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  This letter, o nephew, I write to you on the Dies Natalis, the day when we remember the dead and honour them at their cemeteries. Though none of our House may stand today at king Antiochus' Hierotherion and hail him, our royal forefather, at his mighty tomb, and none will ascend to the star-tower where my other sire rests, Claudius Thrasyllus, who founded the House of Balbilli that became the noblest of all in the Imperium Romanum. Their worship shall be restored in time when the OPUS GEMINI will be again in our hands. And the graves of our foes shall be as neglected as those of our ancestors are now!




  Thrasyllus should foremost be reckoned among the greatest minds of history. Stargazing was by far not his only prowess. He trusted, too, in the philosophers of old and published them. He advanced Pythagoras' lore of Numbers and arranged the works of Plato into the groups of four that his readers know since. Democritus, too, he published, that sage who conceived of the world as the product of atoms and chance. And the Pinax he wrote, the numerical tables from which the House of Balbilli since develops scrolls that foretell the risings and the settings and the weather and the turns of fate. And a book about sounds he wrote and one about mathematics and one about comets and one about the measures of the stars. Who may have known more about the Cosmos than he did?




  A hundred and fifty years ago or more, when the Augustus was emperor and Varus had not yet fallen in Germania, Thrasyllus dwelt on the island of Rhodus that hosted much of the greatest lore and ingenuity. There he ventured to fathom the deepest secret of the Cosmos, the Thema Mundi. Its set of numbers, if properly calculated, pinpoint the celestial cradles from which the luminaries of heaven set forth on their circles around the earth when the universe came to be and to which they must return when the universe is going to die. Many wise men have tried to identify the Thema Mundi, all of them failed. Hence my sire went to ask the sages of the Stoic school on Rhodus for help. He knew that in their seat, which is known as the Stoa and all their school has drawn its name from that, they preserved the most marvellous representation of their philosophy: the OPUS GEMINI.




  Geminus has made it, one of their greatest researchers. I shall mention only one of his insights: We must not imagine that the stars were all arranged on the same surface! Some are further away from us while others are closer. Such was his genius that people refused to believe a single mind was able to create these wonders. Geminus, they said, must have had the help of the Children of the Sea, the Telchines of the legends. They are magical beings who grow fins in the place of hands and the heads of dogs and they are said to have invented all the technical arts. When you travel the sea, you will find sculptures ascribed to them even today: I might mention Apollo on Lindos, set up on the island where Marcellus' monument is standing, or Hera's statue on Ialysos. And the Telchines allegedly ruled over sky and weather, and they knew how to change shape and how to cast spells of evil. What fables may be tied to a device like the OPUS GEMINI!




  Alas, as wise as Geminus was, he rejected the Ars Mathematica that our House excels in and claimed it could not tell what will befall. Our arcane arts he called the trickery of chance! Therefore he bid to use his devices only to predict where the stars will move according to the laws of Numbers but not to interpret their arrangements. They are like that, those Greeks. Hence, Thrasyllus was the first to acknowledge how the OPUS GEMINI might be used for the better of the world.




  One day it came to pass that the Augustus' stepson, Imperator Tiberius, landed at Rhodus port. There he hoped to escape from the burden of imperium, and he stayed for ten years and attended to the scholars and was instructed in the distinguished arts. Thus he also met Thrasyllus, my great-grandfather.




  When Tiberius kept wondering what life had still to offer him, Thrasyllus decided to overstep the limits set by the Stoics. He turned the gears of the OPUS GEMINI and read the Imperator's fate. After he had done so, he said that Tiberius would put on the Coat of Purple and become emperor. Then Tiberius laughed. For he was sure that the Augustus would leave his purple rather to a horse than to him. Hence, he decided to expose my great-grandfather as a deceiver.




  How he did it has been told in many ways; but I shall give you the story as I heard it from my mother: One day they came to the top of a cliff, high above the sea. Thrasyllus had been asked to bring the OPUS GEMINI, too, so that they might study it. But this place Tiberius had chosen in secret to pretend that my sire would be thrown right from the cliffs when it was seen that his wisdom failed him. And when my greatgrandfather would pledge for mercy, then Tiberius would mock him and demonstrate that neither his Mathematical Arts nor Geminus' device had been able to reveal to him his own doom. Now, therefore, Tiberius cunningly asked whether my sire was able to foretell what was before himself in that very hour.




  Thrasyllus turned the gears of the OPUS GEMINI and read his own fate. After he had done so, he spoke in grief and pain, ‘Verily I know that a grave doom is weighing down upon me. But most concerned I am about this: Your life is so tightly interwoven with mine that you will outlive me only for a short while!’




  Then Tiberius was aghast. And, impressed by my sire's cleverness, he hugged Thrasyllus and called him his friend and tutor. And Thrasyllus also announced when Tiberius would be called away again, and really: soon arrived a ship to bring tidings from the Augustus who needed his stepson back in Roma. Then Tiberius went home, and just as Thrasyllus had predicted, one day the Augustus appointed him as crown prince. But Thrasyllus also went to Roma and was awarded with the Roman citizenship. Thus my sire became Tiberius Claudius Thrasyllus, and this is how our House first acquired power. And Thrasyllus begot the following children: Tiberius Claudius Balbillus, my grandfather, and Claudia Thrasylla, my great-aunt. And he never saw Rhodus again. But he saw the OPUS GEMINI another time.




  For a while yet the device stayed with the Stoa, though, because the house of the Augustus held already another of its kind. You know that once there had been several such items, twenty maybe, or more.




  Their earliest siblings had been made by Archimedes from Syracusae, on the island of Sicilia. Him everyone knows, for his skills with Numbers are unsurpassed to this day. He also designed weapons that kept Senator Marcellus and his legions away from the walls that he besieged for three long years. Yet even mighty Syracusae fell at last to the power of Roma, and Archimedes' life came to an end. Now two of his works Marcellus took home: a Sphaera or celestial globe, which was much later lost in the Great Fire that consumed much of Roma, and one OPUS that became a heirloom of his House. Thrasyllus referred to it, hence, as the OPUS MARCELLI. And that has befallen 370 years ago, according to Cicero who has seen the OPUS MARCELLI in the house of its heirs and reported on it.




  This was as well how the lore of making an OPUS has passed to Rhodus. For the House of Marcelli had ties to that island since eldest times, and Poseidonius was their friend, the other famous scholar from the Stoic school, who lived before Geminus and taught all sorts of science. He was allowed to examine and study the OPUS MARCELLI until he had learnt to rebuild it.




  And he founded his workshop on Rhodus. Then, from Poseidonius learnt another man how to forge the Codebook of the Cosmos in ore, and Geminus learnt it from him.




  In the time of Thrasyllus, a young descendant of the Marcelli married the daughter of the elated Augustus and presented the OPUS MARCELLI to him as a gift so that it might serve a worthier man. And when Tiberius was made crown prince, he took it from the Augustus' treasure and passed it to Thrasyllus for use, so that he might listen to my sire's advise. Thus our House gained dominion over a man who would become emperor.




  In the seven hundred and sixty second year after the Foundation of the City befell that inglorious battle which changed Roma's fate in the north. Quinctilius Varus lost it, and three Roman legions were vanquished by Arminius, lord of the Cherusci. Then Tiberius was speeded to extinguish the flames of war, for he was renown as the prime expert on the Germanic lands: No other man had spent more time among them nor knew better how to treat the barbarians. And with Tiberius went his nephew, Germanicus, and with them went also Thrasyllus and the OPUS MARCELLI.




  The Augustus was old, though, and soon came reports that he was going to die soon and, hence, needed Tiberius to pass the Purple in orderly manner, again as Thrasyllus had predicted in Rhodus. Then the crown prince turned home, but my sire remained in the north to guide Germanicus with the help of the OPUS MARCELLI. And in those days he taught Tiberius' nephew about the ways of the stars, and Germanicus translated the Phaenomena by Aratus into Latin, that popular praise of the Ars Mathematica which is still read and loved in our days.




  Thrasyllus was aboard as well when Germanicus' fleet sailed the ocean around Germania to seek Arminius. But Arminius was not defeated. And when it was time to return to the winter camps, Germanicus ignored Thrasyllus' counsel. My sire had listened to the talks of men at the coast who said that the time of safe sailing had ended; but Germanicus never heeded words of savages. Thus it came to pass that his fleet was pitifully scattered by a thunderstorm and sunk.




  While Varus had lost three legions, Germanicus had lost eight, and many men had been drowned. His own flagship went through many hardships and reached the coast of the Chauci, and it ran aground there and smashed. Germanicus and Thrasyllus saved their lives, but the OPUS MARCELLI remained in the wreck and was lost.




  Tiberius blamed his nephew for bringing the campaign to nothing and for wasting irrecoverable resources. Thus no emperor after him claimed the full outer part of Germania again, and Germanicus was appointed to another task, in far-away Syria where he died soon after. Some say Tiberius had willed that.




  But the emperor also sent for the OPUS GEMINI to replace the device that was lost. From then on, Thrasyllus read from this Codebook of the Cosmos, and then it became the heirloom of the House of Balbilli. And when he died in advanced age, Tiberius survived him indeed only for a little while, just as he had predicted.




  Now the OPUS GEMINI is the last of these ingenious devices. For Balbillus, my grandfather, saw what danger might come from any mathematicus who might use another Codebook to gain dominion over the men of power. Thus he bid, on the emperor's behalf, that all remaining siblings of the OPUS GEMINI should be found and melted. And all were found and destroyed safe one: the OPUS MARCELLI, in the wreck of Germanicus' flagship, about whose curious fate I shall tell you next time.




  Do not be surprised, my nephew, that this letter is delivered to you by my trusted Sucinella and not by our priest in Mogontiacum. That man, called Abdethatus, makes me doubt about his faithfulness. I have to investigate into the sign of Apollo which he is wearing. For I fancy that I might have seen it before. And if that should be true, then this man is so dangerous that I will have to remove him from service.




  Undoubtedly faithful is our priest in Nida, a little town beyond the river Rhenus. He reported how your two gladiators arrived in pompous style at a healer's house, and they were sent there by our arch-enemy, Aufidius Victorinus, with whom said healer is in league! It is obvious, hence, that they are lost to our cause and I will have to sent my own trusted agents.




  You I bid to go to Nida and take your failed emissaries out!




  Observe that they must not be slain on the streets, lest Victorinus' attention might be attracted to our cause. Set a trap instead. They will need to exchange some of your attributiones sooner or later so that they get cash. And since this can only be done in our temple in Nida, you shall expect them there. They may descend to the Netherworld once they enter your abode without having been seen.




  This I decree on the Dies Natalis, the day when we honour the dead.




  On the Day V Kal. Apr.
Vale.
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  Nida's dolichenum was so shabby and strikingly skew that Pernica might have passed it by without noticing. Its front side squeezed inconspicuously between two Mithraean temples. The plaster, flaking off, released beams and framework stuffed with straw and loam. The door fittings were so overgrown with verdigris that the engraved Iuppiter beneath, standing on the back of the celestial bull, seemed almost too ashamed to show himself. On the noble Platea Praetoria looked this sanctuary misplaced, and it was lying silent, despite the remarkably fair weather.




  ‘Your Sir Balbillus does not seem to care much for the convenience of his priests.’ There was a trace of a scoffing laughter in Belsia Valeriana's voice. ‘I wonder whether the pater's private residence looks any better!’




  The Vila had turned to tracking Pernica lately, outwardly supportive and even claiming that she could help in dealing with the ways and customs of the Sinus Imperii. Now she was casually leaning at a column of the house opposite the temple, every bit of her the usual defiance of Roman customs and attitudes. This time, she had provocatively girded a white tunica of Adrianus with two belts, and light-blue breeches showed under a very short dark-blue skirt. Her sleeveless coat was flowing over her back, and her blueand-white scarf, that seemed to be woven from air and sea, blew in a draught about her shoulders. Everyone who passed was staring at her, as she was a much more striking eye-catcher than the little stocky matrona that Pernica represented, though she had tried to compete with a female garment in the colour of sea water, over which she had thrown a yellow sash. Pernica uneasily rubbed her shoulder.




  ‘I didn't like the priest any more than his temple. He was too inquisitive about the nature of our arrival. As if he was spying on Zosimus and us.’




  Her eyes rested on a girl that sat almost at Valeriana's feet. She was as big as Amatunis from Emona, skinny and equally dark, but dressed in Gaulish clothes of extremely bright colours. Obliviously she threw little white objects on the ground, picked them up and cast them again. Pernica felt as if she had seen that scene before, but she could not recall when. That had not been in Nida for sure.




  ‘Must go in.’ Sedigitus approached the door of the temple and knocked with his shoe-tip.




  There was no answer. He rattled at the handle and found the door locked. Fiercely he smashed his fist at the verdigris. ‘ Merda!’ That seemed to have become his favourite word lately. Green blotches stayed on his hand, and he wiped it at his tunica.




  Unmoved, Belsia Valeriana cried across the street, ‘Be patient then! Stay here and wait until someone will come by and accept your message to your lord. Or ask around where your pater may be lurking.’ She winked towards the forum with a quick movement of her chin. ‘In the meantime, I will go to the basilica and acquire your permits for the Limes.’
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  Pernica crossed her hands behind her back. ‘What makes you think that you will succeed where Zosimus himself has failed?’




  The Vila's glance had something roguish. ‘I have other powers than the old fellow. You will see!’




  ‘Then let me at least accompany you. You don't even have a pedisequa. ’ The thought of letting the Vila go like that made Pernica feel uncomfortable. Unlike the noble ladies of Pola who never showed in public without a trail of servants, Belsia Valeriana enjoyed walking all over the town alone, not minding any risk.




  She laughed in mocking derision. ‘And that would be a panthercat with hidden claws of steel? Why did you not bring your sword as well? Relax, Pernica. This is a little town! If anything dramatic ever happens here, Tochiris knows about it sooner than the culprit himself.’




  Pernica sighed as the Vila just turned and strode down the road, her coat waving behind her back.




  A slightly older boy approached the girl, maybe he was her brother. He was curly and looked like a dark Pan without horns, since he had a double-barrelled flute in his hand. The children exchanged some alien Gaulish words. Then the girl cast her toys once more to the ground. The two inspected them before the boy sat down and started to play his flute.




  At that instant, Pernica recognised the girl's objects.




  They were astragali, those little bones that Romans used for casting oracles. The old hag outside of Maia had used such knuckles to foretell her that she would soon sail alone out of this world. Pernica had not heeded her silly words then, but they seemed less silly now.




  Sedigitus was attracted by the boy's tune. His fingers twitched in his mittens as if he was himself touching the holes. The little girl looked from one to the other, then said faintly, ‘Are you waiting for somebody?’




  Pernica nodded. ‘We are looking for the priest of this temple: a white-haired man with a beard like a philosopher.’




  ‘Eheu, that's the one who was here before! He's not there any more.’ The girl flinched a bit. ‘Another is here now, a really odd one. Doesn't talk to the neighbours and sits and waits for people to come. But no one comes. Only an old lady does, but she's not from here, for sure she isn't.’




  Pernica thought she had to ask Auntie Tochiris whether she had already heard about that.




  Sedigitus seemed to be fully absorbed by the little Pan's music. About half an hour they waited until the children turned their eyes down the street with quick chatters. The Vila was coming back in her most powerful stride, furiously trembling, her face shone reddened among its freckles.




  ‘Those transformed asses and donkeys!’ She stopped at the columns where the children sat. ‘ Eiuno, they have no respect here for a noble house! Do you know what I was told? “In Aquae you can be whatever you want. This is Nida. Here you are nothing.” Mecastor et Pol! It is the same silly game between those of Aquae and those of Nida as ever. Each claim that they were better than the others, and they would miss no chance to show it.’ She slammed her fist against the column.




  Pernica could not quite conceal her satisfaction with this check that had been put on Valeriana's grand self-assertion.




  ‘You did not achieve anything then.’




  ‘The public slave whom I had to talk to must be queer. He hardly even looked at me, can you imagine!’ She took a deep breath and stared wildly at the boy who had resumed an agitated tune on his flute. ‘This moron insisted that we would need a confirmator, a surety who does already have a permit for the Limes. Without the signature of such a man, I could not get any documents for you. Exceptions were only made for the trusted disciples of Germanic lords! And that I am not, he told me.’




  ‘And where should we get such a man? You don't expect me to go back to the Quercus and drag a Chattvari out of there to sign our permits, do you?’ Pernica sputtered in a way that made Valeriana look askew at her, slightly irritated.




  ‘Better go to your friend Victorinus and drag him out, to ask which of his underlings issued such orders.’ Valeriana grimly leant her raised elbow against the column and placed the other hand on her hip. This was not a posture of Roman nobility, but she did not mind, evidently. ‘ Eiuno, back in Aquae I would know perfectly from whom to get those permits, even if it was slightly against the rules. But here I am at a loss. How did this fool Adrianus manage to pass into the Yonder? I should have tied him up in my bed when I had the chance!’




  ‘In his bed,’ Pernica corrected softly. ‘Shall we try in Aquae to get permits then? Spending one or two days more on it won't change much.’




  Valeriana lowered her elbow and blew a curl out of her brow, being remarkably calm again at once. ‘I will not set a foot into Aquae Mattiacorum for the time being. I have other plans than to crouch near Demetrius' feet and accept my doom like a beaten dog.’




  Pernica took it with regret; she would have agreed to a detour to Aquae Mattiacorum. On the one hand, she was ready to fulfil her promise and would not withdraw from it; but on the other, there was no need for it to happen very soon. Aquae would have granted her a few more days until she would have to depart to Mount Dounobriga and perish there; and yet she would at least not have lingered any more in that exitless void that Nida had become.




  Since she had sworn this promise, she had been haunted by the same recurrent nightmare. At the foot of Mount Dounobriga she saw herself and could not tell it apart from Mount Ocra. And she killed and slew Germanic foes and dismembered them all, until each time, Belsia Valeriana came running over the red stained grass and screamed at her that she had slain Valeriana's brother. Such visions she had endorsed once. But other dreams had been sent to her as well since, and those she feared even more as they released further ghosts in their wake. For a heartbeat she closed her eyes in terror.




  Then another memory sneaked into her mind. Trickling it came, faintly, yet with the power of a cord of ore. Those words resounded that she had heard on the road to Nida. Suppose that you have detached yourself from the natural unity - for you were made by nature a part, but now you have cut yourself off -, yet there is this beautiful provision, that it is in your power to unite yourself again.




  Zanticus, the iron man, had said so. And now stood out what he had been trying to tell her. Pernica had at last set course to that reunion, and she had done so by her own power. But Nida hindered her, and that was yet quite all right with her. With a sigh, she opened her eyes again.




  Valeriana sat down with the children and raised two fingers. ‘Two Aes coins if you know how to play the Miles Gloriosus.’ The boy nodded with a smile, then he started again on his flute.




  Not the Miles Gloriosus! Pernica flinched. How had the Vila overheard that she had told Iordanes about this melody that was played when gladiators fought? Worse: When the boy had finished the introduction, Valeriana began to sing. Pernica had not even known that there was a text, least of all in this language.




  It seemed to be a Gaulish tongue, alien to her. But with a happy smile and a wave of slender hand, Valeriana encouraged Sedigitus. And he who had rejected Adrianus' sister all the time followed her lead at last. He began to hum, and then to sing, with a rolling voice that was not his normal tongue. Until the little Pan had finished, then Valeriana rose and gave him two coins with a nod and a smile.




  ‘Let us leave. You do not need to speed news to your Balbillus as long as we have no way to get you across the Limes. We should rather discuss with Zosimus what to do next.’ She was addressing Sedigitus. And though it was devised like a suggestion, the tone was that of an order.




  Sedigitus hesitated. He glanced one more time at the door of the dolichenum. But then he gave in, turned and trudged down the road towards the forum like an ox; a simple woman who came along quickly evaded his trampling feet. Valeriana smirked triumphantly and leapt after him with a charming litheness that any valmaiden would have been proud of.




  Pernica followed gloomily. She observed the Vila from behind and inadvertently tried to copy her stride. It was pointless. Never would she achieve such a smooth flow of motion on her own stout legs, even though she might exercise for all her remaining life.




  Nida was not like other Roman settlements. Its streets did not form a grid like those of Emona nor a spider's web like in Pola. Instead, its two main avenues clasped it like the spikes of a gigantic fibula, departing from each other in front of Zosimus' house and joining again west of the town, beyond its edge, to proceed together to the banks of the Rhenus. Nida's forum was not a rectangle, either. It was a wedge, driven between the Platea Novi Vici in the south and the Platea Praetoria in the north.




  Zosimus had suggested both two avenues were the traces of a dozen camps that the Augustus' troops had set up during their campaigns against the barbarians and as quickly given up again. When the town of Nida had finally arisen around its riders' fort, it used both avenues to guard a junction of two high-roads between Mogontiacum and the north. But its main link had always been the one down to the River.




  They passed the forum to its north. Then they reached a taberna that offered common tableware of dark red burnt clay, but also unconventionally creased decorations, as if the potter had not known how to make a proper handle.




  All the time, the Vila had kept chattering at Sedigitus with a pitch that was almost a purr.




  ‘Real gladiators are actors of a sort. It is the music which arouses their blood, isn't it? Your heart is full of music; I can see that. Let it out! The lady of our house, Lucania Castilla, had been a great supporter of poets and artists and musicians. I might do the same for you, you know. I may help you start a new life. Then you will no longer have to fight in the arena to amuse the aristocrats.’




  ‘And where would you support him? In the Colonia Emona, to amuse your future husband?’ Pernica had constrained herself so far, but now she could not resist a slash.




  Valeriana froze at an instant.




  She turned around, slowly and tensely. Her face was harsh, though implausibly softened by a loose curl that was dangling over one of her brows. ‘I did not talk about Emona!’




  ‘I guess you didn't.’ Pernica deliberately ignored her glare. ‘It's just one of her contraptions, Sedigitus. Now she pretends she was the lady of the House of Iulii, though she doesn't even have a place to go. Or if she goes to crouch like a beaten dog, she will be sent off to Emona before any of us will have passed the Limes. She has no idea what to do and nothing to offer. Don't listen to her.’




  Valeriana squinted mockingly. ‘Do not worry about me, Pussycat. I know quite well which way to turn my crank.’




  She stepped up to the tables in front of the taberna to inspect the stock. ‘Now look at that! The shop is even selling Germanic earthenware from the Yonder. Well, not this item here.’




  She took one of the black vessels. Her thumbs felt along the creases, she pretended to drink from it. ‘But there inside he has some which are clearly from the other side of the Limes. I wonder how this man acquires his supply.’




  Across the edge of the vessel, her eyes were expectantly fixed at the entrance.




  It did not take long to raise the monger's attention. A dark man with an almost bald head and a nose like a hook came climbing down from a ladder that lead to a false ceiling in the back of his taberna. He turned to Sedigitus, assuming the gladiator was a slave responsible for business.




  ‘You have an exquisite taste, mateys. Welcome to Lucianus! Here you'll get only the best items, but for a price that will delight you. What you are looking at is a rare design, only available in Nida. We call it the blackware, and it's very much asked for by the noble folks, albeit it's really not expensive. Matter of fact, it's a lot cheaper than the redware from Tabernae and the Tres Galliae! Buy them in sets of fours or sixes, as you wish, mateys. If you will take even more, I may give you a special price, of course.’




  ‘Don't need,’ said Sedigitus.




  Lucianus jerked his head. ‘I see, I see. You aren't decided yet, mate. Maybe a set of cooking bowls? I have caccabae both from domestic or Italic manufacture.’




  Valeriana whispered amused to Pernica, ‘ Eiuno, this man is talking like my father. How well I know his kind!’ She pushed the vessel back into the display and smiled bravely at the monger. ‘I like your Germanic stock, mate. Didn't you get any new goods lately? I mean, really new goods, not that stuff which you sell up and down the riverbank?’




  Pernica felt reminded of her own failed attempt to play a noble lady, in Emona. While this young aristocrat just switched her role again and managed to talk to Lucianus like the pure-bred monger's daughter - that she was in fact -, ready to barter. The pottery seller grinned in delight, then he twirled behind a shelf and waved his hand from there.




  ‘It's the peregrine stuff that's attracting you? The Germanicist exoticism? Ah, but that will be expensive, lady. Prices are soaring, since solid pottery from beyond the Limes is hard to come by these days. I have only very little, my shelves are emptying …’




  The Vila's face lightened up as she called into the shop, ‘But you did get new stuff across the Pole, didn't you, mate? From where? Who's your supplier, if I may ask? Where do I find him?’




  Lucianus' head popped up between two piles of red pots, wailing. ‘Aye, couldn't tell you! We little shopkeepers would be deprived of what's left of our living if everyone would buy straight at the source. You don't know about the market, lady. It's a risky business. And we earn very little!’




  Losing her patience, Pernica decided to give what he was expecting. So much she had learnt from her years in Pola. She opened the flap of her little money-bag.




  Valeriana was already flicking a silver coin into the shop.




  ‘I think this should help you change your mind. It may compensate any loss you might suffer if you tell us.’




  ‘The lady knows her way,’ said Sedigitus agreeably, addressing Valeriana, not Pernica.




  Lucianus closed his eyes, he might have been thanking a god for their generosity. Then he took a cloth from somewhere and waved it as if he was scaring away the first flies of springtime. ‘Well, there are the Batavi, of course. They are faring to and fro on the barbarian rivers even now. But I advise you against trying the Batavi.’




  ‘Agreed,’ Sedigitus commented drily.




  ‘Otherwise try your luck in the Praetorium ad Castellum. Some negotiator transrhenanis may still be venturing north. Though I doubt it, one week before New Moon. You'll have to be a bit patient.’




  ‘The transriparian purveyors? That's an option, you know.’ Valeriana turned like she had won an arena duel, legs broadly spread, both hands on her hips, she beamed broadly. ‘I suggest we go to the ad Castellum! ’




  Unfortunately she was irresistible when she looked like that. Pernica said in an undertone, ‘Pity. If she had been with me in Emona, she would have talked the Caesernii into giving me the Opus Gemini for a Saturnalia present.’




  The ad Castellum would have been worth a bigger town.




  Its arcades, full of shops and inlets, took the whole south side of the square in front of Zosimus' house. The canopy was supported by three times head-high columns of red sandstone, unpainted and looking a bit wild and rustic. On the right side it was limited by a turret, while on the left, the promenade issued to a gravel road that came from the little riverside port, passing under a tiny arc.




  ‘In my opinion that is useless,’ Pernica commented as Sedigitus bought three tesserae as chips of admission. ‘The transriparian purveyors are a bunch of scoundrels. After my experience with one of them, I wouldn't trust another.’




  Valeriana pouted her lips briefly. ‘At least they know how to flatter a woman queenly!’




  They entered a big court. It was surrounded by arcades and wooden desks were lined up along them. Mongers of sausages, cakes, souvenirs and amulets offered their goods.




  The sun had heated the plaster to a level that, for a fleeting hour, immersed a trace of early summer into spring. The court was full of people screaming in many languages, because the townsfolk of Nida was as diversified as the entire Imperium Romanum: flotsam of the high-roads and trade routes, descended onto a place that once had been the refuge of some minor Gaulish or Germanic people.




  Pernica was very uncomfortable. The throng reminded her of the entry to an arena. Sullenly she squatted on the stony landing at a column as Sedigitus went to order three dishes of hot stew, called puls, from a fast-food cook at a brick fireplace. She looked around and felt locked in. Visitors were sitting and enjoying the sun with closed eyes.




  Strong guys were swinging leaden weights to drive themselves into sweat or at least to pretend to do so, because they wheezed the wildest when they expelled their halted breath again. An African masseur slapped a hollow and a level hand alternately on the shoulders of a half-naked customer as if he had a gladiator there whom he was warming up for the performance. A castrated hair-plugger recommended his services in a falsetto voice. Three full-grown men played trigon, throwing a leather ball at each other and happily screaming like little boys. The real children meanwhile practised leapfrog with much more seriousness. The crowd was too dense for Pernica's taste. She felt a desire to take her knives and practise her dance of blades so that she would create more free space around her.




  ‘You look like you were plotting whom to kill.’




  Displeased, Pernica turned to Valeriana who was perched at the column behind her, resting on one long leg and keeping the other retracted; she had pulled her scarf over her nose. ‘How can you folks pretend to feel so safe?




  Even you claim that nothing abnormal could ever happen here, though you all live just a day's travel or two away from enemies who would make me bite off my tongue rather than to tell you what they are capable of. Emona, in the heartland of the Imperium, is hiding behind a thick wall; but Nida, at the very rim of the world, doesn't have any. Not even Mogontiacum has one!’




  ‘Aquae has none, either.’ Valeriana's brown eyes were glancing like those of some predating animal, but not a cat.




  ‘We have drawn our wall around our land, not around our towns. Never since the Munimentum Traiani was built has it been violated. The Germani believe it was raised with the help of gods and demons, and it was made invincible with mighty spells of sorcery. Woe would befall anyone who dared to lay his hands on it, they say. A wall of stone may be a solid defence, but more solid is a wall of faith.’




  ‘I prefer to believe in the power of strength and skill.’




  Pernica glared glumly at a flight of messenger pigeons that circled above the street, turned south to the Platea Novi Vici and came back again.




  ‘That I have seen.’ Valeriana lowered her scarf again.




  ‘This morning, when you were exercising with your blades. Eiuno, I think nobody could beat you in swiftness.’




  So she had again be sneaking at Pernica unnoticed. ‘And I've seen you in the night!’ she retorted. ‘What were you doing outside for hours? Tried to read from the stars whether you still have a chance to become a Iulia?’




  ‘Not at all.’ Valeriana smirked, turning a curl around her finger. ‘I have been waiting for stones to fall from the sky.’




  ‘Sure.’ Pernica snorted voicelessly and turned away. She should really learn not to challenge Belsia Valeriana on her own grounds. ‘How did they get up there in the first place?’




  The Vila stepped down to her, sat on the steps and looked at her straight and sincere. ‘I think they have always been up there. Why would the atoms of the primordial cosmos coalesce into one solid body only? Some of them made up the earth, but others, stones that are travelling between the planets, like very tiny comets. And when they approach us, down they fall to make a shooting star, so that their atoms may merge with their kin, down here on earth. Adrianus agrees to that notion: He is very fond of comets, having been procreated when one was up in the sky.’




  ‘You don't really take this serious, do you?’ Pernica wondered whether she would ever be able to accommodate to the weirdness of this young lady's mind.




  The Vila removed the thin cloth from her shoulders and twisted it into a string. ‘There have been reports. Sightings of such falls, temples in which stones from the sky are set up and worshipped. Restitutus has collected those accounts in an inventory. And since Adrianus and I have watched the sky ablaze from fire that consumed nothing, I incline to believe that there might be truth in such reports as well.’




  Against her will, Pernica felt her skin tickling. She rubbed her neck that had become sweaty. ‘I think these are matters that people like me should better leave alone.’




  ‘And that's why your people have remained barbarians.’




  Valeriana slashed her scarf Pernica's way like a whip.




  Her hand flung up at once and caught it. Valeriana acknowledged her speed with a pursed lip. Pernica paused as she felt the fabric for the first time. It was the same stuff of which the curtains of the Caesernii had been made.




  ‘This is truly a wondrous thing!’ She could hardly force herself to let go again.




  Valeriana laughed. ‘Did you never see sericum before?’




  ‘I did. But the chance to feel it I have had only once.’




  ‘Then you shall feel it more often.’ Valeriana rose on one knee, and faster than Pernica could object, the scarf was wrapped around her neck. She stared amazed at the knot on her chest. A gesture like this she had not expected.




  And she had not even able to withdraw from getting touched. ‘I … I cannot accept this, Valeriana.’




  The Vila supported her hands on her legs, smirking like a little girl. ‘You must. This shall be my friendship present to you. And your token to Adrianus that I sent you. Wait, I have another idea … tell him this is the token that Anankes Atropos, the Spindle of Necessity, has turned the way he desired. He will never have a honorary sister again!’




  Pernica was going to object that this was no joking matter. But she shrank back when she found a terrible ferociousness in the young woman's face, like a fox defending her den. It took her a heartbeat to realise that Belsia Valeriana, this scheming genius of an actress, had acquired a new role. Now she had even stolen the Panther's Eye from Pernica.




  A familiar sounding laughter at the sausage desk startled her. She stared over her shoulder. There was someone under the arcades selling a little bag to the cook who prepared the puls for Sedigitus, not noticing the latter who had advanced to the neighbouring stand and pretended to inspect the souvenirs. ‘I tell you that those guys on Mount Dounobriga don't know what's worth! Salt, the most valuable good they have, and they flog it for globules of glass and carved sucinum. Well, for us transriparian purveyors, that's where we make our bit of living from, isn't it?’




  A huge gear creaked in her mind and slowly began to resume its native motion.




  ‘Wait here for me!’ Silently she got up as the fellow left the shop. She followed him - not too fast, but so that she did not lose him out of sight. Her prey entered a side entrance into a long lane between the wall of the inn and that of the therma. It was leading south, and the sun did not touch its ground. Ahead, the semicircular tower of a sweating bath was steaming. This place would have been ideal for an assault, but that was not what Pernica had in mind. Her prey at any rate seemed to suspect nothing. Swiftly he strode on and did not turn around. At the southern end he disappeared into an exit at the right side.




  Pernica hurried after him. This time, she was determined, she would turn her own crank of the Gears of Fate.




  And another's, too. At the exit she paused and peeped around its rim.




  A little wooden stair was leading down to a place in front of a makeshift shed and the praetorium. It was evidently a place to unhitch because baskets were seen strapped on a carriage. Servants unloaded bags, and a man disguised like Tochiris took a sample from every bag into his palm to hold it under his eyes and scrutinise it. Finally he handed a purse. The salt seller counted coins, laughing contently.




  Noiselessly she slipped behind his back. Adopting Valeriana's softest purr, she said, ‘That's even more than I paid you for delivery to the Carnifex! ’




  Even the Panther's Eye had never had such an effect.




  Arborius Arboras flung his arms up with a scream. The purse overturned in the air, Denarii and Sestertii rained jangling on the pavement and rolled under axles and into cracks. It was the call for the hunt. Carriers, grooms and accidental bystanders darted beneath the carriages like dogs assailing a horde of rats. Squabbling erupted as several hands grabbed for the same piece of silver, writhing coins out of other fingers, cursing, shoving, beating, running off with some gathered booty. His disguised customer summoned his servants from the ground as Arboras crawled on the pavement and clawed for everything in reach.




  ‘My coins! My coins! That's all mine! Hoodlums, thieves, give that back! Quos ego! You, gladiatrix, I will you …’




  For some reason, his fingers grabbed right under Pernica's heel. For some reason, that heel came down that very moment. And his complaints died away in a long-stretched howl. Arboras heaved himself up and shook his wrist with a dismayed glance. ‘You have something that belongs to me.’ Submissively he pointed at Pernica's hand.




  ‘Do I?’ As if she noticed it only now, she looked at the halfly empty purse that she had caught from the air.




  His guileless smile was distorted by the pain in his fingers. ‘I didn't think that we would meet again …, gladiatrix.’




  ‘For once you may even have said the truth.’ A rogue tried to snatch the purse out of her hand. She stung two fingers into his eyes and he reeled backwards with a yell.




  Sweat ran into Arboras' collar. ‘Believe me, it's not my fault that your friend was beyond help. The gods had …’




  ‘… other plans for me than you, son of a bitch!’ The passageway to the lane was left by Sedigitus who had a dish in either hand, ready to clash Arboras' cheeks between them. Valeriana came after him, turning a wooden spoon in her third dish; her eyes fell on Arboras who retreated with a faint whimper. ‘That is him! He it was who delivered Caesernius' letter to us.’




  ‘And who knows such sweet verses to flatter women – before they are poisoned and robbed by his band.’ Pernica grinned pantherishly. ‘Well, I'm afraid my friends are not so easily convinced that you have converted to honest trade, Arboras. You will have to try hard. For example by countersigning our permits to transit the Limes.’




  ‘That is not enough.’ Valeriana set her dish down on the loading space of a cart and shook her curls. ‘I suggest that he will take you to Mount Dounobriga. He alone, without any of his gang. After he signed three special permits.’
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