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    For my mother, and my best friend, Patricia McBride. Thank you for all your encouragement.
 
 
This book was edited by E. Legge, ensuring the highest quality and historical accuracy throughout.
 
 
"Never assume the obvious is true." – William Safire

      

    



  	
        
            
             
 
 
"Fortune sides with him who dares." – Virgil
"Thou shalt not be afraid for the terror by night; nor for the arrow that flieth by day." – Psalms 91:5 (KJV)
"He brought me up also out of an horrible pit, out of the miry clay, and set my feet upon a rock, and established my goings." – Psalms 40:2 (KJV)

      

    

Book 1 of the King of the Jews Quadrilogy 
Before history claimed him – he was hers. The untold love story of a Roman couple destined to shape an empire—before history wrote their names.
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(Introduction)

This extensively researched historical novel, taking place in ancient Rome during the reign of Tiberius Caesar, blends mystery, espionage, romance, and a slightly Gothic atmosphere. Almost all characters, including the main ones, are historical persons, and the events taking place are either historical, based on my peer-reviewed, published theories, or historically plausible. I hope you’ll enjoy this historical documentary novel and this journey through time to ancient Rome.
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(Supplemental Material)
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Timeline of Key Historical Events
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●  49 BC: 44 BC: Julius Caesar’s dictatorship, during which he grants Roman citizenship to many provincial elites and military leaders.

●  44 BC: Assassination of Julius Caesar.

●  31 BC: Defeat of Cleopatra and Marcus Antonius at the Battle of Actium.

●  40 BC: Parthian troops, invited by Antigonus Mattathias, invade Syria and Judaea.

●  37 BC: 4 BCE: Reign of Herod Magus (the Great), who consolidates power in Judaea.

●  37 BC: 4 BCE: Reign of Phraates IV of Parthia

●  9 BC: AD 40: Reign of Aretas IV Philopatris of Nabataea

●  AD 2: AD 4: Reign of Phraates V of Parthia

●  AD 4: AD 39: Reign of Antipas the tetrarch of Galilee and Peraea

●  AD 6: AD 9: Drusus campaigns in Pannonia and Illyria during the Great Illyrian Revolt

●  AD 10: AD 38: Reign of Artabanus II of Parthia

●  AD 14: Beginning of the rise of Lucius Aelius Sejanus, the Praetorian Prefect

●  AD 19: Death of Germanicus

●  AD 21: Drusus Minor’s second consulship with Tiberius

●  AD 23: Drusus Minor is bestowed tribunician potestas (tribunician power)

●  AD 23: Death of Drusus Minor 

●  AD 23: Sejanus’ career begins to achieve greater prominence

●  AD 26: AD 36/37: Pontius Pilatus appointed prefect of Judaea 

●  AD 27: Seizure and house confinement (on Palatine) of Agrippina Maior (the Elder)

●  AD 29: AD 30: Formal arrest of Agrippina Maior and Nero; Agrippina’s exile to Pandateria 
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​(World History Encyclopedia. "Julio-Claudian Family Tree") 

​
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​Glossary
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​Classical Latin


●  ad deos - to the gods

●  Aesernia - Isernia


●  albulae - white reflector stones embedded in the streets to light the way after dark

●  Antiochia ad Orontem - Antioch (on the Orontes)

●  Apenninus Mons - Apennine Mountains

●  Apollonia - An important port in Roman Judaea near modern Tel Aviv, having a strategic position in trade and military activities.

●  Aprutium – Abruzzo

●  arteria femoralis – femoral artery

●  atrium - lobby entrance courtyard of Roman villa

●  Ave – Hail; can also be employed similarly to the English “Hello” or “Hi”.

●  Barium - Bari

●  basilica/-ae - A large public building used for legal and other civic proceedings

●  Basilica Aemilia - A basilica in the Roman Forum

●  Basilica Julia - A basilica in the Roman Forum

●  Basilica Argentaria - A basilica in Rome associated with banking and financial transactions

●  Berytus - An important, strategic Roman city in the province of Syria, now the location of modern Beirut, Lebanon. Here, the Roman Judaean Herodian family on behalf of Rome commissioned important building projects to demonstrate its powerful arm in the Parthian buffer zone.

●  Bibliotheca Alexandrina - Library of the Musaeum Alexandrinum, the University of Alexandria, Egypt. Often the Musaeum was referred to also as the Bibliocheca. 

●  Bisemptum - Bisenti, in Abruzzo

●  Bona nox - Goodnight

●  calcaneum torsum - twisted/sprained ankle

●  Campania Felix - “Fertile/Happy Countryside”/Campania region of Italy

●  Campus Martius - The Field of Mars, a green area to the north of central ancient Rome used for equestrian exercises and military drills.

●  caput/capita - chapter; head

●  cara - dear

●  carissima - dearest

●  carpentum - horse-drawn covered carriage

●  Carpinonensis - author’s name for Carpinone

●  cena - dinner

●  Circus Maximus - Circus Maximus; the great racetrack in Rome near the Palatine

●  cista - box/basket

●  Civitas Nova Samnii - author’s name for Civitanova del Sannio

●  coemptio - A form of marriage in ancient Rome that involved the symbolic sale of the bride to the groom. This ceremony depicted a “bride purchase,” where the groom paid a symbolic amount and received the bride in exchange. The bride then came under the control of her husband, rather than her father.


●  Cohors Praetoria/Cohortes Praetoriae - The Praetorian Cohort


●  Cohors Urbana/Cohortes Urbanae - The Urban Cohort; a unit of the Roman military that was primarily responsible for maintaining order in urban areas.

●  comitium - An area in the Roman Forum used for political and judicial activities.

●  commercium tus - frankincense trade

●  compluvium - A square opening in the roof of an ancient Roman atrium, designed to let rainwater fall into the impluvium below.

●  Consiste in nomine Caesaris! - Halt in the name of Caesar!

●  conspiratio - cabal, a secret political faction

●  cum manu - with hand (a type of marriage where the wife is under the husband’s authority)

●  Curia - Senate house

●  Curia Cornelia - A Senate house in ancient Rome

●  Curia Julia - A Senate house in ancient Rome

●  Damnato illum spuma - Damn that scum

●  De Re Publica - On the Republic, by Cicero; on the theory of government and the Roman constitution

●  dei - Gods

●  devotio - A ritual act of self-sacrifice performed by Roman commanders, where they would dedicate themselves and the enemy to the gods of the Underworld, often leading to a morale boost for their troops and a psychological blow to the enemy.

●  divus - divine

●  Di, date mihi robur. - Gods, give me strength.

●  domina - lady

●  dominus - lord

●  Floralia - the festival of Flora, the goddess of flowers and spring

●  Forum Romanum - Roman forum; the main forum of ancient Rome

●  forum/-a - Rome’s business centre; the centre for political, social, and commercial activities.

●  Fora Augusta - The Forum of Augustus

●  Fora Julia - The Forum of Julius Caesar

●  gens - clan or family

●  Graeci - Greeks

●  gratias (tibi) - thank you

●  gustatio - appetisers

●  gustum de praecoquis - Roman dessert made from apricots, honey and wine

●  Hellenicus - A Latinized form of the Greek word Hellenikos meaning “Greek”.

●  Hierosolyma - Jerusalem

●  hospes/hospites - host/guest in guest house

●  hospitium - guesthouse

●  hostarium - guesthouse

●  Idumaea - Edom; roughly corresponding to the Negev of southern Judaea

●  Illyricum - A Roman province that roughly corresponds to parts of modern-day Albania, Kosovo, Montenegro, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and Slovenia.

●  Illium - Troy

●  Imma - Mother

●  impluvium - A sunken basin in the atrium of a Roman house that collected rainwater from the compluvium.

●  incenso - incense/frankincense

●  isicia omentata - Roman patties made from minced meat, pepper, wine-soaked bread and pine nuts

●  Iuppiter et omnes dei maledicant! - Jupiter curse it!

●  in manu habere - In the palm of her hand.

●  Jove - Jupiter, the king of the gods in Roman mythology.

●  Lacus Curtius -  A mysterious pit in the Roman Forum, traditionally associated with the self-sacrifice of the Sabine warrior Mettius Curtius.

●  laesa maiestas - Translates to “lessening the majesty”; refers to the crime of treason or any act that diminishes the dignity or authority of the sovereign or state.

●  lararium - A shrine in a Roman home dedicated to the household gods, known as Lares.

●  lectus/-i - couch

●  legatus - legate

●  legatus legionis - legionary legate

●  libum - Roman cake made from flour, cheese, and honey; often used in rituals and ceremonies, and for special occasions

●  loculus - pouch worn attached to the belt (zona) or around the neck.

●  Maledicta sit - Damn her

●  maior - greater, major, elder

●  Magus/-i - Magush, ancient Persian Zoroastrian priests in the ancient Persian court

●  major domus - household overseer

●  Mare Superum - Adriatic Sea

●  Mars Ultor - Mars the Avenger, a title of the Roman god of war.

●  mater - mother

●  mater mea - my mother

●  Matercula - Little Mama

●  medica/-ae - (f) physician

●  medicus/-i - (m) physician

●  Mercurius - Mercury

●  mea/meus alma - my soul (affectionate term)

●  mea/meus amor - my love

●  Minturnae - An ancient town in Latium roughly halfway from Neapolis to Rome.

●  moretum - Roman a herb and cheese spread

●  mea/meus vita - my life (affectionate term)

●  mulsum - Roman honey wine

●  Musaeum Alexandrinum - The larger scholarly institute of the University of Alexandria, Egypt.

●  navis mercatoria - merchant ship

●  Nescio quid mihi acciderit. - I’m not sure what came over me.

●  Neapolis - Naples, a port city in Campania, southern Italy.

●  neura - nerves

●  Nobilis/nobilissima - noble.

●  Nox iuvenis est - The night is young.

●  olibanum - frankincense

●  Optimus Maximus - The best and greatest, often used as a title for Jupiter.

●  palla - Long scarflike covering worn over a women’s stola or tunica, covering the head.

●  Pannonia - A province of the Roman Empire, corresponding to present-day western Hungary, eastern Austria, and parts of Slovenia, Croatia, and Serbia.

●  Parthia - Derived from the Old Persian Parthava, meaning “of the Parthians”.

●  pater - father

●  paterfamilias - Male head of the Roman extended family; the oldest living male in extended family.

●  patina - Roman pear custard

●  Pax Romanum - Roman Peace.

●  pax deorum - The peace of the gods.

●  per deos - By the gods.

●  Per deos, hoc est sanguineum frustrans - By the gods, this is so bloody frustrating.

●  pons - bridge

●  Pontifex Maximus - High Priest.

●  porta - gate

●  popina - tavern.

●  praefectus - prefect

●  Praefectus Iudaeae - Prefect of Judaea

●  Praefectus Praetorianus - Praetorian Prefect

●  Princeps - First Citizen


●  princeps iuventutis - leader of the youth


●  puellula - girlie, little girl

●  pullus fusilis - Roman chicken dish broiled with herbs and covered with a sauce

●  pugio - blade, specifically a type of dagger used by Roman soldiers

●  State! In nomine Romae! - Halt! In the name of Rome!


●  Quid diabolum hic agis? - What the hell are you doing here?

●  Quod occidit etiam oritur. - That which sets also rises.

●  Regia - Once the house of the kings of Rome, and afterward the office of the high priest, the Pontifex Maximus.

●  rex - king

●  Roma Aeterna - Rome Eternal.

●  Rostra - The raised platform for public speaking in the Forum Romanum.

●  Saepinum - Saepino. An ancient Roman town in the region of Samnium, known for its well-preserved ruins

●  Salernum - Salerno

●  Salute eius - To her health.

●  Salve - hello

●  Sed non diu - But not for long.

●  Servi horologii - Timekeeping servants; in this narrative, individuals tasked with managing and monitoring time, often using devices like water clocks (clepsydrae) or sundials in ancient Roman settings.

●  Sicae - Small curved daggers used by the Sicarii rebels.

●  Sicarii - A radical faction of the Jewish Zealots during the Second Temple period, known for their use of small daggers (sicae) to carry out assassinations against Romans and Jewish collaborators. They were active in the decades leading up to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70.

●  sigillata - High quality red-glazed pottery used for dishes and vessels, often decorated with relief designs and widely produced in the Roman Empire.

●  sine manu - In this form of marriage, the wife remained under the legal control of her father (or her paterfamilias) rather than her husband. This allowed the wife to retain her own property and legal independence to some extent.

●  Si non mihi dicas, graviter poenas dabis - If you don’t tell me, you’ll pay dearly.


●  Stella nostra! - Our star!

●  stola - women’s robe worn over a tunica

●  Subura - A lower class district in Rome known for its crowded and lively atmosphere.

●  Summa stultitia. - Utter stupidity.

●  tabernae - shops or taverns

●  tablinum - the library, study room, and office in a Roman villa


●  Tace/Tacete! - Quiet!

●  Termulium - Termoli

●  Teutoburgiensis - Teutoburg, Germania, where Arminius massacred Quinctilius Varus’ three Roman legions

●  therma/ae - bathhouse

●  triclinium - dining and living room of a Roman villa

●  tribunicia potestas - The power of a tribune, a significant political office in ancient Rome.

●  tribunus militum - military tribune

●  tunica - women’s dress or underdress

●  Tullianum - A prison in ancient Rome, also known as the Mamertine Prison.

●  tympanum - Greco-Roman hand held drum

●  Tyrus – Tyre; Sour in Aramaic: an important formerly Phoenician port in Roman Syria

●  Ubi tu Gaius, ego Gaia - Where you are Gaius, there I am Gaia. The feminine exchange of vows at a Roman wedding.

●  Ubi tu Gaia, ego Gaius - Where you are Gaia, there I am Gaius. The masculine exchange of vows at a Roman wedding.

●  umbra - ghost

●  vale - goodbye

●  venation - A type of Roman entertainment involving the hunting and killing of wild animals.

●  Veii - Small formerly Etruscan town in the hills north of Rome, where ancient Roman elite had villas.

●  Via Appia - Appian Way; the highway from Rome to Brindisi in the south of Italy, built in 312 BC by the censor Appius Claudius Caecus. It was one of the earliest and most strategically important Roman roads.

●  Via Flaminia - Flaminian Way; an ancient Roman road that was a major route from Rome to the north of Italy. It was constructed in 220 BC by the censor Gaius Flaminius. The road began at the Porta Fontinalis, near the Capitoline Hill in Rome, and extended northward through the Apennine Mountains, eventually reaching Ariminum (modern Rimini) on the Adriatic coast.

●  Via Sacra - Sacred Way: the main street of central Rome

●  vicus - alley

●  vilicus - The steward or overseer of a large farm or estate in ancient Rome.

●  vos noscere - to know you

●  Vos noscere gaudeo - Pleased to meet you.

●  zona - belt


​Classical Greek


●  agapete - dearest 

●  Aesclepion - A healing temple dedicated to Asclepius, the Greek god of Medicine and healing. These temples served as centres for medical treatment, where patients would seek cures through rituals, offerings, and the guidance of priests or physicians.

●  Basileus Basileon - King of Kings

●  chaíre/te - greetings

●  Hellenikḗ  - Greek

●  hydrion - Greek wine jug

●  kline/ai - couch

●  Megistanes - a Persian noble class of “Great Ones”, including the Magush. The Greek interpretation of the Persian concept of Vazraka.

●  mēriāía artēría - femoral artery

●  Mouseion tēs Alexandreias - University of Alexandria

●  phlegmonē - inflammation

●  trauma - wound


​Aramaic


●  aba - father

●  aga/age - the headband or cord used to hold the men’s sudra in place

●  Alav ha-shalom - Peace be upon him/her

●  Amidah - standing prayer

●  Arba’in - bedu/bedouin

●  aron qodesh - Torah ark, housing the Torah scrolls in the synagogue

●  balay malon - innkeeper

●  Bavel - Babylon

●  Be’er Sheva - Beersheva, Well of the Oaths

●  Beth Anya - Bethany

●  Beth Hesda - Bethesda/Bethsaida, a suburb north of Herodian Jerusalem which grew up during the construction of Herod’s Second Temple

●  Beth Lehem - Bethlehem; Ephrathah in ancient Hebrew

●  bimah – A raised platform in the synagogue for Torah reading and prayers.

●  Galil - Galilee

●  gavra shafal - base jerk

●  HaShem - The Name (a way to refer to God)

●  haṭṭāyā - sinner/transgressor

●  Hazira Romaya! Roman pig!

●  Hazarin tame’in Romayim! Filthy Roman pigs!

●  Horfin metla! - Traitorous swine!

●  Imma - Mother

●  Iyov - Job, an early biblical prophet

●  kethoneth/kuttonoth - Judaean tunic worn by men or women; a long undergarment, usually linen. Men’s were usually simple and sleeveless, but women’s could be more decorated

●  Ketubah- marriage contract

●  khaviv - my love/beloved; an endearment - female version

●  khavivti - my love/beloved; an endearment - male version

●  kinnor - harp

●  Lech! - Go!

●  leḥem - bread

●  Ma’ariv - Evening Prayer

●  malon - inn

●  matzo - flatbread

●  melech - king

●  meshiha - messiah

●  rahma/rḥemti - my beloved

●  rakah - fool

●  rḥmty - my dear

●  Sagiyin taudi - Many thanks.

●  shabua – week

●  Shema - prayer of HaShem’s unity

●  Shiqmim - An ancient site in the northern Negev

●  Shlama ‘ammukhon - Peace to all of you.

●  Sour – Tyrus in Latin (Tyre) an important formerly Phoenician port in Roman Syria

●  sudra/sudraya – A traditional head covering worn by men, typically wrapped around the head and secured with a cord.

●  sutlach - a sweet rice pudding

●  Raqmu - Petra, in present Jordan, former capital of Nabataea

●  T’la’ana aleha - Curse upon her

●  tof - drum

●  Torah - the foundational text for Judaism, containing the first five books of the Hebrew Holy Book, with Laws, teachings, and accounts central to Jewish faith and practice

●  Tura d-Zayta - Mount of Olives

●  Urishlem - Jerusalem




​Ariyan (Ancient Persian)


●  Ahura Mazda - the supreme god in Zoroastrianism

●  Aspadana - Esfahan

●  chai - tea

●  Magush - Magus/-i - Zoroastrian priests in the ancient Persian court

●  Pahlaw - Parthia, the Persian Empire in the Roman era, roughly corresponding to parts of modern Iran and Turkmenistan

●  Pars - The region now known as Persia

●  Parthava - Of the Parthians

●  ranginak - a sweet made from dates coated in flour, honey, and spices

●  Vazraka - the Persian noble class, or “Great/Mighty Ones”, including the Magush
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Some Lesser-known Ancient Names Having English Equivalents
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​Aramaic


●  Danniyel - Daniel

●  Dawid - David

●  Devorah - Debora

●  Elisheva - Elizabeth

●  Mosheh - Moses

●  Yakov - Jacob

●  Yonatan - Jonathan

●  Zophar - Zipporah


Semitic


●  Elisheba - Elizabeth

●  Ibrahim – Abraham/Abram


Ariyan


●  Sam’an – Samuel
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​Major Characters


●  Kyra: The female protagonist, a medica navigating the complexities of Roman politics, and the story’s point of view.

●  Marcus: Aris’ paterfamilias and oldest brother. Involved in intrigue, with complex motivations and relationships.

●  Aristus (known as Aris): Marcus’ youngest brother and Kyra’s betrothed, with his own secrets and alliances.


​Important Secondary Characters


●  Lucius Aelius Sejanus: Influential Praetorian prefect, Tiberius’ right hand.

●  Pina (Agrippina Maior): Wife, then widow, of Germanicus Minor.

●  Drusus: Marcus’ late best friend, son of Tiberius Caesar, former heir apparent of the Principate after Germanicus.

●  Silas: Marcus’ elite northern Judaean (Syrian Samarian) good friend and bodyguard.

●  Eutychus: Marcus’ freedman and good friend.

●  Antonia Minor: Kyra’s patron and guardian, and an influential Roman political figure.

●  Livia Drusilla: The widow of Caesar Augustus and mother of Tiberius Caesar.

●  Raḥel: Kyra’s Alexandrian best friend, fellow medica under Kyra’s training, and paid companion. Sometimes love interest of Silas. Her connections become more complex as the story unfolds.

●  Zadie: Kyra’s Judaean good friend and paid companion. Her connections become more complex as the story unfolds.

●  Tiberius Caesar: The Roman Princeps (emperor).

●  Julia: Marcus’ and Aris’ sister.

●  Titus: Marcus’ and Aris’ brother.

●  Publius: Julia’s love interest, a friend of Sejanus with a political position in Judaea.

●  Livilla: Daughter of Antonia Minor, widow of Drusus, and love interest of Sejanus.

●  Mariamme: Queen of Herod the Great.




​Other Secondary Characters


●  Gaius Germanicus Maior: Tiberius’ heir.

●  Nero Caesar: Pina’s eldest son, heir after Germanicus Minor.

●  Drusus Caesar Minor: Pina’s second eldest son, heir after Nero Caesar.

●  Gaius Caesar Minor: Pina’s youngest son, next in line after Drusus Caesar Minor.

●  Lucius: Marcus’ freedman, groom and agent; former freedman of Antonia Minor.

●  Dion: Marcus’ freedman and agent.

●  Tirzah: Daughter of Rabbi Isaac in Transtiber and servant of Julia Livilla.

●  Isaac: A rabbi in the Transtiber, the father of Tirzah

●  Pallas: Antonia Minor’s secretary.

●  Quintus Naevius Macro: Praefectus vigilum and Marcus’ friend.

●  Pontius Pilatus: Praetorian, Marcus’ friend and supporter of Sejanus who becomes the new prefect of Judaea.

●  Lucius Pomponius Flaccus: Roman senator and ex-consul. Marcus’ friend.

●  Marcus Herennius Capito: Friend and supporter of Sejanus.

●  Melchior: Parthian merchant with complex motivations and connections.

●  Yeshua bar Yusef: Rabbi and young public speaker.

●  Zachariah: Rabbi in Ein Karem.

●  Elisheva: Wife of the rabbi in Ein Karem.

●  Fasal: Kyra’s father, supporter of Sejanus.

●  Ezekiel: Fasal’s doctor and Kyra’s first medical instructor.

●  Quintus: Guard for Tiberius and Zadie’s love interest.

●  Agents of Melchior: Agents of Melchior on the Frankincense Trail and elsewhere in Judaea. 


Other Character Groups:


●  Hostel Owners (Hospites): Owners of inns and lodging places.

●  Caravan Leaders: Leaders of trade caravans.

●  Merchants: Various traders encountered during travels.

●  Elias: The Phoenician captain of Marcus’ ship, in Marcus’ employ.

●  Soldiers: Various Roman soldiers encountered throughout the journey.

●  Sicarii: A subgroup of Zealot rebels a detachment of whom appears in the novel. 

●  Freedmen: Various freedmen serving different roles.

●  Fellow Travellers: Other characters met during Kyra’s and Marcus’ travels.

●  Bodyguards: Various bodyguards protecting key characters.

●  Slaves: Various slaves serving different roles.


​Backstory Characters:


●  Drusus Caesar: Tiberius’ son and heir apparent, died in the backstory.

●  Marcus’ Mother: Deceased, referenced in the backstory.

●  Marcus’ Father: Deceased, referenced in the backstory.

●  Kyra’s Mother: Deceased, referenced in the backstory.

●  Augustus: Late former Princeps before Tiberius. Created legal will for succession. Livia’s late husband.

●  Vipsanius Agrippa: Late statesman and right hand of Augustus.

●  Herod Magnus: Historical figure, referenced in the backstory.

●  Mariamme: Herod’s queen, executed for conspiracy.
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Caput I: Zayara min Ruma
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(Advena ex Roma)

(The Visitor from Rome)

​Judaea AD 19

I hesitantly approached him as he sat next to the imperial Gaius Germanicus, his face pale and drawn. I should have been intimidated, since both were esteemed Roman higher elites: Gaius, Caesar Tiberius’ heir, and Marcus, Drusus Caesar’s close friend. Marcus had grown up among the Imperial Family, practically one of them. I, on the other hand, felt out of place – shy and unaccustomed to such elevated circles.

But something had drawn me to him from the minute he’d entered the room after the funeral procession. Our disparate backgrounds and family rivalries faded into insignificance. Besides, my father had had us live a rather unusual existence, protected as we were from such complexities. But Marcus somehow reminded me in his grief of myself, and I felt the pull of affinity. 

Our relatives approached him, solicitously and obsequiously, offering the superficial words of sympathy that were expected of them even though they had not seen his mother for many years. Some remembered him only as a child of six, if at all. Perhaps they had only come to curry favour from their prestigious relative.

He looked as though he would rather be left alone, as he sat with his friend in the atrium of his family’s small villa – one of the few provincial properties they still retained. It had belonged to his mother, although his grandfather had seized much of his father’s property following the latter’s execution for treason. His younger brothers and sister had left immediately after the ceremony, but Marcus remained behind. 

Strangely, Marcus was his mother’s closest child, even though he resembled his father – whom she allegedly never loved. Rumours hinted that she might have been the cause of his execution. Marcus as the eldest son was the paterfamilias, and he was said to be power seeking and ambitious.

But as he sat there, huddled in his black tunic and cloak, Marcus appeared neither ambitious nor opportunistic. He wearily acknowledged our relatives while Gaius engaged them graciously. Our kin eagerly vied for Gaius’ attention, hoping to impress him.

I felt a sense of annoyance and empathy. I barely knew these relatives, too – my father had distanced himself for good reason. I met Marcus’ eyes briefly, noticing the black emptiness within. So must I have seemed last year, I thought with a twinge. Until now, I’d only heard of his privilege and self-assurance. Even our relative Publius, Tiberius’ friend, seemed threatened by him. Perhaps I understood him better than others did.

But as for me, I had been protected by my entire family, my father reluctant to send me to Roma for my studies. So I’d grown up to the north of our city on our family estate, where he raised and bred his Arab horses, learning to ride almost before I could walk – his favourite daughter. I’d been taught privately by the best tutors. Many thought me shy, unsophisticated, and naive, and perhaps they were right! But I didn’t care. Well, I did care, but only when I was near such people, which wasn’t often. Among our villagers, it was a different tale: I was their friend, Kyra. 

My mother had insisted I be raised devoutly. But last year, she had gone to her rest, and my father had been eager to indulge his youngest daughter. So he gave in to my interest in Medicine and had me taught by his physician, who had studied in Alexandria. Perhaps in this also I was different from other young girls, interested more in learning than in making a good marriage – although, one day soon, that would have to come, too. I was now seventeen, after all.  

As I stood nervously, thinking of these things – my family unaware, caught up in polite conversation with our relatives – Gaius caught my eye and gave Marcus a playful shove. 

“Marcus! You have another visitor – a very pretty one this time!”

Marcus, returning to the present, turned back to me, his eyes flickering as if noticing me for the first time.

And suddenly, I became aware of how daring I had been to approach him on my own, especially in front of the popular but very elite Gaius. I became conscious that my clothing wasn’t so fashionable: It was good quality but modest, although the front of my dark blue linen robe and its wide sleeves and hem were nicely embroidered. I pulled nervously at my matching scarf, which my mother had said should not be allowed to reveal too much of my dark reddish brown waves. But I gazed directly and earnestly at the men.  

And then, for the first time that evening, Marcus smiled, reminding me of Sandrus, the brother I was always teasing, who still lived at home. 

“Salve, vos noscere! Nice to meet you!” said Marcus, momentarily distracted from his reverie, while Gaius watched, amused. “Or,” he added in Hellenikḗ, “Chaírete.” 

I smiled back. “Nice to meet you, too. Vos noscere,” I began, eager to practise my Latin. I spoke several languages, but we tended to speak our local dialect at home. “I – I mean,” I was momentarily losing my nerve. I looked between them, and Gaius smiled encouragingly. Kyra, I thought, Aba is going to be annoyed. But I plunged in, “I wanted to... I mean, I know you’ve had this said to you already, and we’d already expressed it as a family, but I wanted to give my sincere... sympathy. Since, you see, I think I might understand a little. I lost my own mother a year ago. It’s not the same, I know... I still have my father...” 

I looked down at my hand twisting my copper bracelet, then up again at his face. His eyes glinted with sudden interest. 

“Thank you,” he said. “And I'm sorry for your own loss. I appreciate your sympathy. This is the most heartfelt condolence I’ve received all evening, isn’t it, Gaius?” he added, turning to exchange a meaningful glance with his friend. “And what might your name be?” he asked. 

“Oh!” I flushed. “Sorry... I’m – Kyra. Well, not my real name, but it’s my nickname. And... my father is over there, talking to other relatives. He – we don’t usually attend family events, but this one is very meaningful. He honours your parents. I’m – I’m sorry... I’ll leave now.” Before he suspects I’m another gold hunter. This hadn’t been a good idea, after all. I began to turn away. 

“No, stay,” said Marcus. “I know about your family.”

But just then, he looked up, and I heard footsteps behind me and felt a hand on my shoulder. And my father’s voice said, “Please excuse my daughter, Marcus.”

“Not at all,” said Marcus. “Pleased to meet you again, Domine.”

Rather than being upset with me, my father then continued, “Forgive me, Marcus, but I’ve just been speaking with my sons,” and he turned to indicate my older brothers behind us. “Since your siblings are on their way back to Roma – and if you have no other plans – we’d be happy to have you stay with us for a short while. We’re interested to hear news of the capital, and perhaps you could even consider tutoring my family a little in some of the learning you’ve acquired among the Julio-Claudians. We can’t provide you with hospitality of the nature you’re used to on the Palatine. We live on my country estate. But perhaps staying with us, your family, can help you with your grief.” 

Marcus turned to Gaius, who said, “I’ve no problem with it. Stay with your family if you’d like, Marcus. Get to know them! It will do you good, brother. I can journey on to join Pina and the children at Legatus Piso’s home in Syria, and you can catch up with us later on.” 

And so Marcus came to stay in our home. 

*******
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“MY FATHER ISN’T AS traditional as my mother was,” I said one day as we reclined on klinai – couches – in our living area opening onto the garden. Sandro, my closest brother, was lounging nearby in the courtyard with a scroll. “He does his best to respect my mother’s wishes with us, but he’s different from her. I loved her very much, but I often feel guilt when I think of her. She was so proud of her ancestry and wanted to convey that to us. I don’t think I was always able to live up to what she expected.”

It had been a couple of months now since Marcus had first come to stay with us, and he had soon become one of the family. His easy charm had quickly overcome my brothers’ initial awe. We had enjoyed riding our horses on my father’s land and beyond, and we had shown him around some of our favourite haunts, and explored some nearby ancient ruins. He had even come with me when I’d shadowed the physician Ezekiel – the medicus I was training with – while he treated patients in the neighbouring villages. And, as he’d promised, he taught my brother Sandro and me some of what he’d learnt about Roman and provincial history, and Roman politics and philosophy. In the evenings, we’d all gather around while he shared the latest news with us on Roma’s activities and about the Julio-Claudians. 

“Why should you feel guilty?” Marcus asked, surprised. “I can’t see you doing anything that you should be ashamed of.” 

“Oh, I’ve never been rebellious,” I grinned. 

“Don’t you believe it!” cried Sandro, listening in. “The most peaceful waters are the deep ones. You can never tell what those ones might be hiding.”

“Oh, rubbish!” I cried, throwing a cushion at him. 

After some teasing among us, I went on, “But she wanted me to follow the traditions. Sometimes, I rebelled against that – well, not as my lazy brother over here has said. But I didn’t follow all the strict religious rules. And also, she thought that, as a girl, I shouldn’t study Medicine. But I’m doing that now, and Aba said he might be able to send me with Sandro later to study at the Mouseion tēs Alexandreias, the University of Alexandria. I’m thrilled about that, but my mother hadn’t wished for it. It makes me feel so sad for her that I disappointed her when she lived. And that I’m not doing as she desired, a true heir to our heritage,” I sighed.  “But I’m trying now. Just not with my studies! I hope I can make her proud, if she sees me from the next world.”

“Kyra,” he said with feeling, “I’m sure it feels that way to you now that she’s gone. When we lose someone, we needlessly regret many things. I’m sure she loved and understood you, and knew that you were a true and devout daughter.”

“Do you really think so?” I asked, my eyes hopeful, brimming with unshed tears.

“Yes,” he said earnestly. His eyes held mine, his gaze brotherly. “There is absolutely nothing for you to feel guilty about. Parents often have high expectations of us. But your mother is now in the Afterworld, and she has come to understand everything. But I can imagine how you feel,” he added, and then fell silent.

“Oh, I do hope so.” I paused when he did not respond. “Marcus, what is it? I’m sorry... I haven’t reminded you of something?”

He was jolted from his reverie.  “No... not in the same way. My father and uncle, I'm sure you’ve heard, were put to death for treason when I was four.” I nodded seriously. My mother had resented his mother for betraying his father, but I avoided mentioning this. He continued, “I vaguely remember him, since I was very young. My mother had never wished to marry him – at first. She was very Roman, the good friend of Antonia Minor. I have always done my best to please her, since she was so ambitious for me. But I feel I am more like my father, and perhaps in that she was disappointed. Or perhaps not,” he said, looking thoughtful. “I know I reminded her of him. She wished I could be more like her.”

“But perhaps not totally,” I said thoughtfully, “For the sake of her ambition, it was also good that you resembled your father.”  

“Well...” he began, and then hesitated. “She told me once, before she passed on, that she hadn’t loved him at first, but that she had realised she loved him in the end. And that she had regrets. I’m not sure what she meant. But I can’t speak more of this,” he added. 

“Don’t, then, Marcus,” I replied kindly. “But if you ever wish to tell me more, you can.” I paused. “Would you like to go riding with Sandro and me?” 

I turned to my brother. “Don’t be lazy!” I teased. “Let’s go for a race!” He grinned and threw the cushion back at me.

*******
[image: ]


I AWOKE TO THE SOUND of authoritative pounding on the front door, and servants running and calling for my father and Marcus. I ran for the door, and opened it, calling, “What has happened?  Is Marcus there?” while Zadie took my arm, holding me back.

“No, Kyria! Wait! You can’t go out like that! There’s visitors! Let me do your hair.”

“No need!” I smiled, then pulled away, annoyed. “What’s happening?” but I waited impatiently while Zadie quickly brushed my long, tangled hair and tied it back. When she tried to fuss more, I disengaged from her, running to the balcony and leaning over the rail to the courtyard below, and called anxiously to one of the servants, “What’s going on?” The sound of heavy boots and men’s voices echoed throughout the villa to the sleeping area.

“Soldiers, Kyria! Romans!” he called.

“Why?”

“For Dominus Marcus!”

I ran downstairs and through the courtyards, pulling my scarf over my hair for modesty. Reaching the men, I saw Marcus’ and my father’s concerned faces as they and several other men spoke together seriously. Sandro stood nearby; he quickly approached.  

“What is it?” I asked.  

“Marcus’ friend, Gaius. There is some dire matter and he must leave immediately for Antiochia. It seems his friend’s been taken ill and has sent for him.”

I reached out to a pillar to steady myself.

“Since when have you become so concerned for Gaius?” asked my brother, surprised.  

“No, not Gaius.”

His face took on a new expression. “Marcus, then!”

“No, of course not,” I replied, impatiently. “It’s just that...” I had trouble putting into words my sudden surge of confusion. I wanted to rush to Marcus, but I couldn’t since he was in earnest conversation with the Roman messengers.  

Suddenly, Marcus, his face set, hurried away to his room, nodding to me briefly, followed by his freedman Eutychus. It wasn’t like him not to speak to me, and I stood rooted, bemused.  

My father, his quiet face serious, approached us. “Something urgent has happened. Marcus needs to leave us immediately, so we can say our goodbye’s to him now.”

“Of course, Aba,” said my brother. I rushed from the room. I knew I was being discourteous and childish, but I didn’t want to be there when he left to join his Imperial friends, never to see us again.  

I’m not sure how long I sat in my private hideaway in our garden, secluded behind an overgrowth of bushes, when I heard his voice.  

“Kyra, where are you?” 

“I’m here,” I murmured, embarrassed. 

“Oh, yes, this spot,” he said, amused, joining me on the bench. He was already cloaked and hooded for the journey. “Should I be offended? Why didn’t you let me say goodbye?”

“Well,” I said, “I’d needed to... er... study my medical text.”

“Where is it, then?” he grinned. 

“I’m not sure. I left it here last night, but the gardener must have removed it. I’ll go get it...” 

And I began to get up. 

“Wait, Kyra,” he said. “I’m sure we’ve gotten to know each other well enough that we can’t be easily fooled. It’s been nearly three months now.”

I sighed. “The truth is... I don’t like goodbye’s, and I doubt we’ll see you again, since you’ll go to Antiochia and then on to Roma. And your departure is so sudden... But I completely understand. You need to go to Gaius. This is serious. Caesar’s heir, and he’s ill! Don’t waste time with me. Perhaps Aba can send his medicus with you... he’s good –” My voice broke.

I turned away to hide my tears. 

I felt his warmth as he moved closer and put an arm around me. He was like one of my brothers. But then, suddenly, I felt something more...

“Kyra,” he murmured against my hair, “It’s not like that – the goodbyes, I mean. If you agree, it need not be permanent.” He hesitated. “How would you like – to come to Roma... a bit later? You seemed interested to visit some day.”

I felt confused. “To Roma?”

“Yes,” he said. He moved back a little, watching my face closely. “To be with me, in Roma.”

“You mean, to visit you and your family?”

“Yes, of course!” he smiled. “But not just that. Much more than that. To spend your life with me, in Roma. Would you like that?”

The garden swayed, unreal. “What do you mean?” I whispered.

​“Cara, I’d wanted to ask you before, but... Your father agrees, but only if you do... I’ve already broken off the engagement my mother arranged on her deathbed, for this...”

Just then, I heard running footsteps, and the voices of Eutychus and the messenger. 

“Marcus!” cried his freedman, “Are you here? Forgive me, Domine; we must leave quickly! There’s no time to lose!”  

Marcus moved discretely away from me, turning towards the men, who had circled the bushes into the little arbour. “Forgive me, Domine Marce!” the messenger said. “Forgive me, Domina.” I felt my face grow warm.

Marcus rose to his feet and turned to me, his eyes asking a question. 

“Yes!” I said. “Marcus, I agree!” He smiled.  

As I rose from the bench, he came near again, taking my face between his hands and placing a light kiss on my forehead. “I’ll speak to your father!” he said, his gaze intense.

Then, he hurried with the men to the front of the house, while I followed behind. He approached my father and brothers who waited at the entrance, grasping their hands and turning to look around at us to express his thanks and regret for his urgent departure. 

“We completely understand,” said my father fervently. “You’ve been as one of our family and we’ve all enjoyed having you here. You are welcome back at any time!”

Marcus’ eyes met my father’s. “Domine, I appreciate your kindness and trust. You and your family are most welcome to visit me, too. And Kyra has agreed to our betrothal. I will send you a message once we reach Roma. Vale, and gratias.” My father beamed at us. Marcus turned to me and winked, while I blushed.

And I was left to watch him ride away with his men. It was more than five years before I saw him again.
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Caput II: Custos Umbrarum
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(Guardian of Shadows)

Neapolis and Via Appia, Italia AD 24
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THE CRIES OF THE CAPTAIN and his crew as we neared the Italian shore brought me abruptly and with relief out of my unwanted reverie and back to the present.

I stood at the rail, my thoughts in turmoil as I viewed the Italian coastline – the land of gods and Caesars. Neapolis’ harbour lay before me, its sheltered embrace a stark contrast to the bustling chaos I was told I’d find in Roma. The captain had decided to disembark here instead of Ostia, this being a more protected harbour.1 It was my first time to Italia and, apart from my travelling to Syria with my family and to Alexandria, Egypt with my brother for my medical studies, my first time outside of Judaea – leaving behind its more arid landscape and olive groves, and the ancient whispers of its prophets. From what I could see of Italia’s vegetation, it was much lusher, greener, and more tangled, and I felt a pang of homesickness for the world I knew. 

And why had I come? To please Fasal, my father, who, although he had protected his family from political involvements, had felt pressured to retain a good relationship with Sejanus by betrothing me to that prefect's friend, my cousin, Aristus. Sealed documents confirmed our engagement. That, I told myself, was my only reason. Being my father’s youngest and favourite child, he had allowed me, with some persuasion, to study and begin a career – something very unusual for a woman. But our family led an unusual existence, and no one appeared to notice us despite my mother, Shlomtzion’s, lineage. 

We had kept to ourselves on our small country estate where we raised our horses, and even more so after my mother so sadly passed away. Well, most of us kept to ourselves. But I would travel with my father’s medicus to the neighbouring villages to help the people there, since I was a new medica myself now. But all this had changed when Sejanus had cast his gaze upon me. After all, my lineage was important to others and I was still unwed. Or perhaps it was due to that visit so long ago from the charismatic, privileged Marcus. His eyes had held enigma, and his touch that final day had initiated a spark of something I dared not acknowledge. His visit was one I preferred to forget. After all, he had proven himself insincere and had merely toyed with my feelings and my father’s hospitality. 

And now, here I stood, pulling my cloak about me as the late spring winds buffeted me and attempted to unravel the hairdo that Raḥel had subjected my thick, unruly curls to – curls which were now eagerly attempting to escape their unwelcome confines. 

“You can’t meet your betrothed looking like a careless country girl,” she chided, her hands deftly retying my hair. “Nor with the plain medica styles you favour.” Raḥel’s words hung in the salty air, a reminder that this marriage was more than duty – it was a web woven by unseen hands. 

“Really, I don’t care what I look like to him. He was not my choice!” I blurted out, my frustration bubbling over. Many women had no choice whom they married, but my father and I were close and he’d always assured me he’d not make me marry anyone against my wishes. But now, things had changed. And I was still illogically fighting to stifle old memories of someone else – someone I no longer liked nor trusted. Someone I had been warned against. 

“The fate of every woman: don’t complain. And now, to many who know us in Judaea, you’ll be an envied princess of Roma,” Raḥel added, indicating that she might be feeling some of the envy herself. “You should care – do you wish to make a fool of yourself, your father’s family, and Fasal himself?” Her expression turned stern and I made a face.

“Then you marry him and become bound to Sejanus and the Imperial Family. Let me escape.” Just as my hair wished to do. But we both laughed, since we were good friends. She had been studying with me in Alexandria, and since I had trained for longer than her, also previously with my father’s physician after my mother's passing, she had continued to mentor with me at our estate. And now she accompanied me to Roma, her and Zadie’s passages paid for by my father to ensure my confidence and safety. 

Zadie joined me at the rail and gave me a brief hug. “It will be alright, Pilgesh, Mistress. Your new suitor and the Imperial family will be impressed with your beauty, intelligence, and education.”

I scoffed. “No, they probably won’t. How will I continue my career here?” I sighed in frustration, running my hands through my curls and mussing them even further. Raḥel and Zadie attempted to pin my dark, faintly reddish hair back into the Hellenici bands, but I waved them away impatiently, saying that the wind would only undo their work once more. “Later,” I insisted. “I want to linger here, and see this land that’s meant to impress me –” 

And then my eyes fell, as the winds moved our ship closer to the shore, on a figure standing alone at the harbour, and my heart gave an unexpected lurch. No, it wasn’t him: it couldn’t possibly be. I’d only met Aris very briefly five years ago, but this man in his dark blue cloak with its opulent trimmings was clearly not my betrothed with his handsome but serious features. But neither could he be the one some hidden part of me seemed to believe he was. Or could he? What was he doing here? I tensed. I needed to escape. Yet a princess from a Roman family travelling to Roma did not cower and hide – even if she hailed from Judaea and lived a life far removed from courtly intrigues. I clutched the rail and steeled myself from fleeing back to my cabin. 

So here I was, wishing I were anywhere else. He could not possibly be the one I thought he was. Just a resemblance at a distance. After what had happened, he would not dare show himself. But his stance, the way he turned to give orders to his servants. The toss of his head with its curls that resembled my own. Only mine held hints of glossy red and gold and his were nearly black. Had he turned to look directly at me? Of course, I could not possibly know that from this distance. I retreated further into the shadows of the awning, observing without being noticed. Where was Aris?

But the encounter made me question my choices: Why had I agreed to come to Roma? Had I really had no option? Societal expectations weighed heavily upon me. As a woman, my duty was to forge alliances and bear heirs for some ambitious nobleman – not pursue a medical career. And yet, the betrothal had been more than a mere suggestion: it was orchestrated by Sejanus, Tiberius’ second-in-command. 

I had clearly not wished to come for any other reason, such as curiosity to see the city where he lived, the home he loved so much. To maybe catch a glimpse of him. I was no longer that moonstruck child. He had rebuffed me, and now he had fallen out of favour, and clearly for good reason – a reason which corresponded to his lack of responsibility some time after he returned to Roma. Best to avoid him altogether. But how could I evade him if he truly stood here now?

But when our ship finally docked at the port, there he was – without his younger brother.

*******
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I STEELED MYSELF TO treat Marcus with the same reserve I had learned at the Musaeum Alexandrinum, the Alexandria University, for handling difficult situations. The latest information, gleaned from rumours, had left me uncertain. Our existence, by my father’s design, hovered on the political fringe.

Apparently we were on the fringe of fashions as well. My clothing was Roman, well – Romanised. I wore a good quality travelling cloak of dark red which accentuated the reddish lights in my dark curls. This fell over a beige stola whose front and hem were embroidered in dark red in the Eastern fashion, and it was cinched at the waist with a dark red cord of matching hue. I rather liked this stola since it had been made by a seamstress my mother preferred. But despite being good quality, it lacked Imperial flare. My hair had been restrained once again with dark red Hellenici hair bands and pins. We were Roman citizens, but my own family had developed somewhat independently. However, I had yet to become aware of how unique we actually were.

The cabin door burst open, revealing the well-dressed Roman I had glimpsed on the wharf. Two imposing bodyguards flanked him. His eyes flickered as they met mine, assessing me with mocking appreciation. Then, he turned and barked orders to his servants, who scurried to collect our luggage. Marcus, for it was he, faced me once more.

“So, Domina Cypria,” he drawled, “It seems we meet again. And an improvement, I observe.” His eyes glinted, a blend of mockery and reluctant admiration. “I’m your guardian, in case you weren’t informed.” 

I took a step back. Why had he called me Cypria? He had always called me Kyra. I raised my head, nerves warring with defiance. “Domina Antonia is my guardian.” I looked around. “Where is she?” He had always been self-assured. But in Judaea, he had also been kind. Not so now?

“She is indeed,” he confirmed, producing a document. “And she has appointed me – Aris’ paterfamilias – as your male guardian. Here’s the proof, signed and sealed by Antonia and Sejanus. Are these all your belongings?” He looked around disdainfully, and shrugged, as though to say, What else can we expect? “Come this way, please. The carriage awaits. Roma is a journey yet. In case you’re wondering: No, this isn’t Roma.”

I brushed aside the implication of provincial ignorance. “Where is Aris?”

Marcus’s grin widened. “Disappointed to find me instead?” He shrugged. “Aris injured himself while hunting – nothing serious, just a fractured leg. Antonia asked me to step in.” 

“Careful with that trunk!” I called to a servant.

“Your jewels?”

“My instruments. Surgical ones. And my manuscripts.”

His grin persisted, though there was a strange hint of bitterness. “Ah, yes. I’ve heard about your skills. Perhaps you can practise on Aris. But don’t expect to continue with that venture. My brother would never allow it. His wife is to behave impeccably.”

“I do,” I replied firmly. “And you’re already aware of my studies – you supported them! In Judaea, you were our guest, and you came with me sometimes when I shadowed the medicus.”

A fleeting shadow darkened Marcus’s features, but he quickly regained his composure. I had no time to ponder its origin. We had treated him well during his stay; there was no reason for offence. It was I who should feel hurt, not him. Yet, his expression shifted back to the familiar mocking charm. “Come this way, please,” he beckoned. “This is Italia – the place you had chosen to avoid – not Judaea.” His cryptic remark left me puzzled.

“My horse, Samira. She’ll be nervous and confused.”

“Lucius is adept with horses,” Marcus retorted. A pause. “But why did you bring her?”

“I love her,” I confessed. “She’s my friend, and I couldn’t bear to leave her behind. Besides, she’s only used to me. You remember her, too.” When we and Sandro my brother had ridden together in Judaea. I hesitated. “I’d like to ride her myself.”

“Impossible!” he
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