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  Rome


  716 BCE


  The sun that had just started to rise over Rome cast a hazy orange glow over the homes, shrines and temples of the city by the Tiber. It was a strange haze, one that crept up from the Forum to shroud the tops of the Capitoline and Palatine Hills, and on another morning King Romulus might have headed straight to the Auguraculum to take the auspices and see what it all meant. But not this morning. This morning, he was preoccupied by more mundane, earthly matters. More irritating matters. Senatorial matters.


  When he was a young man and a new king, Romulus had placed great faith in the wise men who had first comprised the Senatus Romanus. They had seemed to him like the revered fathers of Latium—experienced, and though unavoidably self-interested, nonetheless steadfastly devoted to the city’s success. They had given him invaluable counsel over the years. But now that he was over a half-century old himself, Romulus often found the advisory assembly that he had created in his youth more vexing than valuable.


  As he passed through the gauzy Forum on his way to the Comitium, he spotted the only vendor awake and ready to serve at this hour—an old baker who for years had made it his practice to open with the dawn, for the king. The man bowed in greeting and spoke with familiarity.


  “Fine morning, Highness,” he said. “Air’s murky as a whore’s bathwater, though.”


  “Indeed,” replied the king. He accepted a round loaf of bread from the man’s burn-scarred hands, tore off a piece, and stuffed it into his mouth. “How is your new granddaughter, Memmius?”


  “Howls like Cerberus in a foot trap,” replied the vendor. “The walls shake with each shriek. I’ll die from the shock of it one night.”


  “I hope not. Who will serve me my breakfast?” Romulus ate another piece of warm bread and casually tossed the rest of the loaf to the red-cloaked captain of his bodyguard, Statius, who caught it.


  Like most mornings, Romulus was scheduled to meet with several aggrieved senators before the official sitting of the assembly began. It was a practice that had always come easy to the early rising king, but which had taken the better part of a year for Statius to adjust to. As the king walked on, the guard ordered his men to stand down. Soldiers were forbidden from entering the Comitium whenever senators were meeting in the Curia. He rested his elbows on the vendor’s wooden stall and ordered wine with water. The king would not re-emerge until mid-morning at least.


  Passing the decorated speaker’s platform, Romulus noted with approval the thick smoke coming from the altar fire at the Shrine of Vulcan. That was good. Twice in as many months he’d had to threaten the priests with a public lashing for making late sacrifice. The birds and the gods were up before dawn, and if they could do it, so could the damn priests.


  He continued through the open-sky Comitium toward the columned portico of the Curia, a wry grin appearing on his face at the sight of a dead bull calf lying in its own blood at the base of a wide stone altar just outside the entrance. On top of the altar, the young animal’s innards burned in Vesta’s purifying fire. No doubt, the sacrifice had been carried out by the senators who awaited him inside the Curia: the mashed appearance of the animal’s head, the incorrect entrails in the fire, and the leftover mess was clearly the work of politicians, not priests. He stepped through the animal’s blood and entered the senatorial assembly space.


  “Salve, Your Highness,” welcomed one of the senators. “We offered to your health this morning.”


  “Yes, I have your offering on my sandals, Senator Naevius.”


  “Apologies, Highness. We missed the priests, and unfortunately the sanitation slaves have not yet arrived. They are helping to clear a blockage from the sewer line.”


  Romulus strode past the fire that burned on another altar, this one smaller, in the center of the temple. He sat heavily in his carved wooden senatorial chair, unfastening his purple cloak and letting it fall over the backrest as the senators sat in the first row of seats in front of him. It was only then that he realized one of the senators, a hopelessly dismal and bloated man by the name of Calvisius, had brought his adult son to the meeting.


  “Senator Calvisius,” said Romulus, “I do not recall granting permission—”


  The senator stood and put his hand on his chest, bowing to the king.


  “Your Highness, Senator Oppius approved my request yesterday.” He held a chest fold of his toga as he spoke, a posture that struck Romulus as pretentious. “Perhaps he forgot to mention it?”


  “Perhaps,” said Romulus. It was likely. At nearly ninety years old, Oppius seemed to forget more than he remembered these days. Still, as one of the first men to have sat in Rome’s Senate—and one of the more useful, despite his age and infirmity—Romulus would not disrespect him by removing him from his position. “Make no mention of the oversight to Oppius,” he said to Calvisius.


  “Understood, Highness.”


  Romulus sat forward in his chair. “What is the matter you wish to discuss?”


  Calvisius glanced at his colleagues, gripped his toga tighter, and held up his chin as he addressed the king. “It is the matter of the land appropriations that Your Highness has recently made in Etruria. My esteemed colleagues and I speak for many in the Senate who believe this is an unlawful”—he rethought the last word and softened it—“an inappropriate reallocation of property.” He gestured to his son. “I had recently bestowed a fine villa with excellent pasture to my son Lucius as a wedding present. Imagine his offense, and my surprise, to receive armed soldiers on that land, claiming it for themselves.”


  “It should have been no surprise, Calvisius,” said Romulus. “Had you spent more time in Rome attending the Senate and less time in the countryside with your mistress, you would have expected the company. I put the matter to a vote months before the land was redistributed.”


  Calvisius cast his companions an unhappy look. It was time someone else stood against the king, or at least backed him up. Reluctantly, a senator named Carteius stood and lowered his head to Romulus.


  “Your Highness,” he said cautiously, “you are correct that the matter was put to a vote. But as you will remember, the Senate voted overwhelmingly against the appropriations.”


  Romulus bristled. “It was my soldiers who fought alongside me in Etruria, not my senators.” He made a show of inspecting the faces of the men before him. “I do not recall seeing any of you there. My men purchased that land with their blood and they deserve to retire on it.”


  “Our king and our brave soldiers deserve all honors and blessings,” agreed Calvisius. “We all remember well the victory you achieved in Etruria. Every one of us celebrated the defeat of King Velsos.” The senator’s lips lifted into an adulating smile. “You marched him through the streets of Rome, beaten and dressed in a boy’s tunica. It was fitting dress for a ruler who behaved with such puerility.”


  The king stood abruptly, causing Calvisius to take an involuntary step back. “If you have sewn an insult toward me into that statement, Senator, I will pull the string right now.”


  “Your Highness,” said Carteius. “He means no insult, I can assure you.” He raised his hands, petitioning for calm. “We only wish to inquire whether Your Highness plans to redistribute more of our land to your retiring soldiers. We have heard rumors that our properties in Caenina and—”


  “You have heard rumors? You command a private audience with your king before Sol has fully risen because of rumors?” Romulus snorted. “I will hear no more of this.” He took two long strides across the floor to leave when the beseeching face of Calvisius appeared before him.


  “Your Highness, I beg your forgiveness, please allow us to—”


  The senator’s words ended in a gasp as he felt the sharp blade of the king’s dagger press threateningly into the fatty folds of flesh on his neck.


  Holding his blade against Calvisius’s throat, Romulus watched a rivulet of blood disappear under the neckline of the senator’s toga. He brought his face close. “You are a step away from sedition, sir. I should—”


  A sudden searing pain in the center of his back made the king grunt and frown in confusion. He lowered his blade and twisted around to find Calvisius’s son, Lucius, standing behind him, his eyes wide and his dagger clutched in one hand. The blade was dripping with fresh blood.


  Romulus reached around to touch the wound on his back, and then brought his hand before his face. Warm blood coated his fingers. He could feel more blood running down his back, soaking his tunica. “Quid ita?” he asked in disbelief.


  Calvisius clapped his hands to his face. “Lucius, you fool! What have you done?”


  The young man gaped at his father. “He was going to kill you!”


  Senator Naevius rushed forward and ripped the dagger out of Lucius’s hand. He tossed it aside and it slid across the floor. He put his hands on Romulus’s shoulders. “Your Highness, can you walk?”


  “Of course I can walk,” Romulus muttered through clenched teeth. He did not want to show how badly it hurt...or how disturbed he was by the strange numbness cascading down both legs like an immobilizing waterfall. He took a step forward, and found himself falling into Naevius’s arms. He rested there, willing his legs to support him.


  “Help me carry him!” Naevius shouted to the other senators.


  None moved.


  Naevius blinked at them. “What are you waiting for? Help me! We are all dead men if he dies!”


  Calvisius surveyed the halting expressions of the other senators. He turned back to Naevius. “We are all dead men if he lives,” he replied, his voice a strident whisper. “You think he will spare us? Last week he killed a merchant for splashing mud on his toga. How do you think we will fare?”


  “We are not guilty,” said Naevius, “only your son is.”


  “We will all fly from the Tarpeian Rock before the day is over,” Carteius replied. He stared forebodingly at the faltering king. The rest of the men exchanged dismayed glances, and then followed his stricken gaze.


  Romulus had been preoccupied with the frightening state of his legs, but something in the air catalyzed his survival instincts and he suddenly sensed the increasingly conspiratorial mood around him. The threat had spread, like a contagion, from one man to all six. He grasped the fabric of Naevius’s toga and tried to stand, sucking in air through his nose. He opened his mouth to call out to his guard. “Stat—”


  With what seemed to the king like impossible speed, Lucius scrambled for his dagger on the floor and brought it up fast, sinking the blade deep into his back a second time. Romulus grimaced, but his body responded with a self-preserving rush of adrenaline and a burst of strength. Using Naevius’s body as a bolster, he propelled himself toward Lucius, swiping his blade across the younger man’s midsection. Lucius shrieked and collapsed onto the floor, writhing in pain.


  Romulus could not stop himself from joining him there. His strength faded and panic flared throughout his body as his legs gave out under him. He sank to the floor still gripping his dagger, desperately trying to twist his body so that he could hold the blade defensively above him.


  “Statius!” he called out, but his voice was as powerless as his legs, and only the feeblest sound came out. That weakness, even more than the senators’ sacrilegious attack, enraged him.


  Father Mars, he prayed, even as he felt a blade sink into his chest. Enter my veins and give me the strength to strike them down!


  Romulus closed his eyes against the blazing pain of the metal shank as it pierced his ribcage. When he opened them, the light was gone—for a moment, he feared the blackness was Hades, but then he realized it was only the crowd of senators above him, blocking the light. He tried to raise his arms to push them off, but his body no longer obeyed his commands. He felt something thick in his throat and reflexively swallowed, hearing his own muffled groan as the blade remained unmoving, lodged in his neck.


  “He won’t die! Stab his heart!”


  The Roman king’s heart pounded madly for a moment, then met metal, and stopped.


  For several long moments, none of the senators moved. None spoke. Other than the sound of their panting, erratic breaths, the Curia was silent. One by one, they stood and stepped back.


  On the floor before them lay the unmoving body of Romulus. His lifeless eyes were open. His thin lips were slightly parted as if in silent protest, and blood dribbled out one side of his mouth to coat his black-bearded cheek. The handle of Lucius’s dagger still protruded from his neck: the handle of the king’s own dagger, the killing blade, protruded from his chest.


  “Jovis nos servet,” whispered the oldest among them, a droopy-eyed man named Pele. It was the first thing he had said all morning. He wiped his mouth with the back of a trembling hand. “What have we done?”


  Lucius, who lay near the slain king, pushed himself to his knees, clutching his stomach. “We have saved my father’s life.”


  “You idiot,” seethed the senator Antonius. “He would not have killed a senator!” He rounded on Calvisius. “Your son had no business being here. He doesn’t know how the king is! Now look what has happened!”


  “We don’t have time to argue,” replied Calvisius. “People will begin arriving soon.” He looked down at the king’s corpse. “We have to get rid of it.”


  “Get rid of it?” Antonius asked incredulously. He pointed at the body. “And how do you propose we get rid of that without being seen?”


  Naevius stepped forward. “We can carry it out through the slave’s entrance,” he said, distress forcing his normally deep voice to rise. “We can put it in Pele’s lectica.”


  Pele shook his head. “I didn’t come in my lectica. I rode my horse today, as you did.”


  The brief rise of hope fell.


  “We can cut him up.”


  They all turned to face the man who had spoken. Lucius. He was on his feet now, pressing a palm against the bloodstain over his belly. He reached down and withdrew his dagger from the king’s neck. Blood came up with the blade.


  “If we cut him up...” he licked his lips in revolt, but continued, “...if we take his arms and legs off first, and his head...the pieces would be small enough to...”


  “Small enough to what?” his father prodded.


  “To carry out under our togas,” said Lucius. His breathing was short and shaky. Ignoring the horrified expressions of the senators, he pressed on. “We wouldn’t have to make it far. Just to our horses.” He took several steps toward the portico and listened intently. “I only hear a few voices coming from the senaculum,” he said, referring to the area beyond the Comitium where senators gathered before entering the Curia. “Hardly any of the other senators have arrived yet, and the guards won’t be able to see us from where they are in the Forum.”


  “And you don’t think our colleagues will notice us limping through the Comitium with lumps of the king under our clothing?” asked Carteius.


  “Not if we act normally,” Lucius insisted. “They’re politicians, not soldiers. They’re busy gossiping or rehearsing what they will say in the Senate today, they won’t give us a second glance. They aren’t looking for anything out of the ordinary.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “We just have to make it to our horses,” he stressed again, “and then we’ll have the cover of the stable. We can stuff the pieces in our horse pouches and ride away like nothing happened.”


  “And how do we explain the king’s absence?” asked Naevius. “Everyone knows we had an early audience with him this morning. His guards will interrogate us.”


  Lucius held out his arms in a gesture of mock innocence. “We say he left after our meeting. We play stupid. We blame his guards for their laxity. As long as each of us sticks to the plan, as long as no one breaks under interrogation and confesses, they will have no grounds to convict us.” He turned to his father. “You said it is the king’s practice to meet with senators before session, correct? There is no reason for this morning to be any different.”


  It was an absurd plan. It would never work. Yet it was the only plan anyone had come up with in the midst of their grievous predicament. That was enough to give it authority.


  “What about the blood?” asked Antonius. “It will look like we slaughtered ten goats in here!”


  Lucius gestured to the wide stone altar just outside the portico where the sacrificial bull calf was still lying in a wide pool of its own blood. Bloody tracks made by the king’s sandals made a path to where they all stood.


  “You can say the sacrifice made a run for it and things got messy,” he said, though unable to conceal the doubt in his voice. “Anyway, the slaves will probably come and clean it up before anyone else arrives. It is still early.” When no one moved, he spoke more emphatically. “We cannot waste more time talking about it.” He looked at the dagger in his hand. “This won’t do.” Passing the dagger to Carteius, he rushed to the altar outside the portico, snatched the weightier sacrificial knife and axe off the top, and dashed back into the Curia. He set the instruments on the floor beside Romulus’s body and cast the men a grim look. “Help me out of my toga.”


  Moved to action by sheer desperation and the momentum of Lucius’s frantic lead—wasn’t a bad plan better than no plan?—Naevius and Calvisius removed Lucius’s toga, leaving the young man in his tunica. He pulled that off over his head and tossed it into Pele’s arms before kneeling, wearing only his loincloth, next to the dead king. After stripping the king of his clothing and spreading his legs and arms open, Lucius picked up the axe and raised it over Romulus’s shoulder joint.


  An accomplished hunter who had butchered hundreds of large animals, Lucius knew it would take strength to dismember a human body, especially a man’s body and one that had gained the bulk of middle age. And then there was the divinity. Would the son of Mars come apart as predictably as a wild boar? A deer?


  He swung the axe down. The blade sank into the king’s left shoulder and dislocated the ball from its bony socket with a mushy thud. Blood splattered onto Lucius’s naked skin. He lifted the axe and chopped the shoulder a second time. Setting down the axe, he used the sacrificial blade to saw through the thick, fleshy strings that stubbornly clung to the limb. Romulus’s arm came free from his body. Lucius lifted the limb, disregarding the grotesque weight, and held it up to the senators as blood flowed out of the king’s body.


  They gawked at each other in horror.


  Lucius gritted his teeth. “Take it,” he said, “or we will die much worse.”


  “Take it and do what with it?” asked Naevius.


  “Wrap it in your tunica.”


  Naevius closed his eyes for a long moment. Accepting there was no other way, he allowed Pele and Antonius to hastily help him out of his toga and tunica. Setting his toga aside and holding the fabric of his tunica out, he used it to accept the dismembered arm, bending the limb at the elbow and wrapping it tightly. The morbid swaddling tamped the worst of the blood that streamed out of the severed end. He flashed the other senators a meaningful look and they began to help each other disrobe until they stood only in their loincloths, looking every bit as vulnerable and exposed as they felt.


  Lucius looked down at the king’s left leg. He raised the axe blade over Romulus’s thigh and brought it down hard, chopping at the resistant bone as if it were a defiant limb of a tree that had to go. The blood splatter was worse here and he could feel blood splash onto his face, into his eyes and mouth, each time he chopped. The blood began to pool around him. As he dropped the axe to saw through the stringy ligaments, Antonius appeared at his side and began to mop up the worst of the blood with Romulus’s tunica.


  The king’s left leg separated from his body. Lucius stared down at it, blinking the blood off his eyelashes. The limb was too big, too long, to manage. He picked up the axe and hacked at the knee twice. It hung on by a sinew. Lucius looked up at his father. “Pull the foot.”


  Obeying his son’s order, Calvisius quickly squatted and gripped Romulus’s sandaled foot. He pulled. The king’s lower leg broke away at the knee so easily that the senator nearly fell onto his backside. He stood and accepted both parts of the leg from Lucius, placing them side by side onto a tunica that Carteius had laid on the floor and bundling the bloody package tightly.


  Pushing himself to his feet, Lucius stepped over the king’s torso to kneel at his other side. He repeated the macabre dismemberment process on the king’s right arm and leg, handing the butchered cuts of bone and flesh to the senators who wrapped them in their tunicas.


  When the limbs were off the corpse, Lucius sat back on his heels and looked down at his handiwork. The shocking sight of the king’s armless and legless body made the bile rise from his gut, and he swallowed hard, feeling the dryness in his throat. His eyes inched toward Romulus’s head. Yes, he would have to do it.


  Inhaling a great breath—it was as much for courage as for strength—he raised the axe blade, aimed it at the king’s neck, and swung downward. Romulus’s throat collapsed under the first strike. With the second, his head came off. Blood surged out of the headless torso as Lucius clutched the black hair and lifted the head, setting it on the king’s own outstretched loincloth. Even as he wrapped Romulus’s head in the fabric, even as his hands shook with terror and panic, Lucius knew that Rome’s founder deserved better. But it was done, and there was no point in him and his father chasing the king to the underworld.


  The king’s limbs and head now wrapped in blood-soaked clothing, the men stared at the remains. Romulus’s torso lay on the floor, blood flowing out of the voids where his arms, legs and head used to be. Lucius grabbed the remaining tunicas, but even combined, the fabric was not substantial enough to wrap the trunk.


  “Get his cloak,” directed Lucius.


  Naevius grabbed the king’s purple cloak off the back of his chair and tossed it to Lucius. The younger man spread it out on the floor and rolled the torso on top, wrapping the stump of the king’s body as best he could in the fine cloth as the blood slowly seeped through. He stood, his chest heaving from the effort.


  Peeking out the portico and seeing no one there, Lucius sprinted past the stone altar to the large oval fountain that stood nearby, the one used by the priests, and occasionally the senators, to wash themselves after making sacrifice. He thrust his hands into the water and began to scrub the worst of the blood off his face and body. Antonius joined him. He plunged Romulus’s blood-drenched tunica below the surface, turning the already red water even redder, then wrung out the fabric and raced back to the scene of the dismemberment to clean up more of the king’s blood. He had repeated the trip twice by the time Lucius’s body was relatively blood free.


  Lucius returned to the Curia to find it as clean as it was going to get. Streaks of blood were still everywhere, but their story—the sacrifice had gotten away from them—could still work. After all, these men were senators, not victimarii.


  By now, Pele and Carteius had finished re-dressing Antonius in his toga—the others were already dressed—and were arranging the folds in a way that covered his chest, minimizing the fact he wore no tunica underneath. That in itself was not suspect. Some senators clung to the original custom of wearing only a toga and, with the unusual heat Rome had been experiencing lately, even more were doing so. Yet with the others now dressed, Lucius had little choice—it would fall to him to don Romulus’s blood and water-soaked tunica himself. He struggled into the woolen garment, the fabric clinging to his skin and amplifying the chill of panic. Finally, he held out his arms as his father and Naevius wrapped him in his toga.


  Wordlessly, they all did what needed to be done. One by one, they each picked a piece of the king off the floor and stuffed it under the folds of their togas: Naevius and Pele each took an arm, while Antonius and Carteius struggled with the larger leg bundles.


  That left the head and the larger, more problematic, torso.


  “I will take the head,” said Lucius. He spun to face his father. “You are the fattest, Father. We will put the torso under your toga...when we walk out to the stable make sure to double over, as if you are unwell.”


  “Son, I cannot carry that much weight. It will fall out and—”


  “I will help you. It is our only chance.”


  His face drained of blood, Calvisius lifted the drapery of his toga as his son shoved the torso underneath. Lucius pulled the toga back down, frantically arranging the folds to cover the purple and red-stained package hidden below.


  He shot anxious glances at all of the men. “We must move quickly, before the blood soaks through any further.” His anxiousness hardened to admonishment. “We will be interrogated,” he said warningly, “and possibly tortured. No matter what they do, no matter what reassurances they offer, do not confess. Stick to the story and we live.”


  “Don’t speak to us like we’re the fools,” chastised Naevius. “It is your idiocy that has brought us to this.”


  Lucius nodded, accepting the rebuke. Placing the king’s head under his own toga and supporting it with a forearm, he put his other arm around his father. Calvisius supported the torso with his hands—like a pregnant woman holding her belly—and bent over in feigned pain. As long as he moved fast, as long as no one looked too closely and Lucius shielded him, it would do. It would have to.


  And then they all walked out of the Curia.


  By now, the few voices that Lucius had heard earlier from the area of the senaculum had increased to several. Laughter and strident words of debate floated across the space of the Comitium, but the tremulous senators ignored them and hobbled as casually as they could toward the senatorial stable to the north.


  As they passed by the entrance to the senaculum, two senators—Sertorius and Claudius—saw them and took a moment to offer an obligatory wave. Claudius rolled his eyes at the sight of the doubled-over Calvisius. The latter man’s propensity for shirking his duties in the Senate by feigning some malady or other was common knowledge.


  Clearing the senaculum, the parade of guilty men finally reached the stable. Each man proceeded quickly to his horse and stuffed his piece of the king into his horse’s pouch before splashing his hands into his horse’s water bucket to wash away the blood. With clean hands, they arranged each other’s togas to hide any telltale blood spots.


  Lucius and Calvisius were the last to arrive at their horses. Lucius shoved Romulus’s head into his horse’s pouch and then helped his father step up onto a mounting block to awkwardly straddle his horse. Calvisius balanced the torso in front of his stomach and leaned forward, holding the torso in place with one arm and gripping the reins with his free hand. Without a word of parting, he rode out of the stable. Lucius watched him go, fully expecting to see him stopped by a soldier and amazed when it did not happen.


  Lucius mounted his horse and walked it out of the stable after his father. He could see Antonius, Naevius, Carteius and the elderly Pele strolling with forced nonchalance toward the senaculum to mingle with the other senators before session. Considering what they had all just been through, what they had done—and what could still await them—their collective composure was an impressive feat. He did not acknowledge them and they did not look at him.


  He picked up his pace to ride at his father’s side, both of them heading toward their home on the Esquiline Hill, the sun now fully risen over the kingless city behind them, and the hazy orange glow of dawn erased from the sky.


  CHAPTER II
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  Alba Longa


  Priestess Amata Silvia was in the middle of evening prayers at the shrine to Vesta in her courtyard when a flurry of activity from within the palace pierced her communion with the goddess. A door opened and a slave skittered into the rectangular garden space.


  “Domina,” said the slave. “King Sextus Julius and Queen Penelope are here.”


  “Now? At this hour?”


  Amata had not fully risen to her feet and straightened the folds of her white stola when the royal couple of Alba Longa entered her courtyard. The queen, a pleasantly round woman a few years her senior, walked ahead of her husband and took both of Amata’s hands in her own. The gesture of comfort only intensified the priestess’s rush of anxiety.


  “Penelope,” said Amata, “what is wrong?”


  When the queen hesitated, Amata looked to the king. A serious man, his face was even more serious than usual. He turned to two adjacent couches under a purple canopy.


  “Come sit.”


  “Dei mei,” said Amata, as the three of them sat on the couches. “This cannot be good.”


  “We cannot assume the worst,” Sextus began, although in a tone that suggested he already had. He glanced at his wife, and then spoke to Amata. “We just received a messenger from Proculus in Rome. We wanted to deliver the news to you personally...”


  “Tell me,” she said.


  The queen spoke. “Romulus is missing.”


  Amata looked quizzically at the king and queen, two of her closest friends. A king could fall ill. A king could be killed or usurped. But a king could not go missing.


  “Missing?” she asked. “What do you mean, missing?”


  “He was last seen three days ago,” said Sextus. “He had an early morning meeting with some senators, and sometime between then and when session actually began, he just...” the king shook his head, baffled, “disappeared.”


  “Which senators did he meet with?”


  “Naevius, Antonius, Calvisius...I forget the other two names.”


  “I know Senator Naevius. I am good friends with his wife, Sellia. I know the others, too. They have had their grievances with Romulus, but they would not harm him.”


  “We don’t know that he has suffered harm.”


  Amata shot Sextus a direful look. “Of course he has,” she said. “You know it as well as I do, and Proculus knows it, too. He should have sent us a messenger the moment he realized that Romulus was missing.”


  Penelope looked away and scoffed. “You know Proculus.”


  “I should go to Rome,” Amata muttered to herself, then looked at the Alban king and spoke more clearly. “Priestess Cloanthia can manage the temple in my absence. Do I have your permission to go?”


  “Of course,” Sextus replied.


  The question was a polite formality. As cousin to the Roman king Romulus Silvius, and descendant of the Trojan hero Aeneas and his son Ascanius—the latter being the founder of Alba Longa—Amata did not need to seek permission for much. How could Sextus deny her anything? It was Romulus who had put him on the Alban throne all those years ago.


  And if that weren’t enough to grant her some liberties, Amata’s circumstance as a lifelong virginal priestess of Vesta—a punitive consequence of her late father Nemeois’s coup over Numitor—had given her a certain celebrity status in Latium. Although the appointment had been thrust upon her as a child, she had excelled in the role and had eventually been made High Priestess of the esteemed Virgines Vestales Albanae. Even those who were unimpressed by her Silvian lineage had to respect her unwavering religiousness and the sacrifice she had been forced to make for her father’s crime. For while most women only served a tenure of six months in the temple and then went on to marry, Amata had spent over thirty years in service to the goddess.


  Yet while Romulus had initially relegated her to strict temple life for her father’s crime, Amata was his only surviving blood relative and he had soon shown her mercy. Although she would always remain an active Vestal within the temple, he had allowed her to move out of the sacerdotes’ convent on Mount Albanus and into the Silvian palace in the city. In fact, he had given her full ownership of the palace. Eventually, he had even permitted her to travel at will between Alba Longa and Rome, building her a fine home on the Palatine Hill for her many visits to his city.


  “When will you leave?” asked Sextus.


  “At daybreak,” replied Amata.


  “Good. Send me at least one messenger a day, even if there is nothing new to report. Then I’ll know you haven’t gone missing as well. The gods know Proculus wouldn’t inform me until the Nemoralia, and even then he’d send his slowest horse.” His attempt at dry levity failing to distract the priestess from her worry, Sextus patted her knee. “You will be in Rome tomorrow. You will know more then.”


  “Our minds go to the worst place,” added Penelope, “but there may be another reason for his absence.”


  “Romulus has made a lot of enemies over the years,” said Amata.


  “And many friends,” said Sextus. “He made one of you, did he not?” The Alban king squinted into the setting sun, a movement that redoubled the already confounded expression on his face. “Missing,” he mused.


  “It’s not possible,” Amata said, her voice echoing his puzzlement.


  The trio sat with the gravity of their shared fear for a while. Finally, Sextus stood and pulled Amata to her feet. He gave her a sympathetic look.


  “I can’t promise you everything will be all right,” he said, “but we are here for whatever you need. I’ll send some men with you tomorrow. They can do their own digging around, independent of those hotheads in Rome.”


  “Meanwhile, try to get some sleep,” said Penelope.


  The queen gave the Vestal a kiss on the cheek. “Remember, do not assume the worst.” She patted her friend’s hand, and then she and her husband departed the courtyard.


  In the still silence of their absence, Amata’s worrisome thoughts immediately gained volume. She stood in the courtyard, pondering it all, before distractedly entering the palace and heading for her bedchamber, suddenly wishing she would have taken a different route. This way led her past the royal stateroom. Or at least what used to be the royal stateroom.


  It had been nearly thirty years since Amata had ordered the entrance to the stateroom sealed up with plaster and a false wall. Now, a new visitor to the palace would never know that, behind the statue-lined wall, the ornamented hall from which the great Silvian kings once ruled sat unchanged, frozen in time, its only occupants the ghosts that the plaster had trapped inside with the furniture. How Amata missed those ghosts.


  She had been a girl of only seven years old when it happened. She had been given the honor of keeping the altar fire alight at the Temple of Concord in Marino where the revered fathers of Latium were holding conference. Her father, then King Nemeois of Alba Longa and head of the Confederation, was so proud of her. She remembered placing oak branches into the fire when everything changed: Princess Rhea Silvia, who had been imprisoned in the necropolis for over eighteen years, entered the temple.


  And she was not alone. With her were her twin sons, one of them wearing a gold crown of oak leaves. Amata’s father had faltered with shock and called for his guards, but Albus Julius had ripped the crown off his head and ordered him to kneel before King Romulus, the rightful king of Alba Longa. Her father had stood defiant, and it was then that Amata first heard the true Silvian king speak.


  Kneel, Romulus had said to her father. Or I’ll cut off your legs.


  Amata had cried out to Albus, but he had only snarled at her deposed father: The traitor will be taken to the city of the dead, he had said, and shut inside his tomb.


  Afterward, Amata had been taken home and ushered into the palace through the slaves’ entrance. She had spent a tearful night begging the new king’s guards to let her see her mother and brother, but to no avail. Eventually, her brother’s closest friend, Proculus Julius, had come to see her.


  Fear not, Amata. King Romulus is a thoughtful man, and you are no threat to him. I will speak for you and Amatus, and neither of you will be harmed.


  Amata had clung to those words all night. She had clung to them with the naiveté of a child, as one who had nothing else to hold onto.


  In the morning, Romulus’s men had bound her tiny arms behind her back and stuffed a cloth that reeked of sweat into her mouth. Amata had never been silenced before, and the inability to speak, to call out for help or plead for reason, had made her hate the soldiers as much as she feared them. The men dragged her through the palace to the royal stateroom...nothing in her young life could have prepared her for what she saw, or what soon happened, inside.


  Her mother Cloelia and her brother Amatus were kneeling on the floor, hands bound behind their backs, before Romulus who sat on the Alban throne. Like Amata, Amatus was gagged. She met his desperate eyes, hoping her eyes spoke for her—It will be all right, brother! Be strong! But Amatus had never been particularly strong, his heart was too soft, and she could feel the fear radiating from his body as he glanced at the soldiers who brandished daggers all around him.


  Amata had knelt there with them, full of dread, as Rhea entered the stateroom. The princess had regarded the three of them and smiled hatefully at her mother. After that, it had all happened in a horrific, surreal blur. The Silvian twin named Remus grabbed poor Amatus by the hair and pulled his head back, drawing the blade of a dagger across his throat. Amata remembered the sound of her own muffled scream from behind the gag. Next, Remus had come for her. Amata’s mother had clambered through Amatus’s still-warm blood to reach her, begging Romulus for her life, but it had been Rhea who had saved it. This girl has honored the Trojan fire, she had told Romulus.


  And so, while Romulus and Remus commenced the execution of her mother, Amata had been carted off to the Temple of Vesta on Mount Albanus to begin her service as a perpetual Vestal. Amata wasn’t sure if it had been an act of punishment or mercy, but either way, it was a better fate than anyone else in her family had faced.


  The Fates had been even more benevolent to her in the years that followed. Romulus—now the king of Rome—had come to see her in Alba Longa not too long after the death of his infant children. The two of them were all that remained of the great Silvii, and their shared blood had forged a friendship, one born out of loneliness and loss as much as legacy.


  Yet despite that friendship, Amata could never forget what had happened in the royal stateroom. Her mother may have deserved her fate—but Amatus? The boy did not even care to be king. All he cared about was his horses...the new foal...but Amata could not endure reliving that childhood memory right now. She had a current crisis to deal with.


  She passed by the sealed-off stateroom and the ghosts within, and continued through the palace to her quarters, the former quarters of Princess Rhea. When her father was king, he had forbidden her from entering these quarters for, according to the more rumor-inclined palace staff, it was here that Rhea and Egestus had committed their sin against the gods and conceived their incestuous twin sons. Amata didn’t let that stop her. The terrace in the former princess’s quarters had the best view of the green Alban hills and she would not deny herself the pleasure because of her father’s politics or moralizing. Those had cost her enough.


  Inside Amata’s quarters, two slaves were waiting by a large tub of bathwater. They helped her undress and she stepped into the tub, letting them sponge the heat of the hot summer day off her skin. She moved into her bedchamber and climbed into bed, feeling the linen scratch against her clean skin. Her body felt refreshed, but her mind found no repose.


  Her thoughts returned to that harrowing night long ago, the one she had spent locked in her bedchamber, awaiting her fate and imagining that she could hear the three conspiring goddesses whispering outside her door, deciding what tragedies or favors they would lay before her. She had not felt such dread since. Not until now. Yet it wasn’t her own fate that preoccupied her thoughts. It was Romulus’s. Rome was his offspring. And like any loving parent, he would never have left it without having made extensive arrangements for its rule in his absence.


  Once, the two of them had taken a trip to Lavinium to visit the tomb and heroön of their ancestor Aeneas. Despite the city’s proximity to Rome and the brevity of their journey, Romulus had spent the better part of a month assigning meticulous daily orders for his generals, advisers, and priests to follow in his absence. Even the city slaves had received detailed orders of what to do, and how to do it, while he was gone. Whatever had taken him from Rome, wherever he had gone, he had not gone willingly.


  Amata kicked off the covers and slipped out of bed. She crossed her bedchamber to reach the altar that stood on the far side of the expansive room and knelt before it, gazing into the high orange flame of the oil lamp that burned on top. She dipped her fingers into a shallow bowl of milk and dripped the liquid into the flame.


  “Vesta Mater,” she prayed. “Savior goddess of the Silvii, may your eternal flame protect your subject king, Romulus.” She dripped more milk into the flame, noting how it burned straight and steady, without responding to the offering.


  That is not a good sign, she thought gloomily. And then she returned to her bed to begin a long and sleepless night.


  CHAPTER III


  [image: ]


  Rome


  Statius was not sure what had roused him from his stupor, but he blinked twice before the agony returned. He smelled something pungent—straw, manure—and knew he was still in the stable. Another odor—the stench of something vile cooking—perforated the smell of animals to fill his nostrils, and he groaned with the realization it was his own feet.


  The groan swelled to a shouted, pain-filled profanity as Statius frantically struggled against the ropes that bound him to the chair, hoping that would be enough to overturn the bowl of fiery embers that his bare feet had been buried in. It was not. He threw his head back and sucked in a breath, calling upon his years of training to manage the searing pain...to think through it. When he righted his head, he found himself staring into the face of General Proculus Julius.


  “I don’t know where he is,” grunted Statius. “I swear to the gods, the last I saw him, the last any of my men saw him, he was walking into the Comitium. He never came out.”


  “So then where did he go?” Proculus asked for what seemed like the thousandth time. “Into thin air?”


  “I don’t know, General.” A lightning bolt of blazing pain burned through the bottom of his soles, and Statius tucked his chin to his chest, trying to breathe through it. “I mean, he didn’t go anywhere. He never left the Comitium. Whatever happened to him, the senators—”


  “Jove give me fucking patience!” exclaimed Proculus. “The guards blame the senators, and the senators blame the guards! The bloody baker is the only one I believe right now.”


  “Memmius,” said Statius. “What did he say?”


  Proculus kicked away the bowl at Statius’s feet, and the king’s guard nearly wept openly as his pain level dropped from unbearable to merely agonizing. The general gripped the seat of a nearby stool and pulled it toward Statius, sitting down in front of him. His interrogative demeanor dissolved, replaced by a more collegial tone. “He said the same as you. That he never left the Comitium.” He withdrew the dagger at his side and leaned forward, cutting the ropes that bound Statius. “I never thought it was you, Statius, but you know how it is. We had to be sure.”


  The guard shook the ropes free and brought his hands to his face, wiping the blood out of his eyes. He had withstood three solid days of beatings and half a day of having his feet roasted, interrogation techniques that he knew could have been much worse. He looked down at his feet. The skin was peeled and black along the bottom, and swaths of blisters glistened up to his ankles. “I understand, sir.” He spat out a mouthful of blood and looked at Proculus. “Have you learned anything at all?”


  “Not a bloody thing.” The general slumped forward, not bothering to hide the blush of emotion on his face. “Nothing but death could keep him away. But how? Where? The not knowing, it’s driving me mad.”


  “General, my men...”


  It took a moment for Proculus to break free of his thoughts and take Statius’s meaning. “All but one survived interrogation,” he said. “It was that new kid”—he tapped a front tooth—“the one with the gap between his teeth. We used half-hanging to see if we could get any information out of them, but unfortunately one of the ropes was too long. His neck snapped when he dropped.”


  “And the senators?”


  “They all survived, but we had to go easier on the bastards.”


  “It had to be them,” said Statius. He gingerly straightened his throbbing legs as a slave approached with a bucket of water to clean his burned feet, aid that Statius suspected would be as excruciating as the injury. “It’s the only explanation. One of them knows something.”


  “They’ve been cleared,” Proculus replied, and stood. “They bitch like women, but none had serious conflict with the king, nothing worth killing for at least, and none of them have the balls even if they did have cause.”


  “With respect, sir, I think that—”


  A shrill scream interrupted Statius’s assertion, which was just as well considering the impatience that had begun to cross Proculus’s face, and both men eyed the adjacent stall: the interrogations were being carried out in one of the horse stables in the Campus Martius—one subject per stall—and weren’t quite over yet.


  “The baker,” said Proculus. He took two steps over the straw and manure-covered floor and stuck his head over the partition, speaking to the soldier on the other side. “Leave off, already. He doesn’t know anything.”


  “Yes, General,” came the reply.


  Proculus looked back at Statius, forcing the soldier to bite his bottom lip to prevent himself from uttering his own shrill scream as the man at his marred feet began to smear the charred skin with some kind of stomach-turning ointment. Statius was correct. The aid was as bad as the injury. He forced himself to maintain eye contact with the general, a man not known for his sympathetic nature. As if challenging him to do so, Proculus held his gaze, and Statius breathed a sigh of relief as one of the senior man’s personal slaves rushed into the stable and bowed.


  “What is it?” Proculus demanded of him.


  “Domine, your wife sends word that Priestess Amata is due to arrive in Rome soon. She asks that you return home to prepare.”


  “Of course she does. Can’t have the illustrious Lady Amata smelling the shit on my sandals, can we?” He grinned sardonically at Statius.


  The soldier tried to offer a smirk of solidarity in response, but the mind-shattering anguish of his burns made it impossible to form any expression other than strained endurance. Mercifully, the general turned on his heel and followed the slave out of the stable, leaving Statius free, at long last, to scream in pain.


  * * *


  It was late afternoon by the time Amata arrived in Rome. Despite his façade that all would be well, Sextus had sent a small army of soldiers to accompany her on the journey and had ordered them to remain at her side at all times. It had taken a vocal argument with a frustratingly literalist officer before she had been allowed to enter the king’s hut, located atop the Palatine Hill not far from her own home, without escort. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for, if anything, but she felt compelled to enter anyway.


  It had not been that long since she had been inside, no more than two months, but it was still long enough for cobwebs to have formed in a crevice in the thatched roof. As she did whenever she visited, Amata swept them down. In days gone by, she had hoped the king would marry or take a regular mistress, or even allow a slave to clean his hut once in a while, but those hopes had gone unrealized. She glanced around, her eyes lingering on the cool ashy remains of a fire in the hearth. Only recently, she and Romulus had sat by the flames and eaten together. Now, he seemed as much a ghost to her as the rest of her family.


  She had only been inside a few moments when her solitude was broken. The wood-planked door
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