposing it to isolated assaults. I need to be able to keep it together to deal with an attack, even though we don’t know when and where that will take place.”

“We could become the hunters and make them our prey…” suggested Agrippa. Ortwin was greatly comforted by his presence. In the war against Sextus Pompey, it had always been he who had devised the solutions that had allowed his commander to emerge victorious in the end.

“What do you mean?” Octavian and the German said almost in unison.

“We send a legion to reinforce the flanks and we send them to climb to the top of the heights, going a long way round,” the general explained. “If the Iapydes are planning an ambush, that’s where they will be. But they can’t risk being seen until they attack us. Which they most certainly will if they see that we are weak. And at that point, we will have them trapped.”

Octavian reflected for a moment, then nodded. “It’s a risk,” he said, “but less of a risk than staying here and clearing the road of these logs. It would take us the rest of the day, and even if they didn’t intend to attack us, it would earn them plenty of time. Divide the legion of Fulvius Helius into two contingents and send each one to one of the flanks. The legatus will command the five cohorts on the right and, you, Ortwin, will command the ones on the left.”

The German’s chest swelled with pride. Nine years earlier, Octavian had taken him on simply as an assassin, with the task of eliminating Caesar’s assassins in suicide missions. But he was a warrior, and with Julius Caesar he had commanded full contingents of infantry and cavalry, and he had long hoped that Caesar’s heir would once more give him a more dignified role. In the end, after having won Octavian’s respect through his skills as an assassin and by demonstrating his worth in battle, he now had no reason to lament his condition. He had returned to assignments as prestigious as those in Caesar’s times and that was enough for him. Veleda, however, wanted more. She had never given up on her idea of winning back her own kingdom and Ortwin knew that if Octavian allowed it, they would go back to Germany. In short, he was aware that he was not working to earn money or booty but simply the resources that would allow him to fulfil the dream of the woman he loved – the dream that she had had since she was a girl.

He galloped away, conscious of the need to do what was necessary – and more – in order to have the opportunity to make Veleda happy.

*

Veleda had just waved Ortwin off when the silhouettes of the enemy soldiers began to appear along the slopes surrounding the Roman column. She immediately regretted that she had not gone with him. She preferred to face their enemies side by side, like in Philippi, even though Ortwin usually worried that her presence might distract him and put him in danger, what with him being too worried about her to think about himself. Even in that circumstance, he had therefore not tried to persuade Octavian to send the woman with him to the mountains, nor had the chief commander deprived himself of all his Germanic bodyguards. The triumvir had learned to value Veleda as a fighter and he did not regard her as simply an appendix of Ortwin who was to be tolerated simply because she was the companion of his best assassin.

In fact, although she lacked a hand, Veleda had proved that she deserved respect on the battlefield. She could throw a spear as well as any of them and even fight with her other arm, wearing
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