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In Aven

The Vitelliae:

Aulus Vitellius, a Popularist Senator

Vipsania, his wife, a mage of Water, deceased

Aula Vitellia, their oldest daughter, a widow

Vitellia Secunda, called Latona, their second daughter, a mage of Spirit and Fire

Vitellia Tertia, called Alhena, their third daughter, a mage of Time

Helva, a freedwoman, mage of Time, and Aula’s personal attendant

Merula, a Phrygian enslaved woman, Latona’s personal attendant

Mus, a Cantabrian enslaved woman, Alhena’s personal attendant


Numerius Herennius, Latona’s husband


Lucia, Aula’s daughter

Vibius Sempronius Tarren, a Popularist Senator and a mage of Shadow and Water

Vibia Sempronia, his sister, a mage of Fracture

Taius Mella, her husband

Corvinus, a freedman, mage of Water, and Sempronius’s steward

Djadi, an Abydosian enslaved man, Sempronius’s household clerk

Galerius Orator, a moderate Senator

Marcia Tullia, his wife, a mage of Air

Marcus Autronius, a Senator and a mage of Earth

Autronius Felix, his younger brother

Gnaeus Autronius and Dula Spurinna, their parents

Vatinius Obir, client to Sempronius, head of the Esquiline Collegium

Vatinius Nisso, his brother

Aemilia Fullia, High Priestess of Juno

Ama Rubellia, High Priestess of Venus, friend to Latona

Quinta Terentia, a Vestal Virgin, a mage of Light

Terentilla, her sister, a mage of Earth

Maia Domitia, friend to Aula

Crispinia and Crispinilla, friends of the Vitelliae

Publius Rufilius and Proculus Crispinius, friends to Felix

Rufilius Albinicus and Aufidius Strato, famous generals

The Optimates:

Lucretius Rabirus, a Senator

Young Lucretius, his son

Arrius Buteo, a Senator

Licinius Cornicen, a Senator

Decius Gratianus, a Senator

Pinarius Scaeva, a Priest of Janus

In Iberia

Gaius Vitellius, a military tribune, son to Aulus Vitellius

Titus Mennenius, a military tribune

Calix, a centurion

Ekialde, chieftain of the Lusetani

Neitin, his wife

Bailar, a magic-man, Ekialde’s uncle

Otiger, a magic-man, Neitin’s uncle

Bartasco, chieftain of the Arevaci

Hanath, his wife, a Numidian warrior
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I trust my readers to know themselves and their limits, and I hope to help them engage with this book on their own terms. To that end, please know this book contains some instances of graphic violence, bloodshed, and death in the context of warfare and combat, as well as mentions of child death. There is brief sexual violence, emotional abuse, and infidelity, as well as discussion of past sexual assault and its lingering trauma. As this book takes place in, essentially, the late Roman Republic, it also includes depictions of enslavement, class structure, sexism, and patriarchal constructs within the context of the classical world and its mores.
unde reconflari sensus per membra repente

possit, ut ex igni caeco consurgere flamma?

–T. Lucretius Carus, De Rerum Natura, Liber Quarta

––––––––
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How might sense be rekindled in the limbs,

As flame can rise anew from unseen fire?

–T. Lucretius Carus, Of Natural Things, Book Four
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PROLOGUE
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686 ab urbe condita

The Palatine Hill, City of Aven

Lucius Quinctilius was not, by nature, a reflective man, so perhaps it was just as well that the Dictator’s men gave him little time to contemplate his fate.

The morning of his execution dawned cool and fair, and no one in the household but Quinctilius himself had the slightest inclination anything was amiss. Even Quinctilius suffered only a mild prick of unease, no more troubling than a splinter.

His tongue had overrun him during his last public speech, but as a few days passed and retribution did not fall on his head, he convinced himself the lapse had been overlooked. He meant nothing by it, merely a stray comment during legal proceedings, though it may have edged too near to criticism of Dictator Ocella.

Lucius Quinctilius privately had many things to say that would edge much closer, but he was of no mind to be a political hero for a lost cause. That had never been his intention. No one would be paying such close attention to the minor financial courts, not with the turmoil in the treason courts, not with riots threatening to erupt in the Subura. Surely, he was safe.

Still, suspicion twinged at the back of his mind. When he rose and dressed that morning, he considered confiding in Aula, his excellent wife. She was so pleasant-spirited, so cheerful, even in this dark season of proscriptions and danger. He could not bear to disrupt the simple pleasure she managed to wring out of the tumultuous world.

It certainly did not occur to him to share his concerns with the other lady in his household, Aula’s younger sister, Latona. For all Quinctilius knew, she was living with them only for companionship while her husband was touring his holdings in the provinces.

It would have been a blow to his dignity, had he been witting of Latona’s true motive: to watch over them, knowing Quinctilius’s foolish streak of nobility might assert itself, all too aware that Aula was so dizzy with motherhood and marital bliss that it turned her a bit feather-brained.

Latona had not kept her eyes and ears alert enough outside of the household, or she might have known in time about Lucius Quinctilius’s final act of honorable idiocy. Had Latona heard of his lapse, she would not have hesitated, but packed the whole family off to her husband’s country villa that very night. Fate kept the tale of his indiscretion from her ears a few hours too long. When six pairs of hob-nailed boots thumped up the too-quiet street to the Quinctilius domus, when six pairs of burly arms forced open the front door, she was in the back garden, unaware.

Ocella had power enough to feel no need to carry out his assassinations under cover of darkness. The lictors set upon Quinctilius in his own study, early in the morning. Ocella’s lictors were not the honorable attendants who usually accompanied politicians of consequence, but his own private killing force, a sacred and venerable office perverted to new and abhorrent purpose. They asked no questions of the man who gave their orders and issued their pay, and they made swift work.

Quinctilius hardly had time to rise from his chair. One short sword penetrated his gut; another slit his throat as he staggered to his knees, and then it was over. The expression of astonishment remained frozen on his face as his blood pooled on the geometric mosaic set in the floor, slipping like crimson mortar between the tiles.

“So much for him,” one of the lictors said, nudging at Quinctilius’s shoulder with his toe. “Where’s the next one?”

“No.” His colleague rubbed at the back of his neck. “Not yet. This one’s got a wife and a tot.”

The other lictor nodded. Proscription touched the family as well, and Quinctilius’s wife hailed from a noble and ancient family that had not yet presented Ocella with an opportunity for chastisement.

The noise attracted Aula’s attention, drawing her across the atrium from her own rooms. A short scream escaped her before she choked it back. She scarcely had a moment to process her husband’s death before she dove to stop Lucia from toddling in and seeing her father’s corpse. The lictors had not wiped the blood off their blades, and in a wrenching moment, Aula realized they did not mean to do so. A shadow dimmed the pale sunlight streaking in through the open door: the Dictator himself, come to bear witness to the deed.

Ocella was a man of impressive presence, with the lean grace and threat of a panther. His hair was so fair it resembled the winter’s dawn, icy and unforgiving, but his eyes were dark pits, a blue so deep as to be nearly black, and utterly unreadable. They rested on Aula for only a moment before he made a quick gesture to summon his lictors forward.

Aula collapsed, her knees unequal to the task of holding her upright in the face of such incisively cold malice. Lucia, too, started to cry, stared up at Ocella, mouth hanging agape. “Please, Dictator,” Aula said. “P- Please. We are n-nothing. Not my baby. Sh-she’s just a child, she—”Ocella held up a hand, and Aula fell silent, though tears continued to stream from her eyes.

Latona flung herself through the doorway as two of Ocella’s lictors advanced on her prostrate older sister and the frightened child. Ocella flicked his wrist, and when Lucia heard swords unsheathed, she set up a tremendous wail. Aula grabbed the girl and clutched her close, holding a hand over her mouth to stifle her cries. “Pray, do not take this personally,” Ocella said, even as Aula wept and Lucia struggled against her mother’s grasp, her pale blue eyes wild with abject fear.

“No!”

Latona’s cry cut through the air, and both Ocella and Aula’s heads whipped about—Ocella indignant at the interruption, Aula horrified by Latona’s nerve. Mastering her shaking limbs, Latona strode forward with mustered confidence. “No, honored Dictator,” she said, more softly, smiling at Ocella almost impishly, as though they were sharing a great joke. “Of course you don’t mean harm to Aula or Lucia. I’m sure I’ve misunderstood.”

“Have you?” Ocella said, his expression unchanged. “Pray, tell me what has led you to that conclusion.”

Though Aula, tears in her eyes, shook her head in a mute plea for Latona not to involve herself, Latona had a plan. Not, she admitted to herself, a wholly good one, but better than watching her sister and her niece butchered in the atrium—and likely sharing their fate. Their scrap of a chance rested on Latona’s gifts.

Blessed by Juno and Venus, Latona held power over the elements of Spirit and Fire, and it was Spirit that would come to her aid now, if anything could. She could not consider the possibility of failure, and as she spoke, the words tasted of cinnamon on her tongue.

“There’s no need, and it would look so ill. Everyone thinks well of Aula, and she thinks well of everyone. Especially you, Dictator. If her husband displeased you, I know she sorrows for the trouble it caused you. You can only have done right in disposing of him, we all know that. But Aula and Lucia? A cheerful woman and a pretty child? Why, they should be allowed to speak your praises! Such magnanimousness would only make your star burn the brighter.”

Latona’s breath was shallow and hesitant, but she did not let the gracious smile fall from her lips, and she prayed her eyes would not betray her. If Ocella suspected her of using magic against him, that would be the end of Aula, Lucia, Latona herself, and probably every other son and daughter of the Vitelliae in Ocella’s reach. His paranoia was even more acute concerning mages than his other foes. Never minding that ancient law prohibited mages from seeking higher political office, Ocella remained convinced they would somehow surmount the prohibitions and use their powers to usurp his position. He had executed men and women on mere suspicion, and many more fled the city rather than wait for the suggestion of treachery to fall on them.

She couldn’t think about that; any flicker of uncertainty could give her away, and doubt could shatter the spell. She let the soothing magic roll off her, a golden wave of positive emotions washing over Ocella, and she flung silent prayers at Juno that her efforts would move him.

“Aula never chose her husband, nor Lucia her father,” she went on. “They renounce him if he caused you any misery. I pray you, mighty Dictator, do not punish them for the misfortune they’ve already suffered. Rather, show all Aven what a kindness you’ve done them, to free them from that pernicious man. They will tell all the city of their gratitude, I promise you.”

Aula was ghastly pale, her hand still clamped firmly over the weeping Lucia’s mouth. Latona had never seen her sister so frightened, a doe caught in the gaze of a ravening tiger. But after the long, horrible silence, Ocella nodded slowly. “Yes,” he said. 

Latona fought to keep relief from coercing her into releasing the spell too soon. 

“Yes, I believe you are right, Vitellia Latona,” he went on. “Your sister is such a charming woman, and this fair creature promises to be of her ilk. No need to harm them. In fact—” He twitched his finger at his body servant, a balding man who hovered several steps behind him and who moved immediately to scrawl Ocella’s words on a wax tablet. “We shall invite them to holiday with us in Capraia this summer. You as well, Lady Latona.” He stepped closer to her, too close. When his fingers touched her shoulder, toying idly with the brooch that fastened her gown, she held as still as death, refusing to let trembling flesh give away her terror. “We wish to see if rumor speaks true of your many talents.”

Latona blinked. “I... am all astonishment, honored Dictator. I cannot think what anyone might say of a simple matron to be worth your notice.”

“Come now, no false humility. Not from one blessed by Juno...” His thumb trailed along her collarbone, then pressed at the tender notch at the base of her throat. “And by Venus.” His easy smile warred with the intensity swirling in his unfathomable eyes, but the threat in his voice matched that of his hand at her neck. “I have such a keen interest in the magical arts, you know, though the gods did not see fit to bless me with them. Would you come to Capraia and show me, Lady Latona?”

There was a bargain in the air, and the weight of it pitted in Latona’s stomach. ‘You have walked into the trap Father feared.’ Ocella collected women and he collected mages, and she was both—an irresistible prize. ‘This is why Father wanted you married to a provincial, tucked away in the country.’ But neither husband nor father could stop Dictator Ocella pursuing what he wanted. Swallowing fear and revulsion, Latona nodded her assent. She would pay the tribute in flesh and soul, if it kept her family safe.

“Wonderful. So much better to be surrounded by charming women instead of bickering old men. And little Lucia Quinctilia might make a fine playmate for my boy. They’re of an age.” Then he laughed, a sudden burst from nowhere, like the flash of lightning out of impenetrable clouds. “Perhaps we’ll arrange a marriage.”

And then he was gone, a storm swept out to sea, and as the footsteps of his lictors faded away down the stairs, Latona’s knees buckled underneath her. Never before had she exerted so much energy in one go, and the sudden evacuation of her focal point, combined with the weight of the bargain she had taken upon her shoulders, robbed her of even the strength to stand. One of the attendants moved fast enough to keep her head from cracking against the floor, and the last thing she heard before fainting dead away was Aula dissolving into hysterical sobs of sorrow and relief.
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Three Years Later

689 ab urbe condita

Puteoli, Crater Bay

The hand was rigor-stiff when Lucretius Rabirus went to pull the signet ring off of it. Nearby, the Abydosian priest and the Aventan Earth mage prepared to set about preserving the body, so that it would not turn fetid and fester in the stifling late-summer heat. Neither showed any signs of minding Rabirus’s interference. They had been well paid not only for their services but for their silence. If either privately held notions of carrying tales, the crucified forms of two slaves they passed on their way into the villa should dispel such a temptation.

Rabirus had to tug hard. The golden band caught at the knuckle, long enough to let a tendril of doubt sprout up in his mind.

‘The Dictator of Aven lies dead on this pallet. How long do you think you can keep this a secret?’

He stared down at Ocella’s body, left pallid and waxy by the disease that had come so suddenly and ravaged through him so quickly. When he began to fall ill, Ocella had taken to the countryside—ostensibly for the restorative powers of fresh seaside air, but more to prevent the city from witnessing his all-too-human vulnerability.

His eyes were open yet, but their glossy darkness had lost the power to intimidate. There was nothing behind them now: no otherworldly depths, no fathomless magnetism. Whatever shade had lurked in Ocella’s soul, it lived with Pluto now, and what lay on the table was a bereft shell.

‘The secret must stay with me as long as possible.’

That was why Rabirus had crucified the slaves, two he had long believed were passing information to the Dictator’s exiled enemies. Rabirus never told Ocella. The Dictator’s paranoia made him short-sighted, and he would have executed the slaves on mere suspicion. Rabirus had hoped to trace the spies back to their masters, the banished Senators still working against the Dictator abroad.

Now, though, that potential usefulness had been rendered irrelevant, and Rabirus could not risk news of Ocella’s death spreading any faster than could be helped.

He would have to send to Manius Maloricus, brother to Ocella’s late wife and guardian of the Dictator’s two young sons. Obedient, competent, and without ambition of his own, Maloricus had been the ideal man to hold the city in the Dictator’s stead. ‘But will he have the strength to hold it after his death?’

Rabirus gave another tug, and the ring came off. He held it up, examining the sigil carved into the jasper: an eye with a thunderbolt for a pupil. With this, Rabirus could tie up loose ends, push through a last few decrees in the Dictator’s name.

When Ocella marched an army on the city and taken the Dictatorship by force, Rabirus swiftly determined that while there might have been dangers in being Ocella’s ally, they were at least known quantities. The benefits of making himself indispensable to the Dictator were worth the risk. For years, he served Ocella not with fawning subservience but with entire and unquestioning obedience, a worthy lieutenant in whom Ocella saw much value and no threat. He learned to judge the Dictator’s moods, knew when to conveniently absent himself from a room, and when to proffer advice in the form of flattery.

Yet as absolute as Ocella’s power had been at his ascent, Rabirus’s intuition told him that the flame would quickly burn itself out. ‘No one lasts forever,’ he had often thought. This summer his patience had been rewarded.

Rabirus briefly considered that he could do as Ocella had done: take command of a legion, seize the city before the exiles returned, turn Ocella’s Dictatorship into his own—but however attractive that dream, his practical mind knew it would never do. The armies would not follow him as they had Ocella, famous victor of so many battles.

‘Besides,’ Rabirus reminded himself as he slipped the signet ring onto his own finger, ‘Ocella’s Dictatorship was an aberration—an offense, truly, to the mos maiorum.’ 

Rabirus was, at heart a member of Aven’s traditionalist faction, fervent in upholding ancient laws. Good governance by a select group of the best men, from old and well-established families—that was what the Optimates stood for. ‘I have survived a Dictator. Gods grant I need never survive another.’ 

While the Aventan constitution did allow for dictators in times of great crisis, Ocella had manufactured those circumstances and forced his rump senate to extend his term in the extraordinary office far beyond what the law allowed. ‘It is right and just that the very office of the Dictator should die with him. Aven will correct itself now. Things will go back to the way they were. The way they should be.’ 

He left Ocella’s body in the care of the priest and the mage and returned to his own villa, high atop a hill surrounded by fields of browning barley. It was well past the middle of the night when he strode into his home and began barking orders to have trunks packed, horses readied, and provisions set. His abrupt return woke his wife.

Wide-eyed and wrapped in a thick robe, she padded barefoot into the atrium. “Husband? What’s going on? Is there—? Is something wrong?”

“Ocella is dead. We’re returning to the city.”

“At this hour?” she said, holding her hand to her chest in what Rabirus considered an unnecessarily dramatic way.

“Yes. It will behoove us to be in residence before word gets out and someone thinks to recall the exiles. I have a few matters to see to.”

No further instruction should be necessary; Rabirus assumed his wife would fulfill her duties. He strode back out of the villa to await the horses. ‘If we push hard, change horses as frequently as we can, and the weather continues fair, we need spend no more than two nights on the road. Surely none of the exiles will make better speed, and we have much to set in order before they can start exerting influence again.’

Rabirus had navigated Ocella’s reign as deftly as he could manage, but it had been a stifling experience nonetheless. To exert power only on another’s behalf, to work with no recognition, knowing that both failure and success could be punishable by death—it hamstrung his ambitions. 

‘But now...’ There was a chance, here, in Ocella’s wake, to ride the rising current of power in a way that would re-establish the strength of the mos maiorum, the proper way of things, as set down by Aven’s ancestors centuries before, eternal and inviolable.

Rabirus looked out into the night sky and nodded with grim satisfaction. ‘It will be good to see the city again. To see it and to claim it, with the grace and sanction of the gods.’

*
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Tarentum, southern coast of Truscum

Sempronius Tarren read the words twice, carefully, to make sure he had not misunderstood the message. Then he rolled up the scroll and handed it to the freedman servant waiting at his elbow. “Burn it,” he instructed. “Immediately.” The man nodded his fair head, then melted back into the house.

Tapping the knuckle of his thumb against his lips, Sempronius stared for a long moment at the sunlight bleeding into the broad, still blue of the bay. Then he stood, and with a cool breeze whipping at the frayed edges of his tunic, he stalked down towards the pavilion where his sister lay on a couch, enjoying the last fading rays of light.

As he came down the sandblown stairs, she looked up but did not stir. Even in repose, Vibia Sempronia Mellanis somehow never gave an impression of being at ease; she reclined too stiffly, as though the art of relaxation required effort and concentration. The siblings shared the same sable hair and plain brown eyes, and slender Vibia would have been a pretty woman if not for the perpetual scowl etched into her features. Her best feature was a keen and hungry mind, and for this, along with the many secrets they shared, Sempronius brought the news to her first.

“The dictator is dead,” he said, simple and emotionless.

Vibia sat up, dark eyes narrowing. “Ocella?”

“Do we have another dictator?”

Her lips twitched in irritation. Sarcasm was something Vibia considered her personal weapon, and she never responded well to having it turned on her. “How did it happen?”

“According to Galerius Orator, a swift and sudden fever, at his villa in Puteoli.”

“Ha.” Vibia swung her legs around to one side of her couch. “I’m only surprised to learn it wasn’t his spleen, finally bursting out of so many years of concentrated hate.” Sempronius put out a hand to help her rise. “He heard from Marcia Tullia, I take it?” Galerius’s wife, a mage of Air, had a particular talent when it came to gathering and disseminating information. “One of her little birds... You must go, as swiftly as you can,” Vibia said, starting up the stairs. “You must be established in the city before the Senate reconvenes. Let me and Taius see to closing the house. Take only what you need and get as far up the road as you can.”

“I will,” Sempronius said. “But there’s one thing I must do first.” Vibia caught the intent in her brother’s eyes. “Make yourself ready, then. I’ll send Corvinus to you with the mirror.”

As Vibia moved about the house, giving instructions for Sempronius’s departure, Sempronius changed into a plain tunic, charcoal-gray and free of ornamentation. He washed his hands and face, sloughing off the grime of the day, and letting go some of his tensions with it. Corvinus, the fair-headed Albine freedman who was Sempronius’s steward and chief attendant, waited outside Sempronius’s sleeping cubicle. Balanced in his hands was Sempronius’s most valuable possession: a dark mirror, procured at great cost from the East, not polished bronze or silver, but volcanic glass, black and glossy.

“Attend me,” Sempronius said, taking the mirror from him. “Just in case.” Corvinus nodded solemnly and followed.

The rented house had a small garden protected by high walls, blocked from the prying eyes of either neighbors or the household, ideal for Sempronius’s purposes. Though he had never intended to stay in Tarentum long, he had taken care to set up an altar here. He would never want the gods to think him negligent.

As he sank to his knees, placing the dark mirror into its allocated place, he said, “I call upon Pluto, Lord of the Underworld; I call upon Nox, Lady of the Night; I call upon Neptune, Master of the Seas; I call upon Lympha, Reader of Souls. Blessed lords and ladies, governors of Shadow and of Water, I, Vibius Sempronius Tarren, entreat you. Look here, gods; look here and hear me.”

Corvinus had just enough Water magic in him to see the signs: a plum-purple haze, seeping up out of the terra cotta tiles; a silver rain, hailing down from the sky; indigo sparks setting on the shallow pool just beyond the altar. The physical manifestations provided both source and channel for magic to work, and the prayers were not those of a common citizen: Sempronius Tarren was blessed and, true to the Shadow of his nature, had hidden his blessings from the world.

By law, it was sacrilege to conceal his gifts, but Sempronius felt confident of the gods’ tolerance. The destiny the Fates were spinning for him took precedence over the customs forged by man.

So he defied the lex cantatia Augiae, the law laid down in the Republic’s earliest days to prevent men of magical talent from assuming high political office. No one man should hold so much power, the Republic’s founders had determined, after the first man to try to wield magic and government alike nearly brought the fledgling nation to ruin with his hubris.

‘My aims are different,’ Sempronius avowed. ‘Not for my own glory, but the good of the city. The gods know this.’ Behind that thought prickled another: that the law was, fundamentally, unjust—not merely a protection for the Republic, but a means of keeping magically-gifted plebeians from rising too high above their station. Bar them the rank, and bar them power. ‘Talent,’ in Sempronius’s opinion, ‘ought to be encouraged to flourish, wherever it springs.’ So he felt no moral quandary in working his will.

Shadow and Water both moved in him, a blend that lent itself to a strange intuition, an ability to hear words unsaid and see things not yet done. Drawing energy from the dark corners of the garden, from the dimming sky above, from the water that flowed into the peristyle, Sempronius concentrated on what it was he needed to know, willing the answers to come to him, etched on the surface of the obsidian mirror.

His heartbeat slowed; his muscles relaxed as he eased into that place where body and mind flowed synchronously with his Elements. Thus settled, Sempronius passed a hand over the dark glass and waited, all patience, for something to surface.

As was the nature of Shadow, the images did not come through clearly. Faces were obscured, shapes moving against the black of night. These were not the crystal-clear visions of Light, nor the coded symbols of Time; for Sempronius, they were far more valuable because they were less precise. They showed alternatives, possibilities, might-bes and not-yets.

Sempronius cherished that lack of finality. The future was so marvelously open-ended—and that meant there was always room in it for a man to assert his influence. Too, the visions did not come unbidden, as they so often did for the prophets of Time; Sempronius had to dig for the answers he sought, like feeling his way through a maze of ever-shifting curtains. Only through great force of will could he direct the power to show him something useful.

“I have opportunity before me,” Sempronius said, his voice pitched low—not that he did not trust Corvinus, but some things were private, standing between him and the gods alone. “I seek guidance. What paths will be open to me, and which must I take?”

He worked hard to keep his mind clear while a smoky haze danced on the glass; the balance was a delicate thing to hold, and his suggestion could influence what he saw. 

An answer came in a swirling rush: a lush, rolling countryside, hills that teemed with trees and—ah! Mines. Iberia, then, where farmers and slaves picked up their hoes and picks and forged them anew into swords. Leading them, a man crowned with the stars—young and fresh-faced, scarcely bearded, though his cheeks were painted with blood.

As quickly as they appeared, these images melted into something else: Shadows, tangling with each other by a river with water as black as the night, and a woman standing on the shore, holding a skull in her hand. She smiled, and the skull’s empty eye sockets glowed with a strange blue light.

Finally, a third vision, briefest of all: the splash of blood across white marble, scintillating in the light of the sun.

Before Sempronius could grasp what that might mean, the image dancing on the glass swirled into something new, such that he seemed to see two things at once: the city of Aven, larger and more glorious than it was now, the teeming center of life for all the peoples of the Middle Sea, wealthy and prosperous and strong, so strong that no one could challenge its dominance; the city of Aven, diminished, failing, emptying, its temples stripped for their stones, the sacred fires gone cold. 

Intuition whispered to him that these were Aven’s two futures. Swift and correct action would lead to the former, the Aven of his dreams, the nexus of a web of allied states greater than even Parthia could dream of—Aven, the beating heart of a strong body, where the brightest minds and most talented hands of a thousand peoples would join in federation. The image gave breath to the voice of his soul, a yearning that had churned in him since the first time he looked out over Aven’s ragged red rooftops...

But the alternate vision hit him like a lash: a city and a people blinking out of importance without making a mark on the world, subject to the mercies of more robust civilizations. The Curia would stand empty, no longer echoing with senators’ arguments, and strange armies would march in Aven’s streets. Even her magic would die out, weakened when its people scattered, lost faith in their gods, rejected their blessings in favor of those of their conquerors. This, the price of failing to meet the challenges the mirror had shown.

And then he saw himself: himself, wearing the distinctive scarlet cloak of the commander of legions; himself, with a chaplet of golden leaves bound about his head, cheered in the streets; himself, seated in the consul’s chair, though with an empty seat beside him—first among men, first among the greatest that Aven had to offer. But there were others, too—a Sempronius Tarren dying, suffocated by dust on a foreign field; a Sempronius Tarren dying, choked with his own blood in a crowded street; a Sempronius Tarren dying, elderly and friendless and exiled in a cold and barren place.

That appeared to be all the gods were willing to impart, for the dark mirror took on a misty quality. With whispered thanks, Sempronius drew a hand down over the obsidian, wiping it clean. The swirling energy around him began to dissipate, receding to the adumbrate corners of the garden, sinking down into the water of the impluvium, evaporating back into the sky. Sempronius sat back on his heels, considering.

‘I will need an army,’ he thought. ‘An army like this world has never seen, if I am to protect Aven from these ravages, to bind together what I mean to build... A legion, for a start... Then the allies, the auxiliaries, to marry their strengths to ours... Protection and support, for all the peoples of the Middle Sea...’

Instinct told him the first conflict would be Iberia, and soon. ‘There’s your chance to show Aven what you can do.’ At this moment, with the city still bleeding from the wounds Ocella inflicted, power was there for the taking. ‘Elections will have to be held before the end of the year. And I...’ 

Sempronius had already served as aedile, a city official responsible for festivals and public buildings—though his term had been rudely interrupted by his proscription and exile—and so the next step on the ladder was a praetorship. The office was venerable in its own right—praetors were judges, legal magistrates, military commanders, and regional governors, all wrapped up together—and only one step away from the consulship.

And a praetorship came with legions.

For this much the mirror made plain: the key to Aven’s survival lay with him. He would need the love of the people, the loyalty of the legions, and the wit to outmaneuver his opponents in the Senate. ‘What a challenge,’ he thought, and smiled even as it chilled him.

Cradling the obsidian mirror protectively to his chest, he rose, feeling a stiffness in his legs. “I’ll just take a small plate of bread and cheese in my room,” Sempronius said to Corvinus, as he entrusted his attendant with the dark mirror. It would be wrapped in velvet, stored in its own box and then locked in an inconspicuous trunk among his luggage. “Let me rest an hour, no more, and then I will want to start north.”

Corvinus moved to comply, and Sempronius walked, leaden-footed, to his room. Working that magic had taken much of his strength, and he would need time to submerge its signature, that no other mage might observe the mark of it on him. 

He had spent years building up fortifications in his mind, weaving the patterns of his magic into obscurity. From his earliest awareness of his gifts, he nourished the secret close to his heart, hiding it even from his parents, young as he had been. Eventually he had chosen to trust Vibia and Corvinus, but none other. The instinct for self-protection went deep, and over time, Sempronius crafted it to his best advantage. It would now take a dedicated mage indeed to discern his abilities, and they would have to know what to search for. Shadow was not just his gift, not just the name of the energy he could command and to which he was subject: it was the stuff that composed his very being, the natural fiber of his person.
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City of Aven, the Palatine Hill

“Dead!” The two older Vitelliae sisters, Aula and Latona, had been sitting in their father’s garden, relaxing among the narcissi and hyacinths, when their youngest sister, little Alhena, burst in on them, shouting, “He’s dead!”

Aula and Latona rose from their couches at once. “Who’s dead?” asked Aula.

“The Dictator!” Alhena gasped, holding a hand to her chest; evidently she had run the entire way home.

“You’re quite sure?” Latona, the middle sister, asked, reaching out to grasp Alhena’s free hand. “How do you know?”

The question was not a flippant one, for Alhena had ways of getting information that went far beyond news-criers or gossip. “I’m absolutely sure,” she said. “It... It happened again.”

“You needn’t sound so aggrieved,” Aula reprimanded, settling her hands on her hips. “It’s a magnificent gift. One of the most useful the gods can bestow.” Like Latona, Alhena had a magical blessing, but for her, it was the touch of Proserpina granting the prophetic gifts of time.

Less strident than Aula, Latona stroked her younger sister’s cheek. “The more you embrace it, the less it will plague you,” she said, brushing back a lock of fire-red hair. The Vitelliae were all flame-colored in one way or another, but where Latona’s wealth of curls burned sun-gold and Aula’s held the soft auburn promise of sunset, Alhena’s head was a vibrant shock of fiercest red.

“I’m not plagued, I’m annoyed,” Alhena huffed. “I was in the middle of shopping for new silks. I could’ve dropped right there in the macellum if Mus hadn’t had the wit to drag me into a temple before I’d lost all faculty.”

“Good girl, that,” Aula said, toying idly with her fan, a spray of feathers dyed bright cerulean blue. “Good head on her shoulders, especially for a Cantabrian.”

“They aren’t mindless barbarians, Aula.”

Latona interrupted, squeezing Alhena’s shoulders. “Never mind Cantabrian merits right now. Mus did well, yes, but what did you see?”

With a wearied sigh, Alhena wrenched away and flung herself onto a couch. “The sun set into an ocean of blood, and as soon as it was submerged, the waters ran clear and pure as a mountain spring. All the people of Aven rushed to the water’s edge to drink and drink and had their fill.”

Aula and Latona exchanged a significant look. “Auspicious, I think,” Aula ventured.

“Yes, we must hope so,” Latona said.

“It is so!” Alhena insisted. “You know it is. You remember what I dreamt when he came back to the city that last time? That was when the ocean ran bloody, and it’s been like that in my dreams ever since. If it’s clear now, he must be dead.” She sat bolt upright on the couch, leaning forward avidly. “And you know what that means? Tarpeius will be coming home.”

Tarpeius, a promising young man from a good family, had been betrothed to Alhena years earlier. As she had been only thirteen at the time, their fathers had decided to hold off on the actual ceremony until she reached full maturity. Unfortunately for both, Tarpeius had been assigned a post as military tribune to a general, who, upon making it on the Dictator Ocella’s proscription list, decided that fighting barbarians was quite preferable to being assassinated.

“I’m right, aren’t I? With Ocella dead, there’s no reason for General Aufidius Strato to remain in the field.”

“Well, there is the small manner of all those Vendelicians yet to be subdued,” Latona pointed out. When Alhena’s face blanched, she hurried on. “I’m teasing, pet. Of course he’ll come back. I wager Aufidius has had enough of tramping around the swamps, and anyway, he’ll want to stand for consul. A garrison will have to stay, but the tribunes will all come home.”

Dozens of important men, patricians and plebeians, had packed up and left, either before or after finding themselves on the Dictator’s proscription list, uprooting their families and households as well. Their father, Aulus Vitellius, only escaped proscription by a hair; with his son Gaius serving his own term as a military tribune in far-off Albina, Aulus devoted all attention to protecting his daughters. Alhena was then only ten, easily kept out of sight at home. Aula had already married Quinctilius. Latona he hastily matched to Numerius Herennius, a provincial aristocrat with considerable wealth, who was meant to keep her at his estates in the north, away from trouble.

‘Men make plans, and the gods laugh at them...’ 

Quinctilius had not been so safe a choice as Aulus hoped, and Latona had been unwilling to molder in a country villa—a choice that saved Aula, true, but also threw her into Ocella’s path. 

‘Neither marriage turned out as planned. Oh, please let Alhena have better luck.’

Aula was going on: “Before we start planning any weddings, we should see if we can reach anyone else to confirm the Dictator’s death. Someone who might know more. No offense, my honey, but your visions aren’t precisely abundant with tangible details.”

Alhena sniffed. “You think Marcia would know—”

“I do,” Latona said, “but I don’t know how we could safely reach her.”

“No, not without one of her birds coming to Father first.”

Talent and ambition made Ocella see a conspirator and assassin where a senator stood. Such were the suspicions that had driven Galerius Orator from the city, along with his wife Marcia and their adolescent son. Galerius had used his wife’s magical talents to keep up communication with some of his fellow senators in exile. With Galerius proscribed and Aulus trying to avoid the same fate, no letters could pass between their families without Marcia’s help.

Aula’s fingers drummed restlessly against her thigh. “I might be able to send word to the Domitiae. It would have to be carefully worded, just in case... And some of the Crispiniae are still in Truscum...” She sighed. “This scattering of our friends is really most inconvenient.”

“I just hope enough of them are ready to return on short notice,” Latona said, thinking of how long it might take just to get word to those farthest-flung.

“When word got out that Ocella had taken ill, I expect many would have started preparing themselves,” Aula said. “They had to be hoping he wouldn’t last forever.”

The words prickled something in Latona’s memory: Sempronius Tarren, a longtime friend of the Vitellian family, the night that he had not so much fled the city as sidled out of it. “‘This is Aven. No dictator lasts forever. Indeed, most of them do not even last very long. And I intend to be back as soon as this one trips.’” Ocella had hounded him as far as Abydosia, though rumor in the Stabiae bathhouse was that he was one of those who had crept back into Truscum upon word of the Dictator’s illness.

Latona found herself slowly pacing, her fingers trailing through the clusters of blushing oleander that grew beside the garden’s shallow pool. A strange feeling was growing in her chest. It took her a few minutes to realize that it was relief, the easing of a tension that had been wrapped around her heart for years.

‘It’s over... If Ocella is really dead, then it’s over.’ She would never be summoned to his court again, never terrorized into submission. She would never again feel his eyes on her, assessing her physical and political worth. He could never again try to compel the use of the gifts of Juno against his enemies—nor command those of Venus for his own amusement.

The relief hit her with physical force: tears behind her eyes and a prickling warmth in her palms, a hot sunburn-like flush creeping over her skin. Magic, unbidden, rising to the surface. Accompanying it, there was a pressure behind her ribs, an impulse to act, like being pushed from the inside out. She didn’t know if she wanted to sob or scream or set something ablaze.

She gripped her fists tight, hoping her sisters would not notice her discomfort. After a few deep breaths, the pressure eased and the tingle on her skin abated. ‘Mind yourself.’ Since childhood, she had kept precise control over her emotions and her abilities, not wanting to draw a moment’s more attention than could be helped. Ocella’s death meant some reprieve, but she could not allow it to be like the breaking of a dam.

Slowly, she uncurled her fingers, smoothing her hands against her skirts. For her, there could be no loosing of discipline.
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Lusetania, Iberian Peninsula

It had started out simply enough.

At first, Ekialde’s feud was not with the Aventans. There were no Aventans, to speak of, where he lived, on the western side of the Iberian Mountains, which his people called the mendi, where the high steppes and rocky plateaus gave way at last to placidly rolling hills, flat river basins, and beyond, to the ocean without an end.

But there were absentee Aventan landowners, and relocated peoples, moving westward from other parts of the empire, lured by tales of fantastical wealth and fertile land. There was gold in the region, so much that it was hardly a thing of value. The women of Ekialde’s tribe dangled it from their wrists and ankles, their ears and noses and, in the case of a few more intrepid ladies, their nipples; the men banded it about their arms and their throats.

Word of the riches of the golden sands of the Tagus had spread, and the region was far more crowded now than it had been in Ekialde’s father’s childhood—at least by Lusetani standards. Though communities on the coast, influenced by the large cities of the mercantile Tyrians and Athaecans, were accustomed to such proximity, it was not so in the foothills and the mountains.

The Aventans called it peace when the people they had beaten moved at their behest, adopted their gods and their language, wore their flowing, impractical clothes, and coveted the ever-elusive citizenship in their strange government. Aventans pushed in a way that the Tyrians and Athaecans never had.

The Lusetani had become anxious. They had not seen the legions yet, but they knew that the garrisons were not so very far away: over the mountains in Tarraco, in the southern plains at ancient Gades. Near, too near.

They began to push back against their arrogating neighbors. There was no official organization to it, at first. A forager who trespassed into Lusetani territory did not return home. A traveling party had their horses stolen and their purses filched. A village too near the nebulous border was put to the torch. Ekialde, son of a chieftain, was only one of a dozen or so men from various Lusetani villages who began leading raids.

Eventually, the tribal leaders held a council. Some of the older men favored peace, but there were too many fire-eyed youngsters in the group, too many hot tempers and vengeful heads who had never seen real war, whose only experience of battle and death was in raids like these. They were prime for it now, their bellies full of the sparking coals which make young men seek out bloodshed. Ekialde was only one of several who spoke at the council, but by the judgment of many in the mud-walled meeting hall, he had some of the finest words.

The young blood overpowered the old, and soon after that, the Lusetani began an offensive, striking not just at those who trespassed on what they considered their lands, but actively venturing into territory claimed by Aven or their traitorous allied tribes. Valley by valley, riverside by riverside, they moved over the conquered areas and reclaimed them.

Through spring and summer, the groups splintered and vanquished and re-formed, and as they did, they drew in more followers, more men willing to fight, more women ready to pick up the spoils. And at twenty years old, Ekialde, with his wild black hair and yellow eyes, found that more and more men were looking to him for the answers, for guidance, for their next direction.

Pressing at the edges of more densely settled areas, the Lusetani found themselves running out of tiny villages to overwhelm. The next circle out were fortified towns—not with immense walls, to be sure, but pikes and fences and ditches that many of them had begun to reinforce, as they heard of the western tribes rising up in revolt. So too, these fortified towns were more heavily armed, populated with veterans, at least of local skirmishes. They would not fall as easily as the smaller villages had.

Ekialde wondered: What to do now? Shy back from harder odds? Recede back into their wilderness, having made their point? It might work. Probably no one would pursue them, and it would be some time before the Aventans and their allies thought to reclaim the center of the peninsula.

Some time. But it would not last forever. The high plateaus were too rich in metallic ore, the river valleys too fertile, the woodlands too flush with game. The temptations of their high-peaked mendi were too great. Rapacious Aven could not stand so near to it and not feel the desire to seize what it saw—and if not Aven, Ekialde allowed, then someone else. If they did not fight now, they would have to do so later. But now—now there might be opportunity. The scouts and merchants spoke of disarray among the Aventan people, their much-prized order thrown into confusion. Swift action now could take advantage of that weakness.

Ekialde had no magic himself, but as his victories began to pile up, he had found it beneficial to acquaint himself with those who did. It was to these men he went, one star-spattered night in the hottest stretch of summer, when the air brushed arid against his bare shoulders.

He had begun to realize how men, important men, deferred to him, but he would not tempt fate by dressing the part. He was his father’s second son, and no chieftain in his own right yet. He would wait to be proclaimed as such before donning a leopard-skin or binding a golden circle around his brow. Until that time, he walked bare-chested in the summer night, wearing only what armbands and greaves and belts he had earned the right to bear.

With the silvery sheen of the half-moon bleeding through the trees, casting a faint dappled light on the camp, Ekialde gathered the magic-men of the collected tribes. “I wish to know the will of the gods,” he said, and explained what it was he desired. Other men might have sought more mundane counsel—if their plans were feasible, if they could join the tribes, what political alliances would need to be solidified, whose daughter would need to be traded to whose son. The magic-men did not discuss such things; that was not their province. Instead, they told Ekialde what he would have to do to get the answers he required, to submit himself to the will of the gods.

He let them bleed him, those magic-men with their bony headdresses and ancient pelts. He let them make little cuts in his hand and his upper arm, taking his vitality for their perusal.

His wife, Neitin, sat by while they did so, rocking back and forth on the balls of her feet, murmuring little prayers. His wife did not trust these magic-men, perhaps with reason; they were not universally recognized to be good men. Some could turn very bad indeed if the lust for power overwhelmed them.

The men trusted to bear the knives were of his clan, though, and the blood they let was their own, for one of them was his mother’s brother. Ekialde trusted them.

Three bowls they prepared, three bowls of polished bone filled with crimson drippings, and when they bandaged his hands and arms, Ekialde endeavored not to show the dizziness roiling in his head. One bowl they placed over a fire, to heat and bubble; another they poured at the base of a sapling; and the third, Ekialde’s uncle swirled in the bowl, staring at the oscillating liquid for long, long moments. The other magic-men gathered around him, chanting and singing, drawing down the power of Endovelicos, the supreme god in his guise as an oracle, to know a man’s fate and see the future. Then he dipped his fingers, raised them to his mouth, and tasted Ekialde’s life-force.

Ekialde stood stoic as he watched all of this, ignoring the throbbing ache in his arms. The first magic-man rose from his place near the fire, taking the bowl in his hands with no sign that he felt a burn from the heat. “You have strong blood, Ekialde, and a man with strong blood may do many things.”

Then it was his uncle’s turn, who stood, still contemplating the taste of his blood. He rose, sinking two fingers in the bowl of blood. With great solemnity, he passed his hand over Ekialde’s head, then smeared his nephew’s forehead with his own blood, drawing a faint reddish-brown streak across Ekialde’s sun-darkened skin. “The gods have picked you out, Ekialde, my sister’s son, to lead our people at this time,” he declared. Ekialde felt his shoulder muscles tense up, heard his wife gasp, heard murmurs from his tribesmen, but he made no response as yet. His uncle continued. “Your strength will unite many tribes, as we were when we first crossed the mountains, so many hundred generations ago. You will call them. They will answer. So the gods speak: Endovelicos tells us this is so. Nabia implores you to protect her people. Bandue, lord of battles, claims you for his own. Erregerra, he calls you. It is written in your blood.”

The word meant “war-king,” a title only rarely bestowed on any man. Men of legend held it, men who had governed the Lusetani in the days when they first entered Iberia as one tribe, moving south like a massive flock of gulls. Ekialde could not have hoped for more. His closest men, his friends and younger brothers, erupted in whooping cheers; his wife mostly looked pale. But Ekialde, aware of the significance of this moment, maintained an expression of blank dignity. “Then it is well with the gods, that I seek to make war on Aven, to protect our people from their encroachments forever?”

“The gods have placed their faith in you, my sister’s son. If it is your will, it is theirs.”

He nodded, satisfied. “And the tree?” Ekialde asked curiously, jerking his head towards the sapling.

His uncle shrugged. “That has the longest story to tell. The tree’s life or death is bound to yours, now. It may flourish as you do. It may serve as a warning if there is misfortune in your future further than I can see. Or if the gods’ favor alters.” Ekialde tried not to think that the warning would do him small good, if none of his people remained in this place to watch it, but it was part of the ritual, and perhaps they would pass this way frequently enough to check in on the tree’s growth from time to time.

“Then there is much work to do.”
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City of Aven

Ocella’s body made the journey from Puteoli shrouded in gray cloth, laid on a cart drawn by black horses. It meandered the long miles beneath the dappled shade of olive trees, then passed the mausoleums of centuries’ worth of Aventans that lined the road into the city. Word of his demise officially reached Aven only shortly before, though Galerius Orator’s arrival had set the rumors flying.

“I suppose we’ll have to go, won’t we?” Numerius Herennius asked his wife on the day before the funeral.

Latona only flicked her eyes up from her book briefly to look at her husband. He was not an ill-favored man, and he did have a thoroughly Truscan nose, but there was still little in him to inspire even casual interest in her. But then, theirs was a match made in haste and out of Aulus’s desire to keep Latona out of the city and out of trouble. Neither romance nor ambition played a part in her marriage, as had both in Aula’s; Latona was bound to Herennius for security’s sake.

“I assumed,” she said, endeavoring to keep impatience out of her voice, “that was why you came back from Liguria.” Herennius had none of her love for the city, attending the Senate as infrequently as he could get away with, preferring to spend his days tending to his vast estates.

Herennius heaved a sigh, shuffling his feet against the blue-tiled floor as he paced around the atrium. “Yes, yes. It’s only that... well, it’s not likely to be a very pleasant affair, is it?”

“Funerals are rarely occasions for jollity,” Latona said, adding silently, ‘Though this one may be met with more good cheer than most.’ Around her husband, she had been careful not to demonstrate high emotion of any kind regarding the Dictator’s demise. What Herennius did not know for certain about the nature of Latona’s bargain with Ocella, he certainly suspected, and Latona was loath to give him either confirmation or denial to hold over her head. “Our absence would be remarked on.”

“Well. Yes, it would.” Herennius furrowed his brow, various considerations knitting themselves together behind his eyes. A familiar expression, when he was arranging some money-making scheme. Herennius was not unintelligent, but in Latona’s opinion, he had an unfortunately limited scope of the world, which he then proved by saying, “I wonder if I could pull Licinius Cornicen aside for a moment to speak about some of those tax revenues from Alalia...”

Latona let her scroll furl entirely and slapped it into her lap. “At a funeral?”

“Yes.” Herennius shrugged. “I know he’ll be there. It isn’t as though I can ever talk business properly in the Curia, and the Forum’s always so loud and crowded...”

Latona thought about explaining just what a gross breach of propriety it would be to initiate such a conversation on a day of public mourning— even if it were state-mandated mourning for a man she was all too glad to see dead.

But Herennius’s face, broad and blank, indicated there would be no way of making him understand. Business took precedence over social niceties for him, and marriage to Latona did nothing to change that. Besides, Licinius Cornicen would probably take no offense, since he was among the more mercantile-minded members of Senate. Ocella’s funeral was unlikely to overwhelm him with sentiment.

So instead, she sighed, rising from her chair. “If you decide to hunt him down then, let me know and I’ll arrange to go to my father’s for dinner. To avoid being in your way, of course.” Herennius nodded, fully in agreement that his wife had no place hovering around his business dealings, but as she left the room, Latona reflected with satisfaction that at least she would not have to bear witness to his self-engineered embarrassment.

Then again, as Ocella taught a few score senators and mages, it was safer not to be too good at anything. Nor had Herennius himself felt such a burden at first. When their marriage began, he had been so thrilled at the advantageous alliance that he was gentle and solicitous with his peerless patrician wife.

‘Ocella changed that.’

When Latona returned from Capraia, she was brittle and fatigued from the strain of exerting so much control over her magic, her conversation, her smiles, nearly every aspect of her being, as was necessary in Ocella’s court, and she found Herennius no longer so attentive. Their relationship had been cool and formal ever since. At first that had been preferable, a respite for her nerves.

‘Now, though... ’ The world was changing again, and there would be opportunity in it. Latona could not help wondering what Fortuna might have in store for her—and if she would have the temerity to reach for it.
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That afternoon, with the weather dryer and cooler than it had been in weeks, Aula and Latona went shopping, ostensibly for fabric for new gowns, but as much to discover what gossip about Ocella’s funeral and the returning Senators could be heard in the marketplace.

As was proper and fitting for patricians of such old blood as the Vitelliae, each of the daughters had her own personal attendant. The jewel of the household was Helva, an Athaecan freedwoman invaluable not only for her precision, her shrewd bargaining skills, and her ability to dress hair and style clothing, but because she had been blessed by Saturn with a perfect memory. No need to pay a nomenclator to memorize vast lists of names; Helva could, at a second’s notice, see a face and recall everything she ever heard or read about that person and every member of his family or political circles. Aula had made good use of the talent of over the years, employing Helva to keep track of myriad intrigues, shifting alliances, aristocratic family trees, and legal maneuvers.

In youth, Helva had been quite beautiful, with glossy black hair, creamy pale skin, and sky-grey eyes. Now her skin was no longer alabaster-smooth, and she tended to keep her hair wrapped firmly under a kerchief, but her eyes were still bright and keen. There was an oddity to her, not unlike that which sometimes surfaced in Proserpina-touched Alhena. It happened with those whose talents lay in Time; they saw the world on a different scale than those around them.

Latona’s Merula was also an unusual attendant. With warm brown skin and a pointed ferocity in her dark eyes, she had a quick and keen look, for all that she was also boxy-faced, short, and prone to fidgeting. Among the other qualities which made her undesirable to most noble ladies was an abominable habit of speaking her mind. It earned her plenty of beatings as a child, in her first household, and was the reason she had found herself on the market, but with the intuition born of Spirit, Latona saw in Merula someone she could trust implicitly.

Together, they kept a secret. Years earlier, Latona made a proposition, and it was one that Merula, athletic and aggressive by nature, leapt at the chance to fulfill. Latona wanted protection—protection that was inconspicuous and, more importantly, ever-present. Enormous, well-muscled bodyguards were all well and good, but they attracted such attention. Who could object, though, to a refined lady’s handmaiden? Latona, on the sly and with her allowance, hired a gladiatrix to teach Merula some tricks of her trade. Before her twentieth birthday, Merula was, by Latona’s estimation, probably one of the finer combatants in the city.

Apart from Helva and Merula, Aula and Latona had a pair of men clearing the way through the street for them. Alhena declined the invitation to go out, as she often had lately. She gave many excuses, but her sisters knew she wanted to be home in case her betrothed—or, at least, word of him—arrived.

Perhaps, for the elder two, it was just as well; Alhena could be a little too much sometimes, and there were some things Aula and Latona could only discuss comfortably without their baby sister present.

“I think Father might start trying to find me a new husband once the Senate comes back to town,” Aula commented, as they picked over a selection of linens, soft wools, and precious silks at the stall of their favorite vendor, a Palmyrean merchant and his wife.

“Would that be the worst thing?” Latona asked, rubbing a bit of cobalt fabric between her fingers.

Aula frowned, considering. “Not the worst,” she admitted. “The city could catch fire. Plague could strike. Tennic tribes could invade.”

“I’m glad you rate the welfare of the city above your widowhood,” Latona laughed.

“At least a little.” Aula lifted a swath of cherry-red fabric up to her face. “What do you think?”

“Too bright with your hair. Ask if she has anything darker.” As Aula gestured to the woman who ran the stall, Latona continued. “Now, speak honestly, Aula. Aren’t you tired of living at home?”

“Oh, it isn’t so bad, most of the time, apart from Alhena’s mooning. Father’s hardly any restriction to my comings and goings.” Aula showed the fabric to the stallkeeper. “Yes, do you have anything like this but a little darker?”

“I will check, Domina.”

“Speak even more honestly, then,” Latona pressed, smirking a bit. “Aren’t you tired of an empty bed?”

Aula heaved a great sigh, casting her eyes heavenward. “Now there, my dear sister, you may have something. Three years alone is... well.” Latona smiled, envying her sister’s carnal appetite. Aula and Quinctilius had been extraordinarily well-matched. Passion blossomed easily between them, and in the days before Latona’s own wedding, Aula delighted in regaling her sister with tales of rapturous pleasures. Latona had been thrilled, scandalized, and anticipatory, all at once; the reality rather paled next to Aula’s promises. She suspected she could go two years without Numerius Herennius’s attentions with no ill effects. “But,” Aula went on, twitching her
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