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Section I
OCTAVIAN AUGUSTUS

THE COMING OF THE HEIR

Th e reappraisal of a historical fi gure always presents 
a diffi  cult problem . . . other people have given of his 
character and the events of his life their own versions . . . 
not infr equently hostile to the principles and ideas which 
guided him.

– Alice Th omas Ellis
Th e Inn at the Edge of the World

— 44 bc —

“They’ll pay! By all the gods, they’ll pay!” Th e slender young 
man standing in the prow of the rocking boat thrust forth 
his right hand as though repeating the sacramentum, 

the sacred oath that a Roman soldier swore to his commander; then 
he clenched both hands at his sides. A brisk March wind made the 
gray-green water heave in the sullen dawn, but he seemed unaware of 
the movement or the fi ne mist silvering his cloak or the raw scent of 
the sea rising around him. His eyes were on the white city of Brundi-
sium, which loomed out of the mist before him. Italy! Th e loveliest of 
all lands, ruled by the greatest of all cities, now robbed of peace and 
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prosperity by that murdering band of ungrateful, arrogant incom-
petents who called themselves public-spirited patricians. How dare 
they att ack Julius Caesar, who had been as generous with his haughty 
enemies as with deserving people? Octavian recalled his uncle’s deep 
love of Rome, his famous clemency to men who deserved none, his 
tireless eff orts that had brought the world a much needed period of 
rest and rebuilding. Octavian’s thin body tensed as his nails cut into 
his palms. By all the gods in the Roman pantheon he swore again, 
this time more soft ly but more deeply, that the assassins would pay, 
that Rome would not be cheated of the good Julius had designed for 
it. Even as he swore, he remembered something Julius had once said 
to him: “What you do can be nullifi ed by when you do it. Watch for 
your opening and take your cue from the great comic actors—timing 
is everything.” Slowly his hands unclenched, and he turned to wait 
courteously for the hesitant young sailor approaching him to assist 
with his going ashore.

As soon as the boat docked, a litt le knot of anxious relatives hurried 
the young man away. “You must hide for a while, Octavian.” Quickly 
they explained the contents of Julius’s will. “He named you his heir, 
but Mark Antony is proclaiming himself Caesar’s successor, and using 
Caesar’s wealth to buy infl uence. He will kill you if he can.”

Julius Caesar’s heir! True, his great-uncle had been active in his 
rearing, taking great pains with his training, treating him like a son. 
But this! Feeling hot and cold by turns, Octavian straightened his 
young shoulders, as though assuming the great weight of heritage that 
this trust placed on him. So Antony was helping himself to Caesar’s 
money, squandering not only what was left  to Octavian and the rest 
of the family but the nest egg Caesar had left  for each ordinary Ro-
man! Slender boy or not, Octavian intended to fi nd a way to stop him.

Antony. Many-sided Mark, Julius had called him: always useful, 
loyal if it seemed profi table, to be worked beside but never copied. 
Never one to indulge in gossip, which he considered a total waste of 
time, Julius had merely counseled his nephew and heir to be polite to 
Antony and stay away from his parties. Julius himself only att ended 
these when they were symposia of powerful and learned men. Years 
later Octavian was to muse regretfully that perhaps if Julius had 
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explained a litt le more clearly, he himself might never have married 
his wholesome sister Octavia to Antony.

Th e creak of harness leather, the dull rhythm of horses’ hooves 
pounding along, reminded Octavian of other journeys, many made 
in Julius’s company. Sitt ing in the closed carriage his relatives had 
prepared, he stared out at the bleak sky and braced himself against 
the motion sickness that tried to envelop him, tightening his stomach 
muscles and holding himself erect as he had done when following 
Julius across the endless rutt ed tracks of Spain. Julius, who was dis-
gustingly healthy, had never chided or blamed Octavian for being a 
sickly boy, but Octavian would have spent his last breath in an eff ort to 
keep going when he saw the admiration in Julius’s eyes for his refusal 
to give in to his body’s weakness. Later in their tent he would be re-
warded with the lightest and most strengthening of suppers, prepared 
at Julius’s special orders by the camp cook, and an hour of talk with 
the most fascinating and intelligent man in the world—Julius Caesar.

Th ey talked of many things: war and politics, food and famine, 
love and hate. Julius Caesar had original ideas on most subjects, some 
so original as to sound downright peculiar. He abhorred waste in 
any form, and found war, especially civil war, so very wasteful that 
he would try many avenues and run many risks trying to prevent it. 
He pardoned his enemies because he felt Rome needed them. “Th at 
policy,” Octavian thought bitt erly, “led us to this disastrous day!”

More pleasant was the memory of their talks about women. Julius 
did not try to hide the fact that he had known many of them in many 
ways. “However,” he laughed one evening, “Fift een men could not 
have had time for all the amours I’m credited with, even if they had no 
political career.” Catching his breath at his own boldness, Octavian 
suggested that some women claimed an aff air with Julius as a way of 
enhancing their own status.

Julius Caesar had a smile, sweet but full of mischief, that only those 
he loved and trusted ever saw. Th at smile suddenly lit his face. “If they 
did that,” he said soft ly, “I hope it served them well.”

“It is always a mistake,” he continued, “to think of women only in 
terms of the heady pleasures they can provide, the tearing pain and 
destruction they can bring, and the children they can bear. Some of 
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them have minds as strong and determined as any man’s, and some can 
bear a sword as well as a son. Th eir diffi  cult position through the long 
centuries has made them wily and taught them to seek their objectives 
by devious paths. Always remember that speaking the simple truth 
has not oft en rewarded women well; it is best to examine what they 
say, and what they do, carefully. Th ey can be the most loyal and the 
most valuable of friends, once you both have gott en past the question 
of whether or not you fi nd each other sexually att ractive and what 
you are going to do, or not do, about it. Th e man who has no platonic 
friends among women is a fool who is wasting a priceless resource.”

It was useless to remember now the wisdom of his murdered uncle; 
it was more to the point to deal with the assassins. Eighteen years 
old, with a task to daunt a master general, Gaius Julius Caesar Oc-
tavianus never hesitated. He had just learned that he was his uncle’s 
heir; the full burden of the blood of the Caesars, the death that must 
be avenged and the tasks for Rome that must be carried out, were on 
his shoulders. Octavian was a blood Caesar only on his mother’s side, 
but he had both loved and revered the great-uncle who had adopted 
him and taught him so well what being a noble Roman meant. Th e 
blood of the Caesars had had and would have many who tried to live 
up to it, but it would never have another champion who strove as hard 
or achieved as much as Octavian. His young head held high and his 
slender back straight beneath the family weight it carried, Octavian 
prepared to descend on Rome.

— 44 bc —
Mark Antony quietly climbed the Capitoline Hill and stood looking 
down at the tiled roofs of the Forum. He traced with his eyes the 
Sacra Via as it wound between rows of columned buildings. A slow, 
satisfi ed smile spread over his heavy, handsome face as his gaze rested 
on the spot where they had laid Caesar’s body. A soldier through and 
through, he had responded as always to the bugle call of danger when 
news was brought of Caesar’s assassination. Knowing that his own life 
was hanging by a thread and that he must gain control, and quickly, 
as consul he had called a meeting of the Senate in the maelstrom of 
chaos that followed Caesar’s assassination. Th e assassins, holed up in 


