
  [image: ]


  
    

     


     


    Codex Regius


    CORPVS SACRVM I: The Lady of All


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    The ROMANIKE Series


    Part 1: Corpus Sacrum


    I: The Lady of All


    II: The Man who Never Dies


    III: Dawn of the Swordstar


    Part 2: Opus Gemini


    I: Codebook of the Cosmos


    II: The Gears of Fate


    III: The Dominion Device

  


  
    Codex Regius


     


    ROMANIKE



    CORPVS SACRVM I:

    The Lady of All


     


    2nd, revised edition


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
    Published by: © 2014 Codex Regius

    All rights reserved.


     


    Authors: Codex Regius

    Contact: codex.regius@romanike.de

    Cover and layout: Codex Regius


    All images from public domain or created by the authors


    Maps and diagrams designed by Codex Regius



    



    E-Book Distribution: XinXii

    http://www.xinxii.com

    [image: logo_xinxii]



    This book, including its parts, is protected by copyright and may not be reproduced, resold or forwarded without approval of the author.


     


     


    Wiesbaden/Ljubljana 2014

  


  


  [image: Karte%20Sinus%20Imperii%20GB.PNG]


  [image: Karte%20Aquae%20Mattiacorum%20GB.png]


  
    INTRODUCTION


     


     


    Many people who first encounter the Roman spheres of twelve faces feel reminded of magnified spores. No one can tell for sure who has made them or why or what the Romans called them: maybe Corpus Sacrum. Maybe something else. We refer to them as Roman dodecahedra, but that is a modern term, and an uncouth one, too. We may only guess that the ancients will have thought of them as a kind of spheres or orbs or balls, for that was what any regular solid represented in their eyes.


    Almost all these objects consist of brass, but one is made of silver. They have twelve faces, they are, in mathematical terms, pentagon-dodecahedra. But there is one which has twenty faces. A hole is drilled into each face, each of a different size. But always the two widest holes are opposite each other. The holes are sometimes but not always surrounded with grooves. A nodule on a stem is protruding from each corner. But sometimes there are three nodules. No two dodecahedra are twins, each is unique by size, decoration or arrangement of the holes. Some are as large as a fingernail, others are twice as large.


    A hundred of them are known, with more very likely to show up soon. Many have been found in France, in Belgium, in England, in Germany. Two in Hungary, one in Croatia. There is not a single one in Italy. Nor in Africa or Asia or Greece or Iberia. They seem highly concentrated in southern England - and at the middle course of the Rhine, where the authors of these books live. Mainz has two of them, Wiesbaden, one, the Saalburg, one. In Schwarzenacker at the river Moselle, two have been found on adjacent properties.


    There are as many assumptions on their use as there are dodecahedra. None is conclusive. Were they candleholders? Measuring devices? Dice? Religious artefacts? None has come with instructions. But some were found in hoards of coins, so there owners had priced them. Alas, the classical authors have not mentioned or described them, either. Or have they?


    There is a haunting quote by a man from the second century, Marcus Valerius Martialis. In one of his notorious satirical aphorisms, he referred to mysterious items he called the Pilae Mattiacae– the Mattiacian Spheres:


     


    Sapo.


    Si mutare paras longaevos cana capillos,


    Accipe Mattiacas - quo tibi calva? - pilas.


     


    Soap.


    If you want to change your highly aged hair,


    use Pilae Mattiacae - why have a bald head?


     


    No one has excavated a Pila Mattiaca or found its image. No one knows what it looked like, how it was made, where it was sold. The only clue we have is its name. The Mattiaci were the people who lived at the middle Rhine in the Roman age, right where so many spheres of twelve faces have been found. Did the Mattiaci invent the Pila? And the dodecahedra, too?


    So what if – just if – the Pilae Mattiacae and the dodecahedra were one and the same thing? And once, they may have attracted the attention of a stargazer who understood how to use them. And he made them his tools of power.


    The tale of the numinous spheres of twelve faces is told in this and the following parts of the Romanike series.


    The year is 140 A.D. A peace of utter annihilation has descended on the Roman Empire after the crush of the Second Jewish Uprising, led by Simon whom Jewish sources call bar-Kochba and Greek ones, Barchochebas, a self-styled Messiah who had bound half the armed forces of emperor Hadrianus. Antoninus Pius has succeeded aging Hadrianus three years ago. His current plans include to shift the Germanic border further into the Barbaricum, to include new territory into the empire and to create a new Limes as a manifestation of Roman power.


    Little are the powers of Rome aware that the graver dangers are lurking on their own side of the border.


     


    Please, find in the appendix a glossary of Latin and other terms printed in italics in the text and a list of geographical names with their modern complements. Further background information will be successively provided on the related blogs, www.corpus-sacrum.de and www.opus-gemini.de.

  


  
    DRAMATIS PERSONAE


    The House of Iulii


    *C. Iulius Restitutus, patron and steward of Sirona’s temple.


    Lucania Castilla, his wife, sometimes called Mater Mattiacorum.


     


    Their slaves:


    Demetrius, scribe and librarian, a Chatt from beyond the Limes.


    Aiax, the cook.


    Henioche, Castilla’s lady-in-waiting and hairdresser.


    Nardus, Restitutus’ warden of the clothes.


    Patroclus, the doorman, a Nubian.


    Satto, taskmaster and accountant, of Gaulic origin.


    Staphyla, former nurse, now clea­ning lady.


     


    Their freedmen and clients:


    C. Iulius Diphilus, a stonewor­ker.


    Phoenix, steward of the country estate.


    Belso, a free monger running a shop in the front side of Restitutus’ house.


    Belsia Valeriana: Belso’s illegitimate daughter and Castilla’s favourite, two years old. Living with her single mother, Menennia.


    The House of Caesernii


    * Macedo and Statianus, chiefs of the house in Aquileia.


    * T. Caesernius Severus, chief of the house in Emona.


    T. Caesernius Sabinus, freedman of Severus, slain by waylayers.


    Caesernia Clementia, Sabinus’ sister, marries L. Saturnius Vitalis.


    Caesernii Charis Sabiniana, Sabinus’ cook, inherited by Clementia.


    Caesernii Apollodorus, tutor of various Caesernii. Inherited by Clementia.


    Caesernius Salama, the Iudae­an, inherited and freed by T. Severus.


    The House of Saturnii


    * L. Saturnius Vitalis: Military officer (centurio), retired, marries Caesernia Clementia.


    S. Saturnius Clemens: Their son, illegitimately born.


    Their slaves and tenants:


    Archytas: the taskmaster.


    Fructuosus: a doorman.


    Genesia: Clementia’s lady-in-waiting.


    Magnus: a kitchen drudge.


    Rodine, called the Grey, cook.


    Rhodon: keeper of money.


    Achilles: steward of the country estate.


    Lydia: his wife.


    Ladon: the watchdog.


    Adepts of the Corpus Sacrum:


    Democritus of Abdera: immortal philosopher and high priest.


    Chaeremon of Apamia: prophet and Herald of the Eighth Luminary.


    Rando, Merobaudes, Milt­vela und Velada: Chaeremon’s Marcomannic bodyguards.


    Murena: ‘the Moray’, chairman of the parish in Emona, later of Mogontiacum.


    and various lesser levels of adepts and mysts


    Other citizens of the Civitas Mattiacorum:


    Bellanco: an interpreter of dreams.


    Borcius: Restitutus’ neighbour.


    M. Perrus: owner of the Augustean Thermae, a bath.


    * Novellius Verecundus: a glass blower.


    * Secundius Agricola: a pottery monger.


    Sex. Licinius Senex: Restitutus’ cousin, currently Flamen priest of Aquae Mattiacorum


    Turrania: his wife.


    P. Melonius Mento, known as Old Melonius: head of the House of Melonii.


    * Melonius Carantus and Iucundus: his sons.


    P. Melonius Peregrinus: their freedman, a member of the cult of Iuppiter Dolichenus.


    Pastor Sextus Atessas: leader of a troop of Hastiferi.


    M. Levinius Quietus: a Hastifer.


    Fuscus, known as the Mattiacian Cato: a conservative man.


    Martellus, Fuscus’ son-in-law.


    Linus: a smith.


    In Mogontiacum


    * L. Tutilius Lupercus Pontianus: Legatus Augusti pro Praetore; governor of the province.


    * T. Porcius Rufianus: Legatus Legionis; commander-in-chief of the Legio XXII.


    * Antonia Postuma: his wife.


    * Porcia Rufiana: their daughter.


    C. Lucanius Anullinus: Castilla’s uncle, head of the Lucanii.


    M. Aelius Maximus: a poet and friend of Aegyptian starlore.


    Tib. Dillius Pollio: High priest of the Double Temple of Isis and Magna Mater Cybele.


    At other places


    * T. Aurelius Fulvus Boionius Antoninus, called Antoninus Pius: Imperator and Augustus.


    * Annia Galeria Faustina: his wife and Augusta.


    M. Livius Vocula: Curator Augustalis; current high priest of both Germanic provinces.


    * T. Haterius Nepos Atinas Probus Publicius Matenianus: Commander-in-chief in Iudaea, then Legatus Consularis in Kar­nuntum.


    * Simon Barchochebas (Shimeon bar Kosiva; Bar-Kochba): a Iud­aean freedom fighter or terrorist leader, depending on the point of view.


    Zosimus, a physician from the town of Nida.


    Tochiris, his slave and cleaning lady.


    Catvalda Truncatus, ‘the Pegleg’, a notorious bandit lord.


     


    Names marked with an asterisk * are documented in history.


     


     


     

  


  
    Charis’ voyage
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    Volumen I


     


     


     


     


     


    To Caesernii Salama in Colonia Iulia Emona

    from Caesernii Charis in Aquae Mattiacorum:



    Salve!


    You, far from home (I refuse to believe such horror),

    tough lady, ay! Alpine snows and the Rhenus‘ cold

    you watch without me. Ay! Lest the cold harm you!

    Ay! Lest edgy ice cut your tender feet!


    Tu procul a patria (nec sit mihi credere tantum!)

    Alpinas, ah! dura, nives et frigora Rheni

    me sine sola vides. Ah! Te ne frigora laedant!

    Ah! Tibi ne teneras glacies secet aspera plantas!


    P. Vergilius Maro (Virgil): 10th ecloge, 46-49



     


     


     


    I‘m utterly misplaced to the rim of the world, dear Salama. Just a few hours on horseback and outside you are, I‘m told: beyond the grasp of Roma!


    I wonder whether our departure to here had not really been a flight - that soon after our master Titus was murdered. How else are we supposed to explain that Vitalis sold the inheritance away so quickly and left, with us slaves in his trail, like he was struck by fear that some still greater evil might befall if we stayed any longer?


    You are so much better off with Titus‘ will having assigned you to his patron. I have suffered the worst degradation since I was passed on to his sister Caesernia Clementia instead. No longer am I a cook in my own kitchen. I was reduced to a maiden who is only allowed to do the lowest work, and I am deprived of everything I‘ve been acquainted with.


    At first even Clementia was against leaving the safety of Emona’s city walls at such speed. And on the westward road she stayed all the time afraid that the same waylayers who had slain her brother might also be waiting for her. But Vitalis did not listen to his wife, of course, and pushed on; you know him. Even after nightfall we were still hurrying beneath the moon. Three days later we arrived already in Aquileia.


    There we got at least a brief respite in the main residence of the Caesernii. And with them we met Spurius Clemens again. He has become a man in those three years of absence while his relatives from Aquileia have hosted and educated him. And he was reluctant to go north with his father and mother, but Vitalis did not let him decide for himself.


    For the first time I have seen the sea there, dear Salama! And it does not leave my mind since. I listen to it in dreamless nights when I cover my ears and my eyes fall dry from weeping. And when I dream, I see ships with mighty masts sailing on the currents of the wind to take me back across the sad white mountains. We refer to them as the Carvan­ca. But now I know that others call it the Alpes and our pretty Carvanca are only a minor part of those. We set out from Comum and crossed them on a road that offers many wonderful views, but it is in bad condition and steep. Not before a month after we had left Emona did we reach Brigantium in the north of the mountains. Can you imagine that we had to climb stairs across the slopes at times? The men had to unload all the luggage and to disassemble the carts and carry their parts upstairs and to reassemble everything again. We have seen many accidents along this road, too.


    Now Brigantium lies at a vast lake which looks from that side like a bay. It is called the Lacus Venetus, and it issues over a waterfall into a big river, the Rhenus, on which we travelled on. You have never seen such a river! The Savus is the widest and deepest that we know, but it is a trickle against the mighty Rhenus. I would not have guessed that there are rivers which are so vast that ships can set sail on them!


    This great water took us to Mogontiacum, which is a huge city, so proud and populous that even Roma could not be more splendid. But it is also very dangerous and stran­gers should not walk on its streets unguarded. Even that was not our destination, however.


    We went further still, into a land that they call the Sinus Imperii, the Arc of Empire, because it stretches on the other bank of the River like a mighty bow raised against the barbarians. There are still a few townships on this side, and it is here where Vitalis was born. To here he took us. As if he had to get so far to feel save from the murderers, some slaves say. But others murmur that no one should fear a horde of bandits so much who were only after plundering riches. Have you heard more about the circumstances of our departure when the murder was investigated?


    Under the grim sky of Germania we have spent a long and icy winter then. I froze and felt like I should never be warm again because Vitalis‘ house is newly raised and its walls have not dried yet. Our poor Apollodorus is already almost dead. And now, as a brief summer is hardly warming the air, everything seems to me even more alien than it did in those first days.


    I must avert the doom that the Three Sisters of Fate have imposed upon me! Look out for me at your door, Salama. Your new master would accept me when I came back, I‘m sure he would. Would he?


    We are not supposed to write home, so this may be the last time that you will hear from me. If it should turn out like that, will you ask our generous patron Caesernius Severus to send someone for visiting my gravestone?


    My roommate, Genesia, says I need not hope for a gravestone. A place on the waste dump, that is what something of my kind gets when it is dead.


     


    At the day XVII Kal. Maii


    Under the consulate of

    Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius

  


  
    
      I

    


    CANABAE LIMITANAE

    GERMANIA SVPERIOR

    III ID IVN DCCCXCIII A ▪ V ▪ C
DIES RELIGIOSI


    And this gate: behold! It was wide open.


    Caesernii Charis might just run a short distance down the hill and Vitalis would lose his little kitchen-maiden!


    Right then she had left the entrance keeper of the castellum at the border whom she had asked to send her letter with a trader going south. Now she lingered on the bridge that crossed the eastern moat. It issued onto a lane which met a cobbled road shortly after. There she should turn right and come back to the main street of the village where Vitalis had ordered her to stay.


    But she could also turn left, toward that open gate, before the keeper noticed -


    And pass into Barbaricum: the untamed world, uncharted; a bleak ground, barren and untilled. Other names it bore as well, but this one fitted best. Beyond were dragons. Griffins were flying underneath dark skies. Rivers bore no ships. No aqueduct brought water. No milestone told how far the nearest town might be for that other land did not know about towns. The road towards it, worn and soiled with horse-dung, shrank on the other side to a defile among withered scrub. Even Phoebus, god of the sun-chariot, seemed reluctant to cast his light there: above the farther hills towered clouds that looked higher than the highest mountains. They were swelling to anvils of wind and hail, below of sooty hue, above as white as the snow-clad peaks of the Carvanca range. And they were coming, coming like a cloud of dust is stirred by a thousand chariots and ten thousand feet.


    Yet the open gate beckoned with the call from faraway home. Out there she would be safe from Vitalis and his maiordomus – the taskmaster’s proper name was whispered only, if at all. There she could set out on her long voyage back along the confines of the Imperium Romanum and cross the border again near the real Carvanca, to get back to Emona.


    Her hand grasped her collar tighter. She had to make up her mind quickly. Charis was already raising the curiosity of the keeper behind her back. If she would be caught deserting she would be devoted to the whips. And to a brand and to a chain, forged around her neck and bearing a label that requested to return her to Vitalis if she should be met gone astray another time. For him, she was not more than livestock. With master Titus she had never felt that she had been born a slave-girl. Now she did.


    Charis was really not too scantily clad in her armless, yellow and brown checked garment and the short blue tunica of linen underneath, yet she froze despite the sultriness of this early summer day. Shivering she stared up and down the Limes of the World: or Munimentum Traiani, the Bulwark of Imperator Caesar Traianus Augustus, as it was officially called: the very edge.


    ‘I had hardly believed that this wall was for real.’ Her voice was dry from dust and heat.


    It was certainly the greatest work that hands of Man had wrought. And yet too weak: powerless. The Limes was nothing more than a fence of decaying poles that ran across hill and dale from horizon to horizon. Tiny towers leant to it, their lower storeys made of stone, their upper out of wood; they were not even manned. Only two humble guards had sought shelter from the sun in the gate-house’s shadow. They dozed and did not look either left or right.


    They did not have to expect traffic that day. Those were the Dies Religiosi, the holy days of the goddess Vesta, when more devout people stayed at home and did not travel to the edge of the world, unlike Vitalis. It was also Matralia, the day when aunts prayed for the health of their nephews and nieces. Not that Charis knew of any aunt of hers. Slaves had no recorded relatives. But she would have liked to know that someone cared about her.


    Charis took her headband off, shook it and squeezed it in her hand. It was as wet from sweat as were her tangled strains of black hair. And there she had thought that the North was always bitter cold! Nine months of winter and no summer, that was what she had heard. But dry were the fields on which spelt, oat and barley ripened. Swallows hunted over ditches, their chirping was the only sound far and wide. She missed the tireless song of the cicadas in the south. Her eyes swept from the whitewashed castellum behind her to the fields ahead that had been parcelled to provide more homes for people moving into the village. A little to the left stood a deserted building that looked like a familiar country estate from home. It was almost inviting, although its shingles had fallen down, the columns of the portico were crumbling and the hollow windows yawned overtired. A pack of lean dogs squeezed into the shadows. They were big and black and rather fierce. Charis was afraid of dogs.


    She put her headband up again. The keeper behind her was softly talking to one of his comrades about her. When she heard him, another sudden chill caught her which was not due to the winds of the north.


    Then she left her place, and she had to force herself to walk casually and not to run. Left she turned, not right.


    Step for step she approached Barbaricum. Her heart was so strongly pounding that she thought she could feel her veins throbbing against the headband. Charis clenched her hands and picked up speed hoping to pass the gate quickly before those two sleepy guards would even notice.


    Alas, the dogs did notice sooner.


    With watchers like these, the guards had no need to be more attentive. All the beasts stared at her. Feeling that Charis had intruded into their territory, two of them rose with a snarl and stepped alert on the driveway.


    She halted in fright. Her feet slipped on the ground, stirring a small cloud of dust. As she stood still, the beasts started to bark at her.


    Then Charis whirled around and hurried back towards the village to save her skin.


    The dogs took the hunt up. All four of them were behind her. High up on the castellum’s wall she could hear a man’s voice laughing as the keeper cried in mockery, ‘Carry on, doggies! Get the lass! Bite!’


    Gathering the hemline of her dress in hands, Charis sped on to the corner where wall, moat and road took a sharp bend west at a curious little temple of Iuppiter Dolichenus. But she could not outrun pursuers who had one pair of feet more. Closer they came. Left and right their tongues slashed around their snouts. Froth was splashing. Charis could just feel such a set of jaws closing on her garment and hear it ripping and find herself flung to the ground with all four hounds above her ...


    There were a bump and a yelp. One beast had been hit by a stone and as she cast another glance behind, it was tumbling head over heels into the dust. Its mates stood back with dangling tongues. Then they withdrew, tails lowered, to return to their lair. The one that had been hit shook the dust out of its fur and limped behind the others.


    Charis stopped out of breath. She trembled all over. Luckily she had reached the first building at the main street, which was a stonecutter’s workshop. And there she was facing not Vitalis but one of the locals.


    Only he could have flung that stone, for it had definitely not come from the castellum. And there was no one else outside because the villagers were shunning the unusual heat. That would probably change once the bath to the left of the castellum’s main gate would announce their opening hours with a gong stroke. This fellow, though, was leaning there at the workshop wall in a lazily sitting position, his head hidden beneath a travel hat, or petasus, as if he was a Greek merchant who had come to trade with master Titus. What was visible of his hair seemed to consist of the same straw that his hat was made of, as seemed the hairs on his arms.


    Panting and silently complaining about having cowardly missed the chance to give her Spindle of Necessity a twist by her own hands, she wondered whether she was obliged to thank this man. But she changed her mind as he pushed his hat back and turned startling eyes at her as pale and greyish as it was said that only true barbarians had them.


    Vitalis had called it canabae, and at first she had not known the difference to a common village anywhere else in the Imperium Romanum. But since she had been left there forlorn, she had found it: canabae belonged already halfway to the Barbaricum. Along their street and lanes she had found no residential blocks and villas of the kind that framed the promenades of the Colonia Iulia Emona.


    And the little inns and public kitchens of this street did not offer pergolas to the passers-by. Instead, roofs supported by crude posts issued from houses made of timber framing rubble, much older than the castellum in their midst. Many of them were roofed with straw and draughty, full of holes, certainly unheated and humid. All about there was a reek of rotting garbage and sewage from the cesspool, of fish and garlic, of dry hay and wet lime dust.


    The villagers had their names either scratched on signs or simply smeared on their walls, some of them quite ordinary looking, such as that of C. Iulius Diphilus, the owner of this workshop, others strange and frightening: Caletorix, Albarioscus, Dimonogetimarus even – how could a man be proud of a name that was longer than a verse of the Iliad? Not to mention that bandit whose warrant was hanging by the main gate of the castellum: a criminal named Catvalda, also called Truncatus, the Pegleg. Because he had one, and a red beard he had and commanded a band that was presumably hiding beyond the Limes. Smuggling and trafficking, waylaying and fencing and much more they were accused of.


    Facing a man who looked like he was belonging with such bandits was too much. She stepped back from him and another surge of fright drowned her mind. Another time she hurried away, down the main street and toward the place where she had been told to wait for Vitalis as if it could offer her shelter. She passed an inn, a burnt-out shop, a grocery. And at the next corner she crashed into someone’s muscular arm.


    The bump took her breath away and almost flung her backwards to the ground. As she gasped, not able yet to stammer an excuse, a fell voice descended upon her from awfully high up, growling in a harsh and accentuated Latin.


    ‘Slow down, by the Star of the Sword! What kind of furies are pursuing you that you’re dashing along the streets like a mad werewolf?’


    Charis wiped tears and sweat from her eyes. This fellow was unmistakably even more barbarian than the other from before. Huge he was, much more than a head taller than she, and his body was only half-dressed as he wore breeches of the kind that seemed inevitable in these lands, and they were laced with a cord of leather. His shaven skull and unshaven arms were covered with blue marks that looked like they were engraved into his skin. Golden bracelets and rings dangled in his ears and cheeks and chest and even his nose, and his breastbone was partly covered with a decorative collar wrought of threads of gold and pearl that enclosed a drop of ore.


    She stared up at him, blushing. ‘I’m terribly sorry! I didn’t mean to … those dogs, you see …’


    Then another man stepped out of the side lane, and he was no less tall and broad. On his shoulder he had a sack. Two pigtailed, grey-eyed blondes followed him, and other than those men they were dressed in full-length gowns. They were almost children but hardly less tall than their companions. And they wore similar collars, only their drops were white. All four of them stared at Charis’ naked feet and the iron slave-ring on her finger.


    The man with the sack placed a fist on his hip. ‘Whoever’s running like that in this heat must have a good reason. The lass is as sweaty as a legionary after a day of forced march.’


    ‘What do you think, Merobaudes? May she have stolen something?’ The hand of the huge one grabbed at Charis’ throat and pulled her necklace out from beneath her collar. ‘Eheu! That would be a very splendid trinket for a slave!’


    ‘That’s mine!’ Charis whined and tried to wrestle her beads out the barbarian’s claw. They were made of sucinum, the Jewel of the North, which was lying warm in a hand and would burn in a fire and sometimes try to give birth to seeds, leaves or even flies. This chain was her only memory of her former home. ‘My late master has given that to me for a present!’


    ‘Might believe. Might not.’ The barbarian pulled her closer and sniffed at her like another ferocious dog. ‘Whom or what does that little rascal face remind me of? I think I’ve seen those eyes before.’


    ‘I really don’t know, sir,’ Charis cried. ‘Please, let me go!’


    Behind the back of the girls someone wondered, ‘Aye, what do I see? Sola deos aequat clementia nobis; Only mildness makes us equal to gods. Did you forget this saying by the Man who Never Dies and Knows Everything, good Rando?’


    Soft and gentle were his words, dignified and clad in eloquent High Latin. Albeit he hardly raised his voice it emanated such power that the barbarians submitted. ‘She’s only a slave, Chaeremon,’ Rando muttered. ‘Not worth that you look at her.’


    At least he let Charis go. Annoyed she raised her hand and checked whether the fibula that fixed her dress was still in place.


    The man named Chaeremon answered with regret, ‘But we are all slaves of the Lady of All. It is the lowest who most deserve divine love and salvation. Let me see her.’


    Charis left a squeal as the man stepped forth, with the blondes parting before him as if they were pulled by threads. Chaeremon looked at her. He just looked at her! And it felt as if the sharpness of his eyes cut her open like a goose liver.


    He was an easterner and smaller than the others, yet overpowering them. As black as night, or accordingly coloured, were his twisted beard and his woolly hair around the skull that had been shaven up to the parting. Superficially he resembled Salama, but this man was neither slave nor Iudaean. He was clearly fit to wear the toga, yet he was not wearing any. His hands were hidden in the folds of an effeminate violet garment that reached down to his ankles. His collar that he wore like the others of his group enclosed a drop of gold and his head was crowned with a golden diadem. Bending up from it above the root of his nose was a lambent dragon’s head beset with emerald and lapis.


    Chaeremon smiled the smile of a forgiving father as he raised his hand. ‘Come here, come here, child. Do not fear. You, too, shall be saved when the Last Judgment will make the sky wither and Roma burn to ashes. Behold! The firmament already wavers, though it is firmly founded. The luminaries hurry towards their predetermined sites, star crashing into star to kindle the unextinguishable Conflagration. The gods will bring the doom of the world! Only the supreme deity may save you and take your hand to guide you to the light of a new Cosmos where there will be no suffering, and all shall revel in love.’


    ‘And who would that supreme one be? Iuppiter?’ With a slight scoff, Charis wanted to retreat to the middle of the street and found that the two men had gathered behind her, blocking her escape.


    ‘That you shall be told.’ A gust took Chaeremon’s garment and hair. He lifted his ringed hands like for a prayer. ‘Let us read what is foretold. Miltvela! Give me the Corpus Sacrum that reveals the will of the Lady of All.’


    The slightly smaller woman removed a black box from her belt. Chaeremon took an item of brass out of it. It was two finger limbs long and holes had been made all around, from its corners protruded round nuts like the buds of a fruit-tree. Chaeremon turned to the sun that was still defending its light against the advancing storm-gods from Barbaricum. He turned the item on his palm, lifted it to the eye and peered through the holes into the darkening sky. Then he began to sing a song that was made of three notes only; the language was alien and full of dark sounds. Finally he spoke.


    ‘Hail to thee, o Eighth Luminary, bright Star of the Sword, Sidus Ensis, sign of recurrence that is approaching the Earth! To the root of all worlds, forces, thoughts, gods, demigods, spirits and divine messengers: hail! Hail to thee, root of the being and the not-being, the become and the unbecome, the tangible and the intangible; the years, the months, the days, the hours; the indivisible point which is nothing and consists of nothing and grows by its own accord to unfathomable dimensions. Show us, most exalted star, what the Lady of All has chosen to hide!’


    There was a heartbeat of silence. Then the two blondes initiated a low-pitched, melodic hum as Chaeremon lowered the item and marvelled fatherly at Charis.


    ‘Verily, this child deserves divine mercy. She has come from a rich house which had been led with more than the required amount of mildness. The love of the Lady of All granted her whatever would benefit her. But how did she repay it? With ingratitude, I say! She refused to thank for the good that she enjoyed. And being a fair, loving mother, the Lady of All punished this mite and let it astray so that it shall not know its way. Abandoned it is, without sunlight. No one takes its hand to guide it, neither lover nor beloved, not servant nor master. No other heart may beat for her and a child does not arise from her lap. Ah, what terrifying guilt she carries on her shoulders? What destroyed her life that she was expelled and led abroad to where she cannot find heart or home? Wait and see: Her master suffered pain, there is an awful fate pending … ‘


    ‘Murdered he was, my old master! After he had received a prophecy like yours!’ She pointed with a stiff finger at him and raised ugly grumbles from the two men behind her.


    ‘Fear not the evildoers, child. Their doom will soon reach them.’ Chaeremon casually returned the item to its box. ‘Verily this is magic and also revelation. But you have seen only a little edge of the power of the Corpus Sacrum now. Meet me in the high temple that we shall soon erect at the place where She lies hidden and I will tell you all about your destiny. For I am Chaeremon, the Herald of the Lady of All, and She has granted me the power to set up your horoscope at the speed of a revolving crank! No other stargazer has mastered this skill or acquired the tools, for it needs more courage than any of them can afford. I, however, will reveal it for a price that you can pay.’


    ‘Sane! So be it!’ the blondes screamed in a chorus.


    Charis tipped her head as she found some familiarity not only in the jewelled collars at last but also in the words. The rising Age of the Eighth Luminary she had heard announced before, in Emona. And those had not been good things to hear.


    ‘That is all very well. The one thing I would really like to be told about, though, is how I will manage to pass to the other side of the Limes and proceed on my way there.’ Charis pointed eagerly towards the gate.


    Then, for one heartbeat, Chaeremon hesitated, and he lowered his eyes at her in wonder.


    The circle of his servants was ruthlessly parted. The bright-eyed northerner with the petasus grabbed Charis’ arm and dragged her along without ado.
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