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CHAPTER ONE

Bitter Draught

WITH SALTIA’S DEATH, Plautinius had gotten his way: He had rule of Portaceae without me interfering. After putting on a show of shock when the news of her and Clio’s passing was announced the next morning, I went to my rooms and couldn’t move from my bed for days. A servant girl, Keerton’s daughter Julia, brought me meals, but I found I couldn’t take a single bite without gagging on it. 

I knew I should busy myself with some activity – working on accounts, prepping the garden for winter, or even going through Saltia’s belongings. I knew I should drag myself down the stairs and demand Plautinius be tried by the consuls for the horrible punishment he’d forced upon a good family. But I couldn't imagine what could wipe my mind clear of the image of the woman who was closer to me than my own sister hanging from that ring. I retched a few times, but my empty stomach brought nothing up.

I spent five days in my bed, but did not sleep. Macrinus came to see me a couple times, but he was occupied with Meria’s broken heart and her persistent illness. Lucius would sit with me, and even Sergios managed to sneak into my rooms to offer me his condolences and to tell me Cassius had finally succumbed to the effects of dehydration after four days of agony. I was in a daze. Grief, lack of sleep, fear for my own safety, and worries for the other people close to me went around and around my head. 

On the fifth day, delirium set in. Lucius offered to call for Papinias, but I begged him not to, dreading what the Hawk might do or suspect. My son ignored my rantings and called for our medic to bring a sleeping draught. Papinias arrived with the vial soon after, but, thinking of Cassius and remembering his stubborn bravery, I had no desire to escape my own pain. I did not deserve to rest with an easy mind. Not after Saltia's suffering and Cassius's prolonged agony. I deserved to suffer as well. 

By the seventh day I wanted nothing more than to escape the thoughts that circled in my head. I held the vial that contained Papinias’s concoction. Only a couple drops were needed to induce sleep, but the vial was filled to its stoppered neck. I removed the bottle’s tiny cork. 

My being alive put my friends in danger. If I left this world, they would be safe. I pushed myself up and looked around. No one was in my rooms. I tipped the vial up to my lips and downed the bitter liquid in one swallow.




















CHAPTER TWO

The Cloak

A WHISPERING SOUND. Rhythmic and accompanied by the light tap of wood against wood. Wondering in my confusion if this was the sound of the weavers who spin the lines of our fate, I turned my head toward the sound. 

No, not the fate weavers. Only Julia at the spinning wheel. Papinias sat in a chair just beyond her reading. The moment he caught me stirring, he set aside his book and poured me a cup of water. I gulped it down, trying to clear my mouth of the thick blanket that seemed to coat it. My empty stomach gurgled as the water flooded in. It was daytime, but the sun was low in the east. Apparently Hermes wasn’t ready to guide me to Hades’s Chasm just yet.

"Six days," Papinias said, his face tight with concern. "You’re just lucky I weakened the dose when I heard you hadn’t eaten anything for several days. What were you thinking?" 

My heart still felt heavy in my chest, but the sleep had cleared my head of its foggy, whirling thoughts. I recalled my feelings of angst, I recalled my grief, and I recalled with a stab of bitter pain why I’d taken the vial’s contents into my body.

"I must have misunderstood the dose," I lied, my voice gravelly from my drugged sleep. "What have I missed? Plautinius is probably Solon by now."

Papinias grinned, but his attempt at a smile dropped as if his lips weighed too much to lift them. He glanced over his shoulder. Julia, lost in the trance of her chore, was humming a Vancusian love song as she kept time with the pedal of the spinning wheel.

"What is it?"

"Meria is still unwell. She’s not improving."

"Maybe she’s inherited her father’s constitution. He’s always had a sensitive gut," I said, thinking of Macrinus’s seasickness when we’d first met. When I looked up, Papinias’s brow was furrowed.

"You’re very familiar with Macrinus’s habits."

Despite myself, I blushed. "He has been by my side for over fifteen years now."

"Whereas I wanted to leave you?"

My head throbbed. I was desperately hungry. I didn’t need an argument.

"That’s not what I meant and you know it. I’m–"

"In love with Macrinus," he hissed. My eyes flicked to Julia, but she was fully entranced by her spinning.

"What?"

"Am I the only one who sees it? Lucius thinks you will marry me one day. Sirius and Plautinius are convinced we’ve been lovers for years. Are you unwilling to admit it to yourself?"

"There is nothing to admit. We are friends."

I suddenly wished I hadn’t woken up. Or at least hadn’t woken up while Papinias was here. He stared at me for a moment, judging me as if looking for a hint of a lie. 

What had brought this on? I suspected his jealousy, but he’d never spoken openly about it. He and Macrinus were friends, maybe not as close as they had been, but at least loyal to one another. Did I need to remind Papinias it made no difference if I loved someone else or not? I was bound to Papinias. By the gods’ laws, the promise we made to each other when we were children meant I would have to marry him if I was ever free of Sirius. 

Thankfully, I didn’t have to bring up the matter. He broke the stare and turned to pour me another cup of water. When he turned back, his face had regained its furrow of professional concern, not of jealousy.

"Nonetheless, I fear for his daughter."

His voice was too serious to ignore.

"Is it the pregnancy? I knew she was too young. It’s too much of a strain on her."

"I don’t think she’s pregnant." 

He spoke cautiously, but the words hit like a giant throwing a boulder into my gut. "What are you saying?"

"She may be being poisoned."

"May be? You don’t know? You do have some experience with this sort of thing as I recall."

"The ones I’m familiar with act quickly. If this is poison, it’s a slow-acting one intended to look like a prolonged illness." He paused as if deciding whether or not to continue. "Macrinus is sick with grief over the idea of losing her."

"Is it that bad? Can you not help her?"

"I’ve tried purges, but they leave her worse off than before. I’ve tried charcoal to cleanse her system, but that has failed as well. If I knew precisely what it was, I could try to counteract it, but the symptoms don’t match anything in Alerio’s studies."

I had to speak with Macrinus. A sudden wave of shame crested over me for lying in this bed when my friend needed me. 

"Could this be the Hawk?" 

"It’s possible. The symptoms are very much like the reports of the illness that took Sirius’s first wife."

"But why?"

"Meria is a threat. Despite the brave face he’s put on and his attempts with Fulvia, Lucius still loves Meria."

"So what? It wouldn’t be the first time one or more parties in an arranged marriage loved someone else."

Papinias eyed me, looked about to say something, then seem to bite back his words. "Yes, well, Macrinus explained to me the marriage contract. Lucius is legally bound to Fulvia unless the originator of the contract, Sirius, dies. The same Sirius who right now is on a campaign against some of the most fierce fighters in Osteria. If he dies, do you think Lucius would hesitate to put aside Fulvia and wed his true love? But if Meria is taken off the scene, Fulvia has no competition and her child, if a boy, will be Lucius’s heir. I don’t want to add to your troubles, but I do worry about how long Lucius will live if Fulvia gives birth to a boy. You realize he’ll no longer be needed if there’s another choice for heir."

"By Hades, I want the Hawk dead." Not caring if Papinias would be jealous or not, I had to see Macrinus. I had to see Meria. I threw aside the covers and stormed over to the dressing table to grab a brush. My head swooned with hunger and the brush clattered to the floor as I dropped into the seat at the vanity. Julia instantly stopped her work at the wheel and bustled over to tend to the mess that had become of my hair.

"You have to know you’re not safe either," Papinias said coldly as he handed me a piece of bread coated in honey.

"I'm no longer a threat to him," I said between bites of the food that tasted like ambrosia to my starved palate. "He has shown me what he will do if I try to push through my own desires for Osteria." 

"I advise getting a taster, Sofia. You may not draw the Hawk’s attention as you once did, but you’re no longer necessary either. Especially if Sirius dies on this campaign." Julia pulled my hair up then teased out a few strands to frame my face. "I assume you’re going to Macrinus’s rooms."

"I am," I said tersely. I was Solonia. He was my medic. I didn’t need to answer for my movements in my own home. 

Papinias turned to leave, but paused at the door. "Do not eat or drink anything while you’re there. It’s hard to say what’s been tainted."

Like the oil Julia applied as she deftly tamed my hair, Papinias’s words seeped in drop by drop. Could this be why Plautinius had encouraged Sirius to go away on campaign while he stayed behind? Was there truly a plot underway at this very moment to kill my husband? Sirius had been trying to be a good husband and strong leader lately, but it was impossible not to see that his worst faults and my worst problems stemmed from Plautinius’s influence. 

Plautinius was the man responsible for the edict that killed Saltia. Plautinius was the man who pushed his daughter into our family. Plautinius was the man who spread lies about my fidelity to turn my husband against me. Plautinius was the man who may be poisoning my son's true love. Plautinius was the man who essentially held Portaceae in his power while I was brought too low by grief to keep him in check. With Sirius away in a rugged land filled with ferocious warriors, his death would cast no suspicion in Osteria. Lucius would be Solon, but for how long? I needed to get word to Sirius, to beg him to come home. But first I had to see Macrinus.

I put on a clean undertunic and draped it with an aqua-toned sheer gown. When I cinched the silver belt, it went far past the notches I normally used. I needed to eat. I needed to regain my strength. My head was woozy by the time I pulled myself to the top of the stairs to Macrinus’s rooms.

I tapped on the door. When Macrinus answered, I barely recognized him. Dark circles crept down from his eyes and there was no life in them, no sign of happiness that I had woken. He stepped aside and gestured me through.

"How is she?"

"Worse." He strode over to Meria who had been propped up on a couch by a window that looked out over the lawn and the city beyond. "She always loved this view." He pointed to a collection of drawings on a far wall. The airy style was different than his bold, broad strokes. Each image showed the view below from a different angle, or a different season.

I staggered. The hunger that had barely made a peep since Saltia’s death was now roaring in like the monstrous lion they said roamed the sparsely populated districts of eastern Portaceae. Macrinus caught me, but there was no lingering hold and there was little comfort in his touch. He deposited me into a chair near Meria. My stomach growled.

"You’ve eaten?"

I shook my head. "Barely. I wanted to come here straight away."

Macrinus stepped away. I watched Meria. She looked dead already. Her breath seemed too shallow to sustain life. Her skin was as pale as the undertunic I wore. Her eyes didn’t even move with the dreams of sleep. When I took her hand in mine, it was as cold as the Col River in winter. It won’t be long now, rang through my head, but I pushed the unwelcome thought away when Macrinus returned with a plate of bread and cheese. I reached for it, but hesitated. 

"What?"

"You know Meria isn’t pregnant, don’t you?" Macrinus said nothing. A tear teetered on the edge of his thick lashes. When he blinked, it fell. 

"I suspected when Papinias tried his purges and other concoctions on her."

"She is being poisoned. What has she been eating?"

"Same as me. Except for the dinners I attend with you, we dine up here together. She enjoys cooking." Macrinus’s voice caught. "She got that from her mother." 

"And you’re well?"

"In body, if not in mind." He slid the tray of food closer to me. "I ate this same bread and cheese this morning. It’s not going to kill you."

I ate the bread cautiously at first, but my hunger quickly took over and in little time the tray was empty. As I ate I thought of what I’d learned while compiling Alerio’s book. A poisoning this slow would have to be given every day in very small doses. If Macrinus was eating nearly the same foods as Meria, he should be ill as well. My hands fidgeted with my dress. A memory of my childhood, of harassing the sorceress into teaching me some of her skills, came to mind. Clothes could be poisoned, and such poisons didn’t work quickly, they killed over time. Some even drove people mad.

"Has Meria bought or received any new clothing recently?"

"That cloak," he said, pointing to the dove grey cloak that Meria now had draped over her like a blanket. "Just before Lucius was married to Fulvia he sent it to her. She’s worn it and even slept under it ever since."

"Lucius never mentioned–" But before I could get the words out, I leapt to my feet and yanked the cloak off of her. 

Meria twitched when the cloak was removed, but she didn’t wake. Macrinus dropped to her side, brushing her hair back while staring at me as if I was mad. "What are you doing? She’ll catch a chill."

She’s well beyond worrying about a chill, I thought, but said, "The cloak. It could be poisoned. That’s why she’s sick and you’re not."

I didn’t think it possible, but Macrinus’s face went even paler. He continued petting his daughter’s hair, telling her it would be okay. That I had saved her. 

I wanted to believe that, maybe even more than he did, but when a breath rattled up from Meria’s chest, I knew I hadn’t. The poison had done its work already. The toxin had crawled too deep into her body. But would she have recovered if the cloak had been removed a week ago? While I wallowed in bed moping over my own angst, I could have been up here saving this poor child. Macrinus hugged his daughter’s limp body. His cries were like ropes of misery around my heart.

I went to him. Not knowing what Meria had been given, we couldn’t know if the poison might seep from her body to his. I couldn’t let Macrinus risk the chance. I touched him on the shoulder and gently warned him of the danger. He eased his child back onto the couch, then turned to me, clutching me to him once again in grief. We stood locked together a long time. His gulps of agony came in wave after wave as I wrapped him in my arms. He gripped me so tightly I thought he would never let go.

Through my own tears I glanced at Meria’s still frame and swore the Hawk would die for this crime.








CHAPTER THREE

Hard Truths

WE HELD MERIA’S funeral that very night. It was a quiet affair. I wanted neither Plautinius nor Fulvia to have anything to do with the sending away of the girl they’d killed. Sergios did his part by keeping Plautinius busy in a meeting to which he’d invited Geta. And, with her lover in the meeting, Fulvia wouldn’t fail to attend as well. Keeping Meria’s skin covered with cloth to prevent the transfer of any poison, Lucius and Macrinus removed the girl to Papinias’s home where Meria could be laid out on a plank made of kindling. 

With the chill of autumn biting into the night air, Lucius, Macrinus, Papinias, and I carried Meria the rest of the way down the Solonian Hill to the river. Only Solons were granted the honor of a flaming send off in the Illamos, but Meria deserved to be honored. She was innocent. Her only fault was that Lucius had loved her. 

From the shore, we lowered the plank to the water. Lucius knelt down in the mud and whispered something to her, his shoulders shaking with sobs. Before breaking the news of his sweetheart’s death, I had questioned him about the cloak he’d sent Meria. He swore the only gifts he’d given her recently had been drawing paper and charcoal, sealing my certainty that the Hawk was behind this death.

Macrinus seemed to have cried out all his tears and offered up a warm goodbye to his only child. After his quiet words, he pushed the plank into the current, then stood back. From one of the torches lining the river’s edge, Macrinus and Lucius both lit arrows. In unison, the arrows went flying and hit the pale grey cloak that had been draped over Meria as a shroud. The flames flickered for a moment then danced their way across the fabric and to the kindling. A gust of wind gave the fire life and, in a sudden whoosh, the pyre burned bright as it drifted away.

We made our return to the Solonian Hill in silence, breaking it only to say our farewells to Papinias when we reached his home. At the palace, Lucius went to his bedchamber after kissing me goodnight on the cheek and pressing his forehead to mine as he took in a deep, shuddering breath. 

When Lucius had gone, I joined Macrinus. As we crossed the entryway to the twin staircases, we passed by Sirius’s, now Plautinius’s, office. Sergios was still rambling on about sewers and I couldn’t help but smile appreciatively at his ability to distract the Hawk for us.

In Macrinus’s rooms I poured him a cup of wine. He drank it eagerly, not even pausing to sniff it for any odorous poisons. I refilled his cup and we stood side by side at the window. Without its former occupant, the couch behind us seemed as empty as the moonless sky.

"I can’t stay here," Macrinus said. "I’ll go mad seeing this room without her in it." My heart sank. After all this, I couldn’t lose him too.

"You could go to the farm, if you like. Rest as long as it takes."

"No, I need to be busy. Lounging around will only let the memories plague me and the anger over her death will fester. If I remain here, I’m afraid my fury will soon have me being sent under."

I understood exactly what he was implying. Blood crimes in Osteria were punishable by being sent under, which involved sealing the accused murderer in a box and leaving that box underground for a period of one month. If the gods deemed the person innocent, he would be alive when the box was opened again; if they ruled him guilty, he would die before the box’s lid was lifted. While I wanted more than anything that someone would kill Plautinius, I would not let Macrinus risk the god’s fickle judgement. 

"Where will you go?"

"To Sirius. I’m your guard, but I’m still a vigile in his service. It would give me someplace to go. And surely he can’t stay in Amazonia forever."

"You plan to return?" I asked, my throat catching with hopeful emotion.

Macrinus paused, sipping at his wine as he stared off in the distance.

"Of course," he said in a voice that was barely above a whisper. "I shouldn’t leave you, though. Not with–"

"I have Lucius. You’ve trained him well. And I’ll take precautions against poison as I did before." I hesitated on the next question. I think I already knew the answer and didn’t want to hear it. "When will you go?"

"Tonight. I’ve already prepared," he replied and turned to me, an apology on his face. I nodded.

"You will take a message to Sirius for me?"

"Not if it’s a love letter." Macrinus grinned weakly. I returned it, but there was something missing in his smile. A spark in him had died with his daughter. It hurt to think he might never find it again.

"Gods no, although I suppose you can tell him it is my love and concern for him that has me sending it."

Macrinus pointed me toward the desk that sat under the drawings Meria had done. While Macrinus was gone I would have them framed. I would show off the talent that had been stolen from us.

I dipped a pen in an old ink pot and scratched my words on a scrap of parchment. 

Husband,

Be warned. I fear a plot may be underway to kill you. Despite what you believe, I do not wish this. I strongly advise you keep only men around you who you trust beyond a doubt, who are loyal beyond bribes. Keep company only with those who stood by you before you were Solon. Keep a taster at hand and board no vessel unless it has been closely inspected. 

Your Faithful Wife

I longed to add details of Plautinius's cruelty against Saltia and my suspicions of Meria’s murder, but I knew my husband wouldn’t hear any word against his cousin. Besides, I needed the main point of the letter to come across clearly, not to sound like the ranting of a grieving or suspicious woman.

I handed the unsealed letter to Macrinus. He read it over then tucked it into the pouch at his belt and gathered up the travel bag he’d already packed. I walked with him to the stables. We hugged goodbye and kissed each other on the cheek, lingering just a moment longer than should be done. A handful of heartbeats later, Macrinus was riding out of my life. When he was fully out of sight, every subsequent heartbeat ached in my chest.

I had no desire to go to my rooms. I was in no mood to have Julia fussing over me. If I lingered, her workday would be done soon and I could be alone with my thoughts. Besides, like Macrinus, I had no desire to be still. I wanted to walk to give myself time to think about my next move. 

Wandering alone at night, I suppose I should have been more cautious. By all likelihood, I would be next to feel the Hawk’s claws. How simple would it be for him to stab me out here on this sparsely populated hillside? Ignoring the recent murders of people close to me, blood crime in Portaceae City was rare. Still, there were occasions when robberies got out of hand. A knife in my gut could easily be made to look like a random robbery gone wrong, but I didn't care. I was too filled with grief for Meria, too angry at Plautinius, and already missing Macrinus too much to dwell on my safety.

With Macrinus gone and Papinias playing the jealous lover, Sergios was my closest ally now, but he was keeping up the pretense of our being enemies so I couldn’t easily gossip or make plans with him. And soon he would be leaving for Seattica to help with the harvest on his properties and to ensure all was in order for the following year’s planting. 

Filled with these lonely thoughts, I stood at the far edge of the palace grounds looking over Portaceae, the city I had once dreamed of fleeing to with Papinias. Now we both lived here but under greatly different circumstances than I had hoped. He returned to his empty home and workspace each evening as I struggled to hold onto a fraying thread of power and feared for my life under my own roof. Every pain in my life – Papi’s being taken from me, the cruel rumors about me, Saltia’s death, and Macrinus’s departure to escape his own misery – stemmed from Plautinius, but there was little I could do. 

Plautinius, a poisoner himself, would guard against poisons. Since the Hawk had acted within the law of the edict in regards to Saltia and her family, I had no firm complaint to offer the consuls. And Sirius was too close to his cousin to see him as a threat. My hands were tied just when I most wanted to fight.

The sound of voices distracted me from my musings and put me on alert. I quickly pulled up my hood and moved into the shadows. As I held still, the voices clarified into familiar tones and I realized the speakers were neither approaching, nor going away. I then noticed where I’d wandered to. Fulvia and Geta were once again using their old hiding place in the tunnels. I inched closer to listen.

"Is it mine?" Geta asked.

"It must be. The medic puts the date at three months from what I told him."

"And you've only been married two months. Will they figure it out?"

"No, Papa has bribed the medic to say the baby came early when it’s born."

"Well, don't let that quack of my mother's near you. He'll blab to her and then she'll whine to Sirius and then who knows what will happen. I can't believe your father ignores them. Right under his nose."

I bristled at his accusations. How many times had I resisted Papinias only to have this brat continue reviving the rumors? I then recalled Papinias’s accusations of me loving Macrinus when I‘d woken from my stupor. Was he right? Was it simply practiced restraint that kept me from running to Papinias’s arms, or was it something more?

"Don't worry," Fulvia purred. "Papa will see to it. If it’s a boy, our child will be Solon."

"It's I who should be Solon," Geta said like a spoiled child. "Not that simpleton brother of mine. Can your father arrange that?"

I realized at that moment how blind these two must be. Could they really not see their resemblance to one another, nor Geta’s resemblance to Plautinius? They really didn’t know they were committing incest. But did the Hawk? If he did, he needed people to believe Fulvia’a child was got on her by Lucius, the true son and heir of the Solon. If people thought otherwise, his grandson would never be Solon. This child was a guarantee. If Plautinius couldn’t weasel his way into the Solon’s chair, if he couldn’t get Geta named heir, then he could still get his grandson to inherit by tricking everyone into thinking it was Lucius’s and having Sirius put it in line to the solonship. If nothing could be said of Plautinius, the power-hungry man did have a mountain’s worth of patience.  

"I don't doubt he can," Fulvia said. "Enough talk." She kissed Geta, and before long his angry stance turned to passionate groping. She unlatched his cloak, slipped it off, then spread it on
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