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Prologue: The Buried Truth

Pompeii, 79 AD

The sky turned black as night in the middle of the day.

Livia Antonius clutched the golden medallion against her chest, its metal warm despite the ash raining from the heavens. Around her, the streets of Pompeii had descended into chaos—screams pierced the air as people fled in all directions, their faces masks of terror illuminated by the mountain’s unholy glow.

“Marcus!” she called out, her voice barely audible above the roar of Mount Vesuvius. The earth trembled beneath her sandaled feet, and another building collapsed nearby, sending a fresh cloud of dust billowing through the narrow street.

She had to find him. Nothing else mattered now.

The medallion pulsed against her palm, its ruby center glowing with an inner light that seemed to mock the mountain’s fury. Seven interlocking circles, seven gemstones—but only the ruby shone now, as if awakened by the catastrophe unfolding around them.

“The gods are punishing us,” wailed an old woman as she stumbled past Livia, her gray hair coated white with ash.

Not the gods, Livia thought. This is my punishment alone.

The priestess had warned her. “This medallion binds souls across time,” the crone had whispered three months ago, her blind eyes somehow finding Livia’s in the dim light of the temple. “Seven women. Seven lives. Seven chances to break the cycle. But beware—love found through its power will end in tragedy until the cycle is broken.”

Livia had not believed her then. The medallion was merely a family heirloom, passed down through generations of women in her family, nothing more.

Until she met Marcus Valerius.

Until their eyes locked across her father’s atrium during that ill-fated diplomatic gathering.

Until she felt the medallion grow hot against her skin at the exact moment his hand accidentally brushed hers as he accepted a cup of wine.

“Livia!”

Her heart leapt at the sound of his voice. Through the thickening ash and smoke, she saw him—tall and strong, his military cloak billowing as he pushed against the tide of fleeing citizens to reach her.

“Marcus!” She ran toward him, stumbling over debris that had fallen from the buildings lining the street. The ground shook violently, nearly sending her to her knees, but she pressed on.

When they collided, his arms encircled her with desperate strength. “You should have left with the ships,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “Why did you stay?”

“I couldn’t leave without you.” She pulled back to look at his face—that beloved face, streaked with soot and sweat, his dark eyes reflecting the red glow of the mountain. “Your message said to meet at the eastern gate, but it was blocked by fallen columns.”

Another tremor, stronger than before. A building across the street groaned and began to collapse. Marcus pulled her into a recessed doorway as debris rained down where they had stood moments before.

“We need to reach the harbor,” he said, scanning the street for the safest route. “There may still be boats.”

Livia clutched his arm. “It’s too late. Look.”

The mountain had split open further, and a massive cloud of ash and fire was rolling down its slopes, devouring everything in its path. The speed of it was impossible, unnatural—as if some vengeful god had indeed been awakened.

“Then we head for the hills,” Marcus said, his voice steady despite the death approaching them. “We can outrun it if we—”

“No.” Livia’s fingers tightened around the medallion. “It will find us. It always finds us.”

“What are you talking about?” He gripped her shoulders, confusion mingling with urgency on his face.

The ground heaved beneath them again. A shower of small stones pelted the street, one striking Livia’s shoulder hard enough to make her gasp.

“The medallion,” she said, opening her palm to reveal the glowing artifact. “It bound us together, but at a price. The priestess of Minerva warned me. Our love is cursed, Marcus. This is my punishment for defying my father, for loving you despite knowing what it would cost.”

“That’s superstitious nonsense.” His voice was firm, but his eyes betrayed uncertainty as he stared at the glowing ruby. “That’s just an old family heirloom.”

“Then why does it glow when we’re together? Why did I dream of your face before we ever met?” She touched his cheek, leaving a smudge of ash. “Why did you draw my likeness in your journals months before you came to Rome?”

His silence was answer enough. He had never been able to explain that strange compulsion, the dreams that had haunted him since childhood of a woman with amber eyes and a voice that seemed to call to him across some vast, unknowable distance.

The roar from the mountain grew louder. The pyroclastic flow was minutes away, perhaps less.

“If we die here,” Marcus said finally, “then the curse ends with us.”

Livia shook her head, tears cutting clean tracks through the ash on her cheeks. “No. The priestess said the medallion binds seven women through time. I am only the first.” She looked up at him, her heart breaking. “We will find each other again, Marcus. Again and again, until someone breaks the cycle.”

He pulled her close, his heartbeat strong against her ear despite the terror surrounding them. “Then I will find you in every life,” he whispered fiercely. “In every age, in every form. And one day, we will break this curse.”

The medallion pulsed between them, its light growing brighter as the darkness from the mountain swept closer.

“Promise me,” Livia said, raising her face to his. “Promise you’ll find me again.”

Instead of answering, he kissed her—a kiss of desperation and promise, of endings and beginnings. The medallion burned against their flesh, searing its pattern into both their skins.

When they broke apart, the wall of ash and fire was upon them. There was nowhere left to run.

“I promise,” Marcus said, his eyes never leaving hers as the world disappeared around them. “Across time. Across death itself.”

The medallion flared with blinding light as the pyroclastic flow engulfed them, their bodies locked in an embrace that would last two thousand years.

And somewhere, across the vast expanse of time yet to come, a woman not yet born felt the echo of their final heartbeats.

The first echo of seven.

The cycle had begun. 
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Chapter 1: Unearthed
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Pompeii Archaeological Site, Present Day

Emma Blackwood brushed away a fine layer of ancient dust, her gloved fingers moving with practiced precision. The July sun beat down on her back, but she barely noticed the heat. After three weeks of painstaking excavation in this previously unexplored section of Pompeii, they were finally making progress.

“Anything interesting in your quadrant?” Professor Montgomery called from across the dig site, his British accent carrying easily in the still air.

Emma sat back on her heels, pushing her sweat-dampened hair from her forehead with the back of her wrist. “Nothing yet, Richard. Just more household items.” She gestured to the small collection of artifacts she’d carefully extracted: a bronze oil lamp, fragments of a ceramic bowl, and what appeared to be a child’s toy horse.

Ordinary objects from an extraordinary day—the day when Vesuvius had buried an entire city and its inhabitants under meters of ash and pumice, preserving this moment in time for two millennia.

“Keep at it,” Richard encouraged. “This villa belonged to someone of significance. The mosaic work alone suggests considerable wealth.”

Emma nodded and returned to her methodical excavation. At thirty-two, she was younger than most of the senior archaeologists on the team, but her reputation for meticulous work and innovative analytical techniques had earned her this coveted position on the Pompeii Research Initiative.

The trowel in her hand scraped against something solid. Emma paused, then switched to a smaller brush, carefully clearing away the compacted ash. A glint of gold caught the sunlight.

“I think I’ve found something,” she called, her voice measured despite the quickening of her pulse. Years of fieldwork had taught her not to get excited too quickly. Many promising finds turned out to be mundane upon closer inspection.

But as she worked, revealing more of the object, she knew this was different. The gold was untarnished, gleaming as if it had been polished yesterday rather than buried for two thousand years.

Professor Montgomery made his way over, moving carefully through the gridded excavation area. At sixty-five, with a full head of silver hair and perpetually sunburned cheeks, he looked every inch the distinguished archaeologist.

“What have you got?” he asked, crouching beside her with a grunt.

“I’m not sure yet.” Emma continued her delicate work, revealing what appeared to be a circular pendant. “It’s gold, definitely. Some kind of medallion.”

As more of the artifact emerged, Emma could see it was approximately three inches in diameter, with intricate engravings across its surface. Seven interlocking circles formed a complex pattern, each containing what appeared to be a different gemstone. The craftsmanship was extraordinary.

“Remarkable preservation,” Professor Montgomery murmured, leaning closer. “No oxidation at all.”

Emma nodded, focused on freeing the medallion without damaging it. “The ash must have created a perfect seal.” She worked in silence for several more minutes until the artifact was completely exposed. “There’s something unusual about the design. These aren’t typical Roman motifs.”

She reached for her camera to document the medallion in situ before removal, but as she shifted position, her knee slipped on the loose soil. Instinctively, she reached out to steady herself, her bare fingertips brushing against the central gemstone—a deep red ruby that caught the sunlight like a drop of blood.

The world tilted.

A rush of vertigo swept through Emma, so intense that for a moment she thought she might faint. The archaeological site seemed to blur around her, colors smearing like wet paint. A high-pitched ringing filled her ears, drowning out Professor Montgomery’s concerned voice.

Then, as quickly as it had come, the sensation passed, leaving Emma disoriented and gasping.

“—you all right? Emma?” Richard’s hand was on her shoulder, his face creased with worry.

“I’m fine,” she managed, though her voice sounded distant to her own ears. “Just got dizzy for a second. The heat, probably.”

But it wasn’t the heat. For a brief, disorienting moment, Emma could have sworn she was somewhere else entirely. A crowded street. The smell of spices and sweat. A woman’s voice, speaking words she couldn’t understand yet somehow recognized.

“Perhaps you should take a break,” Professor Montgomery suggested, his tone making it clear this wasn’t merely a suggestion.

Emma nodded, still shaken. “I’ll just finish documenting this find first.”

She reached for her camera again, careful not to touch the medallion directly. As she photographed it from multiple angles, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something significant had just happened—something beyond the normal excitement of an archaeological discovery.

“What do you make of these symbols?” she asked, pointing to a series of markings etched around the edge of the medallion.

Professor Montgomery leaned closer, squinting through his reading glasses. “Not standard Latin characters. Could be a form of cipher, or perhaps related to one of the mystery cults that were popular in the late Republic.”

Emma nodded, but she wasn’t really listening. Her attention was fixed on the central ruby, which seemed to pulse with an inner light when viewed from certain angles. A trick of the sunlight, surely.

Following protocol, she carefully extracted the medallion from its resting place and placed it in a sterile container. As she closed the lid, a strange reluctance came over her, an inexplicable desire to keep the medallion close.

“I’ll take this to the lab for preliminary analysis,” she said, rising to her feet. The container felt unusually heavy in her hand, as if the medallion weighed far more than its physical mass would suggest.

“Good work, Emma,” Professor Montgomery said, already turning his attention back to his own excavation area. “Make sure you drink some water. You’re looking rather pale.”

Emma nodded and made her way to the site’s temporary laboratory, a climate-controlled trailer at the edge of the excavation. Inside, the cool air was a welcome relief from the Italian summer heat, but it did nothing to dispel the strange sensation that had settled over her.

Alone in the lab, she placed the container on the examination table and opened it. The medallion gleamed under the fluorescent lights, somehow more vibrant than it had appeared in the ground. Emma pulled on a fresh pair of latex gloves before carefully lifting it for closer inspection.

Despite the gloves, she could feel the medallion’s weight and an odd warmth that seemed to emanate from it. The central ruby caught the light, sending a crimson reflection dancing across the white walls of the lab.

Emma placed the medallion under the digital microscope and began the standard documentation process, measuring its dimensions and photographing each detail. The seven interlocking circles each contained a different gemstone: ruby, sapphire, emerald, amber, amethyst, pearl, and what appeared to be a black diamond. The craftsmanship was extraordinary, far beyond what she would expect from even the finest Roman goldsmiths.

“What were you?” she murmured, a habit she’d developed over years of working with artifacts. Sometimes it helped to talk to them, to imagine the hands that had crafted them, the lives they had touched.

As she adjusted the microscope to examine the etchings around the edge, her gloved finger slipped, brushing against the ruby once more.

The vertigo returned, stronger this time. The lab spun around her, the fluorescent lights blurring into streaks of white. The ringing in her ears crescendoed, and beneath it, she could hear voices—a woman’s desperate call, a man’s answering shout. The smell of smoke filled her nostrils, acrid and thick.

“Marcus!”

The name echoed in her mind, spoken in a voice that wasn’t her own yet felt intimately familiar.

Emma gripped the edge of the table, her knuckles white as she fought to remain conscious. The vision—if that’s what it was—lasted only seconds before reality reasserted itself. The lab came back into focus, silent except for the hum of the air conditioning and her own ragged breathing.

She stumbled to a chair and sat heavily, her legs suddenly unable to support her weight. What was happening to her? Was she having some kind of breakdown? The stress of the dig, perhaps, combined with the heat and too little sleep.

But deep down, Emma knew it was something else. Something connected to the medallion that now lay innocently on the examination table, its ruby no longer catching the light in quite the same way.

With trembling hands, she reached for her phone and took a personal photo of the medallion—against protocol, but she couldn’t help herself. Then she completed the documentation as quickly as possible, sealed the medallion in its container, and labeled it with the appropriate catalog information.

By the time she left the lab, the sun was beginning to set, casting long shadows across the excavation site. Most of the team had already departed for the day, leaving only a few graduate students finishing their work.

Emma should have felt satisfied. Finding an artifact of this quality was a career highlight, something that would feature prominently in the site report and likely in several academic publications.

Instead, she felt unsettled, as if she’d opened a door that was never meant to be opened. As she walked back to the team’s accommodations in the nearby town, the image of the medallion stayed with her, its seven circles seeming to spin in her mind’s eye.

That night, for the first time in years, Emma dreamed of Rome—not the Rome she had studied and visited as an archaeologist, but a living, breathing Rome of two thousand years ago. Streets filled with people in togas and stolas, the smell of cooking fires and incense, the sound of Latin being spoken all around her.

And through it all, a woman’s voice calling a name that echoed across centuries:

“Marcus!”

Emma woke with a start, the name still ringing in her ears, and a certainty that something fundamental in her life had changed. The medallion had marked her somehow, claimed her.

Outside her window, Vesuvius loomed in the distance, silent and watchful under the stars, keeping its ancient secrets for another day. 
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Chapter 2: The Historian’s Doubt
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Boston, Massachusetts - Two Weeks Later

The Boston University Department of Archaeology and Historical Studies buzzed with the familiar energy of a new semester. Emma pushed through the heavy oak doors, her carry-on luggage still trailing behind her. She’d flown directly from Rome to Boston, landing just three hours ago, determined not to miss the department’s opening meeting.

“Emma! You made it!” Sophia Chen, her closest friend and colleague, rushed over with two coffee cups in hand. “I figured you’d need this after your flight.”

“You’re a lifesaver,” Emma said, accepting the coffee gratefully. Despite her exhaustion, she felt a strange, nervous energy that had followed her across the Atlantic. “How was your summer in Xi’an?”

“Productive. We uncovered some fascinating ceramic work from the early Tang Dynasty.” Sophia studied Emma’s face. “But clearly not as interesting as whatever you found. You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“The ‘I’ve-discovered-something-that-will-change-everything’ look. I’ve seen it before.” Sophia linked her arm through Emma’s as they walked toward the conference room. “Spill it.”

Emma hesitated. How could she explain what had happened in Pompeii? The medallion itself was remarkable enough—a perfectly preserved artifact of unusual design and exceptional craftsmanship. But the visions... those she couldn’t share, not even with Sophia. Not yet.

“We found an unusual medallion in a previously unexcavated villa,” she said finally. “Gold, seven interlocking circles, each with a different gemstone. The craftsmanship is unlike anything I’ve seen from that period.”

“Sounds impressive,” Sophia said. “Photos?”

Emma pulled out her phone and showed Sophia the personal photo she’d taken in the lab. “Official documentation is still being processed, but this gives you the idea.”

Sophia whistled softly. “That’s museum-quality. The preservation is incredible.”

“That’s what makes it so strange. It looks like it was crafted yesterday, not buried under volcanic ash for two millennia.”

They reached the conference room, already half-filled with faculty members and graduate students. Emma scanned the room automatically, nodding to familiar faces, when her gaze caught on someone she didn’t recognize—a man standing by the windows, his back to the room as he looked out at the campus quad.

“Who’s that?” she asked Sophia quietly.

“Daniel Harrison. New hire, specializing in Roman military history. Brilliant, apparently. Oxford PhD, published in all the top journals.” Sophia gave Emma a knowing look. “Also single and gorgeous, if you’re interested.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “I’m not looking for a relationship.”

“You haven’t been looking for five years, Em. Since Mark—”

“Don’t,” Emma cut her off. “Just don’t.”

Sophia squeezed her arm apologetically. “Sorry. But you have to admit, academic dedication doesn’t keep you warm at night.”

Before Emma could respond, the man by the window turned around, as if sensing their attention. His eyes met Emma’s across the room, and the world seemed to tilt beneath her feet.

The same vertigo she’d experienced in Pompeii washed over her, though less intense this time—more like déjà vu than the full sensory overload she’d felt when touching the medallion. For a heartbeat, she saw not a modern academic in a tweed jacket, but a Roman officer in military regalia, his face the same yet somehow different.

Marcus.

The name whispered through her mind, though she’d never met this man before.

He looked equally startled, his brow furrowing as he stared at her. Then he blinked, and the moment passed. He nodded politely and turned to speak to Professor Winters, the department chair.

“Emma? Are you okay?” Sophia was looking at her strangely.

“Fine,” Emma managed. “Just jet lag.”

But it wasn’t jet lag. It was something else entirely, something connected to the medallion and the dreams that had plagued her since discovering it. Dreams of ancient Rome, of a woman named Livia and her doomed love for a soldier named Marcus.

Dreams that felt more like memories.

The meeting began, with Professor Winters welcoming everyone back and introducing new faculty members. Emma tried to focus, but her attention kept drifting to Daniel Harrison. There was something about him—the way he held himself, the timbre of his voice when he briefly addressed the department—that seemed hauntingly familiar.

“And finally,” Professor Winters was saying, “I’m pleased to announce that Dr. Blackwood has returned from Pompeii with some exciting new findings. Emma, would you like to give us a preview?”

Emma startled, then composed herself. “Of course.” She stood and moved to the front of the room, pulling up the photos she’d prepared on her tablet and connecting it to the projector.

“As many of you know, I’ve been working with the Pompeii Research Initiative on a newly discovered villa in the northeastern section of the city.” She clicked through several slides showing the excavation site. “The villa appears to have belonged to a wealthy family with possible connections to the Senate, based on several artifacts bearing senatorial insignia.”

She continued her presentation, describing the layout of the villa and the various artifacts they’d uncovered. She saved the medallion for last.

“Our most significant find was this.” She displayed the image of the medallion. “A gold medallion of exceptional craftsmanship, featuring seven interlocking circles, each containing a different gemstone. The central stone is a ruby of remarkable clarity.”

A murmur ran through the room. Even those who weren’t specialists in Roman artifacts could appreciate the beauty and uniqueness of the piece.

“The design is atypical for Roman jewelry of the period,” Emma continued. “And the inscriptions around the edge appear to be in a cipher or possibly a language associated with one of the mystery cults. We’re still working on translation.”

“Any theories on its purpose?” Professor Winters asked.

Emma hesitated. “It appears to be ceremonial, possibly religious in nature. The seven circles might represent the seven classical planets, though the gemstone associations don’t align with traditional planetary correspondences.”

“Could it be connected to the cult of Mithras?” This question came from Daniel Harrison, his British accent crisp in the quiet room. “Seven grades of initiation, each associated with a different planet.”

Emma met his gaze. “That’s one possibility we’re exploring. The villa showed no obvious signs of being a Mithraic temple, but private worship wasn’t uncommon.”

“The craftsmanship suggests significant value,” Daniel continued. “Not something that would be casually abandoned during the eruption. Was it found with human remains?”

A chill ran down Emma’s spine. In her dreams, she’d seen the medallion clutched in Livia’s hand as she embraced Marcus, the pyroclastic flow from Vesuvius about to engulf them.

“No,” she said, her voice steady despite the unsettling parallel. “It was found in what appears to have been a small household shrine. If the owners attempted to take it with them when they fled, they were unsuccessful.”

Daniel nodded, his expression thoughtful. Something in his eyes suggested he wasn’t entirely satisfied with her answer, as if he sensed she was withholding information.

Emma finished her presentation and returned to her seat, aware of Daniel’s gaze following her. The meeting concluded shortly after, with Professor Winters reminding everyone of the department reception that evening to welcome the new academic year.

As people began to file out, Emma gathered her things, intending to head home for a shower and a few hours of sleep before the reception. She was nearly to the door when a voice stopped her.

“Dr. Blackwood?”

She turned to find Daniel Harrison standing behind her, his height more apparent now that they were close—he towered over her by at least six inches.

“Dr. Harrison,” she acknowledged, extending her hand. “Welcome to Boston University.”

He took her hand, and the moment their skin touched, that same strange vertigo swept through Emma. From the slight widening of his eyes, she suspected he felt something too.

“Thank you,” he said, releasing her hand perhaps a bit too quickly. “Your work in Pompeii sounds fascinating. I’ve done some research on Roman military outposts in the region during the early Imperial period. Perhaps we could compare notes sometime.”

“I’d like that,” Emma said, surprised to find she meant it despite the unsettling effect he had on her.

“That medallion,” he said, his voice dropping slightly. “There’s something unusual about it, isn’t there? Beyond what you mentioned in your presentation.”

Emma stiffened. “What makes you say that?”

Daniel hesitated, as if weighing his words carefully. “Just a feeling. I’ve studied similar artifacts—not as well-preserved, of course—and there are certain design elements that suggest... well, that suggest it might have been more than merely ceremonial.”

“Such as?”

“The specific arrangement of the gemstones, for one. If I’m not mistaken from the photos, they’re positioned in a pattern that corresponds to certain astronomical alignments significant to ancient mystery cults.” He smiled slightly. “I’m sorry, I’m probably overstepping. You’ve only just returned, and here I am, interrogating you about your find.”

“Not at all,” Emma said, though she felt strangely protective of the medallion and its secrets. “Academic curiosity is what drives our field. I’d be happy to discuss it further once I’ve had a chance to review all the documentation.”

“Of course.” He reached into his pocket and handed her a business card. “My contact information. And I’ll see you at the reception tonight?”

“I’ll be there.”

As Daniel walked away, Emma stared at his card, a sense of foreboding settling over her. There was something about him—something beyond his academic interest in her find—that unsettled her. It was as if they’d met before, though she was certain they hadn’t.

Outside the building, the September air was crisp with the first hint of autumn. Emma took a deep breath, trying to clear her head. She needed sleep, needed to reset after the long flight and the strange encounter.

But as she walked to her car, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something significant had just happened—that meeting Daniel Harrison was somehow connected to the medallion and the visions it had triggered.

“We will find each other again, Marcus. Again and again, until someone breaks the cycle.”

The words from her dream echoed in her mind, spoken in a voice that wasn’t hers yet felt like it belonged to her somehow. A voice from two thousand years ago, making a promise that transcended time.

Emma shivered despite the warm afternoon sun. Whatever was happening to her, whatever connection existed between her, the medallion, and Daniel Harrison, one thing was becoming increasingly clear: her life would never be the same again. 
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Chapter 3: First Visions
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Boston, Massachusetts

Emma’s apartment was exactly as she’d left it three months ago—tidy but lived-in, bookshelves overflowing with academic texts, and a collection of artifacts from various digs arranged carefully on her mantelpiece. She dropped her luggage by the door and headed straight for the shower, hoping the hot water would wash away the lingering disorientation from her flight and the strange encounter with Daniel Harrison.

As the water cascaded over her, Emma closed her eyes and tried to make sense of what was happening to her. The medallion, the visions, the inexplicable connection she felt to a man she’d just met—none of it aligned with her scientific worldview. She was an archaeologist, trained to examine physical evidence and draw rational conclusions. There was no room in her professional life for mystical connections or visions of the past.

And yet, she couldn’t deny what she’d experienced.

After her shower, Emma wrapped herself in a robe and padded to her bedroom. Sleep was what she needed—a few hours of oblivion to reset her overtaxed mind. She set her alarm for the department reception and collapsed onto her bed, exhaustion finally overtaking her.

The moment she closed her eyes, the dreams began.

Rome, 79 AD

Livia Antonius stood on the balcony of her father’s villa, gazing out at the sprawling city below. The evening air was warm, carrying the scents of cooking fires and blooming jasmine from the garden. In the distance, the Forum glowed golden in the setting sun, its marble columns casting long shadows across the paved square.

“Livia, come inside. The guests will be arriving soon.” Her mother’s voice floated through the open doorway, gentle but insistent.

“Yes, Mother.” Livia turned reluctantly from the view. At twenty-three, she was well past the age when most Roman women of her class were married with children, but her father’s political ambitions had delayed her betrothal. Senator Antonius wanted an advantageous match—one that would strengthen his position in the increasingly volatile political landscape of the Empire.

Tonight’s gathering was yet another opportunity for him to forge alliances and showcase his eligible daughter to potential suitors. Livia had endured dozens of such evenings, smiling politely as aging senators and ambitious young politicians appraised her like a prized mare at auction.

Her handmaiden, Drusilla, waited inside with a deep blue stola laid out on the bed. “This color suits you well, domina,” she said, helping Livia dress. “It brings out the amber in your eyes.”

Livia submitted to the familiar routine—the draping of the stola, the arrangement of her dark hair in an elaborate style befitting her status, the application of subtle cosmetics to enhance her features. Around her neck, Drusilla fastened a simple gold chain from which hung the family medallion—seven interlocking circles, each containing a different gemstone, with a ruby at its center.

“Must I wear this?” Livia asked, touching the medallion with reluctant fingers. “It feels heavy tonight.”

“Your father insists,” Drusilla replied. “He says it shows the family’s ancient lineage.”

Livia sighed. The medallion had been passed down through generations of women in her family, always from mother to daughter. Her own mother had given it to her on her sixteenth birthday, with a warning that had seemed strange at the time: “Guard it well, and be careful of its power.”

What power could a piece of jewelry hold? Livia had dismissed it as superstition, though she’d noticed over the years that the medallion sometimes felt warm against her skin, particularly when she was emotional.

When she was properly attired, Livia made her way to the atrium, where her father was already greeting the first guests. Senator Antonius was a commanding presence—tall and broad-shouldered despite his fifty years, with a voice accustomed to being heard in the Senate chambers.

“Ah, Livia. Come meet Proconsul Valerius and his son, Marcus.” Her father beckoned her forward, his smile not quite reaching his eyes. This was business, not pleasure.

Livia approached with the measured grace she’d perfected over years of such gatherings. The proconsul was an older man with a weathered face that spoke of years spent in military camps rather than the marble halls of Rome. But it was his son who caught and held Livia’s attention.

Marcus Valerius stood tall and straight, his military bearing evident even in his formal toga. Dark hair, cut short in the style favored by officers, framed a face that was handsome without being pretty—strong jaw, straight nose, and eyes that seemed to see more than most. Those eyes met hers now, and Livia felt a jolt of recognition so powerful that she nearly stumbled.

She had never met this man before. She was certain of it. And yet, something about him was achingly familiar, as if she’d known him in some other life, some other time.

The medallion at her throat suddenly grew warm.

“Lady Livia,” Marcus said, bowing slightly. His voice was deep, with the refined accent of an educated Roman, but there was a slight roughness to it that suggested he was more comfortable giving military commands than exchanging social pleasantries. “Your father speaks highly of your intelligence and grace. I see his praise was not exaggerated.”

“You flatter me, sir,” Livia replied automatically, the words coming from some place of social training while her mind struggled to understand the strange sensation that had come over her. “I hope you find our home welcoming after your campaigns abroad.”

“A welcome change from military camps, certainly.” His smile transformed his serious face, creating a dimple in his right cheek. “Though I confess, I find Rome’s political battlefields often more treacherous than the literal ones.”

A hint of honesty in the midst of social artifice. Livia found herself smiling in return, a genuine expression rather than the polite mask she usually wore at these functions. “Then we have that in common, Marcus Valerius. I, too, find Rome’s social wars exhausting.”

Her father cleared his throat, a subtle warning not to be too forthright. Livia inclined her head apologetically and stepped back, allowing the conversation to return to matters of politics and military strategy.

Throughout the evening, however, she found her gaze drawn repeatedly to Marcus. He moved through the gathering with easy confidence, engaging in conversation with senators and merchants alike, showing none of the arrogance so common among men of his rank and military achievement.

Once, she caught him looking at her with a puzzled expression, as if he, too, felt the strange connection between them. When their eyes met across the crowded atrium, the medallion grew warm again, pulsing against her skin like a second heartbeat.

Later, as servants circulated with wine and delicacies, Livia found herself momentarily alone near the impluvium, the open skylight in the center of the atrium where rainwater collected in a shallow pool. She welcomed the moment of solitude, using it to gather her composure.

“The stars are particularly bright tonight.”

She turned to find Marcus standing nearby, his gaze directed upward through the impluvium to the night sky above.

“Yes,” she agreed, following his gaze. “Do you study the heavens, Marcus Valerius?”

“When on campaign, yes. A clear night sky is often the only map available.” He moved closer, still maintaining a respectful distance. “And you? Do the stars hold interest for you, Lady Livia?”

“I find them comforting,” she admitted. “They remain constant while everything beneath them changes.”

“Not entirely constant,” he said. “They move in patterns, cycles that repeat over vast stretches of time. The Egyptians understood this better than we Romans do.”

“You’ve been to Egypt?” Livia asked, genuinely interested.

“With my father, yes, when I was younger. Alexandria’s library is a wonder—knowledge from across the known world, gathered in one place.” His expression grew thoughtful. “There were scrolls there about the movement of stars, about time itself bending back upon itself like a great serpent.”

The medallion pulsed again, stronger this time. Livia’s hand went to it automatically.

“That’s an unusual piece,” Marcus observed, his eyes drawn to the movement. “May I?”

Livia hesitated, then nodded. Marcus stepped closer, examining the medallion without touching it. The proximity sent a strange current through her, as if invisible threads were connecting them.

“Seven circles,” he murmured. “Seven gemstones. Like the seven classical planets.”

“It’s a family heirloom,” Livia said, her voice not quite steady. “Passed from mother to daughter for generations.”

“It’s beautiful,” Marcus said, his gaze lifting from the medallion to her face. “And somehow familiar, though I’m certain I’ve never seen its like before.”

Before Livia could respond, a servant appeared at her elbow. “Domina, your father requests your presence. The senator from Capua has arrived with his wife.”

“Duty calls,” Livia said with a small smile. “It was a pleasure speaking with you, Marcus Valerius.”

“The pleasure was mine, Lady Livia.” He bowed slightly. “Perhaps we will have the opportunity to continue our conversation another time.”

As Livia moved away, she felt his eyes following her. The medallion remained warm against her skin, like a promise—or a warning.

Emma woke with a gasp, her heart pounding. The dream had been so vivid, so detailed, that for a moment she wasn’t sure where—or when—she was. Her hand went to her throat, half-expecting to find the medallion there.

She sat up, disoriented. The dream hadn’t felt like a dream at all, but like a memory—a perfect, crystal-clear memory of events she couldn’t possibly have experienced. She could still smell the jasmine in the Roman garden, feel the weight of the medallion against her skin, see Marcus Valerius’s face with perfect clarity.

A face that looked remarkably like Daniel Harrison’s.

Emma glanced at her clock. She’d slept for three hours, and the department reception would begin in an hour. She should be getting ready, but instead, she reached for her laptop, opening it with trembling fingers.

The photo of the medallion she’d taken in Pompeii glowed on her screen—exactly as it had appeared in her dream, down to the specific arrangement of the gemstones. How could she have dreamed in such precise detail about an artifact she’d only examined briefly?

And Marcus Valerius... the resemblance to Daniel Harrison was uncanny. Not just physical features, but mannerisms, the way he held himself, even the thoughtful expression when discussing the stars.

Emma closed her laptop and pressed her palms against her eyes. There had to be a rational explanation. The human mind was capable of creating elaborate scenarios based on fragments of information and experience. She’d examined the medallion, then met a man who happened to physically resemble the type of Roman officer who might have lived in Pompeii. Her subconscious had simply combined these elements into a coherent narrative.

But even as she tried to rationalize it, Emma knew there was more to it than that. The dream had revealed details about the medallion that she hadn’t consciously registered during her examination—tiny inscriptions around each gemstone, a pattern on the back that she hadn’t photographed.

And the emotions she’d felt as Livia—those had been real. The recognition, the connection, the sense of destiny unfolding. Those weren’t the product of an overactive imagination or academic knowledge of Roman society.

They were memories. Somehow, impossibly, they were memories.

Emma rose and began to dress for the reception, her movements mechanical as her mind raced. If she accepted that these were actual memories—and that was a massive, paradigm-shifting if—then what did it mean? Reincarnation? Some form of genetic memory passed down through generations? Or was the medallion itself somehow imprinting these visions on her mind?

None of these explanations fit within her scientific worldview, yet she couldn’t dismiss what she’d experienced.

As she applied her makeup, Emma made a decision. She would attend the reception, observe Daniel Harrison, and see if there were any more “coincidences” that might support or refute this impossible theory forming in her mind. She would approach this methodically, gathering evidence before drawing conclusions—just as she would with any archaeological mystery.

But deep down, in a place that existed before rational thought, Emma already knew the truth. The medallion had awakened something dormant within her—a connection to a woman who had lived and loved and lost two thousand years ago.

And if Livia was real, then so was Marcus. So was their love. And so was the curse that had bound them across time.

The question now was whether history was destined to repeat itself—whether Emma and Daniel were doomed to the same tragic end that had befallen Livia and Marcus beneath the fury of Vesuvius.

Or whether, this time, the cycle could be broken. 
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Chapter 4: Academic Pursuits
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Boston University, Department of Archaeology and Historical Studies

The department reception was in full swing by the time Emma arrived. The elegant faculty lounge had been transformed with white tablecloths and tasteful floral arrangements, creating an atmosphere that balanced academic dignity with social warmth. Faculty members mingled with graduate students and university administrators, wine glasses in hand, their conversations a pleasant hum beneath classical music playing softly in the background.

Emma paused in the doorway, scanning the room. She spotted Sophia chatting with a group of graduate students near the windows, Professor Winters deep in conversation with the Dean of Humanities, and—there—Daniel Harrison, standing somewhat apart, examining a display of ancient pottery fragments in a glass case.

Taking a deep breath, Emma entered the room, accepting a glass of wine from a passing server. She made her way through the crowd, exchanging brief greetings with colleagues, but her attention remained fixed on Daniel. After her vivid dream, she couldn’t help searching his face for traces of Marcus Valerius.

The resemblance was uncanny—the same strong jawline, the same thoughtful set to his brow. Even the way he stood, with military-perfect posture, echoed the Roman officer from her vision.

“Dr. Blackwood.” Professor Montgomery appeared at her elbow, his bow tie slightly askew. “Recovered from your journey, I hope?”

“Mostly,” Emma said, smiling at her mentor. “Though I’m still adjusting to the time difference.”

“Understandable. I wanted to let you know that I’ve been in touch with the conservation team in Pompeii. They’ve completed the initial analysis of your medallion.”

Emma’s pulse quickened. “And?”

“Quite remarkable findings. The gold is 22 karat, consistent with high-quality Roman craftsmanship, but the metallurgical composition shows some anomalies. And the gemstones—well, they’re extraordinary. The ruby alone would be worth a small fortune by today’s standards.”

“What about the inscriptions?” Emma asked. “Any progress on translation?”

Professor Montgomery shook his head. “Not yet. They’re unlike any known Roman cipher. The team is consulting with linguists specializing in ancient Mediterranean languages.” He lowered his voice. “Between us, Emma, this could be the find of your career. Once we publish, the archaeological community will be buzzing.”

“I know,” Emma said, though her interest in the medallion had become far more personal than professional. “I’m planning to focus my research on it this semester.”

“Excellent. I’ve already spoken with Professor Winters about reducing your teaching load to give you more research time.” He patted her shoulder. “Now, I should circulate. Enjoy the evening, my dear.”

As Professor Montgomery moved away, Emma found herself drifting toward Daniel, drawn by an impulse she couldn’t quite explain—or perhaps didn’t want to acknowledge. He looked up as she approached, his expression shifting from polite interest to something more complex.

“Dr. Blackwood,” he said, inclining his head slightly. “You look refreshed.”

“A few hours of sleep works wonders,” she replied. “And please, call me Emma.”

“Emma, then.” He gestured to
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