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Gods and Mortals of the Duat

Augustus (the Divus Augustus, Octavius, Octavian) — Deified emperor of Rome; adopted brother of Aetia; great-grandfather of Zosime

Isis (Aset) — Egyptian goddess of magic and women; sister of Set

Gaius Julius Caesar (the Divus Julius) — Defied dictator of Rome; father of Aetia; adopted father of Augustus

Mudjet — Handmaiden of Aetia’s mother, Arsinoë IV Philoaígyptos of Egypt
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The merciful will oft give death instead of life.

—Seneca the Younger, Troades
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The Mausoleum tells us to live, that one nearby,

it teaches us that gods themselves can die.

—Martial, Epigrams 5.64

I was cursed by a god before I drew my first breath.

The world is full of gods, and to draw the enmity of even one is a dangerous thing. My mother learned this, as did her own mother before her, for the curse that struck me fell on them first. The god cast them down and bound them to separate prisons for daring to defy him, but his supposed great mercy spared their lives.

I was to be killed.

No, not killed—that would be too barbaric. No, I was to join the vast host of unfortunate children who came before me. The children who offended one god of this world or another. Born too soon, born too late. Born too poor, born too sick. Born in the wrong womb, born to the wrong father. The god would have had me left to the equally Janus-faced mercy of the wind and the rain, and in that way, it would be other stony-hearted gods that would kill me for him. The god always had a weakness for gambling, no matter what you’ve been told.

I only survived because when he cast his curse, the god failed to take two matters into account. One was that he wasn’t a god yet and was therefore still capable of being thwarted. The other was that gods older than he had given him a sister more powerful than he would ever be, even after he ascended to his divinity. It was because of her that I wasn’t claimed by the sulfurous dirt or the achingly clear waters of my mother’s island exile. I suspect it was because of her that I can remember things that I shouldn’t be able to.

I can remember the taste of Servia’s tears on my face as she carried me to the beach under the eyes of the two legionaries there to make sure that she left me on the sand. I was naked, but the uncertain spring night air didn’t make me cry out. I was less than an hour old, but I had already learned the importance of silence. I had also learned that there were different kinds of tears. The tears of my mother had been of two different flavors as she pressed her wet face against mine. Those shed for our parting and her pain were bitter like rue, but beneath those had been ones as sweet as honey. The second type were spun of her love for me and the spicy savor of outwitting the god. That was also what my nurse’s tears tasted like.

When Servia and her guards reached the rocky shore where the beach met the murmuring waves of the sea, the one on her right pushed her forward.

Do it quickly, he said. We know you’ve been meeting with a man. Don’t think that he can save it.

Just a sweetheart, she had answered with the sort of stubborn insistence small folk are so adept at feigning when speaking to their alleged betters. Widowhood suits me ill.

The guard was unimpressed. Stop dawdling. Do it.

She bent to lay me down, but before my head could touch the rough ground, great tentacles burst out of the whispering surf. An enormous sea serpent lifted its spear-shaped head from the water and reared its long body up against the dark sky, its scarlet eyes glowing like coals. The soldiers could only let out a shriek ripped in unison from their throats before the creature snatched them up in its slick appendages and dragged them into the sea like the sons of Laocoön. There was a brief struggle, a thrashing of the monster’s limbs and twining body, and then silence. The water went still once more, and after a pause, from it emerged a man in silk trousers, wringing his matted, black hair out over his shoulder.

They didn’t harm you or the bachchee, did they, Sarvija? he asked my nurse.

As if those cowards would dare, she sniffed, removing her palla and wrapping it around me. Once I was properly swaddled, she gave him a look. I did think that you’d just slit their throats, though.

The man laughed, a smoky, gravelly sound. You have agreed to spite the will of a god, jiji, he said, pressing the ends of his long mustache to expel the water from it. Mere banditry wouldn’t do. If he should hear of it, a god should think that another god has changed the poor thing’s fate.

Perhaps another god has, Servia murmured, before adding, He’s not a god yet.

Maybe not. But if not, it is only because my ranijiti hasn’t made it so.

The man reached out and gently took me from my loyal Servia’s arms. He unwrapped my right shoulder, and like a trick of the light, the nail of his forefinger grew into a claw, which he used to cut into my skin.

It must be done, he said to Servia’s strangled cry. This will help my lady’s gods keep her safe. He crooned to me to keep me quiet while he worked, but it wasn’t necessary. I didn’t make any noise while he carved a symbol into my tiny shoulder.

When I was older, I would know the symbol as the tyet, the Knot of Isis. It was an ankh whose arms the goddess had folded down to hold the bearer to her sign. It was a charm for the cursed like me, to keep their pursuers from their door.

When he was finished, the man—who wasn’t really a man—sank his fangs into his own hand before pressing his bleeding palm against my newly scarred skin.

Don’t worry, nagika, he whispered in my ear. The clever devi will make you safe enough to outlast the Raaja. But I will make you enough of a rakshasi to outlast your demon father and the fool who thinks that he controls him.

I was cursed by a god, the Divus Augustus, my great-grandfather, before I drew my first breath. He did this to punish Julia Vipsania, my mother, called Julilla, for being as unforgiving as he was. I was saved by the only person he could never control, who has five god-given names but whom we call simply Aetia, and her demon who has a thousand names but whom we call Girah—who recognized his own kind in Lucius Aelius Sejanus, the man who was my father.

And in me.
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I met my savioress after her demon delivered me to her in Ombos, but her affairs and those of our family took her from us shortly after that, and then she was gone for nearly ten years. One would think since I was only an infant when this happened that I would scarcely miss her presence, but like a lost pin, Egypt spent those years absentmindedly casting its ancient eye over its shoulder for its missing pharaoh, and I was no different. As if we were all anticipating being pricked by her unexpectedly, perhaps.

As such, I can so clearly remember the morning we were told she would be coming home to us. I had just turned ten years old, and I had taken it upon myself to lead Consus and my cousins down to the river to fish with the poles that I’d spent two weeks making.

I’d taken such care picking out the correct reeds for the rods and bullying Consus into nicking twine from the temple artisans for the lines and finding just the right spot on the riverbank to dig for earthworms. I had meant for this to be just a caper for Consus and me, but after failing to get the cooks or the priestesses to mind my little cousins, they had to come with us. I kept casting anxious looks at four-year-old Pip as she wobbled down the hill in Consus’s grip. He tried to hold on to her as well as our poles, and I tried to carry Vip without dropping him. Two-year-old Vip babbled in my arms and weighed as much as a sack of barley, but if I put him down to let him walk on his own, it’d take us all morning to cross even a town as small as Ombos, and then somebody would be bound to catch wind of us.

We had just settled into digging for worms—Pip and Vip were already covered in mud—when the sound of Servia’s far-carrying goatherd’s voice calling my name sailed over the embankment.

I shot Consus a look. “I thought you said that she’d be gone until tomorrow evening.”

“That’s what she said!” he whined, glancing hopelessly at the filthy babies. “She’s going to tan my backside off.”

I considered my own dirty hands and wondered if I could wash them off in the river before she found us. Sticking one’s arms in the Nile willy-nilly wasn’t usually advisable, but having no arms at all might be preferable to facing my nurse with muddy fingers. My hands were an inch from the water’s surface when the only voice I wanted to hear less than Servia’s interrupted me from above.

“That’s most unwise, Sepit.”

Few in Ombos would address me by my Egyptian name, and I lifted my eyes up the embankment to find the cool gaze of Assur-Tahu looking down at me. Before he could add anything beyond this pronouncement or I could attempt to divert my aunt’s oldest general, Servia ran up next to him, out of breath and horrorstruck.

“Zosime! Filius!” she cried, her addresses to me and Consus running into one another. “What on earth are you doing?!”

Consus grimaced. “Mater—”

“We wanted to fish, but no one would watch the babies for us,” I said.

“I can’t imagine why,” she huffed as she started down the embankment to us, Assur-Tahu taking her elbow to steady her without being asked. “Look at them! Look at you!”

When they reached us, I gave her a sheepish grin. “In truth, we thought that you were going to be in Dendera.”

She gave me a long look. “I was, but something’s come up.” She bent down and scooped up Vip, mud and all. “And you’re lucky it has; otherwise you and my son would be lining up for a good switching. Now, hurry along. Her Majesty is asking for all of you.”

Consus picked up Pip without being told, and we tromped, heads hanging, behind the adults back into town. I glanced ruefully over my shoulder at my abandoned fishing rods and began scuffling my feet as we went to register my displeasure. Servia pointedly ignored me as she fussed over wiping Vip’s face with her palla while muttering oaths to Jupiter. Only her increased pace revealed that she was perfectly aware of my sulking.

We entered the temple complex and walked through the colonnade until we reached the threshold of the kenbet. My mutinous attitude faltered at this, if only in curiosity, for we were never permitted in the Hall of Courts in those days. I exchanged a surprised look with Consus as Assur-Tahu led us inside without comment.

There, we found most of the Set-priests present, along with several men that I recognized as Thebaid nomarchs. They were all attending upon my aunt, who was sitting on the dais of judgment and listening to the high priest, Iritis, speak to her. The sight of her and the lords did make me begin to regret our lamentable appearance, but I should have known that my sweet aunt would make things right. She lifted her bright copper eyes to us, the ones she had given to Vip, and burst out laughing.

“Oh, my liberi!” Aunt Dru gasped through her helpless laughter, rising unsteadily from her chair under the growing weight of what would become my cousin Tidir in four months' time. “What has happened to all of you?”

“Lord Assur-Tahu found them down by the river like this,” Servia announced. “And Your Majesty spoils them by taking such behavior lightly.”

“I know,” my aunt giggled, coming over to take a wiggling Vip from her despite the mess. “But how can I not laugh at this?”

“We were fishing,” I explained to her, emboldened by her amusement.

“Oh dear, Zo, did all of you fall in?” she asked, smiling as she pulled a clod of mud from my hair.

“Dig worms!” Pip cried, waving her arms excitedly.

“Indeed, Pipsqueak?” her mother said, leaning over to kiss my cousin’s mud-streaked brow. “It looks like the worms invited you into their burrows.”

“I think that Vip might have eaten one,” I admitted.

“Ah, well, it is no matter,” my aunt assured us, tickling Vip’s round stomach until he hiccupped. She looked up at the doorway behind us, and her eyes shone. “A worm or two won’t hurt our little sparrow will it, asellus?”

The pet name was enough to make me whirl around happily to find the tall, handsome presence of my uncle on the threshold behind the crowd of lords.

“Sparrows? Hardly,” he replied, his eyes creasing at our incredulous delight. “All I see are four little hippopotamuses wiggling their muddy toes!”

“Uncle Gaius!” I squealed, forgetting the mud and charging through the lords to throw myself into his arms. He scooped me up easily with one arm and Pip with the other. “You weren’t supposed to be back until next month!” I accused him from within his comforting hold.

“Sorry to disappoint you, Zoso,” he said, pretending not to see my obvious happiness as he bent down to kiss Aunt Dru and Vip over our scrambling limbs, “but Praefect Galerius had very important news for your aunt that he sent me back to deliver. We must preserve his dignity and not remind him that the gods are much faster at keeping her informed.”

“What news?” I demanded, trying to think of what could possibly be urgent enough to interrupt my uncle’s yearly trip to Alexandria on my aunt’s behalf.

“The Lord of the West has summoned the fool poet to his halls,” Assur-Tahu said in my uncle’s place. “The pharaoh is coming home.”

We children shared wide-eyed looks. Our twice-over great-aunt Aetia was known to us, of course, but she had so long ago passed into myth in our small minds that if the big folk had told us that the Red Lord was coming to walk among us or that Aunt Dru expected her lord, Horus, to visit the lands of his dread uncle, we would have not been more surprised.

“When?” I asked my uncle.

“Surely soon if the praefect has already received her letter,” he answered. “She needed to settle Ovidius’s affairs for Fabiana, but she said as soon as those matters were sent off to Rome that she would take the next ship south to us.”

“The Prince of Light has said to expect her on the new moon of next month,” Aunt Dru cut in with a smile. “We must, however, be prepared to be patient, liberi. It is unlikely she would have found a crew sailing to Alexandria straight from the Getic coast, so she might have to go to Ephesus or Cyprus first.”

Assur-Tahu snorted. “Our Akhamyt-heqat brings the tides and the two-faced luck of the Julian god to her palms without thought. If Lord Heru agrees that she will travel so swiftly, she will arrive when it has been announced.”

I hardly heard him, my busy child-mind already leaping ahead of the general’s careful words. “Can I go tell Bros?” I asked my uncle.

He thought about it briefly before nodding and setting me back on my feet. “Very well. But gently now, Zo. Don’t make poor Bros too tired.”

I bobbled my head and was already halfway out of the kenbet toward the complex of buildings clustered behind the temple. Long, long ago, when she had to guard against Rome, Queen Arsinoë had merely kept rooms within the temple itself, but the Set-priests had built her a larger villa once she had saved the god’s life twice and he recognized her daughter, the woman we now were awaiting with such elation, as his senat, his sororcula, his only Aetia. Despite the many additions made since then to accommodate my aunt and uncle’s growing family, the priests clucked that it was still too modest a compound for royalty. My aunt and uncle, however, would brook no plans to augment it beyond necessity.

I sprinted through the brightly painted halls of our home until I made it to the pharaoh’s small, disused suite. Despite her long absence, Aetia’s rooms were immaculate, kept so by my aunt and the exacting eye of the man whose own bedroom, an even smaller annex within, I charged into. Normally, I’d have tried harder to follow my uncle’s admonition to be gentle, but my excitement was getting the better of me.

“Bros!” I whispered, giving his thin shoulder a shake to rouse him.

His eyes fluttered open. “Zo,” he breathed back once he’d gotten his bearings. “What is it?”

“Uncle Gaius has confirmation from the praefect. She’s coming home to us, Bros!”

He closed his eyes again and smiled as he grasped my hand. “That’s wonderful news, puella.”

Faithful Bros—editor of poets, advisor of queens—had always taken care of us, just as he’d promised Aetia to do. But for over a year, he’d gradually fallen into a wasting sickness that defied all our physicians, and now he was unable to even leave his bed. In that moment, I had hoped that the specter of his old friend’s arrival might mend what physic hadn’t touched. I was very young then, though, and I hadn’t grasped the breadth of Aetia’s strange powers. I think even Aunt Dru didn’t yet understand that just as the pharaoh’s Duat-tinged fingers had closed Ovidius Naso’s eyes, the gods only meant for Bros to guard us for their daughter until her time in Tomis was done. He was merely waiting for the Queen of the West to help him cross over the far horizon.

I climbed into bed beside him, and he shifted to make room for me as I curled up against his papyrus-dry chest. “Tell me about when Aetia and Aunt Dru and Uncle rode against Chieftain Idir again,” I begged him.

He stroked my dark hair, and I felt the jumping patter of his heart fluttering near my ear. “If you wish, Zosime. Now, listen closely: my lady, the daughter of kings and gods, had gathered the armies of King Juba and Cossus Lentulus to the soldiers sent to her by the Lady of Ombos, Arsinoë Philoaígyptos, wife of the gods and queen of Egypt. They had flocked to the plains beyond the high walls of Caesarea, called Iol by the seafaring Phoenicians in the age of Homer. My lady rode at their head in the violet cloak and armor of a Roman general in the very image of her father, the Divus Julius, with the lapis battle crown of her mother’s ancient people. She rode upon her demon, Girah of the Thousand Faces, fashioned to double the Divus Julius’s warhorse, the smoke-maned beast born with toes in place of hooves...”
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Even if we had lacked Assur-Tahu’s certainty in the promises of the gods and their most chimerical daughter, all of Egypt fell into preparations to receive its wandering queen with an excitement that betrayed the hole she had left in our hearts with her absence. Aetia had always been mysterious, the old people of Ombos would tell us while they kneaded festival bread and wove celebratory palm fans for the crowds that were expected to descend on us in her wake, but she was also the Sword of Egypt, the pharaoh given to them by the iait. When the god, my great-grandfather, still sat above the Senate in Rome, Egypt had fondly resigned itself to her decision to remain away on the Scythian frontier, but when he had died four years ago and Tiberius had taken his place as emperor, the ta-meriu grew restive. They loved my aunt Dru, but they knew that the new emperor had little tolerance for Egypt, and they were wary of their future under Rome without the protection of their Amazonian pharaoh, who had always laughed at the humorless Tiberius.

As a result, we had thrown ourselves into frenzy of anticipation by the time the new moon was due to rise over us the following month. Our southern neighbors had already joined us, setting up their most colorful tents in a ring around Ombos like a crown of jewels, soon no doubt to be joined by the multitudes likely to sail from the north. Iritis sacrificed to Lord Set in the temple, and the Ombos priesthood helped our guests do likewise for their patron gods that they had brought with them for the occasion. The outer courtyards filled with incense burned by the Hierakonpolitans to Horus of Nekhen; by the priest of Philae to Osiris and Isis; and by the Thebans to Amun, Mut, and Khonsu, so the great divine triads would know that their Akhamyt-heqat was returning to them—even if all of Egypt knew that Aetia could speak to any of them at will and tell them herself.

Despite the fierce heat, by the afternoon no one could contain their excitement. Everyone began to gather at Ombos’s tiny quay with their hands shading their eyes to gaze around the river bend for the first sign of an official flotilla. Aunt Dru donned the glittering vulture crown over her white, silk Ptolemy diadem and floated down to join them on Uncle Gaius’s arm, both draped in Tyrian purple for the benefit of our people more than their own vanity. And there we waited.

And waited.

There was no sign of anyone on the river all through the afternoon, and though the crowd waited with the farsighted patience of their ancient blood, born with eyes forever looking beyond the horizon, by the time the sun had passed from Father Ra to Lord Atum, I had become restless. I tugged at my indigo chiton as if it were suddenly ill-fitting and fiddled with my jewelry in boredom until I decided to take a walk. I checked to see that Servia was preoccupied with the babies before I slipped from Consus’s side and wandered away toward town.

Ombos was a small place, but even so it was strange to be in its narrow streets and see them completely empty. There was a great host less than a mile away, yet standing in our modest square, I felt as though I was the only person in world. A ghoulish thought crossed my mind: Was this what it would have been like if I’d been left by Servia on the beaches of Trimerus? I crouched down to touch the sand beneath my feet, almost to reassure myself that it was still there. I held my palm against the bright grit until I nearly burned my skin, to chase away the memory of my missed death.

The mild pain brought me back to my senses, and I rose with the intention of rejoining my family. But as I turned to go back, something made me glance over my shoulder to the south. Beyond the Temple of Set, beyond the field of tents, I saw a solitary figure riding out of the desert, a black rider on a black horse, and before I even knew what I was doing, I was picking up my skirts and running to meet them.

As I drew closer, my heart caught in my chest. It was apparent that the black rider was a woman. This realization brought me to a standstill in their path, and I stood there gawking at them in what I knew was a rather stupid way, especially if the rider turned out to be just another Nubian princess. When they reached me, the rider slowed her mount from their already leisurely pace to a stop a few feet in front of me, her dark eyes kind as they peered out at me from beneath the heavy veiling over her face. It was her eyes that told me I’d been right to abandon the river to intercept her, for the whole world knew of the otherworldly gaze of my aunt Aetia, the daughter and sister of gods. Queen of Egypt.

She was tall even in the saddle, the tallest woman I’d ever seen. She looked like a great statue as she lowered her veil, with her piercing, high cheekbones and her long, straight nose. She also looked something like her age. She was well preserved of course, like all the Ptolemy women, so I’d been told, but she was also over sixty—an impossible age to the child I was that day. But when she began to move, when she dismounted before me, age seemed to fly from her like another lifted veil. She moved like a goddess, or what I imagined a goddess would move like. Each step seemed to discard five, ten years in its wake, so that by the time she stood in front of me, she seemed to fit no age at all.

But before I could break the spell of her presence among us at last, she looked directly at me with her fathomless eyes and did the last thing I could have expected: She burst out laughing.

Her laughter was bright and silvery, the laugh of a far younger woman that somehow didn’t make her agelessness ridiculous by comparison. It sailed above us and rooted me to the spot with its ethereal melody, although I was also struggling to determine whether or not the queen was making fun of me. The thought of frowning began to surface through the enchanted laughter, but before my mouth could move, the queen grasped my chin with her elegant fingers and smiled at me. Or, perhaps, through me.

“Are you satisfied, you terrific bastard?” she said to the air somewhere over my shoulder. “See how your thorny Leela proved faithful after all, giving her girl sky-colored eyes just like yours.”

She paused as if allowing the air to reply, her smile widening in amusement; then her attention appeared to return to me. “Forgive me, kharsheret. I was born strange, and the sedjeri do not help matters. I suppose you wouldn’t remember me—it has been a lifetime for you.”

“I do, a little,” I answered. “Aunt Aetia.”

Her eyes danced. “I’m honored, Zo. Truly.” She looked about at empty Ombos. “Where is everyone?”

“Down at the river. We expected you by barge.”

She conceded to this with a shrug. “I suppose that is fair.” She stroked her stallion’s dark neck. “Though they should know that the river is too slow at this time of year for me.”

The horse bent down to nudge me with his velvety nose, and I petted him back as a matter of courtesy. But when I touched him, a deep sensation pulsed through my palm, and at this closer vantage, the smell of him stirred something primal in my blood, as if we were bound to one another. My aunt I could have guessed at, but I knew him.

“Girah!” I cried. I threw my arms around his arched neck and felt him ripple into something else within my embrace until muscular arms held me back. When I leaned away, his cunning face beamed at me beneath his luxuriantly curled mustache.

“I was about to be hurt, nagika, that you didn’t know me,” he said, grinning.

I grinned back like an idiot at them both until a discordant thought struck me. “Wait, how did you come from south of us, traveling from Tomis?”

Aetia’s beautiful eyes danced mischievously as she took me by the arm and led us back into town. “Well, perhaps I suspected that I would thrown a to-do against my will, and I took a wider route south from Abydos in order to be difficult,” she conceded. “How are your aunt and uncle?”

“Well and wonderful. Did you get Aunt Dru’s letter about the baby?”

“Yes,” she replied, and I could hear the pleasure in her voice. “We’ll try to get the visiting crowds packed off to their homes in the next two months so that she doesn’t have half of Egypt underfoot when her time comes. What are the current wagers on the likelihood of a boy or a girl?”

“Very split since she has one of each in Pip and Vip,” I reported. “Iritis says it will be a boy, but Assur-Tahu says that means it’s bound to be another girl.”

She chuckled. “That does sound like Assur-Tahu, and Iritis has been wrong twice already.” She glanced ahead as we emerged from the outer courtyard of the temple and entered Ombos proper. “Is the praefect here?”

I nodded. “He arrived earlier in the week with his family and officers. Lady Helvinia loves spoiling my cousins more than she hates the desert heat and the crowds.”

Aetia turned her head to address Girah. “Since Alexandria has been so kind to wait on us, perhaps it would be better to show them a different face.”

“Whatever you think, ranijiti,” he replied with a shrug. “Which would you like?”

She considered for a moment, then smiled. “Let us show Ombos how much we’ve missed them and give them a glimpse of the Lady’s best beloved.”

Girah grinned and transformed into a willowy Egyptian girl almost as tall as Aetia, with thick, black hair and startling, violet eyes. Even though I’d never seen her before, I knew her at once from my aunt Dru’s stories.

“Mudjet-nebet!” I cried.

Aetia’s smile widened at my outburst. “My mother will be pleased to know that her friend is so readily known so many years on.”

Remembering that the dead were hardly strangers to her, I asked, “What about Mudjet herself?”

“Oh, she finds it all very amusing,” she assured me as we stepped out of the temple’s shadow and the crowds at the quay came into view in the distance. “Few of the sedjeri have ever come to the Hall of Judgment with hearts made lighter by deed or temperament than our Mudjet. She knows how to laugh at Hemsut Fortune-Wielder’s caprices.”

Mentioning the dead made me belatedly realize that I had perhaps been insensitive to Aetia in the face of my rapture to have her among us again. “I’m sorry about Ovidius Naso, Aetia,” I said.

She inclined her head to me, her expression kind. “Thank you, kharsheret, but you needn’t weep for us. Ovidius was made of stronger stuff than even he believed himself to be, and he departed for the West with Egyptian joy.”

The tilt of her head drew attention to the large, enameled Scythian pendant hanging over her brow, strange only for the famously ornament-adverse pharaoh. Before I could ask her about it, or about whether Ovidius’s death joy left no room for her own feelings, Bros’s soft voice spoke at our backs.

“My burning lady remains as water-shy as ever, I see,” he said, and we turned to find him standing beside the last column, his manner upright even as he leaned heavily upon the cane in his hand.

The sight of him out of bed filled me with concern rather than elation, and I ran to support his other arm. “You shouldn’t be trying to walk about,” I scolded.

“It’s all right, Zo,” he replied, smiling at Aetia as she floated over to join us. “When the gods consent to come to us, we can do all sorts of things thought impossible.”

“It is good to see you, my friend,” she said to him, taking his arm. “I wish that I hadn’t asked so much of you, though.”

“It was nothing, my lady,” he scoffed as we began to make our way to river. “I have been honored to serve you and Egypt on behalf of the gods.”

“Then it is my honor to have you lead me back home, Bros. Let us go greet the liberi.”

––––––––
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I hardly need to describe the happiness of the crowds when they found us coming up behind them from the desert, hailed by all as a sign of blessing from Set of Ombos upon his people. The celebrations blazed deep into the night, and it was only when the stars had begun to fade into the approaching banners of Khepri that Aunt Dru managed to ask the question that we’d all been holding back since Aetia’s arrival.

“That is a beautiful pendant, Aetia,” she said, motioning to her forehead. “Did Ovidius give it to you?”

If my curiosity to her answer hadn’t been enough to rouse me from my drowsiness, Aetia’s laughter was enough to wake me up.

“No, dearest,” she replied, reaching up and pushing down her himation. “I don’t really care for it myself, though that isn’t the fault of the Getic smiths. I needed a cover, and they gave me what I asked for.”

Her hair was completely white, but where the lamps touched it, it seemed to catch light from the flames and shone faintly red. The sheer abundance of it on an older woman, barely restrained in silk bands, would have perhaps been worthy of comment if we weren’t distracted by what Aetia revealed when she unclasped the pendant on her brow. Beneath it, inked in black on her pale skin, was the number eight in Roman script.

“Hercule, aunt, is that a brand?” my uncle exclaimed.

Aunt Dru turned to him, incredulous. “You can see it?” When he nodded, she looked around at the rest of us. “Can you all see it?”

“It’s kind of hard to miss,” Consus remarked. “Sorry, Your Majesty,” he added to Aetia after Servia pinched his arm.

“It’s quite all right, Consus,” she said before addressing Aunt Dru. “But yes, afibi-t. They can all see this one. Hence the necessity of the pendant.”

I tugged on Aunt Dru’s himation. “Why did you ask us if we could see it, Aunt?”

She kneeled next to me. “You know Aunt Aetia is Heqatsedjeri, Queen of the Happy Dead, and she can command them through special spells marked upon her body. They are always with her, but they are usually invisible in the Waking World except to my Sight.” She looked up at Aetia. “Who would dare to mark you so?”

Unexpectedly, my uncle snorted. “Who else?” When we turned to look at him quizzically, he sighed. “It’s an eight—for Octavius.”

We whipped our heads back to Aetia, who smirked. “You should have seen Ovidius’s face when I woke up like this four years ago.” She dropped the tone of her voice slightly and clipped the cadence of her words, “‘Honestly, Corinna! He always needs the last word, doesn’t he?’” She shrugged. “I was warned as a girl that the dead might have the power to touch me as much as I was given power to do likewise to them. Some would argue that it’s my own fault for turning one of them into a god.”

Seeing such a stark reminder of my great-grandfather across the divide between the Waking World and the West, I instinctively shrank from the sight of the black numerals. Everyone else was too busy murmuring over the strangeness of them to notice me creeping away into the nearest courtyard, suddenly fearful in a way I’d never felt before. Or, at least that’s what I thought as I stood beneath the warming sky, trying to catch my shallow breath.

“Are you afraid, kharsheret?” Aetia’s voice asked gently, and I jumped when I found her behind me.

“No—ye—I don’t know,” I stuttered, miserable to be so cowardly before the woman still hailed in far-flung parts of the empire as the Umbra Augusti, the very shadow of the man that my heart shrank from. I looked at her helplessly. “I’m sorry.”

I had meant to continue to apologize, but she swooped to my side and shook her head.

“You have nothing to be ashamed or sorry for, Zo,” she said, stroking my arm in such a way that assured me that she wasn’t trying to keep me from running away if I wished. “But know that you don’t have to be afraid of him.”

I swallowed thickly. “Really?” I whispered.

She nodded solemnly. “I swear on the beating hearts of the iait. I took you from him, and I will always protect you from him for as long as you ask it of me.”

It may seem foolish to another, to have believed as I did in that moment, not only in her promise, but to take it as proof that she’d never die. That she’d never leave us again. But I was very young that night, and I had been raised on miracles. So when I threw my arms around her thin shoulders and pressed my face against the mark on her brow that I’d run from a heartbeat before, I thought that I was merely surrendering to another enchantment, like those that had shielded us in the past. Nothing was more expected in Egypt than the impossible.
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Chapter Two
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How I worshipped Aetia from that day forward! How all of us children did, when the three younger ones made their appearance in the fullness of time. Before she came back, I would have never imagined that anyone could unseat my uncle and aunt as the chief gods of my heart, but Aetia was, above all things, surprising.

“She gets that from her father,” Uncle Gaius told me with a smile as we rode out with Assur-Tahu to survey the wheat fields for the queens. “Never was there a more unexpected creature than the Divus Julius.”

“The most astonishing god in the world until the Romans chose to double their folly and make Octavian-neb immortal too,” Assur-Tahu groused.

“That was the bargain Aetia struck with Tiberius to save all of us,” my uncle reminded him. “Ombos wouldn’t enjoy its peace from Rome without it.”

The Egyptian lord shrugged dismissively. “My years grow, Euterpos-neb, but I forget nothing,” he replied, using my uncle’s Ombosian name. “I merely maintain, as I always have, that our pharaoh is too free with her god-giving touch.”

As their discussion implied, our family was protected from interference by the emperor, my step-grandfather Tiberius, because Aetia had wrung certain promises from him, but that didn’t mean we were entirely heedless. As Augustus had done in the days of Arsinoë Philoaígyptos, the Roman praefects in Alexandria knew who Aetia really was, but the emperor was forbidden to speak to them of my uncle, so he required an alias when dealing with men in Egypt who were not ta-meriu. Euterpos—“well-rejoicing”—was, like the muse’s name, similar in meaning to his own in Latin, but it let him shadow my aunt in Greek anonymity rather than his gaudy Julii self. The years since my uncle’s supposed death were many, and the Romans in Alexandria were simply blind to the handsome, affable husband of Princess Drusilla being anything but a Greek-Egyptian lucky enough to have married her.

Uncle Gaius laughed. “Surely my lord knows like any good Egyptian that not even the gods can control the Julii.”

He was right, of course. The unconquered Julii and their own supposedly god-tinged blood were why half of us had to spend so much time pretending to be something other than what we were. Outside of Egypt, my uncle had to forget that he was Gaius Julius Caesar as much as he had once had to forget that he was Gaius Vipsanian Agrippa. As we hid Vip’s similarly damning Vipsanian in a childish nickname and a false tale about Lord Euterpos’s fictious father serving in his real father’s navy. Because they shared the Divus Julius’s looks, neither my uncle nor Aetia could claim their fathers beyond the light of Pharos.

And then there was me, the most Julii-crossed of all. Supposedly as dead as Uncle Gaius and as secret as Aetia, but also the one who had been cast out. My uncle and Aetia had been fiercely loved, ardently wanted, but I had been rejected out of hand. And because they hated my father, who was not one of them, I presumed that no one mourned me among my Roman kin.

My aunt and uncle discouraged this sort of morbidity in me, naturally. My past didn’t matter because I would always be a part of their family, just as my nurse Servia and her son, my milk-brother Consus, were. I loved them all, but there was a piece of my ka that their love couldn’t fill, and it wasn’t until Aetia returned that I found someone who understood this.

“It is easy to say, ‘Do not let it trouble you,’” she’d say to me, “but quite another to follow such sensible advice.” Then she’d flash me the Divus Julius’s forked grin. “Don’t brood on it too much, though. You are my special concern, and that might end up amounting to something.”

And indeed, I was—the luckiest of girls in this regard. She loved my guardians, especially Aunt Dru, deeply, but she had given them to one another, so our solitary pharaoh was still in need of a protégé. It was my good fortune to be her choice.

It was not only her obligations to me, the child she had snatched from the hands of death, that drew us together, but a similarity of purpose. Although I was not naturally possessed of her innate fearlessness, she saw from those early days that I was stubbornly determined to learn her breed of fiery courage for the sake of our Egypt, and especially for my cousins: headstrong Vip; mischievous Tidir; prim Lysandra; our happy baby, Merennetjeru; and above all, Epiphaneia, our sweet, serene Pip. My aunt and uncle’s little brood of royal goslings thrived in our desert exile in defiance of the Fates as much as the sour, brooding emperor across the sea. When I would watch them tumbling and laughing through the dusty streets of Ombos trailed by a despairing Servia, I would envy them, of course, but more than that, I wanted to arch my body over them like Nut Star-Skinned and keep even the strength of Father Ra’s Eye from touching them too sharply.

Sensing this, Aetia made my education her particular task. All of us were trained in the exercises of the body as well as the mind, even Lysandra who despised all calisthenics, but Aetia was at her most exacting with me. The others, including our future pharaoh, Pip, were permitted their harmless mistakes, but my every crooked ink stroke, my every sloppy sword thrust was nitpicked to its skeleton by the Umbra Augusti. Aunt Dru would fret that she was being too hard on me, but perhaps to everyone’s surprise, I relished the discipline. I was still impervious to poor Servia’s correction, but for Aetia, I would have swallowed fire. Aside from the times when Tidir’s impish spirit would egg her into tagging along, only Vip and Consus made any serious attempt to keep pace with me, though Vip was secure enough in his natural talents that he would slack off when he could. Even Consus, who shared my drive to shield the same family that had opened its arms to him, often thought I was being excessive, but I knew Aetia understood.

“I’m preparing you for the path you’ve chosen for yourself, Zo,” she’d tell me as we’d lie together on the burning sand, which grew night-cold beneath us, our breath coming in short bursts after a long evening of sword training. “As my farsighted mewet did for me. If you were content to be less than you are, I would not push you so hard.”

Lying there with her, snuggled against Girah’s warm, saffron-scented scales while she talked to me and the happy dead, I never needed her to make such excuses. It wouldn’t be until I was older that I saw it wasn’t just for my benefit, or even that of our beloved royal family, that she worked herself and me to such extremities. She would never speak of it directly, but as she wove together the stories of her adventures and our shared past, I grasped the reason that she gave me a head, as it were, for chasing the fraying edges of my abilities. She did so in an attempt to spare me the miserable fate of my mother and grandmother, grim rebels against their destinies until their own willfulness broke them.

“Of course, it was hardly their fault alone,” Aetia replied when I—seventeen and sure enough of myself and our bond—had finally asked her about this. Her mouth briefly curled in the sardonic way I by then recognized meant she was thinking of the god. “In the end, I can’t promise that allowing you to become a Julii girl in my mold rather than theirs will grant you much more freedom or happiness, but alas, that is the way of the living.”

She remained careful in how she spoke of him to me, the god, my great-grandfather. Not that she avoided the topic, but rather, she never appeared to offer me much of him to grasp between my fingers. Neither praise nor blame seemed to stick to him in my mind, which certainly didn’t love him but also didn’t waste much time fearing him anymore. It left a strange cipher hole in my ka to mirror the one made by my absent parents, but when I tried to credit this to her fair-mindedness born of the merciful nature that she had inherited from her father, the clementia Caesaris, Aetia merely laughed.

“You, like everyone else, always assume that I have far more control over this world and the next than I do, kharsheret.” She cackled. “It is far more likely that the tyet etched in your skin is ensuring that you can make your own decisions in regard to that knave of Fortune than any feeble art of mine.”
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The return of Peret, the season of Emergence, in my twenty-second year seemed to put Aetia in the mind to renew the covenants our family had made with Egypt. She sent word to the nomarchs and Praefect Galerius, along with her New Year’s greetings, that she intended to see Pip formally invested with the title of crown princess on her sixteenth birthday. It would take place at a festival celebration in Ombos, to which they were all invited. Fortunately for everyone, Pip’s birthday wasn’t until the end of the month, so we and the nomarchs had nearly four weeks to prepare for an occasion befitting our eldest princess.

On the day of the ceremony, we’d all been up since dawn: the adults with final preparations, and my cousins with a month’s buildup of anticipation. I finally tasked Consus and Vip with taking the younger ones anywhere except under our feet before they all drove us mad. Distraction, however, was easier than ever to come by in Ombos, for the river had brought us our favorite treat in the form of a rare visit from our uncle Ptolemy. The king of Mauretania was naturally forbidden by Rome from crossing into Egypt’s borders, but he and Aetia occasionally courted the emperor’s displeasure so as not to entirely deprive Aunt Dru of her brother’s company. Better still, on account of such an important event, our uncle had brought along Lady Urania, his favorite sweetheart, who, like him, was far too jolly for any of us to dislike—even if Aunt Dru pretended to scold him for consorting with a girl hardly as old as Pip.

Really, Tolly, she’d said upon their arrival, smiling as Urania displayed a colossal ruby ring meant to announce their engagement to the appreciative squeals of my cousins. Such a child to be sat upon our mother’s throne.

You’re the one who told me I’d better settle down and marry her soon, little sister, he’d replied, grinning. For all your pretense, you love her as much as our people do.

Free of the overexcited children, I spent that morning helping Pip bathe and dress. As I brushed out her unruly, brown hair, I was struck by how much she’d grown to resemble her mother in the last year. She had the same smooth, heart-shaped Antonii face, the same lovely smile, the same earnestness in her wide, brown eyes. I smiled to myself. My cousin had been adored by everyone, me included, from the moment she was born. She would be a good Lady of Ombos when it was her turn to sit upon the falcon throne.

Her sweet voice cut across my preoccupation. “What are you thinking of, Zo?”

I met her slightly anxious eyes with tenderness in the mirror. “Of how beautiful and grown up my little Pipsqueak has become.”

She gave me a shy look. “I hope so, for the ta-meriu’s sake. I’ll do my very best to be a good queen, if not as beautiful a one as you would be, or my great-grandmother was.”

I flinched. I hated my appearance—likely a greater sin than if I had been merely vain of it as any other girl would have been, for it made me appear disingenuous in a way that would have caused others to despise me. Observe this false humility! they’d hiss among themselves if they knew of it. How tragic for her to endure such a blessing!

I was about Pip’s age when I learned that the world saw me in a different way from my aunt and cousins, all of whom I thought to be the most beautiful women in the world, and even differently from Aetia, who drew people to her as if they were bound by ropes. That was when even sleepy Ombos began to stop and watch me pass in the street; when even Consus, who was in love with Pip and had been my companion since infancy, would blush if I looked him too much in the eye. It was Aetia herself who had unknowingly enlightened me about myself when I happened to overhear her talking with my aunt as I passed outside her room.

Damn the slippery boy, she’d said to Aunt Dru. If her Julii blood had marked her more strongly it would create its own troubles; I should know. But a girl with the beauty of the Seii is harder to disguise as someone else.

I hated my appearance because it reminded my family, who I would have killed for, of my father. Who had tried to kill all of them.

Pip frowned at my silence. “Zo?”

“Nothing, love.” I shook my head, irritated with myself. “But you shouldn’t worry about such a superficial thing. You are lovely, and more importantly, you are kind.” I kissed the top of her head. “Kinder than me, and therefore, far more fit for ruling anyone.” I began bundling her hair into a golden net. “Besides, Aetia says that the tales of your great-grandmother’s beauty are as exaggerated as those of the Divus Julius’s prowess in bed.”

My irreverence had the desired effect, and she threw her hands over her mouth as much to hide her blushes as to stop her guilty giggles. “Zo!” she gasped.

“Oh, please,” I pretended to scold her. “You’ve heard worse from Aetia. And probably half of Ombos.” I set the pins in her hair and swooped down to pull her feet. “But I’m glad to see our princess smile again and look less like we plan to throw her to the crocodiles. Come on now. Let’s hurry and get your jewelry on; I’m sure everyone’s waiting for us.”

As if she had heard me, Mudjet’s head, with its sparkling, violet eyes, popped through the curtain.

“What? Still not ready?” she asked, her words rising on the tide of her high laughter.

I turned to give Girah a glancing look up and down. “Some of us must actually dress and put our makeup on. And I thought you were helping Urania.”

He grinned and weaved into the room with the sway of Mudjet’s antelope grace. “Oh, I did—the future queen of Mauretania looks like Kali-devi.”

“I’ve seen pictures of your Lady Kali; I’m not sure that’s a compliment,” I remarked, pulling out Pip’s jewelry chests.

Girah let loose Mudjet’s full laugh at this, the familiar sound floating over us. It was perhaps odd how accustomed we were to it, this particular laugh that none of us save Aetia had ever heard in the throat of its true owner.

“Ah, but Kali-devi is a shapeshifter like me, bachchee,” he said, coming over to help me with Pip’s ornaments. “As is our Urania-jiji, who knows the usefulness of many names,” he added, tapping my cousin’s nose to make her smile.

Girah wasn’t wrong. Urania’s birth name was the same as Aunt Dru’s Mauretanian name—Titrit—which meant “star,” hence her choosing the muse of astronomy as her Greek alias when her Gaetuli mother sent her to live at court with her Mauretanian father. She chose to hide in her Greek name and Uncle Ptolemy’s jewels for grand occasions like today, but I knew that she could ride bareback on the wildest horse and shoot a bow as well as Aetia when the mood pleased her. Her ears must have been burning, however, because a moment later, she sailed through the doorway.

“Oh, Pip, you look so nice!” she gushed. “Are you ready? Your mother’s looking for you.”

“Yes, we’re coming,” my cousin answered as I kneeled to tie her sandals. “You look very pretty, too. I like what you’ve done with your hair; I could never get mine to obey so many even curls.”

Urania laughed, touching the spirals framing her face. “Girah here helped, of course, but Rome has finally sent us a hairstyle that my African hair can aspire to.” She ran a teasing hand over her dark, bare shoulders, shining with rose oil. “Maybe that means the ladies in the capital will start to blacken their faces instead of whitening them, to keep in fashion with me.”

“Then we will know that the Age of Kali-devi has arrived,” Girah said with a grin. “But stop your giggling, bachchee, before we go to your mother. We must make the crowds see that you’re taking this grand day seriously.”
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I watched Khenmetsebat as he lifted the preliminary offerings to Lord Set’s altar, so much the younger double of his grandfather Iritis, now dancing in the Field of Reeds. Thinking of Iritis drew my mind to all of those who’d left us with him, all of those who would have rejoiced to see Pip raised to the honors of her ancestors—Iritis, passing peacefully in his sleep three years ago, and our grumbly, loving Servia having done likewise two years earlier. I thought of them and all the Ombos-folk who lay in the hill crypts gathering at the edges of town for the glory of their princess until my memory found Bros again; he had been gone within a month of Aetia’s return to Egypt.

Then my attention drifted still further. As Aunt Dru and Aetia between them led Pip to the golden throne before the altar, I crossed the wide ribbon of the river, over the sunken bones of Arsinoë Philoaígyptos in its black embrace. As Pip sat upon the falcon throne, as much her inheritance from Horus Far-Flying, who loved her mother, as Aunt Dru’s herself, I flew over the tombs of Cleopatra and Mark Antony on the plains of Alexandria. I sailed over the great desert where Queen Selene and King Juba lay in their mausoleum, caked in sea salt. And then, across the Great Sea, my toes brushing over the waves crashing against Rhegium’s shores, into which Aetia had tossed the rootless ashes of my grandmother Julia, who had starved herself before Tiberius could send my father to strangle her.

Thinking of my grandmother brought my mother, still bound to Trimerus, to my mind. Or maybe it was the sight of Aunt Dru bending to kiss Pip’s smooth brow that called her to me. A stab of jealousy against my sweet cousin pierced my throbbing heart, that she could enjoy, had always enjoyed, the caresses of her mother. True, my whole life had been swarmed by identical endearments bestowed upon me by my aunt, but it was difficult not to imagine that somehow a kiss or embrace from my own mother would have been ineffably different. No matter that the stories the older people told of my mother suggested such tokens might have been rougher from the notoriously headstrong, unsentimental Julilla; I still craved them. I could still taste the salt of her long-ago tears and believed that if we could ever meet again, she would be softer for me. Maybe that was why the flight of my mind’s eye refused to go as far as Rome, to the travertine walls of my great-grandfather’s mausoleum. Why should I waste thought or obeisance to the monster who’d driven us apart?

I should have been shamed to let my thoughts dwell on him or any part of our fractured past, it was as good as ill-wishing Pip’s name ceremony. But as my cousin’s Golden Horus name—Khepitskhauimyw-hat, “She Walks in Remembrance of the Ancestors”— attested, the past was never very far from any of us. Aunt Dru would say that all we could do was put our trust in the ancient gods who’d protected Aunt Arsinoë all those years ago, and her faith was reflected in the other four names she and Khenmetsebat had chosen for Pip’s future rule—Kherwetre (“Ornament of Ra”), Khawet (“Appearing Gloriously”), Hetepetheru (“Gift of Horus”), and Netjerumenekhet (“The Gods are Joyful in Her”). I also knew that Aetia had helped decide on these names, though, and the daughter of the gods was far less certain of the iait’s powers or benevolence.

When the formalities of Pip’s ceremony were completed, Ombos and our guests gave themselves over to the exuberant joy that only Egypt could seem to muster in those late days. The priests distributed plaster masks of Set and Horus to all the children, and the streets soon echoed with their delighted shrieks as they chased each other about with thin reed switches while the older people danced.

I stood off to the side, smiling as much at Tidir and Merennetjeru swatting at one another in the gods’ guises from Consus’s and Vip’s shoulders as I did at the rest of our family dancing within the rings of happy Egyptians. I watched as Praefect Galerius gamely tried to follow Pip’s elegant steps while my uncle gallantly led the praefect’s wife in the same. Aunt Dru and Khenmetsebat were arguably the most refined dancers in the whole crowd. They nimbly avoided Uncle Ptolemy tossing Lysandra up in the air every four steps as they spun wildly through the noise, even if my little cousin wanted to pretend that she was too proper for his antics. Urania and Girah were whirling about in what was either a new dance from Carthage or a bacchanal of their own devising, and gliding in between all this madness was Aetia with Assur-Tahu, their equally statuesque forms glowing with the power of our people’s ancient memory.

“Imagine the most beautiful girl in Egypt being left by herself while all of Ombos dances,” a sudden voice said in my ear, interrupting my solitude.

I turned to give the voice’s owner, the praefect’s nephew, a sardonic look. “Seneca. Aren’t you dead yet?”

The young man grinned back, undeterred. “You wish. But fortunately for me, the warm vapors of the Nile are only making my lungs stronger, so I can come all the way down to this wretched little village and beg Drusilla of Mauretania’s favorite ward for her hand in marriage again.”

I smiled as I let my eyes return to the dancers. “The answer is still no.”

He grabbed my hand with a laugh and pulled me toward the dancers. “Then as a penalty for your cold heart, you must dance with me.”

I could have broken free from a consumptive like him if I’d wanted, but despite refusing to bend to his flippant proposals, I liked Seneca more than not. I allowed him to clasp my waist and subject me to his dreadful Roman dancing.

“If you wanted to spend your days dancing, you should have stayed in your village in Hispania rather than going to Rome,” I teased him, ducking away from a swipe of falcon-masked Merennetjeru’s switch as Consus tottered back to avoid Tidir’s reed.

“Córdoba is hardly a village,” he sniffed, eyes smiling as he swept me away from the wide swing of my uncle Ptolemy and Lysandra. “Certainly bigger than this molehill. Come back to Alexandria with us, and then I’ll bring you with me when I return to Rome. You’ll be the prettiest thing the seven hills have seen since Antonia Minor was your age.”

I pretended to be offended. “What makes you think I want to be compared to other women you’ve known? Especially ones old enough to be my grandmother.”

“I meant it as a compliment!” he cried with equally disingenuous distress. “Come to Rome with me, and see for yourself that not even the Antonii girls can compare with you. My father has some contacts with the imperial household; I could introduce you.”

Putting aside that I hardly needed a provincial like Seneca to ingratiate myself with my own relatives, I couldn’t think of anything that interested me less than competing with them or any woman in Rome for such empty accolades. My blood was overflowing with the traces of women whose beauty had afforded them precious little in the end. My Julii mothers’ allure was famously consumed by their rage, but my father’s foremothers encircled not only the vain Seii, but the haughty Terentii as well, all lost in the rapture of their own reflections like Narcissus. Perhaps that was another reason I spurned my own charms so vehemently. Beauty seemed like a trap, and I wanted more than its empty promises.

However, as he had protested, Seneca had merely intended to flatter me, so I knew better than to respond with true ingratitude. As I started to assure my companion once more that I had no intention of going to the edge of Ombos with him, let alone all the way across the Great Sea, a figure approaching the outer circle of dancers caught the corner of my eye and drew my attention away.

He was an old man, though his bearing was straight, and his face was still handsome despite his crooked nose that looked as though it had been broken at least once. It was his toga that had made me notice him, though, for it was unusual to see anyone besides the praefect and his people wearing one beyond the bend of the river. As I tried to recall whether I’d seen such an old man accompanying the Alexandrian party, Aetia turned her head, and she, too, saw the stranger. Her Pythian face lit up in a way I’d never seen before, and her silvery laugh burst through the air. Abandoning Assur-Tahu, she took off at a run toward the Roman man and threw herself into his arms like a
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