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        PROLOGUS

      

      

      There is music everywhere…in everything…

      It never stops. True silence does not exist. There is always something attempting to make itself heard.

      There is a resonance in the sun…in the moon…and in the stars. It is present in the wind, and in the water. It is vocal in the swaying trees, and in the grass and flowers that blanket the Earth.

      Music echoes in the realms above and below, and on both sides of the veil that separates worlds.

      Gods and mortals may believe that they crave silence, or even absolute peace…but they do not.

      There is music in gods and mortals alike, in the fire and blood of their veins…in their laughter and their tears…in their hopes and dreams…in their miseries…and in their victories.

      Though it is always present, life’s music is ever changing, growing and dying in and out of hearing. Tenor and cadence shift like the waves upon an endlessly roiling sea, a sublime reflection of life’s joyous peaks, and its chasms of despair.

      There is music, and it is everywhere…all around us, from one world to the next…in the Gods’ starry gaze, and in the loves and hates of mortals. It resonates with a powerful will, in the mind of a villain, and in the heart of a hero…
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        SERVUS POPULI
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        ‘Servant of the People’

      

      

      It was a crisp day in early December along the coast. The sun was high and bright, the air and sky clear as the consular liburna skipped over the sparkling waves, its eagle-headed prow stretched out to spot the way forward. The men at the oars were adept at their work. They had no need of a pausator to keep time and, now that they were out to sea, little effort was required. The winter wind snapped the main sail tightly, its crimson surface straining to display the golden aquila above ‘SPQR’, the initials of the Senate and People of Rome.

      Senator Cassius Dio, now Consul Dio for the second time, sat in the hold of his ship at his table which was, as always, crowded with papyrus scrolls and wax tablets. It was all that he needed to continue his work on the history of Rome. For years he had been chipping away at it, like a sculptor orbiting a titanic chunk of marble, seeking to help a colossus emerge. But it seemed that he only ever had the chance to write in the cracks of his life and now, with a second consular term upon him, the task of finishing his history was further hampered.

      The two-day journey to Ostia from Cumae, where he lived in a vast villa surrounded by olive and lemon groves, was an opportunity to get some work done. Admittedly, however, his mind strayed to the possible purpose for Emperor Alexander Severus’ summons, though, Dio knew full well that it was Julia Mamaea, the Emperor’s mother, who had summoned him. The Augusta did not easily allow anyone into her son’s presence, even though the Emperor was now twenty-one years of age. The Syrian lioness remained vigilant and as protective as ever.

      The Emperor had been the one to suggest Dio live in Campania instead of Rome. It was a kind gesture intended to keep Dio safe from the Praetorians who had taken a dislike to him. Of course, it made presiding over the Senate difficult, and most of his business had to be conducted through correspondence. Senators and foreign dignitaries with whom he had to meet also journeyed to Cumae to meet with him. Most did not mind. Rome had become more dangerous.

      By the Gods’ grace, Dio had survived the reigns of Commodus, Septimius Severus, Caracalla, Macrinus, and the ‘false Antoninus’, Elagabalus, but he often wondered how long he would be permitted to carry on. The world had taken a deadly turn after Severus’ death, and yet Dio survived to continue his history, to carry on serving the Senate and People of Rome. It had been a precarious existence at times. He found that he could not blame Julia Mamaea for being so vigilant in protecting her son, no matter his age. After all, her mother, Julia Maesa, had urged the Praetorians to murder Elagabalus and his mother, Julia Soaemias, her own daughter, just six years before.

      It was then that the Praetorians proclaimed Alexander as emperor.

      What dread the Augusta must have felt when that day came? Dio wondered. Mamaea’s own mother had murdered her sister and nephew and, as wretched as they had been, he felt that they deserved more than to have their bodies desecrated and then thrown into the sewers to flow out into the Tiber.

      He and many others had sighed with relief when Julia Maesa finally died four years before.

      Dio put his stylus down, having only written a few sentences, rubbed his weathered face, and stared at the lamps swaying gently upon their stands. He looked to where his freedman, Ampyx, slept soundly on a couch beneath his lictors’ twelve fasces, the ceremonial bundles of reeds wrapped in crimson cloth with their axe heads protruding. He felt better going into the lion’s den with his official bodyguard, but he did wonder if they would be as stalwart in his defence in the face of the Praetorians.

      Julia Mamaea had kept the Praetorians on her and the Emperor’s side by making large gifts of gold to them, gold which she had been stockpiling for years, much of which had been confiscated from others whom she had not cared for.

      That was another headache for Dio, for he was the one who had to hear the complaints from those whose lands and wealth the Augusta had confiscated. There was never much he could do, try as he might to get her to stop the practice, for it antagonized the nobility and rich merchant classes to no end.

      “They can also contribute to the Emperor’s safety,” was always Mamaea’s answer.

      Dio never commented on the amount of that gold which she wore about her neck and arms, and which dangled from her ears.

      “What a family,” he said to himself.

      Ampyx stirred at that, but did not wake.

      When Alexander was young, Dio had high hopes for him if he were to become emperor. His mother had protected him from the depredations of his deranged, blasphemous and cursed cousin, Elagabalus, and Alexander had remained, surprisingly, mild and civilized, inclined to benevolence and mercy. In fact, he had granted pardons to many of his would-be enemies to avoid dealing death out like so many of his predecessors who had worn the purple.

      Some perceived that as weakness. However, Dio believed it to be a glimmer of hope, at least at the time. But when the Emperor did not speak up when his father-in-law was executed, and his own wife, the Empress, was exiled to Africa Proconsularis by Mamaea, he had lost hope and realized that Alexander would be as ineffective a ruler as was whispered. Try as he might, he would never come close to being Septimius Severus.

      “Enough!” Dio slammed his fist on the tabletop and winced.

      This time, Ampyx sat up quickly, rubbing his eyes. “Dominus?” the man asked, looking concerned. “Are you all right.”

      “Apologies, Ampyx. I’m ruminating again.”

      “You’re making yourself more upset,” Ampyx replied. He got up from his couch and went over to check Dio’s hands which were almost as pained as his feet. “You need to stay calm.”

      “I know. But, the older I become, the worse my pain, the more I tend to wallow in things that have gone before. And then I am more frustrated, for it only serves to slow me down, almost as much as the excruciating pain in my ailing feet and hands.”

      “I’ll pour you some wine for your nerves.” As Ampyx set about it, Dio wondered what he would do without the younger man whom he had bought and freed after his last trip to Athenae. Not only was Ampyx a skilled healer, trained on the island of Kos at the sanctuary of Asklepios, he was also literate and an excellent note taker, something that proved eminently helpful when his hands were too sore to write. He was good with a pugio too, an added skill that he welcomed when visiting Rome.

      “Consul?” came a voice from the stairs leading to the upper deck.

      Dio looked up to see his head lictor, Anius, coming down. The man was Etrurian, his family having been lictors for generations. He wore his black hair short and neat, and took pride in the plain crimson tunic and cloak of his office.

      “Did you call, Consul?” Anius turned and saluted at the bottom of the stairs.

      “No, Anius. I was just…just frustrated with a particular turn of phrase.”

      Anius looked at Ampyx who raised a blonde eyebrow, but said nothing. He glimpsed the few sentences on the papyrus and nodded. “Don’t worry about the visit to Rome, Consul,” Anius said. “The men and I will remain near at all times. I still have friends in the Praetorian Guard.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Dio responded. “I don’t know the reason for this summons, especially as Saturnalia nears.”

      “Maybe the Emperor wants you there for the convivium publicum during the festival?”

      “I think it might be more than that. Besides, he has been quite adamant about me remaining in Campania as much as possible.” Dio stood uneasily, leaning on the table. “Have you had any intelligence from your contacts in Rome?”

      Anius shook his head. “No, sir. None. I really don’t think you’re in danger. The Augusta keeps the Praetorians well-paid, so I hear.”

      “She does.” Dio sat back down, his pained feet unable to stand the swaying of the ship.

      “Can I get you anything, Consul?” Anius stepped forward.

      Dio shook his head. “No. I’m fine. But you and the men can have a bit of wine in the sunshine on deck.” He pointed to a grouping of small amphorae beneath the stairs. “You might as well enjoy a bit of peace while you can. If I’ve learned anything over the years, it’s that moments must be seized when opportunity arises.”

      “I quite agree.” Anius smiled and saluted before taking up one of the small amphorae. “Thank you, Consul.”

      Dio nodded and waived him off. He was glad for Anius’ presence. It was a comfort to have him around, and his contacts in Rome were no doubt part of the reason he remained alive. That, and the Augusta’s continued favour.

      But how long will that favour last? he wondered.

      He wrapped his cloak about his shoulders, settled in his chair, and leaned forward to continue writing… Thus it is that persons, particularly if armed, when they have once accustomed themselves to feel contempt for their rulers, set no limit to their right to do what they please, but keep their arms ready to use against the very man who gave them that power…

      Dio leaned back with another sigh. “Enough writing for now. History will have to wait. The present requires my attention.” He turned to his freedman. “Ampyx…we have letters to write…”

      

      It was early the next morning, as Dio dozed upon the couch in his quarters below deck, when Ampyx nudged him gently.

      “Consul…” the man whispered, not wanting to alarm him.

      “Yes?” Dio said, surprised that he had slept for all the pain he had been experiencing in his feet. Winter was always worse for that. “What is it?”

      “We’ve arrived at Ostia. They’re just making berth now.”

      “Good. Hopefully by coming here instead of Portus, we’ll be able to avoid some of the local magistrates. I can’t afford to keep the Emperor waiting.”

      “Let me help you get ready.” After pouring fresh water into a basin so that his dominus could wash, Ampyx pulled out Dio’s toga praetexta with the broad purple stripe.

      Above deck, they could hear Anius’ voice barking commands.

      “It sounds like Anius is leaning toward being a sea captain now,” Ampyx chuckled.

      “That’s not his job. His job is to keep me alive.” I’m getting nervous, Dio thought. “I can get myself ready. You start packing up our belongings.”

      “What belongings? We’ve barely brought anything.”

      “Well, we have enough in our quarters in the palace. Besides, we shouldn’t be in Rome very long.”

      “We’re not staying for Saturnalia?” Ampyx asked. “It’s only a few days away.”

      “I’d rather not. But, as always, we must do as the Emperor commands.”

      Ampyx nodded, turned, and went up the stairs to see if the consular sails were being lowered and fastened before the ship entered the harbour. “We’re almost there.”

      Dio swayed on his feet as the sailors’ oars took to the water once more, manoeuvring the liburna into Ostia’s ancient harbour.

      Anius then appeared on the stairs. “Consul… Permission to get the fasces?”

      “Granted,” Dio replied, stepping back and waiting with Ampyx as each of the twelve lictors came down, saluted the consul, and returned above deck with the emblem of their office.

      Gulls could be heard crying outside in the sky and upon the masts of the docked grain ships. In the distance, farther down the quayside from the dock that had been reserved for the Consul’s and other imperial ships, the sounds of sailors could be heard as the day’s grain shipments were unloaded. They moved like ants carrying their loads back and forth across the gang planks, piling them upon the docks where they were counted by the imperial procurators who would then see the grain safely stored in the massive horrea of Ostia.

      After having eaten a few bites of bread dipped in olive oil, Dio washed his face before putting on his toga with Ampyx’s help.

      “You always get the folds just right,” Dio said.

      “There,” Ampyx smiled before gathering Dio’s papers, including the pages of his History which he never let out of his sight, and packed them in a satchel. “Is that everything?”

      “I believe so,” Dio replied, testing his feet. “The pain isn’t too bad today, thankfully.”

      “Good. The balm is working then.”

      “Do you have your pugio?” Dio asked.

      Ampyx pulled back his cloak to reveal the pugio hanging from his cingulum.

      Dio nodded and mounted the stairs to the upper deck and winter sunshine. He made his way to the prow of the ship where the lictors were lined up and at attention, steady as the oarsmen pulled and manoeuvred into the harbour. The consul gazed out over the sprawling port city to see the shining pediments of the temples of Hercules and Rome and Augustus. The incessant, excited hum of buying and selling flowed like rushing water in the streets as the shops and tabernae on the ground floors of Ostia’s tenements did a booming business with clientele from around the Empire.

      Dio watched, with Ampyx standing at his side shouldering satchels of papyri and wax tablets. “There was a time, in my youth, when I would have wanted nothing more than to wade through the sweaty press of those boisterous streets, Ampyx, but now, I can’t think of anything less agreeable.”

      “Ostia is not what it once was, Dominus. There are so many pick pockets now, the Gods would be surprised if you managed to emerge with the clothes still on your back!”

      Dio laughed. “That is true.”

      The consular ship turned and made its way to that part of the port reserved for imperial ships, guarded by the Ostian vigiles.

      “Dominus,” Ampyx whispered. “Are those Praetorians?”

      Dio strained to see beyond the port’s vigiles and spotted a contubernium of eight Praetorians in brown and red, hardened bull’s hide cuirasses and cloaks. “Anius?” Dio hissed to the lictor beside him. “Should we turn about?”

      Anius stepped to the prow of the ship, the fasces gripped tightly in his hands. He searched along the eagle head of the prow to see the awaiting Praetorians and their horses. One of the soldiers waved to him. He sighed and waved back before turning to the Consul. “It is Optio Marcus Sergius, Consul. We have nothing to fear.”

      Dio relaxed and turned to Ampyx. “The Emperor must have sent those he trusts to escort us.”

      “I’m glad Anius knows him,” Ampyx replied. “Still…I get uneasy when faced with Praetorian uniforms.”

      “Don’t we all,” Dio replied.

      The liburna finally made berth where three wagons were waiting to take the consul and his lictors to Rome.

      Once the gangplank was in place, the lictors descended first and formed up in two rows of six at the bottom. Dio and Ampyx walked down slowly after them to make their way toward the wagons.

      “Ave, Consul Dio!” The vigiles saluted.

      “Salve, gentlemen,” Dio replied. “At ease.”

      “The wagons are ready for you, Consul,” one of the vigiles said.

      It was then that the Praetorians stepped up, led by Marcus Sergius. “Consul…” the man saluted. “The Emperor sent us to escort you directly to him at the palace.”

      “The Emperor has my gratitude, Optio,” Dio replied.

      Anius came directly to the man’s side. “Is all well?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

      The optio nodded, his crested helmet fluttering in the wintry breeze. “There is nothing to worry about,” he whispered back. “Just an escort. The Consul is safe to enter Rome.”

      “Good.” Anius turned and nodded to Dio who was about to get into the second wagon when a shrill voice called to him from down the quayside.

      “Consul Dio! Consul Dio! I must speak with you!”

      The lictors stepped forward to stand in front of Dio.

      “Who is that?” Ampyx asked.

      “It’s Titus Flavius Rufinianus, curator of the Ostian roads. I had hoped to avoid him.”

      “Consul Dio! A moment of your time, Consul!” the man shouted as he made his way toward the wagons, a train of secretaries in his wake like gulls behind a small fishing vessel.

      “I am sorry, Curator Rufinianus, but I have urgent business with the Emperor,” Dio moved to get into the wagon.

      The curator was undeterred however, and thought nothing of pushing past the lictors.

      “Let him approach!” Dio said quickly before the lictors harmed him. “What is it, Curator?”

      “I need more funds for repairs to the road to Rome. The early winter rains have taken a toll on them.”

      “Surely you could have put this in a letter to me, rather than accosting me on my way to see the Emperor?”

      “I did!” Rufinianus answered, his portly face sweating from his pursuit. “You have not answered me yet!”

      Dio turned to Ampyx. “Did he?”

      “Yes,” Ampyx replied. “But we have not yet sent a reply.”

      Dio nodded and turned back to the Curator. “Of course. Yes, I received your letter, and rather than write back, I thought we could discuss in person.”

      “I am available now, Consul. We can dine and discuss in my tablinum in the port!”

      “Now is not a good time,” Dio replied. “Unless you wish to explain to the Emperor why I have been delayed?”

      “Oh, no, no, no. There’s no need for that,” he said more quietly now.

      “Then how about we speak before I return to Cumae?”

      “When will that be?” Rufinianus asked.

      “When the Emperor no longer requires me.” Dio stepped forward and put his hand upon the man’s shoulder. “I will send word to you when I am coming. Is that agreeable?”

      “Yes. Yes it is. Thank you, Consul. It’s just that I have been getting innumerable complaints from the members of various collegia whose wagons have been damaged on the way to Rome. One wagon filled with pomegranates toppled and the entire cargo was crushed. It looked like someone had been murdered on the road, and then that caused a whole other investigation when someone thought as much and then reported to the vigiles and then-”

      “Yes, yes, I understand!” Dio interrupted, knowing full well that Rufinianus was adept at exaggeration. “We’ll discuss it when I return. For now, the business of the Empire and the Emperor must take precedence. You understand, of course.”

      “Yes. Yes, I do!” The Curator sighed and began to back away, seemingly only just then becoming aware of the lictors and their axe heads surrounding him. “I shall await your return. Please, do give my laudatory praise to the Emperor!”

      “I’m sure he wishes for nothing else,” Dio said.

      Ampyx stifled a chuckle.

      “Go then, Consul! To the Emperor!” Rufinianus saluted sloppily. “May the Gods guide you safely to Mother Rome!” And with that, the Curator and his gulls turned and flocked back to the bustling port.

      “Gods…that man!” Dio muttered as he turned to get into the wagon. “Every time we make berth in Ostia!”

      “In fairness,” Ampyx said. “I would not want his job.”

      “It is, at least, safer,” Dio said, his voice low.

      “Try not to worry, Dominus,” Ampyx said as they climbed carefully into the wagon.

      Once the other lictors were settled and the baggage had been loaded onto the other wagons, Marcus Sergius’ voice called out and the Praetorians mounted up. The Consul’s train then began to move forward.

      The crowds parted for the Praetorians who led the way toward the Porta Romana of Ostia, after which they plodded onward through the pedestrian traffic that gathered in the necropolis outside of the city gate. The road was flanked by monuments and mausolea which were shaded by soaring umbrella pines.

      The sounds of the port and city streets had faded out of earshot, giving way to the clip clopping of the Praetorian mounts and the shrill cawing of birds in the trees.

      Dio’s eyes began to grow heavy.

      Once they were free of crowds on the road, Anius looked out of the wagon’s window to see the optio leading the way. “I’m going to go and speak with Marcus Sergius,” he said to Ampyx. “I’ll be back.”

      Ampyx nodded and settled back to rest his own eyes when a gruff voice called from the side of the road.

      “I must speak with the Consul at once!”

      Dio jerked awake. “The Gods toy with me! What is it now?”

      Ampyx looked out to see a farmer riding up from Ostia on a horse. “We are being pursued.”

      “Again?”

      “It appears to be a farmer of some sort.”

      “Drive on!” Dio called out. “I can speak to him as we ride.”

      Ampyx waved to the rider that he should approach.

      The farmer, dressed in a thick brown tunica and cloak, came alongside the consul’s wagon. “Consul Dio… My name is Geminius Eutyches. I have a complaint to lodge with regard to the collegium magnum arkarum divarum Faustinarum.”

      “What is your complaint?” Dio asked, leaning forward to look at the man.

      “I work hard for my living, Consul, and I have a large family to feed.” The man looked frustrated, his face red, a mask of great displeasure. “The collegium has not paid me for five food shipments that I have made at my own expense to the puellae Faustinianae.”

      “What is that?” Ampyx asked his dominus.

      “The collegium supports the poor families with female children. It was established by Empress Faustina.”

      “I see.”

      “I am sorry to hear of your trouble,” Dio said to the farmer. “I assume you have lodged formal complaints with the head of the collegium?”

      “I have, Consul. Four of them. I let the first time slide, as I thought it a simple clerical error on their part, but now they are making a habit of it.”

      “I shall make enquiries and order that you be paid at once… What is your name again?”

      “Geminius Eutyches.”

      “Geminius Eutyches,” Dio repeated. “You are within your rights to payment. Ampyx, make a note.”

      Ampyx did so, and the farmer looked into the wagon to make certain of it.

      “I thank you, Consul,” the farmer said, bowing his head.

      “Think nothing of it,” Dio waived him off.

      “May the Gods smile on you, Consul!” the man called after the wagon as he turned to go back toward Ostia.

      “Now, maybe I can rest my eyes and mind before we meet with the Emperor and Augusta?” Dio said as he leaned back. A moment later, however, the wagon began to rock most violently, paining Dio’s feet. “Ampyx?”

      “Yes, Dominus?”

      “Make a note that I should not forget to meet with Titus Flavius Rufinianus when we come back to Ostia. The roads are in need of repair.”

      “Yes, Dominus.”

      

      Later that day, as the sun’s chariot was beginning its descent westward into the sea, the walls of Rome came into view.

      “Consul…” Anius leaned forward to nudge Dio where he rocked back and forth on his cushion-covered seat in the wagon. “Consul, we are in Rome.”

      Dio’s eyes opened slowly and he took a deep breath, rubbing his sore jaw. The first half of the via Ostiensis had been abysmal, but thankfully it had smoothed out allowing him to sleep. Now, he was suddenly alert and leaned forward to look out of the wagon’s window to see the Tiber running to their left, beyond the tombs lining the road, shaded by pine and cypress, and guarded by leaf-stripped plane trees whose dry, broad leaves skittered about the riverbank and among the houses of the dead.

      Where the Tiber began to embrace the Aventine hill, the pyramidal tomb of the praetor, Gaius Cestius, came into view, its western face cast in the pale orange of that sleeping winter sun. Not far now, Dio thought as he leaned back again to gather his thoughts. What am I in for this time? He could not help but worry a little. Yes, he had survived the reigns of many emperors, and those of many Praetorian prefects. He had at least felt more secure when Ulpianus had been Prefect of the Praetorians, but that was no longer the case. The Guard had murdered him just a few months before. It was then that Emperor Alexander Severus had urged Dio to leave Rome for Campania. True, the new Praetorian Prefect, Julius Paulus, was also a man of sense, a jurist rather than a soldier, but it was not him that Dio, or indeed the Emperor, worried about. The Praetorian tribunes were the ones who held sway, who could extinguish a life with a nod.

      That is where the Augusta’s gold went.

      Just to be safe, however, Dio did not tend to confide in his one-time friend, Julius Paulus, for the urge for survival was much stronger than any bond of friendship.

      “Which way would you like to approach, Consul?” Anius asked. “Shall we go the hidden way?”

      Dio thought for a moment, looking to Ampyx who shook his head. “No. The people should see their consul. Proceed to the Forum and the via Sacra. It is safer if the populace knows I am in Rome.”

      “That was going to be my suggestion also,” Anius said before leaning out and shouting the instruction. At the front, Marcus Sergius waved back and pressed on through the thickening traffic to the Porta Raudusculana which was located in a dip of the Aventine where the ancient Servian wall crossed it.

      “There is something about entering Rome,” Ampyx muttered as they passed through the gate’s arch and on down the street.

      “What do you mean, Ampyx?” Dio asked, looking away from the window briefly.

      “The first time I came here with you, Consul, I felt an overwhelming sense of grandeur, of awe perhaps.”

      “Yes, well…that is partly the intent of it,” Dio said, as he gazed at the soaring domes of the baths built by Caracalla, their rooftops surrounded by a haze of smoke from the vast warren of hypocausts beneath it. “And what do you feel now as you enter?”

      “Dread.”

      Dio was silent at that.

      “The consul and you have nothing to worry about,” Anius said. “His position is still sacred in Rome.”

      Dio nodded and looked to his freedman. “Don’t worry, Ampyx. This is not our last day on this earth.” But I too feel the dread, he thought, though he would never say it aloud, lest he should tempt the Fates.

      The wagon train, led by the Praetorian contubernium cut through the crowds toward the eastern end of the Circus Maximus, many of the people hailing the Consul as he passed.

      “No more wars, Consul!” one woman shouted. “Don’t send our troops east again, I beg you!”

      Dio looked out the window at her and saw her pleading eyes, the agreement in the faces of the people around her. He sat back.

      “What was that about?” Anius asked.

      “There are rumours,” Dio responded with a sigh.

      “Of what?”

      “That Artaxerxes of Persia is plotting something.”

      “I do wish the Augusta would keep her mind on Rome and home instead,” Ampyx blurted.

      Dio turned to him quickly and hissed. “Don’t ever speak such words aloud again! Do you want to get us all killed?”

      Ampyx went white such that his skin matched his pale blond hair. “Forgive me, Dominus.”

      “Do not speak of the East,” Dio added. “For Augusta’s mind is always there. It is her home. Rome is a second thought to her,” he whispered. “And so it is up to me to serve the people of Rome as best I can.”

      “Yes, Dominus.”

      “And you do so well, Consul,” Anius said. “We’re almost there.”

      The wagons drew even with the Septizodium then, the great nymphaeum built by Septimius Severus over twenty years before. The statues and columns were a little more weather-worn, but the water still danced among its arches, playing and splashing to the delight of passers-by. Beyond it, seemingly rising into the clouds, was the Severan palace complex, quiet and little used but for the occasional function.

      So many memories, Dio thought as he remembered its grand unveiling banquet, and the statuary that seemed to come to life before one’s eyes. Then, like a dark cloud in an otherwise blue sky, the violent memory of the downfall of the Praetorian Prefect, Gaius Fulvius Plautianus, came to mind, the image of his dead body being thrown from the high windows of the palace to be dragged through the streets. So much violence and hate…

      They passed beneath the arches of the Aqua Claudia which fed the Palatine Hill and pressed on into the great plaza about the Colosseum to turn toward the Via Sacra which led into the Forum Romanum.

      “Anius,” Dio said.

      “Yes, Consul?”

      “We’ll walk from here.”

      “Are you sure?” Anius and Ampyx looked worried.

      “Yes. I serve the people of Rome, and so I should walk among them. Besides, the people still bear the scars of the riots between them and the Praetorians. Tell Marcus Sergius to ride ahead to the great ramp and we’ll meet him there. My lictors are enough protection for now.

      “As you wish, Consul.” Anius jumped down out of the wagon. “Halt!” He then went to the front to speak with the Praetorian optio.

      Dio and Ampyx began to gather their things.

      “Are you sure you want to walk, Dominus? Your feet…”

      Dio shook his head. “I can endure it. It’s important.”

      They both got out and were enveloped by the raucous noise of Rome’s streets, the echo of the people about the Colosseum flowing like a river into the Forum.

      Dio looked up at the rededicated temple of Jupiter, grateful that Emperor Alexander Severus had reversed the blasphemy of his cousin, Elagabalus, who had dedicated Jupiter’s temple to the Syrian sun god, Elagabal, after whom he was named. He turned to his lictors who were lined up in their usual two rows of six to flank him as he walked.

      Marcus Sergius glanced back at them and Dio nodded for them to go on ahead, their horses then making their way onto the via Sacra between the temple of Jupiter and the great temple of Venus and Rome. The wagons rolled on after them to make their way directly to the great ramp leading up to the Palatine Hill.

      The lictors hoisted their fasces onto their shoulders.

      “Make way for the Consul of Rome!” Anius shouted, and the encroaching crowds of Romans paused in their approach as the group began their walk down the Via Sacra toward the arch of Titus.

      Dio waved to people as he walked, slower than he used to, trying to ignore the re-emerging pain in his feet. He smiled and nodded to some of the magistrates he recognized.

      Some people stepped forward with pieces of papyrus upon which they had hastily scrawled requests for anyone who might listen, and Ampyx took these as he walked, stuffing the scraps into one of the two satchels which he carried.

      They passed the temple of Romulus where several maimed veterans sat with their hands out, and Dio instructed Ampyx to give a sesterce to each of them.

      “May the Gods bless you, Consul!” one of the men shouted out.

      Dio waved to the man and carried on toward the temple of Antoninus and Faustina where a group of players were preparing on the steps for an evening show. One of them mimed Dio’s pained gait as he passed and nodded with a thin smile at the accuracy with which it had been performed.

      The scent of incense and burning charcoal wafted from the temple of Vesta to their left, and as they passed the temple of the Divine Julius they broke into the crowded heart of the Forum Romanum with the arch of Septimius Severus directly before them, beside the Curia, the Senate house.

      Crowds of people began to close in, some with well-wishes and praise, others with pressing requests that they believed should be the Consul’s topmost priority. From the Curia, a group of senators began to approach.

      “Consul Dio!” one of them said. “I must speak with you!”

      Dio turned to the man. “I shall come to see you tomorrow!”

      The senator nodded and waved, fully aware that the Emperor and Augusta must take precedence.

      There will be time enough to meet the senators tomorrow, Dio told himself.

      Anius and the lictors turned onto the avenue to the left that led between the temple of Castor and Pollux and the Basilica Julia, toward the Palatine. Torches were being lit for the night along the avenue, and the dark forms of Praetorians could be seen in alcoves, observing all who passed that way.

      Up ahead, at the top of the great ramp, Marcus Sergius and his men had dismounted to await the Consul’s arrival. From then on, they would not leave his side.

      “Anius,” Dio said in a low voice as he walked beside the lictor. “You’re certain, Marcus Sergius will be assigned to us for the duration of our stay here?”

      “Yes, Consul. That is what he said. You needn’t worry.”

      “And what of Julius Paulus, the new prefect? Will I be able to meet with him as well?”

      Anius looked at Dio and shook his head. “I asked, Consul. Sergius said that the Prefect sends his regards, but that he cannot meet with you.” His voice was low, but no more explanation was required.

      Dio knew that Julius Paulus was trying to keep the good favour of the Praetorians and if he were to be seen meeting with Dio, a man the Praetorians did not much like, then it could weaken his influence over them.

      “I remember days when we could all speak freely about our ideas, when Empress Julia Domna held her literary gatherings. Such optimistic days were they…”

      “I wish I had been there with you,” Ampyx said. “It must have been wonderful.”

      Dio smiled. “Yes, it was.”

      They arrived at the top of the ramp to meet Marcius Sergius and his Praetorians who were waiting with the wagons.

      It was quieter, the hubbub of the city streets and forum far below them now, where daytime activities and the business of the city gave way to the depravities of the night.

      The public entrance at the back of the Domus Augustana was crowded, the courtyard flickering with firelight that reflected off of the polished marble walls and columns.

      “Consul,” Marcus Sergius said as he approached. “I’m to take you directly to the Emperor and Augusta. They’ve been notified that you are here.”

      “Lead the way, Optio,” Dio replied as he followed with Ampyx, Anius, and the rest of the lictors.

      They climbed the stairs and made their way through the atrium to the grand peristylium where the sound of voices could be heard echoing from every direction, accented by the play of the grand octagonal fountain in the shape of a labyrinth. It had been summer the last time he had been there, and the scent of jasmine and oleander had been strong then but now, as it was winter, he smelled dried leaves and juniper berries. Great bushes of holly stood ready to be clipped for the upcoming festivities of Saturnalia, surrounded by leafless trees in earth-scented beds which had been recently raked.

      Their footsteps echoed in the colonnades of multi-hued marble as they crossed the endless, alternating patterns of circles and squares which, even in the torchlight, glimmered like a jewelled carpet.

      “Consul,” a man greeted Dio from the middle of a group of others as he passed.

      “Salve, Favorinus,” Dio responded, his pace not slowing as he followed the Praetorian optio.

      “I must speak with you,” the man said after him.

      “Yes. Tomorrow, in my offices,” Dio replied over his shoulder.

      They went out of the peristyle garden through a smaller room and emerged into the cavernous splendour of the Aula Regia, the great throne room of the Emperor where several groups were gathered, even though the Emperor, at a glance at the dais, was not present. A woman’s laugh pierced the air up to the thirty meter high ceilings and among the columns of gold, orange, white and black marble from Aegyptus, Graecia, and Numidia.

      Marcus Sergius passed the colossal, basalt statues of Hercules and Bacchus and turned to go out one of the exits beside the Emperor’s dais. They emerged on the other side of the peristylium and trudged the marble length of it until they walked into the massive triclinium where state banquets were held. It was unadorned by statuary, but shone with variously-coloured marble in patterns all the way up to the ceiling, and every column of the room’s three stories flashed its gilded capital as though waving a torch above their heads.

      “Where are we going, Sergius?” Dio asked, tired of the long hike. He remembered it being much easier to visit Emperor Severus in the new palace, the way being much more direct without having to go through the old Domus Augustana. In fact he had asked the Augusta why she did not keep hers and the Emperor’s quarters in the Severan palace where Julia Domna, her aunt, had kept lavished but functional apartments. Her own mother, Julia Maesa, had lived there as well in great comfort. However, Julia Mamaea had been adamant about not living there. She had told Dio that she wanted to make her own mark and occupy the heart of the Palatine hill the way Livia had.

      “The Emperor and Augusta are in the upper rooms of the exedra, Consul,” Sergius replied, his manner stiffening as he spied a group of Praetorians eating at one of the many ensembles of couches to their far right. He nodded to the group who eyed them suspiciously.

      Dio began to sweat and whispered to Ampyx who faltered in his steps. “Keep walking.”

      At last they exited the state triclinium and began to make their way up the grand staircase to the upper stories of the palace and the imperial apartments. At the top of the stairs, Sergius turned to Dio and the rest of his entourage. “You will all have to wait here,” he said, indicating the marble benches along the corridor where food was set out. “Only the consul may enter now.”

      Dio looked beyond to the great double doors to the imperial apartments. They were flanked by two Praetorians.

      “I’ll be right here, Consul,” Sergius reassured.

      “Of course,” Dio replied, turning to Ampyx, Anius, and the rest of his lictors. “It’s been a long day. Why don’t you all sit and eat. I don’t know how long I’ll be. We’ll all spend the night in the new palace.”

      “Yes, Consul,” Anius replied, eyeing the two Praetorians flanking the door.

      Ampyx adjusted Dio’s toga for him and handed him a large wax tablet and stylus. “Send for me if you require anything, Dominus.”

      Dio smiled. “I will.” He nodded and turned to the Praetorians. “Salve, gentlemen. I’m here to see the Emperor and Augusta. They sent for me.”

      Without answering, each guard took a door and opened it, the breeze sucking Dio into the room and flickering the braziers and lamps that lit the corridor.

      Then Ampyx, Anius and the lictors all sat down, their eyes on the doors, their ears straining to hear any commotion. When they heard nothing, they settled in to eat and to wait.
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      Dio stood there, alone in the quiet, his eyes scanning the vast room which was cluttered with carefully placed screens and silks. Everywhere he looked there were flashes of gold on columns, in mirrors, edging furniture, and flapping in silks. The imperial apartment that led to the grand exedra overlooking the Circus Maximus far below was unrecognizable. Even since the last time Dio had been there, it had changed. He knew that Julia Mamaea had wished to emulate the power of Livia, but she fell far short of mimicking her stoicism, or her conservative frugality.

      He dared to walk forward a few steps. “Erm,” he cleared his throat to announce himself.

      There was no answer.

      He continued to walk around, observing the new statues, including one of the recently deceased Julia Maesa, the Augusta’s mother. The likeness, including the style of her hair and the wrinkles in her face, was uncanny. He had never run afoul of her temper, but in that moment, he felt as though her murderous shade might jump out at him any moment. He realized that he did not like being there at night.

      Suddenly, a flash of fire lit the room and Dio turned to see a slave lighting a brazier before a broad marble table covered in papyrus scrolls, styli and ink pots. The slave then lit a five-headed lamp in the shape of the Goddess Victoria, illuminating the space further.

      “Is the Emperor here?” Dio asked the slave.

      The young man looked up and, without speaking, bowed his head.

      Dio was confused for a moment, but then realized the slave was bowing beyond him. He turned and was met by Emperor Alexander Severus who strode toward him, smiling broadly.

      “Consul! Salvete!” the young man said. “It is good to see you, my friend.”

      Dio felt himself relax and smiled back as he bowed. “Sire. The Gods love you. I see you are well.”

      “As well as I can be. Yes.”

      Dio rose and observed the young emperor. He had recently cut his dark, curly hair short, like a soldier, such that he resembled his cousin, Caracalla. Thankfully, however, his features displayed not the simmering anger of the late emperor but were, rather, kind and keen to listen. It put Dio at ease to see him and, for a moment anyway, hope was kindled in Dio’s tired heart.

      “You remind me of your great uncle, Septimius,” Dio could not help saying as he looked upon the Emperor.

      “I take that as a compliment, Dio, though I was but a child when he passed from this world.” The Emperor looked to the gilded ceiling as if straining to see to the heavens beyond it.

      “He would have loved to see the man you have become, sire,” Dio said kindly.

      “From what I know of him, I think we would have got on well.”

      “I agree,” Dio said, still unsure as to why he had been summoned. Nevertheless, he enjoyed it whenever he had time in the young emperor’s presence, especially on his own. “May I ask, sire, why you are wearing armour in the palace?” Dio had noticed it immediately, the white bracae with brown leg wrappings adorned with golden ivy that went up his legs to a brown and gold leather skirt of pteruges which hung from a brown cuirass of hardened bull’s hide with Jupiter upon the chest. He also wore a gold and ivory-handled gladius and matching pugio which were only slightly covered by his purple cloak which was pinned with an enormous golden fibula.

      The Emperor looked down at his armour. “It is new. Still a bit stiff, but comfortable enough.”

      “It seems more fit for a triumph than for your rooms in the palace.” Dio thought he might have gone too far, speaking of the Emperor’s clothing thus, but it did worry him to see him so well-armed at home.

      Emperor Alexander Severus was not angered, however, and simply shrugged. “It was my mother’s idea. She worries for me.”

      “Is there a need to worry, sire?” Dio kept apace with the Emperor as he walked toward the top balcony over the exedra of the Palatine.

      Far below, the torchlit outline of the great circus could be seen stretched out like a sleeping giant, the moonlight glinting off of the bronze dolphin and egg counters of the spina. The cold wind picked up as they reached the marble railing. The Emperor was silent for a moment.

      Dio glanced back to see if Julia Mamaea was there yet, for he felt certain she would be listening from behind one of the many silk hangings that fluttered in the imperial apartments, or at least one of her many slaves would be. “Are you in danger, sire?”

      The Emperor smiled, but there was a sadness and strain in the action. “An emperor is always in danger, is he not?”

      Dio looked over the railing and around to see if any Praetorians were lingering. He leaned in closer to the Emperor. “Is the new prefect not able to control the Praetorian Guard on his own?” Dio’s voice shook, for he knew all too well how much power the Praetorians wielded in Rome, but also farther abroad. “Sire…Julius Paulus… Is he keeping you safe? Perhaps you should replace him with someone stronger, a military tribune or legate we know to be loyal to you?”

      “The Prefect is still…finding his feet. He tries to get respect among the Praetorians.”

      “Which is why he would not meet with me, I presume,” Dio added.

      “I suspect that is the case,” the Emperor said, shaking his head.

      “And the Empress? Have you written her lately? Is she well?”

      The Emperor was about to answer, but then Dio noticed him stiffen, as though all the amity in him were quickly hidden, like an errant child who has been caught stealing an extra honey cake. And so our private conversation is at an end all too soon, Dio thought.

      “And how is your History coming along, Consul?” the Emperor asked him just as a waft of clove and cedar perfume enveloped them. “Mother, you’re just in time.”

      Dio turned to meet Julia Mamaea as she approached them. She wore a long-sleeved, crimson tunica trimmed with meander patterns embroidered with thick, golden thread. A matching palla covered her head, and a cloak kept her warm against the cold. The latter was pinned with a titanic, golden broach in the form of a sun disk. From her ears dangled golden earrings with granulated suns, and about her neck was a necklace of thick, perfect pearls alternating with golden orbs. The firelight glinted off of every part of the Augusta, but for the sockets of her brown eyes which were fully shaded until she emerged into the torchlight.

      “Mater Augusti,” Dio said with the reverence Julia Mamaea demanded, as he bowed as low as he possibly could while ignoring the pain in his feet.

      “I trust you had a good journey, Consul Dio?”

      “Yes, Augusta. Neptune was kind to us, and Helios warmed our entire journey.”

      “Yes. Elagabal has graced us many days of late.”

      She always insisted on referring to her Syrian sun god and neither Dio, nor anyone else, would ever gainsay her.

      “Were you planning on joining us for Saturnalia, Consul?” the Emperor asked, seeing Dio’s growing physical discomfort. “I know you like to see Rome when it is so filled with jollity.”

      “The Consul has much to do,” Julia Mamaea said suddenly before stepping in closer. “And his safety is paramount.”

      The Emperor eyed his mother. He looked younger then, like a boy still on the verge of manhood, trying to decide whether the time had come to put his mother in her place. But his father was long dead, and his empress exiled, and so his mother remained the only great and constant influence in his life. In public, he ruled the world, yet in private, he could not rule his own domus.

      “Emperor…” Julia Mamaea said, her hand on her son’s shoulder. “There are several letters to the governors that require your attention. Why don’t you see to those while Consul Dio and I sit together? I see that his feet are paining him after such a long day.”

      The Emperor nodded and turned to his consul. There was the glimmer of a sad smile before the younger man held Dio by the shoulders. “If you do stay for the festival, I shall see to your safety personally. You will not leave my side.”

      Dio returned the smile and bowed. “Thank you, sire.”

      The Emperor then turned and went inside to disappear among the flickering flames of braziers and glinting curtains, the busts of his predecessors watching him as he passed.

      “Oh, the young,” Julia Mamaea said. “They never feel the danger of the cold until it is too late. Come, let us go inside and have some spiced wine.”

      “I am at your command, Augusta.” Dio followed her form back inside the palace apartments, noting that as she went, her servants emerged from their hiding places, like statues suddenly stepping down out of their niches.

      They walked for some time until they left the exedra of the palace and entered the private apartments of the Domus Flavia where Julia Mamaea had installed herself. Servants and guards lining the shimmering corridor bowed as she passed.

      Dio did his best to keep up. He was keenly aware that he was leaving Ampyx and his lictors farther and farther behind, but there was nothing to be done. She is the true power in the Empire, he reminded himself.

      At last they arrived at a smaller, private triclinium that was painted with frescos of lush gardens with fountains and fruit trees. Birds flit in the branches, so realistic, so expertly rendered, that Dio thought he could hear birdsong. It would have been relaxing were it not for the contrast of the Augusta’s red and gaudy gold form in the midst of it all, as if the sun itself had fallen out of the sky to burn in the forest.

      “Please sit, Consul. Let us talk.” Julia Mamaea settled herself on one of the four bronze couches that were covered in gold-trimmed pillows and furs.

      Dio sat upon the couch opposite her. He eyed the low table filled with food - grapes, flat breads, sliced cheeses, bite-sized pieces of meat, and song-birds drizzled with garum. He could not help but sigh as he settled down, his body crying out. No food, just yet, he told himself, though he was hungry.

      “I see your health has not improved in Campania,” she said as she pushed back the hood of her palla. She still maintained the stiff wavy style of her dark hair, the same as her mother and aunt, except for a bit of added flair at the back. The style made her look older than her forty-eight years.

      “I do my best to follow my medicus’ instructions, Augusta, but I can only offer so many sacrifices to Aesculapius on behalf of my feet.”

      She smiled at that and motioned for one of the slaves to bring them both wine from the heated tray at one corner of the room. When they had their gilded clay cups of hot wine, they each spilled a portion onto the floor and raised them.

      “To you and the Emperor,” Dio said.

      “And to your health, Consul,” Julia Mamaea replied.

      They drank and Dio welcomed the warm wine as it soothed his throat, the eastern spices alerting his senses. After a few moments, he cleared his throat. “And how have you been, Augusta? Is all well with you and the Emperor here in Rome?” It was only natural that he should ask, for if she felt the need to amass so much gold to keep the Praetorians loyal, there must have been a reason.

      “I try to rule in my own way, Dio,” she said, not bothering to pretend any longer that it was her son who ruled. “My aunt was too kind, and my mother too cruel. I try to find a middle ground that garners a healthy respect for the imperial throne.”

      “That is very wise.”

      Her cup paused at her unpainted lips so that her dark eyes peered at him over the golden rim of the steaming cup. “Enough of the niceties, Consul. May we speak frankly?”

      “I would like nothing more, Augusta,” Dio replied.

      Julia Mamaea nodded her head to her servants and they departed, leaving them with their wine and the low table filled with food which neither of them touched.

      When the door closed, she set her cup down, and he followed suit.

      “First of all, you should not stay for Saturnalia. It is not safe for you yet.”

      “I am in agreement.” Thank the Gods. “The Emperor alluded to the fact that Julius Paulus is still nurturing the loyalty of the Praetorians.”

      She sniffed daintily, her lips pursed. “The Prefect will never fully have their loyalty. My gold, however, does…so long as it lasts.”

      “That reminds me, Augusta…” Dio wondered if he should say it, but it was his duty. “I have received several complaints from some of the families whose possessions you have…acquired. It does not keep their favour toward the Emperor.”

      “And when it comes to the life of my son, the Emperor, whom should I fear more? A few noble families, or the Praetorian Guard?”

      “I take your point, Augusta.” I must give up on that front.

      “Yes, Julius Paulus is a disappointment. Were you twenty years younger, I would appoint you as Praetorian Prefect.”

      Dio inclined his head. “I’m afraid that I am much more suited to the Senate than to the prefecture.”

      “Quite.” Julia Mamaea stared across the table at Dio. “But that is not the reason I summoned you to Rome, Consul.”

      “I am at your command, Augusta.”

      “And the Emperor’s?” she demanded.

      “Always.”

      “Good. I know that you admire and care for my son. That you see his potential.”

      “I do. And I know that is in large part due to the risks you took, and the sacrifices you made to keep him out of the hedonistic influences of his cousin, the late emperor.”

      “Elagabalus was a disgrace,” she said flatly. “We lived in constant danger.”

      “I remember all too well.”

      “But the danger is not yet gone. True, my mother did the world a favour by destroying my sister and her son, but is an emperor ever truly safe?”

      “I suppose not.”

      “What do you believe the purpose of your post is, Consul?”

      “To serve the Senate and People of Rome.”

      “Is that all?”

      “No, Augusta. I also serve the Emperor and you.” Dio’s mind flashed back to the days of the Republic he had written about earlier in his career, the days when the initials ‘SPQR’ were sacrosanct. What days those must have been, he mused to himself. “You know that I am loyal to you both.”

      “You would not be Consul a second time if I did not believe that were the case,” she said. “The truth is, Dio…” Here her voice softened. “I am afraid for my son. In my life, I have not truly cared for, or loved, anything or anyone but my boy. He is the only person who has ever truly mattered to me.”

      “You have always been a caring, stalwart mother, Augusta.”

      “But is that enough?” Julia Mamaea took up her cup of wine now, a slight tremor in her hand, and pressed it to her lips. She sighed. “I lay awake at night, Dio, worrying about how to keep him safe so that he might one day see the privilege of old age. If it would keep him safe, I would burn Rome to the ground without a second thought.”

      Dio felt a chill run down his spine, for he had never seen a mother more sincere. She would do it, truly.

      Julia Mamaea was quiet. Her big, dark eyes looked watery in the flickering lamplight, as though she were a sad nymph, alone in that forest scene, weeping in private.

      “My lady…” Dio said. “It seems to me, that Julius Paulus is not the right man for the prefecture. The Praetorians are meant to be the Emperor’s protectors, as Emperor Augustus intended. Trust in them must be absolute, and for that to occur, a supremely strong, tested commander is needed as Prefect.”

      Julia Mamaea’s eyes seemed to dry and narrow, more focussed and certain. “I knew that we would agree.”

      Dio inclined his head. “It is the only way to ensure the Emperor’s safety. And if the Praetorian troops do not fall into line with that commander, they should be executed and replaced with loyal men of the legions. Your great uncle did as much when he won the civil war. You could do the same if it came to it. The only question is, which commander?” Dio leaned forward to take his first bite of food, a piece of cheese from a golden platter, and chewed thoughtfully.

      Julia Mamaea stared at him, the beginnings of a smile at the corners of her mouth.

      When Dio felt her gaze, he looked up. “You already have someone in mind?”

      “I do.”

      “Do I know him?”

      “I believe you are well acquainted.”

      “Really?” Dio sat up straight then, his feet on the floor, his curiosity piqued. “Who is it?”

      Julia Mamaea met his eyes directly. “Lucius Metellus Anguis. The one they called ‘The Dragon’.”

      A ringing began in Dio’s ears, sharp and piercing. It was low at first, but then grew louder as the name echoed in his mind. He worried he would lose consciousness.

      The Augusta continued to stare at him. “Consul? Did you not hear me?”

      “I… Yes, lady. I did. But-”

      “But what?” Her voice was suddenly harsh, that rare glimpse of vulnerability which she had so recently shown already a thing of memory.

      “Augusta… Lucius Metellus Anguis is dead. Emperor Caracalla saw to that. You know that as well as I do.”

      “Do I?” Julia Mamaea’s gaze was unnerving then. It was the darkness of Elagabal behind those eyes, not the wisdom of Minerva. “What I know is that the Emperor needs the strongest of commanders to lead the Praetorians. I will not allow to happen to my son what happened to Caracalla or Elagabalus! No matter how much gold I give them, the Praetorians remain a threat and now, if the rumours are true, the Persians may also pose a threat.”

      “I agree, that we must take swift action, Augusta. It’s just that…”

      “Yes?”

      “My lady…we cannot raise the dead. And make no mistake, Lucius Metellus Anguis has been dead for nearly twenty years now.”

      “Has he?”

      “Most certainly. Yes. He and his entire family were destroyed. You remember. You and I were not in Britannia when it happened, but we certainly remember when Emperor Caracalla gave the order to his men to hunt the Metelli down.”

      “Yes. I remember it well. I recall that Metellus and then Praetorian Prefect, Papinianus, attempted to steal the throne in Eburacum.”

      “It was an unfortunate decision on their part,” Dio said, “and it caused their deaths.”

      Julia Mamaea smiled slightly, further confusing Dio. “Forgive me. I may have the wrong person in mind. It was a long time ago. The name I meant to say was ‘Lucius Pen Dragon’.”

      “I do not know who that is.”

      “Let me tell you.” Julia Mamaea reclined once again, her hand steady now upon her wine cup. “There was a rumour of another Praetorian involved in the slaying of Emperor Caracalla. A fourth man.”

      “A fourth?” The ringing in his ears persisted. “I am old, Augusta, and my mind is not as it once was. I can only recall that there were two tribunes involved, the brothers Aurelii, and an evocatus by the name of…”

      “Martialis,” she finished. “They slew the Emperor on the side of the road. But there was a fourth man, another evocatus.”

      “I did not know that.”

      “Now you do. And according to the records of the interrogations of other Praetorians after the murder, that fourth man was named ‘Lucius Pen Dragon’.”

      “It must have been a different soldier then, my lady. Truly, Lucius Metellus Anguis…his wife…his children…and his men, are all dead.”

      “I do not believe they are,” she said flatly. “And I don’t believe that you are being truthful with me, Consul.”

      “But I am.” Dio spread his hands wide. “It is true that I once admired Metellus. He was one of our greatest commanders, and blessed by the Gods. But he was a victim of his own hubris. That is why I did not intervene on his behalf when Emperor Caracalla gave the order. I knew Metellus had been in the wrong.”

      “You knew how to survive, Dio.”

      “But-”

      “And I do not blame you for it. We have all had to find ways to survive, and that is what I am doing now.”

      “I cannot commune with the dead, Augusta. I am sorry.”

      Julia Mamaea breathed deeply and slowly before speaking. “Let me put it this way and appeal to your sense of survival. If you do not at least try to contact Lucius Metellus Anguis - or Lucius Pen Dragon, if that is the name he now goes by - you can live out your days in the Tullianum prison where the damp would no doubt wreak havoc upon your aching body.”

      “Augusta, please…”

      “Or… You can send a letter to wherever you think Metellus may be hiding and then live out your days at your home in Bithynia once your consulship is done.”

      She’s mad, Dio thought as he stared across the table at Julia Mamaea. “I will do as you ask then, Augusta. For you and for the Emperor. Though, I have little hope of the letter reaching him.”

      “All I ask is that you try, Consul. I told you of my fears for my son, and I meant what I said. I would burn everything down to keep him safe, and so I expect you to be able to write to a dead man on our behalf.”

      “For argument’s sake, let us say that Metellus lives, though I truly believe that he is dead. What should I say? After the destruction of his family’s lands across the Empire, the attempted murder of his entire family, and the hunting and slaying of his men, his friends…what could we possibly offer him that would make him return?”

      “A full pardon for him, his entire family, and all of his surviving men. They could become the new Praetorian Guard.”

      “It would not be enough.”

      “I’m not finished,” she said curtly. “Metellus and his family and descendants would be free to move safely about the Empire, protected from any charges in perpetuity. They would be untouchable. All of their lands would be returned to them, their homes rebuilt at our expense. We would give them new lands.”

      Dio was silent for several heartbeats. “I will write to whom I can, though I do not have any hope, my lady. The dead do not care for the world of the living. We may remember their deeds, but if writing my history has taught me anything, it is that the past cannot be reclaimed, only be learned from.” Dio drained his cup, his tongue dry in his mouth. “And the dead are simply that: dead.”

      “And yet, not all is always as it seems, Dio. Even the Christians believe that their Jesus, in whose name my son allowed a temple to be built, did not truly die. Has your history not also taught you that the impossible can happen, that not everything in this world has a logical explanation?”

      Dio had no words. He simply nodded his acquiescence to the Augusta’s command.

      Julia Mamaea then rose from her couch, smoothing out her stola and pulling the mantle of her palla back over her head.

      Dio stood and bowed to her.

      “Recruit the Dragon to protect the Emperor,” she said. “Write it tonight, and I will have it sent by my fastest couriers tomorrow. There is no time to waste.”

      “I will write and report back to you, Augusta,” Dio replied.

      At the door, she turned back to him. “Once you have done this, return to Cumae and await our command.”

      “As you wish, Augusta,” Dio said, remaining bowed until she left the triclinium. When the door closed and he was alone, Dio collapsed upon the couch, his hands shaking, his ears ringing.

      Gods, give me strength!

      

      It took some time for Dio to compose himself and leave the triclinium. He did not eat. He did not drink. That lush table, resplendent with food, was more like to a pile of wet ash in that moment. When he finally left, he made his way down the marble, torchlit corridors of the imperial palace to try and find Ampyx and his lictors.

      He did not spy anyone as he went, and began to worry that his time had come, that in his lack of enthusiasm for the task given to him he had signed his own death warrant. He watched for the flash of a blade around every corner, in every niche.

      Thankfully, none came. He reached the top of the stairs of the Domus Augustana to find Ampyx, Anius and the other lictors waiting for him.

      “Consul?” Anius jumped up when he saw him and strode over to him. “Is all well?”

      Dio glanced at the two Praetorians standing guard in front of the double doors he had gone through earlier. “All is perfectly well,” he lied. “We can retire to our quarters in the new palace for the night.”

      They began to walk through the warren of halls that led from the Domus Augustana, through the stadium, and on into the Domus Severiana.

      

      The Domus Severiana, the newer palace built by Septimius Severus on the south-eastern end of the Palatine hill, had clean lines. It was carefully planned, like a military camp, perched overlooking the eastern end of the Circus Maximus, the Septizodium, and the main thoroughfare entering Rome that led to the Colosseum.

      Dio remembered when Severus had unveiled the palace, the grand banquet that had been held, and the excitement and hope for the Empire that was thick in the air then. That optimism seemed like a distant memory now. The great throne room where Gaius Fulvius Plautianus had met his end was empty and dark, and the corridors dimly lit, watched only by a few palace slaves who moved like wraiths in the shadows and had no recollection of those heady days when all seemed possible.

      With Emperor Alexander Severus’ accession to the throne, hope had been kindled once again, but the flame flickered weakly in the surrounding darkness.

      All of it worried Dio as he ignored the pain in his feet and marched quickly to his rooms overlooking the gardens and the Septizodium.

      “We’ll check the rooms for you, Consul,” Anius said as he directed two lictors to stand guard in the outer corridor and went with the other lictors to search every corner of the consul’s apartments.

      Dio’s apartments in the new palace included a small atrium adorned with African marble on the floors and walls which were lined with benches for clients and senators to wait when they came to see him. Through the atrium, one came into a triclinium with four large couches around a long low table where he, only occasionally, entertained the more trustworthy senators. Both rooms were flanked by cubicula which Ampyx and his lictors occupied.

      Unlike the old Augustan palace complex which was ornamented with the finest of frescos in the private apartments, the new palace was adorned with variously-coloured marble from around the Empire and assembled in geometric patterns of yellow-gold and emerald green, the deepest of blacks and the purest of whites. Dio preferred the warmth of frescoes to the cold calm of the marble, but it was much more desirable to be in the quiet isolation of the Domus Severiana to the constant interruptions of the old palace.

      “All clear, Consul,” Anius said when he returned to where Dio and Ampyx stood in the middle of the atrium floor.

      “Thank you, Anius. No one is to disturb me for a while. I have an urgent letter to write on behalf of the Augusta.”

      Anius raised an eyebrow when the consul spoke so loudly, but he understood. “Understood, Consul. When you are finished, I shall take it to the Augusta for you myself.”

      Dio nodded and motioned for Ampyx to follow him through the triclinium where the light from two braziers glimmered on the polished surfaces of the four couches and the low table. On the other side, there were two doors, one which led to Dio’s cubiculum, privy, and baths, and the other which led to his tablinum. He made straight for the latter.

      While Ampyx put the satchels down on the broad marble table and set about lighting the lamps, Dio opened the cedar wood screens that led onto the broad balcony that connected the cubiculum and tablinum. He breathed deeply of the cold night air as he leaned on the balustrade, hoping to clear his head and calm himself.

      “Gods give me strength,” he muttered.

      “Dominus?” Ampyx appeared behind him. “I’ve made your bed for you and set out water and wine from the sealed amphora.”

      Dio sighed and rubbed his head. “Thank you, Ampyx.”

      “Dominus, why don’t you get some sleep and write your letter first thing tomorrow? It is late and you’ve had a trying day.”

      “I’m afraid that this cannot wait. I must write.”

      “To whom?”

      Dio looked at him, surprised by his boldness.

      “I’ve no wish to pry, Dominus, but ever since your meeting with the Augusta, you seem troubled.”

      Dio did not answer right away. He went back inside the tablinum to sit in his fur-covered chair at his broad table, his back to the screens which Ampyx closed behind them. “The Augusta has asked me to write to a dead man.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Nor do I, Ampyx. Nor do I.” Dio settled himself to write. “You go, and rest. I will call for you if I need anything. It’s been a long day for us both.”

      “Yes, Dominus.” Ampyx bowed, turned, and went out to join Anius and the other lictors in the triclinium, closing the tall door behind him with a thud that echoed on the marble walls.

      Cassius Dio waited until his freedman was out of the tablinum before he took a long, deep breath which he tried to let out steadily, but only came out in minute convulsions. His mind was numb, his ears still ringing. He was angry that he had been played in such a way. He had been put at ease by speaking with the Emperor first, and then she had appeared to further lull him with food and wine.

      Dio slammed his fist on the tabletop and winced at the excruciating pain. The Augusta had played him, and now she expected the impossible.

      She’s up to something else, he thought. Why them? They have been gone so long. And Lucius? He is no more.

      In truth, Dio had not thought of the Metelli in years. It was safer that way, for all of them. But the forced recollection had brought to the surface feelings of guilt and secret, shattered hopes which he had long buried in the vault of his mind.

      “This is madness…” he said as he finally managed to calm his mind and think more strategically. “I haven’t survived this long by crumbling at the first sign of someone else’s insanity.” He stared quickly at the walls as though expecting to see blinking eyes behind the marble panelling, but long ago, he had had the room thoroughly checked for such spy holes.

      Dio picked up a piece of the best Egyptian papyrus from a pile on his desk and placed it before him. He then dipped a bronze stylus into the open ink pot, and thought for a moment before writing.

      

      To Lucius Metellus Anguis,

      Former Praefectus of Ala III Britannorum Quingenaria Sarmatiana.

      

      Hail, and greetings from Consul Cassius Dio on behalf of Emperor Alexander Severus, and Mater Augusti, Julia Mamaea,

      

      I do not know if this letter will reach you at your home in our province of Britannia, but if you do receive it, please consider the request herein seriously, for it is made in…

      Dio stopped writing for a moment, unable to put such lies to the parchment. “Keep up the charade, Cassius.”

      …in great sincerity.

      We know that it has been many years since you left Rome’s service, and we regret the actions of the past against you and your family. It was not of our doing. We also know that others in the imperial court misled you and that it was not your intent to commit treason.

      But that is all in the past now.

      Emperor Alexander Severus is in danger and, as a result, Rome is in danger. He needs your help. Rome needs your help.

      The Emperor requests that you return to Rome in all haste with the remnants of your men to serve and protect him, you as Prefect of the Praetorian Guard, and your men as the first cohort of the Guard.

      In return, you, your family, and all of your men shall receive full pardons with passes to go freely about the Empire without harassment.

      In addition to this, as a show of good faith, all of the lands belonging to the Metelli and Antonini shall be returned to you and rebuilt at the Emperor’s expense.

      This offer is not made lightly. Your emperor needs you. We need you. And Rome needs you.

      Please accept this generous offer, Metellus, and come to Rome with all speed.

      

      Cassius Dio,

      Consul of Rome

      SPQR

      

      Dio felt sick. The letter was entirely misleading, and he felt sure it was all a lie. He also knew that it would be read by the Augusta the moment he handed it over.

      Nevertheless, he rolled it up and tied it with a red string. Next, he took another piece of papyrus and wrote down where, and to whom, it should be sent.

      

      To the ordo member, Trevor Reghan,

      Civitas Durotragum Lendiniensis, Britannia

      (Forward in all haste to the Roman supply station of the nearby hillfort)

      

      “Anius!” Dio called out, and a moment later the lictor came into the tablinum.

      “Yes, Consul?”

      “I have finished the letter the Augusta wished me to write. Please hand it to the servant of hers who is no doubt waiting outside the doors of my apartments.”

      Anius smiled. “I was about to come and tell you he was waiting.”

      She is predictable, Dio thought, but dared not say it aloud. “Once you have handed it to him, please send Ampyx in to see me.”

      “Yes, Consul,” Anius said, accepting the two items.

      When he was alone again, Dio sat back, his mind racing, awhirl with memories of Lucius Metellus Anguis. How I failed him… He had thought himself reconciled to the painful guilt he had felt, but with the utterance of Metellus’ name, his own shortcomings had surfaced like a bloated body in the wine-dark sea.

      Memories of those terrifying days in Britannia flooded back now. In Eburacum, he had warned Papinianus against his thoughts of putting Metellus on the throne. He had pleaded with Lucius against any thought of taking things so far. He had pretended not to know, so that he could survive, even when it might have been in his power to rally more to their cause.

      “Forgive me,” Dio whispered to their shades, his eyes burning with regret. “I wasn’t brave enough.” For so long, he had wondered how different the world could have been with a true ‘Dragon’ on the imperial throne. It could have been a new, golden age of Rome. Since then, how many sacrifices had he offered to Apollo upon the altar at Cumae in an effort to incinerate his shame?

      If there is a chance that any of them are yet alive, I owe it to Metellus to warn them, to keep them safe, he thought, fully aware that what he was planning was treason and would mean his death if Julia Mamaea found out. She does not want his help. She wants to make sure he and his family are dead.

      There was only one person he could safely write to.

      Dio pulled another sheet of papyrus from the pile and placed it before him. He dipped his stylus in the ink pot again, and began…

      

      To Einion, Lord of Din Tagell

      From your friend in Rome.

      

      I write to you with an urgent warning for the Dragon’s family, and for those of his men who yet live…

      They are being hunted. Warn them.

      The mother of Rome has asked me to recruit our mutual friend who has passed from this world to be the Emperor’s protector, Praefectus of the Praetorian Guard. This, in return for a full pardon for all, and the return and rebuilding of their lands and properties.

      The offer is an empty one.

      I tried to relay to her that the Metelli are long dead, but she does not believe me. I have written a letter at her request to the Lindinis ordo member, Trevor Reghan, to be forwarded to the hill fort.

      That letter is to be disregarded by any of the Metelli if they yet survive.

      The Emperor’s mother will send men to hunt down the Dragon’s family and his men, and to kill them. I know not who, nor how many.

      Warn them, Lord Einion. Protect them if you can.

      Do not send a reply, for I feel my time is limited now.

      May the Gods watch over and protect you all…

      

      Dio, his hand shaking, folded the papyrus over and over until it was a long strip, no thicker than his index finger. He tucked it into the folds of his toga just as a knock came at the door. “Ampyx?”

      The door opened. “Dominus, you wanted to see me?”

      “Yes. When is the next shipment of our wine going to Britannia?”

      Ampyx crossed the room and rummaged in one of the satchels he had set down. From out of the leather bag, he pulled the large wax tablet that was Dio’s business ledger. His finger ran slowly down the faint, inscribed lines in the bees’ wax until he found the correct entry. “Here it is...soon. One week from now, the captains Castor and Pollux are set to arrive at Cumae to take the shipment.”

      “That is good,” Dio said, pressing the end of his stylus to his lip. He trusted few around the Empire with his secret missives when he had them, but Castor and Pollux, the sons of the late Captain Creticus, were among his most trusted. They had known the Metelli, and were in regular touch with the Lord of Din Tagell who also trusted them. It was the safest way for him to get secret messages into Britannia.

      “Dominus?” Ampyx prompted. “Is all well?”

      “We must get back to Cumae as soon as possible. Tell Anius to notify the crew that the ship should be ready to depart Ostia early the day after tomorrow.”

      “What of your meetings with the senators and all of your clients? One day won’t be enough.”

      “It will have to be. Please prioritize them for me, and cancel with those who are not supremely important.”

      “So we are not staying for Saturnalia?”

      Dio smiled sadly at his freedman. “I’m sorry, Ampyx. No. For I fear that if we do, I shall not survive to walk through Janus’ open door into the new year.”

      Ampyx said nothing, but bowed and went out to discuss the plan with Anius.

      Dio stood, his legs shaking a little from the numbness in his feet. He poured himself some of the newly opened wine, and went back out onto the balcony where the cold winter moon bathed the pale marble of the terrace.

      He did not notice the noise of the city far below, the cries and laughter of the people whose lives his every decision impacted. Sound was muted in his ears, but for the ringing that harassed his senses.

      He gazed up at the silver moon, raised his cup, and poured some of the wine over the edge of the railing into the dark void below.

      “Far-Shooting Apollo… Speed my words to them… Help me to keep them safe…”
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