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CHAPTER ONE
 

“I swear to the gods that I do not know where he is!”

The speaker’s age was indeterminate, just one more broken-down beggar clinging to life in a city overflowing with them like rats—but this particular rat was very important to my future and survival. The man’s name was Mettius Porcius Calvus, and he was almost entirely bald with a bulbous nose that looked as if it had been shredded by an angry cat years earlier, leaving behind a series of rigid white scars running from the bridge and sides of his nose down to the tip and flared nostrils. One of the beggar’s front teeth was also missing, and he smelled overwhelmingly of the sea, cheap wine and piss. Calvus had been a prosperous merchant with several ships to his name once, but that had been long ago. Since then, he’d clearly fallen on hard times, as evidenced by his current status in life. But I cared nothing for Calvus or what misfortunes might have plagued him in the past. All I wanted from the man was information, and I had little time or patience for dalliance. The city of Rome was in a constant state of turmoil these days now that Octavius and his army had crossed the Rubicon River, and I still had one more important task to accomplish after this one before this night was over.

I advanced on Calvus, barely noticing the foul odor emanating from the man as I towered above him—I’d smelled much, much worse on the battlefield in recent months. I grasped the front of the beggar’s flea-infested tunic and pushed him forcefully against the brick wall of the darkened insula rising high above us. I could hear the faint sounds of a couple rutting through an unshuttered window from one of the apartments somewhere overhead, but other than that, the narrow alleyway where we stood remained silent and empty.

I placed the point of the dagger I held in my other hand against Calvus’ left side. “I’m not in the mood to entertain any of your lies,” I growled. “So tell me what I want to know or die. The choice is yours.”

“I swear I don’t know where my brother is, dominus!” the man whined. “I haven’t spoken to him in years.” He glanced furtively toward the silent figure standing to my left, the fear in his eyes reflected in the weak light of a clay lantern that my companion held. “I swear it on my life!”

“He’s lying,” Vipsania Polla hissed from beneath the hood of her heavy cloak as a steady rain continued to fall on us. “I saw them together only a few days ago.” She motioned with the lantern toward the beggar as the flame inside flickered, threatening to go out. “Kill him and be done with it. He obviously won’t talk, so we’ll just have to find Flaccus another way.”

“No!” Calvus cried out. He focused back on me, his eyes round and terrified. “Please, dominus! Mercy! I beg of you!”

I put additional pressure on the dagger, letting the man see the determination on my face while ignoring his sharp, indrawn gasp of pain. “Last chance. Your brother’s apartment here in Subura was empty. It looked like he left it in a hurry. Where did the bastard go?”

Calvus hesitated, but after I pushed even harder, he finally sagged in defeat. “Ostia, dominus. He booked passage on a grain ship yesterday.”

“Heading where?” I grunted, still not convinced the man was telling me the truth.

“Tyndaris, dominus,” Calvus whispered, not meeting my eyes. “That’s all I know.”

“Sicily?” I said in surprise.

I glanced at Vippi as the beggar simply nodded, and though I could see little of Vipsania’s features in the shadows cast by her hood, I could sense her intense disappointment. I felt the same way. The stronghold city of Tyndaris in northern Sicily was currently held by Sextus Pompey, who had fled Rome recently after the Senate finally came to its senses and agreed to allow Octavius to become consul. Having eight battle-hardened legions descending on your walls with a promise of vengeance will make any man rethink his position, whether he be a senator or not. But, despite the fawning assurances from the Senate that they would name him consul in absentia, Octavius had ignored their request that he turn his army around and return with it back to Cisalpine Gaul. That had been a wise choice on my friend’s part, in my view, for any Senate led by the silver-tongued Marcus Cicero and heavily influenced by the leaders of the Liberators could not be trusted to keep their word.

Once it became clear that Octavius had no intentions of stopping his advance, the Senate—those who hadn’t already fled along with Sextus Pompey—had, in desperation, summoned three legions from Northern Africa to help defend the Eternal City. Two of those legions had since arrived to join the single untested one left behind by Gaius Pansa before his ill-fated trip north to confront Marcus Antonius at Mutina. The African legions had hastily begun building defenses outside the city upon their arrival, although I knew it would do them little good if Octavius actually followed through and decided to attack. I doubted somehow it would come to that, but, then again, stranger things had happened in Rome in recent years.

“We won’t be able to get our hands on Flaccus now,” Vippi said bitterly, cutting into my thoughts. “Not with everything upside down like it is.”

I sighed, letting my dagger drop away from the beggar’s side. “Unfortunately, you’re right,” I reluctantly agreed. I focused my hard gaze on the former merchant before I pointed down the alley with my weapon. “Get out of the city. Go far away. If I see your face around here again, I swear I’ll cut out your innards and feed them to you one foul-smelling piece at a time.”

“Ye…ye…yes, dominus,” the beggar managed to mumble before he scampered away, quickly disappearing into the darkness.

I sheathed my dagger while I watched him go, not saying anything when Vippi came to stand beside me. The rain began to fall heavier then, pounding against the hood of my cloak and across my shoulders with renewed intensity, drenching the both of us. Vippi put a pale, dripping hand on my arm. “I am sorry, Luan. I was sure we had him at his apartment.”

I nodded. “So was I.”

I thought about the man we were after—Flaccus Pocius Infidus—a minor thief up until now, who, not that long ago, had tried to extort money from Octavius in return for incriminating evidence he had about my friend and me. Octavius and I had attempted to capture Flaccus on Tiber Island months earlier after an arranged meeting he’d made with Vippi, but the thief had managed to elude us then, just as he had again tonight. It was extremely frustrating to realize that we’d lost him for a second time, especially since it was obvious we likely wouldn’t get another chance for the foreseeable future. Who knew what kind of mischief the bastard might cause Octavius and me in the interim.

Vippi clucked her tongue loudly—a sure sign that she was annoyed. “You should have let me deal with Flaccus while you were up north, Luan. The problem would have been solved by now if you had.”

“Would it?” I grunted. I shook my head in disagreement. “Flaccus clearly knew you were watching him, my love. It’s the only explanation why he fled when he did. He had to have known we were coming.”

“That’s not possible,” Vippi replied heatedly. “I was careful. The fact that Flaccus left the city now is nothing but an unfortunate coincidence.”

“If you say so,” I replied, trying to keep the doubt from my voice. I knew this was not the time nor the place to start an argument, and, by the look in Vippi’s eyes, I could tell she was ready for battle. I forced a smile and shrugged. “What’s done is done. There’s not much sense in us arguing over it now.”

Vipsania clucked her tongue a second time but, to her credit she said no more about it. “What do we do now, Luan?”

I took the girl’s free hand in mine and kissed the rain-soaked skin of her palm. “You, my love, will wait for me at the agreed-upon place. I’m not sure how long it will take me to get back to you, but be ready when I do. We might have to move quickly.” 

“What if they refuse to go with you?” Vippi asked.

“They won’t,” I said confidently. I tapped the tightly rolled scroll hidden beneath my dark cloak. “Once those two read Octavius’ words, they’ll realize the danger and will come.”

Vippi took a deep breath before she stood on the tips of her toes and kissed my cheek. “Be careful, my love. If the Senate’s men catch you, it won’t—”

I put a finger to her lips, silencing her in mid-sentence. “Shush, now,” I whispered. “I’ll be fine. I still have a few hours before dawn breaks, and I promise we’ll be long gone before then.”
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It was only a short walk from Subura to the Palatine Hill, where I made my way upward to the home of Lucius Philippus. I'd learned that the former consul was currently away from the city on business, which made my purpose for being there that much easier. I was less than a stone’s throw away from the domus, where I’d spent much of my time as a slave, when I heard the unmistakable crunch of hobnailed sandals marching with purpose along the street from the adjacent block—soldiers. I cursed, knowing their presence here now couldn’t be a coincidence, even though I’d been assured by my informant that the Senate’s men wouldn’t be showing up until at least the morning. My task had just gotten infinitely more complicated.

Throwing caution to the wind, I broke into a run, drawing my dagger while wishing I had a sword as I raced up the flagstone path, praying that I had time and wouldn’t be seen by the approaching soldiers. The cool rain that had been falling most of the night had ended during my trek through the city, replaced by a light, albeit warm breeze, though thankfully, the cloud cover remained heavy, obscuring the moon. I noticed several of the street-facing windows on the main floor of Philippus’ domus had been left unshuttered to allow fresh air in after the rainfall, with the pleasant, welcoming glow of lamp lights emanating from them. It was unusual to leave windows open this late, since crime was rampant in Rome, but I couldn’t have been happier at the sight.

I fixated on one window in particular along the western wing of the house as I ran, knowing that it gave light and air to Philippus’ tablinum or study—the room where I’d spent many evenings playing games with Marcus and Octavius. The window was wide enough for a man to fit through, protected by a line of neatly trimmed dark bushes and smaller plants below it. But I remembered that Marcus—being who he was—had placed a large stone behind those bushes against the wall of the domus beneath the window, allowing him to leave and return at will without being seen. I could only pray the stone was still there after all this time, since the window was too high to reach from the outside, even for someone as tall as me. I’d briefly considered using the main entrance instead, then discarded the idea. The fact that the Senate’s soldiers were already on their way to the domus hours earlier than expected could simply be bad timing or something far more sinister. Had my informant betrayed me? Was this a trap? I reasoned it was better to play it safe until I knew what I was dealing with.

I reached the bushes without hearing a cry of discovery, aware of a pleasant female voice singing from somewhere within the building as I took a quick glance behind me. I ground my teeth in frustration when I saw a group of six spear-wielding soldiers led by a centurion holding a torch marching smartly around a squat building before heading unerringly toward Philippus’ dwelling. I didn’t have much time. I pushed my way through the thick bushes, ignoring the discomfort as branches poked and prodded at my vulnerable flesh before my outstretched fingers finally came into contact with the solidness of the wall. I fumbled in the darkness beneath the window, breathing a sigh of relief when I quickly located the stone. I hastily climbed on top of it, sheathing my dagger, before I leaped and grabbed the narrow stone sill of the window, then hauled myself upward. Trying to make as little noise as possible, I wiggled my way over the lip, where, despite the risk of being seen by the soldiers, I paused for a heartbeat to peer inside. The room was mercifully empty, and I said a quick thanks to the gods for that fact. The last thing I needed at that moment was a feminine scream alerting the approaching soldiers to my presence.

Moving quickly, I twisted my body on the sill until my legs were inside the room, well aware that if the Senate’s men were alert, they wouldn’t fail to see me silhouetted against the light. I dropped to the floor soundlessly, waiting in a crouch with my heart in my throat as I listened, but there were no sounds of alarm coming from outside. So far, so good. I stood and cautiously glanced around. The room was lit by a single oil lamp on a brass stand and was much like I remembered it, with a gleaming desk against one wall and four ornately carved, padded benches placed strategically around a modest-sized table. I had a sudden vision of Octavius, Marcus, and me laughing in our innocence and youth as we sat around that table swapping jokes and lies, and I had to mentally thrust the image away, feeling suddenly sad and nostalgic for some odd reason.

I took several steps toward the entrance, then froze as a white-haired woman with a stooped back abruptly appeared in the opening without warning. We both stared at each other in shock for a heartbeat and, as her mouth dropped open to scream, I whipped back my hood with one hand while placing a finger to my lips with the other. “Amara,” I hissed, recognizing the old slave. “It’s me, Marcus Agrippa! Remember?”

Amara’s brow furrowed, the fear starting to recede from her eyes, replaced by puzzlement. “Dominus?” she said uncertainly. She glanced at the open window, then back to me. “What are you doing here?”

“Where is your mistress?” I demanded, moving closer and putting a hand on the slave’s arm. Amara had been with the Octavii family long before Octavius had even been born, and she doted on Octavius’ mother, Atia, like a fussy hen.

“Why, I believe she kneels before the lararium, dominus.”

I nodded, relieved. The lararium was a stone altar in one corner of the atrium, where the family would gather each morning to light the lucerna—a sacred lamp—and pray to the gods. The ritual was repeated at night when the flame was extinguished. “Is Octavia with her mother?”

“Yes, dominus. She’s been staying with us for—”

I put my hands on the old woman’s brittle shoulders, peering down into her face. “Listen to me, Amara. The Senate’s men are almost here. They intend on taking Atia and Octavia to use against Caesar.”

“Gods, no!” Amara gasped in horror, putting a hand to her mouth.

I pushed the old woman bodily through the entrance and out into the corridor before grabbing her by the hand and dragging her after me. We reached the atrium, where I saw Atia and Octavia—accompanied by a group of female slaves—kneeling before the altar, which was sculpted to look like a miniature temple.

“Mother Vesta, be blessed,” Atia said with her eyes closed. Octavia and the slaves repeated her words dutifully, all with their eyes closed as the smell of incense filled the room. “Father Janus, be blessed.”

“Bar the front door,” I ordered Amara. Get the other slaves to help you drag whatever you can in front of it. Amara just stared at me wide-eyed, looking frightened. “Now!” I growled. “Before it’s too late!” The old woman squealed and ran to do my bidding, calling out to the other slaves while Atia and Octavia stood, gawking at me in amazement. I knew the makeshift barrier wouldn’t slow down the soldiers for long, but it was better than nothing.

“Marcus?” Atia said as I hurried toward her. “What is the meaning of this?”

“We have to leave right now, Matrona,” I said. “The Senate’s men are coming for you.”

Atia’s eyes flashed. “But Marcus, my son is to be sworn in as consul. Those fools in the Senate would never dare lay a finger on me!”

“They would dare,” I assured her. “Desperate men will stoop to anything.” I grabbed the two flabbergasted women by the elbows, propelling them across the atrium and down another corridor as we headed at a trot toward the posticum or servants’ entrance located at the back of the house. I could hear the scrape of furniture on tiles and the slave Amara barking orders to the others as they frantically worked to barricade the front door.

“But what about my slaves, Marcus?” Octavia demanded as she tried to wrench her arm free of my grip. I grit my teeth and held on tight, willing to chance her fury later on rather than stop our flight to argue with her now. I remembered well from my time in Philippus’ domus what a headstrong woman Octavius’ sister could be. “What will become of—?”

“The slaves will have to look out for themselves,” I grunted. “I swore to your brother that I’d get you and your mother out of Rome safely, and, by the gods, that’s just what I am going to do. Now stop fighting me and do what you’re told, or I’ll have no choice but to throw you over my shoulder and carry you out of here like a child!”

Octavia’s well-formed mouth fell open in astonishment at my rudeness but, mercifully, she stopped struggling and said no more. We eventually reached the narrow servants’ entrance at the back of the house, just as I heard a series of loud bangs arising from behind me, sounding like the booming of Jupiter’s thunder—though in reality, I knew it was nothing more than a balled fist pounding against the stout wooden door protecting the main entrance. No polite tapping of the bronze knocker for the Senate’s forces tonight, it seemed. I could only guess what the soldiers’ reaction would be when they found the entrance not only barred to them but barricaded as well.

Knowing we still had a chance to make good on our escape, I slipped aside the sliding bolt securing the back door and pulled it open, then stepped out onto the darkened side street with my charges, where I noticed a light drizzle had begun falling again. We only made it a few steps along the puddle-ridden cobblestones, however, before I paused in dismay when the shadowy forms of two men appeared to block our path—both of whom wore armor and carried a spear and shield.

We were trapped.


CHAPTER TWO

I automatically stepped in front of Atia and Octavia while drawing my dagger, although I knew my chances of survival against two spear-wielding men were next to none if it came to a fight—which it undoubtedly would. My only hope was to distract the soldiers long enough for the women to escape. But, as things turned out, Octavia had other ideas about that.

“Marcus,” the girl hissed behind me as both legionnaires lowered their spears threateningly.

“By official decree of the Senate,” the man to my left announced in a gruff voice, as he gestured with the tip of his weapon toward the women one after the other, “you, Atia Balba, and you, Octavia Minor, are wanted for questioning. You will come with us.”

“Marcus!” Octavia said again, this time with a little more urgency.

I glanced over my shoulder at her while still keeping a wary eye on the two legionnaires, who so far had made no moves of aggression other than the lowering of their spears. I guessed they hadn’t realized who I was yet since I’d purposely worn no military clothing or insignia this night, which likely meant they believed me to be nothing more than a simple house slave and, thus, little threat to them, dagger or not. I knew the two women were essential to the Senate’s plans in regaining some form of control over Octavius, which meant the men facing me would have orders not to chance hurting them. That fact gave me a small glimmer of hope, though I wasn’t sure yet how best to use it to my advantage.

Octavia pressed her lips to my ear, with the tip of her nose and her hot breath that smelled faintly of wine and mint tickling my skin, sending a small, unconscious shiver of pleasure down my spine. Despite the dire circumstances we three found ourselves in, it was next to impossible to remain unaffected by her sweet scent and overwhelming femineity. I’d been enamored by this luscious woman ever since I was a youth, and I’d be willing to wager that few men in this life could have resisted Octavia Minor’s charms, regardless of the circumstances. “You knew this was going to happen, didn’t you, Marcus?”

“Of course I did,” I grunted, perplexed. Hadn’t I already made that abundantly clear to both her and Atia? “But I was told we would have until dawn,” I added, not hiding my bitterness. “That’s why your brother sent me to fetch you tonight.”

“Then I assume you have a plan to get us out of the city?” Octavia asked, sounding surprisingly calm and unfazed by our predicament. “How?”

I frowned, aware that the soldiers were shuffling their feet as they became increasingly impatient with us. I knew I’d have to make a move against them soon before more of their number arrived. “By boat,” I replied, matching the girl’s whisper. “My sister awaits us at the tip of Tiber Island. Why?”

“A sound plan,” Octavia replied, looking wholly satisfied with my answer. She smiled, and I swore I could see a mischievous twinkle dancing in her eyes despite the rain and darkness. What was this voluptuous creature up to? She patted my arm and shocked me by winking, much like her younger brother tended to do. “Tell me, Marcus. How do hunting dogs react when their prey flees?”

“Slave!” the same legionnaire who’d spoken before interrupted before I could answer, aiming his spear at my chest. “You can either drop your weapon and stand aside, or you can die. I really don’t care which.”

I ignored the man as I stared at Octavia in confusion. “The dumb beasts give chase, of course,” she said, answering her own question while giving me a knowing look. “That’s the nature of all creatures on the hunt. But they never look back. Perhaps that’s something to think about.” I mulled over her meaning as Octavia took Atia’s hand firmly in hers with a decisive air about her. “Come along, Mother. It appears that we have a bit of a run ahead of us.”

Then, just like that, they were gone—scampering away down the slick street together like wraiths, with the fine cloth of their stolas fluttering in the wind behind them while a light rain continued to fall. I stared after the women in open-mouthed astonishment, with the soldiers emulating me, both of them caught flat-footed by their quarry's sudden, unexpected flight. The two men eventually came to their senses, glancing at each other briefly while sharing some form of unspoken signal. Octavia, that clever girl, had taken a chance that with her and her mother’s escape, both men would chase after them, leaving me unguarded and able to attack them from the rear. But that hope was quickly dashed when the soldier who had yet to say anything sprinted off in pursuit of the fleeing women, leaving the other man behind to deal with me. Despite Octavia’s plan being only partially successful, I could hardly fault her for it, for my odds of surviving to see the sunrise had just increased by half. It was a better result than I could have hoped for and one I had every intention of taking advantage of.

Once the wet slaps of the pursuing soldier’s sandals had faded into the background noise of the city that never slept, the remaining legionnaire and I locked eyes, both of us understanding that it would be a fight to the death between us. The man was much shorter than me but was built wide, with thick shoulders that hinted at formidable power. The soldier smiled confidently—and why wouldn’t he?—revealing surprisingly good teeth as he crouched and tensed. It was obvious what was coming next, and as the man lunged toward me, thrusting his spear at my midriff, I dodged to the side, just managing to evade his attack. The point of his spear got caught up in my cloak, however, tearing a jagged rent in the side, though mercifully, the cold iron just grazed the flesh underneath.

I instinctively brought my left arm down and pinned the shaft of his spear against my side while at the same time stabbing with my dagger for the man’s eyes. The soldier seemed surprised that I wasn’t already dead, and because of it, he was slow to react with his shield, allowing my blade to get through his defenses. My aim was off, however, and I struck his cheek guard with a metallic clang instead, causing little damage. The blow was still enough to distract the man momentarily, which allowed me time to get a firm grip on his spear shaft with my left hand. Now, it would be down to strength against strength, and I had no intention of losing.

Octavius, Marcus, and I had spent a lot of time training together at a military school in Rome when we were boys and then later as young men in Apollonia, where, with some of the other students, we often engaged in a sport the Greeks called helkystinda, which roughly translated to Latin means, I draw, I pull. The game was simple enough, with equal teams grabbing opposite ends of a rope and pulling in a test of strength. It was a game that, with my powerful shoulders and arms even back then, I naturally excelled at. And while it’s true that had all happened a very long time ago as I write this narrative, I don’t remember ever being defeated at it.

“Let go, worm!” the soldier spat at me as I slowly turned to my left, forcing him to match me until we were in line with the wall of the domus. I could tell the man was considering tossing his shield aside to attempt to draw his gladius or perhaps use both his hands to pull his spear free. But the memory of how quickly I’d struck at him with my dagger was likely still fresh in his mind, so he kept hold of it for the moment. I had no idea how much longer that would last. “By Jupiter’s balls, slave! I swear I will have you crucified for this unless you desist and step back!”

“Will you now?” I said with a teasing chuckle. “But what if I am not a slave? Did you ever consider that? What if I’m actually something more, say, a legate?”

I stopped pulling before the man could say anything and, caught by surprise at the sudden lack of resistance, the soldier stumbled backward a step before I yanked hard on the spear again, drawing him off-balance toward me. My blade was already in motion as he drew closer, sweeping once again for the man’s vulnerable eyes beneath the rim of his helmet. But this time, the legionnaire reacted faster with his shield, bringing it up sharply, causing the reinforced iron edging along the top to crack painfully against the bottom of my wrist. My right hand went instantly numb at the contact, with the dagger it held slipping from my unresponsive fingers to fall at our feet, where it landed with a splash in one of the many puddles dotting the cobblestoned street.

Free from the danger posed by my blade now, the legionnaire took the initiative, battering his shield into my free arm once, then again, and then a third time, all the while forcing me backward step by step as we tugged on the spear. I still had little feeling in my right hand, and with the pummeling I was taking, the arm attached to it wasn’t that far behind. I knew I couldn’t keep absorbing that kind of punishment forever, so I willed my numb fingers to close around the shaft of the spear above my other hand, leaving myself open and unprotected. I hissed as another blow from the soldier’s shield cracked painfully against my shoulder, praying he wouldn’t go for his sword before I made my move. I braced my legs, then using all of my strength, I forced the man to take three or four steps to my right before I suddenly reversed direction, bellowing like an enraged bull as I flung him bodily toward the nearby wall.

Most of the exterior walls of the more affluent homes in Rome are built using stone or brick rather than wood, with a smooth or sometimes stamped design of white lime plaster called stucco spread overtop to give it a pleasant appearance. Lucius Philippa’s house was no different, and the legionnaire crashed into the solidness of that wall with stunning force, clearly rattling him as several small chunks of dislodged plaster fell from an intricate floral pattern motif to the ground. I felt the soldier’s grip weaken on his spear momentarily, and before he could regain his senses, I swept his feet out from under him with my right foot. The man landed heavily on his back with a gush of explosive air as I tore the spear from his grasp and then reversed the weapon. I stabbed downward without hesitation into the doomed man’s neck, sending an eruption of dark, warm blood spraying across my lower legs and along the base of the wall, ruining Philippus’ impeccable plaster work. I wrenched the spear free from the corpse afterward and stooped to retrieve the dead man’s shield—then I started to run.
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Tiber Island looked much like I remembered it from the last time I was there, though this time, as I ran across the western bridge attached to the mainland, Vipsania Polla was not dealing with a slippery extortionist looking to enrich himself. The scene unfolding before my eyes appeared to be just as bad, however, if not worse. I felt my heart leap in my throat, taking in everything in a single glance as I pounded down the slope of the bridge with my breath rattling in my chest after my long run from the Palatine Hill. I was relieved to see the small fishing craft—called a cymba—that I’d bought after I’d sneaked into the city earlier that day was still moored to the island’s dock exactly where I’d left it, rocking on the water. But that was where the good news began and ended.

A flickering, hissing torch lashed to a thin pole at the stern of the boat lit up the area as intermittent rain continued to fall, allowing me to make out Vippi’s slight form where she stood along the weed-infested shoreline near the dock. Vipsania held a long wooden pole with a hook on the end, known as a gaff, defensively over the body of Atia, who lay stretched out and unmoving on her back on the wet ground. Octavia was crouched on her knees beside the fallen woman, cradling Atia’s head in her lap as a large group of shadowy forms encircled the three women, howling and baying like wolves. I thought at first that the attackers must be the Senate’s men, but then, as I examined the group more carefully as I drew closer, I realized that they were nothing more than a motley gang of vagrants dressed in rags. I felt an all-encompassing rage take over me, and as my sandals made contact with the island’s shore a hundred feet away from the besieged women, I bellowed out a challenge, charging toward the vagrants with only vengeance on my mind.

There were perhaps fifteen or so of the vile creatures, most of whom appeared to be mere youths or boys, though I had no intention of letting that fact impact how I would deal with them after what they’d done. Some of the younger and more timid members of the gang who had hung back during the assault turned in surprise at my cry, revealing thin, pale faces and hard, predatory eyes like rats. Those who were not wholly focused on the women instantly recognized their danger and did what any sane, unarmed person would do when confronted with a furious man wielding a shield and spear with purpose—they broke like rabbits and fled toward the northern part of the island and the safety of the trees. Believe me, they were the lucky ones.

So intent were they on their prey, that I was in amongst the remaining vagrants before they knew what was happening,. I could only imagine what would have happened to the women if I hadn’t arrived when I did, and with those visuals helping to stoke my rage, I used my spear and shield equally, cutting down anyone foolish enough to get in my way. The fight, if it could even be termed as such a thing, did not last long. When all was said and done, half a dozen of the vagrants lay crumpled on the ground, not moving, while the rest limped or scrambled away into the night like the slugs they were as the rain began to fall harder.

“Thank the gods you’ve come, Marcus!” Vippi gasped, lowering the heavy pole she held. “I don’t think we could have held out much longer.”

Out of breath, I set aside my spear and shield, dropping to my knees beside Atia as I sucked in badly needed air. I glanced at Vippi in concern. “Are you injured?” I managed to gasp out. Vipsania just shook her head, and I nodded, not hiding my relief, before I focused on Octavius’ mother, praying that she was alive. I could only imagine what my friend would do if she wasn’t. I put a hand on Octavia’s rain-soaked shoulder. “How bad is it?”

“I’m not sure,” the girl answered. She snapped her head sideways, whipping a long strand of wet hair out of her eyes while glancing bitterly at the bodies of the vagrants strewn along the shore. “One of those beasts hit her with his fist, and she hasn’t moved since.” Octavia spat into the grass. “I’m glad you killed them, Marcus,” she said fiercely. “I’m just sorry some of the scum got away.”

I said nothing as I leaned down, placing my ear against Atia’s ample breasts. But with the pounding of my heart, the constant plodding of the rain, and the noise from the wind, I couldn’t be certain if she was still breathing. “All right,” I finally said, coming to a decision. “Let’s get your mother into the boat. There’s not much we can do for her here.” Octavia nodded her agreement as I cradled the older woman in my arms and carefully stood. “Octavia, fetch my spear and shield,” I ordered as I carried Atia to the dock, knowing I might still need them before the night was done.

Vippi ran ahead of me, using the hook on the gaff to help stabilize the fishing boat as I carefully stepped down into the stern. I made my way unsteadily to the center of the vessel as the hull dipped in the water beneath our combined weight, then set Atia down on the single, reed-woven bench that stretched across the middle. I’d initially considered lying the injured woman in the prow, but the craft was narrow and cramped, and with the need to carry the four of us, it simply wasn’t feasible. I took off my drenched cloak and covered Atia as best I could with it, then waited for Octavia to join me before leaving her to care for her mother. I returned to the stern, accepting the gaff from Vippi before helping her down from the dock.

“I was so worried about you,” Vipsania whispered when we were together. She threw her arms around me and hugged me tightly. “Octavia told me about the soldiers arriving at her home early.”

I hooked a thumb toward the mother and daughter huddled together. “What happened to the man who was chasing them?”

Vippi shrugged. “Octavia told me they lost him on the way here. There’s been no sign of him.”

“Well, thank the gods for that small favor,” I grunted in relief, feeling better about things. At least it appeared I didn’t have to worry about a contingent of well-trained soldiers showing up any time soon. I knew I’d gotten lucky with the legionnaire I’d killed, well aware that it could have just as easily gone the other way. I untied the torch and handed it to Vippi. “Take this and go to the front of the boat, my love,” I said, low enough that Octavia couldn’t hear me. “I’ll need you to be my eyes and ears. Watch out for any obstacles in the water or soldiers along the riverbank. We’re not out of this yet.”

I spent the next several hours punting our boat along the eastern shoreline of the Tiber River with the gaff as the rain continued to fall, constantly forced to navigate around half-seen sandbars, sunken trees, large rocks, and a multitude of wharves that jutted out into the fast-flowing water that had become swollen from all the rain. We passed numerous warehouses and other buildings along our way, not to mention several ominous watchtowers, but if anyone noticed us in those towers, they showed little interest.

“Marcus!” I heard Vippi whisper in warning as the first hint of dawn began to show in the east. I glanced up from my work, trying to ignore the incessant ache in my shoulders from the constant poling. Vipsania pointed ahead toward a solid mass spanning the river at its narrowest point—an arched bridge. I cursed under my breath, for I could see several sentries at the peak, with one of them waving a torch back and forth to get our attention. “What do we do?” Vippi hissed, turning to look back at me in alarm.

“There’s nothing we can do,” I growled back under my breath. “Don’t panic. Just keep your hood up, and whatever you do, don’t say anything or let them see your face. Hopefully, they’ll think you’re my son.” I pointed at Octavia, where she sat sprawled out awkwardly on the floor of the boat by her unconscious mother’s feet. “That goes for you as well. Drape yourself in the folds of my cloak, and don’t move until I say so. They probably won’t notice you and will think your mother is my partner sleeping one off.”

Octavia hurried to obey while I slowed our progress as much as possible, trying to buy us time. There was only so much I could do with the swiftly moving river, though, and I knew if I tried to stop our tiny vessel completely, it would likely only raise the suspicions of the sentries on the bridge even more.

We were only a hundred feet away from the bridge when I heard a commanding shout echo out from above. Filled with dread and apprehension, I stabbed the end of the gaff into the muddy riverbank to halt our progress. Then, satisfied that we were fairly secure I glanced up, using one hand to shield my eyes from the persistent rain. “Evening!” I called out. “A good night for catching mullet, eh?”

I heard the sentries both chuckle. “You must be very dedicated or downright starving to be out on a night like this, Fisherman!” one of them shouted back through his cupped hands as he looked down at us.

The boat started to drift slightly, and I made a great show of having trouble keeping it in place before I replied. “Neither,” I replied. “My woman is in a mood, and given a choice between a cold fish or hot female, my two sons and I will choose the fish every time, regardless of the weather!”

“Ha!” the sentry replied with a laugh. “I can appreciate that, friend. But take some advice from a man who knows. The next time your wife gets like that, beat the bitch senseless, then make her sleep in the hog pen for the night. Trust me, it’ll do wonders for her disposition!”

I waved in acknowledgment, yanking the gaff from the mud with a sucking sound before prodding us forward again. I didn’t look up as we passed under the bridge, nor did the sentries say anything else, and once we’d left them far behind, I breathed out a huge sigh of relief. We were now almost to the outskirts of the city, with nothing ahead of us after that but open water and sparsely populated land.

We were free of Rome—but we would be back. Oh yes, we would most definitely be back.


CHAPTER THREE

Octavius and I, accompanied by a full complement of eight legions, arrived on the outskirts of Rome on a fine morning in early August, where we made camp in full view of the city walls near the Tiber River on the Field of Mars—which is often referred to as the Campus Martius. But, despite what some historians—who weren’t even there, mind you—have claimed in recent years, friend from the future, there was no actual fighting that day, even though the city’s defensive preparations were almost completed. As to why there was no fighting, well, the answer to that is quite simple, for the moment Octavius appeared at the head of his army’s vanguard, the Senate’s three legions promptly defected over to him in one fell swoop, leaving the Eternal City completely undefended and at my friend’s mercy. There was only one death that occurred on that momentous day, at least to my knowledge, anyway—a young praetor who was no friend to Octavius who took his own life rather than live with what he considered the shame of capitulation.

The city of Rome had fallen to Octavius bloodlessly, which was what my friend had hoped and prayed would happen all along. But now it was anybody’s guess as to what would happen next. Octavius was still spitting mad that conspirators in the Senate had attempted to take his family hostage even though his mother had thankfully recovered fully from her ordeal. I glanced at my friend as he and I entered the city on horseback to trumpets and adoring crowds, trying to gauge his mood as ranks of grim-faced bodyguards on foot surrounded us protectively. Octavius had said little to me in the last hour, and though he continued to smile and wave at the crowd dutifully, I could see his eyes beneath his plumed helmet were burning hotter than the volcanic fire and ash spewed forth on occasion by the fire god Vulcan. That fact did not bode well for the future.

Octavius believed that Marcus Cicero had ordered the move against his mother and sister, although, in all honesty, I wasn’t entirely convinced of that. The old orator was without question a conniving, clever bastard. But for all his faults, I knew him to be a devout family man who I doubted would lower himself to such a degree as to make political war on women. I was more inclined to believe the attempt had been the handiwork of Marcus Junius Brutus and Gaius Cassius Longinus, the co-leaders of the Liberator faction in the Senate. Neither Brutus nor Cassius were present in Rome at the time of the attempted abduction, of course, but that hardly mattered since they could have easily orchestrated the affair from their growing power bases in the eastern provinces.

Decimus Brutus’ name had been bandied about as a possible accomplice as well by Gaius Maecenas, Quintus Rufus, and others inside Octavius’ inner circle of advisors. But whether true or not, it hardly mattered, for word had reached us when we were less than a day out from the city that after his troops had deserted him in droves during his pursuit of Marcus Antonius, the now vulnerable governor of Cisalpine Gaul had fled east to take refuge with a Gallic chieftain. That chieftain had subsequently taken Decimus’ head despite the two men professing to be friends from their earlier associations with Julius Caesar during the Gallic Wars, presumably on Antonius’ orders, leaving one less Liberator for us to deal with later.

Decimus Brutus’ timely demise was an entirely satisfactory outcome as far as Octavius was concerned, and the result had helped to somewhat soften his harsh views of Marcus Antonius, although it had done little to appease my own intense dislike for the man. I was aware Antonius and Octavius had been exchanging correspondence in the past weeks and that they were slowly becoming more cordial toward each other, with both starting to realize that the other had become much too powerful to risk additional confrontation. But, whenever my friend mentioned the man in my presence, I tended to react negatively, regardless of his cautious optimism, so Octavius eventually gave up confiding in me about him. Which meant at the moment that I wasn’t entirely certain where things stood between the two men—although, to my dismay, I would learn of their plans soon enough. Marcus Antonius and I were destined to be forever at odds in this life, be it as enemies on the battlefield as we had been in recent months—or as soon-to-be unlikely allies. But, as sometimes happens with me, friend, I see that I am once again getting a little ahead of the story. I will try to remain focused on how these events all played out chronologically as best I can from here on.

The question about what to do regarding the failed abduction of Octavius’ family and, more importantly, when to do it obviously remained my friend’s decision to make and no one else’s. But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to feeling quite nervous as we made our way to the Forum about how he planned on handling things. Octavius adored his mother and sister above all else. But he also understood the tense political situation we were riding into and the risks involved if he said or did the wrong thing. Despite the warm welcome Rome was currently showering Octavius with, I suspected that underneath that thin veneer of joy and adulation, the entire city was holding its collective breath, unsure of what the young Gaius Julius Caesar and his vast legions had in store for them.

I knew the biggest test of my friend’s anger over the affair would come soon, once he was finally in the presence of the senators, who would have little choice but to go to him in ones and twos to grovel in hopes of leniency. The chances that some of these men were involved in some way in the attempted hostage-taking were good, although who they might be still remained unclear and truthfully might never be proven—that is unless Octavius decided to resort to unsavory methods to find out. But would my friend be willing to potentially risk everything over something that, while clearly vile and underhanded, had been averted with no real consequences other than a slight headache for Atia for a day or so? I honestly wasn’t certain that morning as we rode through the city of Rome, believing things could go either way depending on the situation, although deep in my gut, I was convinced that, as usual, Cicero would be the key to everything. Would the orator deliberately goad Octavius, hoping for just the kind of scenario I feared? Or would the old man smile and play along while trying to ingrate himself into my friend’s good graces, all the while waiting to pounce when he could?

There were so many questions and doubts rolling around inside my head that morning that I was beginning to feel ill with worry, though I, like Octavius, hid it the best I could, smiling as I waved to the crowd. My friend’s fury and need for vengeance was painfully obvious to me, although perhaps not to anyone else since I knew him better than any man alive. But for all his anger and outrage, Octavius was aware that every eye would be on him today and that one mistake now could conceivably cost him the support of the people—something that he desperately needed to secure the consulship legally. While it’s true that the Senate had been pressured into nominating Octavius for the office along with my friend’s cousin, Quintus Pedius, as his co-consul, that is where Senatorial power in that regard began and ended. Ultimately, it would be up to the popular assembly to approve the nominations by vote. But if Octavius lost his temper and did the unthinkable today, then the possibility that the people of Rome might reject him and his bid for office could become very real. If that happened, then only the gods knew what might come next.

I thought suddenly of Vippi, who disliked and feared Octavius, convinced that he was just a tyrant-in-waiting like many had accused his uncle, Julius Caesar, of being. I glanced at Octavius appraisingly, praying as I had many times before that Vippi was wrong about my friend as I caught his eye. “All well with you, Caesar?” I asked, having to raise my voice over the din as I gave him a knowing look.

Octavius paused to wave to a plump woman tossing pink rose petals down on us from a balcony before grinning at me. “Of course, Lion. Why wouldn’t I be? It’s a glorious day, is it not?”

“It is,” I agreed. “But you’ve got a look in your eyes that worries me.”

“What look?” Octavius asked in mock surprise.

“Like you’re about ready to put on your fighting wraps and go to war,” I grunted. I studied Octavius again, holding his gaze. “Are you?”

“Don’t be silly,” Octavius said with a dismissive chuckle. He suddenly spread his arms wide and tilted his head back while his horse plodded onward dutifully beside my mount. “Greetings, citizens of Rome!” my friend’s voice boomed out. “In case you are not aware who I am, my name is Gaius Julius Caesar.” He paused as ironic laughter arose from the crowd, for I doubted there was a person alive in the Republic who hadn’t heard of him by now. “And together,” Octavius continued after the laughter had subsided somewhat, “we will usher in a new era of peace and prosperity for all! No more wars! No more fear and uncertainty! Nothing but overflowing pantries and heavy purses for everyone!”

The crowd immediately roared their approval, with Octavius laughing with pleasure as he used his open hands palms up to egg them on even further. Octavius eventually turned in his saddle, sweeping his eyes along the crowded street and buildings to either side of us, soaking in the cheers. “A new golden age is upon us, friends!” he cried as he rapidly pointed to individual people in the crowd. “And I invite each and every one of you to join me in creating a new, better Rome! Together, we will make history! But to do this, you must vote for me to be your voice.” Octavius put a hand to his ear dramatically. “Will you honor me by letting me serve you in this way?”

Complete bedlam broke out at my friend’s words, and he beamed in satisfaction as the crowd began to chant, “Hail Imperator Caesar! Hail Consul Caesar! Hail Imperator Caesar!”

Finally, our entourage turned down a narrow side street with fewer onlookers, though the echoing cries from behind continued to follow us. Octavius focused on me, winking smugly as a contingent of spear-wielding bodyguards led our procession the short distance to the Via Scara—the main thoroughfare leading to the Forum. “You were saying, Lion? Did that sound like a man itching for a fight to you?”

I couldn’t help but grin at my friend, knowing that as long as he kept his temper in check and continued to win the hearts of the people of Rome like this, nothing, not even the gods themselves, would be able to stand in his way. “That was the easy part, Caesar,” I said, my grin fading when I caught sight of the ancient Temple of Saturn in the distance, where its recently restored columns towered over the other buildings in the Forum. I motioned that way with my head. “It’s what awaits you there that continues to worry me. Remember, the mob is a fickle beast that can switch from fawning adulation to unbridled hatred at the flip of a coin. They love you now but could just as easily hate you tomorrow if you give them cause.”

Octavius followed my gesture, and I saw his eyes harden as we neared the Forum. “Fear not, Lion. I have not come this far or this fast just to ruin everything now. Thanks to you, my mother and sister are safe, hidden away from my enemies for the time being. And because of it, I am in complete control of myself. You have my word on that. I will afford the senators all the courtesy and respect that their positions deserve today, bar none.”

“Even Marcus Cicero?” I asked, not hiding my surprise.

Octavius’ eyes flashed and his upper lip curled slightly in a half sneer, but he quickly regained control of himself before he nodded ascent. “Yes, even him.” But then Octavius allowed himself to smile again, although this time it was cold, with no humor to it at all. “For now, at any rate. Once I am consul, then we’ll just have to see how things play out, now won’t we?”

I searched my friend’s features for a moment, but I could see no hint of compromise lying anywhere among the sharp lines and contours of his face. It was clear that Octavius had decided he would do whatever it took to get what he wanted from the people of Rome. After that, well, only time would tell. It was the best that I could hope for under the circumstances.
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I have never been a man comfortable with pomp and ceremony, preferring the company of good friends I can trust rather than the double-tongued elites that seemed to infest the waters of Rome like sharks. And because of it, I chafed with impatience as Octavius held court in the Forum for long hours, with my friend looking impossibly calm and relaxed on a high-backed padded bench at the base of the sparkling white speaker’s platform—the Rostra Nova—built only the year before by his uncle Julius Caesar. A lightly fluttering canvas awning had been erected to protect Octavius from the glaring sun, but the rest of us were left to endure the blazing heat in silence. My back was getting sore from standing so long, and my jaw ached from smiling at people I neither knew nor cared about—but even in my ongoing misery, I understood that perception was everything.

I let my eyes roam idly over the temples and grand buildings rising along the Palatine Hill to the south, as I tried not to dwell on my growing discomfort, while wondering how much longer I’d be forced to stand there. I’d lost count of how many of Rome’s finest had already come to greet Octavius, painfully aware that it wasn’t even midday yet and that there was still a long queue of well-wishers and opportunists waiting. Octavius’ visitors had included a plethora of priests, rich equestrians, high-ranking soldiers, wealthy traders and merchants, and, of course, many of the members of the Senate. The famed Marcus Cicero, however, had yet to put in an appearance and I was beginning to hope that the old orator had wisely fled the city, though that hope would soon be proven wrong.

I wasn’t the only one there to watch over and support Octavius, of course, for my friend was flanked by a phalanx of his bodyguards, each of whom studied the crowd with suspicious intensity and the kind of unwavering professionalism that would make even the most critical of centurions proud. Octavius’ inner circle was lined up neatly along the wall of the Rostra behind where he sat, with me standing directly behind him, only a few quick steps away if he needed me. Quintus Rufus stood to my left, with Lucius Balbus and Gaius Maecenas to my right and both of Octavius’ cousins, Quintus Pedius and Lucius Pinarius, standing on the other side of them.

I sensed Maecenas’ eyes on me as a wealthy, silver-haired equestrian whose name I’d forgotten the moment he’d uttered it dropped to one knee in front of Octavius, professing his joy that my friend had arrived as he placed his clasped hands over his heart. Whether that joy was real or feigned was anybody’s guess. I glanced at Maecenas, who rolled his eyes and grinned lopsided at me. I chuckled, though the sound died on my lips when I heard a murmur arise from a large crowd to the east that had gathered beneath the imposing steps leading up to the Temple of Vesta. The crowd abruptly parted, allowing Marcus Cicero, led by a small group of lictors or bodyguards, to advance purposefully toward where Octavius sat.

“This should prove interesting,” Maecenas said out of the side of his mouth in a hushed tone.

I nodded, not saying anything, as my chest swelled with apprehension. Octavius was still engaged in conversation with the equestrian, but knowing my friend, I was sure he was aware of Cicero’s approach by now. The nameless equestrian finally stood, gushing for perhaps the tenth time about how profoundly happy he was that Octavius had come to Rome before he bowed awkwardly and strode away, leaving my friend temporarily alone. That void of humanity didn’t last long, for despite the line of people waiting to speak with Octavius, no one protested or made a move to stop Cicero, who, after signaling to his lictors to wait, planted himself directly in front of Octavius.

The two men held gazes for several long, tortuous heartbeats, saying nothing before Octavius finally bowed his head in what barely passed for a greeting. “Well, if it’s not my old friend Marcus Cicero,” Octavius said. I groaned inwardly at my friend’s icy tone. “The last to arrive, it appears.”

“My apologies for the late appearance, Caesar,” Cicero replied, spreading his arms. “But I am afraid the business of the Senate never rests.”

“And yet,” Octavius replied tersely. He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees as he examined Cicero, “your compatriots all managed to show proper respect despite this pressing Senate business.”

Cicero had the grace to color slightly at that, though he did manage to force a smile. “I assure you, Caesar, that I have nothing but the utmost respect and admiration for you. I became distracted by my work and the hours slipped by without my awareness of it. I meant no insult.”

Octavius sat back on the bench, twisting his neck to look up at me. “Did you hear that, Agrippa? The infamous Marcus Cicero tells me that he meant no insult by his absence, yet insulted I most certainly do feel. Do you think what he claims of his work is true, or is this just an old man’s way of attempting to embarrass me before my peers?” I kept my features blank and said nothing, aware by the warning look in my friend’s eyes that no reply was needed or expected. So much for him controlling his temper.

Octavius turned to face Cicero, who took a deep breath. “It would seem that my actions have gotten us off on the wrong foot, Ceasar,” the orator said. “And for that, I humbly apologize.”

Octavius sat up, poised like a snake about to sink its fangs into a trembling mouse. “And which actions are we talking about, old friend?” he asked in a low voice. I groaned inwardly, for I knew that voice well. “Today’s, or something in the recent past?”

Cicero blinked. “I’m not sure what you mean, young Caesar.”

“I think that you—” Octavius began hotly just as I stepped forward and placed a firm hand on his shoulder.

“There are still others waiting to speak with you, Caesar,” I said calmly. “And I am growing weary of standing out here in the heat. If you will allow me to speak with the Senator on your behalf, perhaps we can move things along?”

Octavius hesitated as a silent message passed between us before the glow in his eyes began to fade. “I think that is a splendid idea, Marcus,” my friend finally said as he focused his gaze back on Cicero. “Please forgive my atrocious manners, old friend. It’s been a trying day, and I apologize if I let my ill humor get the best of me.”

“Quite understandable, Caesar,” Cicero said with a slight bow of his head. “Who, in your position, would not be overwhelmed?”

“Indeed,” Octavius replied. He gestured to me. “I’m sure you and Marcus will have much to talk about in my absence.” He shook his head. “But with the city as unruly as it is at present, old friend, I truly fear for your safety. Why, just the other day, two prominent women I know were almost abducted from their home. Can you imagine such a terrible thing? I can’t take a chance that a man with your leadership qualities and vast experience could fall victim to something similar. I just can’t.”

Cicero’s right hand fluttered nervously to his chest as he motioned to the lictors standing behind him with the other. “While I appreciate your concern, Caesar,” he said. “I am not without means of protection.”

“The risk is too great,” Octavius said with a frown and decisive shake of his head. “Besides, those men are not professionals, and you are worth your weight in gold to me. I would never forgive myself if something were to happen to you. That is why I have decided to personally assign a dozen of my best soldiers to protect you from harm until things settle down.”

Cicero’s eyes narrowed. “For how long?”

Octavius smiled triumphantly. “Oh, I imagine until after the election, at least. Perhaps longer if necessary. We’ll just have to take it one day at a time.”

“I don’t think that’s—” Cicero began to protest.

“Nonsense,” Octavius said, waving his hand dismissively. “The issue is settled.” He winked at a dejected Cicero, though the smile was gone now, his features cold and etched in stone. “There is no need to thank me, either. It’s the least that I can do for such a loyal old friend like you.”


CHAPTER FOUR

On the 19th of August of that same year, Gaius Octavius Thurinus, at the unprecedented age of nineteen years, ten months and twenty-six days, was overwhelmingly voted in as consul by the people of Rome. That date will probably go down in infamy as the beginning of the end for the Roman Republic, and as I sit here in my old age, I sometimes wonder if it had been the right thing to do. Not because of Octavius or his ambitions, mind you, for I believe he was exactly what Rome needed at the time. I still do. But we were frighteningly young back then, he and I, and the passage of time makes a man reflect on things differently as he grows older. Do I occasionally miss the Republic of my youth after all these years, warts and all? Sadly, I confess that I do. Rome had banished kings for a reason, after all, and though I know my friend was horrified later in life that some likened him to one, it didn’t stop him from accepting the titles Augustus, meaning exalted one, and Princeps, meaning first one bestowed upon him by the Senate. My friend would do both titles justice by ruling fairly and wisely for all of his years, of course, but now I can’t help but wonder what comes next with him gone.

Octavius had insisted on more than one occasion that I accept the nomination to be his heir. But I refused him each time. Ultimately choosing to falsify my own death rather than be drawn into that world any further than I already was. Despite all of my successes in life, down deep I still thought of myself as a slave and an impostor, and, in all honesty, I felt unworthy of such an honor and was tired of living a lie. Because of that, and the tragic deaths of his two sons, not to mention his failing health, Octavius had little choice but to turn to the famous legate, Tiberius Claudius Nero, better known today as Emperor Tiberius Julius Caesar Augustus, as his heir. Tiberius was born around the time Octavius first became consul, and I have known him for many years, since he was married to my daughter, Vipsania Agrippina, for almost eight of those years.

I believe our current Emperor to be a good and just man, one who will no doubt excel almost as much as Octavius had as the leader of this new empire of ours. But what keeps me up most nights is the fear and dread over what comes after Tiberius. The Roman system we have in place now gives the Emperor almost limitless power, which is hardly worrisome when you have a man like Octavius in charge who would never even hinder a thought of taking advantage of it. But I shudder to imagine a future scenario where someone with less scruples than my dear friend or even Tiberius gains control. Then what? I have always believed that no one man alone should wield such enormous power. Though when I was younger, I confess, I tended to suppress that opinion around Octavius more than I likely should have.

But, enough reflection on the future, for like all men, I know not what tomorrow holds. What I do know, however, is how many yesterdays I have lived during this long life of mine, and that is what I am qualified to tell you about. The future will just have to take care of itself.

Some of Octavius’ enemies liked to claim that the consular election was nothing but a sham, insisting that my friend had essentially used the threat of force to pressure the people into voting for him. But that is complete and utter nonsense, for I was by his side the entire time and saw with my own eyes how he charmed and wooed them with his personality. Perhaps, though, upon deeper reflection, it is fair to concede that some form of coercion might have unconsciously occurred in those early days when Octavius first marched on Rome with an army at his back. But after that, my friend did not need swords and spears to make the people love him—they loved him for who he was. The notorious fickleness of the mob that I’d warned Octavius about never actually materialized, and the love the people had for him—though it did waver from time to time in the early days—has not diminished in the slightest, even now, months after his death. I feel no different in that regard.

Despite being wrong about the mob, there was one contentious issue that, as it turned out, I was correct about. Marcus Cicero had not been involved in the attempted abduction of Octavius’ family, just as I’d suspected all along. The perpetrators had been a small group of minor senators who’d participated in the assassination of Julius Caesar—all of whom had since fled the city. That information came to us through reliable sources about a week after Octavius became consul, and because of it, my friend graciously got down on his knees and begged the old orator for his forgiveness for his heavy-handed treatment of him. Cicero was wise enough to stow away his pride and accept the apology and, even though both men disagreed vehemently on the direction Rome should be taking politically, they parted ways in mid-September while not exactly friends, certainly not enemies either. Unfortunately, the gods had other ideas about that, and the truce between them did not last long.

One of Octavius’ first orders of business once he became consul was to have his adoption by Julius Caesar officially voted into law by the Roman people, which, of course, the Senate had been dragging their feet on. With Octavius’ cousin, Quintus Pedius—who followed my friend’s lead in all things—as co-consul and an overwhelming faction of supporters in the Senate now, there was little to stop him from pushing through whatever bill or legislation he deemed fit. More laws followed, with the most controversial being the labeling of Julius Caesar’s murder as a crime, thus reversing the amnesty protecting the perpetrators. The decision had been reached by a specially formed tribunal of hand-picked jurors in less than one day, which Octavius’ enemies pointed to as proof that my friend had rigged the system. I can’t really dispute that claim since everyone knew what was happening long before the result came in. But in my friend’s defense, that was how the game was played by all the political actors in Rome at the time, and even as young as he was, Gaius Octavius Thurinus had already become a master at it.

Marcus Brutus and Cassius Longinus both lost official recognition of their right to govern their respective provinces after the trial, and each of the co-conspirators involved in Caesar’s assassination—numbering over sixty men—were found guilty in absentia and named as enemies of the state. Octavius had once vowed to me that he would get revenge against everyone involved in the murder of his uncle, no matter how long it took, and this was a good beginning. But even with the power of the Senate and the will of the people behind him, it would take Octavius and me fourteen long years of battle and bloodshed before the last of the Liberator bastards was finally hunted down and killed.

Octavius accomplished one last thing before deciding to return north with his army to Mutina—a reversal of a decree that I admit still rankles me to this day. Oh what might have been had he listened to me? Despite my vehemently advising against it, my friend struck down the order marking Marcus Antonius and Marcus Aemilius Lepidus as public enemies, opening the door to reconciling with them. That reconciliation had been in the works for some time, unbeknownst to me, but since Octavius knew I would fly into a rage whenever I heard the man’s name, he’d kept that information from me, well aware of what my reaction would be.

But everything that came next, friend from the future, might never have happened at all if not for Vipsania Polla. For, on the eve of our departure north, the love of my life learned that an assassin was on the prowl in the city—and that assassin’s target was none other than Gaius Octavius Thurinus.

[image: A black and white logo  Description automatically generated]

“How can you possibly know this?” I exclaimed, studying Vippi with a mixture of disbelief and growing apprehension. I’d been summoned to her home just as the First Watch ended, with an awed-looking slave delivering a note to me that was short on details other than Vipsania’s urgent need to see me. I’d initially considered disregarding her plea, entrenched as I was in the final preparations for the march north—moving an army as big as ours anywhere takes a great deal of planning beforehand. But then, knowing I’d never hear the end of it if I didn’t go, I’d delegated many of the outstanding tasks to some of my subordinates before making my way into the city from our encampment. Vipsania, Atia, and Octavia had all returned to Rome right after the consular vote, with both Octavius and I satisfied that any danger to them had passed.

“I have my sources, Luan,” Vipsania replied mysteriously. “You should know that by now.”

I shook my head. I loved Vippi, but she had a particular way of vexing me with a look or just a few words that no other woman I’d ever met could possibly come close to matching. “What sources?” I demanded, perhaps a little too forcefully. “Rome is overflowing with all manner of rumors right now, and I’ll wager this is just one more we can add to the growing pile. Remember how word spread that two of Octavius’ legions had defected from him on the night of our arrival? The Senate even called an emergency meeting to gloat over it, only to find out in the morning that it was a lie. Yet for a time, everyone believed it to be true.”

Vippi sighed, not responding as she turned away to study a bust of her father perched on a pedestal in a tiny alcove along one wall. “Did you know Papa once told me that the gods had played a monstrously cruel joke on me, Luan?” She glanced over her shoulder, giving me a wan smile. “He said I should have been born a man. I didn’t understand what he meant back then since I was just a child at the time. But now I think that I do.”

I pursed my lips, trying not to show my confusion or impatience. “And what does any of that have to do with what you just told me about Caesar?”

“It has everything to do with it,” Vippi said, clucking her tongue in annoyance. I mentally groaned as her eyes flashed dangerously, for I knew that look well. “Because if I was a man, Luan, you wouldn’t be questioning what I just told you. You would be acting upon it right now.”

“I’m not questioning the validity of it,” I protested weakly. “I’m merely—”

“Yes, you are!” Vippi interrupted, whirling to face me.

The girl’s cheeks were flushed with emotion, and I was suddenly struck by how slim and pretty she looked, unable to tear my eyes away from her erect nipples pressing against the thin, almost translucent cloth of her stola. It had been some time since I’d laid with her, and embarrassingly, I could feel myself becoming aroused despite the awkward circumstances. I still wore my full military dress beneath my cloak, and I was immensely grateful for the long leather straps lined with brass and precious gems dangling from my belt—called a baltea—that hung outside my tunic, covering my groin and effectively hiding my rising tumescence from her. I doubted somehow that, in Vippi’s present frame of mind, she would appreciate my reaction.

Vipsania stabbed a finger at me. “Who found out about you and my brother despite all the odds? I did! Who found out about Flaccus Infidus and where he lived? I did! So, now I’m telling you someone is going to attempt to murder Caesar tonight, and you dare doubt me?”

I took a deep breath, realizing that I was being a fool. Vippi, of all people, deserved my utmost respect after all she’d accomplished, and whatever information she’d unearthed needed to be taken seriously. “I’m sorry,” I said, taking the girl in my arms. “I should have never questioned you. I guess I was just caught off guard over all of this.” I smiled down at her, trying to break the tension in the room. “I mean, think about it. You don’t even like Caesar. So why warn me at all?”

Vippi broke our embrace, resting her hands on my chest armor as she looked up at me with pity in her eyes. “You can be such a blind fool sometimes, Luan. Do you know that? It’s true I do not care for Caesar, but that hardly matters because I know you love him more than life itself and would be devastated by his loss. That is more than enough reason to warn you.”

I nodded, convinced now. “Very well, my love. Tell me everything that you know.”
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Next to Subura, the Aventine Hill had always been known as one of the most dangerous places in the city of Rome, especially at night. For generations, the area was renowned for its low-income residents, numerous brothels, taverns, and gambling houses, not to mention being the site for the monthly Cura Annonae—the grain dole—which brought in the unemployed and needy from all across the city, adding to the crime. But things had begun to change lately, with rich merchants, traders, and even some senators buying up many of the crumbling insulae and evicting the tenants to build themselves luxury homes. My destination was one such home near the top of the hill, though I was not looking forward to meeting the owner, who I’d learned had arrived back in the city only the previous day.

I paused at a cross street to get my bearings, certain I could feel eyes on me, probing and watching me warily from darkened alleyways and shuttered windows. Let the vermin skulk in the shadows, I thought, guessing that the criminal element was wondering what, if any, threat I posed to them. Believe me, I have much bigger problems than any of you.

I had a sudden vision of Octavius lying in a pool of his own blood, and so vivid was the picture that I groaned involuntarily in pain, believing the divination to be a message from the gods to hurry. I selected the sloping street to my right and began to run up it with renewed urgency as a contingent of Octavius’ praetorian guards followed in my wake. No one spoke, with only the sounds of our labored breathing, the slap of our sandals on the cobblestones, and the clanking and jingle of our weapons and armor breaking the stillness of the night. The mental image of my friend dying returned twofold a moment later, and terrified that we would be too late, I broke out into a full sprint. I doubted any of the seedier elements watching us would be foolish enough to intercede against an armed force like ours, but I kept a wary eye out just in case as we ran. Despite the rapidly changing demographics, parts of the Aventine Hill were still rife with roving gangs of hoodlums—some of which numbered in the hundreds. The gangs had no love for the men of the legions, but they also presumedly valued their lives, which meant we were likely safe and could focus solely on the task at hand.

My men and I finally reached a sprawling two-story house lit up by a series of glowing clay lamps hanging from hooked metal poles that lined a wide flagstone pathway leading to the building. The path was hemmed in on both sides by trimmed hedges and marble statues, though I barely noticed them as I focused on half a dozen formidable-looking men—who I presumed to be gladiators—standing outside the ostium. The homeowner’s bodyguards, no doubt.

“Who goes there?” the biggest of the gladiators challenged as we trotted up to them. The man was hugely muscular, with short, curly brown hair and a livid scar on his right cheek. I didn’t fail to notice that he held a rounded club in his right hand.

I rested my palm on the hilt of my sword, fighting to catch my breath. “Legate Marcus Agrippa,” I said. “Now get out of my way!”

The gladiator hesitated, taking in my rich armor and fine cloak just as the double-leaf door securing the entrance opened inwards, revealing an older woman adorned in sparkling jewelry wearing a rich, cream-colored stola. “What is the meaning of this interruption, Crixus?” the woman demanded crossly.

I stared for a moment at the wife of my greatest enemy, Marcus Antonius, then bowed my head. “Forgive me for the intrusion, Matrona Fulvia. But I must speak with Gaius Julius Caesar right now.”

“And who might you be?” the woman asked, looking down her long, narrow nose at me.

I took a deep breath. “Marcus Agrippa, Matrona.”

Fulvia’s eyes narrowed at that before she lifted her chin, studying me with distaste like one might examine a slime-covered turd sticking to one’s shoe. Finally, Fulvia nodded, stepping aside while motioning for me to enter her home. “Then I guess you had best come in, Marcus Agrippa,” the woman purred, sounding much like a cat preparing to pounce.

“Thank you, Matrona,” I said, meeting and holding her gaze briefly before sweeping past her into the house, all the while expecting to feel a white-hot blade slip between my ribs from behind. Never before or since have I seen such naked revulsion and hatred in a woman’s eyes as I did that night. It appeared that Fulvia had been talking to her husband, and whatever she’d learned from him of me had not impressed her in the least. That was fine with me, for I’d heard nothing good about her either.

It seemed I had a new enemy to contend with—and, as it turned out, one almost as formidable as her husband, Marcus Antonius.


CHAPTER FIVE

I thrust Fulvia from my mind, ignoring a dimwitted slave boy who foolishly offered me refreshments as I burst into the crowded atrium with one hand on the hilt of my sword. Octavius’ praetorians were three steps behind me, and what had been a courtyard filled with pleasant conversation, laughter, and soft music a moment before suddenly became silent and apprehensive at our appearance. I saw Octavius almost immediately, where he stood on the other side of the calm waters of the impluvium among a small group of middle-aged men—none of whom I recognized. A young, pretty girl of perhaps twelve stood next to my friend, staring up at him with an equal measure of shyness and what I gauged to be awe.

Octavius’ jaw dropped open in astonishment when he recognized me. “Marcus?” he finally managed to say. “What are you doing here?”

An older man with a noticeable paunch, thinning grey hair, and a goblet in his hand who stood a half dozen steps away from Octavius met my eyes, and I knew instantly by the guilty look he gave me that this was our assassin. The man must have realized somehow that I’d recognized him for what he was because, with a sudden cry, he tossed the goblet aside and began fumbling within the folds of his toga before withdrawing a gleaming knife. The assassin swept a skinny fellow with a stooped back standing between him and Octavius out of his way even as I shouted a warning. But everything seemed to be moving agonizingly slowly, and knowing I only had one option open to me if I wanted to save my friend, I took several long strides toward the pool and then leaped over it. I landed off-balance on the intricately patterned tiled floor on the other side of the water, and since I was falling anyway, I went with it, rolling once in a tight ball to keep my momentum before returning to my feet. I was now within arms reach of the would-be assassin, who seemed oblivious to me, his face red and twisted with hatred as he focused solely on Octavius.

I didn’t hesitate, barrelling into the man just as he was about to plunge his knife into Octavius’ side while feminine screams of surprise and terror filled my ears. The assassin’s knife fell between us when I hit him, bouncing against my right knee before spinning away to fall with a soft plop into the water behind me while he and I went down in a jumble of arms and legs. It took very little effort for me to overpower the older, much weaker man and pin his arms to the floor, though he cursed me and did everything he could to try and break my grip. I probably should have left things at that, but as I realized just how close Octavius had come to dying, I felt an all-encompassing rage erupt inside me like I have rarely felt. I began to pummel my prisoner with my fists, dimly aware of warm blood splattering across my face and horrified voices shouting at me to stop. Finally, rough hands grabbed me from behind as two of the praetorians—on Octavius’ orders, I later learned—reluctantly pulled me off the now unmoving man, dragging me away.

“Marcus!” Octavius shouted, his eyes round with shock as he came to stand before me. “Have you gone mad?” He glanced behind him at the broken figure lying on the floor, surrounded by horrified guests. “Do you know who that is? What’s gotten into you?”

“He was going to kill you,” I managed to say in between ragged breaths. Octavius blinked in surprise and confusion, and it suddenly dawned on me that he hadn’t seen the knife in the old man’s hand and had no idea how close he’d come to death. Perhaps with the suddenness of it all, none of the guests had either. “Look in the impluvium,” I added, gesturing to the water with a blood-smeared hand. “Then you’ll understand.”

Octavius studied me thoughtfully, clearly trying to decide if I really had gone insane or not, before he snapped his fingers at one of the praetorians holding me, motioning to the shallow pool. The soldier immediately dropped to his knees by the water and leaned over, dipping his hand up to the elbow before fishing out the knife. The praetorian sat back on his haunches and held the dripping weapon up for all to see as gasps and exclamations filled the courtyard.

Octavius’ eyes flashed with anger, and he glanced at the fallen man again before turning back to me. “But why, Marcus? Scevola and I have always had a good relationship. Was he coerced into doing this by my enemies?”

I sighed. “No, Caesar,” I replied, feeling suddenly exhausted. I examined one of the knuckles on my right hand, which was split open and welling blood. I absently wiped the wound clean on my cloak as I regarded my friend. “Do you remember that young praetor who killed himself after the Senate’s legions defected over to you?”

Octavius frowned. “Aulus Agelatus, you mean?”

I nodded. “Yes. That’s him.” I gestured to the fallen man. “He and Scevola were not only fellow magistrates, they were also secretly lovers. It seems Scevola blamed you for Agelatus’ death and decided to get revenge.” I shook my head. “He almost succeeded, too.”

“Yes,” Octavius agreed, his face deathly pale. “If not for you.” My friend drew me to him and we embraced as he put his lips to my ear. “Once again, I am indebted to you, Lion. Where would I be without you to watch over me?”

“Caesar?”

Octavius drew back from me, turning to face a very agitated-looking Fulvia, although I couldn’t help but feel her emotions were more feigned than anything else. But then again, perhaps I was simply biased against her. The young girl I’d seen earlier was with Fulvia as well, clinging to the older woman’s hand with an expression of complete bewilderment. I could hardly fault the child for that.

“This really is a little too much, Caesar,” Fulvia said in a clipped voice. She glanced at me, her eyes hard and filled with malice. “This, this person, has no right to invade my home and treat my guests in such a brutish manner.”

“Well, your guest did just try to kill me, after all,” Octavius pointed out dryly. We all turned as several praetorians dragged a very groggy and bloodied Scevola to his feet before manhandling him toward the entrance. The old man glared at Octavius as he passed us, but just as he was about to say something, one of the soldiers slammed his fist into Scevola’s stomach, silencing him. “Without the aid of Marcus Agrippa,” Octavius continued once the praetorians had taken the gasping man outside, “I’d most likely be dead by now. Considering our agreement from earlier, Matrona Fulvia, I would think you, of all people, would wish to thank him for that.” Octavius winked. “After all, without Marcus Agrippa here, the chances are quite good that you would have been deprived of a future son-in-law.”

I could only gape at my friend, understanding with sudden clarity who the young girl was and why Octavius had come to this particular home tonight. I felt a sinking feeling in my gut. The girl—who I would come to know later as Claudia—was Fulvia’s daughter from her first marriage, and that bastard Marcus Antonius was her stepfather.

What, oh what, had my friend gotten himself into?

[image: A black and white logo  Description automatically generated]

Scevola was found guilty the next morning of attempted murder and was condemned to death, a fate which both Octavius and I stayed behind to witness while the bulk of his army marched north toward Mutina. Though only twenty years old, I had seen enough executions in Africa and Hispania to last me a lifetime, but Octavius insisted I remain by his side regardless. My friend wanted to make an example of Scevola, which I certainly could understand after what he’d attempted, and so most of Octavius’ senior officers, along with all the members of the Senate and many of the rich elite, were ordered to attend as well. The execution—known as damnatio ad bestias or condemnation to beasts—took place in the Forum, with special barriers erected and pits dug to contain several tigers imported from the inhospitable lands that lay east of the Indus River.

I could go into great detail about how that execution unfolded, but suffice to say, friend from the future, that Scevola paid the price for his betrayal in a most unpleasant way, and two half-starved tigers walked away from it intensely satisfied, as did Octavius and many of the onlookers. This might seem a harsh penalty to pay in some respects, but it was considered quite fitting at the time in Rome. For good or bad, not much has changed in that regard in the ensuing years.

“You appear troubled, Lion,” Octavius said to me an hour after we’d left the Eternal City behind. He was riding his favorite warhorse—a stallion named Vitus while I road a pretty doe-eyed mare I called Whisper, named so for her gentle gait. A long line of mounted auxiliaries, praetorian guards, and officers followed us as we traveled north along the Via Cassia in the wake of our army.

I glanced at my friend, who was sporting a magnificent new helmet with an impressive black horse-hair crest gifted to him by the Senate. Octavius and I had talked only briefly since I’d exposed the plot against him the night before, and I hadn’t had a chance to bring up the girl. Now seemed as good a time as any for it. “I’m just curious about something, is all,” I replied cautiously.

Octavius chuckled and nodded his head. “I was wondering when you’d get to this.”

“But I haven’t even said anything yet,” I protested.

Octavius snorted. “You don’t have to, Lion. I can see what you’re thinking plain as day. It’s written all over that great big ugly face of yours.” He sighed as the sounds of our horses’ hooves striking the road’s carefully fitted stones filled our ears. “This is about Claudia, isn’t it?” I pursed my lips but didn’t respond, and Octavius laughed. “That’s what I thought.”

“Why her, of all people?” I finally asked, not hiding my bitterness.

“You know why,” Octavius responded with a shrug.

“Was it your idea or his?”

“Antonius’ wife actually broached the subject to me last night,” Octavius answered. “Although I’d hardly be surprised to learn that he put her up to it, hoping to gain some form of leverage over me. I wondered why Fulvia decided to return to Rome when she did despite the current political climate. Now I know.” Octavius paused to swipe in annoyance at several insistent flies buzzing around his mouth. “But despite the apparent skulduggery of it all, my friend, the match is sound and will no doubt help smooth things over with Antonius. Therefore, I see no harm in it. It’s high time I was married anyway.”

“When is this marriage slated to happen?” I grunted.

“Are you sure you want to know?” Octavius asked with an almost apologetic smile. I merely nodded, aware that I was pouting and not caring. “Not until sometime next year, I expect. The girl still hasn’t bled yet, so I’m told.” Octavius made a face. “And I have no inclination to lie with a child like some of our morally challenged acquaintances do.” My friend glanced up at the sky, his features turning thoughtful. “I just had a thought, Lion. Once Claudia and I are officially wed, what will that make me in relation to Antonius? The child isn’t his, so I’ll be what…his son-in-law, then? The same as with the girl’s mother?”

I breathed out noisily through my nose, feeling nothing but disgust at the idea of a political marriage between the man I loved the most in this world and the family of the man I hated the most. “No, you’d be his stepson-in-law,” I corrected.

“Ah,” Octavius said with a nod, looking pleased. “An odd distinction, that. But I like it. Stepson-in-law. It has a nice ring to it.”

I glanced at Octavius appraisingly, ready to finally voice what I’d been suspecting for some time now. “You are planning on making a deal with Antonius, aren’t you? That’s why we’re heading back to Mutina.”

Octavius sighed, staring ahead between the ears of his great stallion rather than meet my eyes. “Listen, Lion. I know how much you and Antonius dislike one another. I can’t help that, nor can I let your feelings for the man impede my judgment on how best to proceed. Rome is vulnerable right now, with malcontents and traitors hiding around every corner, waiting to pounce at the first signs of weakness. We also have Brutus and Cassius in Macedonia and Syria to worry about, who I’m told are even now building up their armies, having all but declared their intentions to wage war on us. The last thing Rome needs right now is to have it squeezed between enemies on our eastern flanks and from the north. Making any concessions with Brutus and Cassius is completely out of the question, leaving me only one other alternative—Marcus Antonius.”

“There has to be some other way,” I said stubbornly.

Octavius frowned. “You know as well as I do that we’re not strong enough to face the Liberators alone. Nor can we hope to match the forces that Marcus Antonius and Marcus Lepidus have, either. But with the twenty-two legions those two command coupled with my eleven, we’ll have more than enough to crush Brutus and Cassius once and for all.”

“And then what?” I asked sourly, knowing by the set look on Octavius’ face that nothing I could say would change his mind.

Octavius finally turned to look at me, offering up a faint smile. “Then, my dear friend, it will be up to the gods to decide where we go from there.”


CHAPTER SIX

The meeting between Octavius, Marcus Antonius, and Marcus Lepidus happened near the end of October after a flurry of letters and envoys went back and forth between the two sides for almost a month. While anxious to come to an agreement and go after the Liberators, Octavius was no fool, wary that his rival might use the opportunity to set a trap for him. I imagine Antonius was thinking the very same thing about my friend, come to think of it. Eventually, after a great deal of back-and-forth negotiations, a small island in the center of the Lavino River called Reni—which lay near the town of Bononia just north of Mutina—was selected for the historic meeting. Each side would bring five legions with them, who would watch from their respective campsites on either bank of the river as the three men negotiated. Antonius’ forces would occupy the northern shoreline, while Octavius’ would take the southern. Only one advisor was permitted to accompany each man to the island, and not surprisingly, Octavius chose me to go with him.

“Remember, Lion, you must remain calm at all times,” Octavius warned me, speaking softly as a stone-faced praetorian rowed us toward the small, circular island in a flat-bottomed boat. My friend and I were facing each other with our knees touching, seated on opposite benches at the back of the craft. I was dressed in a dark blue cloak and my best military attire, while Octavius wore only a gold embroidered white tunic and cream-colored toga beneath his crimson cloak. He tapped my leg. “You see things that I sometimes do not, my friend. And I trust you implicitly to look out for not only my interests but Rome’s as well. That is why I picked you to come with me despite having reservations about how you and Antonius might react to each other.”

“Are you sure you’re not just trying to rattle him by having me there?” I asked half-jokingly.

Octavius blinked at me in surprise, then looking slightly embarrassed, he grinned. “Well, maybe a little,” he conceded. “But there’s a fine line to how far I want that to go. I need Antonius on my side, regardless of how unsavory dealing with him might be, especially after all the blood that was shed at Forum Gallorum and Mutina. Unfortunately, you and I must swallow our distaste for that man today, for the future of the Roman people could well depend on it.”

I nodded, fully aware just how important the next few hours might be. “I gave you my word that I would be on my best behavior,” I assured my friend, “and I will honor it, no matter what that bast—I mean, no matter what Marcus Antonius might say.”

Octavius sighed, glancing up as a solitary peacock with brilliantly-colored plumage and a flowing green tail flew over us, beating its wings slowly and gracefully as it headed for a stand of trees along the riverbank further down the river. “Yes, I know you gave your word,” Octavius agreed, fixating back on me, “and I wager there isn’t a man in Rome who has more honor and integrity than you, Lion. But the last time I looked, you are still just a man, with all the weaknesses and frailties such mortality entails. Which means even with the best of intentions, your emotions might overwhelm you when you least expect them to.” Octavius pointed his index finger at me, his eyes hardening in the way they did just before he and I began a match of pugilatus. “The last thing I need is for that famous temper of yours to make an appearance if Antonius says something to provoke you—which he probably will. Nor do I want you to antagonize him, either. Am I clear on that?”

“Very clear, Caesar,” I said, understanding my friend’s apprehension. I had to admit his fear that I might lose control of my temper had some merit. But the intense dislike I felt for Marcus Antonius, while far from inconsequential, paled in comparison to my devotion to Octavius and the vision he had for Rome. And because of it, I had no intention of letting him down, regardless of what Antonius might say or do.

“Good,” Octavius said with a curt nod, looking satisfied.

I glanced toward the island, where I saw Antonius and Lepidus had arrived along the marshy shore, with their respective boats already heading back to their side of the riverbank. Thousands of men lined the waterway there, regarding us in an almost eery silence, with the only sounds the snapping of battle standards and the clink of armor as men shifted their feet. What must be going through their minds right now? I wondered as I studied the soldiers, knowing many of them had once fought side by side under Julius Caesar, as had a good portion of the men now under Octavius’ command.

Octavius nudged my arm, motioning with his chin to the island. “I’d forgotten how big that bastard is.”

I shifted my gaze to Marcus Antonius, making his way along a cleared path on the island's eastern side toward a square wooden platform at its center covered by fluttering red canvas. I snorted softly to myself, for Antonius was dressed in the purple toga picta, which was normally worn during a Triumph. Leave it to the arrogant bastard to one-up everyone else, I thought with contempt. Antonius’ advisor was right behind him, dressed in full armor much like I was, though as agreed upon, no weapons were evident on the man. I was surprised to see that he looked every bit as large as Antonius.

“Marcus Lepidus looks like he’d rather be anywhere else right about now,” Octavius added out of the side of his mouth as we neared the south-facing shore of the island. “Word is the poor man suffers from horrible bouts of gout.”

I focused on Lepidus, who was a small man dressed in a red cloak cinched up to the neck, noting that he walked with a noticeable limp. Lepidus was making his way along the shoreline toward the path, gingerly picking his way through the reeds, mud, and grasses while his advisor helped to support him. Three high-backed padded chairs were spaced on the platform in the shade of the canvas in a triangular pattern, and reaching them first, Antonius selected the chair closest to his side of the river and sat, folding his arms over his chest as he watched our approach. Lepidus arrived shortly after Antonius, looking in great discomfort as he selected the eastern chair, leaving the southern one vacant for Octavius. A second, much smaller canvas had been erected on the western tip of the tiny island, where several male slaves in white tunics waited with platters of food and refreshments.

The pair of advisors took up positions behind their superiors, standing like statues as our boat finally reached the island, with the hull scraping against the spongy shoreline with a notable crunch. I stood immediately and dropped over the sidewall, landing knee-deep in the water with a splash as I steadied the craft for Octavius while he made his way to the bow before jumping nimbly down to the muddy ground.

“Good luck, sir,” the praetorian whispered to me, using one of the oars to push the boat away from the island. He gave me a knowing look. “We won’t be far away if you have need of us.”

I nodded, saying nothing as I followed Octavius up an identical pathway to the one on the island's eastern side. My friend stopped in the center of the platform, spreading his arms in welcome while I halted several paces behind him. “Greetings, friends. It has been far too long.”

Lepidus bowed his head, saying nothing, while Antonius simply smiled and fiddled with a gold signet ring on his left hand. Neither man bothered to rise or make any other motion, with Octavius looking suddenly awkward and unsure of himself in the growing silence. I guessed by the expression on Antonius’ face that the entire thing had been prearranged, leaving Octavius in something of a quandary with two options open to him—neither of which I considered favorable. He could simply ignore the snub and sit down without being acknowledged by the other two. But if he did that, it would make him look weak. Or, Octavius could remain standing before them as if in servitude the way he was and keep talking, which would effectively accomplish the same thing.

I glared at Antonius, who I knew to be the real power here, not Lepidus, feeling a flush of anger shoot through my veins at the man’s childish game. But what the bastard probably hadn’t considered was that I knew there was also a third option for Octavius to take. I switched my focus to my friend, not surprised to see a bright red patch of embarrassment and rage burning along his cheek. I leaned close to him. “Say nothing,” I whispered in Octavius’ ear. “Turn around and head back to the shore without another word. Antonius won’t let you take more than six steps before he gives in. You’ll see.”

Octavius looked at me in confusion and surprise, then with dawning understanding, he wordlessly spun on his heels and stalked back the way we’d come. I was one step behind my friend, with the only noise the sounds of our boots pounding loudly against the wooden platform and the songs of the birds calling from the trees and shrubs along the riverbank.

“Is that it then, young Caesar?” Antonius called out. “Is the meeting adjourned before it has even begun?” Octavius hesitated for a heartbeat before slowly turning around. “My colleague and I were just playing a joke at your expense,” Antonius continued, spreading his arms. “I assure you it was harmless and that no insult to your person was intended.”

I allowed myself a small, triumphant grin, for we’d only made it four steps, not six. Octavius met my eyes, and I saw gratitude in them before he made his way back to the center of the platform, where he stood with his hands clasped behind his back. I couldn’t help but think that with the sunshine glinting off his hair the way it was that he looked like a young god. I’d never been filled with such pride and love for anyone in my life.

“Jokes have a place and a time in this life, Marcus Antonius,” Octavius said gravely. “I know that as much as anyone. But I assure you this is not the time, nor is it the place. We three have serious issues to discuss—issues that can change our world in what I hope will be a better way. Measured against the importance of that, posturing for a belly laugh at my expense cannot begin to compare and is beneath you both.”

Antonius shared a brief glance with Lepidus, then nodded as he focused back on Octavius, looking impressed. “You are correct, sir.” He stood, spreading his arms as he advanced on Octavius. “You have my deepest apologies, for our little joke was my idea. Hopefully, you will see fit to forgive this fool for trying to bring some levity to the situation, ill-advised as I now see it was.”

“Of course I forgive you,” Octavius replied, his tone softening somewhat. The two men embraced briefly and then broke apart, and as Lepidus struggled to rise to join them, Octavius hurried over to him. “Please, sir,” he said. “Stay where you are. I have heard of your unfortunate affliction and feel nothing but sadness for your pain.”

“You are too kind, young Caesar,” Lepidus said, dropping back gratefully into his chair with a sigh. He gestured to his right foot. “My personal physician insists this curse of mine is caused by eating too many sardines and drinking too much wine.” The older man snorted and shook his head. “What does that damn fool know? I take great precautions to water my wine, after all, and I assure you I am no drunkard.”

“Yes, but what about the sardines?” Antonius asked with one eyebrow raised.

“They spend their entire lives flitting about mindlessly in water,” Lepidus retorted. “Right up until they end up in my belly where they belong. What more can I do?”

All three men chuckled at that, and I started to relax, knowing the crisis was over, at least for now.

“Please, Caesar,” Antonius said, gesturing to the southern chair. “Sit and make yourself comfortable. We have a lot to discuss.” The big man clapped his hands then, indicating the slaves should bring the refreshments before pausing to glance at me with an arrogant smirk on his face—one that, unfortunately, I knew all too well. “I seem to remember the last time we met, Agrippa, I almost killed you.”

“Your memory must be fading as you become frailer with age,” I replied, forcing a smile on my face. “For the last I saw of you, Marcus Antonius, you’d been unhorsed and were running away from me like a frightened hare.”

Antonius surprised me by laughing good-naturedly, bowing his head to me in acknowledgment before returning to his chair. I trailed after Octavius, taking a position behind him while studying the other advisors curiously. Lepidus’ man was tall, with a shock of long white hair that fell unfashionably down to his shoulders. He was dressed in polished armor and stood military straight with his helmet held beneath his arm as he fixed his gaze over Lepidus’ head to the east. I knew him to be a formidable legate named Titus Cornelius Maximus, who I had fought against at Forum Gallorum and Mutina. I switched my attention to Antonius’ man, who had enormous shoulders and a bull-like neck, though I could see little of his features since he’d left his helmet on.

No doubt a tough man in a fight, I thought, wondering who he was. Antonius’ brother, Gaius, perhaps? But no, wasn’t he in Macedonia right now, serving as governor of that province? Maybe it was Antonius’ younger brother, Lucius? I mentally shrugged. It hardly mattered who the man was, for I doubted a stubborn bastard like Marcus Antonius would listen to his advice anyway.

The three men exchanged meaningless pleasantries for almost an hour as they ate and drank, with the legions remaining at attention in ranks on both sides of the riverbank throughout. I expected they would continue on that way all day if necessary. I ate sparingly and refused any wine as the seated men enthusiastically partook of their refreshments, wanting to keep my wits about me. Cornelius, the veteran that he was, did likewise, while Antonius’ man drank several mugs in rapid succession, though he showed no interest in the food. I could feel the big advisor’s eyes on me quite often during that first hour, watching and probing, but I refused to give him any satisfaction by even glancing his way.

“So,” Marcus Antonius finally said, waving away the slaves. He held a large silver mug in his massive left hand from which he occasionally took small, almost dainty sips of his river-chilled wine. Antonius was a notorious drinker and womanizer, and though he was famous for his ability to consume alcohol, I’d heard that the man rarely appeared drunk in public, even after a full night of carousing. Which is why I admit to being somewhat surprised by his disciplined restraint. “I believe it is now time to get down to business.”

“Agreed,” Octavius said, glancing at Lepidus, who nodded. “Who shall have the honor of speaking first?”

“I think that should go to you, Caesar,” Antonius responded. He turned to Lepidus. “Don’t you agree, Marcus?”

“Certainly,” Lepidus said. “It seems only fitting after our poor attempt at humor from earlier.”

“Very well then,” Octavius responded with an eager nod. “Then, since I have the floor, so to speak, my first order of business is to suggest that we three be completely open and honest with one another from here on in.”

“Why, hasn’t that been what we’ve been doing all along?” Antonius asked in mock surprise before taking a sip of wine.

Octavius shook his head. “No, of course we haven’t. And the reason for that is we all have our own agendas, not to mention little trust for one another. But that needs to change if we hope to move forward. I pray that when the three of us leave this island, we will be the best of friends and firm allies rather than bitter enemies looking over shields at each other.” Octavius leaned forward, and though I couldn’t see his face from where I stood behind him, I knew how intense his eyes must look to the others. “I want nothing more than the former, believe me. But hear me well when I say I will not shy away from the latter either if pushed that way.”

Lepidus cleared his throat after a moment of silence. “A surprisingly frank yet refreshing statement, young Caesar,” he said. “I, for one, concur and will do my utmost to honor your suggestion.” Lepidus smiled faintly, toying with the mug he held. “But while the thought of being friends and allies with you is warming to my heart, how does such a thing benefit Antonius and me?”

Octavius smiled. “Well, for one thing, sir, you won’t have to fight me and lose your armies in the process. I can’t think of anything better than that.”

Antonius chuckled. “Our combined forces outnumber yours by more than two to one, Caesar,” he said. “Thus, I believe you have misconstrued the outcome, for it is we who would crush your army were we to fight. Not the other way around.” He leaned forward, matching Octavius’ stance. “I feel it only fair to warn you of this truth since, as you say, we are being completely honest with each other.”

“I appreciate that,” Octavius replied, sitting back in his chair dramatically. “But you are forgetting one important detail in all of this hypothetical talk, sir.”

“Oh, and what might that be?” Antonius finally prodded, looking curious when Octavius didn’t continue.

My friend glanced back at me, pausing to wink before facing forward again. “I have Marcus Agrippa, a man who has never lost a battle to lead my armies, and you don’t. That more than neutralizes your numerical advantage, wouldn’t you say?”

Antonius pursed his lips, shifting his gaze to me as a muscle along his jawline pulsed rapidly. I could tell the big man was fighting to contain his anger, which appeared to be on the verge of consuming him. I tried not to show my surprise that Octavius would be so aggressive, especially after everything he’d said earlier and his warnings to me in the boat not so long ago against doing this very thing. Perhaps my friend was just sending a clear signal that he had no intentions of being pushed around in the coming negotiations. If so, it looked to me by Antonius’ expression that Octavius’ message was not going over all that well.

“I assure you I have many capable commanders among my men, Caesar,” Antonius finally managed to say in a strangled voice. “All of whom are more than a match for Agrippa, who is just as overrated as he is young and inexperienced.” Antonius forced a tight smile as the tension in his jaw slowly faded. “In fact,” he said, sounding more in control of himself as he motioned to his advisor, “this man is one of my most promising new legates and a trusted confidant. I’m sure he would dearly love to have the opportunity to match tactics against Marcus Agrippa if it should come to that. Especially since they know each other so well. Isn’t that right, Lucius?”

“Most certainly, Imperator,” the big advisor said as he removed his helmet, dropping it to his side while giving me a condescending smile that I unfortunately knew very well. “Hello, little brother.”

It was Lucius Vipsanius.


CHAPTER SEVEN

It took two days of intense negotiations before all was said and done, and at the end of that time, Octavius, Antonius, and Lepidus reached an agreement to share the leadership of Rome equally amongst themselves for the next five years. The pact would become known as triumviri rei publicae constituendae, or the three-man commission to restore the constitution of the Republic. Antonius, Lepidus, and Octavius decided—against my advice, I will admit—that the only way forward was for them to force their will on the Senate, which would render it largely irrelevant and essentially impotent after they took power. The three agreed they would share the right to repeal or create legislation, appoint whichever magistrates they saw fit, and, most importantly, make judicial rulings without a trial or possibility of appeal. In other words, Marcus Antonius, Octavius Thurinus, and Marcus Lepidus had just granted themselves dictatorial powers, much like Julius Caesar had done years before. I could only pray that my friend’s political and personal fate would not mirror that of his adoptive father.

It was also agreed that Marcus Antonius would take charge of Cisalpine Gaul and Transalpine Gaul, while Lepidus would be given Narbonensis and Hispania. Octavius would receive the lesser and less lucrative provinces of Africa, Sardinia, and Sicily since, as Antonius was quick to point out, my friend was by far the youngest of the three, making him the junior partner. It also meant that Octavius would be forced to deal with Sextus Pompey, who had illegally taken control of the island and its vast grain stocks. The distribution of the provinces had been one of the most contentious issues discussed, and the negotiations had broken down several times over it, with Antonius and Octavius nearly exchanging blows on one occasion, if not for me stepping in and pulling them apart. Surprisingly, Marcus Lepidus had turned out to be a patient and skilled arbitrator—the much-needed mature voice of experience and reason against Antonius’ simmering hot temper and Octavius’ resentment over his perceived lack of respect—and because of it, the deal had eventually been sealed.

Once, not all that long ago, Julius Caesar, Gnaeus Pompey, and Marcus Crassus had negotiated a similar pact in what they claimed was a bid to save Rome from itself. At that time, the Catiline Conspiracy to overthrow the Roman Senate had just been exposed by Marcus Cicero, while the Eternal City itself was plagued with endless street violence and daily rioting, with moral decay evident everywhere a person looked. Rome was teetering on the verge of anarchy and collapse, and rather than see it fall, the Gang of Three, as they had been dubbed then, managed to overcome their differences and unite, seizing political control using the threat of armed force much the way the new alliance planned to do.

But this time, it would be different, for the modern trio—which I quickly came to think of as the Second Triumvirate—planned to ratify their union into law. Whereas the first alliance was more of an informal agreement forged out of necessity and, admittedly, greed and ambition. That’s not to say that the members of this new triumvirate didn’t share similar traits, but I have always liked to believe that while Octavius was certainly ambitious, his motivations did not include greed. But then again, friend from the future, if you have read this far into my narrative already, you know by now that I am unashamedly biased in favor of my friend—so make of that what you will.

Now, this is the part in the story that I always find difficult to revisit, and I confess that I am sorely tempted to leave out what happened next and move on. But I believe doing that would not only be deceitful, the chances are likely it would serve no purpose since I have little doubt history remembers this moment of darkness all too well. For you see, once the three men agreed that they needed to eliminate the growing threat of the Liberators, each was forced to admit that he lacked the necessary funds to accomplish that lofty goal. An army as large as what was being proposed would cost a great deal of money to maintain and operate, let alone move from the northwest all the way across the Adriatic Sea to the eastern provinces. The solution to the problem—which had been discussed at length with little hint of a breakthrough—was eventually offered up by Marcus’ brother—the bastard.

I remember it was late in the afternoon on the second day, and the tiny island had transformed greatly from how it had looked the morning before. The marshy ground around the perimeter had been cleared of undergrowth and covered with dried reeds, and three tents now stood along the western shore. Long tables had been ferried over to us at daybreak, pushed together around the platform on three sides like a palisade wall, where attentive clerks and assistants worked feverishly to write down everything that had been agreed upon to date in triplicate. Plush couches and tables laden with exotic food and drink now filled the center of the platform, where the three men languished together in comfort as they discussed the finer details of their pact.

We advisors sat in a line to one side of the couches on the padded chairs the trio had used the previous day. Lucius and I had spent the long hours during the negotiations studiously ignoring each other as best we could, having exchanged less than two dozen words to date. I knew Antonius had brought Marcus’ brother with him to send a message to Octavius, while also hoping to provoke and intimidate me. But Lucius had no power over me anymore, so bringing him along rather than someone more qualified had been nothing but a wasted effort by Antonius. The legions watching from the riverbanks had been ordered to stand down the first night, with soldiers from either camp crossing back and forth across the river continuously to drink with old friends and swap lies until the early hours of the morning. There was a festive atmosphere in the air, one filled with hope for the future and a firm belief that the decay eating away at the foundations of Rome was about to be eradicated.

“We should introduce a special tax for every citizen in Rome to help finance our war effort,” Antonius proposed as a solution to their monetary troubles, pausing to pop a fig into his mouth. “Every man, woman, and child living in the city must help with whatever means they possess if our way of life is to endure.”

“And how do you suggest we collect this tax of yours?” Octavius asked, looking amused at the idea. “The people will just hide what little they have in every nook and cranny and plead poverty.”

Antonius pursed his lips as he thought about that. “Then we’ll send tax collectors to unearth every last coin they have hidden away and seize the properties of some of the more flagrant violators so we can auction them off to the highest bidder. That should send a clear message to anyone who thinks they can cheat us out of what is rightfully ours. We can even melt down every statue of value in the city if that’s what it takes to win this coming war.”

“And turn the people against us before we even begin?” Lepidus replied with a weary sigh. The older man’s gout had been attacking him relentlessly the past two days, and he looked drawn and haggard from the discomfort because of it. Lepidus shook his head. “I think not. The mob will riot in the streets at the news of this tax and most likely attempt to tear us apart limb by limb the moment we try to enter the city.”

“Not with the legions at our backs,” Antonius retorted.

“And then what?” Lepidus asked. “Slaughter them all? Dead men can’t pay taxes, my friend.”

Antonius frowned. “It won’t come to that.”

“Probably not,” Lepidus agreed. “But you know as well as I that a Senate led by Marcus Cicero will not give up power without a fight. If Cicero can use our imposed taxation to win the support of the people and turn them against us, then who knows what might happen?”

“What about using the wealth from the provinces you’ll soon command?” I suggested. “It might take some time to accumulate, admittedly, but then we could—”

“That will take far too long,” Antonius grunted with a dismissive snort. He sneered at me. “Try to use your head for a change, Agrippa. We need the coin right now. Every day that we wait is a day longer for Brutus and Cassius to prepare.” I didn’t react, having been the target of many such derogatory remarks from the man these last two days. I had managed to uphold my promise to Octavius and control my temper so far—but by the gods, it had not been easy. Antonius slammed one massive fist into his other palm. “No, we must strike as soon as possible. But to do that, we need money—lots of it.”

Marcus Antonius paused as Lucius Vipsanius stood and leaned over to whisper something into the reclining man’s ear. Antonius listened attentively before a slow smile of satisfaction spread across his handsome features. I felt a knot of apprehension flutter in my stomach at the sly look on Lucius’ face as Antonius nodded his approval, saying a brief word of thanks to him before focusing on Octavius and Lepidus. Lucius glanced my way when he sat back down, his eyes shining with a mixture of satisfaction and smugness.

“Vipsanius, here, has just made an excellent suggestion, my friends,” Antonius announced with great fanfare before he stood and stretched. “One which I heartily approve of and believe we should give serious consideration.” The day had been quite warm despite it being late October, and Antonius had forgone his formal purple toga and rich cloak for a more conventional military white tunic, helping to accentuate his chiseled, powerful physique. “The Senate will never willingly ratify our newly formed alliance into law,” Antonius continued. “We all know that. And we also know that they will do everything in their power to attempt to stall for time while they search for a way out. So, I say let’s not give it to them.”

“And how do you suggest we do that?” Lepidus asked. “By using the might of the legions?” The older man frowned. “We just talked about this very thing, Marcus. It’s not in anyone’s best—”

Antonius held up a hand, cutting Lepidus off in mid-sentence. “Yes, by using the legions, my friend. But not in the way you think, for I’m not suggesting we use blunt force to get what we want and risk total anarchy. What I’m suggesting is we approach this thing much in the way a skilled surgeon would when faced with a festering limb.”

Lepidus furrowed his bushy eyebrows. “I’m not sure I follow your thinking, Marcus.”

“What course of action would that surgeon normally take when presented with a scenario such as I just mentioned?” Antonius asked coyly.

“Why, he would naturally have to cut off the limb,” Octavius responded with a shrug. He glanced around. “We have all seen it a hundred times after a battle. If you try to treat the wound, the patient only gets worse and then dies. The limb must be excised as soon as possible to keep the rot from spreading into the body.”

“Precisely,” Antonius agreed, looking pleased. “And that’s exactly how I suggest we deal with the Senate. Rome is festering from rot in one of its limbs, but the body is still relatively whole and can recover. But for it to do so, we must remove the offending appendage using the same precision and skill that a surgeon might.” Antonius shook his head. “None of us here want to see the streets of Rome running red with the blood of innocent citizens, least of all me. But that being said, we still need to get the Senate’s undivided attention, not to mention their full cooperation in proclaiming our union legal. If they even suspect that we are reluctant to use the legions they will think us weak and try to undermine us. That is why the surgery I am suggesting is the best possible solution to our problem.”

“How exactly would we go about doing this surgery of yours?” Octavius asked, his eyes bright with interest.

“It’s quite simple, actually,” Antonius replied. “And not without precedent. I suggest we implement a short period of proscription, much like Lucius Sulla did during his dictatorship nearly forty years ago.” The big man spread his arms wide at the surprised looks on the faces around him. “Think of it, my friends. By doing this, we can kill two birds with one stone. Not only will we be able to eliminate or nullify our enemies in the Senate and beyond in one fell swoop, but we can legally confiscate their substantial wealth as well without the need for a crippling and, without a doubt, unpopular tax.” Antonius lifted a single finger in the air, clearly enjoying himself. “Wealth, I should add, that we can use to immediately fund our expedition against Brutus and Cassius.” Antonius smiled modestly as if he’d been the one to think of it. “It’s the perfect solution.”

Lepidus rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “It is a rather novel concept, Marcus,” he said, carefully choosing his words. “I was only a youth when Dictator Sulla enacted proscription, and I remember well the horror and constant dread we all lived under, fearing that at any moment we might end up on the execution lists. As I recall, the entire affair did little to endear Sulla to the people, and I daresay Rome was ultimately worse off in the end because of it.” He motioned to Octavius. “It took over thirty years before young Caesar’s adoptive father righted that wrong and returned the rights and honors to the proscribed and their descendants. Is that something you really want to start all over again?”

“Want?” Antonius said in mock surprise. “What I want or do not want is irrelevant. We must do this for the survival of Rome. Can’t you see the truth of that?”

Lepidus shook his head. “I am sorry, but I must respectfully disagree. Proscription is not the answer, which means we will just have to find another way.”

“There is no other way,” Antonius snapped, looking angry now at the rejection. “This is our only recourse.”

“What you are suggesting is immoral,” I said, the words flying out of my mouth before I could think better of it.

“No one asked for your opinion on this, Agrippa,” Antonius grunted, not bothering to look at me. He focused on Octavius instead. “You have the deciding vote, Caesar? What do you think we should do?”

Octavius hesitated, glancing my way, and I felt my heart drop at what I saw in his eyes before he turned back to Antonius. “I don’t see that we have much choice under the circumstances other than to go ahead with your idea,” my friend said. “The Liberators must be defeated at any cost, and sadly the Senate is still rife with their supporters. Because of that, I vote in favor of your surgery, though I do not do so lightly.”

And so, with my friend’s acceptance, the motion was passed by a margin of two to one, and because of it, many men would soon be fated to lose not only their wealth and properties but also their lives.
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On the 27th of November, the Senate formally, though without question reluctantly, passed a law—called the lex Titia—recognizing Marcus Antonius’, Octavius Thurinus’, and Marcus Lepidus’ undisputed right to govern jointly, granting them supreme powers for a period of five years. The Senate didn’t really have much choice in the matter as it turned out, for several days before the triumvirs arrived in Rome with an army at their backs, they sent ahead soldiers with instructions to eliminate a small group of prominent men that they considered threats. Marcus Cicero was one of those men, though somehow he got wind of what was happening and, along with some others, wisely fled the city just before the executioners arrived.

But some were not so lucky, and within an hour a senator and three wealthy equestrians had lost their heads to the kill squads, with their decapitated bodies left to rot where they’d fallen and their bloody heads nailed to the Rostra in the Forum. The triumvirs had just sent a clear message—one that was heard across the breadth of the Eternal City—for Antonius’ self-described surgery had begun. Rome’s elite immediately panicked when they heard of the deaths, with Octavius’ cousin and co-consul Quintus Pedius—who was still unaware of the dramatic shift in political power—calling for calm until more information was known about who the wanted men were and why they were being sought. Sadly, the strain of the ordeal would prove too much for Pedius, and he would fall ill and die only a few days later.

The triumvirs entered Rome unopposed, and their first order of business was to post two boards in the Forum listing the names of those who were wanted. One board was for senators—numbering almost three hundred strong—while the second was for equestrians, which was even longer. Any man or woman named on those boards immediately lost all legal protection and could quite literally be killed by anyone without fear of prosecution, with a substantial bounty placed on the head of each. If anyone—relative or friend—attempted to aid the proscribed, then they would also be added to the lists. It was madness the likes of which I have rarely seen, for Lepidus’ grim warning about what life had been like under Sulla’s proscription had unfortunately proved prophetic, with the same kind of dread and terror he’d described from forty years ago hanging over the city for weeks.

As has been proven throughout history, ultimate power has a way of going to a man’s head. And as the days passed, the triumvirs became increasingly emboldened, eventually using the opportunity of proscription to settle old scores against those they believed had wronged them in the past—even if they had no connection to the Liberators at all. But there was one catch to all of this, for the only way a new name could be added to the boards after the initial list was if someone was caught aiding the proscribed or if all three men agreed upon it. And so began a stretch of intense negotiations between the triumvirs, with names swapped back and forth, traded like cattle as each man sought to add personal enemies to the boards.

To his credit, Octavius did not pursue this with the same glee and enthusiasm as his older peers did, and though I was not privy to these meetings, I know he spent most of his time trying to protect his family and friends. I learned much later that Antonius had tried desperately to get my name onto the proscription boards. But both Lepidus and Octavius had emphatically blocked him, though, in vindication, Antonius had made them pay for it. Lepidus’ brother, Lucius Aemilius Paullus, was eventually proscribed, as was Julius Caesar’s cousin, Lucius Julius Caesar, among many others.

I spent most of my time during those tumultuous weeks either in my camp outside the city walls or with Vippi at her house, rekindling our love affair. I had seen little of Octavius during this time, so it came as quite a shock to me when I arrived back in camp at the end of the Second Watch one night to find him waiting for me in my tent.

My friend stood, and I was struck speechless by the intense look of distress on his face. Octavius spread his arms and embraced me. “I am so sorry, Lion,” he said. “I did everything that I could.”

“What have you done?” I whispered, trying to contain my fear and apprehension.

Octavius wouldn’t meet my eyes. “It was a choice between her or my sister,” he said in an exhausted voice, looking miserable. “This has gotten way out of control, Luan. I swear I never expected things to go this far. But now it’s too late. All I can hope is that you will forgive me for what is about to happen.”

I felt a thud in my gut, knowing instinctively who he was talking about. “Vipsania?” I managed to croak in dismay. “You are proscribing Vippi?”

Octavius nodded sadly. “I wish to the gods it wasn’t true, but her name will go up tomorrow morning. Again, all I—

I heard nothing after that from my friend, for I was already running, with the stark image of Vipsania Polla’s decapitated head nailed to the Rostra filling my mind with terror. “Vippi!” I said under my breath as I sprinted through the camp. “God’s no! Not her! No!”


CHAPTER EIGHT

“Marcus Agrippa, I command you to stop!” Octavius shouted as I sprinted along the Via Principia, heading for the camp’s eastern gate. “Don’t make me do something that I will regret, Lion!”

I cursed under my breath and slowed, then came to a reluctant halt, aware of the curious stares from the few men still moving about at this late hour as Octavius hurried to catch up to me. I kept my back to him, looking down at the ground with my hands on my hips as I fought to catch my breath.

“You damn fool!” Octavius hissed when he reached me. My friend grabbed me by the shoulder and spun me around to face him. I didn’t resist, keeping my eyes fixed on the sand at my feet. “Look at me!” Octavius finally growled. I slowly lifted my head, not hiding the hurt and bitterness I felt at my friend’s betrayal. “This is not my fault, Lion,” Octavius said with a tremor in his voice. “I know how you feel about Vipsania. Do you honestly think I would willingly cause you this pain?”

“You never liked her,” I said accusingly, brushing aside his attempts to explain. “You’ve always wanted her gone because of what she knows. What better way to accomplish it than this?” A young, sleepy-looking tribune and his assistant were hurrying towards us—awakened by the commotion—but when they saw my friend’s warning look, they abruptly stopped in their tracks, waiting to be called upon if needed.

“I gave you my word that I would never do anything to hurt Vipsania, and I meant it,” Octavius said, lowering his voice. “But that clever bastard Marcus Antonius forced me into a corner.” My friend shook his head. “I should have seen it coming, but I didn’t, and that’s on me. Now all I can do is say I am sorry and pray that someday you will forgive me.”

I frowned. “Antonius forced you? How?”

Octavius sighed. “The three of us agreed that we would only be allowed ten vetoes each to keep our friends and loved ones off the proscription lists. Antonius waited until I only had one left, then nominated my sister, insinuating that she’d plotted with her husband to assist the Liberators financially and otherwise.”

“But that’s a lie,” I said, not hiding my outrage. “Gaius Marcellus opposed Julius Caesar once upon a time politically, but he never took up arms against him, nor was he involved in the assassination. He’s a good man and wanted nothing to do with the Liberators.”

“I know that,” Octavius agreed. “But the truth doesn’t matter to someone like Antonius—only the result.”

“Which I warned you about,” I pointed out bitterly. “But you wouldn’t listen to me and now Vippi has to pay the price for your ambitions. You are no better than Marcus Antonius.”

“Is that how little you think of me?” Octavius demanded with a scowl. He blew air out his nostrils in exasperation when I remained silent. “I’m not here to fight with you, Luan. I’m just trying to explain what happened. Will you let me try?” I made a gesture of acceptance, biting my tongue, for I knew our friendship was hanging in the balance over what might be said next. “Marcellus was named to the list by Lepidus over an argument they once had,” Octavius continued. “He has since fled the city, which, of course, only made things look that much worse for Octavia.” My friend spread his arms helplessly. “Antonius has always been interested in Octavia ever since Julius Caesar tried to pressure her into divorcing Marcellus to marry Gnaeus Pompey. So, you can well imagine my shock when he named her. But now I know he only did that to ensure I would use my last veto. The moment I did, he went after Vipsania Polla.”

“But why her of all people?” I asked. “As far as I know, Antonius and Vippi have never met.” I hesitated as a sudden thought struck me, feeling instant, red-hot anger. “It must have been Lucius Vipsanius,” I said, spitting out the words. “This reeks of his vile handiwork.”

“That’s what I think, too,” Octavius replied, looking suddenly weary. He rested his hand on my shoulder, giving me a pitying look. “Marcus’ brother knows how much you and Vipsania care for each other, and I’m guessing he told Antonius about it.”

“But to what end?” I asked, perplexed. “I find it hard to believe that even Lucius would be this cruel to his own sister just to hurt me. They weren’t necessarily close as children, but he always seemed fond of her.”

“I don’t think this is just about hurting you, old friend,” Octavius said. He squeezed my shoulder. “I think it’s much worse than that, I’m afraid.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” I muttered, still reeling from the idea that Vipsania was slated for execution in the morning.

Octavius sighed. “I believe this is all an elaborate trap they have set for you, Lion. One that you were about to step into if I hadn’t gotten you to listen to me. I’m sure Antonius has men watching Vipsania’s house right now, and the moment you try to help her, you will be guilty of breaking a law that I helped pass. Antonius initially tried to get you on the boards, but I vetoed it. But if you do what he wants now, he will have every right to place your name on those lists, and I won’t be able to do anything to protect you. That’s what the bastard is after. He doesn’t give a goat’s fart about Vipsania Polla—he wants you to do something stupid.”

I swore softly, realizing that my friend was right. “But I was with Vippi for most of the night,” I protested. “I didn’t see any of Antonius’ soldiers lurking near her house, nor did anyone approach me.”

Octavius rubbed his chin as he thought about that before a slow grin spread across his face. “By the gods, Luan, I can be blind sometimes.” He pounded his fist several times against my chest in excitement. “They can’t make a move until Vipsania’s name is officially posted at dawn.” He looked up at the darkened sky. “Which is only a few hours from now. If you hurry, you can still save her!”

I felt sudden hope rise in my breast. “I’ll take a contingent of soldiers and—”

“No,” Octavius said forcefully. “You can’t risk that, Luan. No one must know anything about this. If word gets back to Antonius, he can use it to prove I warned you. Don’t you see the danger there?”

“But you’re untouchable,” I replied. “He wouldn’t dare accuse you of anything.”

“Of course not,” Octavius said with a snort. “It’s not me I’m worried about, you daft fool. All Antonius needs is testimony from a witness that you helped Vipsania avoid the death squads. He’ll claim that with your connections, you got wind of your sister’s proscription and took matters into your own hands. The law would still apply then, and you’d be as good as dead.”

“Then what am I supposed to do?” I asked in exasperation.

Octavius pursed his lips, shifting his focus to the waiting tribune. “Who’s the boy?”

I followed Octavius’ gaze, and despite how apprehensive I was about Vippi, I couldn’t help but smile. “Gnaeus Aricinus Piso,” I replied. “And that boy is two years older than you are, my friend.”

“Can he be trusted?”

I nodded. “Completely.”

Octavius grinned, looking more like his old self now. “Then this is what we are going to do.”

[image: A black and white logo  Description automatically generated]

Dawn was only an hour or so away by the time I made my way back to Vippi’s house. I was dressed in a ragged cloak with the hood up, hiding my features as I shuffled slowly past the silent building. If any of Antonius’ men were about, I figured my disguise and mannerisms would fool them into thinking I was nothing but a harmless vagrant—probably one with a belly full of wine as well. That was perfectly fine with me. A single oil lamp protected by a metal cage rested on the flagstone stoop near the entrance to Vippi’s house, flickering in the light wind, but that was the only source of lighting coming from the otherwise darkened home. I kept going, meandering aimlessly along the road while sweeping the buildings on either side of it with my eyes. Eventually, I saw what I was looking for—a pair of men in dark cloaks standing under a hulking tree half a block away from Vippi’s house, giving them an unobstructed view of her front door.

Disappointed but not surprised, I moved onward, swaying unsteadily now and again while humming to myself. I hadn’t noticed the men when I’d been there earlier in the evening, guessing that they had only recently arrived in anticipation of the dawn. I reached a side street and turned right, heading for a narrow, dead-end alleyway that I knew twisted and turned for a hundred paces before straightening out along the back of Vippi’s house. I was halfway to my destination when I saw something in my periphery vision—a shadow moving among the other shadows cast by a three-story insula opposite the entrance to the alley. My gut told me what my eyes could not—that more soldiers were hiding there—and I had to force myself not to curse out loud. Any hopes of getting Vippi out the back way had just been dashed. Now what?

Not knowing what else to do, I kept going, trying to come up with a plausible plan, just as I noticed the decomposing body of a dead cat lying in the gutter near the alley entrance. Stalling for time, I approached the corpse and paused above the pitifully small creature. I looked around furtively, then crouched down and began poking and prodding at the foul-smelling thing as if contemplating whether it was edible or not. I thought I heard a faint whispered chuckle from the shadows where I’d seen movement earlier, followed by the soft, unmistakable clink of armor, confirming my suspicions.

I slowly stood, aware of the comforting weight of the knife on my belt as I glanced down the street in both directions in indecision. You have to move, I finally told myself, afraid the watchers might become suspicious if I remained there any longer. Not knowing what else to do, I started walking north along the road, glancing once longingly down the darkened alley before leaving it behind. I could still go that way to Vippi’s house, but then what? It was a dead end. How would I get her back out without us being seen? I had no idea how many men I was dealing with, and if I miscalculated even slightly, it would mean a death sentence for not only Vippi but me as well. I’d gotten lucky not that long ago rescuing Octavius’ sister and mother in a similar scenario, but the chances of it happening successfully a second time were slim. No, I needed a different plan. But what?  

“Think damn you, Luan,” I whispered under my breath. “There has to be a way.”

I came to another street, feeling a jolt of fear shoot through me when I realized the sky to the east now had a faint pinkish glow. I was running out of time.

“Hey, old timer!” a feminine voice rang out. I glanced to my left, not surprised to see half a dozen young slave girls lounging near the entrance to a run-down insula. One of them waved to me. “Come inside, and I’ll give you the best ride of your life for only a coin or two.”

I frowned at the distraction, not bothering to reply. Prostitution was legal in Rome, of course, and I had nothing against it, having frequented many a brothel in my day. But because of my status as Marcus Agrippa, I’d only been exposed to high-end, freeborn prostitutes of late, the kind known as meretrix. These women I was looking at now were far from that—nothing but impoverished streetwalking slaves called scortum—the lowest of the low—and likely rife with every disease known to man.

I started to walk away, then paused as I was suddenly struck by an idea. I immediately spun on my heels and headed toward the prostitutes, clutching the hood of my cloak tighter to hide my face. The girls started to primp and pose as I got closer, though what they expected from a man dressed like me was anyone’s guess. Desperation will do that, I suppose. I focused on the girl who had spoken, who I guessed couldn’t be more than fourteen years old and might have been pretty if not for her chin, which was swollen and covered in red pustules and boils. The night was warmer than normal for this time of year but still cold enough that she wore an open, threadbare cloak with a thin tunic underneath. I was surprised her pimp would allow it since streetwalkers of her ilk usually walked around half-naked to display their wares to potential customers.

I stopped several paces from the girls—who were examining me and my tattered clothing with obvious disappointment—just as a large freedman appeared in the doorway of the insula carrying a club. “How much for an hour of her time?” I asked the man, gesturing to the girl with the boils.

“Depends on what you’re planning on doing with her,” the big man rumbled. He looked me up and down, clearly not liking what he saw. “Rooms cost extra. Two sesterces for the girl, one denarius for the room. Payment in advance.”

I hooked a thumb down the way I’d just come. “My apartment isn’t far. I’ll take her there.”

The freedman’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “That costs extra. You sure you can afford any of this, old man? Maybe you should just go squirt your seed in a corner somewhere and be done with it.”

“I can pay,” I said, trying not to show impatience as I reached for my purse. “How much?”

“Three denarii,” the pimp said with a straight face.

I barely reacted to the exorbitant fee, turning my back to the man and prostitutes as I counted out three of the silver coins before handing them over.

“Have her back in an hour,” the freedman grunted afterward. “If you run over, it’ll cost—”

“Extra,” I finished for him over my shoulder as I grabbed the girl’s hand and headed back the way I’d come. “I know.”

The prostitute and I reached the road leading to the alley where Antonius’ men waited after a short but brisk walk, and I stopped out of their line of sight. I faced the girl, who was breathing heavily after struggling to match my long strides. “I’ve changed my mind,” I told her. The young slave just stared up at me, waiting as docile as a cow for me to continue. I felt suddenly sorry for her and the cruel life the gods had carved out for her. “I forgot that my wife is home. We can’t go there. But I know of an alley not that far down this street. We can do it there.”

The girl paused while she thought about that, then shrugged. “Fine, dominus. If that’s what you want.”

I glanced down at the slave’s clothing, knowing things needed to change if I wanted to draw the eyes of Antonius’ men away from me. “Take that off,” I grunted, gesturing to the cloak.

The prostitute’s features flickered in confusion, but then she shrugged again and did as she was told. I took the proffered cloak, flipping it over my arm as I stepped back a pace. “Now that?” I ordered, indicating the girl’s tunic.

“But, it’s cold out, dominus,” the slave protested. “Can’t we wait until we get there?”

I gave her my best smile. “I want to parade you naked for all the world to see like the goddess that you are, my sweet young thing.” The girl scratched at one of the boils on her chin as she thought about that. Afraid she might suddenly bolt, I added, “There’ll be a coin for you if you do. One you don’t need to tell that pimp about.”

My words had the desired effect, and eager now, the girl whipped her tunic over her head immodestly, tossing it to me with almost casual indifference. She spun in a slow circle afterward with her arms spread, clearly enjoying herself as I regarded her body in surprise. The prostitute was a thin little thing, yet even so, she had unexpectedly large, firm breasts that I couldn’t help but admire. Few men still breathing would not be moved by such a sight—which meant she was perfect.  

“What’s your name?” I asked, putting a rasp in my voice as if overcome by desire. It really wasn’t that hard to do, truth be told.

“Ancilla,” the girl replied.

“Very well, Ancilla,” I said, putting my arm around her slim waist as I guided her along the road. “I think the time has come for you to earn your money.”

I’d purposely walked with a hunch during my masquerade as a vagrant earlier, but now I kept my back straight, walking with the confidence of a citizen of Rome. I doubted the men down the road would remember me or even take any notice of me with the naked girl on my arm—despite my ragged cloak—but it was best not to take any chances. My only fear was that they might try to intercede and have some fun, for how often does one see an attractive, completely naked young woman walking the streets of Rome? But Antonius’ men were professionals—there for a purpose—and I heard nothing as we approached the spot where they were hidden. I could certainly feel their eyes on us as we neared the alley entrance, though—or rather, their eyes on Ancilla.

“This way, my love,” I said loudly, indicating the alley. “I have a growing need, if you get my meaning. One that I don’t think can wait until we get home.”

I held my breath then, leading the prostitute down the twisting alley. But there were no cries of alarm or running footsteps from behind us, and finally, I sighed in relief when we reached Vippi’s back door uncontested. I took out my purse again and handed the naked girl the promised denarius.

“Listen to me, Ancilla,” I said, holding up a second coin. I was pleased by the look of greed on her face. I indicated the door. “There’s someone in there that I need to talk to.” Ancilla frowned, looking suddenly unsure, though her eyes never left the coin I held. “But the door is barred, and there are men watching down the street,” I continued. “If they hear me knocking, they will come running.”

“I understand,” the prostitute said, though it was clear to me that she did not.

“I need you to make some noise,” I explained, waving the coin in the air to keep her attention. “Enough to wake up the occupants of the house. Do that, and you get this.”

“What kind of noise?” Ancilla asked.

I chuckled, giving her a knowing look. “The kind you are best at, of course.”

“Oh, that,” the girl said, giving me a smile. “All right, if that’s what you want.”

I nodded. “It is.”

Ancilla took several steps back, surprising me when she began to rub her breasts with her hands. She started to moan then, the sounds guttural, primal, and impossible to ignore. I felt myself reacting despite the situation and needing to focus, I shifted my gaze to the door, trying not to think about the sounds the girl was making and what she might be doing to herself. I didn’t have to wait long for a light to appear in one of the second-story windows, followed by a male head sticking out to look down. It was Titus, one of Vippi’s slaves, who I knew was very protective of his owner and quick to anger.

“Be quiet down there!” Titus hissed. “Can’t you find somewhere else to rut, you godless heathens? My mistress is trying to sleep.”

“Maybe your mistress should come down here and sample my wares,” I said in a leering voice. “I’ll make her moan twice as loud as this bitch. Then, when I’m done, maybe I’ll do the same to you.”

“Why you…you…you piece of lowlife trash!” Titus spat in fury. “We’ll just see about that.”

I couldn’t help but smile as the slave’s head disappeared from the window, knowing what was coming next. I positioned myself on one side of the door, indicating that Ancilla should keep moaning. I tensed when I heard the bar drawn back, waiting as the door was flung open, revealing a large slave with a shaved head holding an iron bar in one hand and a lamp in the other. I moved, grabbing the man by the front of his tunic before tossing him bodily toward the wall of the building across the alley while he cried out in surprise. Ancilla stopped moaning, covering her mouth in shock with both hands as Titus collided heavily with the brick and then slumped to the ground, with the iron bar falling with a clatter and the lamp going out as it broke. I glanced at the girl, who was staring at me with wild eyes, before bending over the fallen man, relieved to find that he was still breathing. The slave would have a massive headache for a day or so, but he would live.

“I am sorry about this, Titus,” I whispered as I straightened. “But I had little choice in the matter.”

“What are you doing, dominus?” Ancilla asked in a trembling voice, looking incredibly small and frail in the growing light as dawn approached.

I put a finger to my lips. “Keep quiet and come with me.”

The girl glanced at the open doorway. “In there.” She shook her head defiantly. “No, I’m not going to—”

Knowing there was no time to lose, I grabbed Ancilla by the arm, pushing her forcefully through the entranceway into the darkened house. We made it perhaps three steps before I felt something hard and pointed pressing against my side.

“One move, you bastard, and I’ll gut you end to end,” Vippi hissed. I relaxed in relief and even chuckled, which clearly confused her. “What’s so funny?” Vipsania demanded. “Who are you? Who is this girl? Why did you break into my home?”

“I am a lion come to rescue you, lady,” I said. “But one that must remain anonymous for all our sakes.”

Vippi hesitated, the knife point receding. “What’s happened?”

“There’s no time to talk,” I replied. I handed her Ancilla’s cloak. “You need to put this on and come with me right now.”

To her credit, Vippi asked no more questions, hurrying to put on the thin cloak while I turned to Ancilla. I gave the naked girl her tunic back, and after she’d drawn it over her head, I pressed my purse full of coins into her hands.

“But…but…dominus,” Ancilla said in wonder. “What do I have to do for this? I don’t know—”

“Shhh,” I said, stroking the girl’s hair. “It’s going to be all right. Just go upstairs and wait until someone comes for you. That’s all I want. Can you do that for me?”

“And I get to keep the coins if I do?” Ancilla asked, still sounding overwhelmed.

“Yes,” I agreed. I put my hands on the girl’s narrow shoulders and turned her around, pushing her toward a short corridor. “The stairs are that way. Now go.”

“What is going on, Luan?” Vipsania whispered after the prostitute was gone.

“Antonius, that bastard,” I growled. “He’s added your name to the lists.”

“Gods have mercy,” Vippi said with a gasp.

“We can’t depend on the gods, my love,” I grunted, adjusting Vipsania’s hood to hide her face. “It appears we are on our own.” I indicated the open door. “Now let’s go. Antonius’ men could be here at any moment. Just remember to act the part of a prostitute until we’re away from here, and everything will be just fine.”

And that is how I got Vipsania Polla away from her home and saved her from the kill squads. But now I had a score to settle with Antonius and that bastard, Lucius Vipsanius—a score that I had every intention of seeing through—though had I known then how long it would take to finally get my revenge, I probably would have stabbed them both in the heart at first sight and been done with it.


CHAPTER NINE

Neither Vippi nor I said anything as I led her toward the west of the city while the sun slowly rose behind us. I finally paused half a mile from her home near a thermopolium or hot food stand, allowing us to catch our breath. “We should be safe for the moment,” I said. “Just make sure to keep that hood up no matter what.” The city was already bustling, with the food stand doing a brisk business selling pastries and hot spiced wine to slaves, citizens, and freedmen alike. I eyed the long queue of patrons waiting to be served suspiciously, but no one seemed particularly interested in us.

“Where are we going?” Vippi asked, looking surprisingly calm for a woman with a price on her head.

“The Palatine Hill,” I answered. “Caesar has recently taken over control of a small property there due to an outstanding debt. It’s unlikely Antonius knows about it, and Caesar has agreed to let you stay in the house until all this gets sorted out.”

Vipsania frowned, glancing around to ensure no one was close enough to overhear our conversation. “So, I’m a fugitive from proscription, and I’m going to hide at your friend’s home?” she asked in a low, indignant voice. “The same man responsible for why I am now a fugitive?”

I sighed, taking Vippi’s elbow as I guided her along the street. “I know what you are thinking, my love. I thought the same thing, but Caesar isn’t responsible for any of this. He’s the one who warned me that you were in danger. If it wasn’t for him, the death squads would have you by now.”

“Humph,” Vipsania grunted, looking skeptical. Vippi never hid her dislike for Octavius from me back then, nor, to be honest, does she to this very day. “If you start a fire and burn everything down, throwing water on what’s left afterward does not absolve you of the blame.”

I said nothing to that, for honestly, what was there to say? She was right. I left Vipsania Polla in the care of an old Greek slave named Philemon, who Octavius insisted cared nothing for rewards of any kind and could be trusted to keep quiet. I had little choice other than to accept my friend’s judgment on that since we had nowhere else to go and the chances of getting Vippi out of the city were slim. Antonius had likely been informed that Lucius’ sister had slipped through his fingers by now, which meant he would have alerted the sentries on the gates and along the Tiber to watch out for a young woman with a noticeable overbite. I have always considered Vippi’s odd teeth endearing and strangely erotic, but in this instance those teeth could ultimately prove to be a death sentence for her.

I’d come to learn the hard way that Marcus Antonius was a man whose emotions and passions burned hot and fast. But he was also easily distracted, and I was betting his interest would wane over time once other, more important matters caught his attention. With that in mind, I figured we’d need to wait at least a week or so, once things had calmed down before I could chance trying to smuggle Vippi out of Rome. It was the best I could hope for under the circumstances.

I had several uncomfortable moments at the Flaminian Gate when two sentries I didn’t recognize searched me, patting down my filthy cloak—likely in hopes of finding a coin or two squirreled away that they could steal. I was doubly grateful that I’d given Ancilla my purse and left my knife with Vippi, for it would have been difficult for me to explain how a vagrant like me came to have a weapon like that and so much wealth on him. Eventually, the sentries realized that they were wasting their time and waved me through the gates, and as I made my back to my camp, I was relieved to see Tribune Piso watching for me from the corner tower where the eastern and southern walls joined, just as I’d instructed.

I headed toward the small postern door along the south-facing wall near the watchtower, which gave my men easy access to the waters of the Tiber River without having to go through all the trouble of using the main gates. The sentries patrolling the walls stared down at me curiously as I waited for Piso to unbar the door, but I was careful to keep my hood up and my eyes on the ground, hiding my face. The last thing I needed was for word to spread among the camp that their commander, Marcus Agrippa, had been seen coming back from the city around the same time that Vipsania Polla had disappeared.

“All good, sir?” Piso asked in a conspiratorial tone once I’d been let inside.

I chuckled slyly, keeping my head down as we headed for the center of camp. “Better than I could have hoped for.”

Piso nodded and grinned, though he made no other comment. Octavius had told the young tribune that I was heading out for a romantic interlude with a married man’s wife and that I needed plausible deniability if the husband ever became suspicious and accused me of the dalliance. And so, with a little financial prodding from my friend, the tribune had spent the last few hours telling anyone who would listen that their legate and Caesar were spending the entire evening together, drinking and talking in my tent, and wished to be left alone. Piso was the youngest born of a minor senator and a promising soldier, but truthfully, he was somewhat naïve.

I knew the cover story wasn’t the best, but as long as Piso didn’t talk—something Octavius had made clear to him would be a grave mistake—then all Antonius would have would be his suspicions that I’d helped Vippi. Those suspicions without proof or witnesses would be essentially worthless, especially when I had someone as powerful as Octavius to vouch for my whereabouts.

“Thank the gods,” Octavius said in relief when I entered my command tent with Piso on my heels. My friend had clearly been pacing back and forth, looking strained, tired, and anxious. He glanced cautiously at the tribune before focusing back on me. “I was beginning to think the husband came back and put a knife in your back.”

I chuckled, shaking my head as I took off my cloak and handed it to Piso. “No, I just lost track of the time.” I indicated Piso’s conical helmet with its polished neck guards once the tribune had put on the filthy garment. “I’ll take that.”

“Yes, sir,” the tribune said, removing the helmet and giving it to me before pulling the hood of the cloak over his head. “How long should I stay in the city, sir?”

I shrugged. “An hour or so should do it. Come back here afterward and collect your helmet.”

“Very good, sir,” Piso said, giving me a crisp salute before slipping out of the tent.

Octavius and I waited until we were certain that he was gone. “Was your mission successful?” my friend finally asked anxiously.

“Yes,” I replied. “Vipsania is safe with Philemon, though it was a near thing.”

Octavius nodded. “What happened?”

“You were right,” I said, feeling incredibly tired now. “Antonius had men watching Vippi’s house just as you thought. Front and back.”

Octavius frowned. “Please tell me you didn’t kill anyone, Luan.”

“I didn’t,” I said. “No blood was spilled, I assure you.”

“Then how did you get her out?”

I smiled sheepishly. “That, my friend, is a long story.” I motioned to my bed, which sat tucked away against one canvas wall, shrouded in the folds of an opaque mosquito curtain. “But right now, all I want to do is close my eyes and get an hour or two of sleep.”

“I understand,” Octavius said. “It’s certainly been a trying night for both of us, and I see no reason why we can’t talk about this later. All that matters right now is that Vipsania is safe and you and I are still friends. I honestly don’t know what I would do if that ever changed.” Octavius made his way to the tent flap and swept it aside, pausing to look back at me. “Oh, I almost forgot. Marcus Antonius is throwing a dinner party tonight and I’m invited.” He grinned. “Hiding from this thing will only make you look guilty, so I’ve decided the best way to deal with it is to face the lion’s den head-on, so to speak.”

“Meaning what?” I asked suspiciously.

Octavius winked. “Meaning you, Luan, are going with me.”

I groaned. “I don’t think that’s—”

“I’m not asking,” Octavius replied, cutting me off. My friend gave me one last firm look, and then he was gone in a rustle of canvas and clothing.

I stared after him, cursing under my breath with my hands balled into fists. If that bastard Antonius even looks at me cross-eyed, I thought moodily as I headed for my bed. I swear not even Jupiter himself will be able to save him from my wrath.
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The party was in full swing when Octavius and I arrived at Marcus Antonius’ house. And, as was my natural inclination, I hung back from the plethora of well-wishers and hangers-on who swarmed around my friend, most of whom were fawning elites from both sexes trying to curry favor and avoid losing their heads. I guess I couldn’t really blame them for it, as distasteful as their behavior was. I noticed at least a dozen or so senators were also in attendance, having managed to gather enough courage to make an appearance with their wives or lovers. Every one of the guests, regardless of social status, greeted Octavius warmly, offering him friendly smiles and flattering, flowery words—though I doubted any of what I was seeing and hearing was genuine.

A fat equestrian named Faustus Vibenna—who so far had managed to escape proscription by making healthy donations to the triumvirs’ war effort—was first to the door, spreading his arms wide at our appearance, while expressing loudly and profusely how delighted he was to see the young Caesar. The performance was hugely embarrassing and lasted for an immeasurably long time, and I kept expecting Octavius to tire of it and pat the man on his head like an annoying puppy before sending him on his way. But my friend bore the ordeal with infinite patience and grace, plastering a frozen smile on his face while it took everything for me not to snort out loud with contempt. Vibenna might be a fabulously wealthy man and move among powerful circles but, no matter how vast his fortune, it would never be enough to make him a believable actor.

I thought suddenly of a conversation I’d overheard outside my tent recently between a senior tribune and centurion under my command. The junior officer had wondered aloud why no one had protested against what the triumvirs were doing yet, and the tribune had stated flatly, “It is no easy thing to criticize those who can proscribe you at a moment’s notice.”

And that, of course, summed up what was happening in Rome perfectly. Every smile, every pleasant word that Marcus Antonius, Gaius Octavius, and Marcus Lepidus had received since the proscription had begun was done simply for the self-preservation of the speaker, and it was obvious to anyone paying attention that none of it was genuine. Wherever the triumvirs went these days, dread and fear were sure to follow—with all of it wrapped up in a thin veneer of false laughter and groveling praise. Octavius knew what was going on as well as I did, and I suspected Lepidus was aware as well. But what of Marcus Antonius? Well, that man’s ego was already bigger than Mount Vesuvius itself before any of this had happened, and, truthfully, it had only grown exponentially from there, so I’ll let you draw your own conclusions.

I spent the next hour drinking watered-down wine in the lush gardens attached to the back of the sprawling house, making small talk with an endless array of faceless people while wishing I was anywhere else but there. I thought at one point of Vippi, wondering what she was doing at that very moment. Was she thinking of me the same as I was her? I was desperate to have Vippi in my arms again, but I knew it was impossible and would have to remain that way for some time. Antonius likely had his agents following me by now, and I had no intentions of leading them to her.

Marcus Lepidus had joined our little group at one point, changing the dynamics of the discussion immediately, with those who had up until that point been relaxed and at ease becoming tense and apprehensive. And though others were involved in our conversation, I could tell by the few cryptic words Lepidus offered me that Marcus Antonius was furious over Vippi’s escape and that his plan to ensnare me had failed for the moment. Well, too bad for him.

Antonius and I had so far ignored each other over the evening, though we were both clearly aware of the other. At one point, we made eye contact from fifty paces away, and the look he gave me would have been enough to make the blood of most men run cold. All it did for me was make me hate him all the more, which I am certain he could read in my expression. I thought Antonius was going to come to me then and make a scene—which I would have welcomed—but just as the bastard took a step in my direction, his wife Fulvia put a hand on his arm, causing him to lean down as she whispered in his ear. The big man listened for a moment, then nodded and turned away, greeting a nervous-looking, rat-faced senator with a sharp nose and busy eyes whose name was either Atavus or Accuvus—I could never remember which.

I shrugged, slightly disappointed, before disengaging myself from a conversation I’d been having with four other men about chariot racing, which I’d become rather passionate about. I headed deeper into the garden, looking for a place of solitude where I could hopefully be free from all the chattering and political maneuvering. The expansive garden was lit periodically by torches on metal poles as I followed a winding path heading east, not really caring where it took me. I eventually reached an archway cut through a thick hedge and stepped through, grateful that the drone of conversation coming from behind me was barely noticeable now. I found myself in a small courtyard dominated by a towering, half-naked painted marble statue of Venus, the goddess of love. The statue’s head was turned to the left and arched coyly, yet it felt as if the eyes were following me as I moved, giving me a sultry, knowing expression that seemed to look into my very soul.

I thought suddenly of Julius Caesar, who had claimed to be directly descended from the goddess through her son, Aeneas. I wondered idly what the great man would think about the new and improved Rome and his adoptive son’s role in it were he alive today. Would Caesar have been proud of Octavius’ accomplishments to date? Or would he be horrified? It was an interesting question, and one that I truly had no answer for.

I spent some time admiring the craftsmanship of the statue, though, in all honesty, the garish paint did little in my view to enhance it. I was so wrapped up in my examination that I failed to hear someone approaching until they were right behind me. I turned, expecting it to be one of Antonius’ many guests, not hiding my surprise when I realized it was none other than my nemesis’ wife, Fulvia.

“I thought I saw you heading this way, Marcus,” Fulvia said, giving me a smile cold enough to bring snow down from the heavens. She gestured to the statue behind me. “Magnificent, isn’t it?”

“Breathtaking, Matrona,” I agreed politely. “Though perhaps whoever painted it could have used a little more restraint.”

“You think it’s too bright?” Fulvia asked with one eyebrow arched.

“Maybe for my tastes,” I said with a shrug, wondering what the woman wanted with me. I glanced over my shoulder at the statue, forcing a smile. “But I am only a simple soldier, so what do I know about such things?”

“Oh, I believe you are much more than just a simple soldier, sir,” Fulvia replied. She came to stand beside me, looking up at the statue. I turned and emulated her, both of us remaining silent for a time. “Tell me, Marcus Agrippa,” Fulvia finally said. “Why do you hate my husband so?”

I chuckled, determined not to let this conniving witch rattle me. “Perhaps that is a question best left for him to answer,” I said diplomatically.

“My husband will never admit to it, of course,” Fulvia replied as if I hadn’t spoken. She glanced sideways up at me. “But I know you worry him and, dare I say it, I imagine he even fears you a little.”

“Is that right, Matrona?” I said, not buying whatever she was selling. “Forgive my boldness, but am I really supposed to believe you?”

Fulvia patted at her black hair, which was parted down the middle and braided in intricate knots on the top, held in place by half a dozen jeweled pins. Identical strands of curled ringlets hung down either side of her face to her shoulders, helping to soften her sharp features. I could see how she might have been pretty once in her youth, but now she just appeared stern to me as if forever constipated.

“Why would I try to deceive you about a subject as serious as this one?” Fulvia asked, sounding genuinely perplexed. The woman was a much better actor than fat Vibenna. I had to give her that. “I assure you, Marcus, very few men in this world—alive or dead—have ever given my husband cause for concern. Which is why I find his views about you particularly interesting.”

“If what you say is true regarding his fear of me,” I said, focusing on the statue of Venus and its mesmerizing eyes, “then I owe your husband an apology, for he is much wiser than I had given him credit.” I shrugged. “And to think that all this time, I thought that bastard to be nothing but a womanizing drunkard.”

Fulvia laughed at that, a deep, throaty sound that surprised me. I’d been hoping for a display of outrage followed by her storming away to leave me in peace, not wry amusement. “You intrigue me, Marcus Agrippa. There is so much more to you at a second glance compared to the first. You remember how we met, of course?”

“Certainly I do,” I answered. “A guest in your house tried to murder Caesar.”

Fulvia waved a hand dismissively. “That was an unfortunate occurrence, but I can hardly be held to blame for what happened. The point I’m trying to make is that I reacted rudely to you that night, and I am sorry for that. Unfortunately, I had a preconceived notion about what kind of man you were, and I judged you—incorrectly, I now know—because of it. I do hope you can forgive me for that, and we can put it behind us and move on.”

“Oh, so we’re to be friends now, are we?” I asked sarcastically, glancing sideways at her. “Is that it?”

Fulvia shook her head regretfully. “I doubt we can be friends under the current circumstances, Marcus. But there’s no reason why we must be enemies, either.”

“I imagine Antonius has a different perspective on that,” I said dryly.

Fulvia ran her tongue across her bottom lip as she considered my words, reminding me of a deadly Egyptian asp for some reason. “I’ve already told you that my husband considers you a threat, Marcus. And because he does, my duty as his wife is to learn everything I can about you to protect him, even if I do not necessarily share his concerns. But I can’t learn what I need to know by observing you from across a crowded courtyard, now can I? That is why I am here.”

“Uh-huh,” I grunted doubtfully, getting tired of the conversation. “Perhaps the two of us would be better off if you reconsidered your position, Matrona, for across a crowded courtyard is where I prefer you and Marcus Antonius to be.” Fulvia’s eyes narrowed at that, and I gave her my best smile. “We both know your husband sent you here to ask me a question, so why don’t you just get on with it so I can be left in peace?”

Fulvia hesitated, studying me thoughtfully before finally, she returned the smile, though it had all the warmth of a gutted fish on a block of ice. “I think you already know what that question is, sir.”

I shrugged. “Maybe I do, Matrona. But then again, maybe I don’t.” I gestured to the statue, changing the subject to see how she reacted. “The workmanship really is quite remarkable. Do you know who the sculptor was?”

Fulvia pursed her lips, and I could see twin spots of either anger or annoyance glowing on her cheeks. “Some say a Greek named Praxiteles, others a fellow countryman of his, Phidias. But no one seems to know for certain.”

“And the house once belonged to Gnaeus Pompey, is that right?”

“Yes,” Fulvia agreed. She took a deep breath, then let it out in frustration. It seemed her patience had finally come to an end. “Shall we tiptoe around the subject all night long, Marcus? Is that your plan?”

“I can’t imagine what you might mean by that, Matrona,” I said, offering her my most sincere look. “I don’t have a plan. You came to me, remember? All I am doing is admiring your magnificent gardens on a pleasant evening, nothing more.”

If looks could kill, I would have been a dead man right then, and it took Fulvia a moment to gain control of herself. Having a man as powerful as Marcus Antonius for a husband likely meant she wasn’t used to being talked to this way. “You can’t protect your sister forever, you know,” the older woman replied, her eyes as hard as the marble statue towering over us. “My husband will not stop until he finds her and takes her head. Believe me when I say this.”

I turned to face Fulvia, moving closer until we were less than a handsbreadth apart. The veil had finally been lifted, it seemed, with the true serpent hiding behind the mask now revealed. “I’m not sure what it is you are insinuating, Matrona,” I growled. “I understand that Vipsania Polla’s name was mistakenly added to the proscription lists, which I expect will be rectified shortly. And though I haven’t seen her in some time, I would be lying if I said I wasn’t delighted that she somehow escaped your husband’s murderous death squads.”

“Do you expect me to believe you don’t know where your own sister is?” Fulvia demanded.

“I have no interest in what you believe,” I grunted. “But I assure you, even if I did know—which I do not—you and that bastard of a husband of yours would be the last two people I’d tell.”

Fulvia blinked, finally looking away from my fierce gaze. She began to play with her fingers, something Vippi did when she was upset or nervous. “What if I offered you a deal, Marcus?” Fulvia finally asked in a subdued voice.

I hesitated, taken aback by the sudden vulnerability in her expression. “What sort of a deal?” I asked suspiciously.

Fulvia looked up at me then, and I was shocked to see tears in her eyes. How good an actor was this woman? “I have had ten sheep sacrificed in as many days,” Fulvia said, “and my personal haruspex has examined the entrails of each. And every time, the message from the gods remains the same—as plain to me as the written words in my journals.” She pointed a shaking finger at me. “You will be the one responsible for my husband’s death, Marcus Agrippa. The gods have made it clear that nothing I or anyone else does can change that outcome unless—” She hesitated there, clutching my forearm with both hands. “Unless you choose otherwise. So I beg of you, sir. Promise me that when the time comes—the moment when life or death hangs in the balance for my husband—you will stay your hand and give him life. Swear by the gods that you will do this, and in return I promise that I will get Antonius to lift the sentence against your sister.”

I stared at Fulvia in shock and surprise, tongue-tied just as wild, cackling laughter and exclamations of surprise arose from the gardens to the west. “Fulvia! Fulvia!” a booming voice that clearly belonged to Marcus Antonius cried out. “Where are you, my darling? Where is my beautiful, adoring wife? You must come quick, my love, for the gods have given us the most precious of gifts! A distinguished and unexpected visitor to our fine party that you must greet! Fulvia?”

“Promise me, Marcus Agrippa,” Fulvia repeated anxiously, staring up at me. “Promise me that when the time comes, you will walk away.”

There was nothing that I wanted more in this world than to kill Marcus Antonius. But ensuring the love of my life remained safe took precedence over my own desires, and so the bargain was an easy one for me to make. “If your husband agrees to remove my sister’s name from the boards first thing in the morning, and he will admit in public that it was done in error,” I said, feeling sudden hope. “Then you have my solemn oath before the gods that if the opportunity ever arises, I will not kill him.”

Fulvia closed her eyes in relief and sagged into my arms. “Thank you, Marcus. Thank you.” She pushed herself away from me a heartbeat later, the vulnerability in her features already fading. “Say nothing about this to anyone. The pact between us must never be spoken of again.”

“I won’t,” I promised.

“Swear it on the lifeblood of all those born from your seed who come after you.”

I hesitated at that, then realizing there really was no choice, I nodded. “I so swear it.”

Fulvia and I held gazes for the briefest of moments, the bargain sealed, before she hurried away through the hedge as her husband continued to call out for her.

I followed after the older woman, drawn by the continued commotion ahead of me while lost in thought over what had just happened. Would Antonius honor the bargain I’d just made with his wife? Only time would tell on that score. I finally reached the main garden, stopping in my tracks in surprise when I saw Marcus Antonius standing in the center of a large group of people. The big man was holding a severed head in his hands, flipping it end over end in the air and laughing. Fulvia managed to push her way through the crowd to join her husband, and I watched in horror and disgust as she plucked one of the jeweled pins from her hair before stabbing it repeatedly into the decapitated head’s lolling tongue with vicious precision.

That head belonged to none other than Marcus Tullius Cicero.


CHAPTER TEN

Fulvia was as good as her word, and though I do not profess to know how she accomplished it, Marcus Antonius announced the next morning in the Forum that a grievous error had been made and that Vipsania Polla had been absolved of any wrongdoing. And, just like that, Vippi was now free to return home and resume her life, no longer a fugitive from the triumvirs’ so-called justice. It was a bittersweet victory for me. For on the one hand, I’d managed to save Vipsania, but on the other, I had lost any chance to make Antonius pay in blood for what he had attempted to do to her. Both Octavius and Vippi prodded me for weeks afterward to tell them how the sentence had come to be reversed, suspecting quite rightly that I’d had a hand in it. But I had made a bargain with Fulvia, one that included my silence and, for all her faults and conniving ways, she had held up her end of our deal honorably, which meant so would I. Breaking a vow pledged before the gods was not only ill-advised, it could be dangerous to a man’s mortal soul, and I had no intentions of tempting their wrath.

The killing of Marcus Cicero had sent waves of shock rippling throughout the city of Rome and across the breadth of the Republic. For though his name had been one of the first to be written on the proscription boards, that fact had always been viewed as simple political maneuvering by the triumvirs to curb Cicero’s influence in the Senate and still his silver tongue. No one, least of all me, actually believed that such a distinguished statesman and former consul, not to mention brilliant orator and respected lawyer, would ever be killed in such a gruesome manner. Octavius, despite his differences with Cicero, wept openly that night in Antonius’ gardens when he realized who the severed head belonged to. So did many others in attendance that I saw, although most were careful to hide their tears of grief from an exultant Marcus Antonius and his vindictive wife.

Cicero’s head and hands were nailed to the Rostra in the Forum the morning after the dinner party, put there as a grim reminder to all that no one, not even a former consul, was safe from the triumvirs’ reach. Word also came to us several days after Cicero’s death that the great man’s brother, Quintus, along with a favorite nephew, had been caught in the port city of Ostia and killed as well. Luckily, Cicero’s only son had been studying in Athens before the proscriptions began, and because of this he’d managed to evade the kill squads. That son would eventually make his way to Marcus Brutus’ camp, where he would be given an officer’s position among the Liberators, who were busily consolidating their strength in the east. The winds of civil war were swirling and drawing closer once again, and all the war-weary citizens of Rome could do was accept the inevitable and wait to see who came out victorious on the other side.

“Something on your mind, Agrippa?” I heard a voice ask as if from far away.

I shook myself out of my reverie, returning to the present as I focused on Octavius and the three other men who had joined us in an expansive office situated in the half-completed senate house known as the Curia Julia. Octavius spent the majority of his time here while in Rome conducting business, feeling an affinity for the empty shell of a building since it had been commissioned by Julius Caesar only the year before. Caesar’s untimely death had brought an end to the construction process for a time, although Octavius had since resurrected it, vowing to finish what his adoptive father had started and complete the building by the end of the next year. The office was situated in the eastern wing on the third floor—the only such room completely finished to date—with rich furnishings, stuccoed walls covered in brightly painted frescoes, a mosaic floor depicting geometric designs, and a high vaulted ceiling of gold leaf inlay. Shelves lined one inner wall from floor to ceiling, overflowing with scrolls and documents.  

Octavius had tasked me with going over the existing plans Julius Caesar had approved before his death, with the goal to cut costs where I could—since he was paying for it himself—and make improvements in the design if needed. But despite my many recommendations and Octavius’ promises, the Curia Julia would not be finished anytime soon, needing another fourteen years and great sums of money before it was finally completed. But again, I am getting ahead of myself.

“Agrippa?” Octavius said again, staring at me strangely from where he leaned against an enormous desk by an open window at the back of the room. “I just asked you a question. Are you well?”

“Never better, Caesar,” I said. “I was just lost in thought for a moment. I apologize. Would you be so good as to repeat the question?”

Octavius brushed aside my apology, slapping a sheet of papyrus he held with the back of his free hand. “I was saying that according to this, the ongoing auctions for the properties confiscated from the proscribed are, in a word, disappointing. I was anticipating a veritable boon for our war effort, but so far I am left with nothing but lethargic bids and empty coffers. Why do you suppose that is?”

I hesitated, shifting my eyes to Gaius Maecenas, who offered me a sympathetic look. Maecenas had already donated nearly half his family’s fortune to the triumvirs, although that had not saved one of his uncles or a cousin from proscription. Both men had escaped Rome in time, however, and Maecenas had told me in confidence that they were doing well in Sicily, having become patrons of Sextus Pompey. I felt reasonably certain my friend was safe from ending up on the boards—that is, as long as his donations held up.

“Well?” Octavius asked, looking annoyed. He shook the papyrus at me. “Why is no one buying these properties?”

I glanced briefly at the other two men in the room—Quintus Rufus and Lucius Balbus. “May I speak freely, Caesar?”

Octavius frowned and then shrugged. “When do you not?”

I grinned at that, pleased when Octavius gave me a grudging smile back. “I imagine no one is bidding because they are too nervous to do so, Caesar,” I answered.

Octavius sighed and rubbed at his eyes wearily. My friend had been ill the last week or so—an annoying case of dropsy that had caused his ankles and feet to swell painfully—and the strain of his ailment showed on his face. “Nervous, how?”

“Because by bidding on these properties,” I answered carefully, “the bidder not only makes himself a potential target for proscription by revealing his wealth, he’ll also likely face a backlash from the previous owner’s friends and family for profiting on someone else’s misfortune. I’m told this very thing happened during Dictator Sulla’s proscription years ago, so it’s not out of the realm of possibility.”

Octavius looked thoughtful. “That does make sense, Marcus. It certainly explains why these properties aren’t being snatched up. So, how do you suggest we get around this inconvenience?”

I nodded, already prepared with a solution I thought had a good chance of working. “By offering amnesty from proscription for anyone wishing to bid on the properties,” I announced. “That way, we can—”

Quintus Rufus snorted beside me, interrupting my train of thought. “Really, Agrippa?” he demanded. He shook his head. “Do that, and I promise you’ll have every man, woman, and child in Rome clamoring to bid on one of these properties within a week. All anyone has to do is offer up a single coin with no intentions of going any further, and they’d be free from being legally charged. I think it’s a ludicrous proposition and a terrible idea.”

“Unfortunately, so do I,” Lucius Balbus agreed, looking at me apologetically. Balbus and Octavius had grown closer in recent months, with Octavius promoting him to the Office of Praetor in reward for his loyalty. Balbus gestured to me. “While I applaud Agrippa for suggesting this innovative approach in hopes of getting a handle on this, I am afraid that Quintus is absolutely right. Offering amnesty to any bidders will quickly get out of control and cause more harm than good.” He glanced at Octavius. “Fear is a great motivator, Caesar, and one that is unfortunately necessary right now. Remember, what the masses don’t fear, they sweep aside with contempt.”

“True,” Octavius said. “Then where does that leave us? Marcus Antonius requested that I take over the fundraising for our expedition from Marcus Lepidus, who admittedly was doing a rather poor job. Now I understand why.”

“I see no alternative other than to instill a special tax on Rome’s wealthiest citizens,” Quintus Rufus replied before I could say anything. He glanced sideways at Maecenas, who looked suddenly uneasy. “That’s the only way to move forward and ensure our success.”

“A tax based on what?” Balbus asked, looking equally troubled by the thought. “It’s impossible to know the wealth of every equestrian in Rome. How do we ensure fairness and stave off a revolt?”

Quintus shrugged. “Don’t tax the man,” he said, glancing at Maecenas again and grinning. Quintus had always been jealous of those richer than himself, and he seemed to be taking a great deal of pleasure from Maecenas’ discomfort. “Tax the man’s property. The more land he possesses, then the more tax he must pay. If he pleads poverty, well, then all he needs to do is sell the offending lands, the sale of which we will naturally be forced to tax.”

Balbus pursed his lips, looking intrigued as Octavius tossed the papyrus he held on the desk. He winced as he walked gingerly over to Quintus before putting his hands on the other man’s shoulders. “A splendid idea, my friend. Simply splendid!”

“The people won’t stand for it,” I said, not hiding my distaste. “I think you need to reconsider this, Caesar.”

Octavius shook his head, turning to face me. “No, Marcus, what I need right now is money. A property tax such as Quintus suggests, as unpalatable as it may be, appears to be the only way to obtain it.”

“Marcus Antonius suggested this very thing not that long ago, and you refused,” I reminded my friend.

Octavius spread his arms wide. “I was young and naïve then, Marcus. The world has changed a great deal since that moment and, out of necessity, I have reconsidered my position.”

I could tell by the look in Octavius’ eyes that his mind was made up, and swallowing a retort that I knew would just be wasted anyway, I turned away, ceding the point. I moved to a window, staring down at the Rostra in the Forum below, where lines of withered, gruesome severed heads adorned the platform walls and columns. I suddenly felt depressed, thinking about Vippi’s cryptic warnings about my friend. Had she been right all along? Was ultimate power changing Octavius, corrupting him like it had so many others before him? It was a distressing thought, and at the moment all I wanted was to be away from him and all the scheming.

“Another option you might consider, Caesar,” Quintus continued behind me. “Is to assess the estates of Rome’s wealthiest women as well. After all, why should the gentler sex be absolved of their responsibility?”

“Splendid!” Octavius crowed. “Another wonderful idea.” My friend cleared his throat, and I turned, surprised to see him looking somewhat embarrassed. His eyes met mine and then rolled away almost guiltily. “Now, since that is settled, I’d like to move on to other business. As you know, Sicily is my responsibility, and I have grown rather tired of Sextus Pompey blocking the grain trade with his ships. I’ve decided we need to rectify that—the sooner, the better.”

“You’re proposing an invasion of the province, Caesar?” Balbus asked, looking surprised. And he should be surprised, I thought, since all of our focus to date had been on preparing to attack Brutus and Cassius in the east.

Octavius shook his head. “No, nothing as dramatic as that. My spies tell me that Pompey has forty or so ships at his disposal, which have so far been more than enough for him to control the waters around Sicily. I want those ships of his destroyed. Once Pompey’s navy is crushed, we can blockade the island and slowly starve the bastard until I’m ready to deal with him.”

“A fine plan, Caesar,” Balbus said in approval. He nodded in my direction. “I imagine Marcus Agrippa will be tasked with accomplishing that feat?”

Octavius hesitated, and once again I saw a flash of guilt in his eyes before he shook his head. “No, not for this. I have decided that Quintus Salvidienus Rufus will be in command. I still need Marcus Agrippa’s particular skills here with me in Rome for the foreseeable future.”

There was a moment of shocked silence at that, broken by a sudden, harsh rapping on the double doors leading to the office.

“Enter,” Octavius called.

The door on the right immediately creaked inward, and one of Octavius’ lictors appeared, marching briskly forward before halting in front of my friend. “A message for you, Caesar,” the man said, lifting a scroll he held. “I was told it is urgent.”

Octavius accepted the message, hissing as he stumbled slightly on one of his swollen feet. “Thank you, Tiberius. You may go.” Octavius glanced at the scroll as the man turned and headed back through the door, closing it behind him. “From my sister,” my friend announced to no one in particular. He broke the wax seal and unrolled the scroll, reading for only a moment before making a horrible, strangled sound of anguish.

Octavius dropped the scroll from nerveless fingers, his face turning deathly pale as he staggered backward, wavering on his feet. I was already moving, just managing to reach my friend along with Balbus and Quintus before he could fall. “Lie him down,” I ordered the other two, feeling my heart pounding against my ribcage with dread.

The three of us carefully lowered Octavius’ unresisting body to the floor while Maecenas hovered over us anxiously. Octavius moaned, staring up at me with tears filling his eyes. “Atia is dead, Lion,” my friend whispered in a disbelieving, tortured voice that ripped through the very fabric of my heart. “My wonderful mother has died.”

And then Gaius Octavius Thurinus began to sob.
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On January 1st of the new year, Marcus Lepidus was voted in as consul for the second time in his vaunted career, joined by one of Antonius’ loyal army commanders, Lucius Munatius Plancus. The postings were largely symbolic since all new laws, appointments or decrees had to be approved by the triumvirs anyway. But it did give the people of Rome a sense of order and continuity, offering them the illusion that things had returned to normalcy. It hadn’t, of course. Nor would things ever be the same again. But sometimes we see only what we want to see. One of the first orders of business for the new year was to decree that all the deeds and rulings made by Julius Caesar in his lifetime were to become binding in perpetuity and that the great man himself would be consecrated as a god. Work began immediately on a vast temple to be built in Julius Caesar’s honor near where he’d been cremated, effectively halting construction on the Curia Julia for the foreseeable future.

Octavius—now the official son of a god—married Fulvia’s daughter Claudia, cementing his relationship with Antonius, which pleased Rome’s elites and the true power behind both men—the legions who supported them. Claudia was still very young, however, and though now officially married, Octavius and she lived apart, waiting to consummate the marriage once the girl was ready. My friend had become moody and withdrawn after the death of his mother, even more so when word reached Rome that Quintus Rufus and his fleet had lost a decisive naval battle against Sextus Pompey near the Italian coastal city of Rhegium.

Quintus had managed to escape with his life, we learned gratefully, though hundreds under his command had not been so lucky, and all of his ships had been burned and sunk. This was devastating news for the triumvirs’ plans against the Liberators since Marcus Antonius had been counting on those ships to help ferry his legions across the Adriatic Sea to Macedonia. This new setback now meant that rather than a mid-spring campaign as originally planned, it looked more and more likely that we wouldn’t be able to move on Brutus and Cassius until late summer or early fall.

More bad news soon followed Quintus’ defeat, for Antonius’ older brother Gaius—who was the current governor of Macedonia—was captured by Marcus Brutus, who shrewdly decided to show the man clemency, thus winning the support of Gaius Antonius’ legions, making him even stronger. Brutus would eventually go back on his word and execute Gaius Antonius in secret, but by then whatever influence the governor had wielded had waned. Brutus now controlled Thrace and all of Macedonia, while the current governor of Sicily, Publius Cornelius Dolabella, was said to be under siege by Lucius Cassius in the coastal city of Laodicea. By early spring, Dolabella was in dire straights, cut off from supplies by both land and sea. After some intense fighting that lasted for several days and nights, Cassius’ forces finally breached the walls, making the city's inhabitants pay for their stubbornness in blood. Rather than suffer the indignity of capture, Dolabella took his own life, with his legions having little choice except to pledge allegiance to Cassius. The Liberators led by Brutus and Cassius were now a force to be reckoned with, numbering seventeen legions strong with more than eighty-one thousand men.

In late spring, Lucius Cassius invaded the island of Rhodes—who were allied with the triumvirs—after being rebuffed by its inhabitants, destroying the Rhodian fleet and sacking their main city. Meanwhile, Brutus had turned his sights on Lycia—another Triumvirate ally—along the Mediterranean coast, demanding supplies and troops from them. Fearing the consequences of noncompliance, city after city bowed to Marcus Brutus’ legions except for one—Xanthus—which fell after a bitterly fought siege, leaving few of the inhabitants inside left alive in the aftermath.

By late summer, Brutus and Cassius had consolidated their forces and were marching for Macedonia, having crushed all resistance to their rear, while in Italy, the legions of the triumvirs were finally ready to cross the Adriatic. Death and bloodshed were only weeks away, with the fate of Rome about to be decided near the Macedonian city of Philippi. Would our army find honor and glory waiting for us there, or shame and crushing defeat?

The truth to that question lies somewhere in between, friend from the future—for, in all honesty, we found both.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

The trireme was called Aquila’s Fury, a sleek, deadly-looking warship that measured a hundred and twenty feet from stem to stern with a width of slightly more than sixteen feet rail to rail. The ship boasted a complement of a hundred and seventy oarsmen stacked in three tiers to either side of the hull, with the men on the top row, known as the traniti, using massive, twelve-foot oars formed of the stoutest ash. The middle row, the zigiti, worked with ten-foot oars, while the oarsmen at the bottom tier closest to the waterline, the talamiti, used oars that were a mere six feet long. Two oars situated to the right and left of the hull at the stern provided steerage, and though we had a large mast and square sail to harness the wind when possible, it was furled at the moment and had been ever since our journey had begun that morning just as dawn had broken.

I had taken a turn on the oars on the top tier for a few hours earlier and could still feel a fierce ache in my shoulders to prove it. But now it was well past the eighth hour of the day and, as I stood with Octavius and Maecenas in the bow of the great ship behind a carved figurehead of a scowling Mars, the god of war, I stared out across the rolling, shimmering blue waters of the Adriatic Sea, enjoying the cooling wind in my hair. The central deck of the trireme was crowded with marines and legionnaires, though the milling soldiers were careful to stay back a respectful distance from Octavius, allowing us room to move and talk privately. Oared vessels of every shape and size sailed ahead of us, to the sides and behind, the bulk of which were merchant ships, with some triremes and their smaller cousins known as biremes patrolling the flanks. We also had a small horde of the quick and deadly hemiolas with us that had been used to devasting effect by the Rhodians on many occasions.

Our armada was heading northeast across the Adriatic Sea to Dyrrhachium, which would give us access to the Via Egnatia, the road that would take our armies into the heart of Macedonia. Each ship was packed with men—six full legions worth all told—along with the equivalent weapons, supplies, slaves, and horses to service them. We didn’t have enough ships to carry our entire force in one trip, so the transports would have to head back to Brundisium to fetch the rest once we’d disembarked. I wondered how many of us would still be alive to make the journey home again after we’d dealt with the Liberators.

“Marcus Antonius tempts Neptune’s wrath by sailing in that behemoth,” Maecenas commented with a snort, gesturing ahead. “The god of the sea rarely tolerates arrogance over his domain for long, and that monstrosity, my friends, is truly the height of arrogance.”

I nodded in agreement, focusing on the great quadrireme flagship at the head of our fleet. The imposing vessel was named Fortuna’s Triumph—a colossal wooden beast that sported four rowing decks and two tall masts. I watched in admiration as her oars rose and fell in perfect unison like the wings of some great mystical creature lifted from the works of Rome’s most talented poets. Rumor had it that Marcus Antonius had commissioned and paid for Fortuna’s Triumph from his own purse, which I still found astounding since the man was not only an imbecile of the highest order but a renowned skinflint as well.

But regardless of who had ultimately paid for it, the ship was truly an engineering marvel, one which I’d been itching to examine ever since laying eyes on her at Brundisium. I hadn’t had the chance to board the vessel, though, since that bastard Antonius always seemed to be around, strutting along her decks like a prancing peacock. Antonius and I had avoided each other as much as possible these last few months, and I’d be damned if I’d be beholden to him by asking permission to go aboard his latest toy. Not even the draw of such an innovatively designed ship like Fortuna’s Triumph was worth that kind of grief.

“You cannot expect to win glory and honor without accepting risk to life and limb,” Octavius said, glancing at Maecenas. “That is why we are born men and not mice quivering with fear in some sloven burrow.”

“Perhaps,” Quintus agreed. “But there are limits to what we mere men should attempt under the watchful gazes of the immortals. Most can be quick to anger when pushed—Neptune even more so, as you of all people should know, Caesar.” Quintus rubbed his belly ruefully, which had been expanding alarmingly in the last year. “Besides, I speak out of selfishness since it’s clear I’ve become much too fat to have to swim all the way back home. If Neptune should decide to sink us all out of spite because of one man’s foolish arrogance, then I assure you I will be most displeased.”

Octavius shrugged. “The gods expect a certain degree of arrogance mixed with a healthy dose of ambition from those who wish to succeed in this life, my friend. Antonius claims his lineage leads back to Hercules himself, which, if true, should help appease Neptune’s displeasure over that ship navigating his domain, if indeed displeasure he feels.”

“Well, I have no arrogance to speak of,” Maecenas announced in mock seriousness, though he couldn’t keep his lips from twitching with amusement for long. “Nor have I any ambition other than to remain alive, safe, and dry on the stout deck of this wonderful ship for the foreseeable future.”

“Do you fear the icy hand of death then, Gaius?” Octavius asked, looking suddenly thoughtful. “Afraid of the final boat ride into the Underworld? Is that what sends chills up and down your spine?”

“With every part of my being, Caesar,” Maecenas responded with an enthusiastic nod. “I keep having this horrible dream that I’ve forgotten my coin, and when the Boatman extends his skeletal palm to me, all I have to offer him is a shriveled prune, and he sends me away.” Maecenas shuddered. “I awake screaming every time. Once, to my eternal shame, I even wet myself in my abject fear.”

“You didn’t?” Octavius said in a disbelieving voice. “Surely you’re making all this up?”

“I swear by Veritas that it’s true,” Maecenas responded, looking hurt at the accusation. “Ask my darling wife, if you must. Who I assure you was not amused in the least by my incontinence since she’d fallen asleep in my arms after some rather energetic lovemaking.”

I burst out laughing, knowing by my friend’s expression that he was joking. Maecenas’ wife had the face of a donkey and the libido to match, and he rarely went near her at the best of times, let alone bothered to lay with her. That’s what courtesans were for. “Why a prune, Gaius?” I asked, trying to compose myself.

Maecenas shrugged. “How should I know, Agrippa? I’ve been too afraid to learn the answer to that question by having the dream interpreted. Perhaps it foreshadows my advancing age and withering skin. Who can say?” Maecenas turned to Octavius. “What about you, Caesar? Do you fear your death?”

“Not in the slightest,” Octavius replied with an indifferent shrug. “Death is just one more hurdle to be faced and conquered.”

Maecenas rolled his eyes. “Says the son of a god.” He indicated Octavius from head to toe. “And a damn skinny one at that. What do you have to fear from Neptune, Caesar? You’ll barely break the water's surface if he takes us, while my ponderous bulk will sink like a stone to the bottom of the sea, forever trapped in his lair.”

“I doubt you’ll be down there long,” I grunted sarcastically. As always, I was amazed by how Maecenas could say things to Octavius that no one else, not even me, could have gotten away with. “With that mouth of yours, Gaius, Neptune will quickly become tired of you and spit you back to the surface like a bad grape.”

“Or a wrinkled prune,” Octavius quipped.

Quintus chuckled, reaching out to tap my arm affectionately. “Always the optimist, eh, Agrippa? So, no death for me then? What wonderful news. I knew there was a reason I liked you.” He turned his gaze back to Fortuna’s Triumph, his amusement subsiding. “I’ve heard rumors that it cost Antonius almost a million sesterces to build that ship. Can you imagine such a sum for something that could be gone with one brisk wind?”

“A million sesterces that we could have used elsewhere,” Octavius responded with a sigh. “Fortuna’s Triumph, for all her glory, is much too big and slow to do anything but look nice and intimidate the weak-minded.”

Octavius was dressed in a heavy cloak to protect him from the brisk winds and sea spray, though he’d removed his hood, revealing long, wild hair and a wiry beard broken by twin patches of raw skin on his cheeks. The traditional Roman mourning period for Octavius’ mother had long since ended, yet he refused to shear his hair or shave in Atia’s honor. I wondered if Octavius ever would, thinking the long hair and beard gave him something of an unbalanced, crazed demeanor, although admittedly, the women of Rome seemed fascinated and attracted by his new look. Then again, the fact that my friend was one of the most powerful men in the civilized world might help to explain away some of that.

“Are you talking about Fortuna’s Triumph being too big and slow, or do you mean Marcus Antonius?” I asked, keeping a straight face. “Because I’ve seen one-legged tortoises move faster in battle than that man.” I paused dramatically and grinned. “Unless the bastard is running away from the fight, of course,” I continued. “Then not even a fiery bolt shot from Jupiter’s arse can catch him.”

Octavius laughed low in his belly in genuine amusement. “I think it’s fair to say that I mean both, my friend,” he finally said, still chuckling.

I glanced up at the sky, which until now had been bright and cloudless before a bank of white clouds pushed by a steady wind from the northeast had moved in to obscure the sun. I looked further north but could see nothing in that direction other than an endless horde of clouds heading our way like a disciplined army on the march, though the gods be thanked, none looked threatening. I still hadn’t forgotten the terror of being swept overboard in a storm with Octavius and Quintus in the Gulf of Lion near Hispania several years before. “Any word from Legate Saxa or Legate Flaccus?” I asked Octavius.

“Nothing of consequence,” my friend responded with a shrug. “Antonius received a bird from Flaccus before we set sail, but all he reported was that they had reached the foot of the mountains without making contact with the enemy and were pressing forward.”

I nodded. Marcus Antonius had sent two of his legates—Lucius Decidius Saxa and Gaius Norbanus Flaccus—ahead to Macedonia the previous week with eight legions, tasking them with securing a passage through the mountains that would stop Cassis and Brutus from marching any further west into Macedonia. I had my doubts it would work, thinking Antonius might have just sacrificed nearly half our strength for nothing. But even though Octavius had agreed with my assessment, Antonius was in overall command and, as usual, my words of caution fell on deaf ears. I imagine if I’d been the one to suggest blocking the pass in the first place, Marcus Antonius would have vehemently opposed the idea just to spite me. Such was the way of the man, and all I could do was shrug and bite my tongue when he sneered at my ideas, which I knew gave the bastard no end of pleasure. Someday, I promised myself I would make him pay for all the slights and insults, though I had no idea how I might accomplish that feat without breaking my vow to the immortal gods and, to a lesser extent, Fulvia.

Speaking of the gods, Fortuna herself decided to smile down on our fleet an hour later when the winds abruptly shifted to the southeast without warning, allowing our ships to unfurl their sails and give our oarsman a much-needed rest. We landed at Dyrrhachium many hours later, long after dusk had fallen, and spent the rest of the night transferring troops and equipment onto the mainland and building fortified campsites outside the city walls. The inhabitants of Dyrrachium professed their support and undying loyalty to the triumvirs the moment we arrived, which was hardly surprising considering the mighty army streaming onto their beaches. I imagine the city fathers would have done the same if it had been Brutus and Cassius who’d arrived with a similar force instead of us. Loyalty to a cause can only go so far, and one thing I have learned over my many years is that when human nature is broken down to its basic parts, self-preservation almost always rules the day.

It took two more tumultuous days before our entire army managed to transfer across the Adriatic Sea, for the Liberators’ fleet had caught our scent by now and were doing everything they could to impede our ships. Numerous small sea battles were fought over those two days, with the results being largely inconclusive one way or the other. We lost ships and men, of course, but so did they, and in the end we had amassed eleven legions on the mainland, bolstered by a host of Cretan and Syrian archers as well as almost thirteen thousand cavalry recruited from Gaul and Hispania.

We were ready, and now all we needed was to hear what had happened to Saxa and Flaccus. That word came quickly by mounted messenger, and the news was not good. For despite Legate Flaccus having reached the Sapaei Pass that cut through the mountains—where he set up defenses—and Legate Saxa doing the same to another pass some sixty miles to the east of Flaccus called Corpili, Cassius and Brutus still managed to circumvent them. And they did so cleverly, for once the Liberators reached the Corpili Pass and found it blocked, they decided to send ships carrying an entire legion along the Thracian Peninsula as a diversion rather than attack directly. Fearing he would soon become encircled, Legate Saxa did the only thing he could and abandoned the pass, retreating to Sapaei, allowing Cassius and Brutus to march through uncontested. But now the Liberators had a problem, for Flaccus was deeply entrenched in his position at Sapaei, and with Saxa’s four legions bolstering his forces, breaking through would take the enemy a lot of time and no doubt result in a lot of wasted lives.

Things might have remained at a stand-off this way for the rest of the already late campaigning season if not for a Thracian king named Rhascupolis, who proposed to the Liberators that some of their forces take a circuitous route through the mountains he knew that led to the Plains of Philippi. This, he assured his allies, would enable them to come out behind the stout defenses at Sapaei and catch Saxa and Flaccus in a pincer movement. It was a bold plan and might have worked if not for some of Flaccus’ men detecting the approaching enemy columns in the mountains beforehand. Outnumbered by more than two to one and having little choice, Saxa and Flaccus retreated to the southern city of Amphipolis as the Liberators’ army, basking in their triumph, reached the Plains of Philippi uncontested and began to build fortifications.

The Battle of Philippi was now unavoidable, with the coming clash to be fought on open land, with neither side having an advantage numerically. I have never been a man who liked equal odds in a fight, and anyone who tells you differently is either a liar or a fool. But as bad as the news about Saxa’s and Flaccus’ retreat was, more was to come, for Gaius Octavius Thurinus had once again fallen ill during the march east, unable to continue the advance, leaving me in overall command of his forces. And that is where things stood in late September, with the combined armies of the triumvirs marching toward a date with destiny at Philippi—one army led by me, an impostor and former slave, and the other by my most hated enemy and arch-rival, Marcus Antonius.

Glory and honor awaited us on the field of battle, and all that was left to decide was who would seize the day—him or me.
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Three days later, after joining forces with Saxa and Flaccus, our armies reached the Plains of Philippi. Cassius and Brutus had not been idle during this time, having built two camps northeast of the plains on higher ground to the west of the small town of Philippi. I could only shake my head in admiration from a military viewpoint, for the Liberators had chosen well, with their right flank protected by woods and mountains to the north, their left by a marsh that extended for miles to the sea, a series of inaccessible gorges at their backs, and a narrow yet fast-flowing river in front acting as a natural moat. The enemy had boundless access to fuel, food, and fresh water from the mountains and town, and with their fleet patrolling along the coastline, blocking our supply ships from getting through, I knew we would soon be facing shortages if we stayed here for long. There were now only two options—encamp on the open, unprotected plain in a disadvantageous position against an enemy of equal power and risk starvation, or retreat to fight another day.

Well, as you can imagine, friend, Marcus Antonius had no thoughts of turning back, regardless of the risks. And so he ordered that we make two opposing camps to the west of the river less than a mile from the Liberators’ positions, sending them a clear message that we intended to fight to the death. I was hardly surprised by the decision and didn’t bother to question it, though some others, like Gaius Maecenas, Lucius Saxa, and Quintus Rufus, did voice their reservations. All had valid points, of course, but it hardly mattered, for when Marcus Antonius made up his mind about something, there was little in this world that could dissuade him. We would either come out of this victorious, or our bones would turn to dust on this ground and Marcus Lepidus—who had remained in Rome to look after the triumvirs’ interests there—would be left to deal with the aftermath. It was as simple as that.

“It will not be easy,” Quintus said to me on the fourth day after our arrival. He and I and a small contingent of praetorians stood on a grass-covered hillock a quarter mile from the fortifications I’d built across the Via Egnatia, surveying the Liberators’ entrenchments. Several slaves waited at the base of the hill, holding the reins of our horses while looking around anxiously, though I knew our position was secure and there was nothing for them to fear.

“No,” I agreed. “It most certainly will not.” I shaded my eyes from the glare of the midday sun.

The Liberators had situated their camps on either side of the Via Egnatia—one to the north of the road on a rocky plateau and one to the south on a high grassy hill—connected by a stout palisade wall, a formidable ditch, and numerous watchtowers. Marcus Brutus’ standard flew over the northern camp opposite my own fortifications, while Cassius’ banner snapped proudly over the southern one near the wild, treacherous marshlands. I saw no weaknesses in the defenses of our foes anywhere, feeling discouraged and apprehensive about our chances of success.

I glanced over my shoulder at our elaborate defenses, which were nearing completion now, boasting a network of extensive ditches, earthen ramparts, towers, and stout palisades. Marcus Antonius had learned to build fortifications from the master of such works, Julius Caesar, and I begrudgingly had to give the bastard credit for his thoroughness to detail. I hated the man intensely, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t learn from his experience and knowledge. Every morning since we’d arrived, Antonius and I had arrayed our legions on the plains outside the walls in battle formation, hoping to draw Cassius and Brutus out. But the two men weren’t fools, knowing the longer they waited to engage us, the more our stores of supplies would become depleted and the weaker we would become. We were now in a stalemate, with time on the enemy’s side, and every man among us knew something needed to be done soon to rectify that or we were looking at a guaranteed defeat. But what, other than a suicidal frontal assault on their fortifications, could we do?

“Perhaps we should send a legion or two into the mountains and come at them from their flank?” Quintus mused out loud, breaking into my thoughts. “Much the way Cassius and Brutus did to circumvent the Sapaei Pass.”

I shook my head. “I sent scouts that way several days ago with the same thought, but the terrain is impassable. There is no way for a sizable force to get to that fort from the north.” I sighed as I stared across the open plain at Marcus Brutus’ camp. The man wasn’t known for his military acumen in the way the slightly older and more experienced Gaius Cassius was, yet even so, I had to concede that he had chosen his site well.

“We could use the trail they already cut through the mountains to get around them to the pass,” Quintus replied stubbornly. “Hit them from the east and west at the same time.”

“Do you honestly think Brutus and Cassius haven’t secured that pass by now?” I asked, glancing at my friend. “The same pass that Legate Flaccus conveniently fortified for them?” I snorted. “Of course they have. We would have to send five or six legions to break through those defenses, maybe more, and it would take at least three or four days for them to get there. What do you think the enemy will be doing in the meantime when they see us weakened in such a fashion? No, it’s too big a risk.”

Quintus scowled. “Of course you’re right, Agrippa. But what we’re doing now isn’t working, and every day that passes means we’ll have that much less food to go around for the men. Hungry soldiers do not fight well, in my experience. The sea lanes are completely blockaded by Gnaeus Ahenobarbus now, aided by that sniveling bastard Sextus Pompey. The latest word is they have upwards of a hundred and thirty ships at their disposal, ferrying in constant supplies. Our army will be starving in another week or two at this rate. Then what? We might as well just bare our necks to the enemy and have done with it if we reach that point.”

I didn’t bother to comment since Quintus’ assessment was completely accurate and there was nothing I could add that would help. I glanced southward instead, studying Marcus Antonius’ camp and then Cassius’ fortifications that faced it, flanked by the sprawling wetlands. I’d been looking for some form of inspiration ever since we’d arrived at Philippi, but so far I had come up with nothing useful. I thought suddenly of Forum Gallum in Cisalpine Gaul and the marshes around it, which I remembered as being eerily similar to what I was seeing here, although admittedly, they hadn’t covered nearly as much land. Our forces, led by Consul Pansa, had been ambushed by Marcus Antonius’ legions near Forum Gallum, and though we’d initially been routed, we had returned the favor two-fold not long afterward, thanks to Consul Hirtius arriving with some much-needed reinforcements. I’d almost killed Marcus Antonius that day, but the bastard had been saved from my blade at the last moment by some of his cavalry, which was a regret that I would carry with me all my life.

“If only we could walk on water,” Quintus said in resignation, allowing his resentful gaze to rest on the miles-wide swathe of marshlands. “That left flank of theirs looks very tempting.”

I nodded in agreement. It certainly did, although both Quintus and I knew better than to attempt it. The water around Forum Gallum had been knee-high in most places and navigable, with the odd area reaching a man’s waist at the most. But here, being as close to the sea as we were, the water tended to be much deeper—easily six feet or more—with treacherous mud waiting beneath the surface and deadly bogs hidden among the reeds that could swallow an entire cohort in an instant.

“Might as well wish for wings while you’re at it,” I grunted sarcastically to my friend. I stiffened a moment later as a sudden thought struck me, examining Cassius’ fortress and the marsh with fresh eyes. Cassius hadn’t bothered to build any defensive walls along the wetlands, just a tower at the end of his west-facing wall, which was hardly surprising since the marshes acted as a natural barrier to protect his flank—unless, as Quintus had just suggested, a man could actually walk on water. “By the gods, you beautiful bastard,” I shouted, pounding Quintus’ shoulder armor with my fist. “That’s it! That’s how we break their defenses!”

And then I started to run for my horse.


CHAPTER TWELVE

“You want to do what?” Marcus Antonius thundered incredulously. “Have you lost your senses, Agrippa?”

“No, sir,” I said, doing my best to control my temper. “The plan is sound if you would just take a moment to listen.”

We were in Antonius’ command tent, accompanied by four of his legates—Lucius Saxa, Gaius Flaccus, a severe-looking man with a high forehead and hawk-like nose named Publius Canidius Crassus, and, of course, Lucius Vipsanius. I had taken great pains to avoid Marcus’ older brother as much as possible these past months, much as I had done with Antonius, but my new duties since Octavius had regrettably taken ill had forced us together in recent days. Our few conversations so far had been clipped, businesslike, and to the point, with no warmth given or shown by either of us toward the other. That was fine by me. I hadn’t come here to make friends, after all, least of all with a conniving bastard like Lucius Vipsanius.

“I don’t have time to listen to your nonsense, Agrippa,” Antonius grunted, leaning his scarred fists on the long map table in front of him as he thrust his head aggressively toward me. “Come up with a plan that has a chance of success, and then maybe we can talk. The very idea of going into those marshes borders on the insane.”

I glanced sideways at Lucius, who stood at ease to one side of the table, looking slightly amused by my dressing down. Marcus’ older brother appeared just as big and formidable as ever, though I thought I could detect a hint of grey at his temples. How old was he now, anyway? I wondered. I mentally shrugged the thought off a moment later as meaningless. I had always suspected it had been Lucius who’d suggested to Antonius that he proscribe Vippi to get to me, although admittedly, I didn’t have any actual proof of that. Regardless, there was a debt to be paid for what had almost happened to Vipsania, and though I couldn’t collect it from Antonius because of my vow, I had made no such promise regarding Lucius.

I looked away as Lucius, perhaps reading my thoughts, sneered at me, knowing his time would come sooner or later. I outranked the bastard, but that rarely seemed to matter to him since he knew Antonius would protect him from me. I opened my mouth to respond to Antonius, then clamped it shut again as a harried-looking aide appeared, holding a document out to his superior.

Antonius glanced down at the paper, his lips moving while he read before nodding his approval and waving the man away. He looked up at me afterward as if surprised, though I knew it was nothing but an act. Everything was a game with Marcus Antonius. “Are you still here, Legate? Isn’t there something else you could be doing right about now in your own camp?”

“I am still here, sir,” I said, standing at rigid attention. “And I will remain so until you listen to what I have to say.” I hesitated before adding, “With all due respect, sir.”

Antonius sighed in resignation, straightening before putting his hands on his hips, though I noticed they were still balled into fists. I could tell he would have liked nothing better than to use those fists on me, which I would have welcomed with enthusiasm. But we were at war and supposedly on the same side, and having the commanders of two armies allied with each other engaging in what would likely amount to something resembling a bloody tavern brawl would do nothing for the morale of our men.

“Very well, Agrippa,” Antonius said, composing himself as he crossed his meaty arms over his great chest. A large vein pulsed at his temple, the only sign now of his impatience. “Since it’s clear the only way I’ll get rid of you is to listen, why don’t you tell me how we are supposed to make the impossible possible.”

I nodded, gesturing to a stack of maps on the table. “May I, sir?”

Antonius grunted ascent, and I quickly rifled through the maps until I had the one I wanted. I turned it so it was facing Antonius. “Here, sir,” I said, tapping a point at the tip of the marsh more than a mile south of Cassius’ fortified camp. “This is where I propose we go in. There are a series of small hills and rises on the plain leading to this spot that we can use for cover so the enemy won’t see us.”

Antonius frowned. “Yes, but see us doing what?” he grunted. “Swimming bare-arsed with a bunch of frogs and snakes?”

The legates all laughed politely, although I could tell by Saxa’s expression that at least he seemed to be taking me somewhat seriously. “No, sir,” I said. “Not if I can help it. The reeds are tall and thick here, almost twelve feet above the water in most places, allowing us to complete our work well away from prying eyes.”

“What work, Agrippa?” Saxa asked, looking confused. “Are you proposing we build boats or rafts and float our way in?”

I shook my head. “I had thought of that initially, Legate. But the reeds and undergrowth in the marsh are much too thick to get anything like that through them effectively. Besides, we would need hundreds of boats or rafts to transport enough men to make a difference against Gaius Cassius’ legions. We just don’t have enough time to make that many, even if I thought it might work.”

“Then I admit to being somewhat perplexed,” Saxa replied, with his bushy eyebrows furrowing together in a jagged line across his forehead in a bid to prove his statement.

I glanced at Antonius, who had a stubborn look on his face that I knew well. I had to sell him on my idea right now, or whatever chance I had to convince the man would be gone. I traced a line eastward along the map with my fingertip. “I suggest we build a narrow wooden causeway leading through the marshes for a mile or so.” I slowly turned my finger inward until it left the marsh, touching the shore to the rear of Cassius’ camp. “One only wide enough for two men to pass side by side.” I straightened and smiled at Antonius as sudden, attentive silence filled the tent. “You might say our men would be walking on water all the way to victory, sir.”

“By the gods,” Saxa said, looking suddenly intrigued. “That just might work.”

“And how do you propose we go about this monumental task, Legate?” Lucius Vipsanius demanded, my rank dripping with sarcasm from his lips. “The enemy cannot fail to hear you building such a thing. A thousand hammers striking nails in open land like this will be heard all the way back to Dyrrhachium.”

“Who said anything about using nails?” I asked, matching his tone. “You forget that I have a background in engineering and architecture, Brother.” I smiled. “We’ll assemble most of the causeway here in camp piece by piece, then move it under darkness to the marsh.”

“What will support this causeway of yours?” Publius Crassus asked. “You don’t expect such a thing to just float on its own, do you?”

“Certainly not, Legate,” I replied. “Though the resistance of the water will certainly be of benefit. My engineers have determined that the mud along the marsh floor is deep and thick, so my plan is to sink sharpened pilings into that as far down as they can go, weighted at the bottom by stone anchors tied with ropes to act as buttresses. We’ll also attach wooden slats to secure the pilings to each other, positioning them just below the waterline horizontally and perpendicular using precut notches and rope. Then it will be a simple matter to lay planks across the slates, which can be easily tied down, giving us our causeway.”

Saxa rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Will such a thing hold under the weight of our men, I wonder?”

I shrugged. “The causeway only needs to serve its purpose long enough to transport enough troops into position to attack, Legate. So, as long as we get a few hours out of it, I’ll be satisfied.” I glanced at Lucius and gave him my best smile. “And all of it done in secrecy without using a single hammer or nail.”

I focused back on Antonius, who was peering down at the map intently. I could tell that I’d finally caught his interest. He looked up at me, the normal hostility evident in his eyes when we were together gone for the moment, replaced by something that almost resembled respect. “And you believe that this will work, Agrippa? Truly believe it?”

“I do, sir,” I said firmly. “With your approval, I’d like to start drawing up the plans immediately. We should be ready to begin assembling the causeway tonight, and with Fortuna on our side, I believe we can likely complete it in under a week.”

Antonius pursed his lips as he considered, dropping his gaze back to the map while I held my breath and waited. Finally, the big man grunted, slapping the palm of his right hand against the table with a decisive thud that rattled the many papers scattered across the surface. “Very well, Agrippa. We’ll give it a try.” He and I locked gazes, and I saw a clear warning in his eyes. “But you better be right about all of this.”

“I am, sir,” I said confidently, saluting before turning and marching for the entrance.

I hesitated at the tent flap, giving Lucius Vipsanius a scathing look of contempt that could not be misinterpreted, enjoying his sour expression before stepping outside. Quintus Rufus was waiting for me with our horses at the juncture of the camp’s two main roads—the Via Praetoria and Via Principalis—having been skeptical of my idea and determined not to get caught up in Marcus Antonius’ displeasure over it. Quintus was an ambitious man, yet one who was always cautious around powerful men like Antonius, who could destroy his career with a single word. I have always believed Quintus’ lack of faith in himself and his reluctance to take risks were two of the main factors that eventually led to his downfall—that and his never-ending envy for those who were more successful than he was.

“Well?” Quintus demanded. He looked me up and down as he handed me my horse’s reins. “At least you’re still in one piece, as far as I can tell. How bad did it go?”

I waited for a nearby slave to come running and then kneel, cupping his hands to support my foot before, with his help, I swung up onto my mount’s back. I’d had to leave my favorite horse, Whisper, back in Italy due to a bout of lameness, so had brought this energetic spotted mare instead. I grinned at Quintus as the slave boosted him up on his horse next. “Our great and wise leader thought it was a brilliant idea and ordered me to begin preparations immediately.” I tried to keep a straight face as Quintus looked visibly pained by the news. I was feeling almost as giddy as a young girl at the prospect of the challenge ahead and couldn’t wait to get started, though I saw no reason not to have a little fun with my friend first. “I told Antonius that the causeway was all your idea,” I added in a serious voice while covering my mouth with a hand to hide my growing smile. “But for some strange reason, he didn’t believe me.” I shrugged as Quintus’ eyes widened. “As I recall, his explanation for why not was that he thought you were much too stupid and lazy to devise such a bold plan on your own.”

“Gods, Agrippa!” Quintus gasped, looking horrified. “Antonius didn’t actually say that, did he?”

I chuckled at my friend’s dismayed expression, kicking my heels against the mare’s flanks and aiming for the Porta Praetoria to the north, intent on getting back to my camp as fast as possible. “Of course not, you great buffoon!” I called over my shoulder as my mount, sensing my urgency and excitement, began to pick up speed. The wind from our passage howled in my ears and rippled my red cloak out behind me as I neared the gate, which was already opening to let me pass through. I looked behind me and laughed at my friend, who still sat his horse like a marble statue. “Come on!” I shouted, exhilarated at the thought that I might have just come up with a decisive way for us to win the coming battle. I doubted Quintus could hear me with the wind and the drumming of the mare’s hooves, but I didn’t care, basking in the pure joy of being young and alive. “This is no time to be pouting.” I twirled my right hand over my head as I burst through the gates, giving my horse its head. “We have work to do!”

An hour later, I was in my command tent, working feverishly on a set of drawings while checking and double-checking my calculations on a wax tablet. I’d set half of my men to cutting down a copse of cedars to the southwest of my camp, with the first poles I’d be using for the pilings already arriving by wagon. The other half worked to the north in the mountains, felling oak, elm, or ash trees before sawing them into six-foot-long boards for the decking of the causeway or for use as the support slats. I’d calculated that I would need upwards of eighteen hundred pilings to extend the causeway a mile, each spaced six feet apart on the length and a matching six feet on the width.

“Sir?”

I glanced up, having been so engrossed in my work that I hadn’t heard Tribune Piso enter my tent. I paused with my stylus poised over the wax tablet, lifting an eyebrow.

“The sentries have spotted a sizable force approaching along the road from the west, sir, though the light isn’t good enough to see their banners yet.”

I frowned, glancing past the young man through the open tent flap. Deep shadows crisscrossed the open compound outside, signaling dusk had arrived. Where had the time gone? “Do they present a threat to our position in your assessment?” I asked.

Piso shook his head. “No, sir. There are perhaps two hundred riders at best. I took the liberty to send out scouts the moment they were sighted. Those men should be returning momentarily with more precise information. I do hope that wasn’t too presumptuous of me?”

“No, that’s perfectly fine, Tribune,” I said. “Just make sure none of the sentries are asleep on the walls, especially those facing our friends to the east. I doubt this is a ruse for a full frontal attack at this time of day, but it’s best to be prepared.”

“Very good, sir,” Piso said. “Will that be all?”

“Yes,” I grunted, turning back to my work. “Keep me apprised of the situation, Tribune. You may go.”

“Yes, sir.”

I barely heard the young man leave, already caught up in my calculations again as I realized in annoyance that I’d made a rounding error on the number of slats I’d estimated I would need, shorting myself by almost a hundred. I sighed, feeling my long day as I erased my figures and made the necessary corrections.

It was some time later when Piso once again entered my tent, looking worried. “My apologies, sir, but I think you need to see this.”

I looked up in alarm. “Is there to be an attack after all, then?”

Piso shook his head, standing at attention with his helmet clutched under his right arm. “No, sir. The camp is in no danger. The party of which I spoke earlier belongs to Julius Caesar, sir.”

I blinked in surprise, not hiding my delight as I jumped to my feet. “He’s here? He’s recovered?”

Piso paused, taking a moment to cough into his free hand. “Yes, sir, Caesar is here. But—”

“But what?” I demanded, feeling uneasy at the strange look on the young man’s face.

“Well, he seems to be not quite himself, sir,” Piso replied almost reluctantly. He gestured to the open tent flap. “I really think it would be best if you see for yourself, sir.”

“Very well,” I said, tossing my stylus down. I hurried outside, clutching my cloak tighter about my shoulders and narrowing my eyes as a cool wind from the mountains whisked small dust clouds across the open compound around my tent.

“Luan!” a voice shouted happily. “There you are, old friend!”

I grimaced, knowing immediately that something was indeed wrong. Octavius would never have called me by my real name in front of others if there wasn’t. I focused on a group of praetorians heading my way, with the two in the center carrying Gaius Octavius Thurinus between them so his feet didn’t touch the ground. I could see in the torchlight held by several soldiers that a litter with four slaves waited behind the group, with more riders milling about uncertainly behind them. No one would meet my eyes, all looking grim-faced and uneasy.

“There! Didn’t I tell you that the Lion would be here?” Octavius demanded in an odd, lilting voice, looking first to the man to his left, then to his right. “And you both said I was making it up!” He suddenly laughed, the sound more a strangled squawk than anything as his head lolled back and forth on his neck like a straw doll’s. “I think my mother is calling me, Luan. Can you hear her, old friend? She’s singing now. Oh, how I love that song.”

Octavius began to sing then, a garbled mess of nonsensical words as I motioned to my tent. “Put him inside,” I ordered the praetorians. “On my cot.”

The soldiers did as ordered, and I could feel my heart pounding in my chest with apprehension as Piso and I shared a worried look. “What in the name of Jupiter is wrong with him?” I asked.

The young tribune’s face went blank. “Why, I…I don’t know, sir.”

“Some would no doubt try to tell you that young Caesar is possessed by an evil spirit, Legate Agrippa. But don’t you believe it.”

I turned my gaze to a small, wizened old man with leathery skin and a shock of white hair that I hadn’t noticed among the much larger praetorians. “And who are you?”

The old man bowed his head. “Aesculapius Philo, Legate. I am Caesar’s personal physician.”

“You’re Greek?”

Philo smiled and bowed his head. “Since the day I was born and every day after, Legate.”

I nodded. Most, if not all, of the best physicians came from Greece. “And you know what’s causing this?” I demanded with a growl as if the little man was to blame for Octavius’ current condition.

If Philo was affected by my aggressiveness, he gave no sign of it, looking surprisingly spry for a man his age after what must have been a trying march. “I believe so, yes, Legate. But knowing the root cause of a particular affliction does not necessarily equate to being able to cure it, I am sad to report.”

“Is this from the dropsy?” I asked, though inside, I felt certain it wasn’t by the odd way my friend was behaving.

Philo shook his head. “No, Legate,” he said, confirming my suspicions. “It most assuredly is not. The swelling in his extremities continues unabated from that particular affliction, but unfortunately, this latest illness is something altogether different and far worse.”

I took a deep breath, rubbing a hand over my tired eyes as I thought about that while Philo and Piso waited patiently. Finally, I turned to the tribune. “Find Vitruvius Maximus and send him to my tent,” I ordered. Vitruvius was one of my senior engineers and someone I knew that I could trust to get the building of the causeway underway while I attended to Octavius.

“Very good, sir,” Piso said, saluting before striding briskly away. I motioned to a centurion waiting nearby. “Find a billet for Caesar’s men and have their horses looked after.” I glanced at the litter and slaves. “And take care of those men as well. Food and water and whatever else they require.”

“It will be done, Legate,” the centurion said.

I pointed to Philo. “You, come with me.” I went back inside my tent, followed by the diminutive Greek. Octavius was lying on my cot, propped up by several cushions, while the two praetorians who’d carried him stood nearby, looking uncomfortable. Octavius continued to sing, though this time, I recognized the words to an old marching song dedicated to Mars. “You two wait outside,” I said to the praetorians.

“Luan!” Octavius cried out again when his eyes settled on me. “Come and sing with me!”

I glanced at the Greek. “Any idea why he is calling me that?” I asked to deflect away from the name. The physician would have no idea what it meant, of course, but if it ever got back to Lucius Vipsanius, I knew his suspicions from years ago would likely return two-fold.

“No, Legate,” Philo replied. He shrugged his narrow shoulders. “I apologize, but Caesar’s mind is not his own at times like this, and he gets easily confused. I imagine he thinks you are someone else.”

I nodded and sat, satisfied that I’d dealt with the awkward Luan moment the best I could under the circumstances. I took one of Octavius’ hands in mine, which I noticed was unnaturally swollen, with the skin an odd yellowish color that felt cold and clammy. My friend smiled dreamily at me, humming to himself with his eyes blank and unfocused. I was surprised to see that the whites of his eyes had a yellow tinge to them as well. “How long has this been going on?” I asked the Greek.

“A week now, Legate. It comes and goes.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. “So, he’s not like this all the time?” Octavius started whistling while he twirled several stands of his long hair with his fingers, staring up at the ceiling. Drool rolled out from one side of his mouth and down his beard, but he seemed unaware of it.

“That is correct, Legate,” the Greek responded with a sigh. “Caesar’s mind is clear at times, and he appears mostly normal, but he almost always reverts back to this hallucinogenic state after a few hours. It was during one of these moments of clarity that he decided to march east against my advice, insisting that he didn’t want to miss the battle.”

“Ah,” I said, understanding immediately. Octavius knew if Marcus Antonius won at Philippi without him, the older man would be basking in glory and prestige upon his return to Rome, leaving my friend forever stuck in his shadow. “You said you know what causes this,” I said to the Greek, more statement than question.

“I told you that I believe I do, Legate,” the physician replied cautiously. “Although, to be fair, it’s just a theory of mine, and few of my peers agree.” I waited expectantly as Philo held up a finger. “Listen, Legate. Do you hear that?”

I cocked my head sideways, with even Octavius in his deluded state, pausing dramatically in his humming to listen. Finally, I shrugged. “I don’t hear anything.”

“That is because you are so used to the sound, Legate,” Philo said, “that it no longer exists for you.” He suddenly whirled and clapped his hands together loudly. I could only stare at the old man in open-mouthed astonishment, thinking he’d lost his mind like Octavius appeared to have. The physician glanced down at his hands, then turned back to me, beaming with satisfaction. He offered his palm to me, revealing the squashed body of a mosquito surrounded by a small smear of bright red blood. “This, Legate, is what I believe is the cause of Caesar’s ailment.”

I blinked in confusion. “A mosquito?” I grunted in disbelief, suddenly aware of the insects’ incessant droning all around me.

“Indeed, Legate,” Philo said, rubbing the remains from his hand onto his cloak. “I assume you have read the works of Marcus Terentius Varro?”

I nodded. Varro was a famous scholar and former Tribune of the People who had written extensively on almost every subject known to civilized man. Varro had sided with Gnaeus Pompey against Julius Caesar in their civil war, but after the Pompeian defeat at Pharsalus, Caesar had pardoned the scholar. But Marcus Antonius, being the vindictive man he was, had never forgiven Varro and had recently proscribed him, seizing his wealth and vast library, although Varro did manage to escape the death squads.

“Marcus Varro posited that minute creatures that we cannot see with the naked eye live near swamps and marshlands,” the Greek continued. “And it is these creatures who, upon entering the body through nose and mouth, cause diseases such as we are seeing now with young Caesar.”

I gaped at the old man. “But even if this were true, what does that have to do with mosquitos?”

Philo motioned to a nearby stool, suddenly looking his age as his weariness finally revealed itself. “May I sit, Legate? I am afraid my stamina is not what it once was.”

“Of course,” I said.

Philo drew the stool closer and lowered himself onto it, sighing in relief. “It is my firm belief that a stinging creature, such as the mosquito, could very possibly be harboring some of these minute creatures within their bodies. And, once they penetrate the skin of a man to draw blood, it is not much of a leap of the mind to think that they might quite possibly pass on these creatures into that said blood.”

I glanced at Octavius, who I saw had thankfully fallen asleep, then back to the physician. “Your theory is fascinating, though I have to admit it seems somewhat farfetched. I’ve never heard of such an idea before, and I’ve read the works of both Asclepiades of Bithynia and Dioscorides extensively.”

Philo shrugged. “Both incredibly distinguished physicians whom I have nothing but the utmost respect for, Legate. But history is resplendent with ideas that were once thought farfetched which later became undisputed truth.”

“A fair assessment of fact, honored sir,” I conceded. I heard a sudden high-pitched drone buzzing near my ear and slapped at it. How many times had I been bitten in the last hours, oblivious while I worked? I wondered. I swallowed, feeling suddenly nervous and apprehensive as I held the physician’s eyes. “And you believe that every mosquito carries these…these creatures that Marcus Varro described inside them somehow?”

Philo shook his head. “Certainly not, Legate. The mathematics of such a thing do not add up. Mosquitos are more numerous than blades of grass, more so near swamps and marshes. If each was a carrier, I expect every man under your command would either be sick by now or dead.”

“Dead?” I grunted in alarm. I glanced at Octavius, who was mumbling in his sleep, his forehead and cheeks flushed with sweat. “Do you mean to say that whatever has infected Caesar might ultimately kill him?”

The Greek blew air out of his nostrils in what I took to be frustration, crossing his arms over his narrow chest. “I am afraid that is an unfortunate but fairly accurate statement, Legate. Caesar’s symptoms are quite mild at the moment, all things considered. But in recent days, I must tell you that he has suffered from bouts of fever, profuse sweating, chills, vomiting, and diarrhea, not to mention hallucinations such as you have witnessed. I have seen this before many times, and while it’s true that most survive and recover fully, some do not. I suggest you prepare yourself for that possibility, much as I wish otherwise.”

“Gods,” I whispered, still holding Octavius’ hand. “Is there nothing we can do for him?”

“You can pray, Legate,” the Greek said sadly. “All you can do is pray.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The next few days were a whirlwind of activity, with me dividing my time equally between watching over Octavius and supervising the building site. Things were going better than I’d hoped with the latter, though not nearly as well for the former. Octavius’ condition would improve for several hours and then worsen again for no apparent reason, culminating in a terrifying bout of blood-filled vomiting the night before that had left my friend pale, shaking, and as weak as a newborn. I’d been terrified that I would lose Octavius then, but somehow he’d found the determination and strength to stay in this world. Now, it was the morning of the fourth day of construction, and I had barely slept the entire time, with the Greek and I taking turns hovering over Octavius’ bedside, doing what we could to comfort him. But, despite our combined efforts, nothing we did ever seemed to work and, just as Philo had warned me, it appeared that Octavius’ fate would be left up to the gods to decide. I could only hope and pray that they would show mercy and allow my friend to live.

I glanced up as something plopped in the water somewhere to my right, hidden by a veritable wall of reeds, bulrushes, sedges, and typha plants with their distinctive brown candlewick tips. I was standing with one foot on the head of the causeway where it rested on a compacted ramp of dirt built along the marshy shore, focusing my gaze down the length of the wooden path running eastward through a narrow gap in the reeds. A blackbird cawed harshly from the top of a bent bulrush ten feet away, turning its head to study me with dark, hooded eyes. I wondered if the bird’s presence was a sign from the gods and, if so, what it meant.

A man suddenly cleared his throat directly behind me to get my attention. “Legate Agrippa, sir?” I knew who it was without having to turn, and I groaned inwardly. The gods must be angry with me, I thought sourly. It’s the only explanation for why they foisted this fool upon me. “Forgive the intrusion, sir,” the man continued tentatively as if sensing my displeasure. “But I have a message from Marcus Antonius.”

I sighed in resignation and finally turned, automatically moving the young optio who’d just spoken to the side as several workers carrying a bundle of decking lowered it to the ground nearby. More of my men were tying ropes through predrilled holes that would be used to attach the decking to the slats, while others carried pilings, slats and the finished decking down the growing causeway in a steady stream. “What is it now?” I asked, not hiding my impatience. The optio’s name was Manius Cordius Scrofa, which seemed appropriate since his cognomen literally meant pig, which he closely resembled with his pudgy, upturned nose and beady eyes. Scrofa was one of Antonius’ men, sent here in theory to keep tabs on my progress, though I suspected his true purpose was to annoy me. Well, I have to say that it was working.

“My commander wishes to know if the project will be completed by nightfall, sir.”

“Is your commander hard of hearing?” I grunted.

Scrofa blinked in surprise. “Why no, sir. Not that I am aware of.”

I glared at the young optio, tired of the games. “Are you then, by chance?”

Scrofa shook his head, looking suddenly pensive. “No, sir.”

“So, when I told you earlier this morning that we would not be finished for at least another full day, did you misunderstand my meaning?”

“No, sir, I did not.”

“And did you relay this message to Marcus Antonius like I told you to?”

“I did, sir.”

“Then why, in the name of the gods, are you bothering me with the same question yet again only a few hours later? Are you intent on having my sword shoved up your arse to tickle your innards? Is that it?”

Scrofa’s feature grew pale at my threat, and he lowered his eyes while licking his lips nervously. “I am sorry, sir. I was just following orders.”

I crossed my arms over my chest armor, perking up with interest as an idea came to me. I’d had just about enough of this optio interfering with my work, deciding it was time to be rid of him for a while. I knew I could always have Catullus, the prefect of my bodyguards, whip Scrofa for some trivial reason and then confine him to his quarters for a time, but somehow I doubted Marcus Antonius would take kindly to it. No, I needed something a little less obvious. “So, you follow orders then?” I asked with a predatory smile. “Consider yourself a good and proper soldier, do you?”

Scrofa nodded enthusiastically. “Oh yes, sir. Absolutely, sir.”

“I’m pleased to hear you say that,” I said, still smiling. The daft bastard even had the nerve to smile back at me shyly. “Are you a strong swimmer, Optio?” I asked.

Scrofa’s eyes shifted sideways in confusion at the unexpected question before refocusing on me. I noticed for the first time how pale blue his irises were, almost grey. I found it a little unsettling. “Why, as a matter of fact, yes, I am, sir. I’ve been swimming since I was a boy growing up in Umbria.”

“Lake Trasimeno?” I asked in a friendly way.

“Indeed, sir. Wonderful country.”

I nodded, satisfied. “That’s good.” I gestured to the wooden pathway with its matching walls of tall reeds towering over it to either side. “Then this is what I want you to do. Go to the end of the causeway, and when you get there, take off your armor and clothes.”

“My armor, sir?” the optio muttered. “My clothes? You want me to take them off?”

“My, but you certainly are a sharp one,” I grunted sarcastically, my friendliness gone now. “Yes, Optio, you are to take them off. Everything.  And when you have done so, I want you to jump in the water.”

I realized many of the workers had paused to listen to our conversation in anticipation of what was coming, with muted whispers and snickering rising around us. I could hardly blame my men for it since none were overly fond of Optio Scrofa either, who we’d all quickly learned had an uncanny ability to always be in the way and say the wrong things at the wrong time.

“I don’t understand, sir,” Scrofa managed to mumble, looking miserable now.

“Is that supposed to concern me?” I growled. “Do you believe you are in a position where understanding the reasons behind an order I have just given is required?”

“Why no, sir. Of course not, sir.”

“Do you question my right to give such an order to you, Optio?”

“Absolutely not, sir!”

I nodded in satisfaction. “Outstanding answer, soldier! I am impressed. So, now that we have that settled, once you are in the water, I want you to strike out to the north. There have been reports of some unusual activity around the enemy camp near the shore lately, and I am tasking you with finding out what they are doing. This is very important, and I can’t think of anyone better suited to do it. I know you won’t let me down.”

Scrofa swallowed loudly, and I almost burst out laughing at the pathetic expression on his face. “But, that’s almost a mile away, sir, through a maze of—”

“I am aware of that,” I said, cutting the optio off. “But you said yourself that you are a strong swimmer, which gives me faith that you can persevere. Besides, if you get tired, you can always cling to some reeds or the like to catch your breath. Just don’t let the sentries on the southernmost watchtower see you.” I pointed again to the east, this time more forcefully. “Now get going. I want your report by midday at the latest.”

Scrofa hesitated for the briefest of moments, and I thought he might protest further, but then his shoulders sagged in defeat and he nodded, saluting me before making his way cautiously onto the causeway. My workers finally gave in after he’d taken a dozen creaking steps, bursting into laughter. I glanced at the closest grinning man and crooked a finger at him.

“Yes, sir?”

“Keep an eye on the young fool, Helva. I doubt the boy will manage to get very far. I just want him out of my hair for a time.”

“Don’t we all, sir,” Helva said with a chuckle and a roll of his eyes. “Consider it done.”

I spent the next several hours supervising the ongoing work, walking up and down our lengthening causeway so many times that my feet and back began to ache. I had forgotten about Optio Scrofa and the mission I’d given him almost from the moment I’d sent him on it. So, it was something of a surprise when he reappeared through the reeds in front of us at the end of the causeway just as my engineers and I were discussing the best way to circumvent a massive rock embedded in the mud of the marsh bed directly in our path.

“Legate Agrippa,” Scrofa said in relief when he laid eyes on me. “Thank the gods.”

I frowned, crouching on the planks as the naked young man swam over to me. I noticed his hair and face were covered in mud, with a nasty cut oozing a trail of blood on his right shoulder. “Where have you been, lad?” I asked gruffly, trying not to show my surprise or let on that I’d forgotten about him.

Scrofa clung to the piling nearest me, looking up. “Why, following orders, sir. Scouting the enemy’s position.”

“Ah,” I said, impressed despite myself. Maybe there was more to this young man than I’d given him credit for. “And what did you learn?”

“Nothing good, sir,” the optio answered with a wet shake of his head. “They’ve begun building a palisade wall along the southern bank of the marsh, matching our line. They must know that we are here somehow.”

I felt my lower jaw drop open, sharing a worried look with my chief engineer, Maximus. I hadn’t actually believed anything was going on to the north. I’d just needed a reason to be rid of Scrofa. Had the gods just forewarned me of coming trouble? I wondered. Or were they simply thumbing their noses at me and having a good laugh at my expense? “How far along are they on this wall?” I asked Scrofa, trying to keep the growing dread I was feeling from sounding in my voice.

“It’s more than half our length already, sir. They’ll likely be caught up in a few hours or so at the pace they are moving.” He hesitated. “There is one more thing, sir. They seem to be taking great pains to remain silent as they work, much like we are.”

I groaned at the news as I glanced at Maximus. “How far do we still have to go before we can make the turn?”

The engineer withdrew a small tablet from a leather case on his hip, opened it, and studied the figures inside carefully. “By my calculations, sir, at least another thirteen hundred feet,” he finally answered.

I grimaced, reviewing the maps I’d seen of the area in my head. I’d decided on building the causeway exactly a mile long simply because that length would draw me even with a monstrous hummock rising above the marsh to the north of us, connected to the shore by a land bridge. The hummock would help conceal our troops’ approach, with the land bridge perfect for ferrying them quickly and efficiently behind Cassius’ fortifications. The plan had seemed foolproof when I’d drawn it up, but now, in one fell swoop, it was looking more and more likely that all my preparations were about to have been done in vain.

I reached down, offering my hand to the Scrofa, thinking it was the least that I could do after what I’d put him through. I hauled the naked optio up onto the decking, careful not to slip in the narrow confines as water sluiced off his body, splashing against the planks and drenching my legs and sandals. “Where are your clothes and armor?” I asked.

Scrofa motioned to the west. “One of the men took everything to the shore, sir.”

“Very good,” I said. “Get yourself dressed and have something to eat and a mug of wine to wash it down. You’ve earned it, lad. You can be sure I’ll write up a letter of commendation for your efforts here today.”

“Thank you, sir,” the still dripping optio said, looking surprised by my praise. “I…I appreciate your faith in me.”

“Now what, sir?” Maximus asked after Scrofa had saluted me and then, beaming with pride, walked away bare arsed back down the causeway.

I exhaled loudly through my mouth. “Now we work double time, Vitruvius. All shifts, all night. There’s no need for stealth now. We need to reach our mark before those bastards cut us off.” I clapped the man on the shoulder. “But first, I need you to get us around this damn rock. I’ve got something else I need to do. I’ll be back as soon as possible.”

Maximus blinked in surprise as I spun on my heel and headed after Scrofa. “You’re leaving, sir? Now?”

“Someone has to inform Marcus Antonius about this new development,” I threw over my shoulder. “Something, Luan,” I added sarcastically to myself under my breath afterward, “that I doubt will go over very well with the bastard.”
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Marcus Antonius’ reaction to the news about Cassius’ defensive wall was just as predictable as it was explosive. “Four days, Agrippa!” the man railed at me. “Four days lost, and what do we have to show for it? Nothing but wasted resources and exhausted soldiers!” The big man glared at me, once again standing behind his map table in his command tent, though this time only Publius Canidius Crassus was in attendance, which I was grateful for. I had no desire to see Lucius Vipsanius nor the smug look I knew he would have for me when he heard the news.

“All is not lost, sir,” I said, focusing on a spot three feet to the left of Antonius’ right shoulder. “We can still get there before they do.”

“And then what?” Antonius snapped. “Do you think Gaius Cassius won’t be waiting for us with his legions? That land bridge of yours is narrow, and once he realizes that is where you are aiming for—if he hasn’t already—he’ll just hem in our men and pick them off one by one.” Antonius glared at me, his chest rising and falling rapidly in anger.

“I can still make this work,” I replied stubbornly. “All we need is a little more time.”

“Time?” Antonius snapped incredulously as his features turned a dangerous red shade mixed with purple. “You dare ask me for more time!” Antonius was holding a wax tablet in his right hand, and he suddenly flung it at me without warning. I didn’t flinch as the tablet cracked against my chest armor harmlessly and spun away. “You’ve failed me, Agrippa. I should have known better than to trust a man like you. Get out of my sight!”

I hesitated, glancing at Crassus, who gave me a sympathetic look. “Do you wish me to continue working on the causeway or abandon the effort, sir?” I asked in a steady voice, still not looking at the man.

“I don’t care what you do from here on in, Agrippa,” Antonius growled. “You can go and bugger a goat if you want, just so long as I don’t have to look at your ugly face anymore or listen to your worthless ideas.”

I bowed my head in acceptance and saluted, then spun on my heel and strode out of the tent with my shoulders and back held straight, trying to contain my own anger at being humiliated in such a fashion. I put on my helmet in silence and mounted my horse, aware of the stares I was getting from those outside Antonius’ tent. The canvas walls were thin, after all, and it was clear that word of my apparent failure was already making the rounds. We’d see about that, I thought determinedly as I kicked my heels into the spotted mare’s sides a little rougher than warranted, heading for my camp to check on Octavius.

“That look doesn’t bode well,” my friend said the moment I swept into my tent, still fuming.

Octavius was sitting up in bed, looking better than I’d seen him in a while, and because of it, I felt my anger instantly dissipate, replaced with an all-encompassing relief. “How are you?” I asked, kneeling by the cot.

“Why don’t you ask that question of Aesculapius?” Octavius responded with a grimace. “For getting the answer to that has proven harder than wrestling with a mud-slick pig.” My friend’s eyes seemed a little brighter and clearer, I thought, although his skin remained as tight as a drum over the sharp bones of his face, not to mention as pale as a corpse’s.

I glanced at the physician sitting at a table a half dozen paces away reading. “I believe, the gods be thanked, that the danger to Caesar has passed, Legate,” Philo said in answer to my look. “The vomiting has ceased completely, and the span between his hallucinogenic episodes has broadened considerably.”

“So, he’s cured?” I asked hopefully.

“Of course I am, Agrippa,” Octavius cut in with a laugh. “I’m as good as I ever was.”

“Perhaps a slight exaggeration, Caesar,” the physician stated with a frown.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Octavius muttered, looking annoyed. “You told me the worst was over.”

“I said I believed the worst has come and gone,” the old man replied. “Which is not necessarily the same. The mind is a strange and complex thing, Casaer. Until I am satisfied that the hallucinations have stopped in their entirety, I hesitate to make a judgment on your overall health.”

“Humph,” Octavius grunted. He looked at me while hooking a thumb toward the physician. “You see. His answers are always wrapped in riddles, half-truths, and shadowed nuances. He’s even worse than my dear mother. Always holding my hand like I am a helpless child. Remember when Atia wouldn’t let me go to Africa and fight alongside my father, Agrippa? I was perfectly fine then, just as I am now.”

I snorted. “I’ve known you long enough to recognize when you are lying, Caesar. You were too sick to go to Africa, and everyone knew it. If not for Atia, you likely would have died there on the hot sands. She knew you weren’t ready, much like Aesculapius knows now that you need more time to recover before you can get back on your feet.”

Octavius studied me thoughtfully. “What’s eating at you, old friend. There’s something going on. You’ve got that look in your eye.”

“What look?” I protested innocently.

“The one where you’re thinking of choking the life from someone,” Octavius answered. He winked in sudden understanding, some of his old humor returning. “A certain someone named Marcus Antonius, if I was to guess.”

“Is it that obvious?” I asked with a resigned chuckle.

Octavius shrugged. “I know you as well as you know me. There are no secrets between us. What happened?”

I quickly informed Octavius about the offsetting wall Cassius was building along the shore of the marsh to counter my causeway. When I was done, he shook his head. “It was a good plan, and you and your men did everything right. It must have just been bad luck that Cassius found out about you.”

“Unless someone told him,” I grunted. “Why else was he being so quiet in the task?”

Octavius frowned, looking uneasy at the thought. “You can’t possibly think Antonius would sabotage you like that?” he finally said. “To what end?”

I shook my head. “No, not him. Marcus Antonius and I have our differences, but he immediately saw the possibilities in what I proposed and readily agreed. Antonius may be an ass, but he is here to win. Which means I doubt he’d let our dislike for each other get in the way of a potential victory. No, it wasn’t him.”

“Then who?” Octavius asked. I just held his eyes, not saying anything until my friend eventually nodded. “Ah, you suspect it might have been Lucius Vipsanius.”

“It does make a certain kind of sense,” I replied. “Lucius hates me, and I could tell he was jealous that Antonius actually listened to my plan. If I succeeded in the marshes and our forces managed to defeat Cassius because of it, Lucius knew I would gain a great deal of glory. The very thought of such a thing occurring must have been tearing him up inside. So, what better way to ensure that didn’t happen than to undermine my efforts like this?”

Octavius sighed, looking suddenly tired again. “So, if that’s true, what are you going to do about it, old friend?”

I stood. “For now, I’m going back to the marshes to finish what I started. I’ll worry about Lucius Vipsanius later once we’ve won this thing.”

But I never did get a chance to finish the causeway, because an hour later, a still-infuriated Marcus Antonius assembled his forces and attacked without warning. It was the third day of October and, like it or not, the first of two battles that would be fought at Philippi had officially begun.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

It was just after midday when I returned to the marsh after parting ways with Octavius. I was discussing the ongoing project with Maximus and several others along the shore, deciding on the best way to speed up the work, when I first heard my lookout in the hills blow his horn in warning, followed by the unmistakeable rumble of marching feet and cries coming from the northwest. The land around the marsh where we stood was sunken inward like a bowl, with a disjointed series of grassy knolls and ridges running westward that hid the open plains from our view, broken only by the river passing through a narrow valley between two hills half a mile away. The land around the marsh had originally been thick with cloying mud that stuck to anything it touched and tickled my nose with its heady smell, but I’d had it covered in a bed of reeds six inches thick for a hundred paces in both directions to make our work easier.

“Are we under attack?” the youngest amongst us asked, unable to hide his nervousness as the horns and clamor grew louder, amplified by the mountains to the north and cliffs to the northeast. The boy’s name was Decimus, who was seventeen and working under Maximus’ tutelage as an immune—someone with specialized skills normally exempt from regular soldier duties.

“More like the other way around by the sounds of those horn blasts,” Maximus grunted, giving me a knowing look.

Vitruvius Maximus had once been a centurion in the Tenth Legion, but his skills as an engineer were so highly sought after that he’d forgone the rank in favor of the greater freedoms being a prized immune offered. Maximus had seen more than fifty summers come and go, as evidenced by the deep creases on his face and the grey in his hair, and he’d fought alongside such noteworthy men as Lucius Sulla, Gnaeus Pompey, and Julius Caesar at different times in his storied career. Some among the legions considered Maximus too old to still be soldiering, though none dared say that to his face.

I knew the day Vitruvius Maximus stopped marching with the legions would be the day of his death, and I wondered if maybe that time had come as the horns continued to blow, feeling a sense of foreboding that I tried to shake off. I couldn’t see what was happening on the far side of the hills any more than the others could, of course. But it was obvious to me by the sounds that Antonius’ patience had finally come to an end and that the battle both sides had been anticipating for weeks had arrived. But without proper preparation and coordination from our side, I could only guess what the cost of that impatience might be.

I mentally cursed Antonius and his headstrong ways for not warning me or Octavius of his intentions beforehand, even as I gave the order to my men to drop whatever they were doing and take up their weapons. My causeway had just become obsolete, and all our hard work wasted because of one man’s hot temper and recklessness. But for all that, I knew this wasn’t the time for condemnation and laying blame, even though Antonius’ rash move had likely just committed our forces to a frontal assault on two strategically sound, heavily fortified positions—something that Cassius and Brutus had been hoping and praying would happen. The fact that Antonius hadn’t sent a messenger to inform me personally of his plans, while infuriating and not surprising, did not change what my course of action had to be, regardless of my feelings for the man.

“Follow after me as quick as you can,” I grunted to the others. I pointed northwest toward a wide, flat ridge covered with heather shrubs and dominated by a massive boulder to one side that I always thought looked vaguely like an elephant’s head and back. I had roughly half a cohort working on the causeway—nearly two hundred and forty men—though many were specialized workers from different legions, and I wasn’t sure how effective they would be working as a unit in combat. “We’ll form our lines up there. Maximus, you will act as my pilus prior.”

I didn’t wait for an answer, running several dozen steps to where my spotted mare was grazing nearby, watched closely by a male slave who wouldn’t meet my eyes. I ignored the man and swung into the saddle, wheeling the mare around while kicking the heels of my hobnailed sandals against her sides. I headed at breakneck speed along a winding, beaten trail that followed the base of the hills and ridges that eventually led to a small bridge that spanned the river. Behind me, my personal guard of twenty spear-wielding praetorians followed at a trot on foot as best they could. I hadn’t seen the need for the praetorians to bring their horses along when we’d left that morning, thinking they would just be a nuisance and a distraction. But now I was regretting the decision, aware that if we came up against calvary we would be in trouble.

I gave the mare her head until we reached the base of the ridge I’d selected, which would give me an unobstructed view of the plains and the opposing fortresses belonging to Antonius and Cassius once I reached the top. I needed to see exactly what was happening before making any further decisions. I yanked hard on the reins to the right, urging the mare up the steep rocky incline while continuing to kick my heels against her flanks and shouting encouragement to her. The mare was a game one, and once we reached the crest of the ridge, I reined her in as clouds of voluminous dust kicked up by an army on the march below enveloped us, pushed along by a steady breeze coming from the mountains. I coughed several times while the mare snapped her head up and down repeatedly and whinnied as if eager to keep going.  

I held the horse in check as she fought the bit, appreciating her enthusiasm but in no mood for disobedience as I waved to my lookout on the next hill over, indicating that he should join me. I focused on the plains below. Antonius’ legions—eleven strong flanked by cavalry on either side—had already breached the river and were marching steadily up the steep grade leading to Cassius’ palisade wall that stretched south to the marsh's edge. I could see nothing further north with all the swirling dust and debris, wondering how Octavius and his nine legions had reacted to the unexpected attack. Both of our armies had been arrayed in battle formation outside our walls all morning as usual, trying to entice Brutus and Cassius to come out and fight just as they had done every other day without success since we’d arrived at Philippi. Had Octavius seized the moment and attacked Brutus’ camp in unison with Antonius? Or had he waited, forcing Marcus Brutus to either stay behind the safety of his walls or go to Cassius’ aid? I had no idea. 

Strident horns and hoarse shouts sounded urgently from along the enemy’s walls, where I could see the wink of metal helmets glinting in the sunlight whenever a break appeared in the shifting dust clouds. I could well imagine the scene inside Cassius’ camp as men answered the call to arms, pouring outward from tents like thousands of angry ants with weapons drawn. I thought bitterly that Antonius might have just bitten off more than the rest of us could chew.

My eyes were already stinging and itching from the dust as I cleared my throat before sending a brownish glob of spit spinning to the ground, while behind me the first of my praetorians finally arrived. Their leader was a scarred veteran prefect named Catullus, and he nodded to me, looking fresh and ready for just about anything despite his lengthy run followed by a sprint up the ridge.

“We’ll form into three centuries right here,” I said down to the prefect, gesturing to the flat section of granite in front of the mare. “You will act as my Second Centurion behind Maximus, and your men will fill the first ranks. I’ll leave it up to you to pick a man you trust to command the final century.” I pointed at the veteran. “Just remember that you answer to Vitruvius Maximus for now, who in turn will answer to me.”

“I understand, sir,” Catullus grunted, saluting before barking orders at his praetorians, while behind the bodyguards, more and more of my immunes appeared over the crest of the ridge.

I rode the spotted mare out of the way of my men, guiding her to the farthest edge of the northeast-facing slope to scout out the best way down. I was pleased to see the terrain was not nearly as steep on this side of the ridge as the opposite, though there were a few rocky protrusions and rain-washed gulleys that would need to be avoided. Satisfied, I tried not to show my impatience as Catullus and Maximus, along with the other designated centurion, cursed and shouted, forming the men into three blocks of roughly eighty-man units. Normally, each rank in a century—what was known as a contubernium—spent almost every moment of their military lives training together and sleeping in the same tent, and because of it, they knew each other intimately and would have quickly formed battle lines without thinking. But that wasn’t the case here, and it took what seemed like an immeasurably long time for the men to organize themselves into something vaguely resembling proper form. I thought back to my own training with Octavius, knowing what would have happened to us then had we been so disorganized as these immunes were.

And so I waited, trying not to grind my teeth in frustration as I watched while Antonius’ forces—carrying scaling ladders and tools—swept toward Cassius’ defenses, with the bulk of the attackers aiming for a relatively smooth and flat plateau of caprock a quarter mile north of the marshes at the base of the wall. But to get to that area, I realized they would first have to navigate up a steep slope covered in slick grass, bushes, boulders, and loose shale, all while a host of arrows, darts, lead shot, and javelins rained down on them with impunity from the walls and watchtowers.

“Damn that impertinent fool,” I muttered to myself, shaking my head. Dust continued to swirl as thick as smoke from the movement of so many men and horses, making it difficult to know exactly what was happening. But though I couldn’t see as much as I would have liked, I had no problems making out the screams of the wounded and dying as the attackers came in range of the enemy projectiles, which told me everything that I needed to know.

“Sir.”

I glanced over my shoulder at Maximus, who lifted his sword. “Ready at your command, Legate.”

I nodded, about to call the advance, when I suddenly hesitated, some instinct telling me to wait, that I was missing something. I lifted a hand to stay my men even as I focused back on the battle below. The wind slowly shifted to the west as I watched, clearing a wide swathe of dust away from Cassius’ heavily defended walls, reminding me of a very important feature of the terrain I’d overlooked. While no one could fault Antonius’ men for their courage or eagerness, I realized they were heading for trouble, for I remembered the rocky plateau that was their goal could only be accessed through a narrow gorge leading up to a second slope, all of which worked as a natural funnel, helping to impede their vast numbers.

Cassius had clearly realized Antonius’ intent, and like the savvy commander that he was, he’d shifted most of his reinforcements to this vulnerable section of his wall. Hundreds of javelins, darts, lead bullets, and stones continued to rain down on the vanguard of Antonius’ men for every foot upward that they gained, with the legionnaires forced to move forward along the gorge at a snail’s pace in a tortoise formation under protection of their shields. But things were about to get worse, I realized with growing dread. For not only did the attackers have to deal with waves of endless projectiles, but the heads of more than sixty of the fearsome ballistas known as scorpios had suddenly appeared in the gaps in the walls and on the watchtowers as if conjured there by magic. None of our scouts had noticed the scorpios before, and the only explanation I could think of was that the wily Cassius had deliberately hidden them from us until they were needed.

I groaned out loud when I realized that at least a dozen of the deadly weapons were positioned directly overlooking the gorge, fully understanding the trap Cassius had set for Antonius. I had to admit that I was impressed by the man’s cunning and foresight, for each scorpio could fire three to four armor-piercing bolts every minute and, even if all their crews were suddenly struck blind and dumb, they couldn’t fail to miss the mass of men crammed into that narrow passage. A bloodbath was coming for Antonius’ legions, and there was nothing that I could do about it but watch helplessly.

“Sir?” Maximus called again.

I glanced behind me a second time at my waiting men, wondering what difference they could make in all of this, while down below the first barrage from the scorpios cracked in unison like the snapping of whips. Antonius’ forces were now faced with two choices besides outright panic and retreat; continue at their slow pace and take the brunt of the bolts, which could easily punch through the shields and armor of two or more men at a time as if they were made of papyrus, or forgo the relative protection of the tortoise formation and charge, leaving them vulnerable to not only the scorpios’ bolts but the projectiles that continued to fall on and around them like hail.

I didn’t like Antonius’ chances either way, knowing both options would result in devastating losses, and as the screams of the stricken intensified, I looked to the northeast at the swaying reeds and trees in the marsh, searching for inspiration. I knew having less than three hundred more men in that gorge would do little to help our cause since if Antonius couldn’t breach the walls with a hundred times that many, what good would my men be? But as I stared at the marsh, I realized there might be another way we could be useful—one that might turn this battle in our favor.

Coming to a decision, I wheeled the mare around, heading back to my men. “Maximus,” I said. “Our plans have changed. Send ten of your fastest runners back to the worksite to gather up torches, grappling hooks, pitch, and rope. The rest will follow me down the hill in formation. But once we get there, everyone will break into a trot toward the marshes. We’re going in.”

Maximus blinked at the unexpected news, his chiseled features beneath his helmet blank and unreadable. “Going in, sir? Into the water, you mean?”

“Yes,” I confirmed. I glanced at Catullus, who was frowning. “Cassius has scorpios positioned strategically all along the western ramparts, and he’s using them to great effect.” Maximus grimaced at that, well aware of the damage the weapons could do from his time in Gaul with Julius Caesar. “Once we are hidden from the enemy in the marsh, we’ll turn north and follow the shoreline to the southernmost tower dividing the old and new walls. If we can take that tower and hold it, we’ll be able to put pressure on the men defending the ramparts, which should divert some of the focus off Antonius and give him a chance.”

“I thought the water was too deep in the marsh for us to navigate on foot, sir?” Catullus said, looking uneasy with my plan. “Isn’t that why we were building the causeway to begin with?”

“You’re right,” I agreed. “It is too deep further out. The purpose of the causeway was to get in behind Cassius’ defenses and pressure his supply route, not attack them head-on where they are strongest. But things have changed. If we’d tried something like this before, Cassius’ lookouts in the tower would have seen us, and his legions would have been waiting. But now that he’s built another wall, I imagine Cassius thinks his left flank is secure, which means his defenders should all be focused on Antonius, not the marsh. As long as we stay close to the shoreline amongst the cover of the reeds, we should be fine.”

Maximus and Catullus shared a glance before the older man nodded his head. “I think it’s a fine plan with a high chance of success, sir,” the engineer said, his eyes lighting up with anticipation. Maximus loved a good fight. “Then into the water it is.”

I abandoned the mare once my men and I reached the shore of the marsh, slapping her on the haunches and sending her west before fighting my way through the suckling mud into the water. I’d become rather fond of the horse and could only hope that she would survive. I found the marsh bed wasn’t much better than the shore, with the oozing mud building up between my toes and the bottom of my feet where my skin met the leather soles of my sandals instantly turning slick, making my progress that much more difficult. I ventured deeper into the marsh, hacking at the reeds with my sword while heading steadily eastward. At one point, I found a floating tree limb, which I used as a sounding rod in my free hand to test the depth of the water ahead. Finally, when the surface reached my waist, and satisfied that we couldn’t be seen from the tower, I turned north, though the going remained treacherous and slower than I’d hoped. I glanced behind me several times as I fought my way through the reeds, mud, and multitudes of submerged logs and rocks, guessing by the expressions of my men that they were faring no better than I was.

A roiling cloud of rabid mosquitos, too numerous to count, buzzed constantly around my helmet and shoulders. And though I could feel them biting at my exposed arms and neck, I knew it was pointless to bother resisting, so I tried not to dwell on it and the disease they might be carrying. I thought about Octavius instead, wondering how he was faring and wishing I was by his side. Had my friend gathered enough strength to lead his men into battle, or had he delegated that responsibility to Quintus, Balbus, or Maecenas? I had no way of knowing.

The trek through the marsh seemed to last forever, with our progress constantly slowed by the need to cut our way through the thick reeds or traverse around monstrous tupelo trees with their odd, twisted roots that grew wildly above the waterline in all directions, reminding me of the writhing snakes of Medusa’s hair. I’d initially taken the lead in my enthusiasm, but Maximus had wisely sent men to relieve me, each carrying a sounding rod of their own and armed with a curved sword called a falx designed to deal with undergrowth.

I could still hear the cries of battle arising from the northwest as we progressed deeper into the marsh, but they were faint now, deflected away by the seemingly endless barrier of reeds, trees, and other plant life that towered over our heads. It was almost quiet enough where we were for me to believe that many of those men among Antonius’ legions that I called friends weren’t dying in droves in that treacherous gorge less than a mile away—almost.

I waded onward through the brownish water, staring at the back of the man in front of me, whose neck was slick with sweat and peppered with reddish welts from the bites of mosquitos and black flies. I had no doubt my own neck looked much the same. I glanced up, squinting at the burning sun overhead while cursing the gods for not sending clouds to hide the damn thing and offer us some form of relief. I thought suddenly of my time spent alone in the marshes at Forum Gallorum, having been forced to deal with the same overwhelming heat, the same reek of rotting vegetation, dead animals, and bog gases that turned the stomach, and the same never-ending songs of birds and drone of insects.

“Legate Agrippa, sir!” I heard the lead man suddenly hiss in warning under his breath. I’d been peering down when he called, concentrating on finding firmer footing before taking another step, even though I knew it was a wasted effort since the water was so muddied from our passage that nothing could be discerned below the surface. “I see the wall, sir.”

I motioned to the man in front of me to move aside, brushing past him and several others until I’d reached the soldier who had called out.

“There, sir,” the man whispered, parting a patch of reeds with his falx. “You can see the base of the wall at the top of a grade about two hundred paces directly ahead.”

I said nothing, waiting for the man to give me room before peering intently through the reeds at an open expanse of shallow, brackish water leading to a steep slope dominated by bright green, knee-high ferns. I was pleased to see a massive oak tree rose to my left, blocking any view of the watchtower and, conversely, their view of us. I could see little of the palisade itself at the top of the grade other than a foot or so at the base of the heavy timber pales. I grimaced, guessing the ground beneath the ferns would likely be wet and slippery, though I doubted we’d find the going better elsewhere. I tried to estimate how far the watchtower was from our position, thinking it could be no more than a hundred feet or so.

I patted the soldier on the shoulder in thanks, then made my way back to Maximus. “Bring up the ropes and hooks,” I told the older man. “We’ll go over right here.” Maximus merely nodded, sweat dripping from his helmet in a steady stream as he made a gesture to one of the soldiers down the line behind him. “Keep the men with torches and bags of pitch back until the end. I don’t want to lose them,” I added. I glanced past the engineer, focusing on Catullus. “Maximus will go over first with forty men to secure a foothold on the ramparts. Once that’s done, twenty more will follow me and attack the tower. The rest will go with you and your praetorians into the compound. Make sure you fire all the tents and any buildings. The more smoke and confusion you can cause, the better.”

“Understood, sir,” Catullus said in a determined voice.

“Good luck,” I added to the two men. “And may the gods watch over all of our backs.”

It took only a few minutes for the bulk of my men to make it to the open water, and as we milled around in the muck and slime near the base of the fern-covered slope hidden behind the oak, I stared anxiously upwards at the wall, praying the sentries had left their posts to join their brothers in the defense of the western wall. I was relieved to see the merlons at the top were all cut flat, not pointed, which would have made our task that much more difficult. I could hear the sounds and screams of the battle much clearer now, and all I could do was hope that what we were attempting would succeed and help to make a difference.

Ten men stepped forward in a line at a nod from me, each placing his left foot on the slick slope in front of him while bracing his back foot in the water. Maximus stood to their left, one hand raised as the ropes in the soldiers’ hands began to twirl in unison, with the grappling hooks tied to the ends humming from the momentum and air resistance. Maximus chopped his hand down after about five revolutions, sending ten hooks sailing upwards through the air. Each hook arched over the merlons and disappeared, clunking loudly against the heavy wood on the other side. I inadvertently winced at the noise as my men retracted the ropes until they were secure.

“Go!” I hissed.

Maximus was the first to move, grabbing the nearest rope and using it to drag himself up the slope to the base of the wall before he began to climb upward hand over hand, making it look effortless. More men followed the engineer’s lead all down the line, each reaching the top of the wall and flipping over it to the ramparts on the other side in a clatter of weapons and armor. I waited as more of my men followed, holding my breath, but there were no cries of alarm. Those who’d already made it safely began leaning over the walls, holding out their hands eagerly as shields and spears were thrown up to them.

“So far, so good, sir,” Catullus said from beside me as more and more men clambered up and over the wall. The prefect grinned. “Ready to have some fun, Legate?”

“Damn right, I am,” I grunted.

I moved forward, taking a firm grip on the rope offered to me, then hauled myself up the muddy slope already torn up from the passage of so many men. I hung onto the rope with one hand when I reached the base of the wall, then leaped upwards, grasping it higher up with the other as I began working my way steadily upwards, with my body swinging back and forth from the effort. I was halfway up the wall when I heard shouts of surprise and the clang of weapons coming from above me—the enemy had finally noticed us. I reached the top of the wall, letting go of the rope with my left hand to wrap my arm over the top of the battlements, then dragged myself over the lip, twisting over the merlons to land on my feet on the dirt rampart. I immediately drew my sword and then hesitated. Maximus and his men were engaged with the enemy all along the ramparts, with more of Cassius’ men rushing our way across the compound below.

I looked down over the wall at Catullus, who was still waiting for his turn on the ropes. “Hurry up,” I shouted to him. “We have a lot of company up here.”

That’s all I had time to say, some instinct making me turn just in time as a growling defender swung his sword for my head, with the blade brushing the crest of my helmet. I kicked out without thinking, catching the man in the chest with the heel of my sandal, sending him reeling backward off the rampart with a cry of dismay. A second man appeared before me, this one crouched low behind his shield. I glanced around, then stooped to pick up a shield from a fallen soldier. I wasn’t sure if he was one of mine or theirs. The legionnaire suddenly rushed at me and I braced myself for the impact, with shield crashing against shield. The man pushed back against me hard and then suddenly disengaged, twisting in a circle and sweeping his gladius low for my groin. It was a move I’d been expecting, and I easily deflected his blade away with a clang of steel on steel.

I almost grinned at the look of disappointment on the man’s face as I pressed forward, using my greater size and strength to push him backward until, finally, he stumbled against a body lying prone behind him on the dirt. I darted in as the off-balance soldier’s shield dropped, slashing sideways with my blade just below his neck guard. The man grunted in surprise, his eyes opening wide as bright red blood fountained out from his neck in a thick stream before his legs wobbled, and he fell with a clatter to the ground.

I didn’t take any time to enjoy my victory, calling for my men to rally around me as I headed at a lope toward the west and the wooden watchtower rising thirty feet above our heads in the distance. I could see soldiers on the upper platform—at least ten of them lobbing javelins down at my forces. But I was relieved to note that the passageway underneath the tower leading to the western ramparts was free of the enemy for the moment. I doubted that would last much longer. Something sizzled past my cheek, and I heard one of my men behind me gasp and stumble as the javelin that had just missed me buried itself in his upper thigh. He paused long enough to chop contemptuously at the haft with his sword, cursing all the while before hobbling after us. I nodded in approval, using my shield to protect my upper body as more missiles rained down on us as we drew closer. I finally made it to the relative safety beneath the watchtower unscathed, with the heavy planks above my head affording me cover from the enemy for the moment. Now came the hard part.

A ladder made from sturdy poplar saplings stood in front of me, leading upwards before passing through a rectangular opening in the planking above to give access to the watchtower’s lower platform. I cautiously moved closer and looked up, not surprised to see a soldier standing at the top with a javelin cocked over his shoulder. He stiffened at the sight of me, and I hurriedly stepped back just in time as the missile he threw bounced off the dirt floor near my feet, bending the head at an acute angle before skittering away.

“May I have the honor, sir?” one of my immunes asked, lifting an identical javelin he held for emphasis.

I realized it was Maximus’ apprentice, Decimus, and I nodded permission to the grinning boy, moving to the side to give him room. Decimus darted forward eagerly, quick as a cat, to the ladder's base, where he planted his feet wide, leaned back, and then hurled his javelin upward with an explosive grunt. A startled, strangled scream sounded from above, and we all cheered, which was tainted a moment later when an answering missile came hissing downward to catch Decimus in the left eye, killing him instantly. I roared in outrage, furious at the unexpected death of the boy as I sheathed my sword and began climbing the ladder with one hand while protecting my head and shoulders with my shield with the other. In hindsight, it was an incredibly rash thing to do, and I can’t imagine how I managed to make it up that ladder unscathed. But though my shield bucked and shook from the impact of several more missiles, the gods kept me safe, and nothing got past it.

I made it to the top of the ladder, spitting out profanities like a Gaulish whore who’d just been cheated as I leaped onto the platform, laying about me with my shield in a vicious arc. Three men were facing me in the narrow confines, all of whom automatically retreated, caught by surprise by my ferocity. Why they hadn’t thought to attack me all at once is something of a mystery that I still find odd to this day. If they had, I doubt I would be writing this narrative now. But whatever the reason for their hesitation, it gave me the time I needed to draw my sword. I crouched and then feinted toward the man on my left, who was armed with a gladius like mine. Our blades met, screeching together down the length before I disengaged and pulled back, using my shield to block an attack with a spear from the man directly in front of me.

I could hear some of my soldiers clamoring urgently up the ladder behind me, and I smiled at my opponents over my shield. “My name is Marcus Agrippa, and if you lay down your arms, I promise you your lives. I have half a cohort behind me itching for blood, so I suggest you choose wisely and quickly.”

The three men hesitated, sharing looks as more and more of my immunes reached the platform, many carrying spears, which they lowered threateningly as they spread out. A man’s body lay to one side of the platform in a pool of blood in the fetal position, still with Decimus’ javelin embedded in his stomach.

“You swear by the gods you will show mercy, sir?” the man in the center facing me finally asked. He was almost as tall as me, with a long nose weeping blood down the bridge and dark brown eyes.

“I do,” I replied firmly. “You have the word of a legate.” The soldier with the long nose nodded, then tossed his spear to the floor, with the other two emulating him with their weapons. “Get them out of here,” I ordered one of my immunes. “Make sure nothing happens to them.”

“Yes, sir.”

“That was rather foolish of you, Legate,” a voice I knew well said from behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder at Maximus, who stood at the top of the ladder. “I thought I told you to stay below and secure the ramparts?” I said to the older man.

“Which I have done, sir,” Maximus replied, moving out of the way. “But having just witnessed what can only be described as your overwhelming desire to leave this life in favor of the Elysian Fields, I thought it might be prudent of me to watch over you for a time.”

I snorted. “I’m still here, aren’t I?”

“Yes, you are, sir,” Maximus agreed as he came to stand beside me with his features unreadable. “And the gods be thanked for that.” He gestured to a second, shorter ladder that led up to the top platform. “But if it’s all the same to you, sir, I’d rather not tempt the gods any further. I think it’s someone else’s turn to go up this time.”

“Perhaps that won’t be necessary,” I grunted. I signaled for silence, waiting for the murmuring of my men and clatter of armor and weapons to cease before I lifted my head toward the ceiling, cupping my hands around my mouth. “Legionnaires,” I called out. “You have fought bravely, and I commend you. But the time for fighting is over. Lay down your arms as your brothers here have just done, and I guarantee your lives as I have theirs.” I waited but heard nothing from above. I glanced at Maximus, who just shrugged. “What is your answer?” I finally shouted. “Will you choose life? Or will it be death and widowship for your wives?”

“Death, you effeminate, arse-sniffing dog humper!” a voice screamed in defiance from above.

I sighed. “Then so be it,” I muttered under my breath before indicating that my men should go up.

My immunes cheered to a man, each trying to get to the ladder first, ecstatic to finally be allowed to wreak vengeance on those who’d had a hand in Decimus’ death. Cassius’ legionnaires fought bravely and honorably, I had to give them that, but they were few, and the outcome was never really in doubt from the onset. My primary goal of seizing the tower had just been realized—but the battle was far from over, for there was still a great deal of work to do before this day was done.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The view from the top of the watchtower offered me both good and bad news. The good news was Catullus had done his job admirably, firing the tents and few buildings below as instructed, sending clouds of roiling black smoke drifting across the compound. But despite our best efforts to disrupt Cassius’ forces, the bad news was they hadn’t panicked at having an unexpected enemy at their rear and had instead calmly shifted reinforcements to deal with Catullus. I would learn later that one of Cassius’ centurions had deduced that we were only a small force, sent to do exactly what I’d hoped for—cause a distraction—and thus could be easily handled. The centurion’s correct assessment had quickly made the rounds, allowing the defenders on the walls to remain wholly focused on Marcus Antonius’ faltering attack while ignoring my men behind them with the professional disdain of experienced soldiers.

The never-ending thud of the scorpios and screams from outside the palisade rang in my ears, a testament to how well-trained Cassius’ crews were and how tenuous our situation had suddenly become despite our initial successes. Some of Antonius’ men had briefly carved out a niche on the ramparts further to the north, giving us hope, but they’d all been killed after a brief yet intense battle and their bodies thrown back over the palisade, with the breach quickly plugged by reinforcements. We were on our own, outmanned by almost twenty to one inside hostile walls with little signs of a breakthrough from Antonius’ legions occurring any time soon. I wondered bitterly if I’d made a catastrophic mistake by coming here, ultimately sacrificing my life and those of my men to no avail.

Catullus was an experienced soldier and, realizing after firing the tents that the situation had not gone the way we’d hoped, he’d led his forces to the base of an earthen ramp leading up to the western ramparts in a desperate bid to destroy the scorpios overlooking the gorge. It was the kind of bold and self-sacrificing strategy that deserved my respect and gratitude but, unfortunately, the enemy had quickly realized his intent and had set up an impenetrable wall of shields and swords to prevent it, with more soldiers rushing in from the flanks. I could only admire Cassius’ commanders for their calmness and quick thinking, even as I cursed them for it.

Catullus was committed now, and he had nowhere to go but forward as a vicious battle for control of the ramp began unfolding below, with both sides losing men in the bloody carnage. But for every soldier the enemy lost, another stepped up to take his place in the ranks, while Catullus had no such luxury, unable to replenish his wounded and dead. I knew it would only be a matter of time before the prefect was overwhelmed or his men broke unless something changed soon, and though I was sorely tempted to send the rest of my pitifully few numbers down to reinforce him, something held me back.

Now, my hesitation might appear as cowardice or a lack of leadership to you, friend from the future, since Catullus was clearly in serious trouble and needed our help. But I knew if we went to his aid, our fates would likely be sealed along with his and we’d all have died for nothing, which is one of the reasons why I made no order to move. I’d tried signaling for the prefect to break off his doomed attack and fall back with his men to make a stand around the tower with me, which I hoped would draw some defenders from the walls. But with all the noise of the battle and thick smoke, it had proven hopeless.

I was now faced with two difficult choices, both of which tasted bitter in my mouth; help Catullus, and thereby throw all of our lives away for that reckless bastard Marcus Antonius, or admit my gamble had been a failure and retreat over the walls with my surviving men into the marsh to fight another day. The thought of flight only entered my head for the briefest of moments though, which I quickly discarded, for my immunes to a man had already voiced their enthusiasm to stay and fight, which I agreed with. I was not afraid to die along with them in the service of Octavius, but I was determined that if the gods required our deaths, it would not be in vain—I just wasn’t sure how to make that happen.

I have experienced odd feelings that I cannot explain all my life, what some might call premonitions, I suppose, though I have never had mental visions as some others I have spoken to about it have. And that is the other reason why I hesitated to commit the last of my men to action, convinced yet again by some instinct that I didn’t understand that I was missing something—something monumental that might turn out to be the difference between life and death for us all. But what was it? I glanced at Maximus beside me as he leaned his muscular forearms on the thick oak log stripped of bark that served as the top railing for the watchtower’s battlements. The older man was staring down at the carnage below with savage intensity and, sensing my eyes on him, he looked over at me, his expression as grim as my thoughts.

Maximus motioned to the battery of scorpios overlooking the gorge as they continued to spit their bolts at Antonius’ men with deadly precision. “Catullus has the right idea, sir, not that it will help much. He’s as good as dead, but those ballistas still need to be destroyed if we want to salvage any of this vat of shit we’ve stepped into.”

I nodded my agreement. Each of the deadly weapons was fastened to a wooden platform on rollers, which I realized now had been elevated above the battlements when the attack had come using cranks and pulleys, explaining why we hadn’t seen them sooner. The platforms were an ingenious design, one which I filed away for future use. I scowled, for the ramparts between the scorpios and my captured watchtower were teeming with hundreds of defenders. None of the enemy had noticed us above them yet, hidden as we were by the smoke and mayhem, but I knew that wouldn’t last for much longer.

“Are you suggesting that we try to flank them?” I asked.

Maximus shrugged. “What choice do we have, sir? We’re not doing much good up here.” He glanced at my men as they watched the battle unfolding below while muttering and fingering their weapons. “You’ll lose them soon,” the engineer added in a whisper out of the side of his mouth. “They won’t stand idly by for much longer watching their brothers dying, orders or not. We need to act.”

“There are fewer than fifty of us, Maximus,” I grunted. “We’d never make it even halfway.”

“Truer words were never spoken, sir,” Maximus agreed. He grinned. “But all men have to die sooner or later.”

“Legate Agrippa!” I turned at the anxious voice behind me, recognizing one of my engineers, who was kneeling in the southwestern corner of the platform where the two walls met. I saw he’d just pulled aside a leather tarpaulin, revealing several long crates I’d overlooked in my haste to see what was happening below. The engineer gestured to an open crate. “I think you need to see this, sir.”

I shared a look with Maximus, then hurried over to the man, who stood back to give me room. I glanced inside the crate, feeling my heart start to race when I realized I was looking at the six-foot frame of a disassembled scorpio. An oiled bow arm was stored neatly alongside the stock, with duel cranks and handles, ropes, tools, a wooden pedestal, and a leather bag filled with torsion springs made from horse sinew also tucked away inside. Why Cassius’ men hadn’t assembled the scorpio yet was a mystery to me, but it was a mistake I fully intended to take advantage of.

“The gods be praised!” I whispered as hope surged through me. I tore open the next crate, crying out with joy when I found it contained several dozen iron bolts of varying lengths and some lead shot. “Maximus!” I roared. “Get this put together right now! As fast as you can!” I grabbed the nearest immune while the older engineer and half a dozen others leaped to do my bidding. “See if anyone down below still has pitch. If not, take some men and find some. And bring some rope and a torch. Every moment counts, so hurry!”

The immune saluted and tore down the ladder while I paced back and forth across the decking, waiting anxiously for Maximus and the others to assemble the scorpio. I was tempted to take over the work myself but knew my men were familiar with the weapon and could do the job just as well as I could, if not better.

And so they did, putting the ballista together in record time just as my immune’s dented helmet and upper body reappeared through the opening leading to the lower platform below. “Sir,” he said, handing up two leather bags filled with pitch, followed by a length of rope.

“The torch?” I asked anxiously as I set the rope and pitch aside.

“Yes, sir,” the immune said before glancing down and holding out his hand to someone below him. The immune grinned, carefully passing me a smoldering torch. “I fashioned it from a branch and tent canvas, sir, since it was already burning. The flames went out on my run back here, but you should be able to get it going again easily enough with some more cloth.”

“Good man,” I grunted, jumping to my feet. I handed the smoking torch to one of my men, then began cutting the rope in sections with my sword. “Maximus,” I said as I worked feverishly. “I need you to keep Cassius’ men away from the base of the watchtower as long as possible. Don’t let anybody up here. The moment I start using the ballista, those bastards are bound to come running.” I glanced at the tall man holding the torch, then toward a much shorter youth I knew had some experience shooting a scorpio. “Leave Hostus and Nerva with me and take the rest.”

“I understand, sir,” Maximus said with a grim nod. He gestured to the ladder with his sword. “Come along, ladies,” the older man growled. “We’ve got a job to do.” Maximus waited by the ladder as his men descended, glancing back at me just before climbing down. “I’m not sure what you’re planning, sir, but I hope the gods are watching. Good luck.”

“The same to you,” I said distractedly as I grabbed the longest of the iron bolts from the crate. “Hold this out in front of you like so,” I ordered Hostus, who obediently held the four-foot shaft horizontal to the floor at chest height with his free hand.

I coughed as a bank of black smoke drifted over the three of us, waiting for it to disperse before picking up one of the leather bags, pleased to find the flap was securely tied down with rawhide strings. I hefted it in my hand, judging the weight. Was I wasting my time, or would my plan work? Only the gods knew, and they weren’t talking. I instructed Nerva to keep the bag balanced against the top of the shaft just beneath the iron-tipped point while I used several sections of rope to tie it firmly in place. I wound more rope around the shaft directly beneath the bag afterward so it couldn’t slip while in flight, then stood back, examining my crude work critically as doubt swirled in my mind. Would the entire thing fly straight and true as I’d envisioned, or drop like a coin tossed into a fountain by someone seeking a wish from the gods? I had no way of knowing, but I was out of options. If it didn’t work, we were all dead. It was as simple as that.

“Hosta,” I finally said to the taller man. “Get that torch going again. Make it hot. Once it is, warm the bag, but don’t let it catch fire. Understand?”

Hosta nodded. “Yes, sir. You want the pitch inside to liquefy from the heat.”

I grinned and patted him on the shoulder. “Exactly. Just be careful.” I gestured to Nerva. “Cut some strips of cloth from my cloak,” I said, turning my back to the man. The immune began to work with his dagger while I watched Hosta, who’d cut a portion of the hem of his tunic off to get his torch going again before using the flames on the leather bag. “Not too close, damn it, or they’ll be sifting through our charred remains,” I cautioned.

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

“Ready, Legate,” Nerva said, holding up four long red strips of cloth.

I ran back to the crates and took out another bolt, this one only about three feet long, then wound the strips around the shaft beneath the point. After that, I opened the second bag of pitch, and using Nerva’s dagger, I scooped some of the sticky black mess out and smeared it over the cloth in a thick coating. Once satisfied, I leaned the bolt against the watchtower wall beside the scorpio, which I’d had my men position overlooking the northern battlements.

“You’ve shot one of these before, correct?” I asked Nerva, gesturing to the ballista.

“Yes, sir,” the youth responded with a nod.

“Your aim is good?”

“Best in my crew, sir,” Nerva replied, thrusting his shoulders back proudly.

“Let’s hope so,” I grunted. I hastily cranked the winch mechanism three-quarters of the way back and locked the weapon’s arm, readying it for launch. Next, I returned to the crates and took out two more four-foot bolts, setting one in the channel carved in the center of the scorpio’s stock. The head and part of the shaft were clear of the vertical crosspiece, I was pleased to see, but stuck out a little further than I wanted. I cranked the windlass back several more turns, then satisfied, I glanced to the north, fixating on an enemy scorpio about three hundred feet away overlooking the gorge. The weapon’s crew was working frantically on the platform, loading and firing stones downward with steady precision. I pointed. “Can you hit that ballista from here? The one in the center with that big bastard operating it?”

Nerva pursed his lips. “You want me to hit the man, you mean, sir?”

“Not him,” I snapped impatiently. “The weapon itself. Can you hit it?”

“I can try, sir,” Nerva said uncertainly. “But the chances of disabling it are—”

“You don’t need to,” I said. “Just get the range.”

“Very well, sir,” the youth said, looking perplexed. He grabbed the base of the stock, adjusting the angle while sighting down the length with his tongue sticking out of the side of his mouth almost comically as he concentrated. I waited, holding my breath as more smoke drifted past, obscuring our view of the ramparts briefly before a gust of wind whisked it away. The way was clear now, yet still Nerva delayed, tinkering with his aim while I watched nervously. Finally satisfied, the youth yanked hard on a section of rope that acted as the firing lever, releasing the weapon’s lock. The tension on the bow arms instantly released, retracting back into position with a snap, sending the bolt hurtling away in a blur of motion. One of the crew members with his back to us near the targeted scorpio flung up his hands a moment later, and I was sure I could hear his scream as he was slammed face-first into the wooden weapon, where he hung there moving weakly with the bolt impaled through his body into the scorpio’s stock.

“Just like that, sir?” Nerva asked, giving me a proud grin. “Is that what you wanted?”

“Just like that,” I agreed, returning the grin. “Although I wasn’t expecting you to get two birds with one stone.” I noticed the big bastard operating the scorpio was staring at his dying crewman, no doubt in shock and surprise, but then his head swiveled suddenly in our direction. I could see nothing of the man’s actual features, of course, but I could have sworn his eyes narrowed in a fit of rage before more smoke hid him from my view. “Hostus!” I snapped anxiously. “Bring the pitch.”

“I think it needs a little more time to heat up, sir.”

“We’re out of time,” I growled as I frantically cranked the windless, drawing back the bow arm to the same position as before. “Load the bolt, pitch right side up.” Hostus did as I instructed just as the smoke cleared, revealing the enemy scorpio had been shifted on its rollers, now aimed our way. “Get down!” I shouted, although it was much too late, as a stone larger than my fist hurtled across the distance, taking half of Hostus’ face away in a spray of blood and gore that splattered all over me. The immune’s lifeless body collided with me, knocking me off balance for a moment, which probably saved my life as a second stone hissed past my head. I cursed, realizing there was more than one scorpio targeting us. Hostus’ blood and brain matter had gotten into my eyes and blinded, I tore off my helmet, frantically trying to clear them. “Compensate for the added weight and shoot!” I shouted at Nerva, still unable to see.

“By how much, sir?” Nerva cried, sounding panicked.

I did a quick mental calculation in my head, knowing another stone would be coming our way any moment now. “Six degrees! Now shoot!”

I finally cleared the gore from my eyes just as Nerva engaged the scorpio, sending the bolt and its unwieldy burden of pitch away. A stone whizzed over our heads just then, but I ignored it, leaning over the battlements and praying for a miracle, which arrived a heartbeat later when Nerva’s bolt slammed into the enemy scorpio, sending liquified pitch splashing all across the weapon, the crew, and the palisade wall. I shouted in triumph even as I hurried to retract the windless again before loading the shorter bolt with its pitch-covered cloth into the channel.

I snatched up Hostus’ torch, which was still burning feebly, pausing to glance at Nerva, whose eyes were lit up with understanding and anticipation. “I like my meat well cooked,” I growled to the youth. “How about you?”

“Love it, sir,” Nerva replied with an eager laugh. “The crispier, the better.”

I nodded, then leaned out over the wall and touched my torch to the tip of the bolt, which instantly ignited. “Whenever you’re ready, lad,” I said after hastily backing away from the flames. I stood to one side of the scorpio with my arms crossed over my chest, barely flinching as a stone struck the oak battlements a foot to my right, sending a chunk of wood the size of my head spinning away. A splinter embedded itself in my right cheek, and I pulled it out, glancing absently at the thin piece of wood covered in blood before tossing it away.

“This is for Hostus, you arse-licking bastards,” Nerva muttered even as he pulled the rope.

Time seemed to stand still then, with the orange streak of the bolt trailing black smoke crossing the distance so slowly that I was certain the immune had failed and it would fall well short of the target. But Nerva’s aim was good enough, for while it’s true the bolt did miss the enemy scorpio, it struck the platform below it, which was covered in patches of glistening black liquid. A whoosh sounded a moment after impact, followed by a bright red ball of flame jumping skyward, enveloping everything around it. Men all along the ramparts started to scream in shock and fear as the rabid flames quickly expanded outward, consuming them and everything else in its path. Another scorpio down the line caught fire, then a third and fourth as their crews jumped from the ramparts in panic, many of them with their cloaks ablaze.

I could hear cheers from outside the walls and I shared a triumphant grin with Nerva before motioning to the ladder. “Let’s go, lad. We’ve got some killing to do.”

There is nothing more terrifying than fire, and though Cassius and his legates tried valiantly to rally their men, the damage had been done, with his walls burning briskly in multiple places before eventually collapsing. The section overlooking the gorge was the first to go, crumbling outward in a cloud of smoke, dust, and sparks, followed immediately by a roar from Antonius’ legions, who began pouring through the charred gaps like water through a broken dam. There was no stopping the vengeful legions now, and as the enemy horns blew, signaling Cassius’ all-out retreat toward their main fortress further north, I led my men along the ramparts, slaughtering any foe foolish enough to stand in our way.

I was delighted to find that Catullus had managed to survive along with several dozen of his men, and we locked forearms briefly, both of us grinning before returning our attention back to the enemy. What followed was an unbridled slaughter, with many of the fleeing soldiers ignoring the horns from the north and running east along the road instead. Those men we let go since we had no cavalry inside the compound to chase after them and they were no longer a threat. Our forces focused instead on Cassius' main camp, which was quickly overrun by thousands of cheering legionnaires all out for blood, led by a victorious Marcus Antonius at their fore. I knew the bastard would likely take credit for our victory, but at that moment I was just happy to be alive and didn’t much care.

Cassius and some of his officers did manage to escape the carnage on horseback, but many others did not, cut down without mercy where they stood despite some of them lowering their weapons and surrendering. Antonius’ men had borne the brunt of the scorpios for several hours after all, and now they had a score to settle, which I, for one, could hardly fault them for. The dirt covering the ground of the camp soon turned red with the blood of our foes. But after almost an hour of vicious fighting, there were no more defenders left to kill, and so the looting began, with everything of value snatched up by the exultant victors. I gave my men free rein once we entered Cassius’ camp, allowing them to partake in the looting—which they’d earned—while I climbed up to a still intact watchtower, intent on finding out if Octavius had found as much success against Brutus as we had against Cassius.

I looked north and stiffened, with my fatigue instantly forgotten. “Gods, no!” I cried out in a strangled voice, for I saw that Octavius’ camp was ablaze just as Cassius’ was, with great plumes of black and grey smoke rising from the walls.

I stared in disbelief at the ruined campsite for several heartbeats, and then I started to run.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

My trip through the battlefield where so many of Marcus Antonius’ men had died was heart-wrenching to behold, with torn and twisted bodies lying by the hundreds outside the walls and inside the death trap of the gorge. Several dozen specially trained soldiers—called capsarii—were moving slowly among the many fallen, temporarily dressing the wounds of any survivors they found before transporting them back to camp in carts where surgeons waited with their forceps, hot irons, and bone saws. At another time, I would have stopped to help, but all I could think about was Octavius and the tragedy that had unfolded to the north.

I found a riderless black gelding a hundred feet from the lip of the gorge, standing over the corpse of a splayed-out decurion staring sightlessly up at the sky. The horse looked dazed and confused, whinnying at me pitifully as I approached while I spoke calm, soothing words, praying the beast wouldn’t bolt. I saw the gelding’s right flank was smeared with dried blood, which I attributed to the dead man, but other than that, it appeared unharmed. The horse didn’t shy away as I put out my hand, breathing hot air against my skin as he sniffed my scent before allowing me to pat his elegant neck, although the poor beast trembled constantly while I did. Finally satisfied after several long minutes that the gelding had calmed enough, I swung up into the saddle and headed across the grassy plain at a gallop.

I tried to still my mind and not dwell on my friend’s fate as I drew closer to what was left of our fortifications, focusing on the uneven ground ahead of me as much as possible rather than the giant plumes of rolling black smoke filling the sky ahead. But despite my resolve not to worry about Octavius until I had a better idea about what had happened to him, it was impossible not to notice how many twisted bodies were lying on the plains outside the charred walls. Hundreds, perhaps even thousands, I realized in growing dismay. I couldn’t believe it. How could this have happened? I had no answers, though I was relieved to see no signs of the enemy ahead, guessing they had retreated to their camp after razing and looting ours, likely fearing that Antonius would attack Brutus’ position while they were gone.

I shook my head in disgust, uncomfortably aware that the great victory we’d managed to forge in the south had now been completely negated by the devastation of our forces in the north. The two sides had come out of the battle equally bloodied and battered, it seemed, both as winners and losers at the same time. It was a thoroughly depressing realization after the sacrifices in blood and sweat we’d made to take Cassius’ encampment. I glanced over my shoulder at one point as I rode, not surprised to see the survivors of Antonius’ legions streaming westward in triumph back to their camp with the plunder they’d taken from the destroyed fortress. I knew instinctively that the fight was over for today, with both sides satisfied with their victories and content to lick their wounds and fight another day. The first Battle of Phillipi was complete and had resulted in a draw, with thousands dead and nothing resolved. That fact meant a repeat of the death and destruction was bound to follow sooner or later, with Rome’s best sons on either side of the conflict required to shed more blood before all was said and done.

I could see a substantial horde of enemy cavalry milling about near Brutus’ walls almost a mile away, and even though they were showing little interest in me, I kept a close eye on them just in case. Ravens and their smaller cousins, crows, seemed to be everywhere on the battlefield, with the crows' high-pitched cawing mixing with the ravens' deep croak as they hopped from one corpse to another in a frenzy of gluttony. I glanced up, not surprised to see dozens of vultures circling high overhead, still too timid to descend and join in the feast. I knew that wouldn’t last much longer.

I reached the Via Amelia and turned left, racing toward the camp’s eastern gates—the Porta Principalis Dextra—which were battered open, with the right side hanging precariously on twisted hinges. I was surprised to see the arch and walkway above the gates had somehow managed to survive intact as I drew closer, noting that a group of six legionnaires were working at straightening the bent hinges and repairing the gates. I wondered why they even bothered since the flames had razed our east and north-facing walls above the dirt ramparts, easily creating dozens of openings that Brutus’ legions could march through at will. The interior of the camp was in shambles, with legionnaires pulling down smoldering or burning tents and sections of the walls with hooks and spears to keep the flames from spreading further in a bid to salvage what they could.

“Sir!” a tall man among the work party said when he recognized me. It took a moment for me to remember his name—Cordia Atellus—a centurion with the Fourth Legion. The centurion wasn’t wearing his crested helmet and was covered in ash and dirt, with a bloody bandage wrapped around his left forearm.

Atellus and the other men all paused, snapping to attention and saluting as I drew the gelding up beneath the arch. “Where is Caesar?” I demanded. “Is he well?”

The soldiers all exchanged wary glances, though I thought I could detect a note of resentment in their postures. “I don’t know, sir,” Atellus replied, not meeting my eyes. He turned his head away and spat. “Probably still running, I expect. Assuming he’s still alive.”

I frowned as several of the men snickered. “What in the name of the gods happened here?”

“Best you ask Caesar that question, sir,” Atellus said, showing his back to me insolently as he returned to his work. “All I know is my men got slaughtered, and he’s the reason why.”

I blew air out of my nostrils, feeling white-hot anger surge through me. “That will be enough of that talk, Centurion. You will grant me the respect my rank deserves, or I swear by Jupiter’s balls that I will have you whipped until there isn’t a strip of flesh left on your bones. Am I making myself clear?”

The back of Atellus’ neck flushed red at my words, and I thought for a moment that I’d have to follow through on my threat before sanity mercifully took over. The centurion turned to face me, standing at attention again and looking properly chastened. “Yes, sir! Perfectly clear, sir! My apologies for speaking out of turn. All I can say in my defense is that it’s been a trying day.”

“So it has,” I agreed, holding the gelding in check as he stamped his front hoof restlessly. “Who has taken command then, if not Caesar?” I asked, wondering if any of my friends had survived the massacre.

“Quintus Rufus, I believe, sir,” the centurion responded. “Though the chain of command seems rather—” He hesitated there, clearly uncertain how far to go. “Shall we say, fractured at the moment, sir. I decided to start working on the gates to give my men something to do since we’ve been given no clear direction as yet.”

“That’s commendable of you, Centurion,” I grunted. I motioned to the gates. “But leave them for now. Putting out the flames and rebuilding our walls should be your first priority. If Brutus wants to come at us again after that, he can march right through these gates to his death for all I care.”

“Yes, sir,” Atellus said.

“I’ll leave it to you to organize the work crews,” I added. “I want the walls replaced by nightfall and the ditches cleared of bodies and debris. I’ll hold you responsible if the work is not completed on time.”

“It shall be done, Legate,” Atellus said as he and his men saluted.

I nodded and kicked the gelding into motion, feeling the eyes of the soldiers burning into my back as I guided my mount into the camp along the Via Principalis. Wounded men seemed to be everywhere, many of them left to lie in the hot sun, slowly bleeding. Where were all the officers and medici? I ground my teeth at the lack of organization, determined to set things right the moment I knew what had happened to Octavius. I reached the central compound, surprised yet delighted to find the command tent still intact as I dismounted. Bodies lay in heaps all around the tent, evidence of a hard-fought battle. I handed the gelding off to a legionnaire, then burst into the tent, where I found Quintus Rufus sitting on a battered stool, looking weary and full of despair as he sipped wine from a dented goblet.

My friend’s eyes widened in disbelief at my appearance. “Agrippa?” he gasped. “But, I thought you were dead.”

“Apparently not,” I grunted. I glanced to the cot, feeling my innards contract when I realized a body lay on the mattress, covered from head to toe in a thin, blood-stained sheet. I rushed to it and tore back the sheet, relieved when I realized it wasn’t Octavius but his physician, Philo. I whirled on Quintus. “Where is he?”

Quintus shrugged. “He fled west with Maecenas and some of his guards. I haven’t seen him since.”

I pursed my lips as I glanced around the tent, which had clearly been raided, leaving little of value left behind. “What happened?”

Quintus chuckled sourly, almost losing his balance on his stool. I realized with disgust that he was quite drunk. “Who can say for sure, Agrippa? Maecenas and I had the legions arrayed in order this morning as usual, waiting in the hot sun for something to happen just like every other damn day.” Quintus took a long sip of wine, draining his goblet. “But then we heard the horns coming from the south.”

“Antonius,” I grunted, knowing I’d been right all along and the bastard hadn’t informed Octavius of his intent either.

“Correct,” Quintus agreed, motioning toward me with his empty goblet. “And so there we were, caught flatfooted by Antonius’ sudden charge. Maecenas, bless that fat bastard, ordered the advance as soon as he realized what was happening.”

I blinked in confusion. “But the fight happened outside our walls, not Brutus’.”

“Ah,” Quintus replied as he stood with a grunt, swaying on his feet. “That it did. And do you know why, Agrippa?” I said nothing, knowing no response was needed or expected. “Because that idiot friend of ours, Gaius Julius Caesar, arrived shortly after on his horse and recalled the men—riding along our front lines while screaming pure nonsense like a halfwit. Some of the legions turned to obey, and some did not. No one knew what to do. It was madness the likes of which I have seldom seen. Imagine it, Agrippa. Entire cohorts breaking apart, some marching forward while others turned about, with everyone banging into each other in confusion—it was the height of absurdity. The Fourth on our left flank were the only ones to stay in formation. They either didn’t hear Caesar’s command to return to camp or simply ignored it. I don’t know. But whatever the reason, they kept going toward the enemy until they were all alone out there in the grass with no one for company but a bunch of crickets and snakes.” Quintus clucked his tongue and shook his head sadly. “When Brutus’ forces saw them vulnerable like that, well, you can guess what happened next.”

I nodded, knowing what I would have done in a similar situation. “He sent in the cavalry,” I grunted, thinking of the riders I’d seen outside Brutus’ walls.

“He did,” Quintus agreed with a quick nod. “Those hog-fornicating bastards ran down the Fourth, slaughtering them with impunity while our own cavalry retreated back to camp on Caesar’s orders and simply watched. Maecenas and I both implored Caesar to send them to the Fourth’s aid, but he refused, babbling some nonsense about nothing was real, that what we were witnessing was all just a dream. That’s when the rest of Brutus’ legions attacked.”

“Caesar’s not well, Quintus,” I said with a frown. “You know that.”

“So what!” my friend raged, his eyes filling with blind fury. He stabbed a finger at me. “Of course, you would defend him no matter what, Agrippa. You’ve had your nose up Caesar’s arse since the moment I met you.” Quintus suddenly threw his goblet to the side in frustration, sending it smacking against the leather wall of the tent before it tumbled to the floor with a metallic clang. He motioned to the open tent flap. “Why don’t you go out there and tell the thousands who died in the fields because of Caesar that he was unwell and that it’s not his fault. Do you think they will care? No, because they’re all dead! Caesar dishonored us, Agrippa, and as far as I am concerned, he has lost the right to lead!”

“You’re upset and don’t know what you are saying,” I said, trying to calm my friend, while in my gut I felt a sinking feeling, knowing that his words, though harsh, weren’t necessarily wrong.

“You’re damn right I’m upset,” Quintus growled. “Caesar failed us when we needed him the most, and now all is lost.”

“Nothing is lost,” I replied. “This is only a setback. Antonius and I took Cassius’ camp and burned it to the ground just as Brutus did here. So you see, there really are no losers today, nor winners for that matter.” I put my hand on Quintus’ shoulder, squeezing it in reassurance. “We are still in this fight, my friend.”

Quintus stared at me in confusion. “Truthfully? I heard Antonius was routed and that Cassius had stuck his head on a spear alongside yours.”

“Well, as you can plainly see, I still have my head, as, unfortunately, so does Antonius,” I said. I forced a grin. “Ugly as it may be. But I swear before the gods that Cassius’ camp now lies in ashes, and his army has been smashed and demoralized.”

“Then we really do still have a chance?” Quintus asked in wonder.

“We do,” I replied firmly. I pointed outside the tent. “Which means you need to get hold of yourself and resume command. We need this camp up and functioning again as soon as possible.”

Quintus straightened his back, sobering up now that he had hope and purpose once more. “And what of you, Agrippa? What are you going to do?”

“Find Caesar,” I grunted. “And bring that fool back here. Despite what you think, we need him more than ever now.”
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I found Octavius hiding in a small marsh several miles to the west, attended by an exhausted-looking Maecenas and one of Octavius’ aides—Publius Licinius Macula—who also acted as my friend’s personal haruspex. Macula had managed to snare a rabbit somehow, which he’d sacrificed to read the entrails, and he was explaining his divination to Octavius when I arrived. A rabbit was far from the preferred sacrificial animal, of course, but I guess beggars couldn’t be choosers. Besides, I suspected Macula was just humoring my friend anyway.

Finding Octavius had not proven all that difficult despite my initial fears since all I’d had to do was follow the trail of bodies heading west. Octavius had been pursued by a band of Brutus’ cavalry, although my friend’s praetorians had managed to defeat them during their flight. The cost to the bodyguards in lives had been high, though, for of the original contingent of thirty men protecting Octavius, there was now less than half a dozen left, many of them wounded.

“By the gods!” Maecenas cried when he saw me wading toward him through the knee-high water. My friend was crouched beside Octavius, who lay prone against a willow tree on a bed of leaves and moss on a small knoll jutting above the water in the middle of the marsh. Maecenas stood and rushed to me as I made it to the shore, embracing me as if we hadn’t seen each other in many years. “We thought you were dead, Agrippa.”

“So I understand,” I replied. I glanced down at Octavius, who was staring into the water past his feet and hadn’t reacted to my appearance. “How is he?” I asked Maecenas, fairly certain I knew the answer.

My friend sighed and spread his arms out from his sides. “Not well, I’m afraid. Caesar has moments where he seems to be himself, but then he starts saying the oddest things or just stares at nothing like he is now.” He hesitated, lowering his voice. “You heard what happened?”

“I did,” I confirmed.

“A nasty business,” Maecenas grunted. “Nasty.”

I knelt beside Octavius, putting a hand over his, surprised by how cool his skin was to the touch. “Caesar,” I said. “It’s me, Marcus. Can you hear me?” Octavius blinked several times but otherwise made no signs of recognition. I glanced over at Macula, who had remained by Octavius’ other side, then toward the torn carcass of the rabbit lying among the mud and trampled reed grass. “What did Caesar want to know?”

The aide pursed his lips, looking slightly embarrassed. “If everything that happened at our camp had really been a dream or not, sir.”

I frowned. “And what did you tell him?”

“The truth, sir. That the rabbit’s liver was dark reddish-brown in color and healthy, and that none of the organs showed unusual markings or abnormalities. In other words, a good omen.”

“And Caesar took that to mean what?” I grunted.

“Why, I don’t know, sir,” Macula replied with a half-shrug. “He hasn’t said anything since.”

I took a deep breath, turning to glance at Maecenas. “Very well. We’ll carry Caesar back to camp. Hopefully, he will—”

“No,” Octavius suddenly croaked, surprising me. He slowly shifted his gaze from the water to me as if it was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do in his life. Octavius tried to smile, but the result was more of a sad scowl than anything. “I’m staying here, old friend. This is where my story ends. You may bury me on this spot so I can never forget the folly of my actions this day.”

I shared a look with Maecenas, then shook my head. “Don’t be silly. Your story has barely begun, Caesar. This is only the beginning.”

Octavius chuckled, focusing despondently back on the water. “If only that were true, Marcus. If only.” He sighed, still not looking up. “Gaius, are you still there?”

Maecenas stirred, leaning one hand on my shoulder to peer down at Octavius. “I’m here, Caesar.”

“As my last official decree, Gaius Maecenas, I name Marcus Agrippa as my heir. He is to take over command of the legions and assume my place alongside Marcus Antonius, assuming the man still lives and retains some form of power after today's events.” Octavius groaned softly as he lifted his free hand and placed it on top of mine. We locked gazes, and I was not surprised to see tears forming in his eyes. “You have always been a better man than me, Lion. Rome will be lucky to have you as its guiding light.” He fluttered his hand in the air weakly, looking thoroughly exhausted. “Now, I ask that all of you go away and leave me to die in peace. My time in this world has come to an end.”

I snorted. “Are you just about done feeling sorry for yourself, you gap-toothed little fool?”

Octavius blinked at me, caught off guard. “I beg your pardon?”

“You heard me,” I grunted, pulling my hand away from his. “Stop looking for pity where there is none. You are still very sick, and because of it you made a mistake. They happen, and crying about it now won’t change anything, nor will it bring back the dead. That’s something you will just have to live with.”

“I’m not crying,” Octavius protested with a little more life to his voice. “I’m doing what needs to be done for the good of Rome. I can’t be trusted to make the right decisions.”

“What needs to be done,” I growled, “is for you to stop acting like a child and get off your backside. There’s no one I’d rather have than you making decisions, and we still have a battle to win.”

“My legions are shattered,” Octavius said bitterly. “It’s over, Lion. Face it, we’ve lost. Now leave me be.”

I grabbed my friend by the shoulders and shook him roughly. “I will not leave you like this, now or ever! Do you understand? I go where you go.”

“Fine,” Octavius said indifferently. “Then you can stay here and die along with me if you wish. I’m too tired to care anymore.” He closed his eyes then, signaling the conversation was over as he leaned his head against the trunk of the willow.

“You stubborn bastard,” I grunted. I stood in frustration and turned to Maecenas. “Return to camp. Quintus will need your help. Antonius and I sacked Cassius’ fortifications earlier, so despite the words of our pessimistic friend here, we are far from done. The history of Philippi still needs to be written and, by the gods, if I have any say in it, we are going to be on the side of victory.”

“Finally, some good news,” Maecenas muttered, looking relieved.

“Make sure you send men back here with food, water, lots of wine, and a tent,” I added. “This might take a while.”

“You’re not just going to leave him here, are you?” Maecenas asked, looking aghast at the idea.

“Of course not,” I muttered, glancing down at my stubborn friend. “I’m staying with this fool until he shakes this sickness and finally comes to his senses.”

“But that could take days, weeks even,” Maecenas protested. “What happens if the Liberators choose to attack us before Caesar is ready?”

“They won’t,” I replied confidently, feeling calmer now that the decision was made.

“How can you possibly know that, Agrippa?”

I just smiled. “Because I have this strange feeling in my gut, Gaius, and it’s rarely, if ever, wrong.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

I spent three days in the marshes caring for and watching over Octavius—three long days that were easily among the best and the worst of my life. My friend’s affliction was just as baffling to me as it was maddening, for at times he would be his old self, sharp-witted and thoughtful, and we would have the most delightful conversations that reminded me of simpler days when we were younger. But then, for no apparent reason, Octavius would start to babble nonsense and drool like an infant, sometimes having violent tremors that would send his eyes rolling upwards into his head. I did what I could for my friend during these horrible bouts, terrified that he was dying as I held him close, whispering in his ear how much Rome and I needed him. Sometimes, Octavius would spasm so much that he would end up soiling himself, which I knew brought him endless shame when he realized what had happened afterward. I made light of it every time, cleaning my friend’s body and clothing without judgment or disgust. We were more than just friends, he and I, and I knew if the situation had been reversed, he would have done the same for me without any reservations.

“I don’t deserve you, Luan,” Octavius said to me the second night after one such incident had mercifully come and gone. I’d finally convinced him that he still had a purpose in this life and not to give up, although I knew the weight of the mistake he’d made while under the spell of his sickness still hung heavy over him.

“No, you surely don’t,” I agreed with a grin. We were sitting beneath a series of leather panels that I’d cut up from the tent Maecenas had sent us, which I’d attached to the branches of the willow tree with rope since there hadn’t been enough room to erect the tent on the knoll. A crudely fashioned clay oil lamp lit the interior faintly, lending the skin of Octavius’ face an orangish glow. I’d made a small fire earlier to cook our dinner but had since let it go out, so my friend had a thick blanket around him, tucked up to his chin against the fall chill. “But for some reason, the gods have tasked me with watching out for your sorry arse,” I added. “So it seems there’s no escaping you.”

Octavius chuckled, with his forehead still slick with sweat from his most recent attack. “I’m sorry I’m such a burden to you, Luan.”

“No, you’re not,” I grunted. I lay back on the bed of mosses and grasses I’d fashioned for myself, propping my elbow up at an angle and cupping my chin in the palm of my hand so I could see my friend.

I saw a familiar twinkle of mischief light up in Octavius’ eyes. “No, I’m not a burden?” he asked innocently.

I snorted. “No, you’re not sorry. You know damn well what I meant.”

“Oh,” Octavius said in mock surprise. “I must have misunderstood you.”

“Sure you did,” I replied sarcastically.

Silence filled the enclosure for a time before Octavius asked, “Is there any more wine, Luan, or did you drink it all?”

“There’s plenty left,” I said, my voice heavy with disapproval. “But I’m not sure having wine right now is a good idea. Remember what happened the last time you drank after one of your attacks?”

Octavius grimaced. “Yes, perhaps you’re right. I’m not keen on experiencing that form of vomiting again any time soon.” He sighed then, staring up at the lightly fluttering canvas above his head. “Where would I be without you, Luan?” my friend asked softly.

“Probably wasting your life away in some dusty, broken-down outpost along the Rhine as a minor tribune would be my guess,” I responded with a shrug. “Unless some beastly Germanic tribesman with a beard down to his knees hadn’t made you his wife by now, of course.”

Octavius laughed in genuine amusement. “You always know what to say, Luan—always. Thank you.”

I bowed my head. “This humble slave considers it his life’s mission to entertain and serve you, dominus.”

Octavius’ features turned pensive. “Do you remember when we first met? It seems so long ago now, doesn’t it? Almost a different lifetime.”

“It does,” I agreed. “It was the night you made the mistake of making me fight you—a fight that I won handily, as I recall.”

Octavius rolled his eyes. “Not this again.”

“Well, you brought it up, not me.”

Octavius propped himself up on his elbows, giving me a fierce glare that I’d witnessed many times in my life just before the start of a bout of pugilatus. I felt my heart leap with sudden hope, for this was the first time I’d seen anything like that look in a long time. “If I’ve told you once, Luan, I’ve told you a thousand times that you were all but finished. You could barely stay on your feet, and I’d caught my second wind. If it hadn’t been for Lucius Philippus interceding when he did, I would have put you down on the next punch.”

“You always claim that,” I said dismissively. “But we both know the truth of it.”

“Yes, we do,” Octavius agreed smugly. “And the truth is that I am right, and you are wrong. Which means there’s not much point in belaboring the point, now is there?” He lay back down, putting his hands behind his head before closing his eyes. I chose not to respond, knowing we would always agree to disagree about that damn fight. “Do you think the men will forgive me?” Octavius finally asked, changing the subject.

“They already have,” I responded. “Maximus has been talking to them, and he explained everything, so you need not worry about it. To a man, the legions wish you a speedy recovery, and when you’re ready, I promise they will gladly follow you.”

Octavius absorbed that in silence, which spread between us so long that I thought he must have fallen asleep. “And what of Quintus Rufus, Luan? Has he forgiven me, too?”

I hesitated, debating whether to be honest or not. “Quintus will come around eventually,” I finally said diplomatically. “You know what he’s like.”

“I imagine he despises me more than ever now,” Octavius said with a sigh. He cracked open one eye and turned to look at me. “Quintus has always been jealous of me, you know.”

“I do know that,” I agreed. I shrugged. “But that’s his problem, not yours.”

“True,” Octavius conceded. He shifted on his bed of moss and reeds. “I’m feeling very tired all of a sudden. I think I’ll try to get some sleep.”

“A sound idea,” I said. I leaned over and blew out the lamp, then lay back.

“Luan?” Octavius whispered a moment later from the darkness as the songs of crickets and night birds filled our ears.

“Yes?”

“Thank you for standing by me.”

“Until the end of time, my friend. Until the end of time.”
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I awoke the next morning to find Octavius gone. I rolled out of bed in a panic, still half asleep as I staggered outside, only to see my friend sitting with his back to me on the remains of a monstrous fallen tree jutting out of the water a hundred paces away from our knoll, enjoying the warmth of the rising sun.

“It’s about time you woke up, Luan,” Octavius called over his shoulder with a laugh as tendrils of mist rose lazily off the water around him. He lifted a pole he held in salute, which I saw had a thin line attached. “You were snoring was so loud it frightened most of the fish away.”

Relieved beyond words, I hitched up my tunic and urinated into the water, watching Octavius as he cast out his line. “Catch anything?” I asked.

“A couple of fat perch so far and a very sad-looking little catfish. I threw that one back.”

I nodded. “Good, I’m hungry. I’ll get the fire going.”

Octavius and I spent the rest of the morning eating, talking, and drinking watered wine, and not once did he show any symptoms of his affliction from the previous days. In fact, my friend seemed possessed with restless energy, constantly pacing around and around the small knoll that had become our personal island until he’d worn a small trench along the perimeter like a defensive ditch.

“Tell me again how you brought down Cassius’ walls,” Octavius said at one point, his eyes bright and burning with interest.

I was sitting on a rounded stone near the smoldering campfire as I poked at the flames with a stick. I’d gutted Octavius’ catch earlier and cut the fish into narrow strips, which I’d hung over the fire on a netting of willow branches to smoke. We’d already eaten half the fish, with the aroma of what remained a welcome relief from the constant stink of the marshes. I sighed. “I told you what happened twice already,” I protested.

“Tell me again. A story like that is well worth repeating, Luan.”

And so I did, although I was only halfway through the tale when I paused, aware of the sounds of movement coming toward us from the east. Octavius and I both reached for our swords, though we relaxed when we recognized Gaius Maecenas and one of his young aides wading through the shallow water toward us. The aide was carrying our friend’s helmet under one arm along with a leather bag that I guessed was filled with correspondence and documents for Octavius to look over.

“Well, you’re looking much better, Caesar,” Maecenas said with a grin once he’d reached dry land. The two men embraced warmly.

“I feel wonderful,” Octavius said after they’d broken apart. “Never better.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Maecenas said. He sniffed the air, his gaze fixated on the smoking fish. “That smells damn good.” Maecenas glanced at me with one eyebrow raised. “May I, Agrippa? I’m simply starving.” He made a long-suffering face, glancing at Octavius. “I’m doing the work of five men these days, Caesar, while you and Agrippa spend your idle hours lounging on the beach without a care in the world. There never seems to be enough time to eat because of you two.”

Octavius snorted and rolled his eyes while I grinned. “Take what you want, Gaius,” I said. “Though by the size of your belly, I’d wager you could stand a day or two of starvation.” I motioned to the aide with my stick, who was standing at attention and looking awed by the men in his presence. “You’re welcome to have some, too, if you wish.”

“I’m fine, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Maecenas lowered his bulk across the fire from me on a stone similar to mine, groaning softly before he selected a strip of fish, which he tossed back and forth from hand to hand as it cooled. “I have some news to report,” he said, his expression turning serious.

“Good or bad?” Octavius asked, coming to join us. My friend stood over the fire out of the way of the drifting smoke while crossing his arms over his chest.

“More bad than good, I’m afraid,” Maecenas replied with a grimace. He blew on the strip of fish for a moment, then crammed it into his mouth. “Which do you want to hear first?” he asked around the food.

“The bad news,” Octavius and I said at the same time.

“Very well,” Maecenas agreed with a sigh. “Unfortunately, a courier arrived this morning with tragic news from the west. It seems that the highly anticipated convoy of supplies and reinforcements Antonius sent for from Italy has been lost at sea. Word is almost two entire legions, and two thousand praetorians perished, attacked by a hundred and thirty warships led by Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus and Sextus Pompey. There were no survivors.”

“Gods!” Octavius gasped, looking just as shaken as I felt. “How could they have let this happen?”

“I wish I knew, Caesar,” Maecenas replied despondently. “Marcus Antonius was furious when he heard the news, of course, but not much can be done about it now. Our food situation was already dire before this happened, but now, without those supplies, well—” There was no need for Maecenas to finish his sentence, of course, for we all realized the predicament we were now in. “Antonius is sending a legion to the town of Achia for more supplies since Amphipolis has been stripped bare already,” our friend continued. “But they obviously won’t be returning anytime soon. We’ve been forming the legions outside our walls every morning, trying to draw Marcus Brutus out in the south. But so far, the bastard has refused to cooperate and leave the protection of his fortifications to fight.”

“That’s because he’s likely heard about our fleet’s defeat by now,” I grunted.

“I expect you’re right,” Maecenas agreed. “Marcus Brutus’ military acumen might be questionable, yet even so, he’s no fool. All he has to do is wait a few weeks for our forces to starve, then move in for the kill.”

Octavius put his hands on his hips. “You said Brutus was making the decisions in the south. Why? What about Gaius Cassius?”

“Ah,” Maecenas said, taking another slice of fish, which he draped over his left shoulder to cool. “That’s where we get some good news for a change. One of our spies inside the walls of Philippi managed to get a message out.” He grinned. “Gaius Cassius won’t be making decisions ever again because he’s dead.”

“Dead?” I said in surprise, remembering having heard from several witnesses that they’d seen him escaping on horseback when we’d sacked his camp. “How did he die?”

Maecenas grinned. “That’s the best part, Agrippa. Cassius retreated to a hill about a mile to the east after you and Antonius took his camp, where he watched the rest of the battle unfold with his bodyguards. Marcus Brutus sent some riders south to learn Cassius' fate, but with all the smoke, dust, and confusion, Cassius couldn’t see their banners and thought they belonged to Antonius. Rather than suffer the humiliation of being captured, he had his personal slave kill him.”

“Marcus Brutus isn’t even half the commander that Gaius Cassius was,” I said thoughtfully. “This could give us an advantage.”

“It could,” Maecenas conceded. “But Brutus is still well fortified and well supplied. Our spy mentioned that Brutus’ legates are pressuring him to attack rather than sit back, but unfortunately, it seems their wishes have had little influence so far. That might change, though.”

“What about Cassius’ men?” Octavius asked. “Will they follow Brutus now that he’s dead?”

“Ah, that’s another thing,” Maecenas replied as he chewed on his fish. “Brutus hasn’t told Cassius’ legions that he’s dead yet, only that he was wounded and evacuated to the coast. The reality is Cassius’ body was secretly cremated.”

“Damn,” Octavius muttered with a scowl. “Marcus Brutus is smarter than I would have given him credit for,” he added grudgingly.

“One curious thing,” Maecenas said. “There is a fortified hill about a quarter of a mile from Cassius’ camp.” I nodded, remembering seeing it during the fighting. The Tenth Legion had stormed the area, taking it after an intense fight, but had failed to fire the walls in their desire to plunder the main camp. “Brutus repaired Cassius’ campsite and garrisoned one of his legions on the hill,” Maecenas continued. “But for some odd reason, he withdrew them this morning to the north.” Octavius and I shared a look, both breaking out into a wide grin. “What?” Maecenas asked, looking perplexed as he glanced back and forth between us.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Octavius asked me.

I tossed my stick aside and slapped my knees as I stood. “I do believe that I am. It’ll be risky, but if it works—”

Octavius nodded, looking around us. “You know what, Marcus? I think I’ve had just about enough of this place.” He winked, mischief dancing in his eyes. “There’s to be no more lounging around on the beach for us, my friend. We’ve got a hill to take.”

Marcus Brutus had just made a grave error in judgment, and Octavius and I were about to take full advantage of it.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Why Brutus chose to abandon the fortified hill near Cassius’ campsite has always been something of a mystery to me—one that I have often pondered in my old age. One of the first things Marcus, Octavius, and I learned in military school was to never, ever give up the high ground to the enemy unless forced to do so against overwhelming odds. But inexplicitly, that’s exactly what Brutus did, even though Marcus Antonius had shown little appetite for attacking such a strategic position.

Some of Brutus’ officers who survived the second battle of Philippi claimed later that their leader had become depressed after learning of Gaius Cassius’ demise and that it was this grief, they believed, that had affected his judgment regarding the hillfort. Still others among Brutus’ men stated that he was determined to continue to play a waiting game, protected as he was by his strategically sound location to the north, well aware that winter was coming and our supply shortage was critical. This second explanation seems more plausible to me, since both sides had suffered enormous casualties in the first battle only days before, and maintaining that hill would have required substantial manpower and resources. But even so, if it had been me, I would never have left, for that decision by Brutus would ultimately bring about his defeat, while at the same time propelling Octavius and Marcus Antonius towards a final confrontation years hence.

I wonder sometimes what might have happened had Brutus not pulled back his forces when he did. Would this former slave turned impostor, who rose to become the second most powerful man in Rome, still be alive to write this narrative if not for that hillfort? Would Octavius have gone on to become the greatest leader Rome has ever known and likely ever will? Only the gods can say for certain about that, but it all began, I believe, on that small hill in Philippi.

Octavius’ return from the marshes to our now rebuilt camp, while less than glorious, was not nearly as bad as I had been anticipating. I’d promised my friend that the men held no grudge against him for their humiliating defeat at the hands of Marcus Brutus and that they understood he’d been too sick to understand the orders he was giving. But that had been a bald-faced lie, said only to try to break my friend out of his despondent mood. Maximus had been working the legions just as I’d claimed, gauging their thoughts and putting in a good word for Octavius where he could. But according to the engineer, the reaction had been mixed at best, with the most resentment naturally coming from what remained of the Fourth, who had paid the steepest price for Octavius’ mistakes. A few of the legates—Gaius Maecenas among them—were supportive of Octavius, while others, such as Quintus Rufus, were not so inclined to forget or forgive just yet. In my defense, I would have said just about anything to perk up Octavius’ spirits, and I considered the lie well worth telling, since it had accomplished what I’d hoped it would by getting him out of that damn marsh.

The recently deceased historian, Titus Livius—whom Octavius would befriend later in life—claimed that our forces suffered almost twenty thousand dead and wounded on the plains of Philippi on the third day of October that year. But I was there and can tell you there were not nearly that many. Titus Livius had never served in the military and tended to exaggerate in his writings about that which he did not understand, although, to be fair, Livius was fairly accurate in his assessments regarding other non-military matters. Octavius had begun the campaign in command of nine legions—almost fifty thousand men—and we still had enough soldiers after the first battle to field seven complete legions. Marcus Antonius had fared better than we had despite his heavy losses in the gorge, able to call upon nine full legions from his original ten. The triumvirs were far from finished, but every day wasted without engaging the enemy depleted what little food stores we had left, which meant the hillfort was too good an opportunity for us to pass up.

Maecenas and Quintus made sure to have the legions formed outside our walls when Octavius and I, along with a bodyguard of forty praetorians, rode up to our camp. My friend was decked out in his best armor, with a fresh plume of red-dyed horsehair cresting his helmet and his golden cuirass polished until it gleamed in the late afternoon sunlight. The sounds of several dozen cornua all blowing at once arose from atop the watchtowers to welcome Octavius home, with the horns’ deep bass drowning out the calls of the birds and stamping of the horses’ hooves of our cavalry. Colorful banners fluttered over the massed army, with the stone-faced aquilifers at the head of each legion bearing his eagle with pride. But despite all the pomp and pageantry, not one man cheered or made a sound as Octavius rode his warhorse, Vitus, along the ranks for inspection.

“They despise me,” Octavius hissed out of the side of his mouth to me after several long minutes of continuous silence. “I can see it on their faces.”

“They do not despise you,” I grunted, keeping my eyes to the fore as we rode. “They adore you.”

A mischievous breeze suddenly arose, tugging at my cloak while sending a cloud of dust sweeping over the massed men. The banners snapped and crackled on their poles while the horns continued to play and dust rose in waves, yet not one man among the thousands standing at attention so much as moved or even coughed. Most men who have never seen a Roman army before would likely have been impressed by the discipline and dedication, but I simply took it for granted, as no doubt did every other man there. These were the finest soldiers the world had to offer, unmatched by any other nation, and we all knew it.

Octavius suddenly held up his horse, turning to look at me. I could read uncertainty in his eyes—that and undeniable shame. “This was a mistake, Luan,” he said low enough that the praetorians and officers riding behind us couldn’t hear. “I shouldn’t have let you convince me to come back here. I think I need to go.”

“Nonsense,” I replied, halting my spotted mare, which one of my tribunes had found wandering the battlefield after Cassius’ camp had fallen. “You need to speak with them.”

“And say what?” Octavius demanded. “That I’m a fool? That I’m the one responsible for so many of their comrades’ deaths?”

“Yes,” I replied bluntly, holding my friend’s gaze. “Humility is what is needed here.” Octavius opened his mouth to respond, but I held up a hand, stalling him. “But that can only go so far. You must apologize for your mistake, and then you must forget about it and move on. The men will respect you for that, this I promise you. But if you slink away now with your tail between your legs, nothing on this earth will make them follow you ever again.” I pursed my lips. “Nor will I, for that matter.”

Octavius appeared stunned by my unexpectedly harsh words, both of us well aware that thousands of pairs of eyes were fixated on us. “You’re serious,” he finally managed to say, more statement than a question as he studied me. “You would abandon me now after everything that we have been through?”

“I would if you flee this place and thereby brand yourself a coward,” I said firmly, though inside, I was dying a thousand deaths at the thought of that very thing occurring.

“You swore to me last night that you would always be by my side,” Octavius growled, looking angry now. “No matter what.”

“Yes, but last night there was no talk of you running away from your duty to Rome,” I retorted, trying to stoke Octavius’ anger even further. I knew both our fates rested on what my friend said and did in these next few moments, and so I held his gaze defiantly, doing what I could to draw out his competitive fighting spirit. I felt encouraged by the growing fire and sudden strength rising in Octavius’ eyes, where there had been nothing but weakness and regret only moments before. “It takes a strong man to admit that he has erred and is ultimately human,” I continued, softening my voice somewhat. “Give them that, but let them see the steel inside you as well.”

“The legions only respect leaders who bring them glory and plunder,” Octavius replied bitterly. “Not death and humiliation.”

“That’s true,” I agreed. “But tell me this. Who was it that brought Marcus Cicero and the Senate to their knees? Who defied Marcus Antonius to accept Julius Caesar’s inheritance when the entire civilized world thought him to be nothing more than an insignificant boy? Who won at Mutina and became the youngest consul in the history of Rome? And who was it that hammered out a historic agreement with Marcus Antonius and Marcus Lepidus—politicians with much more experience than he—to become one of the most powerful men in the world?” I stabbed a finger at my friend. “You did all of that, Octavius. No one else. You have won everywhere you go, so show the legions that man still exists and will continue to win for them. Do that, and I promise they will love you just as much as I do and will follow you into the depths of the Underworld itself if you command it.”

Octavius swallowed as he thought about that while glancing around at the still-silent ranks. “Very well, Luan,” my friend finally said, his expression filling with resolve and determination. “I shall, as usual, heed your sage advice and do as you suggest.” He reached out and grabbed my forearm, squeezing hard as he glared at me. “But don’t you ever threaten to leave me again. I can accept anything else in this life, all the trials and tribulations the gods choose to saddle me with, but I cannot accept the loss of your friendship and support. You are not only my conscience but my strength, and without you, I am nothing. Do you hear me?”

“I hear you, my friend,” I said, not hiding my relief. “You have my word that if you stay to lead us, regardless of the outcome when we meet the enemy, my loyalty will never wane from this day forth.”

“Good,” Octavius grunted, looking satisfied as he sat back in his saddle. “Now, let’s get on with this, Luan. I have a battle to win.”

I had to struggle to contain a grin as I motioned to the closest watchtower, signaling the cornicen standing there to call off the horns. A moment later, only the sound of the wind could be heard, and even that slowly died out as if the gods themselves were holding their collective breath to listen to what Octavius had to say.

Octavius guided Vitus closer to the assembled ranks. “I come to you asking for forgiveness!” his voice suddenly boomed out. He spread his arms wide. “I have brought shame to the finest army that Rome has ever witnessed, and for this, I will be sorry until my final breath in this world.” Octavius waited then, gauging the reaction to his words. I could hear mutterings coming from the men, not certain if it was a good sign or not. “I could make a thousand excuses to you now for what happened three days ago,” Octavius continued. “About how my mind was not my own, taken from me when it was most needed. I could describe to you how my insides felt ready to explode at any moment, while my bowels constantly turned to water.” Octavius shook his head sorrowfully. “But what will any of these excuses do? Will they bring back our brothers in arms who died for my mistakes? No, they will not. Nothing can bring them back to us. But I swear to you now, every man standing before me, that if you choose to follow me again, I will not let you down! I will not break or bend to this sickness a second time, and I will lead our forces to victory! This I swear to you before the gods!”

“How can we trust you now after what you did?” a voice suddenly rang out from among the ranks, followed by a chorus of agreement coming up and down the lines.

“What if it happens again?” another man wanted to know.

“What if your sickness returns despite your assurances?” a third man shouted.

“Why should we have to pay the price?” a fourth demanded.

Octavius raised his hands, motioning for quiet as more questions were thrown at him. “I make you a solemn promise,” he called out once the noise had died down. “Before the gods and as one soldier to another.” My friend placed his hands over his heart. “I truly believe that my affliction has passed, but should the worst happen and it reasserts itself in battle once again—” Octavius paused there, motioning to me. “Then I task my most trusted friend and confidant, Marcus Agrippa, to lop off my head with his gladius and take over command. I will not risk your lives for any reason other than for the continued glory of Rome, be it under my command or another’s. This I swear.”

Complete silence fell over the plains at that bold statement, and I truly don’t know where it might have led to in the end on its own. But then the gods made their presence felt as the ground suddenly started to rumble without warning, tipping the scales in my friend’s favor while reaffirming my firm belief that Gaius Octavius Thurinus was destined for greatness. Men shouted in surprise and fear as the plains beneath their feet seemed to buckle and ripple while startled horses whinnied and snorted, with half a dozen of them breaking and racing away in panic.

I believe now that the earth tremor that possibly changed Rome forever only lasted for several heartbeats at best, no more. Yet, it was more than enough to convince every man among us that Octavius was favored by the gods as they began to chant, “Caesar! Caesar! Caesar!”

Gaius Octavius Thurinus had weathered the storm and regained control of his legions, and any questions about his mental state or competence would never be raised again. It had begun.

[image: A black and white logo  Description automatically generated]

We took the empty hillfort without the loss of a single man that same night, protected from prying eyes by a wonderful, pitch-black, cloud-filled sky. Moving that many men and their equipment in total silence in the darkness is no easy task, but every soldier among our ranks was committed to the cause and, because of it, not once did an enemy sentry sound the alarm. So it was that when the sun finally did rise the next morning, its warming rays revealed over five thousand men hunkered down behind the stout walls that Marcus Brutus had generously left behind for us. Oh, how I would have loved to have seen the look of shock and dismay on that man’s face when he saw Octavius’ banner flying high over the fortress, not to mention six more legions arrayed in battle formation along either side of the hill. The clever and daring Octavius that I’d known all my life was back with a vengeance, slipping into the very heart of the enemy’s territory right under Marcus Brutus’ nose.

Because of our bold and unexpected move, our forces now controlled the southern plains along the marshes, and with our strong, defensible position, we suddenly posed a serious threat to Brutus’ supply lines coming from the east utilizing the Via Amelia. Marcus Brutus was now in a quandary, and I knew he would soon be forced to make a very tough choice. Brutus could concede the southern part of his defenses to us—including Cassius’ rebuilt camp—and retreat to his northern stronghold while forgoing his supply lines, or he could attack us head-on and try to regain his hill just as Octavius hoped. Alternatively, he could split his forces in a bid to defend both camps at once and protect his lines, although this last choice, while probably the soundest strategically, would result in stretching his men very thin, leaving him vulnerable to a concerted attack in one location.

But Brutus surprised us by doing something unexpected, deciding to compromise by building a converse wall in record time from Cassius’ camp eastward to join the Via Amelia, effectively blocking us off, which I grudgingly had to admit I hadn’t seen coming. He also moved two-thirds of his forces south, although he only did that after he saw Marcus Antonius marching his legions to join with ours.

Speaking of that bastard, one of the most enjoyable things I have ever experienced was when Octavius, Maecenas, Quintus, Bulbus, and I met with Antonius and his officers once his men were in position. Octavius hadn’t bothered to inform Antonius about his plans for the hillfort, a clear rebuke after what Antonius had done to us three days before. The conversation between both sides had been heated and full of expletives, and while I won’t bother relaying it all here, I will say that Octavius gave as good as he got, standing up to Antonius and making the older man look like a fool. At one point, Lucius Vipsanius and I came close to blows once again, and though saner heads eventually prevailed, Marcus’ brother and I both understood that sooner or later, it would come down to a fight to the death between us. I couldn’t wait for that moment to arrive.

When the meeting between Antonius and Octavius finally broke up, both leaders walked away with a renewed hatred for each other, although each man knew that they still needed the other to win, whether they liked it or not. Once Marcus Brutus and the remaining Liberators were finally dealt with, well, we’d just have to see what happened then. And so began long days of minor cavalry and infantry skirmishes, with each side trying to draw the other into a full-scale engagement against their fortified positions. But despite the insults and taunts thrown back and forth, no one was biting, essentially renewing the same strategy that had been ongoing these past few weeks to the west. Whatever advantage Octavius had initially gained by taking the hillfort had effectively been nullified by Brutus’ wall, and I remember vividly what an extremely frustrating time it was for our restless and hungry forces.

Only the gods know what might have happened if Marcus Brutus’ officers hadn’t been the first to revolt, followed by the rank and file, who demanded that they be allowed to attack us and settle things once and for all. On the twenty-third day of October, Marcus Brutus gave in to the pressure exerted on him by his men, marshaling his forces outside his walls in a standard triple-line formation, signaling his willingness to engage. We did the same in front of our hillfort, with our legions more than willing to take up his offer.

Finally, after weeks of waiting for something to happen, the conclusive Battle of Philippi was mercifully about to commence.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

By midday, two massive Roman armies stood facing one another in relative silence, separated by a field of trodden grass half a mile deep interspersed with the odd red poppy, purple lavender, or pink orchid that somehow had managed to survive the comings and goings of thousands of men and beasts. Marcus Brutus had arrayed his army along the entire length of his new wall—nearly a full mile—although by doing so, he’d been forced to leave his left flank near the Via Amelia somewhat weakened. Marcus Antonius hadn’t seemed to notice the disparity in numbers at first or, if he had, cared, readily agreeing to form his legions on our left wing upon Octavius’ suggestion. My friend was forever the opportunist, eager to pit his forces against Brutus’ weakened flank even though we were vastly outnumbered by the enemy’s cavalry there, the bulk of which Brutus had wisely shifted to shore up his sparse infantry.

I imagine Antonius was happy with the arrangement after his scouts relayed the news about the cavalry, believing he held the advantage since Brutus’ remaining horse on his right flank was somewhat depleted because of the shift. In this, I confess I had to agree, although Octavius did explain his reasoning to me despite the obvious mismatch in horsemen. It was a gamble, of course, but Octavius believed if we could rout Brutus’ mounted troops right away, this would allow us to outflank his weakened infantry, pinning them against their own wall where we could decimate them. Going head to head against a superior mounted force is always a risky proposition, but leadership is not for the faint of heart either, so sometimes the potential rewards of such a move outweigh the risks. This was one of those times.  

I sat my spotted mare beside Gaius Maecenas and Quintus Rufus at the head of our legions, watching while Octavius trotted his horse slowly along our front lines. My friend paused his mount every few moments to say a few words of encouragement to one of the soldiers in the ranks or lean down to shake hands, always smiling while giving off a calm, almost carefree demeanor. Marcus Antonius, on the other hand, thundered back and forth aggressively in front of his troops to our left on his great black stallion, whirling his gladius over his head while demanding victory from his men in a booming voice that carried easily across the fields. The contrast in leadership styles between the two men had never been more apparent, and as Antonius’ men cheered him enthusiastically, Octavius’ forces remained mostly silent and reflective. I couldn’t help but wonder if my friend was making a mistake with his subdued approach, for every man facing battle, no matter whether he be a twenty-year veteran or a raw recruit, feels anxiety and nervousness just before a fight commences and often needs an emotional release, much as Antonius’ forces were getting.

Octavius finally reined in his horse, facing his men now as a roar erupted from across the field where Marcus Brutus and his legates were whipping his legions into a fury. The time for death and bloodshed was fast approaching.

Octavius drew his gladius dramatically as the wind riffled his blood-red cloak and horse-hair crest. “Today—” he began, hesitating when Vitus skittered a few steps sideways, bobbing his head in irritation before Octavius got the unruly beast back under control. “Today, we will make history together, my friends! Today, heroes will be born among us. Men whose deeds on this field will be lauded by the gods and talked about by common men for generations to come. Today is the dawn of a new age of heroes, men whose names will be whispered in awe, spoken in the same breath alongside the likes of Aeneas, Publius Horatius, the mighty Hercules, and my own father, Julius Caesar.” Octavius pointed his blade at a tall man in the front ranks. “Will one of those names belong to you this day, brother?”

“By the gods, yes, Caesar!” the legionnaire cried enthusiastically, pounding the base of his shield against the ground while his companions emulated him.

“And what will you do with this newfound fame?” Octavius demanded of the man once things had quieted down somewhat.

“Stick my cock inside every woman in Rome that will have me, sir!” the soldier shouted back to tremendous cheers. “And half the ones that won’t as well, I’d wager!”

Octavius laughed, gesturing toward the soldier with his gladius. “Now, this is a fellow who has his priorities straight!” he cried as a ripple of amusement washed over the ranks. Octavius motioned to another man, this one an optio with broad shoulders and scarred arms. “And what about you, brother? Will you be a hero this day as well? Will you win glory on the field in the name of the Republic?”

“I will do so or die trying, sir!” the man responded with a wide grin. He thrust his gladius above his head, glancing around at his fellow soldiers. “For the glory of Rome, lads! For Caesar and victory!”

The chant was taken up, thousands of throats raised in unison as weapons struck shields in a cacophony of sound. Octavius sat back in his saddle, crossing his gladius over his lap as he listened to the uproar that drowned out everything else around us. I noticed the enemy had fallen mostly silent at the outburst, surprised perhaps by the sudden enthusiasm from the east where there had been nothing before. My friend finally turned to look over at me, his eyes alight with satisfaction and battle lust. He smiled and nodded, and I returned the smile, bursting with pride and love for the man. Despite my fears, Octavius had known just when and how to stoke the fires residing in the breasts of those under his command, and now the legions were primed and as ready for battle as they would ever be. But from here on in, it would be up to the gods and a strong sword arm to decide our fate.

“Take the piss if you have to, ladies,” a centurion called to his troops behind me. “Because Jupiter himself knows you might not get another chance for a while.”

The heady stench of fresh urine began to fill the air as hundreds of men emptied their bladders on the ground all along the lines while Octavius wheeled his horse about, racing back to join Maecenas, Quintus, and me. Blaring horns suddenly arose from across the field, with officers shouting the advance a moment later, followed by the steady tramping of thousands of feet as the enemy legions began moving forward at a snail’s pace. Skirmishers with javelins flitted out in front of the marching aquilifers with their eagles and signifers carrying the banners of individual cohorts, although they were careful not to separate themselves too far from the front ranks. I knew that would change when the two armies drew close enough for our own skirmishers to engage with them.

“Good luck, my friends,” Octavius said, pausing to grasp each of our forearms. I could see sweat dripping off the end of his nose in a steady stream, but his eyes were hard and filled with excitement and anticipation. “And may the gods watch over all of you.”

“Stay out of trouble, Caesar,” Maecenas said with a wink before kicking his horse into motion, heading toward his command. Quintus merely nodded to Octavius and me, his features set in a grim mask as he rode away without a word, leaving us suddenly alone.

“Be careful,” we both uttered to each other at the exact same time.

Octavius and I burst out laughing, and a moment later, he punched me playfully on the shoulder. “I’m depending on you, Luan. Don’t let me down.”

“Have I ever, my friend?” I asked, one eyebrow raised. Octavius had tasked me with leading our cavalry charge, which I’d been preparing for all morning, both of us painfully aware that everything hinged on me securing a quick, decisive victory over the enemy riders if we were to succeed.

“A damn fine point,” Octavius replied with a chuckle. He took a deep breath, his features turning serious. “Stay well.”

“And you,” I said. I turned the mare toward the east, then paused her to glance back over my shoulder at my friend. “What say you and I have a bout of pugilatus tomorrow morning once this is all over? I haven’t put you on your arse in weeks and suddenly feel the urge.”

Octavius’ features broke out into a wide grin. “You have yourself a date, Lion. But we’ll see whose arse dusts the ground first.”

I smiled and saluted, our pact set as I urged the mare into a gallop toward our massed cavalry, with my praetorians and officers following closely behind me in a tight band. We had almost eight thousand mounted men on our right flank—a mixture of Romans, Gauls, Thracians, and most importantly, a thousand Cretan archers I’d managed to obtain mounts for. Many of those Cretans didn’t even know how to ride a horse, and I said a quick prayer to the gods that they would be able to stay in their saddles long enough to loose a shaft or two before they fell off, potentially helping to even the odds against us. I knew nobody could match the Cretans with their composite bows when they had two feet planted firmly on the ground, but shooting from the instability of a galloping warhorse was another matter entirely. I doubted Brutus’ men would be prepared for such a brazen move, for though mounted archers were not unheard of in warfare, most notably used to great effect by the damned Parthians, it was a tactic that Roman armies seldom gave much thought to. Today, I hoped to change that way of thinking.

“Sir.”

I nodded to the grizzled decurion waiting for me, Marcus Valerius, who had once trained Octavius, Quintus, Maecenas, and me during our time in Apollonia just before Julius Caesar’s cowardly murder changed everything for us. Valerius was dressed in a battered Corinthian helmet, bronze chestplate, and matching bronze greaves. He wore a long, double-edged sword called a spatha on his right hip and carried a twelve-foot ash lance known as a contus, the butt of which rested on the toe of his right cavalry boot. Several short throwing spears hung sideways along Valerius’ horse’s flank beneath his right leg, suspended from his saddle by leather loops. The decurion also gripped a small wooden round shield covered in boiled leather called a parma in his left hand, the surface of which was painted blue with a reinforced bronze rim and boss. Two twisting laurel leaves of painted gold encircled the central boss like lovers.

“All set?” I asked Valerius.

“Yes, sir. Ready to move on your command.”

I glanced across the field at the approaching enemy. Brutus’ legions were advancing steadily all along the line to the west as far as I could see from my vantage point. But the left flank of the infantry to the east opposite us near the Via Amelia was flagging, with the cohorts there dealing with uneven terrain that was rapidly creating a staggered line that looked deliciously tantalizing. Half of the enemy cavalry—some six thousand strong, I guessed—rode in front of the infantry directly behind the skirmishers rather than along the flank as usual, which I found strange. Even odder still was that the other half of the riders remained fixed behind the legion, deliberately matching the pace of the struggling cohorts.

I’d never seen a formation quite like that before, although it quickly became clear to me what the enemy was attempting to do. I shared a look with Valerius. “Sure looks tempting, doesn’t it?” I grunted, motioning toward the empty Via Amelia and the enemy’s faltering left flank. “Ripe for the plucking, that is. All we have to do is swoop in and take it.”

“It’s been my experience that if something seems too good to be true, sir, then it likely is,” the decurion replied grimly. He spat a glob into the trampled grasses at his horse’s feet, motioning ahead with the tip of his lance. “That’s death waiting for us on that road if we try to outflank them, sir. Sure as I’m sitting here.”

“It is,” I agreed, knowing the legion’s legate was attempting to draw us out into the open, away from our infantry. I, of course, was hoping to do the same to him. But the reserves to the rear that numbered almost as many horses as I currently commanded were now my main concern, since I knew they would attempt to encircle us the moment we attacked. I pursed my lips as I considered my options. The flagging left flank was clearly a trap yet, even so, it was hard not to imagine the possibilities if we could overcome it somehow. But first, I needed to deal with that damn cavalry. Would my Cretans be up to the task?

“One volley of arrows won’t do the job, sir,” Valerius said as if reading my thoughts. “You’ll need at least three to sow enough confusion and uncertainty to matter.”

“You don’t think we’ll get three?” I asked, though, in my gut, I feared the same.

The decurion shook his head emphatically. “No, sir, I do not. Not with that lot. You’ll be lucky to get the one, in my opinion. I’ll grant you these Cretans can shoot, but there isn’t a proper horseman among them.”

“Then how else can I get my archers close enough to catch the enemy by surprise, if not in this manner?” I asked in exasperation. “They’ll get slaughtered if I try to march them forward on foot.”

“That they will,” Valerius agreed. “Your strategy is sound, sir, but with all due respect, I believe it’s the execution that could use some improvement. May I make a suggestion?” I motioned impatiently for him to continue, uncomfortably aware that we were running out of time. “You could assign a man to ride beside each archer, holding his horse’s reins. This would negate the poor horsemanship of the Cretans.” I blinked in surprise, wondering why I hadn’t thought of that. “Granted, by doing so, it will initially weaken our numbers if we need a sudden charge,” Valerius added. “But this method should give the Cretans the freedom and confidence they need to shoot three volleys without worrying about trying to maintain their balance in the saddle.” He shrugged. “After that, it’ll be up to the rest of us to finish the job.”

The sounds of blaring horns arose abruptly to my left, followed by an enthusiastic roar as Marcus Antonius’ and Octavius’ legions began trudging forward in unison. I glanced at Valerius. Sometimes, in battle, decisions need to be made on the fly, depending on changing events, and this seemed like a perfect example of that. “Your idea is a good one, Valerius,” I said, discarding my original plan in favor of the older man’s. “Give the order. But I want at least four volleys from those archers before we engage the enemy, not three.”

“Then four you shall have, sir,” the decurion said with a determined nod before quickly relaying the command down the line. Roman cavalry units were divided into thirty to forty men—called turma—each led by an experienced decurion like Valerius. All these officers were grizzled professionals with a lifetime spent in the saddle and, because of that, I had faith in their ability to reorganize their thinking quickly. Yet, even so, I knew it would take time for the rank and file to adapt to our new strategy and act accordingly—time that we were very short on at the moment. “We still need to draw the enemy out where the Cretans’ arrows will count the most, sir,” Valerius added. “Those reserves hiding behind the infantry especially.”

“I know,” I grunted. “Which means we are going to have to give the bastards exactly what they want by going for their left flank.” I pointed at the decurion. “You will lead two thousand horse and do just that, which should buy us a little more time. The rest will hang back with me, preparing for the main attack. I want you to hit their lines hard enough to make them feel it, Valerius, then turn and flee. Use your lances only. Don’t waste your throwing spears because you’ll need them later. That should be enough to bring out those bastards in the back, and when the moment is right, I’ll unleash my Cretans on them and make them pay in blood and misery.”

Valerius smiled beneath his helmet like a hungry wolf staring down a lame rabbit, both of us knowing nothing made a cavalryman’s blood pump hotter and faster than seeing the backs of a fleeing enemy. I figured a sight like that would be almost irresistible for those reserves, certain that they would break ranks and charge despite their orders. If they didn’t, we would be in trouble. I did a quick calculation in my head. Four volleys from the Cretans meant four thousand arrows launched in rapid succession at a charging enemy who hopefully would be pressed tightly together, lances lowered as they bore down on our position. If each archer hit their target—be it horse or man—with one out of four arrows, which was likely a conservative estimate, then the chances were good we would kill or maim at least a thousand men and horses. Not a lot, it was true, in comparison to the force aligned against us. But it was the surprise and confusion that such an unexpected attack would bring that I was counting on. If there were any extra casualties beyond a thousand, well, that would simply be a bonus.

“A lot has to go right for this to work, sir,” the decurion said thoughtfully as he studied the army coming towards us. We’d been forced to match the pace of the advancing legion to our left to protect their flank, with the distance between the two armies closing faster than I would have liked despite both sides moving slowly toward each other.

“True,” I grunted. I glanced at the older man. “You once told me that sometimes it’s better to be lucky on the battlefield than bold.”

“I don’t remember saying that, sir,” Valerius said. “But that does sound like me, depending on what the situation calls for, naturally.”

I chuckled. “Yes, it does sound like you.” I nodded to him. “On this day, Valerius, I require you to be both.”

“Yes, sir,” the decurion said. “I won’t let you down.”

“See that you don’t.”

Moments later, Valerius was gone, thundering away to the east at a gallop toward the Via Amelia with a host of our horsemen at his heels. The enemy cavalry turned to face this incoming threat smartly as if they’d been expecting it—which they had been—picking up their speed to a trot with lances lowered. Thick dust spurned by the hooves of Valerius’ horses hung heavy in the air behind the attacking force, helping to hide the fact that not all our numbers had joined in the assault. It also blocked my view of Brutus’ reserve horsemen, however, which left me in a quandary. Had those reserves moved already? Were they even now sweeping out to encircle Valerius?

I chewed on my bottom lip nervously as I tried to discern what was happening in the east, while in the fields to my left, the first of the light skirmishers from both sides came together with shouts and clangs of weapons. The blue sky above our heads quickly began to fill with the dark shafts of javelins, with matching volleys crisscrossing the battlefield in whistling arcs as the opposing front ranks of the infantries came into range. I knew the bombardment was only temporary, though, a mere nuisance at best since the moment the two armies met, ranged weapons would no longer be practical for fear of hitting fellow soldiers rather than the enemy.

A momentary break in the dust revealed Valerius and his forces charging into Brutus’ massed cavalry, with the screams of men and horses and clang of iron telling me all I needed to know just as the dust returned. Valerius had done his job, and if all had gone well, he would be breaking off the attack at any moment now. One of my bodyguards handed me a shield and a lance, both of which I had become fairly proficient with during my time in Apollonia. “Let’s go,” I growled, motioning for the cornicen sitting his horse behind me to blow his horn, signaling a formation change.

Six thousand riders and their warhorses began to move at a trot toward the east in a reverse wedge, with our front ranks being the widest, following the trail of torn-up grasses left behind by Valerius’ force. I could still discern little ahead nor hear anything other than the mind-numbing, constant rumble of our horses’ hooves until suddenly I was clear of the dust, revealing Valerius and his force returning at breakneck speed directly toward us with Brutus’ cavalry charging along behind them, closing the gap rapidly.

Feeling my heart thumping against my chest, I signaled for the cornicen to blow a halt, then, as Valerius’ horsemen swept around our flanks to the rear to fill in the wedge, I motioned to the cornicen again. Three sharp horn blasts rang out this time as the ground beneath our feet trembled beneath the weight of the oncoming enemy horsemen bearing down on us. It was truly an awe-inspiring and frightening sight to behold, with the sun glinting off a sea of iron-tipped lances, metal helmets, and bronze breastplates, with the enemy’s eager calls starting to compete against the sound of their hooves as they drew closer.

Had the reserves taken the bait and joined the attack? I wondered, feeling a lump of doubt forming in my throat. I had no way of knowing, and all I could do was thank the gods for giving me such well-trained cavalry; for the moment the last horn note faded away, our first two ranks—me and my praetorians included—broke to the sides, allowing the Cretans and their charges to move forward. “Now!” I shouted at the cornicen as those who’d been in the front rows hurried to form up along our wings, offering the archers behind an unimpeded view of the enemy.

Another long blast sounded from the horn, and suddenly, a host of dark arrow shafts flitted across the open space between the mounted archers and the oncoming enemy, hissing like angry wasps toward their targets. The first rank of approaching horsemen slowed and wavered under the barrage, with dozens of the leaders snatched from their saddles and half that number of horses collapsing in the dirt, where they rolled, causing instant confusion and mayhem among the lines as lances snapped and more men were thrown from saddles.

“Javelins!” I cried in exultation as another volley of arrows smacked with force into the front ranks, which had all but stopped their forward momentum, surprised by the unexpected and deadly attack.

I thought suddenly of Valerius, remembering the furious decurion screaming at me once during a war game because I’d slowed my charge at the last moment, costing my side the victory. I hadn’t fully understood why Valerius was so angry back then, but I certainly did now. Many of the riders coming on at a gallop from behind the front ranks—still oblivious to the arrows and now javelins decimating their numbers—began crashing into the faltering rows in front, creating absolute anarchy and panic among the tightly-compacted mounted men. It was truly one of the most beautiful sights I have ever seen.

The Cretans managed to send off two more volleys into the heart of the enemy riders, just as Valerius had promised me they would, and with most of our javelins spent and the enemy in total disarray now, I knew the time to finish this had come. “For Rome!” I cried, sweeping my lance forward. “Kill the bastards! Kill them all!”

And that, my friend from the future, is just what we did. The second Battle of Philippi raged well into the afternoon. And while it’s true Marcus Antonius’ legions in the west were initially pushed back to the marshes by the ferocity of Marcus Brutus’ attack, Octavius and I fared much better in the east, all because of my friend’s gamble that we could rout the enemy cavalry and feast on the weakened infantry they were protecting. That decision Brutus made to leave his left flank undermanned would prove to be the deciding factor in the battle, and though I was not there to witness it, busy slaughtering cavalry as I was, every man involved on the winning side pointed to Octavius afterward and his brilliant strategies and unfaltering leadership as to the reason why we won the day.

I couldn’t have agreed more with that sentiment, for it was Octavius leading from the front who, oblivious to his own danger, eventually forced Brutus’ legions back against their wall, where they died in droves. And it was also Octavius who broke down the main gates of that wall and then, contrary to what most leaders would have done, shifted his forces away from them, freeing up a corridor that allowed Brutus’ men an avenue of escape. Now, you might wonder why Octavius would do such a thing, as I confess I did that day as well. But the next morning, once I’d put my friend on his arse as promised after a fierce bout of pugilatus that left both of us bloodied and breathless, he explained the entire thing to me.

“A man who has nothing to lose will fight with everything that he has left inside him, Luan,” Octavius told me. “He will battle tooth and nail because that is what all men do when faced with the reality of their death. They fight it. But if you give that same man a glimmer of hope, a way out that does not include bleeding to death in the dirt, well, the chances are he will take it. That is why I left the gates unguarded.”

I nodded, understanding his thinking now. “But we killed many of them afterward anyway once we overran their camp,” I said. “Those deaths you speak of were only prolonged, not avoided.”

“True enough, Luan,” Octavius conceded. “But at least they had a few more breaths to take before they died. That is all any of us want in the end, really. Just a few more precious breaths before it’s all said and done and the Boatman comes to collect us.”

“Marcus Brutus didn’t seem to share your sentiment,” I replied thoughtfully. Brutus had fled to the hills overlooking the city of Philippi once he’d realized his forces were defeated and had fallen on his sword rather than be captured and paraded in chains through the streets of Rome.

My friend’s battered features tightened with anger at the mention of Brutus’ name. “No, he did not, robbing me of my vengeance.”

“You have his death to celebrate, not to mention his head to take back to Rome with you,” I said with a sigh, offering my hand down to Octavius, where he remained sitting on the ground. “That should be enough for any man, I think.”

“Enough, Luan?” Octavius replied as I hauled him to his feet. He grinned, and though one of his eyes was swollen almost shut from a decisive left hook I’d landed to end the fight, he used the other to wink at me. “I’ve barely gotten started, my friend. You just watch me.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY

Octavius and I didn’t head back to Rome until the following spring, since his sickness reasserted itself after the Battle of Philippi and persisted on and off for the rest of the winter months, making him too weak to chance traveling. My friend had been married to his wife, Claudia—Fulvia’s daughter and Marcus Antonius’ stepdaughter—for almost a year already when we finally returned to the Eternal City, although they’d barely seen one another since their wedding and I doubted had said more than ten words to each other in that time. Octavius still hadn’t bedded the girl, confessing to me that he had no interest in doing so and likely never would since, like many marriages among the elites, the alliance had always been based on political needs, not desire or love. The issue of producing an heir seemed of little importance to my friend at that time, focused as he was on what he described as more important matters.

I have always believed that Octavius was secretly fearful that he could not father children due to the sicknesses that had plagued him all his life up until then. And while there were few things that Octavius and I could not discuss openly, the topic of fatherhood was certainly one of them. So, after several unusually terse discussions about it when he first married Claudia, I quickly learned to back off on the subject of an heir and leave it alone. That said, I could hardly blame Octavius for his total lack of interest in the girl. For though she was attractive enough if you like your women thin without any childbearing hips to speak of, I’d found her to be a domineering, unpleasant, and hugely calculating person despite her young age, reminding me very much of her mother in that way. Octavius had always been pragmatic regarding the merits of making sound marriage alliances to further careers, be it his or others, but Little Claudia would soon prove to be something of a catalyst—through no fault of her own, I admit—that would drag the people of Rome already weary from years of civil strife back into another war. But once again, friend, I am getting slightly ahead of myself. 

Life changed for the triumvirs after Philippi, for with Marcus Brutus and Marcus Cassius dead, the only serious threat that remained to their rule was Sextus Pompey in Sicily. And while it’s true the man would continue to be a thorn in our sides for some time to come, his superior fleet of warships made an expedition against him unpalatable for now since we had few capable ships of our own left after the disaster off the coast of Macedonia. Besides, Octavius had other, more pressing matters to deal with, having been requested by Marcus Antonius to take on the monumental task of locating land for all the discharged soldiers who’d fought at Philippi—a precondition for the veterans’ continued loyalty that Antonius and Octavius had readily agreed to honor while on campaign. Octavius also had to do the same for the veterans of the Liberators’ defeated legions, most of whom had sworn allegiance to the triumvirs rather than face execution, which effectively increased his problem twofold.

Despite my friend’s ultimate success on the Plains of Philippi, much of the accolades for the victory over Brutus and Cassius was attributed to Marcus Antonius, who wasted no time having his agents spread rumors about Octavius’ less than glorious exploits in the east—some of which admittedly were true, some not—which did little to improve his reputation with the common man. Add to that my friend had been confiscating wide swathes of land all across Italy all spring and into the summer months, taking with that land any houses, outbuildings, livestock, and even slaves belonging to wealthy men who may or may not have been supporters of the Liberators, and it all added up to a great deal of resentment suddenly aimed his way. At one point, a disgruntled centurion, angered that he still had not received his promised farmland, had accosted Octavius at the Theater of Pompey in early June, almost killing him before my friend’s bodyguards had thankfully interceded.

The Roman people have always been fickle creatures, praising a man one day and cursing him the next, and at the moment it seemed that Octavius was in a no-win situation and could do nothing right in anyone’s eyes. If he took the land that was needed to appease his veterans, those families left suddenly destitute would naturally hate him for it. But if he did nothing, the veterans would rebel and withdraw their support, which could lead to his downfall. Octavius was in a precarious position, caught between the anger and resentment of the people and the veteran swords of the legions, which I have always believed Marcus Antonius had known all along would happen. Yet Octavius was just as stubborn as he was intelligent and charming, attributes that he had used to his advantage many times to sway men to his cause, and I know he believed passionately that he could appease both sides. I wasn’t so certain of that, convinced he would need all of his vast skills at diplomacy, not to mention a great deal of ingenuity and luck if he hoped to navigate the choppy waters and come out of this mess unscathed. But if anyone could do it, I had to concede that the person most likely to succeed would be my friend, Gaius Octavius Thurinus.

As for Marcus Lepidus, the third member of the triumvirs was accused of conspiring with Sextus Pompey to take control of Rome by both Octavius and Antonius—which, to this day, I still have my doubts actually happened. There was correspondence between Lepidus and Pompey, to be sure, but sometimes innocent words can be twisted in ways other men with ulterior motives want them to mean. I have always suspected that might have been the case with Lepidus, who I knew to be a highly unimaginative man yet one who was both honorable and loyal to the cause. But though I offered Octavius my opinion on the matter numerous times, he seemed more inclined to believe the opposite was true and that Lepidus was guilty. Now, whether Octavius was being deliberately obtuse about those letters to strengthen his political position in Rome has always been something that I have pondered at length. But until his dying day, my friend fiercely denied that had been his motivation for siding with Antonius, so who am I to doubt him?

Marcus Lepidus remained part of the political alliance as the summer wore on despite the serious allegations hanging over his head, albeit in a greatly diminished capacity until his innocence or guilt could be proven. The territories the three men controlled were officially redistributed by late spring, with Marcus Antonius, now viewed as the unquestioned senior partner and driving force behind the triumvirs, taking over control of all the eastern provinces along with Transalpine Gaul and Cisalpine Gaul. Octavius was given Hispania, Sardinia, and Sicily to govern, while Lepidus—as the now junior member—was relegated command of Numidia and Northern Africa—a clear demotion. Italy remained neutral territory as always, still theoretically administered by the Senate, at least to the casual glance anyway, although everyone in Rome down to the lowest slave knew that Octavius held sway over them.

The elected consuls for that year were Publius Isauricus and Marcus Antonius’ ambitious younger brother, Lucius Antonius. Octavius had once been briefly engaged to Isauricus’ daughter, Servilia, but had broken the engagement to marry Claudia instead to cement his alliance with Antonius. As compensation for the perceived slight to Isauricus, my friend had promised the post of consul to the older man. Marcus Antonius had used his vast influence to ensure his brother became co-consul so he could have an ear in the Senate while he spent the winter in Athens, educating the provinces in the east that had bowed to Cassius and Brutus that they had a new master to contend with now—one who exacted heavy taxes in compensation for the provinces’ misguided loyalty to the Liberators.

I had spent most of my time since our return from Macedonia in the port city of Misenum near Naples, overseeing the building of a new fleet of ships that we hoped would help us defeat Sextus Pompey. I’d been back in Rome for the past three days—the first time since spring had ended—and though I’d been looking forward to spending some time with Octavius, I’d learned he had left for the city of Perusia, which was resisting his efforts to confiscate some of their lands. I’d been hugely disappointed to hear Octavius was gone, having missed my friend terribly these past months.

“You look troubled, my love.”

I blinked, coming out of my reverie as I focused on Vipsania Polla, who lay in all her naked glory beside me in bed in my recently purchased home on the Palatine Hill, running a finger along a rigid purple scar on my left shoulder. I’d taken the wound from an enemy lance in Philippi, which had not only pierced my armor but had also managed to unhorse me. I’d killed the owner of that lance shortly afterward by dragging him from his saddle and using the rim of my shield to pummel his face into an unrecognizable mess of flesh, blood, and bone. I could still feel the burn of that man’s hot blood on my face—the first of many that I’d killed that day before Marcus Brutus’ legions had finally broken.

I shook away the memory. “Do I?” I managed to mumble.

“What were you thinking about just now, Luan?” Vippi asked.

“I was thinking about how beautiful you are and how much I love you,” I replied. I kissed her on the forehead as proof of my words.

Vippi rolled her eyes and snorted. “An obvious lie.”

I did my best to appear insulted. “Now, why would you say something like that?”

Vippi sighed. “Because I know that look well, Luan.”

She made a face, all serious and droopy-eyed, that caused me to burst out laughing. “And what, by the gods, is that supposed to be?” I asked when I finally managed to compose myself.

“That’s your I’m thinking about Caesar look,” Vippi explained, sounding somewhat jealous to my ears. “You make that face every time you think about the man.”

“I do not,” I protested guiltily.

Vippi shrugged and lay on her back, staring up at the high vaulted ceiling. I glanced with appreciation at her firm breasts and large, erect nipples that had instantly hardened as the cool evening breeze coming in from a small window to our left swept across her body. I still marveled at the way this enchanting woman could affect me.

“Say whatever you want, Luan,” Vipsania said softly, still not looking at me. “I don’t care. We both know the truth of the matter.”

I pursed my lips, lying on my back beside her while putting my hands behind my head. I stared at the ceiling lit faintly by the yellow glow of an oil lamp nearby, studying the constantly shifting shadows that morphed the painted murals above me into strange oddities—there stood a cow with wings and three tails, and there to my left, a one-armed legionnaire marching up a hill with a snake coming out of his mouth. I could see the goddess of hope, Spes, standing on a mountaintop near the window, while opposite me against the far wall, what looked like a fire-breathing lion dancing with a pig. On and on it went, a parade of fantastical creatures and people, all of it limited only by the scope of my imagination.

“Well, have you nothing to say?” Vipsania finally demanded in exasperation at my continued silence.

I sighed. “Is this going to happen every time we get together?” I asked, turning to look at her. “Caesar is my friend. You know that. Thinking about the man isn’t a crime, at least not as far as I am aware.”

“Maybe it should be,” Vippi grunted. She turned on her side facing me, propping her head up with her palm as she studied me with a serious expression. “Do you love Caesar, Luan?”

“Of course I do,” I grunted. “What kind of question is that? He and I are like brothers.”

“Yes, but do you love him the way that you do me? Physically, I mean?”

I felt my mouth drop open. “Please tell me that you’re joking,” I said, aghast at the very notion.

Vippi half shrugged. “There’s no shame in it, Luan. I bed women all the time.” She laughed at my incredulous look. “Well, you’re always away from Rome, so what am I supposed to do while you are gone? I have needs too.”

“But surely…you…uh…you have male slaves for that?” I stammered, aware that my face was becoming hot.

“No, you’re the only man I want in my bed.”

“Oh,” I said. I had a sudden guilty vision of a red-haired whore from Amphipolis in Macedonia that I’d taken a fancy to, which I forcefully thrust from my mind. It wasn’t fair, I knew, but I hated the idea of Vippi being with other men even though on the rare occasion I had sought out the company of other women. Part of me was relieved at Vippi’s revelation, and though I’d been taken aback initially, the thought of her entertaining herself with women was a much better solution than if she’d been doing it all this time with male slaves.

“Well?” Vippi asked. “Do you love him?”

“I do,” I replied. “But not in that way. I’m no pedico, and neither is he! The idea is preposterous and downright insulting, and I’ll hear no more of it.”

“Fine,” Vippi said, remaining focused. “But do you love him more than you do me, even if not in that way?”

I lifted her chin, holding her eyes. “Of course not. You are my world.” I kissed her then, long and passionately, feeling her sag into me. “And I will until my last breath. I swear it to the gods.”

“I’m sorry, Luan,” Vippi said when we finally broke apart many minutes later. “I don’t know what gets into me sometimes.”

“I do,” I said with a lecherous grin, reaching between her legs to rub the softness there, pleased to find her sex was damp with desire. “How about I refresh your memory?”

It was several hours later when I was awakened by an urgent knocking on my bedroom door. I sat up groggily, dimly aware that the lantern had run out of fuel at some point. “What is it?” I grunted.

“My apologies for disturbing you, dominus,” my personal slave, Icharus, called through the door. “But you have a visitor.”

I blinked in surprise, glancing at Vipsania, who had been roused by our voices. I’d taken great pains to conceal her true identity from my house slaves, though just like all slaves in Rome, they knew everything about the comings and goings in their master’s domus. But, as long as they thought Vippi was a prostitute or some rich merchant’s wife having a fling with a famous legate, well, what did I care? “At this hour?” I said, throwing off the thin sheet covering me and standing. “Who is it?”

“Gaius Caesar, dominus.”

“Ha!” Vippi muttered, propping herself up on her pillow and crossing her arms beneath her breasts. I could barely see her features in the semi-darkness, but I knew by her tone that she was frowning. She clucked her tongue loudly, another bad sign. “Why am I not surprised?”

“Very well, Icharus,” I said. “Tell Caesar that I will join him in the peristyle shortly. Be sure to have wine and refreshments brought to him.”

“Very good, dominus,” the slave said as I snatched up my tunic and drew it over my head.

I glanced around the room. “Have you seen my belt?”

“It fell under the bed earlier,” Vippi replied resentfully.

I bent and groped around in the darkness until I located the belt, then stood and fastened it around my waist. I glanced at Vipsania’s shadowy form, feeling her angry eyes on me. “What?” I asked, spreading my arms helplessly. “Am I supposed to just tell the most important man in Rome to go away? This isn’t my fault.”

“Humph,” Vipsania said before putting her back to me and pulling the sheet over her.

I sighed, knowing there was little I could do to appease the girl right now as I left the room, carefully closing the door behind me. Would Vipsania still be there when I got back? I had no idea. I made my way down the hall to the atrium, then turned right, passing through the tablinum to an arched entranceway that led into the open courtyard of the peristyle beyond. Octavius was waiting for me near a small fountain attended by Icharus and a slave boy named Cassian. The slaves had lit half a dozen lamps that hung from hooks on the carved columns supporting the stone portico.

“Ah, Marcus,” Octavius said, spreading his arms wide in greeting. “It’s been far too long.”

My friend and I embraced, and after we broke apart, he lifted the cup of wine he held to me in salute. “You are looking just as fit and healthy as ever.”

“As are you, Caesar,” I said, though in truth, my friend looked pale and very tired. “What brings you to my humble home at this late hour?”

“Ah, well, we need to talk,” Octavius said, his features turning serious. He motioned to the slaves. “Alone, if you please.”

“Icharus,” I grunted.

The older slave and boy both bowed, leaving a tray of cheeses, figs, and grapes on a small table near the fountain before making their leave.

I waited until I could no longer hear their footsteps. “So, what’s this all about?”

“We have a problem,” Octavius said.

I sighed. “That much I guessed with you here at this time of night. Don’t you ever sleep?”

Octavius grinned mischievously. “Is that what you were doing, Luan? Sleeping?” He glanced down at his cup, rubbing the index finger of his free hand around the rim. “I Imagine it’s not just some common whore up there in your bed tonight, now is it?”

“No, it is not,” I grunted, knowing there was little point in trying to deny it. Octavius had his spies everywhere, though I was a little put out to learn that they were watching me, too.

My friend nodded. “So, how is the beautiful Vipsania Polla these days? Does she still hate me?” I didn’t bother replying, which was answer enough, I suppose. “Such a shame,” Octavius continued. “I’m not sure I understand why she doesn’t trust me, Luan.”

“Yes, you do,” I said, trying not to show my impatience. “Now, why don’t you tell me what’s going on.”

Octavius plucked a grape from the table and popped it in his mouth. “I’ve been in contact with Sextus Pompey,” he announced around the fruit. I absorbed that news in silence, not all that surprised. Keeping the lines of communication open between rivals was a bastion of Roman political life, which made the degradation and demotion of Marcus Lepidus all that more insulting. “The bastard is causing widespread famine with his blockades of the grain routes, and if I don’t do something soon, the people are sure to revolt.”

“We don’t have the ships to take him on yet,” I said.

Octavius frowned. “How much more time do you need?”

I shrugged. “Another six months at least.”

Octavius pursed his lips as he thought about that before finally, he shook his head. “I can’t wait that long.”

“What are you proposing?” I asked.

“A negotiated truce,” Octavius answered. “We need that blockade lifted.”

“At what cost?” I asked cautiously.

“That remains to be determined,” my friend said. “Sextus Pompey has agreed to a face-to-face meeting on the Greek island of Lesbos two weeks from now.”

I gaped at my friend. “You can’t be serious,” I said. “You can’t go. It’s too risky.”

Octavius grinned triumphantly. “Who said anything about me going, Lion?” He winked. “I’m sending you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The island of Lesbos—birthplace to the Greek musician Aerion and the famous poetess Sappho—was located in the northeast of the Aegean Sea, separated from the mainland of Asia Minor by two narrow channels—one to the north called the Muselim Channel and one to the east known as the Mitilini Channel. Sextus Pompey and I were slated to meet in the port city of Mytilene, which was situated along the island’s southeastern coast near the Bay of Gera. The agreement stated that both parties could bring no more than five ships with them—which I had adhered to—although admittedly, there was no way for me to know if Sextus Pompey had honored that pact. I imagine he had the same issue regarding me and my intentions, although having read the correspondence between Octavius and Pompey, it was clear to me that both sides were eager for an amicable alternative to war, so I could only pray that this wasn’t a trap.

Octavius knew sending me to Lesbos as his representative was a risk, for if I was to fall into Pompey’s hands, my life would undoubtedly be used against him as a negotiating tool. My friend had wisely refused Pompey’s request to meet with him in person in Sicily, and with negotiations about to fall through because of it, the son of Pompey the Great had given Octavius one last ultimatum, stating that he would be willing to meet with me instead. Octavius had eventually agreed with that request, although he’d made it clear that any meeting between us could only happen on neutral ground. After much back and forth, the Greek island of Lesbos had been decided upon, and so here I was, standing on the deck of one of my newly-built triremes, staring eastward at the growing horizon of the island. I had never been to Lesbos before, but Quintus Rufus had, regaling me with stories before I left Rome about the rich flora to be found on the island, the endless fields of olive trees, the thick forests that had stood for millennia, and the natural hot springs to be found in the central hills that he claimed rejuvenated both the body and the mind.

Lesbos Island sounded like a virtual paradise according to Quintus, and yet as we drew steadily closer and I could make out more of the picturesque coastline surrounded by the sparkling blue waters of the Aegean Sea, I felt my chest tightening with tension, caring nothing for the wonders of the place. I have never been that adept at diplomacy—that has always been Octavius’ talent—and I worried that despite having good intentions, my temper might get the better of me and I would say or do something that might jeopardize the mission. My fears were, unfortunately, a valid concern, for though I’d never met Sextus Pompey, the man had a reputation for being belligerent and arrogant in a way reminiscent of that bastard Marcus Antonius—and we all know how that has worked out so far for me, now don’t we friend from the future.

I sighed, both hands clasped on the railing as I stood at the prow of the great vessel, fighting to keep my balance on the rolling deck as the trireme plowed effortlessly through the waves. My ships finally had the power of the wind at their backs—one of the few times since we’d set sail from Ostia nine days ago—and they were utilizing the sails to full advantage as we rapidly bore down on the island. I could only hope the sudden appearance of that welcome wind was a sign of approval from the gods for why I’d come this far east.

I thought about our challenging journey so far, which, in my experience, most extended sea voyages usually tended to be. My small flotilla had sailed southeastward across the Tyrrhenian Sea after leaving Ostia, passing through the Straight of Messina to enter the Ionian Sea. We’d had a brief encounter with pirates preying on merchant vessels on our fourth day, overtaking and then sinking them—as we were duty-bound to do—then had hit some bad weather two days later, just as we’d reached the Aegean Sea. One of my ships had been damaged so badly in the storm that I’d been forced to send it back to the mainland, which meant I now had only four battered triremes with me where there had been five.

Each of my ships was crammed to overflowing with rowers, marines, soldiers, naval tribunes, military staff officers, several hundred praetorian guards, a handful of archers and slingers, cooks, medical staff, and numerous other trades that might be needed on our voyage. The agreement between Octavius and Pompey had stipulated that we could only bring five ships each. But there had been no mention of how many men were allowed to accompany us, so I’d transferred as many men as possible off the stricken vessel before turning her around. I’d even brought an interpreter among my support staff in case the officials we likely needed to deal with on Lesbos didn’t speak suitable Latin. I could understand some Greek from my studies as a youth, but I was not as fluent as I would have liked, and as the island drew closer, I felt that I was as prepared as possible for the encounter with Pompey. But only the gods knew how things would eventually turn out when we finally did meet, and they didn’t seem inclined to tell me.

The sun was well overhead when we finally reached the western coast of Lesbos, and as my fleet turned southeast, following the jagged shoreline at a safe distance, I gave the order to lower the sails in favor of the oars. I remained where I was at the prow, lulled by the warmth of the sun and the monotonous splashing of the three banks of oars in the water beneath me as I studied the terrain to my left, dominated by forested hills, cliffs, and alternating rocky and sandy shores. Three hazy rounded peaks rose further inland on the island, though none were all that remarkable in height. I thought I could see a glint of sunlight reflecting back to me from the heights of the middle peak, having been informed that a colossal bronze statue of Athena, the Greek goddess of wisdom and warfare, had recently been erected there to safeguard the island.

We eventually passed an inlet leading to a wide bay named Kalloni, with a large fishing village sprawling out on both sides of the waterway’s mouth. After another hour of uneventful sailing, a series of hulking cliffs overlooking a lagoon appeared, with what I took to be the overgrown ruins of some long-ago fortress or temple dominating the top of the highest cliff. I could see half a dozen small fishing boats in the green waters of the lagoon, but the inhabitants of those crafts remained focused on their task, well-used to seeing Roman warships in their waters. We rounded the southernmost tip of the island after another hour before turning north and sailing up a constricted waterway known as the Gulf of Gera, which I’d been told by our ship’s captain would ultimately give us access to the Bay of Gera.

That bay turned out to be teeming with activity, with half a dozen small villages dotting the flat coastlines to my left and right and groves of olive trees in neat rows growing all along the steep rolling hills behind them. Fishing vessels of all shapes and sizes vied for space in the center of the bay, while bigger merchant ships sailed along the eastern coastline, heading to and from several monstrous wharves situated to the north and east.

“Quite the view, sir.”

I turned, nodding a greeting to Vitruvius Maximus, whom I’d come to rely on for not only advice but friendship. I’d finally managed to convince the engineer to join my staff as an advisor, although it had not been easy. “It is,” I agreed. I thought of Quintus Rufus. “Like a paradise almost.”

Maximus chuckled as he leaned on the railing beside me while our ship’s captain barked an order, slowing the drumbeat that set the pace for our rowers to half speed. With all the maritime traffic ahead, I guessed he feared ramming a merchant or fishing vessel and sinking them, which I considered a wise move. The last thing I needed right now was to worry about placating angry locals up in arms over the loss of property and lives.

“The last time I thought I was in paradise, sir,” the engineer said with a wistful sigh, “I was bedding this whore with the biggest tits that I’ve ever seen. The bitch tried to steal my purse while I slept, and I had to slap her around some. It got rather nasty when her three brothers showed up, and I had to make a quick exit, bare-arsed and without my purse. So much for paradise, eh?”

I laughed. “Perhaps if you tried to avoid whores with big tits and vengeful brothers from now on, Vitruvius, you’ll have better luck.”

“Sound advice, sir,” the engineer said with a grin. “Unfortunately, I have yet to heed it.” He shrugged apologetically. “There’s just too many whores with big tits in this world of ours, and most of them seem to have a brother or two hanging around.” Maximus shaded his eyes, his features turning serious as he looked northeastward toward the bustling port that was our destination. “I don’t see any other Roman ships about, sir. It doesn’t appear as though Sextus Pompey has arrived yet.”

“He could have gone around the headland to reach the city that way,” I replied. “It would likely only add three or four more hours of sailing time and save him from traveling there by road from the bay.”

“True, sir,” Maximus conceded. He glanced at me, one eyebrow raised. “But I thought you told me the agreement stipulated both parties were to dock in the Bay of Gera?”

“That was the original agreement,” I confirmed. “But from all I’ve heard about Sextus Pompey, the man is just as cunning as he is ruthless. Which means he might have decided to modify things in his favor.” I gestured behind us. “If my meeting with Pompey should not go as he hoped, I imagine blockading that inlet to prevent our escape would be a simple matter for him to achieve. Especially if he brought more than five ships, which wouldn’t surprise me.”

“You have a suspicious mind, sir,” Maximus said approvingly.

“A good reason why I’m still alive,” I grunted.

“And what do you plan to do about it if he has done what you suspect?”

I shrugged. “I’ll tell you the answer to that the moment I find out where that bastard Sextus Pompey is and what he’s been up to. Because as sure as the gods are watching, Vitruvius, there’s bound to be something.”

I was greeted at the docks by a funny little Greek fellow named Niketas Agathokles, who proudly proclaimed that he was the island's dockmaster and official protocol officer. The Greek was totally bald and shorter than most women I’ve known, barely reaching my shoulders. His head was shaped like an egg, and one of his eyes was milky white, though the one still remaining to him was busy enough to compensate for the loss as he studied me and my ships with great interest. The dockmaster was dressed in an expensive tunic over which he wore a light blue himation, which was a Greek garment similar to a Roman toga. Heavy leather sandals and a thin blue headband of cloth wrapped around his bald dome completed the man’s wardrobe, and he held a thin, ornately carved staff in his right hand as proof of his office.

Once the ceremonial greetings and introductions were over, I, along with Maximus and twenty of my praetorian guards, followed the small man and a gaggle of his silent assistants dressed in white tunics eastward along the busy docks. Niketas might have been diminutive in size, but he had the voice of a lion, barking at anyone foolish enough to get in our way to move. All did so without question, usually with an involuntary gasp of fright when they realized who it was coming toward them.

“I understand that Sextus Pompey has already arrived in your fair city,” I said to my diminutive companion. One of the man’s aides ahead of us suddenly cursed and kicked a young boy who’d been too slow to move out of our way, sending the unfortunate child tumbling in surprise into the water.

Niketas frowned in puzzlement at my words, his bald crown peppered with small beads of sweat, seemingly oblivious to the boy’s cries and frantic splashing as he and I kept up our steady pace along the dock. “This is certainly news to me, honorable sir.”

I feigned surprise. “Are you saying that Sextus Pompey has not docked at Mytilene?” I asked.

“Not to my knowledge, no,” the dockmaster said, looking worried. “I received word by messenger almost a week ago that Sextus Pompey’s ships would be docking in the bay for the duration of his visit. I have already prepared berths and accommodations for his men, the same as I have done for you, honorable sir. Very expensive accommodations, I might add, that I was assured would be paid for in full by both parties upon arrival.”

“Well, perhaps I have been misinformed about Sextus Pompey’s schedule, then,” I said, glancing over my shoulder to hold Maximus’ eyes briefly. The engineer nodded, and I turned to face the Greek again. “As for the accommodations you spoke of, Dockmaster. While I can appreciate how much time and effort it must have taken you to make these arrangements for my men, I am afraid that we won’t be needing them.”

“Won’t be needing them, honored sir?” the Greek repeated, appearing quite startled by the idea.

I had no intention of telling this man that I was being cautious in case of treachery from both Sextus Pompey and possibly him, along with whoever he took orders from. I was determined to trust no one on this island, regardless of how friendly and helpful they professed to be. “That’s correct,” I confirmed. “My men will be staying on board their ships for the length of my visit to your lovely island.”

“That is, uhm, quite irregular, honored sir,” the Greek said. He slicked sweat off his forehead with the palm of his free hand, looking quite unnerved. “Many of the taverns and brothels here on the Bay have been anticipating your arrival with, uh, shall we say, bated breath, not to mention a plethora of heaving bosoms. They will be sorely disappointed to learn of this news.”

“I imagine the taverns and brothels pushing watered-down wine and pox-ridden whores will get over the loss,” I said dryly.

“Yes, quite right, honored sir,” the Greek said, his features coloring noticeably even in the sunlight. “A concise and keen observation, if I may so. I could tell that you were a man to be reckoned with the moment you stepped off your ship.” I said nothing to that bit of bunk, letting the silence build between us until, finally, Niketas glanced up at me shyly. “Might I enquire as to why your men won’t be coming ashore, honored sir?”

“No, you may not,” I replied curtly. I hesitated as several seabirds flew low overhead, squawking loudly at each other. “I am a legate of Rome and advisor to Gaius Julius Caesar,” I continued once the birds were mercifully gone. “My business is my own.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” the little man agreed nervously. He bowed his head. “Please forgive my impertinence.”

“I’ve already forgotten it,” I grunted as we continued to make our way along the docks. “Now, you claim there’s been no word on Sextus Pompey’s current whereabouts so far?” I asked to change the subject.

“That is unfortunately correct, honorable sir,” the Greek replied. “Although it is my understanding that the gentleman in question is expected to arrive any day now.” He glanced up as we reached the end of the docks, where three men dressed identically in yellow tunics and simple brown himations clasped at the chest by silver brooches stood waiting for us on a slight rise. Something told me by their odd cloth hats and demeanor that they were priests. “Ah,” the Greek said, looking somewhat taken aback. “What a delight.”

Niketas and I paused before the three men, all of whom had long grey hair spilling out from their ridiculous headwear and matching oiled beards twisted into thick braids down to their waists. The priest in the middle carried a heavy staff with a bronze scroll at the head that held a blue central stone in the center. I thought it looked disturbingly like an eye.

“Marcus Agrippa,” the dockmaster said as his aides continued past the priests, heading up a narrow cobblestone road guarded on both sides by a series of warehouses and scruffy-looking apartment buildings. The little man swept his hand toward the central priest. “May I present to you his luminosity, the esteemed hiereus, Euphronios of Delos.”

I nodded to the man, my suspicions confirmed, for the word hiereus roughly translated meant priest.

“Hail, Marcus Agrippa,” the priest rumbled in a deep, though rather hoarse voice. “May the gods grant you favor always, and may they enlighten you with wisdom and prosperity for all your days.”

“Hail, Venerable Father,” I replied graciously, bowing my head. I spread my arms wide. “May Apollo’s light always be with you and keep you safe in its warm embrace.”

The old priest seemed pleased by that, and I spent some time exchanging pleasantries with him and his companions, who pressed me eagerly for any news about current religious practices in Rome and elsewhere. I answered their questions as patiently and honestly as possible, relieved when the three men finally bid me farewell before they headed north toward a domed temple that I could see rising in the distance.

“It is rare for the hiereis to show interest in an emissary from Rome, honored sir,” the little Greek whispered to me after the men were gone. “You should feel privileged.”

“What I feel, my friend,” I said as I stared after the retreating priests, “is tired, dirty, and hungry after my long journey.” I fixed my attention back on the dockmaster. “Something that I believe is within your purview to rectify, if I am not mistaken?”

“Indeed, honored, sir,” the Greek replied, breaking into a nervous grin. “Such is my purpose. Forgive me; I was unaware that we would be detained for so long, but one can never ignore the hiereis for fear of angering the gods. I’m sure you understand.” He motioned to the sloping road ahead. “Please, if you will follow me this way, I have carts prepared to carry you and your men to the city.”

And that is how I entered Mytilene, and a day later, came face to face with a man that I’d sworn to kill.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Despite my earlier suspicions, Sextus Pompey arrived in Lesbos the next day with five ships and docked in the Bay of Gera, just as promised. Niketas had wisely berthed the youngest son of Pompey the Great along the northern wharf, keeping his men and mine well away from each other. The little Greek was no doubt relieved to learn that Pompey had no reservations about letting his men loose on the island to spend coins on wine and ravage whores like I’d had. Which naturally led to a great deal of resentment from my followers when they learned of it. I hardly cared, for I’d rather they be sober and alert while we were here rather than drunk, and if that made my men angry with me, then so be it. Being resentful of your superiors was a rite of passage in the legions, anyway. Besides, I had no intentions of staying on the island any longer than needed, so there would be plenty of time for drinking, gambling, and whoring when we returned to Rome.

“I wonder if I might have a moment of your time, honored guest?”

I looked up from some documents I was going over at the slight man with silver and black hair who’d just addressed me. His name was Nikandros of Mytilene, and he was the city’s chief magistrate—what was known as an archon here on the island. The magistrate had graciously welcomed me into his luxurious home, and I was sitting on a red-tiled terrace overlooking the busy eastern port of the city, enjoying the cool morning breeze coming off the water as I went over rolls of documents that I’d been meaning to get to for weeks. A white canvas awning stretched above me, offering relief from the hot sun, with the thin linen rippling softly in the wind, adding to what, up until the magistrate’s arrival, had been a vastly soothing atmosphere.

I felt myself involuntarily tensing, having already been informed by Vitruvius Maximus of Pompey’s arrival in the bay over an hour ago. Had the man reached the city already? The engineer had also learned from one of the house slaves—a rather attractive young girl with big breasts, I might add, the old scoundrel—that Nikandros had offered the same hospitality to stay at his house to my rival as he had to me. Having both Sextus Pompey and myself staying under the same roof might not be the wisest of ideas in my view, but the Greeks did things differently than we did, so I’d decided to tolerate it. These lands were theoretically under Roman rule, but I was not the kind of man to use that fact as a hammer unless it was absolutely necessary. I was a guest in the magistrate’s house, and though I did not approve of his decision, I felt it was better not to ruffle Nikandros’ feathers by saying anything, especially since, as far as he was aware, I knew nothing yet about Sextus Pompey staying here.

Nikandros of Mytilene was reputed to be a man of calculation and limitless ambitions, although one who was described as fair and level-headed with those he considered friends and a terror to those he did not. I’d quickly come to like the magistrate a great deal and wanted to stay in his good graces, guessing that Sextus Pompey would likely not be so amenable to the idea of us staying together and might say something he regretted later. I figured it was better to have the Greeks on my side rather than against me, and the easiest way to do that was not to make waves unless absolutely warranted.

“My apologies if I am interrupting you, sir,” Nikandros added at my silence, hesitating beneath an arched colonnade that led to the terrace as if afraid to step outside.

“Nonsense, my friend,” I said, tossing the scroll I’d been reading filled with endless figures and notations regarding materials bought for my new fleet on the table. It was always prudent to look over these figures, for many times, those responsible for procuring supplies were skimming off the top. I gestured to a chair sitting opposite me. “Forgive me. I was lost in thought for a moment. Come, sit and join me. This is your home, after all. And please, call me Marcus.”

Nikandros was easily in his sixties but was lean and fit, with piercing, intelligent brown eyes and a hawkish nose. His face and hands were tanned and creased from years in the sun—no deskbound bureaucrat this one—and he was dressed in a simple white robe fastened at the neck by a golden brooch that depicted a sailing craft cutting through choppy waters with a brilliant sun overhead. I knew it was the official arms of the city of Mytilene.

“Very well, if you insist, Marcus,” the magistrate said with a slight bow. He made his way to the chair and sat down, clasping his hands together on the tabletop. “And you may address me as Nikandros if you wish.”

“With pleasure, sir,” I said.

Nikandros smiled in appreciation, the fine network of creases around his eyes growing deeper as he did so. He glanced at an empty cup on the table sitting off to one side of my pile of documents. “Did you enjoy the wine, Marcus?”

“I did,” I said, meaning it.

“Would you care for some more?” the older man asked, preparing to clap his hands to summon a slave.

“No,” I replied, perhaps a little too hastily. I smiled apologetically afterward. “I need to keep my wits about me. But it’s very good, with an unusual yet wholly satisfying taste. I don’t think I’ve had anything quite like it before, and I look forward to sampling more later.”

The magistrate nodded, appearing pleased. “Thank you for your kind words. The grapes of the Methymnaeos Winery of Chidira that I own are unmatched anywhere in the known world, and they are exclusive to this island.”

“This is yours?” I asked in surprise, gesturing to the cup.

“It is,” Nikandros responded proudly.

“You should export it,” I added, sensing a business opportunity. “You will no doubt make a fortune if you do.”

“I intend to do just that,” Nikandros replied rather wistfully. “My hope is that some day soon, ships filled with amphorae carrying my wine will dominate the trade routes, rivaling that produced in Campania, Aquileia, and perhaps, dare I dream, even Veneto.”

“Well, if you are ever looking for a partner,” I said half in jest, “count me in.”

Nikandros couldn’t hide his surprise. “You are serious about this?”

“Absolutely. Your wine is extraordinary and should be served in every dining hall in Rome. I know people who I think can help with that.”

The older man rubbed his neat, silver-bearded chin in contemplation. “I will give your words serious thought, Marcus, I assure you.” He hesitated there, looking suddenly uncomfortable. “But unfortunately, now is not the right time to be discussing such things. There are other, uh, more important matters that must be addressed before the sun hits midday.”

“Such as?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest and sitting back in my chair.

Nikandros rubbed the flats of his palms on the tiled tabletop. “This Roman that you are to meet with, Sextus Pompey?” I nodded, not saying anything. “You are not friends, correct?”

“I have never met the man,” I said. “But no, I think it is safe to say that we are not friends.”

“Enemies then?”

“That still remains to be determined.”

“I see,” the magistrate said. “Please forgive my ignorance about all of this, Marcus. For you see, I am a simple man, and the complexities of Roman life tends to easily confuse me. All of my time and energy since that glorious day seven years ago when I was honored with the office of Archon has been consumed with the endless needs of my city. I have little time for anything else and, because of this, I rarely pay attention to the politics of your people and your endless wars of conquest against each other.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that longwinded statement. “And you expect me to believe that? A man like you? Come now Nikandros, do not play me the fool. You no doubt have spies and informants everywhere, even in Rome, and likely know more about the current politics of my people than I do.”

The magistrate hesitated, then broke out into a sheepish grin. He bowed his head in concession. “Very well, Marcus. Forgive me, for I am used to dealing with men who are, shall we say, much less forthright than yourself. We politicians here on Lesbos tend to spend countless hours tiptoeing around the subject we really wish to speak about before finally getting to the point. I am afraid it has become ingrained in our political culture and, alas, I am no different.”

“Well, I assure you that’s not necessary with me,” I said. “I’m no politician and prefer my conversations to be straightforward and frank.” I smiled to let the older man know that I meant no offense. “I find doing so saves everyone a great deal of time.”

“An admirable and refreshing trait, sir,” Nikandros replied, returning the smile. He shifted in his chair while I waited, his features turning serious. “So, to be perfectly frank, then. Currently, there are many hundreds of Roman soldiers from two opposing factions stationed only a stone’s throw away from my precious city. I confess that this worries me a great deal, Marcus.”

I frowned. “Why? Your council has been given written guarantees of peace from both sides.”

The magistrate sucked in air between his teeth as if he didn’t like the taste of what I’d just said. “Yes, that is true, Marcus. But such fancy words on paper mean nothing if you and this Sextus Pompey decide to bring your Roman war to my shores. If this happens, then many innocent people—my people—could get hurt. If such an unhappy event were to occur, then I would have little choice as archon but to act, despite my fears of what the repercussions from Rome might be for doing so.” Nikandros spread his arms helplessly. “The council and my people would demand this of me, you see. So, I come to you with all due respect for your position in the hopes of preventing what could potentially become a tragedy for all of us.”

“None of what you fear will happen,” I assured the older man. “You have my word. I have come to your magnificent city under a flag of truce, as has Sextus Pompey, and I assure you that it will be honored.”

“Such flags usually carry only so much weight between determined men, Marcus,” the magistrate cautioned. “Usually when one side or the other does not get what they seek.” I said nothing to that, for really, what was there to say? “Something tells me that you and this Pompey are two such men,” Nikandros continued, studying me with a somber expression. He sighed regretfully. “I believe I have made a grievous error, for I have extended an invitation to Sextus Pompey to stay in my home much as I did you, which he has accepted.” The older man paused to gauge my reaction, and he frowned when I didn’t comment. “You do not seem surprised to hear this news, Marcus.”

I chuckled. “That’s because I am not, Nikandros. I was already made aware that he was coming.”

The magistrate sat back in his chair, regarding me with grudging admiration. “You have a spy among my staff, perhaps?”

I shrugged. “I’ve never cared for the word spy. Let’s just call this person—who may or may not be one of yours—a keen observer and leave it at that.”

“Very well, then, Marcus,” the older man conceded as he tapped a finger absently on the tabletop. “But there is something else that I feel you should know—something I’ve just recently learned that I doubt your observer is aware of yet. Had I known of it sooner, I would never have asked Sextus Pompey to share the same roof with you. This particular bit of information is why I fear escalation between you both, though the gods know it is too late for me to rescind the invite now without losing dignity. I am faced with a conundrum about what to do, and this is why I sit here with you now, quivering like a mouse caught between two snarling wolves, praying that you will listen to me.”

I sat up straighter in my chair, all senses alert now, for this clearly was the real reason Nikandros had come to see me. “Go ahead,” I said as my heart began to pound in anticipation of bad news.

“Have you, by chance, heard of a freedman named Menodorus, Marcus?”

I hesitated, caught off guard by the unexpected question. “I have,” I confirmed cautiously. “He’s a former slave freed by Sextus Pompey’s father. I believe the man leads Pompey’s naval fleet now.”

“Indeed, he does,” the magistrate agreed. “Ten days ago, this man, Menodorus, besieged Sardinia and drove out the Roman governor there, claiming the island for Sextus Pompey. Word has it that Gaius Caesar is furious at the loss, although I understand he has no fleet to rival Menodorus and thus can only gnash his teeth in frustration. The attack occurred exactly one day after you left Ostia for Lesbos with your five newly constructed ships. The timing of this was by no means a coincidence, of course, Marcus. It seems clear that Sextus Pompey used the opportunity to draw Gaius Caeser’s most competent legate away from Rome, leaving Sardinia ripe for the plucking.” Nikandros grimaced, his eyes fixed on mine. “So, now that you know you have been deceived and the meeting you came all this way for might very well be nothing but a ruse, tell me again that your flag of truce will hold.”

I groaned inwardly, cursing Sextus Pompey for being a reckless, traitorous fool. The negotiations I’d been sent here to oversee had just gotten infinitely worse, perhaps even scuttled by this revelation, and I was left floundering, wondering what I could do about it.

“I see you have much to think about, Marcus,” Nikandros said gravely, staring at me with what I took to be a pitying expression. “So, I think it best that I leave you to it.”

I nodded, still in shock at what I’d learned. “Why did you tell me all this?” I managed to ask. “None of it is your affair.”

Nikandros started to rise, then hesitated at my question. “I told you why, Marcus. My first concern will always be for my people. A man forewarned is a man forearmed, and if by telling you it helps divert disaster, then I consider my duty done.” He smiled almost shyly. “Besides, I felt an affinity towards you from the moment we met, and though we have not known each other long, I consider you a friend. Now I must go, for sadly, I have a guest arriving soon who I must prepare for.”

The magistrate stood with a weary sigh, bowing respectfully to me before taking his leave. I sat in quiet contemplation on the terrace for the better part of an hour until, finally, one of my men from the bay appeared with an urgent dispatch from Octavius that had just arrived by ship. I took the scroll with apprehension, sending the man away before breaking the seal and reading the contents. What followed was an angrily written rant from my friend, filled with expletives and hate-filled threats toward Pompey, with the gist being that I must not, under any circumstances, make any deal with that bastard unless Sardina was first returned to Caesar.

I threw the note down on the table in disgust when I was through reading, staring out to sea while thinking that I might have just lied to Nikandros of Mytilene after all, for Octavius’ last command had been very clear. If Sextus Pompey did not agree to return Sardinia to him, then I was to make sure that the man never made it back to Sicily alive.
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Sextus Pompey was much smaller than I’d been expecting. His father, Pompey the Great, had been a robust man by all accounts, renowned as much for his strength and stamina as he’d been for his military genius and political wiles. His son, however, was thin and sickly-looking, with lackluster brown hair, an aristocratic nose that had clearly been broken once, beady rat’s eyes, and a high, sloping forehead dotted with small round red and purple sores. Pompey’s chin was weak and had a cleft in the center, and he had an annoying habit of constantly cracking his knuckles. I didn’t like him the moment I laid eyes on the man, and it’s safe to say that he felt the same about me.

We met that night in the andron of Nikandros’ house, which was a private meeting room on the second floor. I’d learned the magistrate conducted a great deal of his city’s business from this room. Although on this day, the future of Rome might very well depend on what was said and done inside. The andron was rectangular in shape, with smooth plastered walls awash with colorful frescoes of both land and seascapes broken only by the odd alcove where marble statues of Athena, Zeus, Hera, and Aphrodite stood. The floor was laid in blue and white tiles arrayed in intricate geometric patterns, with a large representation of Scylla, the six-headed, half-woman, half-sea monster at its center, surrounded by beautiful sirens beckoning sailors to their doom. The repulsive sea serpent Cetus, with its boar-like head and body of a whale, also appeared on the floor in one corner of the room, battling a horde of Greek triremes. The sunken wooden panels of the high coffered ceiling were painted in decorative patterns, with the wooden beams around them washed in white and gold. A series of luxurious couches lined three of the walls, with the room lit softly by oil lamps.

“I do hope that you will find these accommodations suitable for your needs, honored guests,” Nikandros said to Pompey and me, gesturing around the room. “If not, I am sure I can find—”

“It will suffice,” Pompey said brusquely, cutting the magistrate off. “I didn’t come all this way seeking comfort.” He paused to crack his knuckles and sneer at me. “Besides, this negotiation won’t take long.” Pompey motioned to the couches along the wall to his left. “I shall recline here. Bring me food and wine, and not any of that Greek horse piss you keep trying to foist on me. I only drink real wine—the Roman kind.”

“Yes, of course, honored guest,” Nikandros said with a slight bow. I noticed the magistrate’s ears had turned red at the insult, although he maintained his composure admirably as he turned to me, one eyebrow raised. “And what may I have brought for you, honored sir?”

“Your Greek wine is some of the finest I have ever tasted, Nikandros,” I said, ignoring Pompey’s contemptuous snort as he lay on his side on one of the couches, “and I would be honored to have some.”

The magistrate bowed, motioning to several slaves, who hurried out of the room. “I will leave you to your business then, gentlemen. If you have need of me, send a slave and I shall return.”

No one said anything as the magistrate left, with the room falling into an unnatural, strained silence broken only by the occasional pop of the reclining man’s knuckles. Sextus Pompey was attended by two of his men, as per the original agreement between him and Octavius. I’d brought Vitruvius Maximus with me along with an aide, who would be tasked with writing down everything that was said once the meeting began. I didn’t recognize either of Pompey’s companions, although there was something familiar about the taller of the two. This man was perhaps forty years old, with dark hair cut close to his scalp that was beginning to recede at the temples. Our gazes met—his intense and smoldering, mine indifferent—and then he smiled in a predatory way. Again, I had the unsettling feeling that there was something familiar about him, but no matter how hard I tried, I could not place him. I broke eye contact, studying the second man, who was short and fat with sunburned cheeks and an air of suppressed nervousness about him. I wondered why.

The six of us waited in the uncomfortable silence, with only Sextus Pompey reclining. I chose to stand, as did my men and Pompey’s. Finally, half a dozen slaves returned bearing trays laden with food and wine, which no one other than Pompey showed much interest in. My rival began to pluck several grapes from a tray sitting on a table in front of him, motioning to a pretty female slave to fill his cup with wine from the amphora she held. The son of Pompey sniffed the contents of his cup suspiciously before downing it in one gulp, then motioned to the girl for more. He absently groped the slave while she poured, cupping her buttocks in appreciation.

“Shall we get on with the matter, then?” I said impatiently before Pompey could go any further with the girl.

The thin man ignored me and leered at the slave, slipping his hand beneath the hem of her tunic to rub between her legs with his forefinger. The girl, helpless to do anything but bear the humiliation, stood as still as a statue after Pompey forced her legs further apart and then began to probe more aggressively. The display was shockingly distasteful for the circumstances, and I fought to contain my growing anger and outrage. I thought about Nikandros’ fears of escalation, knowing I needed to keep my composure and not start an argument, although I admit I was severely tempted to just snap the bastard’s scrawny neck and be done with him.

I could see tears of shame brimming in the girl’s eyes as Pompey continued to molest her, and I glanced at one of the older slaves, who instinct told me held sway over the others. This man stood with his hands behind his back, staring at one wall with haunted, fearful eyes. “Leave us this instant!” I snapped at the slave. “All of you! Or I swear I’ll have your master whip each of you within an inch of your lives.”

The older slave looked startled by my aggressive tone, then suddenly understanding what I was attempting to do, he bowed to me gratefully. “Yes, dominus. Of course.” He snapped his fingers urgently, ushering the shaking girl and other slaves out the door faster than I would have thought possible. I could almost feel their relief as they hurried away.

“Do you think you saved that girl’s honor just now, Agrippa?” Pompey asked in amusement. He chuckled, sniffing the tips of his fingers that he’d used on the girl with obvious satisfaction. It took everything for me not to hit him. “Because I assure you, my good fellow, that you have done no such thing other than to delay the inevitable. That lovely young child will be moaning in my bed later tonight when I slip her my mighty python. I’ll see to that.” He leaned forward and picked up another grape from the tray in front of him. “And if I find her suitable, I daresay I’ll ask that little Greek sop who owns her to gift her to me so that I can bone the bitch at my leisure.”

“Good for you,” I grunted, unimpressed. “What you do on your own time is your business. But I have better things to do than watching a lecherous fool like you make an ass of himself by assaulting another man’s property.”

Pompey hesitated, the grape halfway to his lips. His bushy eyebrows rose in mock surprise. “Oh my, have I struck a nerve, Agrippa? Does your snake no longer work, perhaps? Or is it that you prefer the company of slave boys with smooth arses and little dangling cocks? Is that it?”

“I came here to discuss terms of a deal between you and Caesar,” I growled, clenching my fists. “Nothing more. So, if you wish to continue this unhelpful conversation, you can do it without me.”

I began to walk toward the door with my men in tow, then hesitated when Pompey held up his hand. “My apologies, Agrippa. I was just having some fun at your expense. I meant no offense.” He tossed the uneaten grape back on the tray, seeming to uncoil like a snake as he stood in one smooth motion before crossing the room to face me. I was half a head taller than Sextus Pompey, which forced him to look up at me. I could tell he didn’t like that, but that was his problem, not mine. “So, to business, then,” Pompey said. “What does Caesar offer me in exchange for ending my blockade?”

I nodded, relaxing a little as I motioned behind me to my aide, who sat down on the nearest couch and opened his tablet, stylus poised to write. I focused back on Pompey. “He offers you your life,” I said, trying to keep my dislike for the man from showing in my voice. I would say the results were mixed at best. “You should feel grateful.”

Pompey blinked at my words, and after a moment, he burst out laughing. “That’s all, Agrippa? You sailed all this way just to offer me something that I already have and which your sickly Caesar in Rome is powerless to take?” He turned, shaking his head in amusement to look at his men, who had remained stone-faced throughout. “Can you believe the arrogance, my friends? I come in good faith to negotiate, and what do I receive? Nothing but vile threats.”

“You consider taking Sardinia by force a show of good faith?” I asked, not hiding my contempt for the man. I knew I was handling this meeting badly, but knowing that and being able to do something about it were two very different things.

“Ah,” Pompey grunted, all business now. He webbed his fingers and cracked them loudly. “So, you know about that already, do you, Agrippa? I’m impressed. I imagine that little Greek sop told you about it while he was pleasuring your arse, yes?”

“You will return control of Sardinia to its rightful owner, Gaius Julius Caesar,” I growled, not reacting to the insult. “Or suffer the consequences. The choice is yours.”

“Is that right?” Pompey replied, looking relaxed and supremely confident. “And what consequences might those be, I wonder?”

I moved closer until our chests touched, my nose inches from his. I could smell the wine on the man’s foul breath. “Mess around with Caesar, and you will find out the hard way, just like every other man who has dared challenge him.”

Pompey just grinned, revealing small, yellowish teeth. I noticed some pulp from the grapes he’d eaten was stuck between two of them. “I tell you what, Agrippa. I’m not only going to keep Sardinia, but because you have annoyed me just now, I want Corsica and the Greek peninsula of Peloponnese as well.”

Now, it was my turn to blink in surprise. “That is not going—”

“I’m not finished,” Pompey said loudly, interrupting me. “I also want assurances that I will be named co-counsel within the next five years, and I want Caesar to divorce Antonius’ little bitch of a daughter-in-law and marry my wife’s sister by year’s end. Agree to all of that, and I will lift the grain embargo.”

I stepped back, putting my hands on my hips while shaking my head in amazement as I studied Pompey. “You have clearly lost your mind. And if you continue on in this ridiculous vein, you will soon lose your head.”

“So, we’re agreed, then?” Pompey asked sarcastically, his eyes alight with amusement.

“Not even the gods themselves could make me agree to this asinine proposal of yours,” I grunted, my patience at an end.

“Oh, you will agree, Agrippa,” Pompey assured me with a confident smile. He even had the audacity to wink at me. “And do you know why you will give me everything I want?” I said nothing, glowering at the man as he gestured to his taller companion behind him. “Because, though it is clear that you do not recognize my friend here, I assure you he most certainly knows you.” Pompey turned back to me triumphantly. “Marcus Agrippa, may I present to you the one-time ship’s captain and now unabashed thief and admitted scoundrel, Flaccus Pocius Infidus.”

I froze in shock, understanding now why Sextus Pompey had been so confident. I thought back to a tumultuous night almost three years ago as I stared at the tall man who I realized now looked so much like his brother, the beggar named Calvus that Vippi and I had tracked down in Rome. A lot had happened since then, and I’d barely given Flaccus a second thought these past years. But, just like a bad weed that kept coming back, the extortionist and the incriminating evidence he held had resurfaced again at the worst possible time.

Octavius and I were in serious trouble.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

“Have you lost your mind, Luan?” Octavius thundered at me incredulously.

My friend and I were standing in a secluded garden attached to the house of a senator who’d fled Rome after being placed on the proscription lists, ultimately losing his life at Philippi fighting for Marcus Brutus. The sprawling property was located on the Palatine Hill overlooking the House of the Vestal Virgins, with the circular Temple of Vesta and the tiled roofs of the jumbled buildings lining the Forum visible further west. Octavius had taken a fancy to the senator’s home and had confiscated it, choosing to spend most of his evening hours there when he was in Rome.

I had arrived from Ostia on horseback just as dusk was falling over the Eternal City, with my first order of business to inform Octavius about what had transpired in the east. It had been almost two weeks since I’d left Lesbos after receiving Sextus Pompey’s ultimatum, and I’d had nothing to do during the long voyage back except brood and second-guess myself over what I’d been forced to concede to the man. I was informed by a haughty aide when I first entered the house that Octavius had a slew of other meetings planned for the evening and that he couldn’t fit me in for several hours. But one look from me was enough for my friend to immediately cancel those meetings and send everyone home. On my suggestion, Octavius also instructed his bodyguards to wait outside in the street, with the many slaves inside the domus banned from coming anywhere near the garden until they were called upon. My caution only added to my friend’s apprehension, yet I was taking no chances. For the coming conversation between us was one that absolutely could not be overheard by anyone. Both of our lives likely depended on it.

I threw my hands up in frustration. I’d explained to Octavius what had happened already, but I could tell that my friend was still in shock about what he’d heard, mixed with a large dose of denial. “What would you have had me do?” I asked with an exaggerated sigh. “Sextus Pompey has Vipsania’s documents, and he threatened to release them unless I gave him certain guarantees. I had no choice but to promise him what he wanted, which at least will buy us some time while we figure out how to handle this.”

“You should have handled it by killing the bastard as I instructed you to do in my letter, Luan,” Octavius growled. “Him and that bastard extortionist. If you’d sunk Pompey’s ships and sent him and those infernal documents to the bottom of the sea, we would finally be free to live our lives without having the threat of Marcus’ ghost constantly hanging over us.”

I snorted. “Pompey might be an ambitious bastard, but he’s no fool. Do you honestly think he brought the proof of what we did with him to Lesbos?”

“You can’t be certain he didn’t,” Octavius replied stubbornly. “You just made an assumption—one which is going to cost me dearly.”

“I did not just make an assumption,” I replied testily, doing my best to keep my temper. I was tired and irritable after my long sea journey and then horse ride, and my friend’s aggressive attitude wasn’t helping my mood any. “Pompey made it clear to me that those documents would wind up in Marcus Antonius’ hands if anything happened to him. Believe me when I say I don’t think he was bluffing about that.”

Octavius scowled at that news and put his hands on his hips, lost in thought as he stared at the flagstones beneath our feet. I waited, with the only sounds a dog barking from a home further up the hill and the tinkling of water falling into the fountain’s pool off to my left.

“Very well,” Octavius finally said with a sigh. He put a heavy hand on my shoulder, meeting my gaze. “I know you did what you could, Luan. I’m not blaming you. I can’t imagine what a shock it must have been when you realized who Flaccus was and what Pompey held.” Octavius shook his head. “It just galls me to think how close we were to eliminating that bastard on Tiber Island years ago. If we had, none of this would be happening now and I could have told Sextus Pompey to go to Hades!”

“But it is happening,” I said gravely. “We always knew the possibility existed. So, what are you going to do about it?”

Octavius shrugged. “What can I do? With the growing grain shortage and the lands I’ve been forced to confiscate these past months, I’m probably the most unpopular man in the Republic right now. If the mob gets wind of this scandal—” My friend paused there, the rest left unsaid as he absently chewed on his lower lip, looking rightfully worried.

“You can survive this if the worst happens and it becomes known, Octavius,” I said, convinced it was true. “I’m certain of it. You are not some unknown, minor relative of Julius Caesar’s anymore. You are Gaius Julius Caesar of the gens Julii and one of the most influential men in the known world. Maybe we’re making a mistake by letting the same fears that haunted us when we were still wet behind the ears affect us today. After all, you are powerful enough politically now that few men would dare accuse you of wrongdoing, no matter what those documents say.”

“I’m not so sure about that, Luan,” Octavius said uncertainly. “The past has long fingers, and I can feel its claws on my back, trying to pull me down.”

I shook my head stubbornly. “Marcus is to blame for what happened that night in Subura, no one else. We both know that. He’s the one who tortured all those women, and I’m sure Vipsania would testify to that fact on your behalf if it comes to it, as would I. How many more women would Marcus have killed before getting caught if not for you? Rome owes you gratitude and adulation for what you did, not condemnation.”

Octavius waved a hand dismissively. “That’s all very flowery and nicely worded, Luan. But it’s not Marcus’ death or even the circumstances leading up to it that anyone will care about. You know that as well as I do. No, my enemies will ensure the mob focuses on the fact that I was complicit in a cover-up, inserting a look-alike slave as an impostor to hide the fact that I’d committed the murder of a Roman citizen. That’s all anyone will see and, rightfully so, because it’s all true. We can talk until we are blue in the face, explaining everything that happened, but it won’t matter one damn bit in the end.”

“You can’t know that for sure,” I protested, though with less enthusiasm now. “You have many friends who will side with you.”

Octavius snorted. “The only man I can truly trust in this life is you, Luan, and possibly Gaius Maecenas. No, what will follow is a trial like none other in history, with you and me ending up being paraded through the streets of Rome and publicly humiliated before we are executed for our crimes.” Octavius sighed as he absently rubbed his open palm rapidly back and forth across the top of his fashionably short hair. The frazzled look and beard from his mourning period were long gone. Octavius forced a weak smile. “I don’t know about you, my friend, but I have no wish to tempt the fate of the gods or the fickleness of the mob to test your theory.”

I hesitated for less than a heartbeat, then forged ahead with an idea that had come to me moments ago—one that I doubted my friend would like. “I’ll say it was all me, then,” I declared in a firm, determined voice. “I’ll tell your accusers that I duped you along with everyone else and that you had no idea I wasn’t the real Marcus. I’ll even swear to the gods that Vipsania’s information is wrong, that it was me who killed him and that you weren’t even there.”

Octavius seemed to freeze at my words, his eyes widening and his breathing turning ragged. I thought for just a heartbeat that he was reverting back to the sickness that had consumed him in Macedonia, but then Octavius spread his arms and embraced me. “Ah, what a lucky man I am to have a friend such as you, Luan. The gods truly blessed me when they brought you into my life.”

“Then you agree?” I asked hopefully.

Octavius broke the embrace, stepping back to study me with a sad expression. “Never has a man had a more loyal or dependable companion by his side,” he said in a wistful voice. Octavius half smiled then, shaking his head. “Nor one quite as foolish as you are, Luan. Do you honestly think that I would let you sacrifice yourself for me, you daft bastard?”

“Well, I just thought—” I began weakly.

“I’ll hear no more about it,” Octavius grunted, cutting me off. “We will deal with this unfortunate setback together, just as we have every other one that has come our way over the years.”

“Meaning what?” I asked. “If you won’t let me fall on my sword over this nor risk a trial, then the only way forward I can see is to buy Pompey off by giving him what he wants.”

“Yes, that would appear to be our only recourse,” Octavius agreed with a curt nod. “At least for the foreseeable future, anyway. I was hoping for some form of beneficial arrangement with Pompey that would not only end the grain blockade but allow me the use of his ships. But now I see none of that is possible unless we agree to this one-sided deal. So, we must make do with what we are given and look for other opportunities. From a tiny seed grows a mighty oak. Besides, I have enough trouble with Marcus Antonius’ brother fomenting rebellion against me among the farmers whose lands I’ve taken, without having to deal with the threat of Pompey and what he knows. Better to make peace with him for now rather than war, even at such a steep cost, because my gut tells me that Lucius Antonius is up to something.”

I blinked in surprise, for I’d known Consul Lucius Antonius had been protesting what he saw as Octavius’ heavy-handed approach towards resettling the veterans of the legions. But I hadn’t realized how far things had degraded. “Are you saying you plan on ceding control of Corsica and Peloponnese to Pompey, not to mention Sardinia, without any protest in exchange for his military assistance to thwart Lucius Antonius?” I asked just to clarify.

“Did Sextus Pompey give assurances that the documents will remain under wraps if I agree to his terms?”

“He did.”

“Do you trust him?”

I rolled my eyes. “What do you think?”

Octavius shrugged, looking more relaxed and in control of himself now. “Well, either way, I don’t really see a choice in the matter. I admit I was caught off guard initially and took it out on you, but, as usual, you did the right thing. By surrendering the lands he wants and marrying his wife’s sister, I will essentially be signaling to Pompey that what is contained in those documents is valid and that you truly are not Marcus Agrippa. Pompey is no fool, as you say, so I assure you he will want to use that information to make me concede other things down the road. That likely means our new-found ally will not be willing to share what he knows with anyone else as long as he believes I am in his pocket and he can continue to profit from it. Giving up some territory to keep Pompey quiet for the time being seems like a small price to pay, in my view.”

“You are playing a very dangerous game,” I warned.

“True,” my friend responded with an easy, almost cocky grin. “But all the best games are usually dangerous, Lion.” He began to pace with his hands clasped behind his back. “My biggest concern in all this is Pompey insisting that I divorce Claudia and marry his wife’s sister—uh, what’s her name?”

“Scribonia,” I replied dutifully.

“Do you think there’s room for negotiation on that front?”

I shook my head. “Sadly, no. Pompey wants a political connection to the Julii, and the best way to achieve that is to marry into it.”

Octavius grimaced. “I can’t refute the man’s logic, but something tells me Marcus Antonius and that bitch of his, Fulvia, will not take too kindly to the insult when I divorce Claudia.”

“No, they most certainly will not,” I agreed.

“That could be a problem,” Octavius conceded. “And where it eventually leads is anybody’s guess. But the name of the game we are playing is survival, Luan, and right now Sextus Pompey seems like our best bet to ensure that we do. The good news is, while it’s true my popularity with the people is not what it once was, neither is Marcus Antonius’ at the moment, which does allow me some leeway to maneuver, however small that might be.”

I nodded in understanding, for the Roman world was abuzz these days about Antonius, who had recently taken the Egyptian queen, Cleopatra, as his lover, flaunting their adultery for all to see. Infidelity was hardly an uncommon occurrence among the elite of course—especially for a man with little to no morals like Antonius. But doing so in such a flagrant, public way, with someone who was already viewed negatively by the citizens of Rome after her political and romantic liaison with Julius Caesar years earlier, was considered nothing but bad taste.

“Getting Marcus Antonius to agree to this deal with Sextus Pompey might be difficult,” Octavius added thoughtfully. “I know he’s eager for me to end the grain blockade, but when he learns about the divorce, he might squash everything. That is, unfortunately, a valid concern that we need to consider.”

“Do you even need Antonius to ratify the agreement?” I asked. “Won’t you and Lepidus be enough to make the pact legal?”

Octavius rolled his eyes. “Marcus Lepidus is a shell of what he once was. The man has gotten old and seems more inclined to spend his days in his gardens on the Aventine Hill, frittering with flowers rather than governing. Even if I could persuade him to side with me, Lepidus’ vote would make little difference. No, I need Antonius to agree to this. I just don’t know how to make that happen without the man becoming suspicious.”

“Antonius is risking a lot politically just to bed a queen, regardless of how beguiling she is rumored to be,” I pointed out. “Could he have an ulterior motive for spending time in her bed and chancing the mob's wrath?”

Octavius chuckled. “Of course he has an ulterior motive, Luan. When does Antonius not? The truth is he is determined to invade Parthia and reclaim the eagle Marcus Licinius Crassus foolishly lost years ago. I imagine the man is hoping that the strength of his love, not to mention the power of his cock, will be enough to persuade Cleopatra to aid him in that endeavor.”

“So, let’s use Antonius’ ego and ambitions to our advantage then,” I suggested. “Write him that the only way for you to free up some of the legions in the west for the conquest of Parthia is to make peace with Sextus Pompey by giving him what he wants, including marrying Scribonia, much as you wish it wasn’t so.” I grinned at the irony, for Octavius detested Claudia and had only married her to cement his position with Antonius, much like Pompey was doing now with my friend. “And if you were also to allude to the fact that Pompey might agree to send Antonius ships if the deal is made,” I added, “I imagine that would help influence his decision.”

“Did Sextus Pompey make such a promise?” Octavius asked, one eyebrow raised, though I could tell he already knew the answer.

I grinned. “Not to my recollection. But that bastard Antonius doesn’t know that, and by the time he finds out, it’ll be too late for him to do anything about it.”

Octavius shook his head, offering me his hand. “You are one devious bastard, Lion. I am very glad you are on my side.”

“I’ve learned from the best,” I said, taking my friend’s hand. “So, it’s agreed, then?” I asked. “This is how we’ll proceed?”

“It is,” Octavius confirmed. He hesitated. “Have we covered everything? Is there anything else that we’ve left out or forgotten?”

I shook my head, convinced that there wasn’t. “Nothing.”

But, of course, we had forgotten something in all our planning, and that was the wrath of a humiliated wife and a bitter, angry mother named Fulvia, who began plotting against Octavius the moment he announced his intent to divorce her daughter.

Civil war was once again coming for Rome, but this time, one of the main leaders opposing Octavius would be a woman—a woman with endless ambitions and a personal score to settle against my friend.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Rome was in complete turmoil by the time one of the hottest summers in recent memory descended on the city. What had begun in the spring as a trickle of displaced people arriving at the city gates for want of anywhere else to go had turned into a deluge of humanity by June, with countless families begging to be put on the grain dole—the very dole that grew less with each passing day as demand soared and Pompey’s blockade persisted. The atmosphere in Rome was quickly becoming untenable, with the old and very young succumbing to the oppressive heat in droves and riots occurring daily. Roving feral gangs of homeless youths lingered around shops and street corners, stealing anything they took a fancy to and murdering anyone who got in their way. Disorder and lawlessness ruled the day, and despite the best efforts of Octavius, Lepidus, and the two co-consuls—Lucius Antonius and Publius Isauricus—nothing they did seemed to help.

By late June, deadly brawls between groups of angry displaced farmers and retired soldiers who had yet to be settled on new lands were a common occurrence, and no senator or well-off patrician dared walk the streets without a host of gladiators serving as bodyguards surrounding him protectively. I saw little of this, however, for after my meeting with Octavius, I immediately returned to Misenum to continue overseeing the shipbuilding process. But, as the weeks went by and more and more troubling reports reached me about the deteriorating situation in Rome, I began to fear for Vipsania’s safety. I wrote to her half a dozen times, urging her to join me at my home in Misenum, and though she initially balked at the idea, Vippi finally relented and left Rome in mid-July after a neighbor of hers was raped and murdered.

Octavius had sent emissaries to Sextus Pompey signaling his willingness to agree to the man’s terms, though he’d made it clear that any official meeting between them to ratify the deal could only happen if the senior member of the triumvirate, Marcus Antonius—who remained preoccupied in Egypt with Cleopatra—gave his approval. That left both parties languishing in limbo as the summer wore on, although after much back and forth, Octavius did secure a promise from Pompey that he would allow some grain to get through as a goodwill gesture. I suppose a little grain was better than nothing. However, for every kernel the city received, it seemed there were three new sets of needy, eager hands stretched out to take it.

Antonius’ grudging approval of Pompey’s terms finally arrived in early August, along with news that the Parthians were mobilizing in preparation for war, which likely had been the deciding factor for him to go along with it. Octavius promptly divorced Claudia, telling Fulvia that he could no longer stomach the girl’s bad temper and disposition and that he was returning her whole and still a virgin. Fulvia, naturally, did not react well to this news, denouncing Octavius in the Forum to raucous crowds before setting off on a tour of Italy with the intent to tarnish my friend’s name even further—something that the woman was very accomplished at.

Determined to cause trouble for Octavius in any way that she could, Fulvia used her many friends and political connections to block or delay any future land settlements until her husband returned from Egypt. That, of course, only worsened the situation in Rome, which naturally had been the witch’s goal all along. Fulvia took every opportunity to remind the very veterans who had been given those lands by Octavius that he had, in her words, feigned illness at Philippi while Antonius had been the one who had saved the Republic. It was to her husband that they owed their loyalty, she claimed, not to some sickly coward like Octavius, even though behind the scenes, Fulvia was the one who was blocking the transfer of lands to these same people.

Marcus Antonius’ wife was a very persuasive woman, and her attempts to undermine my friend were working so effectively that she managed to raise a staggering eight legions of new and veteran recruits over the course of the summer, vowing to march on Rome if need be to destroy Octavius if he wouldn’t step aside. I couldn’t imagine how anyone could be so gullible as to fall for Fulvia’s lies and deceptions, but the rapidly deteriorating events in Rome seemed to be the main catalyst that drove supporters to her banners. Fulvia had suddenly become a force to be reckoned with and, because of it, I received a letter from Octavius at the end of August stating that he was summoning six legions from Hispania—under the command of our friend, Quintus Rufus—back to Italy to join the four Octavius already had camped near the city of Sutrium to the northwest.

Lucius Antonius hadn’t remained idle during this time either, using his considerable influence in the Senate and among the patricians and wealthy equestrians to further sour how the public perceived Octavius. It wasn’t long before the worst-kept secret in Rome became a reality and Fulvia and her husband’s brother officially joined forces, forming a formidable political and military alliance. War was once again on the horizon, and there seemed no way to avoid it.

I met Vippi in the atrium of my home on the morning of the seventh day of September, where she and my house slaves awaited me for morning prayers. After the traditional ritual of burning incense and offering of wine to the household gods, I spent some time sitting outside my domus enjoying the cool morning air while talking with several local businessmen who had latched onto me as their patron. I was technically still a plebian and had no legal basis for taking on clients, especially since these men were equestrians and, therefore, theoretically above me socially. But both men were down on their luck, and I imagine they thought that since I had filled the role of Tribune of the Plebs several years ago at Octavius’ insistence and was a close personal friend of his, perhaps they could curry favor with me and thusly, him.

They could not, of course, but one thing I’d learned from observing Octavius over the years was to never burn one’s bridges with people who might someday be useful, and so I humored them, and they likely me. That might sound a tad callous and opportunistic, friend from the future, but Rome worked on a give-and-take model. So, if these men could help me in some small way down the road and me them, then what harm was there? Besides, the truth was I rather liked both men, who had been friends since childhood and were much older and more experienced than me. From the experiences of others, much can be gleaned, even such men down on their luck as these two.

“Rumor has it that Egyptian whore is pregnant from Antonius’ seed,” one of my patrons stated matter-of-factly after a lull in the conversation. His name was Gnaeus Marcius Lucanus—a spice trader who’d recently lost an entire caravan to raiders in the Khyber Pass that had been carrying a fortune in fennel, coriander, saffron, and cinnamon. The loss had left Lucanus practically destitute.

“Bitch can’t keep her legs closed,” the other man replied with a chuckle. “I knew a girl like that once.” He winked. “Married her too. Gave me three strong sons and the prettiest daughter you could ever ask for, she did.”

“Your daughter has the tits of a twelve-year-old boy, the face of a donkey, and the arse to match,” Lucanus grunted sarcastically. “That’s why she’s still unwed at her age.” He glanced at me while hooking a thumb towards his companion. “They didn’t give this wrinkled old bird the cognomen Ruso for no reason, eh, esteemed friend?”

I chuckled, for Ruso meant simpleton. The man’s full name was Statius Claudianus Ruso, and he owned a small, broken-down inn and tavern near the southern port of the city that was lucky to service five customers a day. “Beauty is what we make of it, friend,” I replied diplomatically. I was forty years the junior of these two, yet I knew from watching Octavius that my expected role as their client was to appear dignified and wise beyond my years.

“True, esteemed friend,” Lucanus agreed solemnly. Lucanus tended to agree with everything I said, and I have little doubt if I claimed a flying monkey had shat out a gold brick on my terrace that very morning, he wouldn’t have even batted an eye. “They say Cleopatra’s beauty is unlike anything in this world,” the merchant continued. “She’s reputed to be more beautiful even than Venus herself.”

Ruso snorted at his companion’s perceived gullibility. “Don’t believe everything you hear, old friend.”

“You think me wrong?” Lucanus asked testily. “That Egyptian siren seduced Julius Caesar, did she not? And now she’s done the same with Marcus Antonius, causing trouble once more. Who else but the most beguiling woman in the world could boast about bedding two powerful Roman men such as they?”

“Likely half the whores in Rome, if I was to guess,” Ruso shot back with a leering grin.

“Bah,” Lucanus muttered in irritation, waving his hand. “What do you know?”

“More than you, apparently.”

Lucanus said nothing to that, although he gave his companion a disgusted look before turning to me. “So, esteemed friend,” he began. I kept my features expressionless, even though I knew what was coming. “There is a man I know from Etruria—a business associate of mine—who tells me that he can offer you a more than fair price for iron bars for your ships.”

“How fair, friend?” I asked, just as I had the last three days in a row.

Lucanus rubbed his hands together nervously, not meeting my eyes. “Eighteen sesterces, esteemed friend?”

“Are you asking me the price, or are you telling it to me?” I grunted. I examined my fingernails, feigning disinterest, although, in reality, all my senses were alert. Yesterday, when we’d last spoken, the price had been twenty. So, if my patron’s associate could go down by two in a day, I wondered if there was room for it to drop even more.

“I am telling you, esteemed friend,” Lucanus replied with a little more confidence. “Please forgive my timid behavior, for my recent troubles have sadly robbed me of my usual impeccable wits and business acumen.”

“Gods help me!” Ruso muttered, rolling his eyes.  

Lucanus flushed but never took his eyes from me.

“So, the price is lower now,” I stated. I raised an eyebrow. “And why might that be, I wonder, friend?”

“It turns out my business associate has a sudden glut in his supply after another client backed out of a deal,” Lucanus explained with a shrug. “He is prepared to move a substantial amount of bars and, being a patriot, he is more than willing to take less of a profit and sell them to you in the hopes that your new fleet will decimate Rome’s enemies using his iron.”

“I see,” I said as I rubbed my chin. I was getting iron for my ships from Liguria but was paying nineteen sesterces a bar, which I doubted Lucanus knew. “While I applaud you and your associate for your patriotism, friend, I already have a long-standing deal with another supplier at seventeen sesterces.”

“Oh, I see,” Lucanus replied, looking surprised and disappointed. I could tell by his expression that I’d been wrong and that he’d known all along what I was paying. The merchant looked away, clearly at a loss.

“I’ll tell you what,” I said, trying not to grin at the sudden look of hope on the man’s face. I knew someone as experienced as Lucanus would likely be getting a kickback from his associate and that he’d do almost anything to see the deal made. “If you can promise me a similar price of seventeen sesterces, I’ll take your man’s surplus bars off his hands. If I like the quality of his iron and his delivery is prompt, then we can discuss doing further business with him.” I reached into my tunic and removed my purse, aware that both patrons were staring at it longingly. I drew out a single golden coin—called an aureus worth one hundred sesterces—and handed it to Lucanus. “That is for bringing this to my attention. Keep up the good work, and I promise you there will be more.” I glanced at Ruso, who couldn’t hide his envy, handing him a similar coin as well.

“But why, esteemed friend?” Ruso asked in astonishment as he stared at the aureus in his palm in disbelief. “I have brought you nothing this morning but an old man’s bad manners, gripes, and complaints.”

“On the contrary,” I replied. “You have given me your trust and loyalty, which I value greatly.” I saw tears brimming in the older man’s eyes as I continued, “But you also own an inn, my friend. One that I am told is in some disrepair.” I gestured to the coin. “That should help get you started in remedying that unfortunate fact. Use the coin well, and I assure you there will be more. Drink or whore it away, and there will not.”

“And what, pray tell, would you like in return, esteemed friend?” Ruso asked, his eyes turning cautious now.

“The rights to half your business,” I answered promptly.

Ruso hesitated, looking confused. “But, there is no money to be made, esteemed friend. There hasn’t been for a very long time. I curse that inn daily for impoverishing me, but it was built by my father, and I promised him I would keep it running until my last breath in this world. I am not a man to go back on my word, although the gods know I wish that I were.”

I smiled, having read the man correctly. “You let me worry about making money. When we are finished, my friend, that inn of yours will be famous across Italy. Mark my words.”

Ten minutes later, I watched the two old men hurrying away down the street, heads pressed together as they whispered excitedly to each other. I couldn’t help but smile, well satisfied with the day’s business. I’d been in contact with the city planners and knew a block of dilapidated warehouses and homes near Ruso’s inn were set to be demolished next year, giving way to a series of brand new insulae, shops, and even a proposed theater. Ruso’s inn would soon be in a prime location and, with a little work, it would likely bring both him and me a tidy profit.

I sat back on my chair, still smiling as I enjoyed my last few moments of solitude before heading to my office overlooking the docks. That smile faded almost immediately when I saw Vitruvius Maximus walking up the street at a military clip. I could tell by the engineer’s grim expression that something was wrong, and I stood, waiting for him to join me.

“What is it?” I grunted. We were so familiar with each other by now that there was no need for formality or politeness.

Maximus handed me a sealed scroll, though I could tell by his eyes that he already knew some, if not all, of what it contained. “From Caesar, sir.”

“And?” I asked, not bothering with the scroll.

Maximus hesitated only briefly before he grimaced. “Lucius Antonius and Fulvia are marching on Rome.”

I groaned. “What of Marcus Lepidus? Has he summoned the legions?”

Maximus shook his head. “No, sir. The old man chose to flee. My guess is he’s probably halfway back to Africa by now with his tail between his legs.”

I sighed, hardly surprised. The war between Octavius, Antonius’ brother, and Fulvia—what would become known as the Perusian War—had officially begun, one which was destined to propel me into the public eye a hundred times more than I’d ever been before.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Marcus Lepidus did not flee to Africa as Vitruvius Maximus imagined he had. Instead, Lepidus, accompanied by several praetorian cohorts, made his way to Octavius, who was encamped at Sutrium thirty miles to the northwest of Rome while he awaited Quintus Rufus and his legions. The Eternal City had been taken without any real violence by Fulvia—of all people—but it remained to be seen how long things would stay that way before the narrow streets ran red with Roman blood. Despite the persistent rumors, it turned out that Lucius Antonius hadn’t marched alongside Fulvia after all, opting instead to encamp his legions at Praeneste, which was a town located thirty miles east of the city. It was a wise move from a strategic point of view, for Antonius was in an ideal position to rush to Rome’s defense the moment Octavius advanced on it. But, if my friend chose not to do so and instead decided to bypass the city and attack Antonius directly, then his fortified walls and envious location on a high hill would cause any attackers no end of problems.

Both sides remained in a standoff as fall arrived, with Octavius eager to reclaim Rome but mindful that he would first need Rufus’ reinforcements to do it. Frustratingly, this delay allowed Antonius to consolidate his position in Praeneste further, building additional defenses while more recruits flocked to his banner by the day. Those recruits were mainly disposed farmers and gullible young men from the ranks of the equestrians, while those who rallied around Octavius tended to be ex-soldiers who’d fought at Pharsalus, Mutina, Forum Gallorum, and more recently, Philippi.

We’d learned from our spies inside Lucius Antonius’ fortifications that the consul had considered attacking Octavius at Sutrium while he was still weak, but in the end had chosen not to, waiting instead for word from his brother’s legions stationed in Gaul as to whether or not they would support him in the coming struggle. Had Antonius attacked before Quintus managed to cross the Alps and reinforce Octavius with his six legions, the chances were good that, being outnumbered two to one, our forces would likely have been defeated. Not taking the fight to Octavius’ legions when he had the chance would soon come back to haunt Antonius, though in truth, it would be just the first of many mistakes the consul would make in the coming conflict.

As for the legions stationed in Gaul loyal to Marcus Antonius, Octavius had sent emissaries to their commanders, warning them to stay out of the dispute or suffer his wrath. But whether those men would heed my friend’s warning or not was still a matter that was up for debate as the month of September drew to a close. Not knowing what might happen, Octavius erred on the side of caution and assumed that those legions would make an appearance eventually, which they did. Nothing had been heard from Marcus Antonius in Egypt, although no one doubted for a moment that Fulvia had sent urgent messages to him apprising him of the current situation and pleading with her husband to return to Italy. Was Marcus Antonius even now on his way back to Rome? Or had he just shrugged his shoulders and abandoned his wife and brother in favor of the Egyptian Queen and a war with Parthia? No one knew for certain, but Antonius’ participation, if it came, could well be the difference between success and failure for all involved.

I had been summoned from Misenum to Sutrium to be by my friend’s side, and he and I, along with Gaius Maecenas and Quintus Rufus, were going over maps and strategies in Octavius’ command tent when Marcus Lepidus was ushered in. The third member of the triumvirate had aged noticeably in the last few months, and though he’d always been a small man, his skin seemed to have shrunken even more on his bones, making him look almost like a boy if not for his grizzled features and silver hair.

“Caesar, a word, if I might?” Lepidus said. He held a tightly rolled scroll in his right hand, and his tone was clipped and business-like, even unfriendly, I thought.

Octavius sighed, setting the dagger he’d been using as a pointer on top of the map spread out in front of him. He put his hands on his hips, his disdain for Lepidus evident in his demeanor. “Yes, what is it?”

“There is an, uh, rather unsettling development,” Lepidus replied, tapping the end of the scroll in his left palm. “I have been in correspondence with Fulvia, who claims that Lucius Antonius arrived in Rome three nights ago and was accosted by thugs in the street. He barely escaped with his life.”

Octavius shrugged. “And why, exactly, am I supposed to care?” he asked. “Rome is a dangerous place. Especially for a traitor such as he.”

“Yes, well,” Lepidus replied, his eyes hard as granite as he studied Octavius appraisingly. “Fulvia also claims that thugs attacked her litter as she was passing on the street, while coincidentally, Lucius Antonius’ children were also accosted at a near identical time, rendering one of them, a young girl, unconscious. It is only by the grace of the gods that the child survived and is now recovering from her ordeal in the Temple of Aesculapius on Tiber Island.”

Octavius’ expression darkened, and he paused to glance at me before turning back to Lepidus. That momentary look was enough for me to see the fury in my friend’s eyes, and I inwardly groaned. “And you think that I had something to do with it?” Octavius demanded hotly. “That I not only conspired to kill a woman—witch that she might be—but a girl child as well?”

“Well, did you?” Lepidus asked bluntly, clearly unfazed by my friend’s anger. Marcus Lepidus was many things, but he was no coward.

Octavius crossed his arms over his chest, glaring at the older man. “Whose side are you on, Marcus? Theirs or ours?”

Lepidus lifted his chin defiantly. “I am on the side of what is right and just, Caesar. The charges of attempted murder against you are serious, and they require an explanation.”

“An explanation?” Octavius snorted incredulously. He rounded the table, advancing on Lepidus aggressively, who, to his credit, did not back away. I stepped forward just in case, but my friend waved me off. “Do not fear, Agrippa. I would not dignify such an accusation by resorting to violence.” He looked Lepidus up and down, his lip curling with contempt. “Regardless of the questionable source.”

Lepidus held his ground determinedly. The older man was well known for being ruthless when needed but also a stickler for laws and conventions—at least when they suited him. It appeared this was one such case. “Fulvia’s claims deserve merit and consideration. I am told she has written to her husband, explaining what has transpired, although it will undoubtedly be some time before a reply will return. I have also taken the liberty to write to Antonius, offering him my take on this entire, sordid affair.”

“Your take?” Octavius growled. “And what is that, then? Do you think I am low enough to have committed such heinous crimes? Truly?”

Lepidus sighed, finally looking away from my friend. “I admit I am uncertain, although the evidence presented of your guilt is compelling.”

“What evidence?” I demanded, losing my patience. “You call the word of that woman evidence? Fulvia spouts nothing but lies and half-truths, and this is just one more way for her to manipulate the weak-minded.” I stabbed a finger at the older man. “Including you!”

“Careful, Agrippa,” Lepidus warned softly. “There are places that you should dare not tread, and using that tone of voice with me is one of them.”

“What are the legions saying?” Maecenas asked from behind us, clearly trying to calm everyone down by changing the subject. “Are they listening to this rubbish?”

“There are, uh, questions,” Lepidus replied to my friend cautiously. He flicked his gaze back to Octavius. “The present mood among your officers and the rank and file is mixed at the moment, Caesar. But if you let these accusations fester and grow, then who knows what may come of it.”

“I will speak with the men,” Octavius suggested. “Assure them that all this is nothing but a pack of lies concocted by my enemies.”

“Yes, you could do that,” Lepidus agreed reluctantly. “But then it will be a choice of who to believe, and I assure you some of them will side with Fulvia and Antonius. The injured child alone, paraded through the streets of Rome, will see to that happening. And the gods help us all if she should die from her injuries.”

“If we lose the legions, we’re finished,” Quintus Rufus said, rubbing his chin and looking worried.

“We won’t lose the legions!” Octavius snapped at him in irritation. “We’ve gone through too much together for them to abandon me now over what are obviously bald-faced lies.”

“Do you swear before me and the gods that these accusations are unfounded?” Lepidus asked.

“Of course I do,” Octavius grunted. “Have you not been listening?”

Lepidus grimaced, though his stance softened somewhat. “Then there is another option you might consider, Caeser,” he said. “One that might not only help to quell these serious charges but ultimately lead to a peaceful resolution to the current conflict.”

“What option?” I asked suspiciously.

“A trial,” Lepidus answered. “If I can get Lucius Antonius to agree to it, Caesar,” the older man said to my friend, “would you consider allowing your peers in the Senate to sit in judgment of your claims of innocence? I know this is somewhat unusual, but doing so would go a long way to assuaging the fears of your men, not to mention potentially helping to avoid another war nobody wants or needs.”

“I think it’s a bad idea,” Quintus grunted, shaking his head. “I don’t like it at all.”

Octavius lifted a finger in the air before anyone else could say anything. “No, actually, I think it’s a wonderful idea.” He rubbed his hands together, his eyes gleaming in anticipation. “I look forward to making that bastard Antonius squirm on the stand. I’ll skewer his lies with the righteous blade of my truths and then shred whatever dignity he has left. And when I’m done, Lucius Antonius will be on his knees before me, denouncing that demon-spawned witch Fulvia and begging my forgiveness for the vile fabrications they’ve spread about me.”

And so, after a little back and forth between the two parties, the deal was made, with the trial slated to take place on neutral ground in the town of Lanuvium to the south of Rome. It was there that Octavius believed his good name would become vindicated and the tide would turn in his favor—but like many things in life, not everything goes according to plan.
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The day of the trial began with heavy cloud cover, blustery winds, and cooler-than-normal temperatures for the time of year. I wore a heavy red cloak as I rode Whisper—who’d recovered fully from her lameness—along the Appian Way, leading an advance force of a single cohort toward the town of Lanuvium. The task given to me by Octavius was a simple one—scour the surrounding countryside and the town for any signs of an ambush and report back. If there was no evidence of treachery, then Octavius and his main force would advance. My friend was taking no chances despite written guarantees of his safety from Fulvia and Lucius Antonius, the Senate, and Marcus Lepidus, all of whom assured Octavius that he had nothing to fear. I think Gaius Maecenas summarized it best when he quipped that if a black-hearted woman like Fulvia guaranteed your safety, then it was prudent to start looking over your shoulder immediately. For as sure as you have to take a shit in the morning, there will be an assassin with a knife coming for you sooner or later. Maecenas’ sense of humor could be crude at times, I admit, but my friend did have a talent for providing a certain amount of amusement during stressful times.

But, all joking aside, I tended to agree with Maecenas’ assessment and so had been especially diligent, sending riders in all directions—all of whom had so far reported nothing of interest or concern. The trial was to take place in the Temple of Juno Sospes, where Consul Publius Servilius Isauricus would act as magistrate. Isauricus had served as consul once before, seven years ago during the time of Julius Caesar, but had always been considered nothing but the great man’s puppet. It was the main reason Octavius had promised him a second consulship to offset Lucius Antonius, knowing Isauricus would favor Julius Caesar’s adopted son in most decisions, canceling out any rulings from Lucius Antonius that likely had been put forth by his brother, Marcus.

“A nice day for a trial, sir.”

I glanced at Vitruvius Maximus, who rode a black mare beside me, then up at the overcast skies. I frowned. “You think so?”

Maximus shrugged. “Well, why not? The sun can’t shine every day, sir.”

“Some might consider the weather a bad omen,” I suggested.

“True, sir,” Maximus agreed. He grinned beneath his battered and tarnished helmet. I’d offered the engineer a hundred different, newer helmets, but the stubborn bastard wouldn’t hear of it. “But not me,” Maximus continued. “No, I’m a man who likes to stay positive.”

I laughed at that. “And how do you feel about all this? Do you think Caesar made the right choice by coming here today?”

Maximus hesitated, glancing sideways at me as our horses plodded along the fitted stones of the roadway. “Honestly, sir?”

“I’m not asking you for lies.”

Maximus nodded. “Then no, sir, I don’t think that he did.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because—” The engineer hesitated and stiffened in the saddle, his eyes focusing on a series of hills to our left. “Riders coming in, sir.”

I shaded my eyes out of habit even though there was no sun, watching as two of my scouts on horseback headed down the leeward side of the hill before kicking their mounts into a gallop toward us. “Trouble, I think,” I said under my breath.

I sensed Maximus nod beside me, though I remained focused on the riders as they drew closer. I signaled the column of men behind me to halt, then waited for the scouts, who arrived in a cloud of dust.

“Sir,” one of the men said, offering me a smart salute. The scout was young and brimming with excitement as he pointed behind him. “Soldiers approaching from the northeast.”

I glanced in that direction but could see nothing but endless rolling hills. I frowned. “How many?”

The scout’s horse chose that moment to snort and skitter sideways when a bee buzzed close to its head, and it took the youth a moment to calm the beast. “No more than a cohort, sir,” he finally answered.

I glanced at Maximus, who remained stone-faced, then back to the rider. “Are they marching by road or overland?”

“By road, sir.” He gestured ahead of us. “It joins with this one about a mile to the south.”

I turned to Maximus again. “Thoughts?”

“Likely a scouting party the same as ours, sir. Probably Lucius Antonius’ men.”

I nodded, for I’d been thinking the same thing. “How soon until they reach the Appian?”

The scout hesitated, glancing at his companion before answering. “Fifteen minutes, perhaps, sir.”

“Very well,” I grunted, coming to a decision. “I’ll be damned if they beat us to it and we have to wait for the bastards,” I said to Maximus as I motioned for us to move out. “Full step, if you please, Vitruvius.”

The engineer’s voice rang out, calling for a quicker pace from my cohort. But despite our haste, when we finally reached the base of a substantial hill where the two roads joined above, it was to find the vanguard of Antonius’ forces less than fifty paces away from stepping out onto the Appian Way. I cursed under my breath and kicked my heels against the mare, prodding her upward at speed with Maximus at my side until we reached the apex of the crossroads, where we both halted our blowing mounts, facing the oncoming enemy. The sounds of hundreds of marching feet filled my ears as my men ascended the hill to my left, while ahead, shouts rang out, followed by two mounted men at the fore of the long column guiding their horses toward us.

I studied the men as they approached. The one to my left was about my age and broad-shouldered, with a sunburnt nose and an unfashionable beard, much like Marcus Antonius favored. The second man was much older, with deep-set eyes, a cleft chin, bushy black eyebrows, and tufts of thick silver hair on his arms. Neither man looked amused.

“Step aside, you,” the younger of the two barked from atop a glossy brown stallion. “We were here first.”

“On the contrary,” I said with a smile. I motioned to Whisper’s front hooves, which were planted firmly in the middle of the road. “It appears that you are mistaken.”

“I’ll not tell you again,” the man growled. “In the name of Consul Antonius, move aside so that we might pass.”

I said nothing as I stared at the young man, enjoying the growing fury in his eyes. Where that might have led to, I don’t know, for the older rider leaned over just then, putting a hand on his angry companion’s arm as he whispered something to him.

I glanced at Maximus, who gave me one of his characteristic shrugs, then returned my focus to the older man, whose eyes were on me now. “You will have to forgive my comrade here,” the grizzled soldier said. “I am afraid Falco is still feeling the after-effects of last night’s drinking, and it has made him somewhat irritable.”

“Sadly, I’ve been there more often than I care to admit,” I replied. “And who might I be addressing, sir?”

“Legate Tiberius Valerianus Marcellus, at your service, sir,” the older man said with a bow of his head. “And you?”

“Marcus Agrippa.”

Marcellus’ eyebrows rose in surprise, disappearing momentarily beneath the brim of his helmet. “It is an honor, sir,” the older man finally replied. “I have heard numerous tales of your exploits, most notably at Philippi.”

“The honor is mine,” I said politely, bowing my head, although truthfully, I’d never heard of the man before today. I gestured to my approaching soldiers. “But, as much as I would enjoy talking with you and your charming companion, we are expected in Lanuvium, as, no doubt, are you.”

“Indeed,” Marcellus replied.

“We were here first,” Falco hissed. He urged his horse forward, bumping into Whisper as he glared at me. “I don’t care who you are. We were here first, and I demand that you stand aside to let us pass.”

“And if I don’t?” I asked calmly, just as the gods decided to get involved and ruin everything.

The mare beneath me, already annoyed at the intrusion by the other horse, suddenly lashed out with her teeth, tearing a great rent in the stallion’s neck and making the beast squeal. Falco cursed in surprise, his face beneath his helmet turning crimson with rage before he abruptly drew his sword and swung it for my head.

And just like that, the gods had arrived, and all Hades broke loose.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

I sometimes wonder what might have happened had the gods not interfered that day near Lanuvium. The odds that two evenly matched cohorts would literally bump into each other at the only crossroads for miles on such a momentous day is incomprehensible for me to imagine happening without some sort of celestial help. Would the trial have gone the way Octavius had hoped if not for the gods’ intervention? Would some form of agreement have been reached between the two factions and, thus, a war nobody wanted—except for perhaps Fulvia—averted? Sadly, there is no way to know. For the savage battle that broke out on that road effectively squashed any chances for a peaceful settlement. With no clear winner declared after nearly an hour of brawling, both sides eventually retreated, licking their wounds and carrying their dead away, each vowing future vengeance on the other.

I’d taken a wound to my left bicep during the fighting, courtesy of Falco—a wound that I confess still bothers me to this day. But though the discomfort sometimes awakens me at night with an insistent ache, I have never begrudged the pain, since the slash from Falco’s sword had opened up the bastard’s guard, which allowed me to cut him down from his horse. Falco was subsequently trampled on the ground in the ensuing melee, and though I challenged Marcellus to fight me after Falco fell, the wily old soldier politely declined and hightailed it to the back of his men. I had no idea what had become of him at the time, but he and I would be fated to meet again on the battlefield in the not-too-distant future.

Octavius was naturally furious when I rode back to him and explained what had happened, and he accused Lucius Antonius of deliberately provoking me to avoid having his lies unearthed at the trial. Antonius’ reply was equally as accusatory, insisting that I had been the one to instigate the fight so that Octavius had an excuse to skulk away from justice like a coward. Any thoughts of reconciliation between the two sides after the battle along the Appian Way was over, and war was now an absolute certainty.

At the beginning of October, Lucius Antonius marched his legions to Rome, bolstering Fulvia’s forces already there in anticipation of a full-out assault on the city by Octavius. The Senate gave unanimous approval in a widely publicized decree for Antonius to make war against the triumvirate—some say under intense pressure usually associated with drawn swords—helping to legitimize what had clearly turned into a power grab for Antonius and Fulvia. And while no actual mention was made of the most senior member of the triumvirs in that momentous document, Octavius and Marcus Lepidus were singled out repeatedly as enemies of Rome. Why the Senate failed to include Marcus Antonius in that decree is anybody’s guess. But I have always believed that bastard was the one pulling the strings on the entire affair from the beginning, even from as far away as Egypt. I have never found evidence to back that claim, of course, but that’s what my gut has always told me, and I’m sticking to my convictions regardless.

On the fifth of October, word reached Octavius at Sutrium that several of Marcus Antonius’ legions from Gaul had crossed the Alps and were sighted heading south, presumably to reinforce Rome. Rather than wait for that to happen, Octavius decided to abandon Sutrium and head north to cut them off. This is where I believe Lucius Antonius made another crucial mistake, for if he had followed in our wake with his armies, he likely could have caught us unaware from the rear in a pincer movement. But Antonius was not a military man like his brother, and he chose to remain safe behind Rome’s walls, allowing our legions to trap his reinforcements in the town of Sentinum, which lay thirty miles off Italy’s northeastern coast. It is there that Octavius came close to losing his life to an assassin’s blade.

The attempt on my friend came several hours after darkness had fallen on the thirteenth of October. The city of Sentinum was completely encircled by a vast network of earthworks and wooden palisades by this time, erected to ensure the inhabitants remained cut off from any supplies or reinforcements. Octavius had issued his terms to the city at the beginning of the siege, assuring those inside that no lives would be lost if they opened the gates and surrendered to him peacefully. But, should they choose to resist, then he warned that no quarter would be given to any male inside over the age of fourteen. My friend’s terms were flatly rejected, however, with our emissary—a favorite tribune of Quintus Rufus’—sent back to us slung naked over the back of his horse, missing his head, hands, and feet. One of those severed hands was crudely shoved up the tribune’s arse to the wrist, with Octavius’ written terms nailed to the stump.

The legions were infuriated at the insult, of course, demanding that Octavius let them attack. But wary of losing men in a costly assault against heavily defended walls, my friend decided to wait for starvation to do to the city of Sentinum what his threats apparently could not. I remember a cold sleeting rain was falling that night, turning the grounds of our encampment into deep tracks of puddle-filled muck that sucked at the boots with enthusiasm. I was going over a stack of dispatches and documents in my command tent, ranging from a long list of supply requests from my quartermaster to medical reports, payroll tallies, and disciplinary proceedings. One particular legionnaire had been charged the day before with insubordination, and the centurion who’d administered the punishment had beaten the man so severely that he was barely clinging to life in the valetudinarium or hospital.

The legionnaire had been popular among the ranks, and the members of his cohort were reportedly close to mutiny, demanding retribution against the centurion. After reading a sheaf of sworn witness statements—all of which claimed the entire affair had been nothing but a simple misunderstanding and that the officer had blown the whole thing out of proportion—I was forced to reluctantly agree that the centurion had gone too far. Keeping the men in line and obedient to their commanders was a necessary part of military life, one which sometimes required severe punishments and even death, if warranted. But the savage beating the legionnaire had received did not come close to fitting the crime, in my opinion, and so I decided to demote the centurion back into the very ranks of his cohort. What came of it after that would be up to those involved to settle, for sometimes a leader needed to look the other way and let military justice sort itself out.

“Sir?”

I glanced up from my desk—which was really just a few rough planks laid across a pair of sturdy crates—as Tribune Piso entered my tent. The tribune was dripping wet, his cloak and helmet shedding water in a torrent on the rush-covered floor.

“Dispatch just arrived, sir,” Piso said, lifting a rain-soaked leather bag as evidence.

I nodded, pushing aside an oil lamp. “Set it there, Tribune,” I grunted with disinterest, motioning to the recently cleared space at the corner of one plank. I sighed as I glanced at the many stacks of scrolls still awaiting my attention. It seemed the Roman army ran on nothing but an endless sea of paperwork.

“Can I get you anything, sir?” Piso asked. “Some wine, perhaps?”

I shook my head. “No.” I handed the tribune my ruling on the centurion’s demotion. “See that this is posted immediately. Centurion Secundus is hereby relieved of his command of the Third Cohort.” Piso remained blank-faced as he accepted the scroll. “That will be all, Tribune.”

“Sir,” Piso said, saluting before heading back outside.

I spent another hour reviewing a litany of other documents, all of which, while needing my approval, could have been handled easily by one of my subordinates. But that, unfortunately, was not how the army worked. Finally, I stood and stretched, careful of my wounded arm, for I’d torn my sutures once already several days before and had no wish to do it again. That’s when I remembered the messenger bag on the corner of my desk. I sighed and worked at the specially knotted drawstrings that proved the bag had not been tampered with, surprised to find when I lifted the flap that the bag contained only a single scroll. I glanced at the seal on the scroll, which I recognized as belonging to Paullus Abellanus Crassus, the chief magistrate of the port city of Brundisium. I’d sent eighteen of my newly built triremes to Brundisium three weeks ago to help protect the eastern coast. I frowned, for beneath the seal, someone had written, for the eyes of Gaius Julius Caesar.

I cursed under my breath at the mistake, about to call Piso back to rectify the error, then changed my mind as I surveyed the mounds of paperwork still awaiting my attention with distaste. I grimaced, deciding I could use a break from the tedium as I threw on my cloak and lifted the hood, then stepped outside. Two miserable-looking guards standing in the driving rain to either side of the entrance stiffened at my unexpected appearance, and I nodded to them. Not surprisingly, Tribune Piso appeared by my side as if by magic. How he always managed to be around when I needed him never failed to mystify me.

“Have Whisper brought to me immediately, Tribune,” I ordered.

“Your horse, sir?” the soldier replied hesitantly. He unconsciously flicked his eyes upward at the falling rain. “You’re going riding in this weather, sir?”

“Yes.” I tapped the messenger bag I’d slung over my shoulder by its leather strap. “This is for Caesar, not me.”

Piso winced, looking crestfallen. “My sincere apologies, sir. I was told by the courier that—”

“It’s perfectly fine,” I said, lifting a hand to stop the tribune’s explanation. “No harm done.”

“I’ll take it to Caesar myself this very moment, sir,” Piso said, clearly still agitated as he reached for the bag. Tribune Piso was an extremely goal-oriented soldier who was meticulous in everything he did. Failure to do his duty was not something that sat well with him. “Or if you prefer, sir, I can have one of the lads run it over to him.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head as rain pounded against my hood. “Just get my horse, Tribune. I need to speak with Caesar anyway.”

“Very well, sir,” Piso said, though I thought I could detect a hint of disapproval in his voice. “It shouldn’t take long to saddle her and have your detail prepared.”

“All I need is Whisper, Tribune,” I grunted. “Leave the praetorians to their arm wrestling and gambling. I won’t be needing them tonight.”

Piso’s mouth hung open for a moment in surprise before he managed to close it. “No bodyguard, sir?” he finally asked. “Are you certain that’s wise?”

I chuckled. “Caesar’s camp lies less than two miles to the south, Tribune. I doubt the enemy will have found a way past our defenses in this rain to scuttle about in the bushes between here and there. I’ll be perfectly safe, I assure you.”

“But—”

“My horse, if you please, Tribune. The longer we stand here talking about something that will happen anyway, the wetter I’m likely to become.”

“Yes, sir. Of course, sir. My apologies, sir.”

The ride to Octavius’ camp was more enjoyable than I’d been expecting, for the downpour had mercifully tapered off to a light drizzle just as Whisper and I set out. And though I was already wet and cold by then anyway, the discomfort I felt was more than offset by the sheer relief of being away from the mind-numbing amount of paperwork still waiting for me back in my tent. I paused the mare on a small hillock halfway between the two camps, studying the city of Sentinum and the surrounding fortifications, with my nostrils filled by the aroma of smoke and roasting meat from numerous cooking fires that remained stubbornly burning despite the rain. Few lights showed from within the besieged city, however, which didn’t surprise me since the inhabitants would likely be conserving every resource they had, including lamp oil, candles, and firewood. I doubted it would do them much good in the end, though, for Sentinum, just like many cities across Italy, had already been dealing with food shortages well before the siege began, courtesy of Sextus Pompey and his grain blockade. I could only imagine what the smells of the cooking meat drifting over the walls must be doing to those hunkered down behind them in Sentinum.

I finally clucked my tongue at the mare and tugged on her reins, turning her toward the south. I reached Octavius’ camp not long after, where I halted on a muddy, rain-soaked path in front of the main gates as a sentry in one of the towers above challenged me, demanding to know the watchword of the night—what was known as the tessera. The watchword was used to protect our camps against enemy infiltration and always changed daily, although for the sake of efficiency and to avoid confusion, the numerous camps of the ten legions encircling the besieged town all used the same new word each day.

Torches burned all along the ramparts, but little of that light was able to penetrate the deep shadows where I waited on the mare, and it was clear to me that the man did not realize who he was talking to. The chances were good in my heavy cloak that he thought I was nothing but a lowly courier, which I could hardly blame him for since few, if any, high-ranking officers moved around alone at night without a complement of bodyguards.

“Vigilance,” I called out.

The sentry gave out a long-suffering sigh. “Why are you wasting my time, tiro? Can’t this wait until morning?”

“Vigilance,” I repeated.

The sentry cursed, clearly in an ill humor, before he spat down at me, with the glob landing somewhere on the ground near Whisper’s front hooves. He was lucky he hadn’t hit me, for that would have been unforgivable and impossible for me to ignore. “Wait right there, tiro,” the man ordered.

I heard the sentry mutter something about my parentage that I assure you was not a compliment before he shouted down to his subordinates on the ground to let me in. I smiled to myself as the gates slowly opened inward with a creak of hinges, revealing several soldiers carrying torches. As a former slave and current impostor, I rarely worried about perceived slights like this, and so I let the sentry’s words brush off me, knowing they were simply fueled by fatigue and irritability. Besides, I was looking forward to the look on the sentry’s face when he realized who I was, guessing the man would likely shit himself in fear of retribution. That momentary panic and regret the sentry clearly felt as I rode past him and looked up to give him my fiercest glare was more than enough vindication for me for what he’d said. I doubted the man would be so flippant the next time a rider appeared at night.

Once through the gates, I guided the mare down the Via Principalis to Octavius’ command tent, surprised to find that no one was around the vast compound, nor were any guards standing outside of my friend’s tent. I could see a faint light from a lamp shining from inside the tent through the front flaps, and I frowned, for though it was late and the rain had started to fall heavier again, I knew there should have been sentries stationed here at all times. Feeling a sense of foreboding that I’d learned to trust, I hurriedly dismounted from the mare, drawing my sword just as a muffled shout sounded from inside the command tent. I cried out in alarm, flinging the messenger bag off my shoulder as I plunged inside without hesitation, where I was greeted by the sight of two praetorians pinning Octavius to the fur-lined floor by his arms while a third stood over him with his sword poised to strike. Another man lay in one corner on his side, clutching his stomach and not moving. I recognized him as the camp prefect, Gaius Aemilius.

I roared a challenge, crossing the short distance separating me from the standing soldier in a heartbeat. The man whirled in surprise at my cry, his mouth dropping open and eyes going wide with alarm. He tried to bring his sword up to block me, but it was far too late, for my blade was already reaching for his throat. Hot blood sprayed across my chest and face as cold steel tore open vulnerable flesh, which I barely noticed as I grabbed the dying legionnaire by the neck of his cuirass with my left hand and tossed him to the side. I involuntarily cried out in pain as the sheepgut sutures keeping my wound closed tore open again, aware that Octavius had somehow managed to worm free from his attackers and was rolling back and forth across the furs with one of them. The other praetorian was hunched over on his knees, with his helmet off and both hands pressed to his right eye as streams of bright red blood poured out from his fingers.

I growled and pounced on the bleeding man from behind, ignoring the pain in my left arm as I grabbed him by the hair and yanked his head back hard, exposing the white of his throat. The soldier started to blubber then, begging for his life, which I ignored as I ripped my blade across his windpipe without hesitation. The dying man immediately began to gag on his own blood, convulsing in my arms several times before suddenly going still. I heaved the corpse out of the way with contempt, ready to deal with the last attacker before I slowly relaxed, realizing my help was no longer needed. Octavius had managed to get the upper hand on his man while I’d been preoccupied, and he was now perched on his would-be assassin’s chest, cursing as he pummeled the bastard with his fists.

I glanced to my left as more soldiers burst into the tent, led by an apprehensive-looking Quintus Rufus, whose eyes widened in disbelief as he took in the chaotic scene. “What in the name of the gods happened here, Agrippa?”

“These praetorians tried to kill Caesar,” I replied wearily, holding up a hand to ensure no one interfered with what Octavius was doing. “Thankfully, they failed.” I gestured to the camp prefect’s corpse in the corner as the loud smack of a punch echoed in the confines of the tent. “Looks like they got Aemilius, though.” I walked over to my friend, whose blows were coming less frequently now as he tired. I glanced down at the praetorian, whose features were unrecognizable, nothing but a mess of meat, bone, and blood. I had no idea if the man was still alive after such a beating, though I prayed to the gods that he was. We would need information, and this murderous praetorian might be our only chance at getting it. I finally put a hand on Octavius’ shoulder as he slowly and painfully raised his fist, stalling another punch. “That’s enough, my friend. We need him alive to find out who’s behind this outrage.”

Octavius looked up at me, his eyes dark red and wild, with his ragged breathing whistling in his chest with every intake of air. I could tell he hadn’t recognized me at first through the haze of battle lust hanging over him, but then my friend’s eyes slowly began to return to normal.

Octavius looked down at the man beneath him, nodding while letting his bloodied fist drop to his side. He glanced up at me again and forced an exhausted grin. “Thanks for the help, Lion, but despite appearances, I assure you I had everything under control.”
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An hour later, Octavius and I were finally alone in his command tent. My friend had suffered some bumps and bruised knuckles along with a broken finger in the attack, but luckily, nothing worse than that. The praetorian Octavius had fought was alive, although barely, and for the time being he remained frustratingly unconscious. We had learned that man’s name and those of his accomplices easily enough, each of whom had been part of the guard tasked with protecting Octavius. Interestingly, all three men were said to be lifelong friends from the same remote village in Cisalpine Gaul named Cremona, and they had apparently joined the military together ten years ago. What that meant, if anything, was anybody’s guess at the moment. A more pressing question was how the assassins had managed to get themselves assigned to Octavius’ tent at the same time, one that needed answering, as was their motivation for what they’d attempted to do.

Unable to question the assassin yet, the quest to find out who was behind the attempt on Octavius’ life began with the commander of the praetorian guard, who had so far claimed his innocence. Perhaps that man was telling us the truth, I reflected, although I knew after spending a few hours with men well versed in interrogation, whatever that officer knew about all this, whether good or bad, was bound to come to light.

“It’s been quite a night,” Octavius said, awkwardly pouring himself a hefty dose of wine from an amphora that I knew had not been watered down. It was his third cup, and my friend was starting to slur a little. Octavius was renowned for many things, but drinking was not one of them. “More?” he asked, lifting the amphora toward me with his good hand. A medicus had come to examine Octavius not that long ago, binding his broken finger and pronouncing him fit. The medicus had also restitched my wound, clucking his tongue in disapproval like a chicken the entire time.

I glanced inside the empty mug I held, debating, and then shook my head reluctantly. “No, I’d best not. I’ve got to be getting back to camp. I still have a desk covered with paperwork to go through before dawn breaks.”

Octavius chuckled, setting the amphora down on a table. “The bureaucracy of the legions never changes, eh, my friend? It was that way well before my father’s time and will likely be so long after you and I have met the Boatman.”

“I imagine you’re right,” I agreed with a wan smile. I set my mug on a table and stood to leave, pausing to place a hand on Octavius’ shoulder. “I’m glad you’re all right. Life would be boring without you around.”

“The only reason I’m still here is thanks to you, Luan,” Octavius replied, his face turning serious. “You saved my life—again. I don’t know how I’m going to repay you for what you did tonight.”

I motioned to Octavius’ broken finger. “You can pay me back by healing quickly. I’ve been itching for a match of pugilatus lately, though now that you have an excuse to avoid getting knocked down, who knows when we’ll fight again?”

Octavius laughed. “I only need one hand to put you on your arse, Luan. So, I'm ready to put on the fighting wraps anytime you feel up to it.”

“Sure you are,” I grunted, smiling. I tapped my friend on the shoulder. “We’ll talk again tomorrow. Hopefully, we’ll know more about what happened here by then.”

“Tomorrow, then,” Octavius said, saluting me with his cup.

I was almost outside, aware of a heavy cordon of guards surrounding the command tent—we were taking no more chances with Octavius’ life—when my friend called me back inside. “You didn’t tell me why you came to see me,” Octavius pointed out.

“Oh,” I said with a frown. I automatically reached for the messenger bag on my shoulder, then remembered I’d tossed it aside before entering the tent. “I’ll be right back.”

I hurried outside, ordering a guard to give me his torch. I searched among the muck and puddles to the side of the tent until I located the bag, then returned to Octavius and handed it to him. “For you,” I said. “It was delivered to me by error.”

Octavius shook his head, looking bemused as he accepted the bag. “The gods certainly do work in mysterious ways, Luan. Truly they do.” He shook the mud-splattered bag. “If not for this, I would likely be dead by now.”

“I thought you told me earlier that you had everything under control?” I grunted sarcastically.

Octavius snorted as he opened the bag and drew out the scroll. “I lied, Luan.” My friend broke the seal on the scroll and started to read, stiffening noticeably before finally looking up at me. I knew in an instant by his expression that something was wrong. “That bastard!” Octavius cursed. “That lying, traitorous bastard!”

“What is it?” I asked.

Octavius waved the scroll at me, his eyes alight with fury. “Sextus Pompey has attacked Brundisium despite our pact. He’s burned our new ships and laid siege to the city.”

I took a deep breath, trying not to groan out loud at the news. “What are you going to do?” I managed to ask as Octavius started to pace aggressively back and forth in front of me.

“Do?” My friend paused, staring at me oddly. “I’m not going to do anything, Luan. You are. I’m sending you to Brundisium first thing in the morning with the Eighth Legion, where you will break the siege and crush that traitorous rat for me!”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

As things turned out, the dispatch from the magistrate of Brundisium had it wrong. For in reality, it hadn’t been Sextus Pompey who had burned my ships and besieged the city as Paullus Crassus had claimed in his message to Octavius. Instead, the culprit was a suspected ally of Lucius Antonius named Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus—the same man who had destroyed the triumvirs’ fleet of reinforcements during the Battle of Philippi. Ahenobarbus had spent his time since Philippi raiding with impunity all along the coast of the Ionian Sea, for with an armada of over a hundred ships under his command, there was little anyone could do to stop him. The fact that Ahenobarbus appeared to have now thrown in his banner with Lucius Antonius, the brother of one of the triumvirs who he’d fought only the year before, was hugely worrisome, and I could only wonder yet again if Marcus Antonius was pulling the strings on all of this. If it wasn’t that bastard, I reflected moodily, then maybe this entire thing was simply the gods’ way of having a good chuckle at our expense.

It had taken me more than two weeks to march the Eighth Legion all the way from Sentinum in the north to Brundisium in the south. Now, as I lay among the ferns on a wide, tree-covered hilltop overlooking the port city just before midday, studying the fortifications Ahenobarbus had erected around the town while a biting wind whistled through the branches above me, I couldn’t shake off a feeling of depression, thinking that the endless conflicts plaguing Rome these last years would never end. I had just turned twenty-three years old a few days before, yet already I’d seen enough war, misery, and bloodshed to last me a lifetime. I thought suddenly of Vippi, wondering if that stubborn woman had remained in Misenum as I’d ordered her to when I’d left or if she’d returned to Rome despite my stern words. I could only pray that she’d stayed, although knowing Vipsania Polla the way that I did, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn she’d disobeyed me.

“You’ve got that look, Agrippa,” Maecenas whispered from where he lay in his place of concealment among the grasses and bushes several feet to my left.

I’d heard multiple reports from my scouts already about the situation in the besieged city, but I’d wanted to see the layout with my own eyes first before deciding how best to tackle the enemy. I’d brought Gaius Maecenas and Vitruvius Maximus along with me to offer their opinions while a contingent of praetorians waited for us further back in the trees. I glanced at my friend, who clutched his cloak tightly around his neck as a strong gust of wind blew through the ferns and bushes, ruffling the red-dyed horsehair plume of his helmet he’d set on the ground beside him. “And what look might that be?” I asked.

“Like you’re an old man who's seen too much and is tired of it all,” Maecenas responded.

“Well, you got the last part right,” I grunted. I studied Maecenas appraisingly, surprised to see some grey in his hair at the temples and that his hairline was receding. When had that happened? “I was just thinking that the fighting never stops,” I added. “The moment it looks like peace is finally ready to take root, someone else picks up a sword, and the cycle of death starts all over again.”

Maecenas shrugged. “The only path towards peace is through war, my friend. It’s always been that way and likely will continue in that vein until the end of time.”

“Truer words were never spoken,” I agreed.

I sighed, focusing on the city’s harbor with its two distinctive promontories stretching to either side above it, looking vaguely like a deer’s head. Some historians claimed that the hero of the Trojan War, Diomedes, had founded the city, while others insisted that it had been the Spartan, Phalanthus. Either way, I reflected, I needed to break the siege of that city right now, and both of those men were long dead, taking whatever hopes and dreams had motivated them during their lifetime with them to the Underworld. Someday, I would take the long boat ride to join the two, and perhaps when I did, I would learn the truth of Brundisium’s founding, though I hoped that was still a long time from now. I counted eleven enemy ships anchored in the harbor from my high vantage point, with more no doubt blockading the narrow inlet that gave access to it from the Adriatic Sea. There were also several burned out hulks of my triremes washed up along the shore of the inlet to the west, which angered me every time I looked that way.

I turned to Maximus, who lay a few paces to my right, hidden beneath the drooping boughs of a tall spruce tree. “What do you think?”

“They’ll run when they see us,” the engineer said matter-of-factly. He gestured to the enemy’s sprawling campsite, which was protected from a Brundisium attack by wooden fortifications and earthen ramparts that ensnared the city on three sides. “As sure as I’m standing here, sir. That piss poor lot of goat-humpers and boat-rats will run when they see real soldiers marching toward them in ranks.”

I could see hundreds of men milling around the tents, working at the endless, monotonous chores all soldiers must do in camp when they weren’t busy training or on watch duty. Some drew water from a nearby stream to the south with leather buckets, while others were sharpening weapons, repairing tents, mending gear, cooking, washing clothing, or doing countless other tasks. I noticed a group of twenty men digging a new latrine to the northeast, although they spent more time talking and laughing than actually getting any work done. I shook my head. Nothing about these men screamed professional soldiers to me, with the tasks they were engaged in mostly done in what I viewed to be a sloppy, disinterested manner. Was this lax attitude simply due to boredom and a lack of urgency stemming from what was expected to be a long siege? Or were these men poorly trained and undisciplined, just as Maximus had suggested?

I focused on the palisades and ramparts, which, to my architecturally trained eye, were positioned haphazardly and much too low in places—something that no self-respecting legion would ever let happen. The network of ditches in front of the walls were not nearly wide or deep enough either, in my opinion, and the few sentries manning those walls had their backs to us, staring across a wide strip of land toward the city. Those sentries looked inattentive and bored, which I suppose I could hardly blame them for since there was no substantial garrison within Brundisium to cause them much concern and, hence, little threat. That would change soon enough.

I’d been watching Ahenobarbus’ camp for better than ten minutes now, and during that time, not one man had bothered to glance behind them toward the hills and trees, completely oblivious to the fact that an entire legion was moving into position to attack. How we’d managed to get this far without Ahenobarbus’ forces being alerted to our presence was a mystery that I had no answer for, although I was certainly grateful for it. The enemy hadn’t been completely irresponsible, however, having placed a handful of men among the hills overlooking the encampment to act as lookouts. But these few had been just as inattentive as their brothers on the walls and were easily eliminated by members of my auxiliary forces, who were highly trained men with specialized abilities such as archery, scouting, and woodcraft, among others. It was looking more and more likely to me that Maximus’ assessment of the enemy was correct. Yet, I remained cautious, for underestimating your opponent in battle was a sure way of meeting the Boatman sooner rather than later.

“They still outnumber us by a wide margin,” Maecenas warned, shaking his head as he shifted onto his side and rubbed his chest while he belched softly. My friend had constant indigestion these days, and nothing he did seemed to alleviate it. I’d told Maecenas to stop eating so much, but that sound advice had earned me nothing but a dark look and a sharply worded retort about minding my own business.

“They do,” I conceded. I’d learned from my scouts that Ahenobarbus had landed most of his troops in a cove about a mile to the north before marching on the city, leaving the bulk of his ships anchored off the coast there. But even discounting oarsmen and other non-combatants that would have stayed on board those ships, we were easily outmanned by at least two to one, just as Maecenas had said. How many of those men were veteran soldiers, however, was a question that was impossible for any of us to answer with any certainty. The coming fight would be vicious, but now that I’d taken the enemy's measure, I felt certain we would prevail despite the odds. I motioned down the hill with my head. “I’m thinking we hit them straight on once it gets dark and test your theory,” I told Maximus. “If you’re right, this could all be over before the moon is overhead.”

“Oh, I’m right, sir,” the engineer growled. “I guarantee it.”

“And what about you?” I asked Maecenas. “Any thoughts?”

“We could use the benefit of a distraction first,” my friend said. He grimaced and then belched softly again before reluctantly lying on his belly once more. “Give the bastards something to hold their attention while the Eighth advances.”

Maximus snorted. “Do you honestly think they won’t hear us coming?” The engineer paused momentarily when my friend’s features tightened in anger and added, “Sir.”

Maximus and Maecenas had never gotten along for reasons that eluded me, although each offered me unique perceptions that the other could not. Because of this, I tolerated their dislike for one another. “What kind of distraction?” I asked, ignoring Maximus.

“Those cliffs overlooking the harbor would be ideal for some of our archers. If we can set a ship or two on fire in the water, then that should cause enough confusion to work.”

“They’ll have lookouts posted up there, sir,” Maximus warned, stressing the last word.

Maecenas shrugged. “They had lookouts in these hills, too, and how did that turn out for them?”

“A fair point,” the engineer agreed grudgingly.

“All right,” I said, coming to a decision. “We’ll do it your way, Gaius. You’ll be in charge of firing the ships. Vitruvius and I will handle the rest.”

Maecenas frowned, his features turning suddenly apprehensive. “Those cliffs look like they might be hard to scale for someone in my…uh…condition, Agrippa.”

I grinned at my friend as I backed slowly away from the treeline. “Nonsense. I’ve never seen a fitter or more perfect example of manliness than you, Gaius. I’m sure you’ll do just fine.”
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Despite Maecenas’ doubts about his physical abilities, he managed to lead his men up the northern promontory and eliminate the lookouts without any difficulties. The team of archers assigned to the southern cliff was led by a wily centurion named Marcus Larcius Brocchus, and they also had little trouble overwhelming the sentries, who’d smuggled some wine up top and were half-drunk, making them easy pickings. I didn’t know any of this at the time, of course, as I sat Whisper along the treeline of the same hill I’d visited earlier that day and waited. All I could do as darkness settled over the land was pray that my friend’s mission was going well and watch for the flames he’d promised to appear in the harbor.

I’d divided my legion into two divisions, with the oversized First Cohort, along with the Second, Third, and Fourth, accompanying me while the remainder of my army was stationed in a forest half a mile away to the north. It would be the task of the First and the Tenth Cohorts from each division—accompanied by spear-wielding skirmishers and auxiliaries—to flank the enemy encampment and drive them to the center where the bulk of my army would then slaughter them. I’d debated about using my cavalry immediately in a charge, then decided to hold them back in reserve until they were needed. I had only a hundred and twenty horsemen to call upon—excluding my twenty praetorian bodyguards—but even those few would make a tremendous commotion when under full gallop. Every foot we gained down the hill on the enemy encampment without being discovered was a bonus, and so I’d opted for stealth over force to begin the campaign. Once we were seen and the alarm was given, well, then that would be different. But first, I needed Maecenas’ distraction.

“Just like old times, eh?” I grunted to Maximus, who sat his horse beside me.

I thought I could make out the flash of the engineer’s teeth in the darkness. “Yes, sir. Always a pleasure to ride by your side, sir.”

“Same,” I grunted, meaning it. I peered past the many campfires below to the city beyond the fortifications, which, just like Sentinum not that long ago, was mostly shrouded in darkness. I wondered how Octavius was doing and how the siege was going, hoping that the city administrators had come to their senses and opened the gates for my friend. For all I knew, Octavius might even now be marching victoriously on Rome. “You don’t like Gaius Maecenas much, do you?” I asked my companion, keeping my voice to a whisper so the rank and file behind me or praetorian bodyguards to either side couldn’t hear. “I don’t think I’ve ever met a man who could claim that.”

Maximus took a deep breath, and I sensed him shake his head in the darkness. “No, sir. I’m sorry to say that I do not.”

“Why not?”

The engineer sighed. “His father bankrupted one of my uncles many years ago, sir.”

I waited but heard only the song of crickets, the subtle movement of feet, and the soft clink of armor and creak of leather as men who’d been standing for long hours shifted positions slightly to gain momentary relief. “And?” I finally prompted. “The man was a businessman from what I understand, and a shrewd one at that. What happened to your uncle, while tragic, is sadly far from unusual.”

“I am aware of that, sir,” Maximus replied stiffly. “But my uncle was so ashamed over losing everything he owned that he threw himself in the Tiber and drowned rather than face his family. My mother and he were very close, and she was never the same after that.” The engineer paused there and swallowed loudly. “My mother lived for another year after my uncle’s death, but the truth is, she gave up the day he died and simply withered away from a broken heart.”

“Oh,” I muttered, not knowing what else to say. “Well, Gaius Maecenas’ father is long dead, Vitruvius,” I finally added, although my words sounded condescending and unhelpful even to me. “Perhaps it’s time to let what happened go and move on? Holding a grudge does no one any good. Besides, Gaius is not his father, and he should not have to pay for that man’s sins against your family.”

“You offer wise advice, sir,” Maximus said in a strained voice. “And I appreciate your counsel. But with all due respect, often times words are easily spoken but much harder to act upon.”

I nodded, knowing enough to let it be. Had it been me, would I have felt any different than Maximus? I thought of my own mother, who I’d lost as a boy, aware of what my answer would have been had it been her who’d been so wronged. I was relieved a moment later when thin streaks of orange appeared in the sky over the harbor from both promontories, followed not long after by a weak glow coming from the water to the northeast, which grew steadily in size. More flames appeared to the southwest, where I knew one of the enemy triremes was moored, and I grinned. Maecenas and the centurion had done their jobs.

It took longer than I would have thought possible for the sentries on the walls to notice the expanding flames. By the time they’d raised the alarm, the city of Brundisium was boldly silhouetted against a tapestry of oranges and reds as at least four ships burned briskly in the harbor, fueled by strong winds. Shouts of confusion arose from the campsite below as many of the enemy abandoned their tasks to climb the walls or ramparts to see what was happening, while behind me, officers hissed under their breath at the excited men in the ranks waiting beneath the trees, urging them to remain quiet. A bell began to toll loudly in the city, then another to match it, and I smiled, silently thanking the inhabitants for giving us added cover as clouds of acrid smoke drifted toward our place of concealment.

I waited another two minutes, counting off the time in my head, then signaled the slow advance as I urged Whisper out from the trees and into the open. I let the mare choose her own path downward through the patches of long grass, weeds, and small rocks while my mounted bodyguards flanked me, and my foot soldiers trudged forward in silence in long, disciplined lines. The enemy below might or might not be experienced fighters, but I knew each and every man in the Eighth was a veteran of many battles and that they would do me proud.

The night sky above the city was ablaze now, with licking flames spitting sparks hundreds of feet toward the heavens as the bells continued to ring out. Whether the inhabitants inside Brundisium understood what was happening or not was up for debate, but I hoped that someone inside those walls was smart enough to figure it out and use the opportunity to attack. The roaring flames from the burning ships had climbed so high by now that I could almost imagine them warming Jupiter’s feet where he sat his throne and looked down on us with interest and amusement, much as I had when I’d studied the frenzied interactions of ants in fascination as a boy in Pisae.

We were less than two hundred feet from the first tents of the enemy encampment, and still, no one was the wiser that we were even there, though as my praetorians and I came into the light of the campfires, I knew that fact likely wouldn’t last much longer. I glanced over my shoulder at the aquilifer marching directly behind me, feeling a shiver of awe run up and down my spine as the light from the flames reflected oddly off the golden eagle he carried, making it look like a moving, living creature.

Whisper snorted then, tossing her head as if she knew what was about to happen—which perhaps she did, for indeed, the time had come. “May the gods be with you,” I said to Maximus beside me, who merely nodded in determination from atop his horse, taking a firmer grip on the lance he held. I drew my sword and raised it as we came abreast of the outskirts of the camp just as the first cries of discovery and alarm arose. “Now!” I screamed. “Kill the bastards!” Then we charged.

The first man to die beneath my blade was, in fact, not a combatant but a bearded slave. Though in the semi-darkness and confusion, I only realized that truth after I’d slashed across his back as he’d tried to run, sending him sprawling with a cry into a roaring campfire, where he howled and thrashed around momentarily before the flames consumed him. Next came a bare-chested behemoth of a man wearing only a thin loincloth, who charged out from a tent to my left with a spear held low, aiming the glinting point for the mare’s side. I was in too close to avoid the thrust, and if not for Maximus, who appeared from the darkness with his lance, skewering the astonished soldier in the belly and driving him backward into the very tent he’d emerged from, I expect he would have brought Whisper down and me along with her.

I nodded my thanks to Maximus afterward, who grinned and saluted me with his lance before yanking on his horse’s reins and sending the beast off in pursuit of a man wailing and limping as he tried to flee southeast. Unsurprisingly, that man did not get far, and as Maximus took him from behind with his spear, and with the man’s scream of agony and despair echoing in my ears, I held the mare in place as she trembled beneath me, assessing the situation. I saw the enemy had gotten over their initial surprise, with hundreds of shadowy forms sprinting towards our lines while more leaped down from the walls. My praetorians were supposed to stay with me at all times, but seeing the oncoming enemy ignited their battle lust, and despite my shouts to hold back, they charged as one with their lances lowered. I was suddenly left alone, caught between my advancing forces and the attacking praetorians, with my gleaming gold-crested helmet and red cloak marking me as a high-value target.

I hesitated for the briefest of moments, and that’s when an arrow hissed out from the darkness, embedding itself in my left thigh. I cried out in shock and pain, which panicked the mare and likely saved my life as she whirled to my left and took off at a gallop, weaving her way among the tents. I heard the whistle of a second arrow as it cut through the air over my helmet, and I ducked low over the mare, trying not to focus on the pain in my thigh as I fought to regain control of her. I finally slowed the terrified horse, talking soothingly to her as I urged her down a corridor between two lines of offsetting tents, hoping the canvas would help to hide me from the bowman that I felt certain still hunted me.

I eventually paused Whisper, trying to control my breathing as I listened, but all I could hear were shouts and the clanging of weapons as the two opposing sides met in a tremendous clash of steel and armor. Whatever initial surprise we’d gained was over, and now it would be a dogfight with no quarter given or asked for. A dark figure suddenly appeared to my right, bursting out from between two tents and almost colliding with the mare. I heard a gasp of fright just as I raised my gladius to strike, though thankfully, I hesitated just long enough to realize that I was dealing with a woman. We held eyes for the briefest of moments—hers wide and terrified in the glow thrown off by a burning tent further down the line—and then I motioned for her to keep going with my blade. The woman paused for a moment, likely fearful that I’d cut her down from behind, but then she darted away and disappeared. Only after the woman was gone did I realize she’d had a baby on her hip. I thanked the gods for staying my hand, then closed my eyes and took a deep breath, clamping my teeth together to keep from crying out before using my thumb and forefinger to snap the shaft of the arrow off as close to my thigh as I could. It would be up to a medicus to get the barbed arrowhead out later, but for now, I still had a battle to win.

What followed was six hours of some of the hardest fighting I’d ever been involved in. Maximus had been mostly right about the enemy, for it was true that they were not nearly as experienced at warfare as my men, but he’d been wrong about them running—at least in the beginning. Ahenobarbus’ men fought well and bravely, but as the battle progressed, it became increasingly obvious what the end result would be. The Eighth Legion attacked with the kind of military precision hammered into them since the moment they’d joined the army, with each man knowing exactly what his brother to either side of him would do. My legionnaires fought with calm determination and utter cohesion, while our enemies, though admittedly brave enough, battled mainly as individuals or in small groups, which nearly always spelled doom when up against a disciplined force like ours. This night would prove to be no different.

When it was over, more than half of Ahenobarbus’ forces were either dead or wounded, while the Eighth had lost less than two hundred men. Ahenobarbus and those of his followers who were still able to run fled westward into the hills and trees, and I saw no reason to go after them, knowing they were finished as a force to fear. I guessed many would fall victim to the harsh terrain, starvation, or vengeful occupants of these lands over time anyway, and so I promptly put them from my mind.

“Sir?” Maximus said as he approached me, where I lay with my back propped up against a large stone.

I glanced up at the engineer as a medicus gingerly wrapped a bandage around my wounded leg. The bloody arrowhead he’d removed lay on the ground beside me, and I tried not to wince at his ministrations. “Yes?”

“We captured some of their officers, sir,” Maximus said. He gestured behind him, where I could see four men kneeling in the dirt near a flickering campfire while a dozen spear-wielding praetorians surrounded them. I focused back on the engineer, who had lost his beloved helmet in the fighting and was sporting a long gash on his forehead that continuously dripped blood. I’d sent a dozen slaves out to scour the battlefield at Maximus’ request in hopes of finding the helmet among the dead, but so far, none had returned with the prize. It was silly, of course, but the engineer considered his old helmet to be charmed by the gods, so who was I to question it?

I sighed, brushing aside the medicus with an impatient snort he truly didn’t deserve, then allowed Maximus to help me to my feet. I limped forward with the engineer’s assistance to stand over the captives, all of whom I saw were wounded in one way or another. Only one would meet my eyes, and this man was at least thirty, with the weathered features of someone well-versed with the sea. I gestured to him as an idea began to form, my gut telling me that this was the one I wanted. “If I let you live, will you swear by a blood oath to serve me?”

The man hesitated, glancing sideways at his companions. I could see resentment in the eyes of the other prisoners, but they didn’t matter to me; only this one did. The others would be dead soon enough anyway. “You would ask me to become a traitor?” the man rumbled in a deep voice. “To betray my brothers?”

I frowned, for while the prisoner’s Latin was very good, he had an accent that I couldn’t place. “I would ask you to become a patriot to protect Rome from the real traitors,” I said. I gestured to the other prisoners. “These men are not your brothers. They never were. If I asked them this question, would any of these hesitate to accept my offer rather than meet their deaths?”

The prisoner thought about that, and then he nodded. “A logical conclusion, sir. On that basis, I accept your terms.”

“Good,” I said, pleased. “What is your name?”

“Wulfstan, sir?”

“You’re from one of the Germanic tribes?” I asked, recognizing the accent now. “A slave?”

“Yes, sir. I was, once, long ago as a boy. But I am a freedman now. I was granted manumission in my previous owner’s will.”

“Yet, you have a place of influence among these men despite your heritage and standing?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Why is that?”

Wulfstan squared his shoulders, meeting my eyes proudly. “Because I am the best navigator and ship’s captain for a thousand miles in any direction, sir.”

“Why didn’t you stay on your ship if you are so important?” I asked.

Wulfstan shrugged. “I was bored and was hoping for a little action. Besides, I’ve never been to Brundisium.”

I smiled, liking the man’s heart and attitude. “Well, it seems you got all the action you could handle.” I motioned to the centurion in command of my bodyguards, convinced now that my gut instinct had been right. “Take the others away and execute them. Give them an honorable death, although the gods know they likely don’t deserve it.” I hooked a thumb toward Wulfstan. “Unshackle this one and get him cleaned up and his wounds treated. When he’s presentable, have him brought to my command tent.”

I turned away, limping toward Ahenobarbus’ tent, which had somehow survived the battle intact, as Maximus helped support me. I could feel the engineer’s questioning eyes on me as we walked. “Something the matter, Vitruvius?” I finally asked.

“I’m just curious about why you let that man live and not the others, sir. Are you sure you can trust him?”

“I hope so,” I said. “Because if I’m right about him, that former slave is going to be the key that gets me what I want.”

Maximus frowned. “And what might that be, sir?”

I grinned and motioned to the north. “Ships, Vitruvius. Lots and lots of ships.” I laughed at the startled look on the engineer’s face. “That bastard Ahenobarbus burned all my triremes here in Brundisium, so I think it’s only fitting that I confiscate his ships as recompense and use them to rebuild my fleet, don’t you?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The operation the next morning to capture Ahenobarbus’ fleet of triremes turned out to be a resounding success, mainly due to Wulfstan’s assistance. The freedman was well-known to the men left behind on the enemy ships, and using colored flags for communication, he was able to signal the sixty or so triremes waiting off the coast that the city of Brundisium had fallen while at the same time warning them that an enemy fleet had been sighted less than a day away. After that, it was a simple matter for Wulfstan to order a single ship at a time to enter the small, bottle-necked cove to pick up what they thought would be their victorious comrades in anticipation of a coming sea battle.

Due to its shallow draft, each trireme was able to approach the sandy beach of the cove to within ten feet, where a contingent of a hundred of my men dressed in the clothing and armor of Ahenobarbus’ dead waited for them in the knee-deep water. No one suspected a thing, for each time a ship drew close enough, Wulfstan would be positioned on the beach in plain view, boasting to the crew about the riches they’d seized in Brundisium that they would all be sharing. Greed has always had a way of blinding a man to danger, and this day would prove to be no different.

My men were pulled onto each trireme by eager hands time and time again, with the cove’s narrow entrance and thick tree cover to either side helping to block most of the view from the waiting ships out to sea. By the time the few marines left on the targeted ship realized what was happening, they were being swarmed and disarmed before having their throats cut. As for the oarsmen, most of these men were paid to row, not fight, and once each ship was secure, I gave those still alive a stark choice—join our cause and earn as much or more than they were already making for their services, or follow their dead comrades to Hades.

Most, though not all, chose the former, and though I did not relish any of the deaths of those who refused me or tried to fight, I knew it was necessary to maintain the illusion that all was well on board. I allowed the officers who coordinated the rowers, the musicians responsible for keeping their rhythm, and the helmsmen to live. The captains, deck officers, and junior officers were all executed to a man, with the bodies of the dead stacked in the lower tiers out of sight among the rowing benches, reminding the men at the oars the fate awaiting them should they change their minds and try to resist us.

We managed to capture forty-one vessels over the course of the day in this manner before our ruse was finally discovered by one suspicious captain, who’d sailed his trireme into the cove against orders despite the fact that the previous one had yet to leave. That captain must have seen the struggle on board the trireme we’d just taken control of, and with horns blowing and signal flags raised to warn the others, he turned and frantically rowed back the way he’d come, only to be surrounded by my captured ships hovering around the cove’s mouth, where he was quickly rammed and sunk. The remaining enemy ships saw the fate of their comrades and fled north, propelled jointly by a brisk wind in their sails and desperate oars, using both modes of transportation to escape despite the dangers inherent in doing so.

Content with what we’d accomplished and unwilling to risk my newly acquired ships, I had Wulfstan signal them with instructions to let the enemy go. It was the last day of October, and in one fell swoop, I had acquired a formidable navy at no cost in coin and with no loss of life to my men. The gods had truly watched over us, and all I could think at that moment was what a glorious day it was to be alive!

I left Gaius Maecenas in charge of my fleet, with instructions for him to sail around the tip of the Italian peninsula and through the Strait of Messina separating Sicily and the mainland, before docking at Ostia. I would take the shorter land route along the Appian Way with the bulk of my legion, where I hoped to learn what had become of Octavius as we marched. That news reached me in Capua a week and a half later, where a dispatch from my friend, written only two days before, informed me that he’d left the siege of Sentinum in the hands of Quintus Rufus—which had reportedly ended with a resounding victory—and had marched on Rome. Upon hearing the news that Octavius was approaching, Lucius Antonius abandoned the city like the coward he was—another serious mistake, I believe—and was on the march toward Sutrium, which held a small garrison of Octavius’ forces.

My orders from my friend were simple; head for Sutrium, if I was able, and stop Antonius from taking control of the stronghold, for if he was successful, Lucius Antonius would effectively have placed his forces between Octavius in Rome and Quintus Rufus in Sentinum, acting as a wedge between them.

“I’m not sure what Caesar expects us to accomplish with a single legion, sir,” Vitruvius Maximus said to me as we rode side by side along the Appian Way at the head of my army.

I shrugged. “A single legion is no small thing, my friend. You, of all people, should understand that.”

I let my eyes automatically scan the olive fields to my right that bordered the road as Whisper plodded onward beneath me. It was mid-morning, and harvesting season was well underway, with the fields alive with movement as hundreds of sun-bronzed slaves dressed in brown tunics carefully picked the ripened fruit and placed them in woven baskets. Those baskets were then loaded onto mule-drawn carts, where they would be transported to the nearest olive mill so the fruit could be crushed into a thick paste, which would, in turn, be fed into wooden presses to extract the precious oil. Thunder rumbled softly somewhere far off to the north, and I glanced up at the sky, which was mostly clear of clouds, praying the rain would hold off until we made camp. No one likes marching in the rain.

“They say Antonius commands eight legions, sir,” Maximus pointed out. “I know I lack the intellect that the gods blessed you with, but even a halfwit like me can see the confliction those two numbers present.”

I chuckled and drew in a deep breath, enjoying the sweet smell of the olive groves mixing with the wild herbs growing along the road and the scent of pine coming from a stand of trees ahead. “Why are you so pessimistic today, Vitruvius? Did you eat something this morning that isn’t agreeing with you?”

“No, sir,” the engineer said with a quick shake of his head. He adjusted his bent and dinged helmet, which had finally been found on the battlefield beneath a dead horse by a young boy no older than eight. Maximus had given the lad a silver coin in gratitude, and the boy had been so astounded and overwhelmed by the engineer’s unexpected generosity that he’d broken down in tears. I wondered idly what the lad had done with the money. Maximus glanced at me appraisingly. “You seem rather calm and relaxed, considering the task we’ve been given.”

“And why not?” I said with a grin, motioning to the countryside around us. “It’s a beautiful day, so let’s enjoy it and worry about tomorrow when it comes.”

“Why do I get the feeling that you’re up to something, sir?” Maximus said.

I looked at the engineer in mock surprise. “Now, what would make you think a thing like that?”

Maximus grinned, nodding to himself as if confirming a suspicion. “That’s what I thought, sir. Care to let me in on it?”

And so I did. I explained to Maximus that Octavius’ concern over Sutrium was valid because the city had high, thick walls and was built on a narrow tuff hill with ravines surrounding it on three sides. A single, thin neck acting as a natural bridge was the only access to the surrounding countryside, making any assault against the city a risky endeavor that would cost many lives. Octavius had stocked Sutrium with enough provisions to last his legions at least six months before he’d left, with the bulk of it still there in case it was needed, guarded by two cohorts. So, if Antonius did manage to occupy the city, getting him out of there would take a very long time.

“I still don’t see the problem, sir,” Maximus said as I paused my horse to lean down and accept a blue flower from a young girl on the side of the road. I smiled and tossed the child a coin, hooking the flower afterward in Whisper’s browband, which I thought made her look even prettier than she already was. “Why not let Antonius take the town and then simply starve him out?” the engineer continued as we got underway again. “So what if it takes a year. They’ll have to surrender eventually. Hungry men always do.”

“Normally, I would agree with you on that,” I replied. “Pinning Antonius down at Sutrium would be the most logical solution if he was all we had to worry about. But the problem is not just him. Caesar fears that with each day that passes, other combatants, such as Marcus Antonius perhaps, might be tempted or persuaded to join the fray, just as Ahenobarbus appears to have done. Fulvia remains near Rome, stirring up trouble as usual, and she is no doubt sending messages to her husband daily, pleading for his return. She’s also using her influence on her friends in the Senate, many of whom have no love for Caesar. If some of those men choose to take up arms against us, things could get ugly. No, we need this foolish war resolved as soon as possible before it gets out of hand, and that’s why a long siege is out of the question.”

“Has there been any word at all on where Marcus Antonius stands in all this, sir?” the engineer asked.

“None that Caesar is aware of,” I replied with a shake of my head. “All we know is he’s still in Egypt, enthralled by their queen. But rumors have reached Rome that two of his legates, Publius Ventidius and Gaius Asinius Pollio, have crossed the Alps from Gaul and have entered Cisalpine Gaul with eight more legions.” Maximus’ features tightened at that unwelcome news. “According to what Caesar wrote, they have made no further moves southward, possibly due to Quintus Rufus’ presence in Sentinum, which, unfortunately for us, ties him there for the time being. Both of these men are said to be fiercely loyal to Marcus Antonius, not his brother, so make of that what you will. If I had to guess, though, I’d say we are fighting a proxy war, with Lucius Antonius and Fulvia acting as Marcus Antonius’ likely unwitting puppets.”

“So, you’re saying if the worst was to happen and Antonius takes Sutrium, sir,” Maximus said thoughtfully, “then Caesar would have no choice except to lay siege, using up valuable men and resources while more men possibly flock to his banner elsewhere. You think this is what Marcus Antonius wants?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me,” I grunted. “Which is why we can’t let it happen, regardless of whether I have one legion or a dozen at my disposal.”

The engineer glanced sideways at me. “Then how do you propose to stop him, sir?”  

I shrugged. “The moment I received Caesar’s message, I sent back a reply, letting him know where we are at present and what happened at Brundisium. I’m sure Caesar will be overjoyed to learn of the ships we took, although sadly, they will do little to help us with our current predicament.”

“True,” Maximus said. “But at least having them will give Sextus Pompey pause for thought, if nothing else.”

“That it will,” I agreed with a grin. “Caesar just retook Rome, so I can certainly understand his reluctance to move against Antonius now and possibly lose control of the city again. With that in mind, I asked him instead to march just two of his legions north towards Sutrium, leaving him more than enough men to defend Rome if need be. I also requested that he send his operatives and spies to all the small towns and villages near where Antonius’ army must pass, where they will start a rumor that Caesar is marching after Antonius with his entire army.”

“Do you really think he will believe that?” Maximus asked doubtfully. “Antonius is bound to send his scouts out to verify this news.”

“Of course he will,” I said agreeably. “I also asked Caesar to ensure that his standard was in full display at the head of the vanguard at all times, even though he, of course, will actually be back in Rome, keeping his eye on the Senate.”

Maximus’ lips twitched in amusement as understanding set in. “Antonius’ men will see someone dressed as Caesar and his colors fluttering in the wind, confirming that the rumors they’ve been hearing are all true.”

“That’s my hope,” I agreed. “The chances those men will wait around long enough to make sure Caesar really has marched with his entire army are likely slim, especially when added to what the rumors have been saying. All of this news should make Lucius Antonius very nervous and worried—and it’s been my experience that nervous and worried men tend to make mistakes. Once Antonius learns that the Eighth is also heading toward Sutrium from the east—courtesy of more rumors—I’m guessing that bastard will panic, knowing he has only three viable options to counter us in the time that he has left before we arrive.” I held up a finger. “Antonius can build fortifications near Sutrium to withstand a combined attack.” I held up a second finger. “He can storm the stronghold in the hopes of taking it before we arrive, which will be no easy task regardless of how many men he has at his command.” I held up a final finger. “Or he can abandon any thoughts of taking Sutrium and instead march north and attempt to join with Publius Ventidius and Gaius Asinius Pollio in Cisalpine Gaul.”

Maximus nodded, looking enthused now. “And I take it you are betting he’ll choose the third option and go north, sir?”

“Everything the man has done up until now points in that direction,” I said. “Antonius is clearly no military man, and he has done everything in his power so far to avoid a confrontation with Caesar. Why that fool left the safety and security of Rome in the first place remains a mystery, but my gut tells me he’s playing for time, probably waiting for his brother to intercede on his and Fulvia’s behalf.” I nodded, more to myself than Maximus, convinced I was right. “Oh yes, my friend. Mark my words. Once Lucius Antonius hears we are coming, he will run. You wait and see.”

And three days later, just as I predicted, the bastard ran.
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What followed was weeks of four separate armies marching back and forth across the landscape of Italy in a frustrating dance of futility as Octavius, Quintus Rufus, and I attempted to force a confrontation with Lucius Antonius while he did everything in his power to avoid it. It was obvious by his maneuvering that Antonius was trying to break through to the north to join his brother’s legions in Cisalpine Gaul, just as I’d surmised. Because of this, Octavius ordered Quintus Rufus to leave Sentinum to block him with his army. Octavius had scouts watching Publius Ventidius and Gaius Asinius Pollio closely, of course. But for reasons only they were privy to, Marcus Antonius’ legates had made no effort to commit to helping Lucius Antonius, seemingly content to remain where they were. That fact gave Quintus Rufus the freedom to move on Antonius from the north, while Octavius left Rome and marched his legions along the western coast to flank him. I did the same in the east, with my forces bolstered considerably by welcome recruits sent to me by Octavius. We were as ready as we would ever be for war, and now it was just a matter of when and where.

No city in Antonius’ path dared offer his forces refuge within their walls, wisely fearing repercussions from Octavius. But, as our armies inexorably closed around him from three sides like claws, Antonius finally reached Perusia, where he pleaded with the city magistrates to be allowed in. Perusia was situated on a high hill and well-defended, and while it was true that the Perusians had little love for Octavius since he’d confiscated much of their lands for his veteran soldiers to settle on, no one expected them to agree. But surprisingly, agree they did, thumbing their noses at Octavius by allowing Lucius Antonius sanctuary behind their walls. I have long suspected that Fulvia was the one who facilitated this agreement between Antonius and the Perusians, but again, I have no actual proof of that.

It was the twenty-ninth day of November when Octavius, Quintus, and I converged our armies around Perusia. We immediately began building duel fortifications, starting with a wall known as a circumvallation that faced the city in a ring, and then a contravallation or secondary outer wall facing outward to protect our forces from attack from behind, much as Julius Caesar had done at Alesia in Gaul more than ten years before.

The siege Octavius had desperately wanted to avoid had officially begun, and now all we could do was wait and see how things played out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The inner fortifications surrounding Perusia stretched for a full seven miles when completed, with the ground between it and our secondary wall—what was known as the intervallum—measuring one thousand feet. The contravallation was naturally longer than the interior circumvallation, finishing slightly more than eight and a half miles. The two rings of palisade walls rose to a maximum height of twelve feet where possible and ten where it wasn’t, built using a combination of timber, stone, and earthen ramparts capped by sharpened stakes foraged from tall trunks of Aleppo Pine that grew abundantly in a forest nearby. A network of ditches—dug a minimum of twelve feet deep and twenty wide—ran in front of both the inner and outer walls, with the width at the tops of the ditches tapering down at an acute angle to a narrow bottom where sharpened stakes awaited any would-be attacker.

Caltrops, pit traps, and buried stakes guarded the short expanse of land separating the ditches and walls while thirty-five-foot tall watchtowers rose every eighty feet along the circumvallation and contravallation, with each tower boasting at least one scorpio. Two fortified camps were built inside the intervallum—one to the east and one to the west—and both the inner and outer walls featured four gates apiece. These were strategically staggered so that if an enemy were to breach one gate, they would have to navigate a series of barriers and obstacles to get to another while dealing with projectiles raining down on them from above.

Octavius had tasked me with designing and building our defenses, and there’d been so much to do in that regard that my team of engineers, architects, and I had barely slept a wink ever since our arrival at Perusia two weeks ago. It was now the evening of the fourteenth day of the siege, and though our fortifications were mostly complete, we’d been dealing with constant rain for over four days, which had hampered our efforts and turned the ground to thick muck—a fact that had unfortunately begun to seriously erode my carefully planned earthen ramparts. It had become such a problem that I’d been forced to shore up many of the ramparts with planks, rocks, or anything else that I could find in an effort to keep them stable. This was a temporary measure at best, however, and I knew unless the damned rain stopped soon, the chances were good that some of my walls would collapse beneath the weight of all that equipment and men.

“By the immortal gods, what insufferable rain!” Maximus grumbled as he entered my tent, shedding water like a merchant’s awning in a thunderstorm. He removed his helmet and slicked water from his short silver hair, snapping his hand afterward and sending droplets flying. The engineer grimaced. “It’s coming down even harder, sir. I’ve never seen the like.” Maximus glanced to my left, where Tribune Piso sat at a small writing desk, his stylus poised over a tablet. “It would appear that Jupiter Pluvius is aptly named, eh?” the engineer said to the youth with a sarcastic grin.

“That he is,” I grunted distractedly as I finished writing a notation on one of the many drawings I’d made of our fortifications. Jupiter Pluvius meant Jupiter the Rain-giver, which seemed appropriate given our current circumstances. A stack of reports lay on the table to one side of me where I sat on a folding camp chair, each report detailing an area of concern brought to me by my engineers. I finally looked up, knowing something was wrong by Maximus' expression. I sighed in weary resignation, setting my reed pen down beside a small clay pot I was using for an inkwell. “Well, what is it now, Vitruvius?”

“The ditches along the outer and inner northern gates are completely flooded, sir,” Maximus replied grimly. “The water has broken over the banks and submerged the drawbridges, even encroaching on the inner gates themselves almost ankle deep. I fear this deluge could soon overwhelm the entire compound at this rate.” He gestured tiredly toward an amphora of wine sitting on a side table. “May I, sir?”

I absently waved my approval as I assessed what I’d just heard. “I thought I told you to divert the water away from the gates with smaller drainage ditches?”

“I tried that, sir,” Maximus replied. “The gods know I did. But with the slope of the ground the way it is and the hills further to the north, all the water for at least a mile is being sent in that direction like a group of eager legionnaires on furlough heading for a brothel.” He drank some wine, smacking his lips afterward in appreciation. “The fact of the matter is, no matter how much we dig, there’s nowhere to send the water that won’t affect another part of our defenses.”

I frowned. “Have you tried using pumps to clear the ditches?”

Maximus shrugged, looking exhausted and demoralized. “That’s what I came to see you about, sir. We’ve only got the three, and as you recall, they are already in use elsewhere. I need those pumps for my ditches, but I can’t move them without your authorization.”

I gestured to Piso, who hurriedly stood and began sifting through my drawings and notations until he found the one he knew I wanted. I studied the thick papyrus he set in front of me, realizing that Maximus was right. All three pumps were currently working near the outer wall to the west, where what had once been a modest mountain stream that emptied into a large rocky basin known as the Perusian Spring had since become a torrential river. It was in this basin that three lead pipes were reported to run all the way to the city, providing it with an endless supply of fresh drinking water. Octavius had ordered me to figure out a way to stop the supply of water to Perusia, but so far, my divers had been unable to locate the pipes.

I’d initially considered simply spoiling the basin with animal carcasses, but since our forces depended on that water for our sustenance as well, it wasn’t really a viable option. A man could theoretically survive at least three to four weeks without putting any food in his belly, but not having access to fresh water brought that survival rate down to less than a week, so the strategy was sound. I’d tried to dig a new reservoir a hundred feet from the basin to the south with the intention of redirecting the stream. But apparently, the gods were against me, for a shelf of impenetrable granite lay less than three feet below the soil in that area, making the work next to impossible.

“Has there been any progress at the Perusian Spring?” I asked.

Maximus compressed his lips together before shaking his head. “Barely any, sir. The rain falls faster than the pumps can manage to get rid of it. I’ve had men working there night and day, all to no avail. I hate to admit it, but I’d say we’re wasting our time.”

I nodded, hardly surprised. Since I couldn’t realistically divert the stream as I wished, I’d begun an ambitious project to build a wooden and concrete dam near the rock wall facing the city, with the plan to use the pumps to lower the water level until the pipes were revealed. The work had been progressing better than I’d hoped initially, but then the rains had arrived, ruining everything. I knew every cistern, amphora, bucket, barrel, and ceramic vessel in Perusia was now being employed to catch that rain, which, at least for the time being, made my strategy at the basin obsolete.

“Pull the pumps off the Perusian Spring and clear those ditches,” I ordered. “Once this infernal rain subsides, if it ever does, then we can return to work there. But for now, the integrity of our defenses is more important.”

“Very good, sir,” Maximus said, looking relieved. He put his cup down, then crammed his helmet back on his head before heading out into the rain.

I sighed, shaking my head as I glanced up at Piso. “All right, lad. What’s next?”

“There are reports that several of our storage tents in the southern compound have been flooded, sir. A substantial amount of wheat has been compromised.”

I blinked, feeling instant anger. “Didn’t the fools place the sacks on raised floors?” I thundered. “Even the rawest of recruits knows that’s standard practice for storing supplies!”

“They did exactly that, sir,” Piso replied calmly, showing little reaction to my anger. The tribune had seen it many times before, after all. “But that wasn’t what caused the problem, I’m afraid.” Piso hesitated, looking slightly uneasy for the first time. “It seems that the roofs on half a dozen tents were deliberately slit open, sir, allowing the rainwater to get in. The wheat has already begun to swell and germinate, which means rot will likely soon follow.”

I could feel my face heating up with outrage, and knowing I might lose control of myself in my present fatigue, I took a deep breath, rubbing my hands across my itchy, burning eyes. “Has the culprit been found?” I asked in as calm a voice as I could muster.

“Not at present, sir, no.”

I dropped my hands to the tabletop with a bang, my resolve to remain calm shunted aside by my returning anger. “Why not?” I demanded.

“I have men working on it, sir,” Piso said. He subtly shifted from one foot to the other as he awaited my reply, the only sign of apprehension the youngster ever gave.

“Yet, here you stand,” I growled, knowing I was being an ass but unable to stop myself. “Adding nothing to the effort to catch this cretin. What good are you to me if all you ever do is fail and disappoint?”

“My apologies, sir,” Piso replied evenly, staring several feet above my head. “I am truly sorry that I have let you down.”

“Don’t be sorry, just get the job done,” I snapped. I took several hot breaths, waiting for the tribune to say something, then finally roared, “Now!” Piso actually blanched and jumped in startlement, which was indeed a rarity for him. I know it was petty, but I must admit I took savage pleasure from his sudden fear and apprehension.

“Right away, sir!” the tribune said, saluting smartly before he snatched up his cloak and hurried out into the rain.

I sat back in my chair, staring after him, already feeling guilty about my outburst. I’d been around many commanders in my life, and while all demanded respect and were usually given it, those who verbally abused the men under them for no reason, as I’d just done, were always secretly reviled. I shook my head and then let my chin rest on my chest, closing my eyes while promising myself that I would only do so for a moment or two.

“Sleeping on the job, are we?” Now, it was my turn to jump in surprise as Octavius entered my tent with a smile on his face. My friend lowered his hood and grimaced, studying me with concern. “You look like you’ve just wrestled Cerberus and lost. When’s the last time you got some rest, Lion?”

I stood, favoring my wounded thigh, thinking that wrestling the three-headed dog that guarded the entrance to the Underworld would likely be a lot easier compared to what I’d been dealing with lately. I held out my hand as Octavius and I clasped forearms, both smiling. “Not since I had the misfortune to meet you, unfortunately,” I grunted. “You do have a way of keeping a man busy.”

Octavius chuckled, squeezing my arm firmly before finally stepping back and removing his waterlogged cloak. He threw the garment casually on the wooden floor, then unfolded a camp chair leaning against one wall of the tent, drawing it closer to my table before he sat with a sigh. “I noticed Tribune Piso running out of here like the Three Furies were after him,” my friend said. “What was that all about?”

I sat as well and began playing idly with my pen. “It appears that we have a saboteur amongst us. Someone slashed open a few of our supply tents, ruining some sacks of wheat.”

Octavius grimaced. “Every kernel is a precious commodity right now, Luan.”

“I am aware of that,” I said. “Despite the dressing down that I gave young Piso just now, I have faith in him to find this culprit before that bastard can do any more damage.”

“Piso is a fine soldier,” Octavius conceded. “Yet, even so, I suggest you have our supply tents guarded until further notice. We can’t afford to lose anything else.”

“I’ll see to it,” I said. I shifted in my chair, aware of a sudden pressing ache in my lower back. I needed to get more exercise. “So, what can I do for you, my friend?”

Octavius produced a scroll, which he tossed on the table before me. “There have been a few developments. It seems Publius Ventidius and Gaius Asinius Pollio have finally decided to make a move. They are marching south even as we speak.”

“Hardly surprising,” I said, picking up the scroll. “The only real surprise is what took them so long.”

“True,” Octavius agreed. “My guess is those boot-licking dogs finally received word from their master, Marcus Antonius.”

“That seems likely enough,” I replied. “So, what are you going to do about them?”

“I’m sending Lucius Balbus out in the morning accompanied by two legions to meet with Ventidius and Pollio. Hopefully, Balbus can use his golden tongue to convince them that it’s in their best interests to remain in the north and stay out of this fight.”

“And if he can’t convince them?”

Octavius smiled humorlessly. “Then, once I’m done starving this cursed city, I’ll turn my attention to those two and crush the bastards beneath my heel like the treacherous worms that they are.”

“Bold words,” I said as I unraveled the scroll and began to read.

Octavius shrugged. “I’m a bold man, Luan.”

I frowned when I was done reading, glancing up at my friend. “Lucius Plancus has assembled several legions to the south and is marching to relieve Antonius?”

“So my spies inform me,” Octavius responded, looking unconcerned. “He’s made a deal with Fulvia, possibly a promised governorship if he breaks the siege on Perusia and defeats me.”

I set the scroll down. “You don’t look all that worried by this news. Lucius Plancus is a formidable opponent.”

“I’m not, and he most certainly is,” Octavius replied smugly. “But Plancus won’t be a problem, I assure you.”

I nodded, aware Octavius was up to something. “You’ve made a deal of your own with him?” I asked.

My friend winked mischievously, reminding me of when we were boys together. “Of course I have, Luan. Plancus will march his legions to Spoletium, twenty miles south of here, where he will remain for the duration of this siege. Tantalizingly close, and yet so far away. That news should demoralize Lucius Antonius and his men even more when they realize the help they’ve been promised by Fulvia won’t be coming after all.”

“You’re certain Plancus won’t make a move against us?” I asked.

Octavius nodded. “I am, Luan. Fulvia will be incensed, of course, having spent so much time and money recruiting men to march under Plancus. But by the time that witch realizes what’s actually happening, it’ll be too late for her to do anything about it other than wail and gnash her teeth in frustration.”

I rubbed my chin, as always impressed by Octavius’ foresight and ability to convince men to throw their allegiances behind him. “Did you promise Plancus a governorship as well?” I asked.

“Syria,” Octavius confirmed. “But more importantly, I assured him he will not only get to keep his lofty position in the Senate but keep his head on his shoulders as well.” My friend’s features tightened, his eyes glowing with promise as he gestured west to where the besieged city of Perusia lay. “Those traitorous senators and equites who took up arms against me hiding behind those walls will not be so lucky, that much I promise you. Sooner or later, they’ll have to fight or risk starving, and when they do, I’ll be there to cut out their hearts.”

“Sir!” I glanced up as Piso burst into the tent, his eyes wide with excitement. I felt my fatigue slip away, for the tribune rarely showed such emotion. “The enemy is trying to breach the walls and gates to the north, sir. It looks as if they’re throwing everything they have at us in a bid to break out.”

I shared a look with Octavius, then nodded as I stood, reaching for my armor. “Sound the horns, Tribune.” I focused back on Octavius, who had stood as well. “Well, you wanted a fight, old friend. Looks like you’re about to get one.”


CHAPTER THIRTY

Perusia, as with many of the cities across Italy, was built strategically on a hill, with thick stone walls, high watchtowers, and four narrow access roads leading to formidable gates of overlapping wooden planks reinforced with iron bands and straps. The great historian Marcus Terentius Varro—known to many as the most learned of all the Romans—claimed in his essays that the Etruscans had founded the city almost six hundred years ago. I have no reason to doubt such an esteemed scholar’s deductions, for many of the original defenses from that ancient time were said to still exist in Perusia, witnessed by Varro himself prior to writing his comprehensive history of the area. The city’s defenses had since been augmented and expanded over the years by the inhabitants who came after the Etruscans, of course. But many of their original works were as sound as they’d been when originally built, seemingly destined to withstand the test of time itself.

I remember wondering what fascinating tales of valor and glory those ancient stones might tell if they could speak, which lends me to also wonder as I write this narrative if you, friend from the future, think the same thing about us Romans? Have our great cities, buildings, temples, and monuments all turned to dust in your age? Are we nothing more than a curiosity to you, with only a few ancient ruins surviving as evidence that we were once real men of flesh, blood, and ambition? I admit it is hard for me to comprehend such a notion as I sit here writing, but one thing I do know is that no man—and hence the civilizations he builds around him—lasts forever, so I suppose anything is possible. But enough of such fanciful musings from an old fool like me, for I see from my window here on Capri Island that the sun has already set behind the Tyrrhenian Sea, and I grow weary of writing. Soon, I know I must sleep, but not quite yet, for there is still a little more of this part of the story to tell before I permit my eyes to close.

After the Perusians granted Lucius Antonius refuge behind their walls, the consul took it upon himself to fortify the base of the hill with an unusually tall wooden palisade, even though the men I spoke with who’d been inside the city before assured me that the defenses there were more than adequate without it. Most of these men considered the endeavor redundant and to be nothing more than a waste of valuable resources, but I wasn’t so sure. In my opinion, the consul had made several costly blunders recently, but I couldn’t fault his defensive-minded thinking this time. Especially since he couldn’t know for certain that Octavius had no intentions of making an assault against him. I’d come to the conclusion that Antonius was simply playing for time and had built the wall for added insurance while he waited for Fulvia’s and his brother’s legions to come to his aid. But now, as the extent of the attack became evident, I knew I’d been wrong and that the cunning bastard had actually built those high walls to hide the movements of his troops from us.

The real mystery I was pondering as I limped toward the north with my praetorians flanking me, following the horns and sounds of battle, was how Antonius had managed to assemble all his men and equipment in such secrecy. Moving such a large force into position takes careful planning, cooperation, and coordination. Yet, none of our sentries in the area had heard or seen any indication that an attack was imminent. Because of that monumental failure, all the lookouts who survived the battle that night were executed, as well they should have been, for their inattention to their posts was indefensible, putting all of us at risk.

Now, some might argue that these men shouldn’t have been judged so severely since the sky before the attack was unquestionably heavy with storm clouds, hiding the moon and stars, not to mention the fact they were dealing with a relentless, sheeting rain constantly thrown in their faces by a raw wind. But while all of those factors were undeniably true, the Roman army succeeds where others fail largely due to its high degree of professionalism, dedication, and discipline—something that is demanded of every soldier, whether he be the lowest of raw recruits or the legate himself. The sacred duty of every man in a legion is to not only protect his homeland but also to look out for the welfare of his comrades. The reasons why the men on our walls failed to do that are irrelevant, and so their deaths were not only justifiable to me and everyone else but required since the executions would help to reassure the rest of Octavius’ forces that something like this would never happen again.

By the time I navigated the inner walls and obstacles to reach the northern gates, the battle for control of them was well underway. I saw the ramparts to either side were teaming with fighting, cursing men, while our archers and slingers who were crammed into the narrow wooden walkway above the gates and on the towers fired a deluge of missiles down at the teeming mass of men wielding a battering ram below on the puddle-filled, muddy ground. I learned later that Antonius’ forces had used anything they could get their hands on to cross the flooded ditches, including barn planks, barrels, old doors and tables, logs, and even bundles of reeds. Once the attackers managed to cross the ditches, they’d then set to clearing the caltrops, pits, and stakes near the walls before throwing up hundreds of scaling ladders along a half-mile length. This, I believe, was initially only meant to be a distraction while they battered at the gates, but the enemy had caught us unprepared, and because of it, they were making unexpected progress on the walls. If something didn’t change soon, I knew Antonius’ forces wouldn’t need the ram to get those gates open, they could just unbar the damn thing themselves from the inside.

“Lion!”

I spotted Octavius’ red-crested helmet fifty feet ahead where he stood near the interior gates amongst a host of his bodyguards, several of whom held torches that smoked and flickered in the downpour. My friend’s face looked pale yet determined in the firelight as his bronze cuirass shone wetly, and his red cloak billowed out around him like the wings of some fearsome bird. A sudden crash sounded from the exterior of the locked gates, causing the heavy wooden panels to shudder and wobble on their hinges, though for now, they held fast. Octavius’ men tensed at the noise, pushing their leader behind them as they crouched with spears aimed toward the gates. My friend remained focused on me, gesturing urgently toward the eastern ramparts. I looked that way, registering that the enemy had managed to throw our forces back, clearing an area almost twenty feet wide. More men were coming over the wall behind them, some with torches of their own. A few tried to set the wet wood on fire, then quickly gave it up as hopeless.

“Send those bastards back to Hades and plug that hole!” Octavius shouted.

I waved assent to my friend before motioning for my praetorians to follow me as I hurried through a narrow archway built into one of my interior walls, then turned left and scampered up a slick, muddy ramp leading to the ramparts. The man beside me suddenly shrieked halfway up the climb, his face turning crimson with blood as a lead bullet flattened his nose. The praetorian twisted and fell, clutching at his ruined face just as I slipped in the muck and dropped to one knee, cracking my jaw on the edge of my shield in the process. I shook my head to clear the cobwebs as the soldier behind me cried out in surprise, struck in the center of his cuirass by a second bullet that I suspected had been aimed at me. He windmilled his arms briefly, then lost his footing and fell backward, tumbling down the ramp head over arse before coming to a stop in a puddle of water at the base. I cursed, wincing at the stabbing ache in my thigh before I fixed my eyes on a single enemy slinger standing on the ramparts behind a group of soldiers crouched behind their shields. I could have sworn the man grinned in anticipation as he loaded another bullet in his sling.

I felt instant anger and roared, calling out to my men to follow as I regained my feet and continued up the ramp at a run, with my only thought to tear out that bastard slinger’s innards. The man began to whirl his sling in a dizzying arc around his head as pelting rain peppered my helmet and face, stinging my skin like a thousand angry bees defending their hive. Half a dozen spear-wielding attackers stood between me and the slinger, and as he let fly, I hastily brought up my shield, which shuddered beneath the impact of the projectile but did not crack. A spear tip reached out for my throat, and I automatically shifted sideways, letting the deadly point punch past my left cheek even as I blocked a second thrust from another man with my shield. I slashed upward, cutting off my first attacker’s spearpoint, and as the decapitated iron spun wildly in the air between us, I took that moment to lunge forward past the man’s guard, catching him in the groin. The soldier squealed and staggered backward into the mass of men behind him, creating a momentary opening in the wall of shields and armor before another soldier stepped forward and took his place in the line.

I could see the slinger dancing back and forth from one side to the other behind the rank of men protecting him, desperate to get another shot at me. But the bulk of my praetorians had caught up to me by now, and as I shunted aside another spear thrust, they crashed into the line of men with their shields lowered. After that, I forgot about the slinger, barely managing to block the sword thrust of a man dressed in chainmail and missing his helmet, revealing cropped black hair plastered wetly to his skull. Steel rang against steel as our blades met, and as my attacker tried to force my sword arm down, I twisted my wrist, letting his blade glide along mine toward the ground. I lunged forward with my elbow into the sudden opening in my opponent’s guard, catching the man between the eyes and stunning him just as the praetorian to my left lashed out with his blade, slicing down the stunned soldier’s chest. The helmet-less man’s knees buckled, and he inadvertently lowered his shield to steady himself, allowing me to impale him with my gladius, which I did without reservation.

I quickly withdrew my dripping blade as the dead man collapsed in the mud, taking a moment to nod my thanks to my companion. I was shocked to see that it was none other than a very dirty and wet Vitruvius Maximus, who laughed at my surprised look.

“Where did you come from?” I grunted out of the side of my mouth while taking the full brunt of a spear thrust against the rounded umbo or boss of my shield. I felt the powerful blow resonate from the tip of the bronze head to my hand, but I did not let go of my shield, for to do so meant certain death.

“Somebody has to watch your back, sir,” Maximus replied with a grin. He cursed a moment later when something recoiled off his helmet with a clang, adding one more dent to the impressive mix already there. “That bastard slinger is getting on my nerves,” the engineer growled.

“That he is,” I agreed.

I waited for the enemy soldier opposite me to stab outward with his spear again, then timing it just right, I swung my shield upward at an angle beneath it, using the iron rim to deflect the shaft skyward even as I dropped to one knee in the mud and lunged for the man’s stomach. I was gratified to hear a howl of agony as I scrambled back to my feet, using my shield to protect my head as something slammed into it, cutting through the layers of canvas and leather before being stopped by the wooden surface underneath.

I glanced past the line of men opposing us, squinting against the rain as more enemy reinforcements dragged themselves over the walls in droves, though many of them didn’t get far. Some quick-thinking centurion had assembled a group of auxiliary fighters at the base of the ramp, who were gleefully flinging javelins over our heads into the ranks behind the front line as more men with shields and swords raced up the ramp to join with my praetorians. I was gratified to see the slinger stagger and then fall with a javelin transfixing his throat, and as Maximus and I both cheered, buoyed by the man’s death, we pushed, hacked, and stabbed at the wall of shields arrayed in front of us. I can still see the look of surprise and disbelief on that slinger’s face even to this day, and it never ceases to make me smile with pleasure.

The battle for control of the northern gate lasted all evening, and when morning finally arrived, it mercifully brought with it sunshine and an end to the rain, coupled with a disheartened retreat back to Perusia from Lucius Antonius’ forces. The enemy had managed to break open the gates and fight their way inside the compound, but that was as far as they’d gotten, for the many obstacles and dead ends that I’d placed to confuse anyone who reached that far had done their jobs admirably. Hundreds of men were slaughtered as they searched in the darkness and rain for a way out, with the obstacles and walls breaking up what should have been an overwhelming, united force into small pockets of men who were easily surrounded and eventually eliminated.

We had survived the first Battle of Perusia despite getting caught off guard, ensuring the siege would continue, although admittedly, there had been a great loss of life on both sides. But even though Lucius Antonius was ultimately defeated and forced to retreat with his tail between his legs, the consul wasn’t done yet, and he would eventually try his luck against us again.
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December passed into January, with a mild winter settling over central and northern Italy, although one night it did snow for several hours, blanketing everything in a sticky white covering that quickly melted when the sun rose. The siege of Perusia continued unabated, with little happening to keep our interest as each day passed into the next. My engineers and I finally succeeded in pumping out the Perusian Spring and blocking the city’s water supply. But unfortunately, enough rain had fallen by then that it seemed to have no discernable effect on the inhabitants inside the walls—at least from our perspective outside of them, anyway. I knew it was only a matter of time before that situation changed, however, assuming no more rain or snow fell. But until thirst and hunger arrived in earnest in Perusia, all we could do was hunker down and wait.

The main enemy we faced now was not Lucius Antonius or Fulvia, but restlessness and boredom. Arguments and fights between the men were becoming a daily occurrence, and after one such incident that saw three legionnaires killed and two seriously wounded, Octavius had had enough. The survivors of the brawl were executed in a very public spectacle as a lesson to others. Then, to offset the resentment he knew the men felt over the deaths, Octavius instituted weekly festivals to entertain the troops and raise morale. He brought in musicians, acrobats, and actors, not to mention a flock of young, eager prostitutes that rarely, if ever, had time to get off their backs. Octavius even went so far as to build a gladiator pit and chariot track within the intervallum to the south, which was almost as popular an attraction as the women.

On the eighteenth day of January, word reached us that the legates, Publius Ventidius and Gaius Pollio—who had agreed the month before not to interfere in the conflict—had broken that promise and were once again marching south towards Perusia. Ventidius had spent the last month behind the walls of the coastal city of Ravenna, while Pollio had likewise established the city of Ariminum further to the southeast as his base. Octavius had conceded both towns to the legates as a reward for staying out of the dispute, but now it seemed things had changed. The only good news, if you could call it as such, was that the legates had chosen not to march with their full force, leaving several legions behind to watch over their respective towns.

“Six legions instead of eight are still six too many, Caesar,” Quintus Rufus grunted pessimistically.

He, along with Octavius, Lucius Balbus, myself, and Gaius Maecenas—who had recently arrived from Ostia after delivering my new ships to the port—were in Octavius’ command tent, discussing how best to handle the approaching force.

“I am well versed in arithmetic, Quintus,” Octavius grunted moodily. He was leaning against a desk while a slave massaged oil into his left calf muscle and ankle, which my friend had twisted during the fighting and was still bothering him.

“Perhaps I should speak with the legates again?” Balbus suggested. “They listened to me the first time.”

“Bah,” Octavius muttered, waving a hand in dismissal. “The time for talk is over. Those lying wretches had their chance. Now, they will pay the price for their treachery.”

“How?” Quintus asked. “We barely survived an attack from Antonius the first time with all our men healthy and intact. Now, with our dead and wounded, we are much weaker than before.”

“Yes, but so is he,” Maecenas pointed out.

“True,” Quintus acknowledged. “But if we send out a force big enough to deal with Ventidius and Pollio, what’s to stop Antonius from attacking us again while they are gone?”

“So, I should just wait and do nothing, then?” Octavius demanded. “Is that what you are suggesting I do, Quintus? Let those two vultures encircle us—the besiegers becoming the besieged? Did you lose your good senses somewhere in all that mud and rain these past weeks?”

Quintus shrugged nonchalantly, dropping his eyes away from Octavius’ fierce glare, although I’d known Quintus long enough to recognize by the way he held himself stiffly that he was furious. “No, of course not, Caesar. It was simply a suggestion. Forgive me.”

“We could use Lucius Antonius’ own ploy against him,” I said into the sudden, awkward silence.

“That will be all, Demetrios,” Octavius grunted, motioning to the slave kneeling at his feet to leave before turning his interested gaze on me. “Explain, Marcus.”

“I’m thinking we might not need to fight Ventidius and Pollio after all,” I replied. “The legates believe they have the advantage over us. It’s the only reason why they would dare make a move against you now that winter is upon us. Ventidius and Pollio have seen how committed you are to this siege, Caesar, and they are most likely betting that you won’t try to stop them from advancing because of the very reasons Quintus just mentioned. Once the legates arrive and build fortifications around us, we will be caught between them and Antonius. If that happens, we will likely lose.”

“Exactly!” Octavius boomed, standing. He flexed his leg and winced. “Which is why we cannot allow it.” He gestured to me. “But you said something about using Lucius Antonius’ ploy against him. What did you mean by that?”

“I suggest we move troops outside the walls in small amounts under the cover of darkness,” I explained. “Four, maybe five legions should do it. As long as we are careful, Antonius will never know we’re even gone. Then, it will be a simple matter to march against Ventidius and Pollio. From everything I’ve seen from those two, the moment they realize they are in for a fight against an equal opponent in open terrain, they’ll give up any thoughts of surrounding us and likely head north again.”

Octavius broke out into a wide grin, then embraced me. “That is the kind of thinking I was looking for, Marcus!” he said after stepping back. “It’s a brilliant plan!”

“It could work,” Quintus said thoughtfully as he rubbed at his chin. “With the right conditions at night, this could work.” He nodded to himself, thrusting back his shoulders and looking suddenly alive and excited. “No, it will work, Caesar. I’m sure of it.” He grinned at me, then focused on Octavius again. “I would be honored if you would allow me to lead the expedition against the traitors, Caesar.”

Octavius hesitated, then shook his head. “No, Quintus. You are a fine soldier and commander, but this operation needs a more subtle hand if it’s to have any chance of succeeding.” He turned to me. “Since it was his idea, I think that hand belongs to Marcus Agrippa.”

“Of course, Caesar,” Quintus said, glancing at me briefly before looking away. “I understand.”

I sighed inwardly, having caught a momentary flash of jealousy and bitterness in my friend’s eyes that I knew usually meant trouble—I just didn’t realize how much at the time.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Publius Ventidius and Gaius Pollio did not do what I’d hoped they would and retreat north when I marched against them, though they did avoid a direct confrontation with me. I’d felt certain the legates would leave Lucius Antonius to his fate once the two men realized they would have to fight, but they surprised me by splitting up, with Ventidius heading west and Pollio east in a bid to flank my forces. I had to admit it was a clever strategy, leaving me sitting between them like a wolf caught between two bears. The only question was, who would become the prey, and who the predator? I knew I could theoretically halve my forces as they had and go after both men at once—which I was reluctant to do—or I could pick one or the other and give chase. But doing so would leave me vulnerable to attack from behind from the other legate and could potentially jeopardize Octavius. Alternatively, I could do neither of those things and instead make a slow retreat back the way I’d come to our fortifications around Perusia, all the while keeping an eye on the progress of both to see what they did.

All three of the choices open to me came with risks, but in the end, after consulting both an augur and a haruspex for divine inspiration, I decided matching the two armies' pace and retreating between them was the most prudent thing to do. This no doubt caused quite a bit of frustration for Ventidius and Pollio, who clearly were hoping to draw me away from Octavius, leaving him vulnerable. To that end, the legates sent out waves of cavalry sorties against me every day as we marched, although my only reaction was to drive them off each time with my own horsemen, refusing to give chase. Eventually, Ventidius and Pollio gave up that strategy, bypassing Perusia entirely before settling their forces in Spoletium in the south with Lucius Plancus. The three legates showed no desire to leave their position after that, but I built a fortified camp nearby anyway before I returned to Octavius, leaving a legion behind under Gaius Maecenas to keep an eye on things. If the legates tried to make a move northward, we would know about it very quickly.

A substantial army now sat encamped less than twenty miles from Perusia, and each night, they lit monstrous signal fires, letting Antonius’ forces know that they were close and help was coming. I imagine the sight of those flames must have greatly boosted the morale of the besieged in the city, though, as the days and weeks passed, nothing of any consequence actually happened. Then, one night in mid-February, the fires abruptly went out and did not return; a clear message that Ventidius, Pollio, and Plancus had made their choice—Lucius Antonius was now on his own.

It was only much later that we learned Ventidius and Pollio had initially voted to attack our position at the end of January. But Lucius Plancus—eager to please Octavius and secure his governorship in Syria—had talked them out of it, saying it was too risky. Octavius had also contacted Pollio through intermediaries, offering him one of the upcoming consulships if he remained neutral. Octavius had been unsure of the man’s true frame of mind since the replies had been muddled and far from definitive, but then the fires were extinguished—along with Lucius Antonius’ last hope—signaling that the deal had been accepted.

Octavius had offered Ventidius nothing, knowing it would be a waste of time since the legate had always been a stubborn man, one who was fiercely loyal to a cause once started, regardless of the consequences. Octavius had become a master at reading what drives individual men, somehow able to discern the wants and ambitions lying hidden just below the surface of each, with this talent once again proving to be the difference maker. Had Octavius not enticed Pollio and Plancus to stay out of the conflict by offering them what they desired the most, the chances are good that I wouldn’t be sitting here writing these words today. I believe Octavius’ particular ability to understand the way men think was instrumental in his meteoric rise from virtual obscurity, a talent that my dear friend would continue to use against his enemies—political or otherwise—like a hammer for the rest of his life, usually with devastating effect.

The food situation inside Perusia’s walls was dire, and with no relief coming from his supposed allies now, Antonius was left with only one recourse—fight his way out of the siege soon or die. This time, when the attack came—once again at night—Antonius changed his strategy, hitting our walls in multiple places, hoping to catch us by surprise for a second time and break through. But our lookouts had learned their lesson after that first failure, and we were alerted well beforehand that something was amiss. No rain or snow had fallen in more than a week, leaving our ditches dry and bristling with freshly sharpened stakes once more, with whatever damage had been done to the gates and walls during the first assault long repaired and expanded upon. We were ready.

Antonius’ men began their attack this time not with spears, swords, and shields but with wicker baskets and iron tools, working to build ramps across the ditches by filling them with soil while hundreds of projectiles fell on them from our walls. The attempt was dangerous and foolhardy yet unquestionably brave, proving once again that even desperate and hungry men will not give in meekly to the fate the gods have decreed for them without putting up a fight. My legionnaires laughed and shouted with delight as they hurled anything that had the potential to kill down at the enemy below, with betting becoming widespread across the ramparts as the helpless targets were selected one by one and eliminated. Many of the men working feverishly on the ground were so thin and emaciated that they looked like nothing more than walking corpses to me. I almost felt sorry for the poor bastards—almost.

Hundreds of Antonius’ soldiers died that night digging in the cold dirt of Perusia, most without ever taking up a weapon against us. Eventually, the enemy did manage to create a network of narrow earthen bridges across our ditches to the south, east, and west, though the assault on the northern walls failed miserably. This was due in no small part, I believe, to our attackers’ reluctance to go through what they had experienced the first time they’d tried to breach our defenses there. Whatever the case for the failure, Antonius’ forces eventually broke in the north and ran under a hail of javelins, lead bullets, and arrows, freeing up many of our men on the walls to turn their attention elsewhere.

Octavius had tasked the Eighth Legion and me with holding the southern gate, which we had done so far. But now I’d been alerted to something unusual happening outside the walls a hundred feet east of those gates. One of my officers had noticed a group of men working furiously on the far side of the ditch opposite the ramp they’d built. A host of legionnaires three ranks deep stood around the workers, using their shields to protect them from our projectiles as a stream of men arrived from Antonius’ fortifications, carrying beams, ropes, planks, and hide sheathing. The same thing was happening elsewhere along the line. I thought at first I was witnessing the construction of siege towers. But then, as the structure below me quickly began to take shape—built on top of a wheeled chassis—I realized in surprise that they were creating a hybrid version of folding ladders—something that, when completed, would allow three men to climb upward side by side rather than alone. We were about to get very busy.

“Vitruvius!” I roared. 

“Sir?” the engineer called from further down the ramparts. The top rails of a rickety wooden ladder made of poplar thumped against the wall in front of him, and together with another man, they used their spears to push it away.

I could hear the cries of dismay coming from the falling men but gave it little thought. “Get our reserves up here now!” I ordered once I had Maximus’ attention again. The bastards are going to try to breach us right here along this line!”

“Understood, sir!”

I studied the progress of the workers below me, who were far ahead in the building process compared to their comrades elsewhere. The first four-foot section of the ladder was already complete, with the front and base wrapped in thick hides as workers swarmed upward, attaching metal hinges to the end of the length they’d created before adding more planks and beams using ropes and pulleys. Whenever a man was plucked from a rung by a projectile, another would immediately take his place, with the work progressing at a furious pace despite the great loss of life. The second extension was completed in no time, pointing up at our walls like an accusatory finger, and then the third, with only one to go. Javelins, clay and lead bullets, and arrows continued to rain down on the frantic laborers, but it seemed that nothing, not even the gods themselves, could stop Antonius’ men from completing their task.

“What about setting that thing on fire with arrows, sir?” Tribune Piso asked from beside me, his voice as calm as if he were discussing a requisition from the quartermaster for replacement tents.

I shook my head as the final section of the monstrous ladder was attached and, with a roar, Antonius’ men began to wheel it forward. “It’s too late for that,” I grunted to the tribune. I gestured downward. “Besides, they’ve wrapped the framing and base in wet hides. It would be a waste of time.”

Piso pursed his lips, his features beneath his helmet all odd angles and dark shadows from the torches flickering every ten feet or so along our walls. “Then I guess it’s a fight, sir,” he said, shifting his shield to get a better grip.

“I guess it is,” I grunted.

The hook arm at the top of the monstrous ladder—which was essentially just a flat ramp designed to clamp to the battlements with iron spikes embedded along the underside—drew closer by the heartbeat as eager men with shields strapped to their backs swarmed up the rungs, using their free hands to climb while waving swords or spears at us in defiance. The hook arm extended more than six feet above my head at an angle, with the distance separating the ladder’s wheeled base and my defenders on the walls closing fast. The moment they were in range, I knew a lever would be pulled and the ramp would be released, with the weight of the drop impaling the hooks into the tops of our wooden wall, securing it in place.

Wave after wave of javelins flew across the short distance, sending many of the enemy tumbling to the ground, but more were waiting on the lower rungs. One man near the top of the ladder was howling like an enraged wolf, balanced precariously on a rung while holding his shield and sword out to his sides. Projectiles hissed through the air all around the legionnaire, but he seemed blessed by the gods and remained unharmed. The man’s eyes were fixated squarely on me, and though the head of the hook arm was still several feet from reaching our walls, he pointed his sword at me and shouted something, then ran up the ramp and launched himself outward in an arc, arms and legs flailing as he flew through the air directly toward me. A moment later, the ladder came in range and the ramp was released, falling with a crash over the top of our wall while the men on the rungs roared their approval.

I had no idea what the bastard hurtling toward me had shouted, but then again, it hardly mattered. The ramparts were jammed with my men, and there was no way for me to avoid the descending soldier, who was falling like a stone. I lifted my shield and braced my legs for the impact, but even though my attacker wasn’t a big man and I was prepared, the collision still drove me to my knees, with only the press of bodies around me keeping me from falling completely and getting trampled. I lost my grip on my sword, which went spinning away, though I had no time to think about it as I fought to rise beneath the dead weight of the man lying across my shoulders. I finally stood just as something cracked with force against the side of my helmet, stunning me, and it took me a moment to realize my attacker had struck me with the rim of his shield. The man was laughing insanely, drool hanging from his mouth as he fought to free his sword arm, which several quick-thinking legionnaires had pinned to his side. They finally managed to wrestle the weapon away, but now more of Antonius’ men were jumping down among us from the lowered ramp, creating instant pandemonium.

“I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!” my opponent kept hissing over and over near my ear as he clung to me.

The legionnaire tried to use his shield on me again, but there was no space to operate now, finally giving up and letting it go before attempting to gouge out my eyes with his fingers. I spun back and forth in the tight confines, trying to shake the bastard off me while working to pry his hands away. But though the man was much smaller than me, he was wiry and ferociously strong. Knowing I had to do something soon or risk losing an eye, I let go of my attacker’s wrist with my left hand, fumbling along my side for the hilt of my dagger. I finally found it just as I felt an intense pressure against my right eye. I cried out, shaking my head to get away from those dreadful clawed fingers as I drew my dagger in desperation and stabbed upward, sinking the blade into vulnerable flesh. I was relieved when I heard the legionnaire scream, with the pressure against my eye instantly weakening. Not sure how injured the man was, I stabbed upward again, then a third time until the bastard went limp, letting him slide lifelessly off me to the ground.

I took a moment to catch my breath, blinking my eyes to ensure they still worked properly. I had a fierce headache, but other than that, it appeared as though no permanent damage had been done. I’d somehow managed to keep my grip on my shield during the attack, and I glanced around for my fallen sword. But with so many men milling around, cursing and hacking at each other in such a confined space, I knew it was a lost cause. I glanced up at the ladder above as waves of men poured down the ramp like mindless sheep over a cliff. There seemed to be no end to the bastards. My sword was gone, which I regretted, but I still had my dagger, and so with a roar, I waded into the fighting, using the blade to slash the throats of many of the enemy entangled with my men.

Eventually, after what might have been hours, I don’t know, I managed to take a gladius off a big man who’d fallen awkwardly from the ladder above, impaling himself through the back on one of the sharpened stakes of the palisade wall. Feeling more confident now that I was properly armed, I forged toward where the heaviest fighting was, with my men automatically forming protectively around me as I progressed. The enemy had managed to clear a significant portion of the ramparts around the released hook arm, which they were fighting desperately to expand upon, though the corpses littering the ground around them were hindering their movements as much as they were my defenders.

My men were beginning to show signs of fatigue beneath the constant, relentless assault of the enemy, but seeing my red-crested helmet and cloak moving amongst them seemed to buoy their spirits, especially when I took a place in the front ranks. A sudden, strange pause in the hostilities occurred then, with both my forces and the enemy using the appearance of a legate to catch their breaths and regroup before the next push. I waited, studying the anxious faces of Antonius’ legionnaires as more of their number slid down the ramp from the ladder higher up before leaping down to the ramparts. I nodded, satisfied, for despite the desperation and fierceness these men had shown in battle so far, I could see doubt and despair reflected on many of their faces. It was enough, for though I did not have Octavius’ ability to read men, I instinctively knew the enemy we faced was almost beaten. All it would take was one final catalyst to make that happen, which I decided would be me.

I raised my confiscated sword, pointing at the force opposing us. “These men are keeping you from your wives!” I cried to my defenders. “Their beds go empty because you are here, spending your days in the muck, freezing your balls off when they could be better used elsewhere. So I say, let’s end this now, my friends! Let’s kill these bastards and go home! For the sake of your wives and the glory of Rome, we must kill them all right here and now so that they can never rise against us again!”

“For wives and glory!” came back a monstrous roar from my men as they shook their weapons in the air.

“And for Imperator Marcus Agrippa!” a single deep voice rang out after the call had subsided. I knew that voice belonged to Vitruvius Maximus.

“And Marcus Agrippa!” my legionnaires repeated, breaking out into an enthusiastic cheer as they converged on Antonius’ legionnaires from all sides. “Imperator Agrippa! Agrippa the Unconquered!”

And so the slaughter began, with many of the enemy reinforcements jumping down from the hook arm dragged away into the mass of defenders before they could properly right themselves, where they were literally torn apart limb by limb. My men swarmed Lucius Antonius’ forces with renewed vigor and hatred, cutting them down with sword or spear while chanting my name so loud I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn the legates holed up in Spoletium had heard it. This continued for some time, but as the death toll grew and our attackers died in every way imaginable, what had been a steady stream of reinforcements coming from outside our walls slowed to a trickle until, eventually, there were no more men climbing up the ladder, nor any of their comrades left alive on the ramparts.

The ground beneath my feet was slick with blood and entrails, and as it finally dawned on me that the fight was over, I leaned wearily on my shield, glancing sideways to the east, where I was shocked to see the orange crest of the sun breaking over the horizon. Where had the time gone? A moment later, a horn began to blow from Perusia, followed by ringing bells, recalling Lucius Antonius’ men. The Second Battle of Perusia was officially over, and once again, Octavius’ forces had come out of it victorious. Would there be a third?

“A hard-fought affair, sir,” Vitruvius Maximus said when he came to join me in the compound an hour after the battle had ended.

I was reviewing a growing list of the Eighth Legion’s dead and wounded as they became known, brought to me by the ever-reliable Tribune Piso, who’d survived the fight unscathed. I glanced up at the engineer, noticing his left arm was streaked with blood, courtesy of a javelin that had punched a hole in the banded armor that was intended to protect his shoulder. “It was,” I agreed. I paused, accepting a cup of water from Piso just as I became uncomfortably aware of a persistent ache in my back. I shifted on the stool I sat on as I drank, trying to alleviate the discomfort, which only seemed to make matters worse. “Are all our lines secure?” I asked between mouthfuls.

“Yes, sir,” Maximus reported. “The enemy managed to pull down a section of the western palisade, but that has already been repaired. Not one man made it into the compound on any of the fronts, sir. It was a complete victory.”

“Yes, and I imagine we have the gods to thank for that,” I grunted. “What news of Caesar?”

“Already holding court in his command tent, sir,” Maximus replied. “Word is he intends to throw a festival tonight, with a boar and bull to be sacrificed to Mars for giving us this momentous victory.” The engineer hesitated, his lips twitching in amusement. “I imagine Caesar will want Imperator Agrippa, the hero of the Battle of Perusia, to be by his side during the sacrifices, sir.”

I grimaced. “Yes, I suppose he will at that.” I set my cup aside and stood, stabbing a finger at the engineer as a smile finally broke out across his face. “And I don’t want to hear any more about this Imperator nonsense, or I’ll bust you down to raw recruit. Do you hear me, Vitruvius? I did no more or less than any other man here tonight. The victory belongs to the Eighth, not me.”

Maximus glanced at Piso, who remained reliably stone-faced, then grinned even wider as he nodded to me. “Of course, sir. You can depend on me to never mention it again.”

I glared at the engineer, knowing reprimanding the bastard would get me nowhere, then stalked off toward Octavius’ camp, muttering to myself the entire way. Imperator Agrippa, indeed. The very idea was ridiculous.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

On the twenty-second day of February, Lucius Antonius and the city magistrates expelled all the slaves from the embattled city of Perusia, leaving them to their fate between the walls that separated our two opposing forces. I imagine Antonius was hoping that Octavius would take them in, or at the very least, let them through our lines, perhaps burdening our already dwindling food supplies to feed them. On that, he was wrong, for as much as I loved Octavius, I admit he could occasionally reveal a petulant mean streak that sometimes got the better of him, especially in his youth. This was one of those times, with my friend ranting that those very slaves languishing between the walls had stood against him as much as any combatant in the city had and, thus, they should suffer a traitor’s death like all the rest. It was a harsh judgment, one with perhaps only the smallest kernel of truth to it, since Octavius knew as well as anyone that slaves have no free will on such matters and will only do as they are told.

Nonetheless, despite arguments of clemency from myself and a handful of others, Octavius’ mind could not be changed, locked as firmly as any prison cell door, and so the slaves were left to their own devices, forced to eat whatever meager grass or plants they could find to try and stay alive. Of the hundreds who’d been thrown aside like refuse from the city, only a dozen or so managed to survive, and those that did were so emaciated that they could barely move, let alone walk or talk. A slave’s life was harsh and usually short in those waning days of the Republic, and few men from either side gave much thought to their plight, turning a blind eye to it while closing their ears to the horrible moans and desperate pleading. Having once been a slave myself, I was one of the few who could not turn away, and so each night I’d take to walking the walls, where unobserved, I’d toss down half a loaf of bread, some hard, moldy biscuits, a few nuts or dried fruits, or on occasion, a crumbling block of cheese. It wasn’t much, I admit, but it did help alleviate my conscience somewhat.

One slave with broad shoulders and shaggy blond hair, who I guessed to be a Gaul by his looks, became a fixture when I took my nightly strolls, silently matching my pace along the ditches as he waited for whatever I might throw down. I wondered as time went on why none of the other slaves, desperate as they must have been, didn’t emulate him, only to learn much later that the man—whose name turned out to be Cingetorix—had forbidden it. So respected and feared was this slave from Gaul that even those dying of starvation obeyed him without question, and though we never spoke during our walks, I felt a definite connection to him that I could not quite understand.

Now, you probably think that Cingetorix likely kept all the food for himself, friend from the future, which I initially suspected he might also be doing. But that was not the case, for as I watched him each night from a place of concealment after throwing down the food, I witnessed him distributing it to the old, the weak, and the very young while taking none for himself. I was intrigued and impressed, and I vowed to watch over this slave and, if an opportunity came, give him a better life—which, in fact, I did. But that, friend, comes later in the story.

In early March, Lucius Antonius tried one last sally in a desperate attempt to break through our defenses. This time, he concentrated his attack on four specific locations—one each to the north, south, east, and west—avoiding our gates entirely in a bid to disperse our forces. The enemy fought bravely and with the kind of ferocity born of desperation, and at times, they seemed to be making progress, which must have lifted their spirits considerably. But it was not to be, for Octavius and I had known the attack would come eventually, and so we’d put a plan in place, ensuring that we had substantial reserves that would not be used in the fighting until the end. We waited patiently, and once the time was right and Antonius’ men were exhausted, we unleashed our fresh reserves upon them with, as you can imagine, predictable results.

The third Battle of Perusia ended after only a few hours, with Antonius making a hasty retreat in defeat, much like he had the previous two attacks before it. But this time, something was different, for it seemed the besieged had finally had enough, with many of the soldiers who’d initially flocked to Lucius Antonius’ banner deserting him to cross the walls to Octavius’ side. Knowing any further resistance was futile after that, Lucius Antonius sent a peace delegation to Octavius, asking for the terms of his surrender. My friend replied that if the gates were opened and all arms laid down, then he would spare everyone inside the walls except for his enemies, which no doubt gave every man within the city pause for thought—though it did not stop them from complying.

Many things have been said over the years about what followed after the surrender of Perusia—some of it true, and some not. But what needs to be understood is that all men are mere mortals, subject to raw emotions and unwise judgments that can sometimes overwhelm the senses. This, I believe, is what happened at Perusia. For once Octavius’ men finally got inside that city, all the bitterness, frustration, and resentment they had felt toward the Perusians for resisting them came to the fore, which sadly, they vented on the inhabitants. Unable to quell our men, Octavius and the rest of us officers could only watch in dismay as Perusia was looted for three straight days, becoming a cauldron of unstoppable rage that only ended when almost every building of consequence was finally burned to the ground—though in truth, I have always believed the latter happened more by accident rather than design. Whatever the case, it was not our finest hour, and more than one legionnaire was executed for his role in the slaughter. And though I know the history books blame Octavius for what happened, insisting he reneged on his word, that is a complete falsehood.

Gaius Maecenas, Balbus, and I, along with a few others, managed to convince Octavius to spare most of the rank and file who had fought against him, along with the majority of the surviving Perusian population that now had nowhere to live. But, the city magistrates and the Roman senators and nobles who had joined Lucius Antonius’ cause were not to be so lucky. These men were publicly executed, although on the sage advice of our friend, Gaius Maecenas, Lucius Antonius was not only spared but given the post of governor in Iberia. The hope was that by showing leniency, Octavius could use Lucius Antonius as a wedge against his brother if needed, who rumor had it would soon be returning to Rome with a substantial fleet at his back. Was the civil war finally over, or was it only just beginning with Marcus Antonius’ imminent return? No one knew for certain.

Octavius also absolved Fulvia of her role in a bid to appease Marcus Antonius, albeit he did so reluctantly. But the ruling only reached Fulvia after she’d fled to Greece to meet with her husband, who reportedly was furious with her for instigating the conflict with Octavius. In early summer, Fulvia fell ill at Sicyon in Greece, eventually succumbing to that illness. Although to this day, rumors still persist that Marcus Antonius had a hand in her departure from this world. I don’t know if that is true or not, but her death opened up a unique opportunity that would eventually lead to a form of reconciliation between Octavius and Antonius—at least for a while.

I had returned to Misenum by early summer, where once again I took up my duties overseeing the rebuilding of my fleet, taking the slave Cingetorix with me. The Gaul had barely been alive by the time I got my hands on him, and it had taken several weeks to bring him back to some modicum of health. Most wondered why I even bothered and, in truth, I had no answer for them. But I will say I never regretted my decision to save Cingetorix, for he became a valuable advisor to me and a close friend, one that remains with me to this day here on Capri Island.

Vipsania Polla had returned to Rome not long after I’d left her for my meeting with Sextus Pompey, just as I’d feared she might. And it was there that she’d met an up-and-coming senator and orator named Quintus Haterius, who became entranced by her. The senator had supported Octavius throughout the conflict with Lucius Antonius, and as a reward for his loyalty, he’d asked my friend for only two things—a villa in Antium that had belonged to one of Lucius Antonius’ supporters who had died at Perusia, and Vipsania Polla as his wife. Vipsania was no longer under paternal power, meaning neither Lucius Vipsanius, who was still in Egypt with Marcus Antonius, nor I had legal control over who she chose to marry—at least in theory. But Octavius was a powerful, stubborn man who rarely took no for an answer, and he’d made it painfully clear to me that this marriage would happen one way or another, regardless of how I felt.

Vipsania and I had known almost from the moment we’d begun our love affair that it was likely doomed to failure. The entire world believed us to be nothing more than siblings after all, and the idea that we must forever hide our true feelings from everyone, even our own slaves, had begun to weigh heavily on us both. Having Flaccus Infidus and the incriminating evidence that bastard carried hanging constantly over our heads didn’t help matters, either. Vippi had once asked me to give up her brother’s name and flee with her to the far corners of the Republic where no one would ever recognize us and we could live out our days in each others’ arms. But I’d flatly refused, citing my friendship with Octavius and his need for me as the excuse for why I could not go.

I’d been sincere about my reasoning at the time, but as I look back on that decision now, these many years later, I sometimes wonder what might have happened if I’d agreed to leave with Vippi. Would the vast empire that Rome has become today have risen from the ashes of the Republic if the impostor known as Marcus Agrippa hadn’t been standing by Octavius’ side? My friend often insisted that he couldn’t have succeeded without my help when we talked of such things, but only the gods know for certain the truth of that statement. I will admit, however, that the thought that someone like me, born into slavery and then forced into living the life of an impostor, might have had a hand in changing the entire civilized world never ceases to amaze and humble me.

Octavius was an ambitious, complex man, and though I realize I often tend to downplay his more ruthless side in my writings, I make no apologies for it. My friend had his faults, to be sure, but we were living in tumultuous times back then, with so many powerful factions vying for control that any signs of weakness from Octavius would have been pounced on by his enemies. Because of that, he was forced to make tough decisions for the good of us all, which is why I do not begrudge him for what he did next, although I readily admit it broke my heart.

Octavius had been pressuring me to marry since well before Perusia fell. But I had steadfastly resisted, rejecting the women he’d suggested as possible mates, all of whom, unsurprisingly, were politically connected. My friend was well aware of the reason why I was reluctant to marry, and he likely considered agreeing to a union between Vippi and a senator who could potentially become useful to him one day a way to catch two hares with one hound, paving the way for him to facilitate a marriage between me and a woman of his choice. He was right, of course, the bastard, but I refused to make it easy for him. Octavius was determined to have me join the nobility by marrying into it. But none of the women he chose were to my liking, and finally exasperated, my friend settled on Caecilia Attica, the daughter of a powerful equestrian who was on good terms with both Octavius and Marcus Antonius. I promised to give the girl a chance, though I’d already made up my mind not to like her before I’d even set eyes on her. In that, I was sadly soon to be disappointed.

I took Attica, as everyone called her, to an outing at the Circus Maximus, where, because of my close association with Octavius, we spent the day watching chariot races from special seats in the center of the large venue usually reserved for senators and equites. Attica was a petite, enthusiastic, and intelligent young woman with silky brown hair, a thin, elegant nose, and the largest brown eyes that I have ever seen on a woman. I liked her immediately, even more so when she unabashedly stood and cheered every time her favorite charioteers racing for the Blue team won—the same team that I, coincidentally, also favored. When I was a boy, I’d thought myself to be in love with Octavius’ sister, Octavia, only to come to the realization as I grew older that love and lust were two very different things—or so I thought. But then Vipsania had come back into my life, and I’d learned that one was not mutually exclusive of the other. Now, there was Attica, a young girl who reminded me a great deal of Vippi, and though I tried to resist it, I found myself inexplicably drawn to her despite the intense guilt I was feeling.

I saw Attica every day for two weeks, taking her to theatrical performances, religious festivals, poetry recitals, and countryside excursions, all the while hoping that she would say or do something that would squash my growing feelings for her. But she never did. Finally resigned to my fate, I went to visit Octavius in his office in the Curia, who took one look at me and then burst into a wide grin. “Well, it’s about damn time, Luan!” he said.

I frowned, caught off guard. “Time for what?”

“The girl,” my friend said smugly. “You like her. I can tell.”

“You’ve been spying on me,” I said accusingly.

Octavius snorted. “Of course I have. Admit it. You like her.”

“I do,” I conceded grudgingly. I thought suddenly of Vipsania, who was to be married next month in Antium, which naturally, as her brother, I was expected to attend. I would rather face down a herd of war elephants than go to that wedding, but of course there was little choice. The last time Vippi and I had been together intimately—which both of us had agreed would have to be the last time—we’d made love with such fierce passion that it had threatened to consume us both. I felt an overwhelming depression come over me as I thought about what I was losing, and unable to hold Octavius’ triumphant gaze, I stared at the floor in misery instead.

“Ah, Hades,” Octavius muttered in sudden understanding. I heard the swish of his sandals moving across the floor before I felt his gentle embrace. “I am truly sorry, my friend. But this is how it must be.” I said nothing, feeling a hollowness growing in the pit of my stomach. Octavius stepped back and put his hands on his hips, studying me critically. “Just remember you and Attica exist only in the current now, Luan,” my friend said kindly. “Your new wife will not be forever. This I promise you. Someday, you and Vipsania Polla will live as you were always meant to—as man and wife. You’ll see.”

I admit I did not believe Octavius at the time, though, as he so often tended to be, my friend turned out to be absolutely correct.      
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After I’d broken the siege at Brundisium, I’d left behind a single cohort under the command of an ambitious centurion named Gnaeus Aufidius Scapula, with orders to protect the city if Ahenobarbus should return. That, unfortunately, turned out to be a monumental mistake, for unbeknownst to us, when Marcus Antonius arrived back in Italy in early September with his fleet of warships, he was joined by none other than Ahenobarbus and the remnants of his fleet. Scapula, upon recognizing some of Ahenobarbus’ ships, immediately closed the port, which Antonius, being the bull-headed man that he was, took as a personal affront from Octavius. Meanwhile, Publius Ventidius, Gaius Asinius Pollio, and Lucius Munatius Plancus, upon learning that Marcus Antonius had finally returned, decided to reject their deals with Octavius and instead march to Brundisium in support of Antonius, who had laid siege to the city once again.

My friend was in Gaul while all this was occurring, where the governor there and staunch ally of Marcus Antonius, Quintus Fufius Calenus, had recently died. Calenus had left his young son in charge after his death, and seeing an opportunity, Octavius had hurried north, using his considerable charm to convince the lad to hand over command of the legions stationed in the territory to him, which the youngster foolishly did. In one fell stroke, Octavius had increased his army by eleven legions, while at the same time depriving Antonius of them, which only helped to increase the older man’s fury. The winds of war were once again blowing, with Octavius marshaling his forces to relieve Brundisium while Marcus Antonius fortified his position around the coastal garrison.

Antonius unquestionably had more ships than we did, but we outnumbered his land forces by more than two to one, which must have made even that stubborn bastard take note. But then word arrived that Sextus Pompey had offered to ally himself with Antonius even though Octavius had married Pompey’s sister-in-law as agreed upon, which understandably gave my friend and me many fitful nights because of what that bastard knew. Pompey had taken in Antonius’ mother, Julia, after Perusia had fallen, and as a matter of courtesy and likely opportunism, he’d escorted her personally to Antonius to ensure her safety. But would that be enough for Antonius to overlook the trouble Sextus Pompey had caused him over the years? We could only wait and find out.

Finally, when Octavius was ready, he marched on Brundisium, where the combined forces of Pollio, Ventidius, and Plancus met us ten miles from the city. But strangely, what should have resulted in a bloodbath became anything but, for the veterans from both sides—many of whom had campaigned together with Julius Caesar—refused to fight, with senior officers all the way down to the rank and file openly rebelling against their commanders, demanding that something be done to end the conflict. Seeing a way out of another needless war, Antonius and Octavius finally agreed to negotiate a settlement to the disagreement, although both men refused to do it in person.

And so, Gaius Maecenas—who was almost impossible not to like—and Gaius Pollio were selected from both camps to handle the negotiations, with Pollio to be aided by Plancus and Maecenas by me. The future of Rome hung in the balance over what would be said between us four, although, as it turned out, that bastard Antonius once again had a surprise in store for us—one that would impact Octavius and me particularly hard.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

The negotiations—what would soon become known as the Treaty of Brundisium—took a week, and in the end a deal was hammered out that both sides seemed satisfied with. Octavius would assume control of all the western provinces, including Italy, Gaul, Hispania, and Sardinia—although the island was currently held by Sextus Pompey, who it seemed had not informed Antonius about who I really was for some unfathomable reason. Marcus Antonius would govern the east, which included Greece, Asia Minor, Syria, and Egypt. As for Marcus Lepidus—who hadn’t even been invited to the negotiating table—he was thrown a bone almost as an afterthought despite having little to no influence any longer, allowed to keep Africa. Both triumvirs agreed to jointly recruit men from Italy, with Antonius pledging to supply ships to Octavius if he decided to make war against Sextus Pompey and Octavius promising to provide troops for Antonius’ upcoming planned invasion of Parthia.

The two men also agreed that their political alliance would be renewed for a further five years, which, on its own, had been a simple matter to achieve. But it had taken nearly an entire day of back and forth before the triumvirs finally approved a list of consuls to govern during those years. Also added to the treaty was a general amnesty offered to all those who had supported Lucius Antonius and Fulvia during the Perusian War, although many of the top leaders involved had already been executed by Octavius weeks before. That little inconvenience seemed to have been forgotten by both factions, however, no doubt on purpose. Antonius and Octavius also ended the controversial land distribution for veterans in Italy, offering them one-time cash payments instead or, in lieu of that, lands located in Gaul or the western provinces. That ruling did not go over well with the veterans, although they grudgingly accepted it as the price for peace, at least for now. That would, unfortunately, change as the months wore on.

The last item on the agenda involved Octavius’ sister, Octavia, who had been widowed only a few short months before, making her the ideal bridge to bring Octavius and Antonius closer together and cement their renewed pledge of cooperation. Roman custom usually required a minimum of ten months for mourning, but the Senate waived this condition due to the current circumstances. Marcus Antonius had always shown an interest in Octavia—what man with a pulse wouldn’t?—and so he had readily accepted the proposed liaison, bringing to an end what had turned out to be highly successful negotiations. Rome breathed a collective sigh of relief when the treaty was officially announced, with celebratory festivals erupting in every town of consequence across the Republic. A small collection of commemorative coins depicting the historic agreement between Octavius and Antonius was minted, and these quickly became hot commodities that were fiercely bid on by collectors.

Both men were honored with separate ovations in Rome in early October to celebrate the return to peace. But it wasn’t until after all the pomp and ceremonies were concluded that Octavius would receive a nasty surprise from Antonius that would shake him and me to our very cores. I remember it was already well past midday by the time Octavius’ procession finally passed through the Porta Triumphalis and made its way along the narrow streets of Rome, with throngs of jubilant people cheering our progress and calling out my friend’s name and throwing flowers. Marcus Antonius’ ovation had already come and gone hours before, but we’d been delayed outside the walls by an apartment fire, which had naturally caused a great deal of consternation before finally being extinguished.

Octavius rode at the head of our procession, looking resplendent in his crisp white toga with its bright purple border. My friend wore a crown of myrtle on his head, and he never stopped smiling, waving at the crowd with the kind of boyish enthusiasm that instantly warmed people to him. Unlike in a full triumph, no lictors carried the fasces at the head of our procession—which were essentially bundles of rods symbolizing authority—though I’d heard Antonius had risked the mobs' anger by including them in his ovation. That arrogant bastard always had to one-up everyone else.

Gaius Maecenas, Quintus Rufus, Lucius Balbus, and I walked proudly side by side in our best armor behind Octavius’ great warhorse Vitus, with a substantial column of soldiers, musicians, magistrates, and senators—including Vipsania Polla’s new husband Quintus Haterius—following us. I’d tried very hard to dislike Haterius, but the truth was the man had turned out to be pleasant and intelligent, with a wry sense of humor that never failed to make me smile no matter how hard I tried not to. I’d concluded after a while that the gods had sent Haterius into Vippi’s arms just to spite me, and so I blamed them rather than him for losing her. It wasn’t lost on me that the true culprit was actually my friend, Octavius, but it made me feel better to blame the gods instead.

Octavius’ ovation wound its way through the streets to the Forum, where we were met by more adoring crowds. My friend paused there to give a rousing speech from atop the Rostra, one that promised peace and prosperity for all, although unsurprisingly, he failed to mention that he and Antonius had already decided to raise taxes to fund their ambitions in Sicily and Parthia. That announcement would come later and bring with it a great deal of anger and resentment, but today belonged to my friend, and the people adored him without reservation. Eventually, Octavius brought his impassioned speech to a close, and our march began anew as we made our way up the Palatine Hill to the Temple of Jupiter, where a sheep was sacrificed to celebrate the historical accord between Octavius and Antonius.

After that, a public feast was held in the Forum, with both Octavius and Marcus Antonius attending. The two men had talked briefly after the sacrifice and lengthy religious ceremonies were concluded but had spent most of their time since moving amongst the many guests, already working the crowd to build up support for themselves. A wolf can’t help being anything but a wolf, and the same can be said about most politicians, who never found an ear they weren’t willing to bend to their cause or a baby to kiss. I had drifted away from the main crowd, having found a small bench in the shadows near the Rostra where I could eat my honey and nuts and enjoy some heated wine in relative peace as dusk fell over the city. It was there that Octavius finally found me, still basking in the glow of his day.

“Mind if I join you?” my friend asked with a crooked smile.

I glanced around at the crowd already gathering around us, for Octavius drew people to him like a moth to a candle flame. “Do I have any choice?”

Octavius chuckled, waving away his many aides and hangers-on. He sat beside me, nudging me with his shoulder as the crowd, realizing by Octavius’ stern look that he wanted privacy, slowly drifted away. “You look tired, Luan.”

I shrugged. “It’s been a long day.”

Octavius nodded. “So it has.”

I motioned to the dispersing crowd with my half-empty cup of wine. “The mob will not be happy when word gets out that their taxes are set to increase.”

“What man is ever happy to hear that the state is dipping ever deeper into his pockets?” Octavius replied. “Only a fool or an unquestioning patriot would be my guess.”

I smiled. “Well, Rome is certainly full of one of those, my friend.”

Octavius tipped his head back and laughed. “A truer statement has never been said, Luan.” He stiffened then, frowning as a large man appeared, weaving his way through the crowd towards us. My friend dropped his hand to my arm in warning. “Hold your temper in check, Lion. Whatever happens next, today of all days is not the time to make a scene.”

I hesitated, confused for a moment by Octavius’ sudden change in demeanor, until I got a good look at the face of the man approaching. I felt instant hatred and anger rise in me, yet heeding my friend’s warning, I tried to act indifferent as Lucius Vipsanius paused in front of us.

“It would seem that congratulations are in order, Caesar,” Vippi’s brother said, bowing slightly. I’d known Lucius was back in Italy, of course, but had seen no sign of him during the negotiations at Brundisium, nor since we’d arrived back in Rome. Lucius turned his gaze to me, and I could tell by the gleam in his eyes that he was up to something. “And to my dear brother, Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa. It’s been a long time. How have you been?”

“I was hoping you’d caught some disease in Egypt and had withered away to dust by now,” I said, regretting the words the moment they were out of my mouth. So much for not making a scene.

But Lucius only chuckled, looking completely unaffected by my insult. “Always the joker, eh, little brother?” He placed his hands over his heart. “Your concern for my welfare is beyond touching.”

“Is there something that you want?” I asked, aware of how cold my voice had become.

Lucius looked me up and down, not hiding his contempt. “Not from the likes of you, there isn’t,” he said dismissively. The big man turned to Octavius as he drew a scroll from his cloak. “I have a message for you from Marcus Antonius, Caesar. It is rather important.”

Octavius frowned. “Antonius could have just told me about this when we spoke earlier.”

“Ah,” Lucius said. “Well, this is an…uhm…rather delicate matter, Caesar, and I imagine he didn’t want to chance being overheard.”

Octavius sighed, holding out his hand. “Very well, Vipsanius, let’s have it.”

Lucius glanced at me, his eyes brimming with some inner knowledge I wasn’t privy to as he passed the scroll to my friend. “It seems there is someone very close to you who is not the man he pretends to be,” he added to Octavius. I felt my insides go cold at the triumphant look on Lucius’ face. He gestured to the scroll. “There is all the proof you will need to ensure justice is served. Marcus Antonius suggests that you use the information well, Caesar, for all of Rome will be watching closely to see what you do next.”

My friend and I sat speechless on the bench as Lucius Vipsanius spun on his heels and headed briskly away. Then, once the big man had disappeared within the boisterous crowd, Octavius tore open the wax seal, turning the scroll toward a brazier burning nearby as he read what was written with shaking hands.

Finally, he looked up at me, his eyes hooded in a way that I’d never seen before. “Gods, no, Luan!” was all that he said.
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The day of the execution was overcast and drizzling, which seemed fitting enough, I suppose. Octavius had been inconsolable for days since the trial had ended, and though the Senate had declared that the execution should be held in a public venue, my friend had insisted on making it a private affair, with only a select few being invited to attend. And so a small group of less than thirty grim, silent men in hooded cloaks stood on a hill to the north of the city, there to witness the death of Octavius’ friend and confidant. I glanced below at the swift-flowing waters of the Tiber River where it joined the Aniene, seeing it yet not seeing. I wondered how it had come to this as I shifted my gaze to Octavius, who stood twenty paces away from me with his hands on his hips and his head bowed. He’d been that way for almost half an hour now, not saying anything or moving. My friend had tried to find a way out of this, I had to give him that, but the evidence presented at trial had been damning, and he’d really had no choice. I could only feel sorry for Octavius and what he was now forced to do.

“Caesar?” Maecenas whispered. He glanced at me, as always, rubbing his ponderous belly, though the last few weeks dealing with the stress of the trial had shaved some of the weight off of him. I nodded encouragement to my friend, letting him know that everything would be all right, even though I wasn’t so sure about that. “The gods know I wish it wasn’t so, but we need to get on with this,” Maecenas added hesitantly.

Octavius said nothing, although he did lift his head to peer eastward when an owl hooted from somewhere in the trees to our right.

“Minerva is watching, Caesar,” Lucius Balbus said gently from among the circle of men. “Offering her approval for the wisdom and foresight that you have shown.”

Octavius snorted, finally turning to face the legate. I was not surprised to see his features were pale and drawn, with his eyes rimmed with red. “Wisdom and foresight? Is that what this sign from the gods is about, Quintus? Or is it simply a precursor to the death of a friend?” He flicked his eyes to me, both of us sharing a long, knowing look, then tore his gaze away to stare at the ground once more.

“It’s time, Caesar,” I said. “Waiting any longer does none of us any good.”

“I know that, Marcus,” Octavius replied in a world-weary voice. He reluctantly dropped his hand to the dagger at his side, then slowly drew it. A hush descended on the hilltop, with even the light drizzle ceasing as my friend slowly stepped toward me. He paused two steps to my right, staring into the face of the man Gaius Maecenas and I held firmly by the arms, though in truth, there was no need, for our prisoner had made it clear that he had no intentions of trying to run. “Quintus Salvius Salvidienus Rufus,” Octavius said formerly, though I could hear deep regret in his voice as he dragged the name out. “You tried to have me killed at Sentinum. This is a known fact.”

Quintus held his chin up, meeting Octavius’ eyes. He was barefoot and dressed in a simple slave’s tunic, and his hair was matted untidily on his forehead from the rain. Neither he nor anyone else seemed to notice or care. “I did, Caesar.”

“You conspired to join Marcus Antonius, offering to desert me with the legions under your command in return for concessions from him. This is also a known fact.”

“I did, Caesar,” Quintus repeated firmly, although I could see a nerve along the side of his neck pulsing with anxiety.

Octavius took a deep breath, raising the dagger to place the point against Quintus’ heart. I looked away, still finding the entire affair surreal and difficult to believe. “You have admitted these crimes in a court of law before your peers, and there is no question of your guilt. But there is one thing I must ask you before I carry out the sentence brought upon you.” I focused back on Octavius, who hesitated, licking his lips. I could tell he was fighting tears, and I felt my heart breaking for him, aware that I was doing the same. Octavius never took disloyalty well, and what Quintus had done had rocked him to his soul. “Why?” Octavius finally managed to whisper in a shaky voice that cracked with emotion. “You were my friend. Like a brother to me. Why did you betray me?”

Quintus hesitated, glancing sideways at me, the nerve in his neck twitching even faster now. He opened his mouth, then closed it again, finally shaking his head stubbornly. “My reasons are my own, Caesar, and they are all that I have left. I will take them with me to the Underworld.”

Octavius’ features hardened. “So be it. From this day forth, the name Quintus Salvius Salvidienus Rufus will be spit upon by all who matter, and you will forever be known as an enemy of Caesar and a traitor.” Then, pressing his lips together in resolve, Gaius Octavius Thurinus used the knife on one of his dearest friends, ending his life.

Afterward, Octavius and I stood alone on the hill, watching as Balbus and Maecenas carried Quintus’ limp body down to the confluence of the two rivers, where the corpse was unceremoniously thrown into the water. The rest of the witnesses were silently descending the hill toward a dirt path leading back to the city, with only the odd muted whispers coming from them.

I glanced at Octavius, not surprised to see tears staining his cheeks. “Quintus was always jealous of you,” I said, though I knew it would do little to absolve my friend of the guilt or pain that he was feeling.

“He was,” Octavius agreed. “But why, Luan? Quintus had so much to offer Rome, yet he threw it all away because of greed, ambition, and envy. It makes no sense to me.”

I shrugged. “Not much of what some men do these days make sense.”

Octavius studied me. “And what of you, Luan? Do you share in Quintus’ jealousy? Do you have ambitions of your own outside of mine? Do you see what other men have—women, money, power—and feel nothing but envy?”

I snorted. “Do you really need to ask those questions of me, mighty Caesar?”

Octavius hesitated for a moment, and then he smiled almost shyly at me. “No, I suppose I do not. If there is one thing in this world I know I can depend on, it is you, Lion. You are the best of us all, and I thank the gods daily for bringing you into my life.”

Octavius sighed and glanced down the hill, where the others had reached a grove of black poplars. We watched the somber column of men make their way along the path for long minutes, saying nothing until the last of them had disappeared from our sight behind the trees. I sensed a subtle change coming over Octavius as we stood together in solidarity—something that no man other than me, who knew him best, would likely have picked up on. Quintus’ betrayal and execution had wounded my friend deeply, but I could tell he was already coming to terms with it now that the deed was done.

Octavius glanced one last time toward the river, where mercifully Quintus’ body had already been washed away, then he put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Come along, Luan, we have to be getting back. There is so much that you and I still have to do together before our story is finally written, and I, for one, cannot wait to get started!”

THE END


Author’s Note

Once again, I want to thank you, the reader, for your continued support of my writing. I would be doing this even if nobody was reading my works, since writing has become a passion of mine that I know will stay with me for the rest of my life. The fact that people worldwide are still enjoying my stories almost five years after the release of The Nine humbles me, and I hope that I can continue to earn your trust with future stories. I had originally decided after Warrior of Rome was completed to start the next Wolf of Corwick Castle book, but the success of Impostor of Rome has caught me somewhat off guard. I’ve realized that as much as I miss writing about Hadrack, Jebido, and Baine, The First Emperor story is so fresh in my mind that I need to complete the trilogy first. I hope those anticipating a Wolf of Corwick Castle book this year will understand and forgive me for this decision.

I have striven to follow history as much as possible while writing this novel, and perhaps one of the most difficult parts is trying to condense everything that was happening at this time in the Roman world into a readable story without turning it into a lecture. There are also some characters that I would have liked to delve deeper into, such as Marcus Antonius’ wife Fulvia, who by all accounts was quite an interesting woman. However, since the book is written from the first-person point of view, doing so was not really feasible without messing with the storyline.

Some of the things that occurred during the Perusian War still have me scratching my head, for while the conflict is something of a minor blip in the history of Rome and rarely talked about, not a lot of what happened made sense to me. Why would Lucius Antonius and Fulvia leave Rome once they’d captured the city like they did, for instance? And why wouldn’t Marcus Antonius have even acknowledged what was happening, Cleopatra or not? And why were so many of Marcus Antonius’ legates so complacent about aiding the man’s brother? I have tried to put my own interpretation to answer these and other questions that I have about the entire episode, although I readily admit that I might be off the mark as to the true reasons for what happened.

I will begin writing Statesman of Rome in late summer or early fall, with a release date expected to be sometime in late winter. There is still so much of Marcus Agrippa’s life remaining to write about, and I anticipate the end to this trilogy to be a very large book. After that, it’s back to Hadrack, who waits anxiously in the wings for a return to glory.

Until then, take care!

Terry Cloutier

July 20th, 2024          
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