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CHAPTER 1: THE EMPEROR'S SUMMONS
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The sun was setting over the seven hills of Rome, painting the white marble of the Imperial Palace in hues of amber and gold. Marcus Aelius stood at attention before the Praetorian Guard at the palace entrance, his scarred face betraying no emotion despite the unexpectedness of the summons. The weight of his military cloak felt heavier than usual in the summer heat, the red of his centurion's crest stark against the darkening sky.

"The Emperor will see you now, Centurion," announced a slave in the simple tunic of an imperial household servant. The man's eyes flickered briefly to the jagged scar that ran from Marcus's left temple to the corner of his mouth before quickly looking away.

Marcus had grown accustomed to such reactions. The scar was a reminder of his disgrace, a mark that separated his life into before and after. Once, he had commanded the respect of an entire legion. Now, he was assigned to training recruits—a position far beneath his capabilities, but the best he could hope for after Parthia.

He followed the slave through corridors of polished marble, past statues of emperors long dead and frescoes depicting Rome's greatest victories. Guards stood at every intersection, their expressions impassive, their eyes watchful. The palace had always been a place of power, but tonight, Marcus sensed something else in the air. Tension. Unease.

The slave stopped before an ornate door flanked by two members of the Praetorian Guard, their armor gleaming in the light of oil lamps.

"Centurion Marcus Aelius," the slave announced, his voice echoing in the high-ceilinged corridor.

The guards nodded, and one opened the door. "The Emperor awaits you alone."

Alone. The word hung in the air between them. It was unusual for the Emperor to meet anyone without advisors or guards present. Marcus stepped through the doorway, his hand instinctively resting on the hilt of his gladius.

The imperial study was not what Marcus expected. Instead of opulence, he found simplicity. Scrolls lined the walls, and a large desk dominated the center of the room, covered with maps and documents. Oil lamps cast a warm glow over the space, and the scent of burning cedar hung in the air.

Emperor Marcus Aurelius stood with his back to the door, gazing out a window at the city below. He was dressed simply, wearing a plain toga with only a thin gold band around his head to signify his imperial status. When he turned, Marcus was struck by how tired the Emperor looked. The man was in his early forties, only a few years older than Marcus himself, but responsibility had aged him beyond his years.

"Centurion Aelius," the Emperor said, his voice quiet yet commanding. "I thank you for coming so promptly."

Marcus dropped to one knee, head bowed. "I serve at the pleasure of Rome and her Emperor."

"Rise, Centurion. We have much to discuss, and formality will only waste the little time we have."

Marcus stood, noting the dark circles under the Emperor's eyes and the slight tremor in his right hand as he gestured toward a chair.

"Sit, please."

Marcus hesitated. It was not proper for a centurion to sit in the presence of the Emperor, but a direct order could not be refused. He lowered himself into the chair, back straight, hands resting on his knees.

The Emperor sighed and took the seat opposite him. "I have read the reports from Parthia, Centurion. All of them, not just the official account presented to the Senate."

Marcus felt his jaw tighten. "My Emperor—"

"You were made a scapegoat," Marcus Aurelius continued, cutting him off. "Sacrificed to protect the reputation of men with more influential families and deeper pockets."

The bluntness of the statement left Marcus momentarily speechless. For three years, he had lived with the shame of the Parthian campaign, bearing the blame for a massacre that cost Rome the lives of over three thousand legionaries. His promotion to First Centurion had been stripped away, his family name tarnished.

"It is... not my place to question the wisdom of my superiors," Marcus finally replied, the words bitter on his tongue.

A ghost of a smile crossed the Emperor's face. "Diplomacy. A useful skill, though I prefer honesty between us." He leaned forward. "What happened at the Euphrates crossing, Centurion? I want your account, not what is written in those reports."

Marcus took a deep breath. No one had asked for his version of events since the tribunal that stripped him of his command. "We were betrayed, Caesar. The intelligence we received about enemy positions was deliberately falsified. We were led into a trap."

"By whom?"

"I don't know. The orders came through proper channels, sealed with the appropriate insignia. But someone wanted that legion destroyed, or at least severely weakened."

The Emperor nodded slowly, as if Marcus had confirmed a suspicion. "And yet you survived, along with a small contingent of your men."

"Two hundred and seventeen out of three thousand, Caesar. We fought our way out and marched for ten days through hostile territory to reach the nearest Roman outpost." The memories flashed through Marcus's mind: the screams of dying men, the river running red with Roman blood, the desperate battle to break through the Parthian lines. "It wasn't enough."

"On the contrary, Centurion. It was remarkable." The Emperor stood and walked to a small table where a pitcher and two cups had been placed. He poured wine into both and offered one to Marcus. "Your men's testimonies speak of your courage. How you held the rear guard personally while the survivors crossed the narrow gorge. How you took an arrow meant for your standard bearer."

Marcus accepted the cup but did not drink. "Any centurion would have done the same."

"Perhaps. But few would have survived to be punished for it." Marcus Aurelius returned to his seat, cup in hand. "I need men like you, Centurion. Men who can survive impossible situations. Men who place duty above personal glory."

An uneasy feeling settled in Marcus's stomach. Imperial praise often preceded the most dangerous assignments. "I serve Rome in whatever capacity I am needed, Caesar."

"Good." The Emperor took a sip of his wine before setting the cup aside. "Because what I am about to ask of you may seem beneath your considerable military experience, but I assure you, it is of vital importance to the security of the Empire."

Marcus waited, saying nothing.

"I need you to protect someone." The Emperor rose again, this time moving to his desk where he shuffled through several scrolls before selecting one. "My niece, Livia Drusilla."

"Your... niece?" Marcus couldn't keep the surprise from his voice.

"Yes, my brother's daughter. She has recently returned from Alexandria, where she has spent the last three years studying with philosophers and scholars." The Emperor handed Marcus the scroll. "This contains what you need to know about her. She is brilliant, headstrong, and unfortunately, has a talent for attracting trouble."

Marcus unrolled the scroll, scanning its contents. It contained basic information about the young woman—twenty-two years of age, fluent in Greek, Latin, and several Eastern languages, educated in philosophy, mathematics, and medicine. There was also a list of known associates, mostly scholars and merchants from Alexandria.

"Forgive me, Caesar, but surely there are others better suited to guard a noblewoman. The Praetorian Guard—"

"Cannot be trusted with this task," the Emperor finished firmly. "At least, not all of them."

The implication hung in the air between them. If the Emperor couldn't trust his own personal guard...

"You suspect a threat from within the palace?" Marcus asked carefully.

Marcus Aurelius moved to the window again, his silhouette framed against the last light of day. "I suspect many things, Centurion. Whispers reach me from the provinces. Movements of troops without proper authorization. Gold disappearing from the treasury. And now, my niece returns with knowledge that some would prefer remained buried."

"What sort of knowledge?"

The Emperor turned, his expression grave. "That is precisely what you are not to ask her. The less you know, the safer you both will be." He returned to stand before Marcus. "You will guard her, protect her, and ensure that no harm comes to her. You will report only to me, through channels I will establish. No one else is to know the true nature of your assignment."

Marcus rolled the scroll closed, his mind racing. This was no simple bodyguard duty. This was something deeper, more dangerous—a web of intrigue he was being drawn into without knowing its full dimensions.

"When do I begin?"

"Tonight. Livia has been installed in a villa on the Caelian Hill, not far from the Temple of Claudius. You will reside there as her appointed protector. The official story is that I am concerned for her safety following several attacks on noble women in the city."

"And the unofficial story?"

The Emperor's eyes met his, and for a moment, Marcus saw something that looked almost like fear in the ruler of the known world. "The unofficial story, Centurion, is that Rome stands on the edge of a precipice, and my niece may hold the knowledge that determines whether we fall or fly."

Marcus stood, recognizing the dismissal in the Emperor's tone. He placed his fist over his heart in salute. "I will protect her with my life, Caesar."

"I know you will." Marcus Aurelius returned to his desk. "One more thing, Centurion. Livia does not know the full extent of the danger she may be in. She believes your appointment is an overreaction on my part, a restriction of her freedom. She will not make your task easy."

"I'm accustomed to difficult assignments, my Emperor."

A genuine smile briefly crossed the Emperor's face. "Not like this one, I assure you." He waved a hand in dismissal. "The guard outside will provide you with directions to the villa and the official documentation of your appointment. May the gods watch over you, Centurion Aelius."

"And you, Caesar."

Marcus bowed once more before turning to leave. As he reached the door, the Emperor spoke again.

"Centurion. The fate of Rome may rest on how well you perform this duty. Remember that when my niece tests your patience—as she inevitably will."

With those words hanging in the air, Marcus left the imperial study, his mind filled with questions he knew better than to ask.



The night air was cool against Marcus's face as he made his way through the Forum. The great public space was largely deserted at this hour, with only a few merchants packing up their wares and the occasional patrol of the Urban Cohort maintaining order. Torches illuminated the grand columns of the temples and basilicas, casting long shadows across the paving stones.

Marcus walked with purpose, the scroll containing information about Livia Drusilla tucked securely inside his tunic. The official documentation appointing him as her protector was sealed with the imperial insignia—a document that would open doors throughout Rome if necessary.

As he passed the Temple of Saturn, Marcus became aware of a presence behind him. Someone following at a careful distance, matching his pace but staying just within the shadows. His hand moved casually to rest on the hilt of his gladius as he continued walking, giving no indication that he had noticed his tail.

At the next intersection, Marcus abruptly turned left instead of continuing straight toward the Caelian Hill. The footsteps behind him hesitated for a moment before following. He quickened his pace slightly, turning right at the Basilica Julia and then immediately ducking into a narrow alley between two buildings.

Pressing himself against the wall, Marcus waited in silence, controlling his breathing as he had learned to do before battle. The footsteps approached, slowed, and then stopped at the entrance to the alley. A hooded figure peered into the darkness, taking a tentative step forward.

Marcus moved with the speed and precision that had kept him alive in Parthia. His hand shot out, gripping the follower's arm and yanking the figure into the alley. In one fluid motion, he pinned the person against the wall, his other hand drawing his dagger and pressing it to the throat beneath the hood.

"Who sent you?" he growled, keeping his voice low.

The hood fell back, revealing the face of a young man, barely out of boyhood. His eyes were wide with terror, his body trembling.

"P-please, Centurion," the youth stammered. "I mean no harm."

"Then explain why you're following me." Marcus kept the dagger where it was, applying just enough pressure to emphasize the seriousness of the situation.

"I was paid to deliver a message," the young man gasped. "To the centurion who visited the Emperor tonight."

Marcus studied the youth's face, looking for signs of deception. Finding none, he eased the pressure of the blade but maintained his grip. "What message? From whom?"

"I don't know who sent it. A hooded man approached me near the palace, offered me five denarii to follow you and deliver this." With his free hand, the youth reached slowly into his tunic and produced a small clay tablet, sealed with wax but bearing no insignia.

Marcus took the tablet, still not releasing the messenger. "Did you see his face?"

"No, Centurion. He kept his hood up, spoke quietly. But..." The youth hesitated.

"But what?" Marcus pressed.

"His hands. When he gave me the coin and the tablet, I saw his hands. He wore a ring. Gold, with a black stone. There was a symbol on it—a bird of some kind, I think."

Marcus frowned. The description meant nothing to him, but it might be valuable information nonetheless. He released the youth, stepping back but keeping the dagger visible. "If you value your life, you'll forget this encounter and the man who hired you."

"Already forgotten, Centurion." The youth rubbed his throat, backing toward the alley entrance. "May I go?"

Marcus nodded once, and the messenger disappeared into the night.

Alone again, Marcus examined the clay tablet. Breaking the seal could be dangerous—poisons were sometimes embedded in the wax, designed to kill the recipient upon opening. But the Emperor's words echoed in his mind: Rome stands on the edge of a precipice.

Deciding to risk it, Marcus broke the seal. There was no poison, only a message scratched into the clay in Greek rather than Latin:

The eagle casts a long shadow. Trust no one who watches the throne.

Marcus stared at the cryptic warning, turning it over in his mind. The eagle was the symbol of Rome, of imperial power. Those who "watched the throne" could only be the Praetorian Guard—the Emperor's personal protectors.

The Emperor's earlier words made more sense now: The Praetorian Guard cannot be trusted with this task. At least, not all of them.

Marcus carefully wrapped the tablet in a scrap of cloth and tucked it beside the scroll in his tunic. The night had grown considerably more dangerous, and he had yet to even meet the woman he was assigned to protect.

Resuming his journey toward the Caelian Hill, Marcus moved with greater caution, staying in the shadows and frequently checking for followers. This assignment was already proving to be unlike any he had undertaken before. Not a military campaign with clear objectives and identified enemies, but a shadowy game of intrigue where he knew neither the rules nor the players.

As he approached the elegant villas of the Caelian Hill, he thought again of the Emperor's niece. What knowledge could a young scholar possibly possess that would place her—and potentially Rome itself—in danger? And how was he, a disgraced centurion with more experience in battlefield command than court intrigue, supposed to navigate these treacherous waters?

The villa came into view, its white walls gleaming in the moonlight. Two torches flanked the entrance, where a guard stood at attention. As Marcus approached, documentation in hand, he steeled himself for what lay ahead.

Whatever game was being played, he was now a piece on the board. And if there was one thing Marcus Aelius knew how to do, it was survive against impossible odds.
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CHAPTER 2: RELUCTANT PROTECTOR
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The villa was more modest than Marcus had expected for an imperial relative. Two-storied and built around a central courtyard, it possessed an understated elegance that spoke of wealth without ostentation. The guard at the entrance—a sturdy man with a weathered face—examined Marcus's imperial documentation with careful attention.

"Everything appears in order, Centurion," the guard said, handing back the sealed parchment. "The lady is in the atrium with her guests."

"Guests?" Marcus frowned. He had not been informed that Livia would have visitors so late in the evening.

"Scholars from the Library of Alexandria," the guard explained with a slight shrug. "They've been here since midday, discussing matters that make my head ache just to overhear."

Marcus nodded, filing away this information. "And the villa's security?"

"Four guards, rotating in pairs through the night. Two at the main entrance, two patrolling the perimeter. The walls are high, but not impossible to scale for a determined climber."

"Show me the patrol route and the villa's layout before I meet the lady," Marcus instructed, falling easily into the familiar role of assessing defenses.

The guard led him around the exterior of the villa, pointing out potential vulnerabilities—a low section of wall partially hidden by cypress trees, a second-story window accessible from an adjacent rooftop, the water access at the rear of the property. Marcus made mental notes of each weakness, already formulating improvements to the security arrangements.

"The lady's chambers?" he asked as they completed the circuit.

"Upper floor, eastern corner. Best view of the city." The guard's tone carried a hint of disapproval. "Though she rarely retires before the early hours. Keeps strange habits, that one."

Marcus dismissed the man's editorializing with a curt nod. "Return to your post. I'll introduce myself."

Alone now, Marcus took a moment to compose himself. The Emperor's words remained fresh in his mind: She will not make your task easy. With a deep breath, he entered the villa, following the sound of animated voices.

The atrium was a study in refined taste—mosaic floors depicting scenes from Greek mythology, walls adorned with frescoes of pastoral landscapes, elegant furniture arranged around a central impluvium where water gently trickled into a small basin. Oil lamps cast a warm glow over the gathering of five people engaged in what appeared to be a heated debate.

Four men in the robes of scholars sat or stood around a young woman whose bearing immediately marked her as the imperial niece. Livia Drusilla reclined on a couch, one hand gesturing emphatically as she spoke, the other holding a scroll partially unrolled across her lap. Her dark hair was arranged in an elaborate style popular among nobles, though several strands had escaped to frame a face more striking than conventionally beautiful. High cheekbones, a straight nose, and eyes that even from a distance Marcus could see were unusually intense.

"—cannot possibly argue that Aristotle's views on natural order justify Roman expansion," she was saying, her voice clear and confident. "His concept of hierarchy was descriptive, not prescriptive, and certainly not meant to sanctify conquest."

"Yet you cannot deny, Lady Livia," countered an older scholar with a trimmed gray beard, "that order itself requires a guiding hand. Rome brings literacy, law, and stability to lands that would otherwise remain in chaos."

"At the point of a gladius," Livia replied dryly. "Forgive me if I fail to see the philosophical purity in such methods."

A younger scholar leaned forward eagerly. "Perhaps we might find a middle position in Stoic thought. The Emperor himself—"

"My uncle," Livia interrupted, "uses philosophy to justify what Rome would do regardless. The packaging may be more elegant, but the contents remain the same."

It was at this moment that one of the scholars noticed Marcus standing at the entrance to the atrium. "It seems we have a visitor, my lady."

All eyes turned to him, and Marcus felt suddenly conscious of his military bearing among these intellectuals. He stepped forward, offering a formal bow to Livia.

"Lady Drusilla, I am Centurion Marcus Aelius. The Emperor has assigned me as your protector."

Livia's expression shifted from surprise to irritation in an instant. She sat upright, carefully rolling the scroll closed. "Has he indeed? How thoughtful of my uncle to provide me with a watchdog without bothering to consult me first."

One of the scholars—the youngest of the group—failed to completely suppress a smile at her sharp tone.

"The Emperor is concerned for your safety," Marcus replied evenly, keeping his annoyance in check. "There have been several attacks on noble women in recent months."

"Yes, I've heard the official explanation." Livia stood, and Marcus noted that she was taller than the average Roman woman, though still a head shorter than himself. "What my uncle fails to understand is that I did not spend three years in Alexandria learning to think for myself only to return to Rome and be placed under guard like some valuable possession."

The oldest scholar rose to his feet with a diplomatic smile. "Perhaps this is a discussion best continued tomorrow, Lady Livia. The hour grows late, and it seems you have matters to settle with your new... protector."

Livia's expression softened as she turned to her guests. "Of course, Theodorus. Please convey my gratitude to the others at the Library for the scrolls. They've been most illuminating."

The scholars gathered their materials and took their leave with formal bows to Livia and respectful nods to Marcus. As the last one departed, a slave appeared to escort them to the entrance, leaving Marcus alone with the Emperor's niece.

She wasted no time. "Let us establish something immediately, Centurion. I do not need or want your protection. I understand you are following orders, but you should know that your presence here is an imposition that I intend to address with my uncle at the earliest opportunity."

Marcus had faced Parthian cavalry with less trepidation than he felt confronting this slip of a woman and her razor-sharp tongue. Still, he had his duty.

"Nevertheless, my lady, until the Emperor countermands his orders, I will be residing here and overseeing your security." He kept his tone professional, detached. "I've already identified several vulnerabilities in the villa's defenses that require immediate attention."

Livia laughed, the sound surprisingly warm despite her evident frustration. "Vulnerabilities? This is Rome, Centurion, not a frontier fortress. The greatest danger I face is death by boredom after the intellectual stimulation of Alexandria."

"The Emperor believes otherwise."

"The Emperor," she said, moving to a side table where a pitcher of wine stood, "sees conspiracies in every shadow these days. It's what happens when a philosopher attempts to govern an empire built on conquest." She poured wine into two cups and, surprisingly, offered one to Marcus.

He hesitated before accepting it. "Your uncle is widely regarded as a wise ruler."

"Oh, he's wise enough," Livia agreed, sipping from her cup. "Too wise, perhaps, to be truly effective in a city of wolves. But that's neither here nor there." She studied him openly, her dark eyes assessing. "You're the centurion from the Parthian disaster, aren't you? I recognize the scar. There was much discussion of that campaign in Alexandria."

Marcus stiffened, his hand unconsciously rising to the jagged line that ran down his face. "I served in Parthia, yes."

"And survived when thousands didn't," she said, her tone softening slightly. "That must have required considerable skill."

"Or considerable luck," he replied, uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. "My lady, regarding your security—"

"I am perfectly capable of discussing two things at once, Centurion," she interrupted. "And if we are to be forced into each other's company, I prefer to know something of the man assigned to shadow my movements." She gestured to a chair. "Please, sit. Standing there like a statue is making my neck ache."

Reluctantly, Marcus took the offered seat, though he remained perched on its edge, back straight. "There is little to know. I follow my orders."

"A man who follows orders without question is either a fool or a liar," Livia replied, returning to her couch. "And you don't strike me as a fool, Centurion Aelius."

Before Marcus could respond, a slave entered the atrium and bowed low. "Forgive the interruption, my lady, but a messenger has arrived with a delivery from Alexandria. He insists it must be placed directly in your hands."

Livia's expression changed subtly—a flash of something like anticipation quickly controlled. "Send him in."

Marcus rose to his feet. "My lady, it would be better if I receive any deliveries and inspect them first."

"Already assuming your duties so enthusiastically?" She raised an eyebrow. "Very well, if it will make you feel useful."

The slave returned moments later with a small, unremarkable man in the dusty clothes of a long-distance courier. He carried a cylindrical leather case sealed with wax, the type commonly used to protect scrolls during travel.

"Lady Drusilla?" the courier inquired, eyes darting nervously between Livia and Marcus.

"I am Centurion Aelius, the lady's protector," Marcus said, stepping forward. "I'll take delivery of any items intended for her."

The courier hesitated, looking to Livia for confirmation. With a barely perceptible nod, she gave it.

"As you wish, Centurion." The man handed over the case. "From the Library of Alexandria, with the compliments of Archimedes of Syracuse."

Marcus frowned. "Archimedes has been dead for nearly four centuries."

A smile played at the corners of Livia's mouth. "An alias, Centurion. Scholars often use the names of their intellectual heroes in correspondence." She turned to the courier. "Was there difficulty obtaining the texts?"

"Some, my lady. The original source was...reluctant." The courier bowed. "The usual payment?"

Livia nodded to a slave, who disappeared and returned with a small pouch that clinked with the sound of coins. The courier accepted it with another bow and departed without further conversation.

Marcus examined the leather case, noting the unbroken seal. "What exactly am I holding, my lady?"

"Knowledge, Centurion. Something far more valuable than gold." Livia held out her hand. "Now that you've determined it's not an assassin disguised as a scroll case, perhaps you might return it to its rightful recipient?"

Marcus hesitated. The Emperor's warning echoed in his mind: My niece returns with knowledge that some would prefer remained buried. Was this part of that dangerous knowledge?

"I should inspect the contents first," he said firmly.

Livia's expression hardened. "You will do no such thing. Those scrolls are delicate and require proper handling. Moreover, they contain philosophical texts that would likely mean nothing to you." She stood, hand still extended. "Do not begin our acquaintance by overstepping your authority, Centurion. You are here to protect my person, not to police my thoughts."

Marcus found himself at an impasse. His instincts as a soldier told him to insist, but alienating Livia within the first hour of his assignment would hardly serve his purpose. Reluctantly, he handed over the case.

"Thank you," she said, her tone making it clear she viewed it as her right rather than a concession. She broke the seal herself and carefully extracted two scrolls, examining their tags with evident satisfaction.

"Is this how you acquired the 'forbidden knowledge' the Emperor mentioned?" Marcus asked, watching her closely.

Livia's eyes snapped up to meet his. "What exactly did my uncle tell you?"

"That you returned from Alexandria with knowledge some would prefer remained buried. Knowledge that might put you in danger."

She laughed, but the sound held little humor. "My uncle has always had a flair for the dramatic. I've been studying philosophical texts, Centurion, not plotting treason." She returned the scrolls to their case. "Though I suppose in Rome, thinking freely might be considered treasonous by some."

"The Emperor seemed genuinely concerned for your safety," Marcus pressed.

"My uncle worries too much." Livia moved toward the corridor that led deeper into the villa. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have reading to do before I retire."

"My lady," Marcus called after her, "we haven't discussed the security arrangements."

She paused, looking back over her shoulder. "I'm sure you'll manage admirably, Centurion. The slaves will show you to your quarters. I believe my uncle had rooms prepared for you near the main entrance—convenient for your guard duties and far enough from mine to maintain propriety."

With that, she was gone, leaving Marcus alone in the atrium. He exhaled slowly, already feeling the challenge of this assignment. The Emperor's niece was exactly as described—brilliant and headstrong—and clearly reluctant to accept his protection.

A slave appeared silently at his elbow. "If you'll follow me, Centurion, I'll show you to your quarters."

Marcus nodded, following the man through the villa. The rooms assigned to him were indeed near the main entrance—a small but comfortable chamber with an adjoining room for his personal slave, whom he had left behind at the barracks. The furnishings were simple but of good quality, and a window overlooked the street, allowing him to observe anyone approaching the villa.

"Is there anything else you require, sir?" the slave asked.

"Information," Marcus replied. "How many people reside in this villa? What is the lady's typical daily routine? Who are her regular visitors?"

The slave shifted uncomfortably. "The household includes Lady Livia, eight domestic slaves, and four guards. The lady keeps irregular hours—often reading late into the night and sleeping well past dawn. As for visitors, the scholars you met today have been her most frequent guests since her return to Rome three weeks ago."

"And before today, has she received any messages or deliveries from Alexandria?"

The slave hesitated. "It... would not be proper for me to report on the lady's private affairs."

"It would be proper if the Emperor himself ordered it," Marcus countered, his voice hardening. "My duty is to protect Lady Livia, and I cannot do that effectively without knowing her activities."

After another moment's hesitation, the slave nodded. "She receives messages regularly—at least one every few days. Always delivered by different couriers, always sealed cases like the one you saw tonight."

"And does she send replies?"

"Sometimes. Through her own messengers, not the household slaves."

Marcus absorbed this information, adding it to the growing puzzle. "Thank you. That will be all for now."

When the slave had gone, Marcus removed his armor, setting it carefully on the stand provided. The day had been long, starting with training recruits at dawn and ending with this unexpected assignment. Yet sleep seemed distant as he pondered the situation he found himself in.

What was in those scrolls that might put Livia in danger? Why was the Emperor so concerned about his niece that he would assign a centurion as her personal protector? And who had sent that cryptic warning about the Praetorian Guard?

Marcus moved to the window, gazing out at the moonlit street. Rome slept, or at least pretended to, though he knew the city never truly rested. In the shadows between buildings, in taverns and bath houses, in the palaces of the wealthy and the tenements of the poor, schemes were always being hatched, alliances formed and broken, secrets bought and sold.

He had been a soldier for fifteen years, more comfortable with the direct confrontation of the battlefield than the subtle dangers of political Rome. But he had survived Parthia when others had not, had led men through impossible situations. Whatever game was being played here, he would learn its rules.

With that resolution, Marcus arranged his gladius within easy reach of the bed and lay down, though he did not expect to sleep deeply. His first night as Livia Drusilla's reluctant protector had only just begun, and he sensed the real dangers were yet to reveal themselves.



Marcus awoke instantly at the sound of movement in the corridor outside his room. Years of military life had trained him to shift from sleep to alertness in moments. The oil lamp had burned low, casting weak shadows on the wall. Pre-dawn light had not yet begun to filter through the window.

He reached for his gladius, moving silently to position himself beside the door. Footsteps approached—light and careful, not the steady tread of a guard or slave going about regular duties. They paused outside his door, and Marcus tightened his grip on his weapon.

The footsteps continued past, moving toward the villa's entrance. Marcus waited a moment before easing his door open and peering into the dimly lit corridor. A figure in a dark cloak was just reaching the atrium.

Without hesitation, Marcus followed, keeping to the shadows and moving with the stealth that had served him well in enemy territory. The figure—slight enough to be a woman—reached the main door and exchanged quiet words with the night guard. The guard nodded and opened the door without challenge.

Interesting. Either this was routine, or the guard had been instructed to allow certain individuals to come and go without question.

The cloaked figure slipped out into the street. Marcus followed, pausing only to give a quick order to the startled guard: "Continue your duties. Say nothing of this."

Outside, the streets of Rome were largely deserted, though the eastern sky was just beginning to lighten. The figure moved quickly, confidently navigating the winding streets of the Caelian Hill district. Marcus followed at a distance, using the skills honed through years of scouting in hostile territories.

The figure led him to a small square where a man waited beside a public fountain. Even in the dim light, Marcus could see the stranger was young and dressed in the style of a wealthy merchant's son. The cloaked figure approached him, and they embraced with the familiarity of lovers.

Marcus moved closer, positioning himself behind a column where he could observe without being seen. The hood of the cloak fell back, confirming his suspicion—it was Livia. She and the young man spoke urgently, their voices too low to overhear from his position. The man handed her something—another scroll, Marcus thought—which she quickly concealed within her cloak.

Their meeting was brief. After another embrace, they parted, with the young man heading toward the commercial district and Livia turning back toward the villa. Marcus waited until she had passed his hiding place before stepping out to intercept her.

"Rather early for a social call, my lady," he said quietly.

Livia gasped, one hand flying to her chest in surprise. When she recognized him, surprise turned to anger. "You followed me? By what right?"

"By the right given to me by your uncle, the Emperor of Rome," Marcus replied evenly. "Who was that man?"

"That is none of your concern, Centurion." She attempted to step around him, but he moved to block her path.

"Everything regarding your safety is my concern. A clandestine meeting before dawn with a man who passes you secret messages certainly qualifies."

Livia's eyes flashed dangerously. "Lower your voice. These streets have ears, even at this hour."

"Then perhaps we should continue this discussion at the villa," Marcus suggested, "where I can better ensure our privacy."

For a moment, he thought she might refuse, but finally, she nodded curtly. They walked back to the villa in tense silence, Livia a half-step ahead as if to demonstrate that she was returning of her own volition, not under his direction.

Once they were inside, Marcus dismissed the guards to ensure their conversation would remain private. Livia swept into the atrium, throwing her cloak aside with barely contained fury.
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