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  Author's Note


Normally, I like to leave the Author's Note for the end, but for this book, I have several reasons for bringing it to the forefront. 
The first is I want to issue some trigger warnings. I've seen some say that doing so robs readers of the experience of diving into the book, but I have also talked one-on-one with readers who feel betrayed by authors who don't provide them when they're graphic. I will say that the triggers in this book are graphic though not gratuitous. And normally, I don't write very graphic fiction, but I drafted this book during the COVID-19 pandemic. I poured into it all the darkness of those years. Later, I took away some of it (because some of it in the early drafts was gratuitous), but I did leave in that which serves a purpose for the story. And I left it graphic at times because the time period (late 100s CE) was especially unkind to those who did not have power or agency, and it felt like robbing these characters of the truth of their experience to rewrite those scenes. Here is a list of trigger warnings, in no particular order: Issues of sexual consent and/or sexual assault, murder, abortion, enslavement, animal sacrifice, and suicide. Every reader needs to decide for themselves whether they can read a book that may trigger them. I have been told by readers of earlier drafts that knowing ahead of time was sufficient, but everyone is different. Please do for yourself what you must for your mental and emotional wellbeing. 
This was the primary reason I wanted to put my author's note in the front of this book, and I thought also about splitting it into two author's notes, but I thought that might be confusing. So here's the rest of what I think you might like to know, but feel free to go ahead and read the story and then come back to read the rest of this note.
There are some characters in this story who are unnamed. This is not by accident. I haven't neglected to name them. As you'll see in the story, there's great import given to a name and where it comes from. Some characters, like the Druid Woman, are unnamed because their names are sacred to them and not every character should know them. Other characters, like the physician in Rome, are unnamed because their role is more important to the protagonist than anything else. In some cases, like the Gallus, the character remains unnamed because the protagonist thinks it beneath her to bother to learn how to say their name. This will make more sense as you get into the story.
This is a work of historical fantasy. This means two things for this novel: The first is that there is a mystical element to this book. The second is that I play with history quite a bit. This primarily shows up in Roman politics and a revolt staged by the Damnonii tribe in Britannia. However, I play with history in smaller ways too — I don't want to spoil the story so I won't go into it in depth here, but reading historical fantasy means that you accept that what's in this book is not a reflection of recorded and discovered history. One of the reasons I do this is to serve the story. The other is because history is written by the victors. Some of the changes I made or presumptions I made or freedoms I took reflect a possibility that past events could have happened differently and we might not know it. Not all records survive and the ones that do from that time are largely written from the Roman point of view.
The inspiration for this story came first from a past life meditation, in which I saw myself as a healer in Ancient Rome. I later had a dream about the story, which was separate from that, about a female healer bidding farewell to a lover. The story was born from that, and these characters came to life so fast that I wrote almost the entire first draft in about two weeks. That was in the spring of 2020. What followed was a lot of tweaking and adjusting and rewriting, but I kept those two elements from my meditation and dream alive in the story.
A friend once asked me if this was a book of my heart as my first book, The Red Fletch, was. I answered that it was a book of my mind. Mostly, this was a reference to the darkness that encompassed so many minds during the COVID-19 pandemic when it really did feel like the world might end, in those first few months. It was also a reference to the way this story is written. There are four point-of-view characters, each written in a different combination of narrative distance (point of view) and verb tense. The decisions I made here were entirely intentional. For example, both Aurelia and Vita's sections are written in the first person, to demonstrate their close bond (through Aurelia's eyes). Both Aurelia and the Druid Woman's chapters are primarily written in present tense, to create a vibrancy and connection between them. Both Vita and Marcus are written in past tense because both characters experience/d long-term enslavement, and also were in subservient roles for a portion of the story. Both Marcus and the Druid Woman's chapters are written in third-person to demonstrate their distance from Rome throughout the whole story, as well as their roles in the story, which will become clearer as you read. Time is also not completely linear. I've included time markers where necessary to help with this. Many of Vita's chapters take place around a decade earlier, for example. The Druid Woman does not keep time in years the way the Romans do, so her time markers are seasonal without a year. All of this took an immense amount of planning to keep straight, and careful execution to bring to the page. This was a novel, therefore, that exercised my mind as a writer.
This book is similar to what I tend to write in theme, but different in almost everything else. It's darker, it's more layered in points of view and dramatic irony, and the voice of this novel differs greatly from everything I've written before and since. I believe I was a different writer during the pandemic, and this book reflects that in so many ways. I hope you enjoy it, but most of all, I hope it transports you into unexpected experiences and relationships which do not usually sit front and center in stories that stem from the Ancient Roman Empire. This is less a story of imperial conquest and senatorial government and more a story of a handful of people, most or none of whom would ever have been written about by an Ancient Roman, outside perhaps of letters never intended to be read centuries later. Enjoy.







  
  Dedication


For everyone who did not survive the COVID-19 pandemic, and most especially, for those who did. 






  
  Part One









  
  Chapter One: Aurelia

Summer 176


My soldier, Cassius, meets me beneath the rafters of the physician’s stall, his dented and tarnished bronze helmet tucked under one bare arm. Neither Neptune nor Jupiter honored my prayers to conjure up a storm that would keep his legion near the city. My eyes still burn from watching the flames last night, the shadows they cast on the figurines of our household gods. My wrist still stings; it is still singed red from reaching forward to dust those fires with dried and crushed herbs in my midnight prayers. Today, Cassius leaves Rome. 
I will miss his eyes, with their shimmer of gold in them, like the gods kissed his eyelids in the night and left their beauty there. I will miss his kisses, and the kindness in his smile. The way his voice softens when we are alone. I will miss his courage and strength. I will miss the freedom I found in his arms.
“We could run away,” I suggest. Despite the danger of our forbidden passions, I would choose to love him even if Janus, the god of two faces, presented me with the same choice time and again. 
Cassius will not agree. We would both be damned. The daughter of generations of patricians that claim a connection to Romulus himself should know better. But for Cassius, I would risk divine wrath. The gods did not lift a finger to keep him in Rome. They did not flood the field of Mars to prevent the legions from mustering there. They did nothing to let me keep him.
“They’d crucify me,” he says. Cassius rests calloused fingertips on my shoulder, then pulls his hand away. He might be flogged for speaking to me. To touch is forbidden. I am grateful the physician was called to help another, away from his stall. I am grateful the physician trusts me to mind his herbs and poultices—another forbidden arrangement. If Mother or my uncle knew I did not visit the temples each day but came instead to learn the healing arts, they would have sold me in marriage to the first bidder. And if they knew that, in these most recent days gone by, I secreted away with my low-born lover, they might have him tossed into a pool of lamprey eels.
In the warm air, the herbal aromas mingle and smell like a day at the temple. They make me feel lightheaded. I lean into Cassius. The leather strips from his epaulet hang almost to his elbow. He smells of leather. It is a rich aroma that masks the odors of the streets beyond.
“I know.” I whisper it, like it’s a secret I don’t want my ancestors to hear. Like I could keep anything from them. I am grateful my mother is not so religious. She doesn’t trust auguries and believes the priests invent their sacred messages. I would lose myself if she found out about my soldier. 
Two women argue in the street over who should get a blue veil. One woman with a low, rasping voice, declares it should be hers because she picked it up first. The other woman, whose voice sounds like bells, claims it should be hers because she is willing to pay more denarii. I can hear the merchant plead with them to be civil-tongued. But there is delight that bubbles in his tone, like the women fight over him and not the scarf. I would leave the physician’s stall to tell them to shut it like I was born here, like I was a low plebeian, like I was one of them, but I do not want to lose my last moments with Cassius.
He cannot touch me, but I can touch him. I can do whatever I like to him, so long as impropriety does not beget gossip, and while none would know me here, even my street clothes are too fine for a plebeian. 
Cassius's crimson cape is soft in places, rough in others, where weeks of mud and blood have hardened the fabric into a stoic shield. There is a tear at the hem he would not let me mend. Cassius likes to tell the story of how a spear pinned his cape to the ground, how he would have been ripe for the killing in his last battle. How a brute of a barbarian charged at him, battle ax held high. How he ducked and sliced the man’s Achilles’ tendon at the last moment against the blaring of bone-chilling carnyx horns from the attacking foes. How the brute fell at his feet. How Cassius, with a turn of his wrist, dispatched the warrior with his gladius. The rip does nothing to endanger his life. I let him keep his war story and lament only that he would seek to gather more.
Cassius closes his fingers around mine, his hand warm like the sun. I tell him this must be his last campaign. He does not answer. We both know he cannot, unless he lies to me. And then if he dies, Nemesis might keep his spirit from entering Elysium. He would be doomed to wander the Underworld, a nobody. Worse than a nobody. A ghost of a man whose word was not to be believed.
A crowd draws attention on the corner. I press my lips to Cassius's. The herb bundles rustle and rattle around us, a warning from the gods perhaps. I should be within my family’s villa, reclining and drinking wine, picking the freshest fig from a bounty of fruit and tasting its sweetness. I should be practicing the lyre. I should be commissioning a new gown or jewels, or any useless action. The notion of doing so while Cassius leaves sours my stomach like I drank too much wine the night before.
He kisses me once more, pulling my body to his. Hang the risk of crucifixion. His armor hurts against my chest, but I endure it. Better physical discomfort than dwelling on the pain within my chest, the flood of agony in my heart when I think these might be our last intimacies. I trace my fingers over his jaw. It is morning and his cheek is smooth. I cannot watch him leave. I turn away and pretend to busy myself with the mortar and pestle. I know when he is beyond my reach. The scent of leather dissipates. The scrape of his sandal on the cobbles is quieter than a whisper, then gone. I hear only my own ragged breath in my throat before the sounds of the street rush around me like a veil.
Only after I am certain Cassius is out of sight, only after the herbs in the mortar are reduced to a fine dust, do I glance up. The pestle rings against the mortar’s rim when I release it. I peel the tattered curtain back; Apollo hides behind soot-footed clouds. All my world is in shadow in Cassius's absence, all Rome mired in darkness.
The physician returns and rambles about the patient he is called to heal. The physician’s face is lined. A frown carves dimples near the corners of his mouth. His nose is saddled with pocked skin. He is strong, but also has a rotund stomach thanks to a rich diet. The patient has a broken arm, with the bone poking through the skin. Three years ago, when I began studying the healing arts, such news wrenched my insides into intertwining knots. The physician suggested then that I become a Vestal Virgin instead, and heal through prayer and burnt offerings. It was only my haughty insistence and plenty of coin that convinced him to teach me in the first place. When we first met, he would not look me in the eye when he spoke to me. It took many moons before he began to speak to me more like a daughter or niece than a noble lady.
Today I wonder if I should have gone to Vesta’s temple instead. Perhaps Vesta would have honored my prayers and kept Cassius home. But then, if I took him as my lover and was discovered, I would be buried alive. I lick my lips and taste my soldier’s lingering kiss. The physician passes me a clean mortar and pestle filled with herbs and tells me to grind them. While I rock the pestle back and forth to grind the horsetail and comfrey, the physician pours in oil until the mixture forms a muddy poultice. We press it into an empty ceramic vial and the physician packs bandages and sticks that have been stripped of their bark into a bag. He bids me to come with him. This will require more than two hands.
Eager for distraction, I follow out of his stall, and leave behind the heady aromas of the herbs, trading them for the stench of the city and its people. Every now and then, I trace the streets behind us with my eyes, like I can see my soldier’s footprints there, leading away from the stall, away from Rome, out of the city and over mountains and a sea to the northernmost reaches of the empire. Cassius goes to Britannia, and I may never see him alive again.

      [image: ]I pull up the hood of my plain brown traveling cloak and follow the physician through winding streets paved in stones, dirt, mud, urine. So different from the flower petals that dust the forum like large flakes of snow after a triumph or return of Caesar from war. These streets are narrow and dark, and the people in them match the filth I try to dodge with every step. I cradle the poultice like an egg. The physician provides more information as we walk: There was a brawl not over coin, but over a particular prostitute. The attacker has long gone—else, the physician says, I would have had to stay behind. The two men were in their cups all through the night, and finished a flagon of wine between them. The attacker lunged at the now injured man and knocked him back onto the stone floor, then launched onto the man like a cat upon a mouse. 
 “How sordid,” I say.
The physician stops short, and I do too. He turns to face me, and not for the first time, I think his eyebrows might crawl right to the crown of his head. “Perhaps you should not accompany me after all, Domina,” he says.
“Nonsense. And do not call me that,” I warn with a smile. I do not want him to think I will have him beaten. None would stop me. I could not beat a patrician man with my own hands, but I could have a slave beat a plebeian—even a useful one like a physician. Of course, I do not have a slave for such a purpose, but the physician does not know that. I am not bloodthirsty. I walk around to step ahead of him. He does not argue against this small propriety.
I hear his sandals scuff on the stone to catch up. “You being you, and our destination being a brothel—what would your mother, or worse, your uncle say?”
“You worry more than a nursemaid. I am in disguise.” Despite the warm weather, I wear a cloak with a simple tunic beneath it; Vita, my slave, has my silk tunic and stola. I would not wear such fine garments in the physician’s employ. I ask which way to go. He knows better than to suggest he lead, but instead directs me in a loud whisper. None will question my walking ahead of him, for none would presume I am under his tutelage. Women cannot be doctors. Soothsayers and poisoners and midwives, but not doctors.
The street narrows at the brothel door. The door is painted red. Not blood red like a soldier’s cape, but red. I am surprised it is not green, the color worn by prostitutes to mark their trade, though many of the women lingering outside the door are draped in jade, juniper, and olive veils. I am grateful for the distraction, for the brothel, for men who brawl. My soldier has no need to walk these streets, through that door, into the arms of a prostitute, so these roads are not covered in his invisible sandal-prints. I am free from the ache of his absence, for now. I know when I cross that threshold, my focus must be centered on the physician and his patient.
Never have I set foot in a brothel. The inside reflects my imagination: Tables to one side where men drink and pet the women they will buy later or have bought for later, curtained or beaded doorways on the other side that lead to private rooms where even now men grunt and women cry out, and in the center a table where the madam tallies her profits. The place smells of sweat and the oils the ladies daub on their skin to hide the odor of so many bodies. The only difference from my imagination is the writhing, bloodied man on that table. All instruments of calculation are stacked on the floor in the corner: an abacus, a pile of wax tablets, a cup with a few styluses sticking out like a sad and sparse bouquet of flowers.
The broken-armed man is young, younger than my soldier, but old enough to be a man. He looks the same age my brother was when he died: eighteen summers. I did not see my brother die, but I imagined him, in his armor, sickness spewing from his mouth, his plumed helmet shed, his limbs tangled in sweat-soaked bed linens and bile. I have not sought his spirit under the full moon, for fear his visage would mirror my imagination. The man in the brothel writhes and moans. He cradles his arm to his chest. Blood blooms across his toga.
The physician rounds the table and removes from his case a short stick, a few rolls of bandages, a few rags, and some longer sticks. He calls for water. An older woman with a wig of green and blue curls—who I think must be the madam—fetches a bowl. The physician works fast to set the bone. He presses the short piece of wood between the man’s remaining teeth. An ache drops from my neck to my tailbone at the sound of the arm setting in place. I own that pain now, in my own bones. I staunch the flow of blood with a clean rag. The physician sews and tells me to apply the poultice. I do so. The man’s skin is slick and crimson. The physician fashions a splint for the arm—two pieces of wood I hold on either side while he wraps bandage after bandage around the arm. The physician sweats. Beads of perspiration hide in the cracks and crevices of his wizened face. My own perspiration slips down my spine. The broken man’s eyes flutter; he loses consciousness. The short stick is loose between his jaws, which rest slackened. I ask the physician if he has perished, though I do not sense his spirit free from his body. The physician points to the rise and fall of the man’s chest.
While the physician and I clean our hands and wrists of the man’s blood, the madam first tries to negotiate a lower rate by giving the physician an hour with her finest girl or boy. He declines; she pays the physician with a delicate jingle of coin from hand to hand and a grumble about how much this cost her. 
“Perhaps you might search him for money,” the physician says with a nod toward his patient. “Or you could take your case to the courts.” The physician bustles me out of the brothel, as though the longer I remain within its walls, the more likely he is to be found and punished by my family.
I help the physician carry his supplies back from the brothel. He seems tired, perhaps from setting the bone, perhaps from escorting me to and from a place where we both know I should never have set foot. 
He waves me down the street. “Go, go, Domina. If you were seen here…” 
We return to his stall. Vita meets me there and I slip behind the curtained area to don my finer attire.  
Cassius could not take away all my secrets. 
Before returning to my litter, still a few streets away, we pause. I never allow my litter bearers to follow through the forum where they might spy me with the physician. The litter would be in the way, full as the narrow streets are with people. Vita brushes me with bunches of lavender to chase away the smell of the poor and wretched of Rome. The seeds tickle my skin. I cannot help but breathe into the depths of my chest when the aroma of the lavender floats up to my nose. Vita arranges my veil. She presses into my hand a pouch of frankincense to mimic the scents of altars.
We leave behind the graffitied walls and trace a winding path through the forum. When we arrive home, my uncle is beating one of his slaves. The screams are muffled. We do not wonder what the slave did; it is likely he did nothing wrong. My uncle’s blood runs hot, he often says. His slave, a eunuch called Aristos with a shaved head marked with a tattoo of my uncle’s name, lies in the fetal position. His back is bloodied. My uncle has been at it with the whip for some time. Vita is safe. She is mine and mine alone, and I will not see her skin mottled with bruises or ridged with scars.
We skirt the courtyard, avert our eyes. One lash snaps harder than the last over Aristos’s back. My uncle will not tire soon, even though the side of his paunchy face is drenched in sweat. I pull my veil over my mouth and walk faster. My father, who died of the same sickness as my brother, would never have stood for such useless violence. I have not called his spirit to stay his brother’s hand, because such intervention would only invite more violence from my uncle. 
The farther we get from the beating, the easier I breathe, at least until my chest tightens with unreleased sobs. My rooms are far enough away from the courtyard that I can be free from the slave’s screams, my uncle’s grunts, and the crack of his whip. My rooms are the quietest in the villa. But in this quiet, there is no distraction from the pain of Cassius leaving for Britannia. I release tears, and with those rivers of agony, I release him. A daughter of a good, noble family could never marry a plebeian soldier. Curled with my knees to my chest, with Vita rubbing my back and trying to soothe me with shushes one might offer an infant, I give Cassius up. No more longing for a life with a man I have no right to love. No more clandestine visits to the lower city, to the physician, either. I shall be a good daughter. I shall be a good patrician. I shall be dutiful.






  
  Chapter Two: Aurelia

Autumn 176


Every month, Mother invites them: The Seven Ladies of Rome. Every month, I dread this gathering, but now, three weeks after Cassius's departure from the city, the notion of gossiping with any of these ladies conjures bile in the back of my throat. 
None of them have more position and standing than us, because Mother cannot convince the empress to come, but she handpicked them like jewels from her favorite peddler who came to the villa to showcase her wares instead of forcing Mother into the forum to shop. Seven hills, seven ladies. Mother and I make up two of them. The other five look like a muted rainbow in their veils. Every curl is placed on their forehead to showcase the shapes of their faces, something Mother complains about with me all the time. My face is not shaped how Mother would like. It is narrow and my cheeks are too high, my chin is too long, and my eyes are too big for my face. Ever since I became a woman, I have endured my mother’s comments on my appearance, but I care less with time. How could I care about such trivial things when my heart is in Britannia?
Earlier in the day, preparing for the monthly gathering of the Seven, Mother commented that at least my figure was pleasing and that I might not utterly disgrace her in my someday marriage and am I remembering to pleasure myself with my hands when the moon is full. I let her buzz all around me, a bee reluctant to land on the least appealing flower, but resigned to collect the only nectar available.
Now, we sit in a circle on the four triclinia set up in the courtyard. Mother is the only one with her own triclinium. She half reclines on it, laugh lines deepening in her cheek as one of the other ladies—Livinia Verbenius, dressed in pale blue—comments on a merchant’s wife who had the audacity to wear a red that looked a little purple.
I mentally recite the herbs to treat an upset stomach. Mint, which grows right in Rome. Ginger, if one can get it. No need to mix them. 
“And the jewels on her!” Livinia crows, leaning forward, the mocking laughter in her voice. She collects a cup of wine and drinks it to wet her throat before launching into another tirade about plebeians who have the gall to ride in litters. Diana Flavius, for one. The eldest daughter of another merchant. How dare she presume to have wealth. Livinia Verbenius has it out for the merchants’ women on this day.
Mother has always liked to compare Diana Flavius and myself. She married young, whereas I have nearly twenty years upon this earth and no husband or sons to show for it. Not even a daughter, Mother often remarks. No suitors either. If only I could tell her about Cassius.
While the other six women prattle on into their wine and laugh their derision at all the empire, I stare into my cup. I met Cassius on a summer’s day. I was working with the physician when Cassius brought a fellow soldier for treatment. The man had been in a brawl, one Cassius hadn’t witnessed, days before. The wound had started to fester. I worked across from the physician, obeyed his commands half because the man might have otherwise lost his hand and half because the only time the physician dared to order me about was when it was urgent, when his medicinal knowledge outranked my noble breeding. But my eyes were cemented on Cassius.
It was his smile that first caught my attention, echoed by a dimple in one cheek, but his eyes committed me to loving him. His voice beat in my chest with my heart. A few days later, he returned to find me at the physician’s stall.
Our affair was brief. Mother would go into a panic if she knew I visited that part of Rome, let alone got on with a soldier of low birth. I do not even know who Cassius's family is. Cassius did not know, when we met, who I was. He thought me nothing more than the physician’s assistant—perhaps my soldier even imagined I helped my father in that stall. I let the fantasy continue until our third meeting. When he learned of my patrician birth, at first he suggested we cease our amorous encounters, but then asked me to be his wife, by common law if nothing else. Soldiers could not marry without permission, and my family would never let me bind myself to him. It would shame my ancestors. However, perhaps if I’d married Cassius, my father’s spirit would finally have come to me. His company when the moon was dark, would be like the sun on my face, even if he came to admonish me.
“I will have to marry a man of my uncle’s choosing, when he chooses,” I had lamented to Cassius. “I am not free to promise more than my heart to your keeping.”
“Then I will have to return with such victory that your family could not deny me.”
“I will be married by then, I do not doubt.”
“You’ll have to divorce whoever you marry,” Cassius had told me.
I had smiled, but it was not genuine. He was a dreamer, and, as a niece and daughter, I could sneak away to be with him in the city before I was given to another man, but such behavior could lead to death for him and exile for me if I continued once I became a wife. Cassius had kissed away my false smile and then we’d lost one another in our lovers’ embrace for the afternoon.
I’d told Mother there’d been an absolute crush at the temple that day.
“Aurelia!” Mother’s tone masks the harshness of her glare, for our guests, but not for me. “Do not make Letitia ask a third time for the olives.” 
I apologize and pass the bowl around the table, recalling myself to the duties of entertaining Mother’s friends. Mother delights next in lamenting to the other five ladies what an ill-suited daughter I am. She pretends to be the victim of some curse. 
“What priest did I offend?” she asks. “Did I not sacrifice enough?” 
“Two calves, if I remember,” says Decima, covered in pink. She is Mother’s oldest friend yet living and still in the city.
“Yes! A brown and a white. Ah, but they were beautiful. I had hoped they would give me a beautiful daughter.”
“She is a kind girl, at least,” Decima offers. 
Mother smiles. “Yes. Even to her slave.” Their laughter rings around the courtyard.
I long to be alone in my rooms with Vita. No doubt she will have a bowl of rosewater ready for me. Vita is the only one on Caelian Hill who knows my secrets. She is so loyal that not even my uncle could beat them out of her.
When the skies darken, Mother warns of rain and ushers the ladies out of the courtyard, back through our villa, and to their waiting litters and porters. The porters will be drenched, but the ladies dry as papyrus. A sigh of relief escapes my body when Mother does not invite them inside to continue their visit.
“The month will pass quickly, Aurelia, and we shall all visit together then. I am certain we will see our friends between these gatherings.” She pats my arm.
I allow Mother to believe that my sigh is born of disappointment.
Mother shuffles me back inside. “Do try, Aurelia, to keep up with the ladies’ conversation next time. For they will be your friends someday when I am gone.” 
“Nonsense Mother,” I say. “You will live forever.”
Her smile turns sad for a moment, and I see the flicker of grief. As petty as Mother can be, I do not want her to leave, ever. What if her spirit will not come when I call for her? I always had the gift of communing with those spirits fortunate enough to see Elysium, at least until my brother’s and father’s deaths. I know this is one more disappointment on a long list in my mother’s eyes. After they perished from disease that ran through the legion like Pluto in an unholy rage, she pressed me to conjure my father's spirit to our home. In many dark moons, I have been unable to, and this is but one more wedge between Mother and I.
“I will not, dear Aurelia. And that is precisely why we must find you a husband. This year.” She pats my cheek and makes a remark about how rosy it is. “More arsenic next time, I think. What man would want a bride the color of raw meat?” She laughs and sways her hips as she walks farther into the villa, calling for Prima, one of the slaves, to bring wine to the bath house. 
Prima manages to snatch the wine from the courtyard and cross the colonnade an instant before Jupiter blesses the earth with sheets of rain.

      [image: ]The next day, Mother sits across from me, a goblet of wine held poised between the table and her mouth. Her eyebrows are raised in high arches; she awaits my answer on the subject of marriage. Of joining our great family with any one of a great number of others from the hills of Rome. Sunlight streams through the courtyard and surrounds us like a curtain, making the colonnade hard to see through Apollo’s midday rays. Somewhere else in the villa, near the kitchens by the sound of it, one of our household slaves screams. He pleads for mercy. Uncle lashes him for some real or imagined offense. 
“I simply do not see why you will not be more agreeable. Do you not see the trouble our family is in?” Mother asks. She takes a sip of her wine, but her eyebrows stay up, near the hairline of her wig that cascades around her face in tight curls. “Ever since your uncle came to live here, he has given us protection, but he… does not have a mind for managing the household finances.”
“I do not see how marriage will solve that for long.”
“Your uncle cannot hold on to two denarii. We are in real trouble, Aurelia, and you alone have the power to save us.” 
The sumptuous provisions of yesterday with the Seven Ladies belied this new revelation. Even today’s spread does not suggest a family on the brink of poverty; the table between us is laden with foods: shaved pork, fig salad, fresh bread. My stomach churns at the sight of them, the smell of them, and the sounds of the ongoing beating. “Why did you not tell me sooner?”
“It is hardly the sort of thing one tells one’s child.”
 “Can you not speak to him? He is your brother, after all.” 
“He will not countenance such a thing. And he is not nearly as reasonable as your father was.” 
I clench my jaw. I hate when Mother speaks about Father in this way, as though he was nothing more than a list of attributes to find pleasing in one’s husband. Father was a brilliant soldier. A courageous leader. A respected patron. Good with money. Good with Caesar. Good with senators. “Well,” I hedge, “then why do you not marry instead?”
Mother laughs her practiced tinkling laugh that reminds me of priests’ bells. “Darling girl, I am not of an age to produce heirs. No, I am sorry, but you must marry. We shall find you someone worthy, someone—” 
My stomach lurches. I push my plate away and run from the courtyard. My sandals slap on the marble floors in rhythm with the screams coming from the slave quarters behind the kitchen. Vita follows; I can hear her footfalls behind me, a staccato to catch up. Always right behind me.
I run past the corridor that leads to our bathhouse and to my chambers. There, I fall to the floor beside my bed and pull out the copper basin just in time to empty my stomach. I heave into it, bile burning my body, throat, tongue, and lips. Vita sweeps my hair back like a curtain pulled to let the morning light in. I cough and retch, close my eyes against the agony and ache. When I think it is over, my nostrils burn from the reek of it. Despite bowls of dried flower petals and vases of fragrant oils, all I can smell is the stench of my own sick. I huddle around it, clutching the copper bowl like I clutched my lover, my soldier, my Cassius. 
Vita rubs my back with her free hand. She makes soothing circles and I catch a few words. She thinks I ate some bad oysters.
“No oysters,” I say. I fix her with a look that would make a gorgon quake. She knows as well as I do that I have not bled in two whole moons. She knows the truth, and I can ignore it anymore. I can no longer distract myself with thoughts of healing, with memories of Cassius, with wishing my mother’s friends were less insipid, with lamenting the frequency with which my uncle beats his slaves, with praying for my brother’s and father’s spirits to visit from Elysium. “Dispose of this,” I tell her, releasing the copper bowl. “Help me clean up. Then while I speak with my mother, you must go into the city, to the physician.”
“But Domina, will you not need my comfort?”
My smile is as bitter as bile. “I shall, I do not doubt. But you will go all the same. He will know the proper herbs. You must set out before my mother can ask too many questions of you. On second thought, just bring me clean water and cloth. I will clean up myself.” Then I reach out to stop her. “Wait. We shall go together. Tell my mother we are going to pray for a rich husband for me.” Vita seems stuck—most days, I am not one to change my mind once I have made it up. “Then, send for the litter.”
“But Domina,” Vita says, like she cannot trust me to wipe my own mouth and chin. 
“Go,” I tell her. An order is an order, and though Vita knows I will never beat her or allow another to do so, she also knows it is better to be in my good graces than outside of them. 
Alone, I push myself off the floor and walk out onto my balcony. Below the pregnant slope of the Caelian Hill, the city of Rome tangles. I can imagine the noise, the stench of its piss-filled streets. The memory does not disgust me, because that is where I met Cassius. That is where I have trained in the healing arts these past three years. Almost a month has passed since I last set foot there, and yet I can feel the uneven cobbles under my sandals as I stand on my pristine balcony, in my pristine chamber, in my family’s pristine villa. I clean my face and grab a handful of coins from the box beneath my bed.

      [image: ]I call for the porters to stop my litter a few streets away from the physician. My litter bearers watch me with questioning glances, except for one, whom my uncle once beat for watching me too much. Now, he watches his toes wiggle in his sandals. Vita and I walk the last few streets alone. The physician is in his stall, binding bunches of herbs: horsetail, sage, chamomile, bay laurel, basil, lavender, fennel, calendula, and juniper. He has already harvested the juniper berries, which look like dusted blueberries heaped in a wooden bowl on the table. The physician hangs the bunches of leaves, flowers, and roots at the back; they are too green and full of moisture still. He holds his hands open in greeting and dips his head when he sees me. 
“Domina, never have you graced my humble stall with the sun in descent. I beg the gods that all is well.”
I tell him I wish to speak with him alone. He beckons me behind the curtain where my soldier and I stole so many kisses. I feel safe with the physician. Vita watches over his herbs.
I explain my symptoms: nausea, vomiting, and a lack of appetite. Part of me hopes he will send me home with fennel and say there is no concern of pregnancy.
He asks if I ate to excess, or if I consumed any bad oysters. I shake my head.
“When were you last on the rag—”
My eyes widen. He corrects his language to be more fitting to one of my station and asks about my womanly courses. Have I had them? Have I been noting my cycle by the moon? I answer this and all his questions, even when he asks about my virginity. May Pluto take me if I lie at a time like this.
He speaks, but many of his words, even the deferential ones, sound like Greek in my ears. The only two that register are “with child.” Though I know it myself, hearing his confirmation feels like shackles closed around my wrists and ankles. He asks more questions, and I feel myself nod or move my head side-to-side. I do not know what questions I answer, but when he is finished gathering my answers, he nods, puts a finger to his chin, and nods again. “It will taste unpleasant, Domina, but I can help you there.” He pushes aside the curtain and gathers his driest herbs, mortar and pestle. He mumbles a list of ingredients as he works.
“Excuse me,” I say. “What will taste unpleasant?”
He calls over his shoulder that he will concoct for me a tea mixture to help with my stomach. He does not offer blessings for the child. He does not offer to help me destroy the child. 
I wait behind the curtain. Do I want to destroy this child? Cassius may never return. The gods may curse me for killing his baby, a baby I want to cradle. They may curse me for not aborting this pregnancy, for sullying myself with one so below my station.
The physician returns and presses a soft leather pouch into my palm. I ask how much I owe, but he holds his hands up, palms out. He says he could not take a single denarius from me. I thank him and tell him if I never see him again, I will pray for Mercury and Apollo to bless and keep him. After all, if I have this baby, I can never return to these streets. He thanks me, and I leave with Vita and the pouch of powdered herbs. Once inside my pillowed litter with its scented curtains, a slight uniform bounce to the bearers’ steps, I untie the pouch and hold it up to my nose—the herbs smell bitter and sour, like bile itself.

      [image: ]Hours later, Mother and Uncle wait for me in the courtyard of Uncle’s villa. They sent Prima to summon me. The sun shimmers on Mother’s necklace of hammered silver. They lounge and drink wine, eat olives and figs, and talk with a middle-aged senator. His white and red-striped toga looks simple compared with Mother’s lavish dress of purples and blues. This is a senator I am sure I have seen, but never met. He has dark curls that form a wreath around his head, dark beady eyes, and a hooked nose that makes me think of an eagle’s beak with a scar across the bridge. This man, like so many senators, saw battle. He carries the memories of war with him. My uncle has no scars. My father had one on his chin, and used to tell my brother he would soon have his own scars. The senator sits and moves like a lion, with quiet muscle and agility. 
Uncle sees me first and plasters a beatific smile upon his face. Muralists would be proud of this artifice. He bids me to join their party with false warmth in his voice and a smile that does not find his eyes. Not even Apollo’s brilliance could comfort someone in his company. He introduces the other senator with admiration. It has long been my uncle’s ambition to become a senator, but he lacked the patronage for such ascension. My father was destined to be a senator, to someday be emperor, after the patronage and adoption by Marcus Aurelius, by Caesar himself. I know my uncle always envied my father for this.
Domitius Cicero Hadrianus Marcellus. Just enough names to be pretentious. 
“Is my niece not as lovely as promised, Domitius?” my uncle asks.
Domitius stands and walks around me like I am a Greek bronze, a new discovery unearthed or dredged out of Neptune’s depths, to be studied and critiqued and replicated and Romanized. He smells of olives, that sharp, acidic, salty aroma. I feel his beady eyes climb down one side of my body and up the other. With one finger under my chin, he lifts my eyes to meet his. It is not forbidden for him to touch me. In that brief contact, I know he has not the warmth of my soldier. This man is all business. I am a product for sale.
He lies and says I am lovely. Honor demands his lie, just as it demands we all accept his words as truth. “I am pleased to find her so, but even if she were less lovely, the connection would be pleasing enough, though she is not too old to bear me many sons?”
“Not at all, I assure you,” my uncle says. “And she was nearly betrothed, but then her father perished and… well, it turned out the man in question was more interested in my brother’s political standing than having a wife.”
The reminder of my near betrothal to another man seems like another life, as though I perished with my father and brother, and was reborn into this present existence. I did not love the man, but to do my duty would have been easier prior to knowing love as I did with Cassius. Now? The idea of marriage to another man sickens me. Or perhaps it is the babe in my belly revolting against the inevitability of my being sold in marriage.
Uncle smiles and squints his eyes. “Aurelia, you are to be married to Domitius Cicero Hadrianus Marcellus once a date is chosen. How does that please you?”
I tell Uncle I am pleased. Another lie. The senator kisses me. His lips are dry and hard. Despite my current condition, I am ever more grateful that I gave myself to my soldier instead of this one first. Even with the heart pain, I am glad Cassius and I had our stolen weeks together. Cassius's kisses were warm and gentle and loving, save for when they were heated. But Cassius's lips were never dry and hard. I do not kiss the senator back, but nor do I retreat. I hold, like a phalanx under a shell of shields, absorbing an onslaught of barbarian spears and battle axes.
Mother stands and takes my arm. “We must plan your dress,” she says, “and leave the men to make the rest of the arrangements.”
I hope for a wedding as soon as possible. If my betrothed beds me quickly, I might yet convince the world that the child in my belly is his. I can keep this child and love it as the last vestige of my love for his father. I let Mother lead me to the cool shadow of my room, away from Apollo, seeker and speaker of truths. Vita follows.






  
  Chapter Three: Vita

Winter 165


The day I was sold was clear and warm. My freedom was taken at night on the road to Rome, but I became a slave on a beautiful day in the market. I was but a girl, my knees and elbows still knobby protrusions on lanky limbs, with a short trunk, a full face, and hair that fell a breath below my shoulders. At first, the slavers tried to convince buyers I would make a good house slave, but they could not verify my skills in cleaning or in the kitchen. I refused to speak the entire time I was in the slave market. Their honesty surprised me, but then, the men who asked about me looked rich. Their togas and tunics were unstained. Some were embroidered with silver and gold thread. They rang like bells as they walked—how many denarii and sestertii did they carry? How much did a slave cost? 
When the slave traders couldn’t sell me as a house slave, they tried to get men to buy me for their beds. But one man said my breasts were too small; my chest was still flat then. Another didn’t like my hips. One of them said my hair was too light. A wine merchant with mean eyes said mine were too blue, so that he didn’t trust I wouldn’t drown him, that I did not look like a girl from Mediolanum, but like a daughter of some barbarian. The day wore on and the sun started to dip below buildings. The slave trader approached me and pulled my hair back so I was forced to look up at him.
“You best try harder to fetch me a decent price,” he said. “Or I’ll be forced to make you my slave so you can work off the cost of feeding and keeping you.”
A voice sounded from beyond the platform where I stood, not fighting back, not resisting, just staring up into the face of my captor. “How much does she cost?”
The slaver released his hold on my hair and pushed me forward, but only to the end of his reach. His hand rested heavy on the back of my neck. He named his price. He said nothing about my being a kitchen slave or a cleaning slave or a bed-warming slave. Not this time.
The man looking up at us was dressed as a senator. My heart kicked. There was no way a senator would be pleased with me as a slave. What did I know that would enhance his home? He bartered with the slaver all the same, and the two agreed on a price. The senator handed over a fistful of money, made his mark in the wax, and held his hand out for mine.
I looked up at the slaver. He told me, “Go on, runt, he’s your master now,” and shoved me toward the edge of the platform.
I stumbled, but I managed not to fall
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