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Chapter One
The Dawn's First Knead
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The rooster crowed a challenge against the pre-dawn sky, a sound that woke him each morning. Lucius Plautius Pistor, the younger, had flour in his blood. His grandfather, Lucius the elder, used to say that bread was the fuel that kept Rome breathing, that a city could go without laughter or wine but never without bread. 

To Lucius, it sometimes felt like carrying the hunger of a thousand mouths in his own hands. Every loaf was a promise, and each one reminded him how fragile that promise had become. He took pride in the craft that had sustained three generations of Pistors, but lately that pride had begun to taste of worry. The same ovens that had once fed his family’s fortune now threatened to consume it. 

His grandfather had learned the baker’s craft during his years in the legion, turning the hard bread and boiled grain into something a soldier might swallow without complaint. After returning to Rome, he took his place at the communal ovens beneath the shadow of the old aqueduct. That position passed from father to son, and now at twenty-seven, Lucius carried the family’s signaculum pistoris, the baker’s signature. 

Even as he woke, his thoughts turned to more than bread. By midday, Claudius, the grain merchant, would demand payment that Lucius did not have. His coin could lift a man or crush him with equal ease. His grain filled the city’s stomach. His warehouses lined the river like watchmen, their doors guarded and their scales heavy with secrets. Barges bearing his red seal moved through the mist at dawn, their hulls deep with wheat from the ports. Even the smell of new bread owed a quiet debt to him.

Every baker in the Subura knew it, and each owed him more than they dared to name. His coin passed quietly into the hands of the magistrates and brought silence from the watchmen. In every market, in every sack of flour, his shadow lay thick as dust.

Sometimes Lucius saw Claudius’s agents at the ovens, taking their tallies in silence while bakers kept their eyes on the floor. They carried small wax tablets and the authority of the man who paid them. A late delivery, a missing coin, even a broken seal could cost a baker his licence. It was not the city Lucius feared, but the merchant who owned its hunger.

Yet even fear could not keep him from his work, and debt found him even in his sleep, stretched on a straw pallet beneath a thin blanket that offered scant protection from the chill clinging to the cramped insula room he shared with his wife, Aelia, and their two young children. Six-year-old Plautia was lively and bold, while three-year-old Marcus the younger, named for his grandfather, Marcus the elder, who had passed three summers earlier, was as mischievous as his sister was careful. Their room sat on the ground floor; a narrow space tucked just off the street so Lucius could reach the communal ovens in a short walk. The walls were of brick and worn plaster, cool to the touch, and the shutters looked onto the alley. The air carried the mixed scents of damp earth, smoke, and baking from nearby workshops, reminders that the Subura never truly slept.

Above them, the higher floors leaned out over the street, stacked with tenants who emptied their chamber pots into the gutters and shouted to one another across the balconies. Cush was one of their neighbours. He was a quiet man whose laughter sometimes drifted through the thin wall when he spoke to passing children. 

Lucius’s family of four lived in a space meant for two, its walls patched with lime where the plaster had fallen away. Smoke from the nearby hearths drifted in through the shutters, bringing with it the sour scent of damp wood and yesterday’s stew.

Outside the shutters, the Subura muttered in its sleep: footsteps on stone, a cough, a snatch of laughter that quickly died. Aelia and the children lay close together, their shapes outlined in the dim light. Plautia’s curls brushed her mother’s arm. For a moment Lucius watched them, their quiet breaths soft against the hum of the waking city, and he felt the pull of both tenderness and duty. Their feet tangled in the same worn blanket Aelia had patched three times that winter. Lucius knew every stitch, the thread a dull brown where colour had long faded. 

He paused, elbows on his knees, the weight in his chest tightening until his breath shuddered.

He wondered if they would remember these mornings when they were grown, when the smell of flour and smoke would mean hunger as much as comfort. Lucius stretched with a groan, the familiar ache in his lower back and the strain on his wrists a constant companion. But so was the heavier weight on his mind: how to keep Claudius’s ledger from swallowing his family whole.

Beside him, Aelia shifted, half awake. Her hair spilled across the pillow, catching the faint grey light that crept through the shutters. She murmured, barely more than breath, “The ovens will not wait long.”

He smiled faintly. “No, nor Claudius.”

Her brow furrowed in her sleep. “I have a plan for Claudius,” she whispered, her words slurred with drowsiness. “I’ll see to it before he comes again.” She had that steady, determined tone he knew too well, the one that meant she had already decided how to bend fortune to her will. A flicker of unease settled beneath his ribs. What plan? What cost?

Lucius leaned down and kissed her forehead. “Sleep, my love,” he said softly.

She sighed and nestled closer to Plautia, who had crept between them in the night, small hand resting on her mother’s arm. For a moment the room was still, warm, fragile, and perfect, before the chill of dawn called him back to his day.

The day’s first light crept between the rooftops and filtered through the dusty shutters, casting an ashen glow across the room. Rising with practised ease, Lucius navigated the sleeping forms around him, careful not to disturb their slumber. He pulled on his worn tunic, the familiar weight grounding him. 

Stepping outside, the crisp autumn air slapped him awake. The Subura still slumbered, shrouded in a veil of morning mist. Hunger gnawed at his belly, but breakfast would have to wait. His first duty lay with the bakery, Pistrinum Solis: The Bakery of the Sun. The day’s bread wouldn’t rise by itself. But even as he walked, each step felt heavier, measured against the coins he did not yet have.

The alleyway opened onto a narrow street lined with shuttered stalls and sleeping carts. A pair of mules stood tethered outside a tavern, their breath rising in pale clouds. Somewhere a woman emptied a basin into the gutter, the water dark with ash. The city was never clean, only pushed aside to make room for the next day’s dirt. A stray dog nosed at a pile of spoiled fruit, and from somewhere above came the sound of a bucket tipping. 

Further along, two women argued quietly over the price of onions left unsold the day before. “Six asses,” one hissed. “Yesterday it was four.” The other only shrugged, eyes sharp and tired. Even this early, talk of prices clung to the air like the morning mist.

Lucius passed a public notice nailed to a post, its wax seal already cracked. The lettering announced the city’s promise of new grain shipments from Ostia, though every man in the Subura knew they would arrive lighter than declared. Whispers claimed that Claudius’s clerks had bought the grain cheap in advance, only to sell it back to the city at a profit. Rome’s stomach was a marketplace, and every hunger served someone’s purse.

He turned a corner and passed a group of slaves carrying amphorae up from the Tiber, their chains clinking softly in rhythm. A magistrate’s litter rolled by, borne on the shoulders of sweating men, its shutters drawn tight against the morning chill. The contrast between their burden and the silence inside the litter made Lucius’s chest tighten.

He nodded to a lamplighter who was extinguishing the last of the night’s flames.

“Morning, Lucius,” the man said, yawning. “Already at work?”

“The bread will not bake itself, and the gods favour the early riser,” Lucius replied. 

The lamplighter chuckled and moved on, his torch leaving thin trails of smoke behind.

Lucius saw the faint outline of his bakery through the mist. The signboard swung lightly on its chain, carved with a rising sun that caught the first light of morning. Beneath it, the words Pistrinum Solis could still be read, though the paint had faded with years of ash and rain.

He fumbled with the heavy wooden door, its familiar groan a comforting sound. Inside, the chill yielded to the soothing warmth emanating from the massive communal oven, its belly glowing with embers from the previous night’s baking. Lucius went through the familiar motions with practised skill. He stoked the coals, coaxing them back to life with the bellows, then hauled a bucket of water from the well at the back, the rhythmic creak of the rope echoing in the stillness. With steady hands he measured out flour from a giant ceramic jar, as the dust tickled his nose. When the oven reached the desired temperature, Lucius turned his attention to the starter dough, a bubbling, yeasty mixture in a large earthenware bowl. This was the heart of the bakery, the lifeblood of their bread. With an experienced eye, he judged its readiness, a skill honed by years of training from his father, Marcus Plautius Pistor, a man of great strength and height who struck an intimidating figure. Despite his large stature, he was a gentle soul and a respected member of the community.

Before the day’s kneading began, Lucius walked to a small, raised platform in the corner of the bakery. In every Roman bakery, this space belonged to Fornax, the goddess of the oven, and this was no different. Among the well-worn tools and flour-dusted sacks stood her shrine. A simple clay statue of the deity, her form forever reaching toward a flickering oil lamp, watched over the room. The light danced across her unblinking face, casting long shadows into the dim corners.

Lucius placed his calloused hand against the cool clay and closed his eyes for a brief moment. “Fornax, grant this bread your blessing,” he whispered, “let it rise strong, bake true, and feed those who hunger.” The same words had passed the lips of his father and grandfather at this very spot each morning for as long as the family had baked bread. Yet never before had he needed the goddess’s help as badly as today, when hunger was not just in the city, but on Claudius’s ledger.

​He drew back his hand and turned to face the work table. For a moment he hesitated, unsure if the goddess still listened to men like him. So many bakers had turned their prayers into bargains, asking for profit instead of mercy. He wondered if faith was counted like grain, weighed and measured until none was left to give. The oil lamp flickered, and for an instant he thought the flame bent toward him, though it might only have been the breath of the oven. He bowed his head, ashamed of the thought, and whispered the prayer again, quieter this time.

​The great oak trough waited. The rhythmic thud of Lucius’s fist against the dough echoed through the bakery, a steady contrast to the low rumble of the preheating oven. Sweat beaded on his brow, a familiar sensation despite the cool morning air. Years of kneading had sculpted his arms, turning them into powerful tools that could
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