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Epilogue


Prologue

The night before Saturnalia always held a peculiar quiet, but this year the silence felt heavier, as though the entire city was bracing for something unseen. In the depths of his sleeping chamber, Lucius stirred long before the first glimmer of dawn. He surfaced from sleep not because of sound, but because of a sensation—one so familiar he immediately tried to dismiss it.

A warm pulse travelled through the left side of his body, starting somewhere near his foot and rising in a controlled, deliberate path toward his hand. It wasn’t painful. It wasn’t even uncomfortable. But it carried intent, like a subtle knock echoing through bone.

Lucius lay still, eyes open to the darkness, waiting for the feeling to fade. It usually did. Tonight, it lingered—just long enough to stir a memory he’d rather forget.

He drew a slow breath, forcing the tension out of his shoulders. There was no reason for the sensation. No injury, no fever, nothing he could point to and say this is why. It was simply there, like an echo without an origin.

He rose from his bedding and crossed the cold floor of the chamber. The chill steadied him. Grounded him. It reminded him he was a man of reason, not one to assign meaning to every odd flicker of his senses. And yet the warmth along his left side clung to him, an invisible thread tugging gently with each step.

The atrium was dimly lit by a single clay lamp, its flame trembling in a strange, erratic rhythm. Lucius moved closer. The light was... wrong. The shadow it cast stretched farther than such a small flame should allow, distorting the edges of the room as if the walls had shifted in the night.

He narrowed his eyes, leaning closer to inspect it.

A strange tension crept over him—soft but unmistakable. A quiet instinct, rising from the same side of him that still faintly tingled.

He stepped back.

A heartbeat later, the lamp hissed and cracked, spraying a fine arc of oil onto the mosaic exactly where he had been standing. The sound was startling in the silence.

Lucius stared at the broken lamp, his pulse quickening despite his efforts to contain it. Accidents happened. Pottery failed. Lamps burned unevenly. There was no meaning in it.

But the timing...
And the way he knew...
He pressed his left hand briefly against his thigh, feeling the lingering heat beneath the skin. He didn’t look at it. He never looked at it when this happened. Instead, he focused on the rippling reflection in the atrium pool. The water shivered even though no draft moved through the room. He stepped toward it, and the ripples calmed instantly, as though recognising him.

It unsettled him more than the lamp.

Before he could turn away, a prickling at the back of his neck drew his attention to the entrance. Beyond the doorway, washed in the pale ash-grey of the coming dawn, a figure stood motionless—a hooded silhouette, too still to be casual, too precise to be accidental.

Lucius froze.

The figure’s posture suggested intent, perhaps even familiarity. It felt as though the stranger wasn’t just watching him but examining him. Or waiting for him.

He blinked, and the figure was gone.

The street beyond was empty. Only a faint mist clung to the stones, stirred slightly by the cold morning air.

Lucius remained in the doorway, listening to the quiet rise of Rome as Saturnalia began to wake. distant laughter, the clatter of early revellers, a few off-key songs drifting between alleyways. Noise returning to a city that had felt strangely unmoored only moments before.

But beneath the festival sounds, another rhythm lingered—something internal, steady, and impossible to ignore. A pulse along the left side of his body, fading now but not fully gone.

He flexed his fingers, though he still refused to look at them. Not yet. Not with the memory of childhood whispers hovering at the edges of thought. Words he had buried years ago. Words from a lineage Rome had tried to erase.

He stood very still, letting the cool air wash over him, and in that quiet moment he felt it unmistakably:

Something had begun.
Not in the streets.
In him.
The sensation dulled, settling into a faint warmth beneath his skin—an invitation, a warning, or perhaps the first stirrings of a truth he had spent his entire life avoiding.

Saturnalia would overturn Rome by midday.

Lucius suspected it would overturn far more before it was done.
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Chapter One

By the time Lucius stepped onto the street, Saturnalia had begun to bleed into the city like spilled wine.

Garlands hung low from lintels and columns, their pine scent sharp in the cold air. Lanterns swayed slightly as people passed beneath them, already half-loosened from customary order. A slave laughed too loudly at his master. A merchant shouted without fear of reprimand. Dice clattered openly on a stone ledge near the baths, their sharp clicks echoing between the buildings.

Lucius pulled his cloak tighter, aware of a faint awareness running along the left side of his body, quiet now but present, like the memory of warmth after contact with flame. It did not trouble him so much as it distracted him, pulling fragments of his attention inward when he would have preferred to remain observant, detached.

Saturnalia encouraged excess, but Lucius moved through the street with measured steps. He had never enjoyed the festival the way others seemed to. The inversion of roles unsettled him, though he would never have admitted it aloud. Chaos was tolerated for tradition’s sake, but he preferred clarity. Order. Systems that held.

Yet everywhere he looked, systems were bending.

A senator’s son staggered past him arm in arm with a dock worker, both laughing as equals. A pair of women wore masks carved into exaggerated grins, their real expressions hidden. Even the soldiers watching from the corners looked uncertain, unsure whether to enforce or ignore the temporary disorder.

Lucius felt a pressure behind his eyes, faint but persistent. He paused near a shrine where someone had draped a wreath backward, leaves facing inward instead of out. The small detail struck him with unexpected force. It was wrong. Not ceremonially incorrect, just subtly, instinctively wrong.

Before he could turn away, a sharp certainty rose within him.

The cart was going to break.

He stepped back just as the wooden wheel snapped under the strain of uneven stone. The merchant cursed as grain spilled across the street, drawing laughter from bystanders. Lucius remained still, heart pounding, aware that his retreat had been neither deliberate nor reasoned. It had come from somewhere quieter than thought.

He pressed his lips together and moved on, irritation rising in place of fear. Twice could still be chance. Twice did not make a pattern. He refused to allow it to.

As he passed beneath the shadow of the Temple of Saturn, a sudden chill washed over him. The air felt denser here, the stone colder, as though the building itself carried a memory of deeper time. The sensation along his left side stirred again, faint but unmistakable, tightening just long enough to draw his awareness inward.

He resisted the urge to touch the place where the warmth seemed to concentrate. Public streets were not for such habits. Appearances mattered, even now.

A voice called his name.

“Lucius.”

He turned slowly to find Aelius Varro leaning against a column, hands hidden within his cloak, eyes sharp beneath the guise of boredom. Varro smiled, but the expression never reached his eyes.

“You look as though Saturn himself whispered something unpleasant to you,” Varro said.

“More likely he withheld explanation,” Lucius replied. “Which I would prefer.”

Varro chuckled softly and fell into step beside him. “This city has never enjoyed clarity. Only the illusion of it.”

They walked together, navigating the swelling crowd. Varro’s gaze flicked toward Lucius’s left side more than once, subtle enough to be overlooked by anyone else. Lucius noticed immediately.

“Speak,” Lucius said.

Varro hesitated. “You feel it too today, don’t you.”

Lucius stopped walking. “Feel what.”

Varro studied him carefully for a moment, then shook his head. “Nothing,” he said. “A scholar’s foolishness. Saturnalia encourages misinterpretation.”

Lucius searched his face for mockery and found none. Only caution.

They resumed walking. As they did, Lucius caught a reflection in a polished bronze shield mounted above a shop door. For a brief instant, the reflection shifted. The world behind him appeared subtly misaligned, like lines on a map that refused to meet.

He blinked, and it was gone.

“I dreamed of circles last night,” Varro said suddenly. “Wheels. Knots. Repeating forms. The sort of things people carve into stones when they lack language.”

Lucius said nothing.

Varro’s voice lowered. “Some knowledge does not announce itself. It arrives sideways. Through pressure. Through pattern.”

Lucius stopped again, more abruptly this time. “If you are about to suggest mysticism, choose your words carefully.”

Varro inclined his head slightly. “No mysticism,” he said. “Only history. And Rome’s habit of burying what it does not know how to control.”

A shout rose from the far end of the street. Then another. The crowd surged, masks bobbing, laughter tipping toward something sharper. A group of soldiers pushed through the throng, faces hard despite the holiday. For a moment, their eyes met Lucius’s.

The sensation along his left side flared, sharper now, insistent.

“Varro,” Lucius said quietly. “We should move.”

Varro followed without question. Moments later, the street behind them erupted in raised voices and the thud of bodies shoved aside.

They reached a quieter side road and stopped beneath a lintel carved with worn symbols from a time before Rome. Lucius leaned briefly against the stone, steadying his breath. He became aware of his hand pressed unconsciously against his side, fingers tense, as though holding something unseen in place.

Varro watched him closely. “You should be careful,” he said. “Saturnalia strips away rules. It allows certain... lines to show.”

“Lines?” Lucius asked.

Varro did not answer.

The warmth beneath Lucius’s skin faded again, settling into a low, persistent awareness. Not pain. Not warning. Something closer to recognition.

He straightened. “If there is something you are not telling me, tell me now.”

Varro met his gaze. For a moment, he looked as though he might speak. Then the noise of Saturnalia washed over them, and his expression hardened into restraint.

“Not yet,” Varro said. “Some things become clearer when the city is turned upside down.”

They parted shortly after, Varro vanishing back into the crowd. Lucius remained where he was for a long moment, listening to Rome unravel and reform itself all at once.

The pressure along his left side pulsed once more, faint and deliberate.

He did not look at it.
He did not name it.
But he knew, with uncomfortable certainty, that the patterns were no longer subtle.

And Saturnalia had only just begun.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ARTURUS: THE MARKED ONE

[image: ]


Chapter Two

The further Lucius moved from the centre of the city, the thinner the noise became. Saturnalia still echoed through Rome, but here it arrived dulled, its sharp edges worn away by narrow streets and older stone. Laughter lingered without joy. Songs trailed off unfinished. The festival’s promise of freedom did not reach everywhere equally.

Lucius preferred these quieter places. They allowed the mind to settle, to orient itself. Or they usually did.

He walked without urgency, though his awareness felt stretched, divided between the world around him and the subtle current that ran through his left side. It was quieter now, more restrained, but it had not left him. It sat beneath every movement, every breath, like a second rhythm his body refused to abandon.

The buildings here bore older markings. Not inscriptions. Not dedications. Simply worn shapes embedded in stone. Circles inside circles. Interlocking curves weathered almost smooth. He did not recognise them as Roman, though he could not have explained why. The feeling was instinctive, not learned.

As he passed beneath one such carving, a strange weight settled behind his eyes. Not pain. Pressure. The sense that something waited just beyond the limits of attention.

He stopped walking.

The street ahead was empty, save for a single figure bent over a basket of firewood. Yet Lucius felt an unmistakable certainty settle into him, calm and unarguable.

Do not proceed.

He obeyed without understanding why.

A moment later, a group of soldiers spilled out of a side passage ahead, laughing too loudly and shoving one another with the careless force of men given permission to abandon discipline. One staggered directly into the spot Lucius would have occupied had he continued walking. The soldier recovered poorly and fell hard against a wall.

Lucius remained where he was, heart steady now rather than racing. This unsettled him more than fear would have.

The soldier looked around, confused, then shrugged and continued on with the others. None of them noticed Lucius.

He waited until they had gone before moving again. This time, the heat along his left side returned briefly, like a quiet acknowledgement. It disturbed him deeply.

He did not want responses from his own body.

He turned down a narrower lane, one that sloped gently upward toward the older districts. Fewer decorations reached here. Saturnalia was a ritual, not an equalizer. Some places remained heavy with memory even during inversion.

A voice drifted from ahead, low and steady.

“You walk as though the ground might shift beneath you.”

Lucius slowed, hand tightening instinctively at his side. A woman emerged from the doorway of a closed workshop, her hood drawn low, her posture relaxed in a way that did not suggest weakness. Her accent was faint but unmistakable, a softness to the consonants that did not belong to Rome.

“It would not be the first time,” Lucius said carefully.

She studied him in silence. Her gaze moved not to his face but slightly to one side of him, lingering for a fraction of a second too long. When she met his eyes again, something like recognition passed between them.

“You feel it today,” she said. “Even if you do not know what it is.”

Lucius’s chest tightened. “You mistake me for someone else.”

She smiled, but it was not amusement that shaped the expression. “No,” she said. “I do not.”

They stood there, the distance between them close enough to be deliberate. Lucius became acutely aware of his stance, of how his weight rested unevenly, favouring one foot as though responding to a pull he could not see.

“You should not be here alone,” she said.

“You should not speak as though you know me,” Lucius replied, more sharply than he intended.

Again, her gaze flicked, brief and precise, toward the left side of him. This time, the warmth under his skin flared in response. His irritation sharpened into control.

“Say what you came to say,” he told her. “Or move on.”

Her expression sobered. “Saturnalia loosens many things,” she said. “Not just rules. Boundaries thin. Old patterns rise.”

“I deal in what can be observed,” Lucius said. “Not patterns you cannot define.”

She inclined her head slightly. “So do I.”

A shout echoed from somewhere distant. The woman glanced toward it, then back to Lucius, urgency replacing patience.

“They are watching today,” she said quietly. “More closely than they pretend. If you value your safety, you should stay visible. Crowds protect those who do not yet understand what they carry.”

Lucius felt his jaw tighten. “And you,” he asked, “what do you carry.”

She hesitated, then stepped back into the shadow of the doorway. “Memory,” she said. “And the consequences of forgetting.”

Before he could reply, she was gone, slipping down a side passage too narrow to follow without clear intent. Lucius stood motionless, listening until even her footsteps had vanished.

His body felt misaligned, as though something inside him had shifted its centre. The sensation along his left side dulled again, settling, patient.

He resumed walking, slower now, every step deliberate. He did not know who the woman was. He did not know why her presence felt less foreign than it should have. What unsettled him most was the certainty that she had not been surprised by him.

Or by whatever was beginning.

When he reached the end of the lane, the city opened up again into sound and movement. Masks flashed past. A man dressed as Saturn himself stumbled by, wine-stained and laughing. The inversion surged on, bright and careless.

Lucius merged back into the crowd, but the feeling remained. Not fear. Not awe.

Awareness.

Something old had noticed him.
Something he had spent his life ignoring.
And now, it was no longer willing to remain hidden.
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Aelius Varro

Aelius Varro disliked Saturnalia.

Not for its disorder. Disorder was honest. What unsettled him was what the festival allowed to happen quietly while everyone pretended nothing counted.

He stood in the upper room of a bookbinder’s shop that did not sell books, listening to the laughter spill through the shutters below. The sound rose and fell in waves, reckless and unmeasured, masking the dull rhythm of boots on stone in the streets beyond. Enforcement moved easily today. No one questioned it. No one remembered it later.

Varro rested his fingers on a stack of wax tablets, reading names he already knew by heart.

None of them were important on their own. That was the mistake Rome often made. Power did not erupt from single figures. It emerged at intersections. Lines crossing where they were not meant to.

Lucius Marcellus appeared on the tablet without title or annotation. That was unusual. Lucius belonged to no faction, no cult, no recorded grievance. His family line was unremarkable in the way officials liked. Clean. Quiet. Useful.

And yet.

Varro turned the tablet sideways, adjusting the light. A few other names had been lightly etched nearby, then half-smoothed away. Foreign tutors. A trader once questioned. A scholar who had disappeared quietly two winters ago. All connected not by action, but by proximity.

Lucius appeared beside them more than once.

Varro did not believe in omens. He believed in recurrence.

He dipped his stylus and added nothing. There was no charge to record. None that would stand. Still, patterns demanded marking even when proof lagged behind recognition.

Through the narrow slit of the window, he watched the street below. A group of young men staggered past wearing servant masks upside down, laughing too loudly. Behind them, two Praetorians followed without humour, their gaze fixed not on the crowd but on the spaces within it. They were trained to see what did not belong.

Varro exhaled slowly.

Saturnalia made Rome careless, but it also made it hungry. Old knowledge resurfaced during festivals. Not because of belief, but because suppression required attention, and attention wandered today.

He reached for a scroll bound in faded leather and unfastened it just enough to glimpse the interior markings. Not words. Diagrams. Lines folding back on themselves. Wheels. Knots. The kind of patterns people carved when they understood cycles but lacked language to describe them cleanly.

Britannic, some would say. Primitive.

Rome had always preferred straight roads.

Varro closed the scroll and returned it to its hiding place beneath the floor slats. When he stood upright again, the noise outside had shifted. Laughter sharpened. Voices rose in challenge. Somewhere nearby, something had gone wrong.

He did not move.

Instead, he picked up a fresh tablet and wrote one thing only.

Observe Lucius Marcellus.

No accusation.
No protection.
Just observation.

Varro pressed the wax flat and set the tablet aside. He knew how this worked. Rome did not crush what it could not yet name. It watched until shape emerged. Then it acted decisively and without apology.

Lucius might remain irrelevant.

Or he might become visible.

Varro suspected visibility would be the greater danger.

Outside, a torch toppled and was righted amid cheers. Saturnalia roared on, loud and blind. Varro listened, calculating how long such noise could conceal quiet removals.

Not long.

He extinguished the lamp and left the room without ceremony, already adjusting his expectations. Some patterns announced themselves loudly. Others revealed their importance only by how carefully they were avoided.

Lucius Marcellus was not avoiding anything.

And Rome, eventually, would notice.
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Chapter Three

By midmorning, Saturnalia had shed its gentler skin.

What had begun as laughter and casual excess had hardened into something unruly. The streets were thick with people now, their movements less playful, more deliberate. Masks concealed expressions that no longer felt harmless. Wine soaked into stone, carried along the gutters in thin red lines that caught the light.

Lucius moved through it all with growing unease, every instinct urging clarity where the city celebrated confusion. The sensation along his left side had returned with steadier persistence, no longer flaring and fading but maintaining a low, constant presence, like a compass needle quietly refusing to align with the world around it.

He became aware of how often people brushed past him from the same direction. How frequently he was forced to shift his weight to avoid collision. How each adjustment came a fraction of a breath before it was needed.

At first, he tried not to notice.

Soon, that became impossible.

Near the Forum, a drunken argument erupted between two men arguing over a thrown cup. Voices rose, fists clenched. Lucius felt the air tighten, the moment pulling toward violence with a certainty that made his chest constrict.

He stepped sideways instinctively.

The punch landed where his head had just been.

The crowd roared its approval, mistaking violence for entertainment. Lucius stood frozen at the edge of it, aware of the quiet certainty settling into him. He had not reacted. He had known.

His hand pressed briefly against his side, fingers curling as though to anchor something restless beneath the skin. His breath slowed by force of habit, by discipline long practised.

He did not look at his hand.

He turned away instead.

The further he wandered, the more strained the city seemed to become. Soldiers had abandoned their pretence of neutrality. They lingered in pairs now, not interfering but watching closely. Their gaze passed over faces, not costumes. Over posture, not behaviour.

Lucius began to feel the weight of it when one set of eyes followed him too long.

He could not see the watcher at first. Only the sensation of being held in focus, of attention tightening around him like thread drawn taut. It sent a subtle shiver along his left side, deeper than physical sensation, something closer to anticipation.

He resisted the urge to turn.

Moments later, a fruit cart tipped over ahead of him, wheels screeching as the vendor shouted in alarm. The crowd surged forward to gawk. Lucius slowed, stopping well short of the crush.

Something in him had already measured the shift in bodies. The way excitement would propagate. Where pressure would build.

Someone collided with him from behind regardless, hard enough to jolt breath from his lungs.

A hand caught his arm immediately, steadying him before he could fall.

“Apologies,” a voice said.

Lucius steadied himself and turned. The man was well dressed but unremarkable, his smile easy, his manner apologetic. Yet his eyes were sharp. Evaluating.

“You stepped unusually early,” the man continued lightly, releasing him. “Most people trust the crowd to carry them.”

Lucius met his gaze evenly. “Most people misjudge momentum.”

The man smiled again but did not look away. “True.”

They stood there a moment longer than courtesy required. Then the man inclined his head and disappeared into the crowd, leaving behind the faint, lingering impression of attention withheld too deliberately.

Lucius remained still, pulse steady, mind racing.

That had not been coincidence.

He altered his path, choosing narrower streets instinctively, favouring uneven ground and shadowed corners. The sensation guiding him did not grow stronger, only clearer, sharpening his sense of where not to be.

He avoided a collapse only moments before a group of revellers sent a stone column decoration crashing down. He turned aside from an alley just as shouts erupted from within, followed by the unmistakable sound of steel striking flesh.

Each time, the sense within him responded not with alarm but with quiet, precise instruction.

It unsettled him.

He reached a small courtyard he rarely visited, enclosed by tall walls that muted the festival sound to a distant din. A lone fig tree stood bare at its centre, black branches twisting like drawn lines against the pale stone.

Lucius stopped beneath it, chest rising and falling now despite his effort to control it.

Something shifted.

Not outside.

Within.

For the first time, he wondered whether resistance was the mistake.

The warmth along his left side deepened, not flaring but spreading softly, as though something internal had finally found room to surface. He closed his eyes briefly, attempting to separate signal from feeling, clarity from reaction.

A fragment rose unbidden to the edge of memory. A woman’s voice in a half-forgotten tongue. Circles. Paths. The idea that knowing was not always about sight, but alignment.

He opened his eyes.

Across the courtyard entrance, standing just out of the light, was the hooded woman from earlier.

She did not approach. She waited.

“You keep avoiding the places you are meant to be,” she said calmly.

Lucius exhaled slowly. “I am avoiding pain.”

She shook her head slightly. “You are avoiding recognition.”

He did not answer.

She took a single step closer, her face still shadowed. “The city has begun to notice you,” she said. “Not because you act, but because you do not fall where expected.”

“Who are you,” Lucius demanded quietly.

“Someone who learned too late to listen,” she replied. “And who will not make the same mistake twice.”

The warmth within him surged subtly, not hot, not sharp, but insistent.

“If you know what is happening to me,” he said, “then explain it.”

She hesitated, eyes flicking briefly toward the street beyond the courtyard, then back to him.

“Not yet,” she said. “You need time to see the pattern before it is named.”

A distant shout cut through the air, followed by a command barked in sharp Latin.

The woman stepped back instinctively.

“They are tightening,” she said. “Which means you are closer than you realise.”

She turned and vanished again into the side passage without sound.

Lucius stood alone beneath the fig tree, heart steady now, gaze fixed on the empty space she had occupied.

The city roared on around him, blind and indulgent.

But something within him had shifted from disturbance to orientation.

He was no longer merely reacting. He was beginning to see.
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Chapter Four

Lucius left the courtyard with the uneasy sense that standing still was no longer neutral.

The fig tree remained behind him. Its bare branches etched against pale stone like a diagram he had not learned how to read. As he rejoined the streets, Saturnalia pressed in again, louder now, thicker, its earlier warmth diluted by impatience and excess. The festival had entered its second rhythm. The one where laughter soured easily.

The sensation within him persisted, but it had changed. Where before it had guided him away from danger with quiet precision, now it pulsed unevenly, like an instrument slightly out of tune. He noticed it most when he tried to ignore it.

He told himself that was fatigue. Nothing more.

Near the edge of the Subura, a disturbance rippled through the crowd. Shouting rose sharp and sudden. Someone stumbled backward, knocking into a brazier that scattered sparks onto the street. People recoiled instinctively.

Lucius felt it then. A certainty rising clean and fast.

The danger would break to the right.

Without hesitation, he stepped left.

A body slammed into his shoulder with enough force to stagger him. Pain flared across his chest as he caught himself against a wall. The heat along his left side surged too late, too sharply, as though reacting rather than leading.

A man cried out nearby. Not drunk. Hurt.

Lucius turned and saw him on the ground, clutching his leg where the dropped brazier had rolled, flesh blistering beneath torn fabric. The crowd pressed inward, curious and hungry for spectacle. No one intervened.

Lucius stood frozen, breath shallow.

He had moved. Confidently. Incorrectly.

For the first time since the sensation had begun, it had betrayed him. Or worse, he had misread it.

A soldier pushed through the gathering bodies with impatient force. Then another. Their presence shifted the crowd immediately. Laughter dimmed. People stepped back.

Lucius felt the weight of their attention before it found his face.

“You,” one of them said, pointing. “What did you do.”

Lucius opened his mouth, then closed it again. Words assembled too slowly.

“I stepped aside,” he said at last.

The soldier’s gaze narrowed. “Why.”

Lucius hesitated, and the hesitation was answer enough.

The injured man groaned again. Someone whispered that he would be carried to the bathhouse. Someone else laughed, sharp and uncomfortable.

The second soldier circled slightly, studying Lucius now with interest rather than accusation. “You moved early,” he said. “Before the crowd shifted.”

Lucius met his eyes steadily. “Experience.” The lie sat poorly.

The soldiers exchanged a glance. Nothing formal passed between them, but something aligned.

“Name,” the first demanded.

Lucius gave it.

The second repeated it quietly, testing the sound.

“Lucius Marcellus,” he said. “Of course.”

A flicker of recognition moved through him, small but undeniable.

“You walk carefully,” the soldier continued. “Today of all days.”

Lucius said nothing.

After a moment, the soldiers turned away, seizing the injured man to clear the street. The crowd dispersed more slowly this time, murmuring as they went. Lucius remained where he was, the cold of the stone leaching through his cloak.

He realised too late that others were looking at him differently now. Not with suspicion exactly. With attention.

The warmth beneath his skin dulled into something heavier. Dense. Contained.

He pushed on, forcing his pace to remain ordinary, though his thoughts raced ahead of his steps. The mistake repeated itself in his mind again and again. The confidence. The certainty. The wrongness of it.

Whatever this ability was, it was not infallible.

Worse, it noticed when he relied on it.

He reached a narrow bridge spanning a shallow canal when the feeling returned, sudden and sharp. This time it did not guide him away. It stalled him completely, fixing him in place with an urgency that bordered on panic.

Stop. He obeyed.

A cart rattled past him moments later, its load shifting dangerously. A crate fell free and shattered against the stone where he would have stood.

Lucius exhaled sharply, heart racing.

Inconsistency. That was the danger.

He had avoided injury again, but the relief did not come. All he could think of was the soldier’s pause. The familiarity in his voice. The way his name had not surprised him.

By the time Lucius reached his home, the light had shifted toward evening. The city roared louder than ever now, wine and fire and noise folding together. He shut the door behind him and leaned briefly against it, closing his eyes.

The house was not empty.

A presence lingered in the atrium, careful and still.

Lucius opened his eyes.

Aelius Varro stood near the pool, cloak damp at the hem, expression grave.

“You were seen today,” Varro said without preamble.

Lucius straightened. “By whom.”

Varro’s gaze flicked, just briefly, toward Lucius’s left side, then returned to his face. “By people who do not need certainty to act. Only anomaly.”

Lucius felt a tightness settle beneath his ribs. “I misjudged something,” he said quietly.

Varro nodded. “Yes.”

“You know why,” Lucius pressed.

“No,” Varro replied. “But I know what follows.”

He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Rome tolerates extremes. It does not tolerate deviations that refuse to repeat cleanly. You moved too early. Then not early enough. That irregularity draws attention.”

Lucius clenched his jaw. “Then tell me what I am.”

Varro looked at him for a long moment, weighing restraint against urgency.

“I do not know,” he said finally. “But I know this. You are no longer invisible. And you cannot afford another mistake like that one.”

The warmth beneath Lucius’s skin stirred again, quieter now, almost wary.

Not a warning.

A recalibration.

Outside, Saturnalia burned brighter than ever.

And somewhere within the machinery of Rome, Lucius Marcellus had been marked, not by symbol or inscription, but by outcome.

The city had noticed.

And it rarely forgot.
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Chapter Five

The house felt smaller than it had that morning.

Lucius moved through it slowly, acutely aware of the way sound carried, how even the soft scuff of his sandal against stone seemed to linger longer than it should have. The echo unsettled him. It made the walls feel attentive.

Varro did not follow him beyond the atrium.

That, too, was a message.

Lucius washed his hands at the basin, watching the water darken slightly as dust and grime loosened from his skin. The reflection staring back at him looked unchanged, yet something had settled behind his eyes, a fatigue that did not belong to the body alone.

He dried his hands and paused, fingers hovering for a moment, close to his left side, before lowering them again. Whatever had misaligned earlier still lingered, subdued but present, as though waiting for a clearer signal before responding again.

He sat and time loosened its grip.

Outside, Saturnalia surged on. The distant roar of the crowd rose and fell in uneven pulses, sometimes swelling near enough to press against the walls, sometimes retreating far enough that individual voices stood out. Each shift made the sensation within him respond faintly, tightening or slackening in answer.

He no longer trusted it.

That knowledge hurt more than fear would have.

Control had always been his refuge. Observation. Measured response. Today, that foundation had cracked. Not shattered but fractured just enough to feel unreliable.

A knock sounded at the door.

Lucius rose at once, body responding faster than thought, and then waited. The knock came again, firmer this time.

He opened the door to find one of his family’s older servants standing stiffly in the threshold. The man did not meet his gaze.

“There was a disturbance,” the servant said. “Near the Subura. Soldiers came.”

Lucius felt a quiet sinking in his chest. “I know.”

The servant hesitated, shifting his weight. “They asked questions.”

Of course they did.

“What kind of questions,” Lucius asked.

“Names. Movements.” The servant paused. “They asked whether you had been home this afternoon.”

Lucius’s breath stilled.

“And what did you tell them.”

“That you had not,” the servant replied. “That you were with Varro earlier.”

Lucius closed his eyes briefly. Varro had expected this. Possibly planned for it.

“When did they come,” Lucius asked.

“Not long after you returned,” the servant said. “They did not enter. But they watched for some time.”

The warmth beneath Lucius’s skin stirred faintly, not as guidance but as confirmation. The attention he had felt earlier now had shape.

“Thank you,” Lucius said. “You may go.”

The servant departed without another word.

Lucius stood alone again, the knowledge settling heavily into the room. Being noticed was one thing. Being remembered was another.

He moved to the small writing table and unrolled a sheet of parchment, intending to distract his mind with logic, with lists or observations or anything that could be controlled. The stylus hovered, then stilled.

Nothing came.

Instead, the memory replayed itself. The certainty that had been wrong. The man on the ground. The soldier’s look of recognition.

Prediction without humility was worse than ignorance.

That thought unsettled him more than anything else today had brought.

The warmth along his left side shifted again, almost responding to the idea, not approving or disapproving but adjusting. He leaned back and exhaled slowly, deliberately. He had spent years mastering the separation of emotion from judgment. Now the line between them had thinned.

He hated that he could feel when the sensation withdrew.

A sound stirred beyond the inner wall. Soft. Intentional.

Lucius did not turn immediately.

“You should not ignore what is happening,” a woman’s voice said calmly.

He turned to see Eira standing near the doorway leading to the inner courtyard. She had entered without announcing herself, her presence so carefully placed that it felt deliberate rather than rude.

“You should not be here,” Lucius said.

She inclined her head. “True. But neither should they.”

She crossed the room slowly, her gaze keeping a respectful distance from his, though he sensed awareness coiling beneath her calm.

“You misread today,” she said.

Lucius stiffened. “You were watching.”

“Yes,” she replied, without apology. “Because you are untrained.”

“I am not trained at all,” Lucius said.

“That is what makes it dangerous,” she replied evenly.

She stopped a few paces away. The air between them felt dense, charged by proximity.

“What you felt does not replace judgment,” she continued. “It responds to alignment. When you force it, it falters.”

Lucius laughed once, short and humourless. “You speak as though you know its temperament.”

“I know its consequences,” she said. The silence stretched.

“Rome is closing,” Eira said quietly. “Not dramatically. Not yet. But when it does, it moves in clean lines. You stepped out of one today.”

Lucius looked away. The left side of his body warmed slightly, as though stirred by her words alone.

“If you believe you can do this alone,” she added, “you will not survive it.”

The statement was not a threat. It was information.

She turned toward the door without waiting for response.

“Learn restraint,” she said over her shoulder. “Or Rome will teach you by force.”

Then she was gone.

Lucius stood in the fading daylight, the noise of Saturnalia pressing back in through the house walls. The warmth beneath his skin dimmed again, quieter than before, almost watchful.

He realised then that whatever this ability was, it was not demanding obedience.

It was demanding relationship.

And he had nearly broken it.
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Chapter Six

The next morning arrived quietly. Too quietly.

Lucius noticed it as soon as he woke, the absence of noise settling over the house like a held breath. Saturnalia had burned itself raw the night before, leaving behind an exhausted city slower to rise. Even the servants moved with unusual restraint, their steps careful as if unwilling to disturb something fragile.

The sensation along his left side was subdued. Not gone, but distant, like an animal resting just beyond the edge of sight. For the first time since the festival began, it did not press for attention.

The calm unsettled him more than the chaos had.

Lucius dressed deliberately and broke his fast alone. The food tasted flat, stripped of whatever sharpness it usually carried. He found himself chewing slowly, listening to the faint sounds of the city filtering through the walls. Somewhere nearby, a cart rattled. A voice laughed, then stopped abruptly.

No guidance rose within him. No warning. No internal correction.

He had wanted this silence.

Now that it had arrived, it felt provisional.

He spent the morning attending to ordinary matters. Routine correspondence. Accounting. A brief visit to a neighbour whose illness had worsened over winter. Lucius kept his tone even, his movements unremarkable. He was careful not to anticipate. Careful not to lean inward.

Nothing happened.

That, too, felt calculated.

As the sun climbed, he ventured out again, choosing wider streets this time, areas where his presence would vanish among others. Rome appeared to be returning to its familiar rhythms. Merchants reopened their stalls. Decorations were pulled down or trampled underfoot. The city looked embarrassed by its own excess, eager to forget.

At the Temple of Saturn, guards stood in neat formation, their posture restored, expressions civil but closed. Lucius passed them without incident, though he felt the briefest tightening along his left side as one of them looked up.

Not at him but past him.

Lucius did not turn.

He walked on, maintaining an ordinary pace, counting steps until the sensation dulled again. The absence of instruction was becoming a presence of its own.

He stopped near a fountain where water spilled steadily into a carved basin. The sound soothed him despite himself. He watched reflections ripple and reform, distortions resolving cleanly when left alone.

Nearby, two men spoke in low voices. Not whispers, but careful speech.

“...asked again this morning,” one said.

“Anyone taken,” the other replied.

“Not yet. Names first.”

Lucius straightened, casual, composed.

“They said temporary,” the first voice continued. “Only until after the festival. Just observation.”

Lucius stepped away before the conversation ended. He had heard enough.

He did not feel watched.

Which made it worse.

That evening, Varro sent no word. Eira did not appear. The house remained unvisited, untouched. Lucius ate, bathed, and slept without interruption. The sensation within him remained quiet throughout, alert but restrained, as though observing him rather than guiding.

Near dusk, as torchlight bloomed along the streets, Lucius stood at his doorway and let his gaze drift outward. A group of Praetorians stood at the far end of the street, relaxed in posture, speaking among themselves. They were positioned too casually to be stopping anyone. Yet they did not move as people passed.

They simply watched.

One of them glanced in Lucius’s direction, briefly. Not with recognition. With assessment.

Lucius felt only the faintest response beneath his skin. No urgency. No pull.

He closed the door slowly and rested his palm against the wood.

The calm held.

But peace, he was beginning to understand, did not always mean safety. Sometimes it meant the pattern was no longer forming around him.

Sometimes it meant it had already formed and was only waiting for confirmation.

Lucius extinguished the lamps and sat in the dark, allowing the silence to exist without resisting it.

Whatever was happening had not ended.

It had simply learned patience.
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Chapter Seven

The notice arrived without ceremony.

It was delivered midmorning by a junior clerk Lucius had seen dozens of times before and never had cause to remember. The man stood with unnecessary stiffness, eyes fixed on a point just beyond Lucius’s shoulder, as though the act of looking directly would require explanation.

“A request,” the clerk said, handing over the folded tablet. “Routine.”

Lucius took it without comment.

The clerk lingered a fraction of a second longer than was polite, then inclined his head and left. His steps retreated quickly, relief audible in the soft slap of sandals against stone.

Lucius unfolded the tablet.

The language was neutral. Almost courteous. A notice of adjustment. A minor clerical correction to household records requiring brief confirmation at an administrative office near the Forum. Nothing accusatory. Nothing urgent. The kind of thing most men would complete lazily, if at all.

Lucius read it twice.

There was no formal seal, only a notation in the margin referencing a temporary post Saturnalia audit. He felt the faintest stirring along his left side, not a warning exactly, but an awareness sharpening, edges coming into focus.

Not danger.
Constraint.
He folded the tablet carefully and set it aside, resisting the temptation to seek Varro immediately. This was not yet a question for counsel. It was a test of response.

If this was nothing, then avoidance would draw notice.
If it was something, then haste would do the same.
Lucius chose the only remaining course.

He went.

The building stood just off the main thoroughfare, unremarkable in design, its facade neat and minimally adorned. Two clerks sat at a broad desk inside. Heads bent together in murmured conversation. They looked up when Lucius entered, a synchrony too precise to be accidental.

“Lucius Marcellus,” one of them said before being told.

Lucius kept his expression mild. “I was asked to confirm a record.”

The clerk accepted the tablet and ran a finger down a ledger already open on the desk. He did not need to search far.

“Yes,” the man said. “A simple verification.”

“What record,” Lucius asked.

“Presence,” the clerk replied, as if the word answered everything.

Lucius felt the faintest hum beneath his skin. Not guidance. Anticipation.

“My presence where,” he asked.

The clerk smiled faintly. “Within the city.”

Lucius waited.

“There were inconsistencies noted during the festival,” the second clerk added, his tone smooth. “Nothing concerning. But we are instructed to confirm movement patterns where... irregularities appeared.”

Lucius met his gaze. “And mine appeared.”

“Yes,” the clerk said simply.

The word hung between them, heavier than its delivery warranted.

“Do I need to be concerned,” Lucius asked.

“No,” the first clerk replied at once. “Not unless accuracy troubles you.”

Lucius resisted the urge to touch the place along his left side where the sensation had concentrated. The word accuracy bothered him far more than concern would have.

They asked him where he had been, when, with whom. The questions were mild, conversational, delivered with practiced ease. Nothing false. Nothing that could not be answered truthfully without telling everything.

Lucius answered carefully.

He left out nothing essential.
He added nothing unnecessary.
When he finished, both clerks nodded, already satisfied. The ledger was closed. The tablet returned.

“That will be all,” the first said. “For now.”

Lucius paused. “Is there a reason my name was selected.”

The clerk hesitated only briefly. “You were noticed avoiding disturbances.”

Lucius felt the sensation beneath his skin shift subtly.

“Most people avoid disturbances,” he said.

“Yes,” the clerk agreed. “But not consistently.”

Lucius inclined his head once and left.

Outside, the street felt subtly altered. Not emptier. Not louder. Just... measured. He walked several paces before noticing that he had begun unconsciously counting steps again, mapping his movement against the feeling inside him.

He stopped. Control required awareness, not surrender.

Lucius changed direction twice before reaching home, testing himself. No guidance came. No resistance. The sensation within him remained quiet and contained.

That troubled him more than the questioning had.

At home, he found Varro waiting.

The older man rose as Lucius entered, expression unreadable. “You went,” he said.

“Yes,” Lucius replied. “And now I know why.”

Varro studied him carefully. “What did they ask.”

“Where I had been,” Lucius said. “And how often I avoided being where trouble formed.”

Varro exhaled slowly through his nose. “That is not surveillance,” he said. “That is calibration.”

Lucius felt a weight settle in his chest. “Then they will adjust.”

“Yes,” Varro said. “They always do.”

“And what happens if I do not change.”

Varro’s mouth tightened. “Then the system will. In ways that remove uncertainty.”

The warmth beneath Lucius’s skin stirred faintly, almost inaudible. Not warning. Recognition.

“This was not meant to frighten you,” Varro continued. “It was meant to narrow you.”

Lucius nodded once.

He understood now.

The calm had never been peace.
It had been measurement.
And measurement, once complete, demanded response.
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Chapter Eight

Lucius woke with the quiet decision already formed.

Today he would not listen.

Not to the subtle tug along his left side, not to the quiet shifts in air, not to the dim sense of alignment that had begun to rise and fall beneath his thoughts. He would move according to reason alone, to habit and observation, the tools he trusted long before any of this had started.

He dressed without haste and chose his route carefully, but not in response to inner pressure. He told himself that each choice was practical. Well-lit streets. Familiar vendors. Spaces where he could see and be seen.

The sensation within him remained present, like a faint warmth behind a closed door.

He shut it out.

The city had regained much of its ordinary rhythm. Saturnalia lingered in hungover scraps, bits of decoration still clinging to walls, stray laughter breaking out in ways that sounded more like memory than celebration. Rome was repairing its posture, smoothing its robe, acting as though the inversion had not occurred.

Lucius set his mind to do the same.

In the marketplace, he paused near a stall selling grain. The merchant greeted him with the distant politeness reserved for men who might someday be useful but currently were not. Lucius answered in kind, voice even, trading remarks about supply routes and the winter’s sting.

No pressure rose within him. No urgent pull. Only the ordinary hum of bodies moving past one another.

He found that he could almost believe nothing had changed.

Almost.

A child ran too fast through the crowd, tripped, and fell hard against the edge of a crate. The crack of impact drew a brief flinch from those nearby, then faded as quickly as it had risen. The child stood, biting back tears, and kept moving.

Lucius watched, waiting for the familiar surge of anticipatory awareness.

It did not come.

He turned away.

As the morning wore on, he maintained the separation with effort. He did not alter course when voices rose behind him. He did not move early when carts rattled unevenly nearby. He watched, recorded, assessed, but refused to engage with anything not supported by direct evidence.

The quiet inside him thickened.

By midday, the restraint had become work. A low, steady exertion, as if some part of his mind was constantly lifting a weight he could have set down. Even ordinary conversation felt slightly delayed, his responses arriving half a heartbeat later than they should.

People noticed.

Not openly. Not rudely. A neighbour asked whether he felt unwell. A vendor repeated a question he had already answered once. Their concern was small, but it documented a shift he did not want recorded.

In the afternoon, he went to visit an older acquaintance, a craftsman whose workshop stood near a downhill street known for loose stones and bad drainage. Lucius had walked this way many times. He knew the uneven ground, the places where carts slipped, where rain gathered.

As he approached, the air grew thick with the smell of oil and metal. The usual clatter of tools sounded from inside. Outside, a boy loaded scrap into a handcart, stacking it higher than was wise. Lucius watched him for a moment, noting the wobble in the wheels, the strain in the boy’s arms.

The warmth along his left side stirred, a quiet nudge.

He ignored it.

The boy turned, pulling the cart after him. One wheel caught on a cracked stone. The cart lurched. For a brief, weightless instant, Lucius knew exactly how the movement would complete.

He could have stepped forward then. Could have reached the cart, steadied it with a single brace of his arm. The shape of the motion flashed through him, clean and obvious.

He held still.

The cart tipped. Metal spilled in a jagged cascade. The boy tried to jump back. Not fast enough. A long shard slid across his leg, cutting deep. He cried out, collapsing onto the stone.

Lucius moved at last.

Others reached the boy before he did. A woman tore the edge of her cloak to bind the wound. Someone shouted for water. The craftsman emerged from the workshop, swearing under his breath as he knelt to examine the injury.

Lucius stood at the edge of the circle, breath steady, chest heavy.

No one blamed him.

No one even looked at him.

The warmth that had tried to rise earlier retreated, not in anger, not entirely in pain. More like disappointment. Quiet. Final.

He felt it withdraw, folding in on itself until only a faint echo remained.

The boy was carried inside. Blood marked the stones in thin lines, already beginning to darken. The crowd started to disperse. Conversation resumed around him, slightly thinner, slightly more frayed.

Lucius walked away, each step slow, measured.

He told himself that the injury had been inevitable. The cart had been poorly balanced. The wheel had been cracked. The boy had been careless. None of those facts required inner warnings to see.

Yet the truth sat in him like a weight.

He had known the moment of tipping before it happened.

He had chosen not to act.

Back at his house, the rooms felt oddly muted. Light entered as usual, settling on familiar surfaces, but it seemed to stop sooner, as though the air itself refused to carry it fully. Lucius moved through the space like a guest.

He sat at the table, hands folded, and waited for the internal sensation to return.

It did not. He felt ordinary.

Utterly, horribly ordinary.

The relief he had once thought he wanted did not come. Instead, there was only a dull sense of absence, like a door that had closed softly in another part of the house.

Varro did not visit that day. Eira did not appear. The Praetorians kept their distance. No one questioned him. No one arrived at his door with new tablets or new corrections.

The world did not punish him.

That was the worst part.

As evening settled, he stepped outside briefly and looked down the street. The guards who had stood there the previous night were gone. In their place, a single figure leaned against a wall opposite his house, dressed plainly, posture relaxed.

A passerby, perhaps. A man idling as he waited for someone.

Lucius watched him for a moment. The man did not look up. Did not move. Did not acknowledge him.

No internal warning rose in Lucius. No whisper of danger. No tug toward avoidance. He went back inside.

Sleep came late, slow and restless. In the half-dreaming space before consciousness dissolved, he felt one last faint stir at the edge of his awareness, a presence hovering behind him like an unanswered question.

When he woke, it was gone. The silence remained.

And in that silence, the cost of his restraint finally began to take shape.

He had proven that he could live without listening.

The next question would be whether he wanted to.
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