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  III: The Dominion Device
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  In 1901, the most sophisticated device of the ancient world returned to sunlight after it had spent 2000 years in a Roman shipwreck offshore the Greek island of Antikythera. But it was as late as 1957 that this clotted lump of gearwheels, axles, scales and pointers was recognised as part of an astronomical instrument that is without known counterpart in its period or the centuries after. This instrument, known as the Antikythera Mechanism or the Antikythera Device, features a sort of clockwork that was able to display, for any freely eligible date, the positions of the sun, the moon and probably also of the visible planets, taking into account many intricacies of their varying orbits. Better still, this instrument could predict solar and lunar eclipses many years in advance!




  The trilogy Opus Gemini, a part of the Romanike series, tells the story of the Antikythera Mechanism's lost siblings.
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  Those Iulii of Aquae Mattiacorum cannot conceal that they are hiding something! One of my agents tried to enquire at the Quinquatrus holidays when their domus was little guarded. She was turned away from the door at the bidding of a young lady who was as noble as she was imperious and refused to let any strangers in. Yet quite afraid she seemed, as if something bad had happened to her, and a young fellow had left that house with a bloody nose just when my agent had approached it.




  To some extent, she was thus more successful than your emissaries who introduced themselves to Mogontiacum so loudly. Remember, my nephew: Our cause must not be noticed by Legatus Aufidius Victorinus! He is a close friend of the Caesernii, and I am afraid that if he should become aware of us, he might try to get the OPUS GEMINI before us. And that could mean the defeat not only of us but of the Imperium Romanum.




  To prove this, I shall tell you what wonders Claudius Balbillus, my mother's father, achieved with our heirloom. I promised you in my first letter that one day you should learn about his deeds of glory, my nephew. Many of them would be worth telling; but only his greatest I shall now report to you, for it will tell you how our sires mastered the Codebook of the Cosmos!




  Our junior emperor Lucius Verus (who is right now recovering from too much bad food, but as slowly as the will of Zeus bids) was quite similar to Nero, my grandfather's emperor: easy to direct, devoted to fine arts rather than to noble statesmanship, friendly to the Greeks, hard to the hard Romans. Likewise, Nero's days much resembled our own: Then as now, Roma and Parthia quarreled over the petty kingdom of Armenia maior that is barren and of little value. But alas, the counsel of the gods placed it between the borders of the two mighty powers, much like our beloved Commagene.




  The crisis began when the king of the Parthians, the first Vologaeses (today we face the fourth of that name), removed the lord of Armenia and gave her throne to his own younger brother, Tiridates. This was a major humiliation for Roma that was claiming the sole right to install Armenia's king. The Senate lusted for booty and revenge. But Nero did not want a fullgrown war, for he had no desire for military merits.




  Therefore he sent only a very capable Legatus Legionis to the east with many legionaries: a senator named Corbulo, who had served before at the river Rhenus in Germania where your emissaries are now.




  This Corbulo is a sire of my cousin Avidius Cassius.




  And with him went my great-grandfather Antiochus, the king of Commagene, with his host.




  There were a couple of skirmishes and lesser battles within the next few years, but never a decisive victory. Tiridates fled back to Parthia, though, and Corbulo set his own favourite upon Armenia's throne: a man who then called himself king Tigranes. And Tigranes' son married a daughter of king Antiochus, and my cousin Avidius Cassius descended from his line, too.




  But in the end, an immense war between Roma and Parthia seemed inevitable. Now, seeing better than the Senate how much would be needlessly laid waste by this effort, my grandfather Balbillus contrived an ingenious way to prevent such loss to the Roman people. One day, he came to Nero and spoke the following words:




  'Behold, Domine, another revelation of the OPUS GEMINI! At the summer solstice on the eighth day before the Kalendas of Iulii, in the 819th Year of the City, there shall be a great meeting in the sky. Iuppiter's star will join with that of Mars in Aries and bring about a brilliant luminary as they will touch and merge into one. The stargazers of the Parthians know such apparitions to announce a king who will be born to them in the west. Hence, Domine, I shall give thee the following advice as Zeus revealed it to me:




  'On that day which the OPUS GEMINI has indicated, Tiridates of Parthia shall receive the kingship of Armenia from thy own hands. Both Tigranes and Tiridates shall resign their crowns, and to Tiridates it shall be returned by thee, here, in Roma. And further it shall forever be the right of Parthia's king to decree who shall wear Armenia's crown, but it shall be the right of Roma's emperor to coronate him. Thus the will of Zeus will be fulfilled as the OPUS GEMINI discloses it to us.'




  This I was told by my mother, and this my mother was told by my grandfather. Now Nero listened to Balbillus and sent him to the residence of the kings of Parthia, to deliver the revelation of the OPUS GEMINI to the royal brothers, Vologaeses and Tiridates. And when Balbillus came there, he disclosed the power of the Numbers to both.




  And behold! What sword and spear could not achieve was enforced by the OPUS of Claudius Balbillus! For the royal brothers marvelled at the miracle that was shown to their eyes, and Tiridates recognised in my sire one who is verily chosen by the highest gods. But Balbillus found in Tiridates a lordly man in the prime of his life, a notable figure by youth and beauty, parentage and wisdom, and very interested in Roman customs and achievements.




  Thus the famous March of the Magi into the west came to pass. For Tiridates was not only king but also magus, which is in Parthia the title of a very high priest. And he betook himself to the town of Rhandeia. There, at the feet of Nero's effigy, he laid down his crown, which he had taken to Parthia on his flight from Armenia. And Tigranes does no longer come into my tale. This was in the 816th year. But shortly after, the Great Burning consumed much of Roma, and his voyage was delayed by the mishap till the 818th year, when the City had been rebuilt and Nero could receive his guest in his new palace, the Golden House. In September of that year, Tiridates set out at last with brothers and wifes and servants and courtiers and three times a thousand cataphractes, as we call their armoured riders. And many Romans and other noblemen went with him, and they took Tiridates' crown to Roma. Among them were my royal sires from Commagene, as well as Claudius Balbillus. And on this voyage it befell that my grandfather married into the line of the kings of Commagene, and thus the royal blood came into our House.




  Tiridates fared by land, for the year was late and the season of safe sailing was over. Through Thracia they passed and through Illyricum, and everywhere they were received by decorated towns and people who proclaimed their welcome. And this journey took them more than nine months. But when they went along the Mare Hadriaticum, lo! what a miracle occurred! In the morning before the Kalendas Februarii, a star rose in the east, shaped like a sword. It stayed for fifty days until it fled into the west and finally sank into the sea. And Balbillus had foretold this! For there are - though many doubt it – some tailed stars that move between the heavenly spheres like rogue planets, and we only see them perchance when they draw closest to the earth on their strange tracks. Thus say some Chaldaïci and calculate the orbits.




  Several bodies of this kind had already appeared during the days of Nero, and Balbillus had interpreted them and wrote a book about them. And when he explained this new hairy star as well, Tiridates called him even more his friend and followed the heavenly portent more willingly into the west. Until this day, people tell about the Magi who pursued a star to find a new king.




  Then Tiridates bowed before Nero, and it is said that he spoke the following words, 'Dominus, I am the scion of king Arsaces and the brother of the princes Vologaeses and Pacorus - and your slave. To thee I came, o Divine One, to worship thee as Mithras, the divine sun. To me shall befall whatever fate thou weavest, because thou art my fortune and my destiny.'




  Then the people marvelled, and his words went around in the streets. But Balbillus marvelled the most, for he had already established Nero as the Living Sun on Earth. And that arena in which Tiridates was now honoured with a festival (and it was then that gladiatrices were first seen performing, dear nephew) my grandfather had equipped with a huge screen, or sail, to protect the viewers against the sun, and Nero's image was embroidered on it, standing in a heavenly chariot and surrounded by the stars that rule his fate.




  And for the Golden House, Balbillus had devised the famous hall that turned and whose ceiling showed the night sky and how the stars were moving, even while outside was bright midday. An Opus Balbilli, greater than any opus that Greek hands had built!




  Furthermore, Balbillus and Tiridates conceived together of giving a common god to their realms. This should be the divinified Nero, known by the names of Mithras or Sol Invictus, the Invincible Sun, the son of Zeus Dolichaîos. Still he warrants the loyalty of his disciples to the royal House of Balbilli, even though the realm of Commagene is no more and the throne of Samosata is void.




  Thus my grandfather designed a peace that would last for half a century, and when it broke it was Roma's fault. Does he deserve to be called a bad man, my nephew? Nero even locked the doors of the Temple of Ianus that are only closed when there is peace all over the world, and that had happened only three times before in history.




  Likewise, my nephew, you shall meet the new king of Parthia at the side of our cousin Avidius Cassius! Understand that I am too old to undertake this voyage. You, though, shall on my behalf present our OPUS GEMINI to the Vologaeses of our time, so that war will again be averted and our beloved Commagene no further wrecked, and our House will be restored to the power that it deserves, by Zeus!




  I am setting out again. It was tormenting to spend the snowy season in Karnuntum, the very city in which the OPUS GEMINI was abused first. Fear of the barbarian Marcomanni on the thither shore of the Danuvius was stirring. Hoards of coins are buried again. We are used to consider the Marcomanni a sort of domestic servants of the Imperium Romanum, but they have always remained wild and cannot forever be controlled. Who knows when the dam will break that holds this flood back? But the unrest had its benefit: The friends of the emperors who are ruling this place had other worries than to look at an old lady like me.




  The less I like what I hear from Mogontiacum! What, my agents reported to me that on the market squares and streets it was told how your Polan Panthercat stabbed a band of six robbers with her very own hands and sliced them all up! Doing everything to attract attention, rather than staying in cover? And the Sixfinger was fatally wounded? If this man is lost, so will be our cause if you reported truthfully that you have revealed the details of your plan to retrieve the OPUS from the Iulii only to him and not to the woman. Without him, this Panthercat is worthless then. And she seems to know it, or why would she not even send a report to us on this disaster? My agent tells me that she is hiding with a man who pretends to serve us, but her report contains hints that make me doubt; particularly one sign which he has revealed to your gladiatrix. I have to find out. If my suspicion about him is true, then both of them have to be eliminated!




  Meet me in the north. We shall adapt our plan and take the fate of the world into our own hands at last!




  On the IInd day before the Kalendas Aprilis.
Vale.
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  Pernica peeped out of the back door to check whether the old lady was again looking down from the neighbouring roof hatch. Her place was empty this time. Only the little goat was scratching in its shed in the left corner of the yard. Pernica dared to rush outside in her long dress into which she had again fixed bags to hide her knives. She coughed.




  The foul air of this city stank day and night from vapours of coal smoke and cinders, released by ten thousand hatches. Still, it was better than being confined inside the narrow house of Abdethatus, the priest of the local dolichenum. She flung Sedigitus' parapegma on a table of stone and unrolled a part of it. But her mind did not see the marks and signs.




  Pernica closed her eyes. 'I saved nothing but this scroll from his belt. Failed again. Like at Mount Ocra!'




  Since that night, four days ago, Sedigitus was gone. She could not go to search him in the vast belly of this hideous city. Neither could she proceed to the house of Iulii, because Sedigitus in his dreadful stubbornness would not reveal the plan that Sir Balbillus had designed for them. The Charge was lost therefore. As was Pernica. She was blocked as if the Gears of Fate were firmly wedged together.




  Only on Abdethatus' property she felt still a bit safe. The Hiberna was close, towering right above the wall of the yard. The district beneath its pinnacles, the canabae Legionis, was not much neater than the rest of the city, but at least it was more orderly, because the legion kept an eye on it.




  Many times she had tried to put her report into words that she could dictate to Abdethatus, and failed. She started all over again, talking to herself.




  'It bothers me that I had to rely on this Gaul, Arboras. But what else could I have done? He arranged for taking Sedigitus away, to get his wound treated by a surgeon, if that might still help in any way. He offered it, he said, because it had been him who had invited us downstairs. And he promised to keep me knowing what would further befall. But I haven't heard of him, this bastard. And I think the innkeeper was in it, too. First he'd poison us with the henbane, and then, when we were powerless, his mob would rob and slay us. I think that's what they're doing there with “noble” guests. Their assault failed only because I didn't drink from the wine.'




  She clenched her fists on the bending charta. 'Arboras' two … ladies, who speak so little Latin that I could hardly talk to them, took me here the same night. I couldn't stay in that inn, could I, Sir? And I was sure I could deal with them if they should try to betray me. Anyway, I sat all night beneath Abdethatus' window with a knife in each hand, in case someone came after me to finish me off.'




  She shook her head. 'I know I should return to the Quercus and interrogate the innkeeper about Arboras. For four days I haven't heard of him; I have no idea whether Sedigitus is dead or alive. But I cannot … No way – Mora, how shall I dictate this to Abdethatus?'




  Looking up another time, Pernica found that the adjacent roof hatch was no longer empty. The old lady was peeping down again. Pernica waved up at her, but she did not hail back. She never did. But all day she could sit up there, watching whatever happened in the yard.




  She lowered her eyes. On the first glance, the parapegma looked like a customs tariff list. There were figures in marching order, each of them neatly written underneath the other. The first seemed to represent a day, and every day was followed by three icons, regularly alternating. And there were columns marking the rising of the sun and moon and of other important luminaries. So the instructions said which were written as clearly as if the writer had copied an inscribed board. And this was beneficial, for even after years in the Imperium, ordinary Roman scribbling still looked to Pernica as if a chicken had scratched in the ink.




  She did not understand the calendar on which this was based. The Roman one was already baffling with its Ides, Kalendas and Nonas and its habit to count backwards to these days and to call the whole second half of Martius 'before Aprilis'. The parapegma, though, had names of months she had never heard before: Choyak, Paôphi, Mesorê. This day was Pachon XVII, and that she knew only because the spring equinox that had occurred two days before was set down there for the day Pachon XV. And Luna seemed to wander through Libra the Scales, Sagittarius the Archer, Capricorn the Goat and to enter its last quarter. There were three more weeks to go till the first full moon of spring.
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  The first icons behind every day marked the planets, the second ones were market days, and the third ones, lucky, unlucky or other hours. And then there were descriptions like dies Aegyptiacus, Aegyptian day, Pachon XVI had been one of these. But she had no idea what would have been so typically Aegyptian about this day.




  Worse, this work of Sir Balbillus' ancestor did not reveal at all what she was searching for: a hint on Sedigitus' fate. He shall not marry was written there for this day!




  The fragile back door opened and Abdethatus stepped out, back from some business in town. 'I heard a lot about you on the streets today, o trouble-making emissary of the High Temple. Well, well, what an illustrious guest we have here!'




  Pernica quickly pushed the parapegma together. She did not trust this priest at all. True, he was behaving perfectly decent to her. But Abdethatus was a peculiar old bachelor: He lived alone in this place, without a wife or slaves. 'Did you hear anything about Sedigitus as well, Pater?'




  Abdethatus smiled almost submissively in his bent posture. He could not stretch his back any more: he had once almost been beaten to death, he claimed, but would not tell more about it. 'Nothing that you do not know already, soror carissima, most precious sister. But on the market squares and streets it is told that you stabbed a band of six robbers with your very own hands and sliced them all up. I wonder whether this was a part of your regular tasks here.'




  'High Priest Balbillus should maybe not hear about that.'




  His written comments about stabbing the Marcoman in Nauportum had already been rather rude when Sedigitus had read them to her in Maia. That she did not need another time. She pulled weakly her belt apart, stowed the parapegma into it and let it snap over her belly. Then she leant an elbow on the perch and thumbed her nose at the old lady in the hatch.




  'Ah. The High Priest.' Abdethatus lifted his angular black eyebrow until it rose like an etched roof. 'Did you ever meet Balbillus Aquila himself?'




  'We didn't. There was only this Curator, I forgot his name, who passed us orders and instructions.'




  'How do you know then that they were issued by Balbillus?'




  She thought silently about it. 'In the end I don't.'




  'But I do, maybe.' Abdethatus moved over to a lonely chair and lolled into it in his crooked manner. 'To whom do you address those letters that you are trying to set up and yet never finish?'




  She observed the goat emphatically. 'To the Hierophantes Dolichaîos, Tiberius Iulius Balbillus Aquila, in Pola …'




  'And you don't notice anything peculiar about that?'




  Pernica looked steadfast into the dark eye of the animal.




  'Why would I?'




  Abdethatus laughed faintly. 'How interesting that Balbillus has emissaries who may handle steel so skilfully but are as ignorant about our Order as if they had never belonged to us. You do not speak Greek, either, do you?'




  At last she turned and stared impatiently at him.




  His devoted smile revealed a missing tooth. ' Hierophantes means High Priest. This is a very high but not the highest rank. The Royal Archpriest, the actual grand master of our temple of Zeus, is called Archiereus basílissos – or, if we speak about a woman, Archierea basílissa.'




  Pernica moved away from the shed because the goat had pushed its head through the fence to nibble at her dress. She looked unsteadily up to the other house. 'Are you sure that this one up there is allowed to listen?'




  'Don't mind her. A bored old wife who's going around, selling little luckstones of bad sucinum if she may. She hears almost nothing at all, and about our concerns she knows as little as you, carissima. ' Abdethatus giggled in a way which he might have learnt from his goat. - 'The title of the Royal Archpriest is always inherited by the closest living descendant of the last king of Commagene. This was, until recently, Princess Iulia Balbilla. Samosata, place of her exile, is now in the hands of foes. It seems unlikely that she would have escaped alive, doesn't it? But then her nephew Balbillus Aquila should be Archiereus basílissos now, for Balbilla had no children of her own. You see? Yet you call him Hierophantes Dolichaîos, and you do because you must have been told to do so. From that we may conclude that the Basílissa Kyria, the Royal Lady Balbilla, is still with us. And it is her whom you serve, as I do, and not her nephew.'




  Pernica shivered in surprise. The way the Curator had spoken, Iulia Balbilla was a kind of mystical figure. It had never occurred to her that this almost semi-divine last bearer of the Opus Gemini might still be living! She watched Abdethatus very restrainedly from the corner of her eyes.




  'What difference does it make? Whether one Balbillus or another, still I'm bound to my task by oath.'




  'How splendidly easy that sounds.' His smile was as convincing as Grimo's. 'But, sister, I can tell you more. Why would Iulia Balbilla not return to Roma in triumph? Why would she hide? Because the Augusti mustn't know that she's still around. Even you mustn't know, so that you can't tell them. And why shouldn't you, unless her purposes were directed against them?'




  Pernica wrinkled her nose. 'I'm not concerned about the stratagems of Romans. I'm not even one of them.'




  'Then why do you serve some of them?'




  'Because I must.'




  'To what end? Not to mine, I presume?'




  'To that of the Iulii of Aquae Mattiacorum,' she said sternly. Then she hesitated and avoided his eyes.




  Abdethatus nodded sympathetically. 'Ah, those Iulii.




  They are well known here: The heirs of Restitutus who once gave the sacrificial speech in our theatre. I attended to it and was splendidly amused. He is in fact a reason why I dwell here in this city. But alas, he's lost. He is one of several victims of mysterious abductions, it seems. And then his wife died from grief, or maybe she was deliberately poisoned, who could tell the difference? And now our high priesthood sends you to them – it makes me wonder ...'




  Pernica stared in wild surprise. 'You are not accusing the House of Balbilli of murder, are you?'




  'I'm only discussing possibilities.' He smiled, half turned away from her. 'One of the abducted was found without his head. But maybe, just maybe, your presence here might indicate that Restitutus was the only one who really counted, and the other few were just distractions.'




  'Now, now, wait a moment!' She rose her hand to interrupt, as insight came to her. 'Balbillus Aquila learnt only from me about the Iulii, after I had left Emona. Then Restitutus' wife was already dead! Therefore he cannot be connected to those abductions.'




  'He maybe cannot. But can you guarantee for the Basílissa? It would not be the first such deed she ordered.




  Now you may understand the situation I am in,' he said with the kindest of voices. 'In my function as a priest, I am serving Zeus of Doliche and the royal line of Commagene, and I am loyal to both. But once I served another god.' He pulled at a thin silver chain that had been hidden beneath the collar of his tunica. A little plate slipped out, and he held it high: a flat silver dolphin, as long as a finger, bent as if it was jumping out of the water.




  Pernica was taken aback. 'But this is not the sign of the House of Caesernii, is it? Or are you … in their service?'




  'It is the divine beast of Apollo!' Abdethatus seemed slightly annoyed that she had not recognised it. 'A god revered by the Augusti, and to them I am bound by another unbreakable oath. Because Zeus Dolichaîos offered me a new spiritual home when I was forced to leave my former one, I do not often show this around. But I would regret to give it up, either.'




  He slipped the dolphin underneath his tunica again. Pernica's eyes turned once more quickly up to the lady in the hatch who was sitting unmoved, and yet she looked too apprehensive to be almost deaf as he went on. 'You may serve different gods, no moral standards of the world would hinder you. But different masters? If they turn against each other, am I then obliged to the Balbilli or to the Augusti? They all demand my loyalty. But who deserves it more?'




  Pernica's fists slammed on the stone table. 'No one who demands loyalty deserves it! You deserve it only if it's offered!'




  And she had offered it only once. To Daromil. She shivered, closed her eyes and sighed. 'But you pose a question which is never asked.'




  'Though it should be asked, soror carissima. It should be asked more often. Ah, how much I feel reminded of the time when Caesernius Statianus was our Legatus!'




  'What?' She opened her eyelids again in astonishment.




  'Ten years ago that was. And he was really a kind of his own. Looking for things, you know. He thought he might find them at the Iulii's, as I did once. But my heart was torn then to Zeus and my Archierea, and I assured to Legatus Caesernius that what he sought was gone, lost in the conflagration which hit Aquae at that time. Which is a pity – I touched it once, very long ago! Tell me: Was I right?' He smiled, half turned away from her.




  Her eyes narrowed. Could she allow him to draw such dangerous conclusions? To unravel the purpose of the Charge even, by whatever strange knowledge he seemed to have about it? 'And if I'm not going to answer you, you will go and ask the Legatus Augustorum the same question?' Her hand moved closer to one of her knives. There was a rumble in the other house and the old lady vanished from the hatch as if a stool had been pulled away beneath her butt.




  A fat man tripped out of the back door. 'Forgive me, folks, the front door was open, but no one answered my knock …' His thumb was still pointing over his shoulder as Pernica jumped at him.




  'There you are! Where have you been? What did you do with my companion? '




  'Slowly, slowly, by Mercurius Negotiatorius!' The intruder waved his hands, stepping back, as if to scare away a horsefly. 'It's good news that I bring. And I came at once.'




  ' At once you call that? Four days later?'




  Abdethatus crawled out of his armchair. 'She has a point here, Arboras. Did you at least use the time to fix the troubles in your Burst Oak inn?'
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