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A STORY INSPIRED BY LOVE, LOSS, STRENGTH, UNITY AND HUMANITY


Dedicated to my soul children Eleanor, Olivia & Charlie-Belle and my beautiful Mother & Sister.


In remembrance and written for my father.
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Prologue

Rome 27 BC, in the reign of Augustus.

The city roared as it always had, iron striking iron, merchants shouting in the Forum, chariots grinding ruts into sacred stone, but within one narrow domus on the Aventine Hill, the world had fallen silent.

Octavia knelt beside a cradle carved from olivewood. The oil lamps had long since burned low, their smoke clinging to the painted walls in wavering shadows. In the courtyard, the fountain still sang, indifferent. Somewhere beyond, the great river Tiber moved toward the sea.

But her son did not move at all.

She had prayed to every household god. She had pressed offerings into the hands of priests and whispered bargains to the unseen. She had counted his breaths as if vigilance alone could anchor him to the earth. When the final breath slipped from him, soft as silk drawn through a ring, something inside her tore free as well.

They said grief was a storm sent by the gods.

They were wrong.

Grief was a forge.

In the hours before dawn, when the veil between the living and the dead was as thin as a spider’s thread, Octavia took the small silver locket from her throat. It had been a gift from her husband when their child first stirred in her womb, a simple heart shaped of hammered silver etched with laurel leaves and flowers. Inside it, a curl of her son’s dark hair rested against a scrap of linen.

She clutched it until the edges bit into her palm.

“If there is punishment,” she whispered into the dark, “let it be mine. If there is mercy, let him have it.”

No lightning split the sky. No temple trembled.

Yet the air thickened.

Her sorrow gathered, vast and terrible, filling the room like floodwater. It pressed against stone and timber, against flesh and bone, until even the lamps flickered as though starved of breath. The weight of her love, wounded, desperate, unyielding, poured from her not as tears but as something older than speech.

The silver in her hand grew warm.

Warmer.

Then searing.

Octavia did not cry out.

When at last the heat faded, the house was still again. The cradle remained empty. Dawn crept pale and unknowing over Rome’s tiled roofs.

And Octavia was gone.

In her place lay only the locket, its surface now faintly veined with shadow, as though smoke had seeped beneath the silver. Within it, the curl of hair had turned silver white.

From that day forward, the locket listened.

It found its way into trembling hands and against broken hearts. To a legionary dying far from home, it carried the voice of his mother across the miles. To a widow standing alone in the Forum, it offered the final words her husband never spoke. To the lost, it gave counsel in tones as gentle as lullabies.

Yet for every comfort granted, it asked a single, silent thing, release.

Each bearer would feel it in their bones, the moment when grief had softened, when longing had loosened its grip. An instinct would guide them to a crossroads, a riverbank, a temple step. There, they would leave the locket behind and walk away lighter than before.

Most did.

Some did not.

For the locket’s mercy could become a chain. Its whispers could grow sweeter than the living world. And when a soul clung too fiercely to borrowed voices, the shadow within the silver would stir. Not in cruelty, but in hunger, for it, too, sought absolution. It, too, strained toward forgiveness.

And if it could not be freed gently, it would tear itself free in darkness.

Thus, the locket passed from hand to hand, beyond patrician villas and soldiers’ tents, beyond markets thick with incense and blood. It slipped from Rome’s grasp into the wider world. 

Centuries turned. Languages shifted. Temples fell and rose again as churches, as mosques, as museums. Iron became steel. Steel became sky-piercing towers and machines that spoke in light.

Still, the locket listened.

It crossed oceans sewn together by trade winds and steam. It rode in silk-lined boxes and in coat pockets worn thin. It was lost in rubble and found in ash. Wherever grief took root, in cottage or palace, in battlefield or hospital ward, it found its way there, drawn as surely as a compass to true north.

To the grieving, it gave what was needed most, not the dead returned, but the courage to release them. A final word. A remembered laugh. A sense, faint but steady, that love did not end at the grave’s edge.

And always, it asked the same quiet thing in return, let go.

Some felt the moment like the first warmth after winter. Others resisted, clinging to the sweetness of echoes. When they could not loosen their hold, the silver would darken, the shadow within stirring, not in malice, but in yearning. For it, too, sought peace. It, too, longed to be forgiven.

For Octavia was not confined to Rome, nor to the age of Augustus, nor to the tongue in which she first whispered her bargain into the dark. She endured wherever sorrow bloomed. In every century, she learned a little more of mercy. In every farewell she eased, a measure of her own burden lifted.

She came to understand, slowly as stone worn smooth by water, that her son’s death had not been punishment. It had been the fragile truth of mortal breath.

And so, she continues, through the many ages of light and darkness, good and evil, guiding the grieving as only a mother can. Not bound to one empire or one era, but to the simple, unending ache of love.

One day, when the last heart she comforts releases its sorrow freely into the light, the silver will cool. The shadow will fade. The locket will fall silent.

And somewhere beyond time, a mother will finally take her child’s hand again, not in grief, but in peace.
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Chapter: The Widow of Ravenna

Ravenna, 474 AD, the air carried the scent of salt, damp stone, and something older, something fading. Once, the city had stood as a jewel of the Western world, its halls filled with emperors, its streets alive with ceremony and command. Now it lingered in a strange half-life, not yet fallen, but no longer whole. Mosaics still gleamed in quiet basilicas, their gold catching the light like fragments of a forgotten sun, while outside, the walls cracked and the people spoke in softer voices, as though afraid to disturb what little remained.

Marcia walked quickly through one of the narrower streets, her sandals brushing against grit and broken tile. She kept her gaze lowered, not out of humility, but out of habit. It was easier that way. Easier not to see the faces of others, not to read the pity there, or worse, the relief that their grief was not her own. Her shawl, once dyed a deep crimson, had long since faded into a muted brown, its edges worn thin from restless hands and sleepless nights.

She had learned, in the weeks since the news arrived, that grief did not come as a storm. It came as a slow erasure. First the laughter, then the appetite, then the sense that the world had any shape at all. What remained was a quiet drifting, as though she were walking through water no one else could see.

“Domina, wait.”

The voice startled her, not because it was loud, but because it was directed at her at all. Marcia paused, her fingers tightening slightly at her side before she turned.

The man approaching her was a stranger. That much was clear at once. His cloak bore the dust of long roads, and there was a looseness to the way he carried himself that marked him as neither soldier nor citizen. His eyes, though, were steady, too steady for a casual encounter. In his hand, something small caught the dim light of the late afternoon.

“I believe this belongs to you,” he said.

Marcia frowned faintly, a reflex more than a question. “You are mistaken. I have lost nothing.”

The man stepped closer, though not so close as to alarm her, and lowered his voice as though the city itself might be listening. “It was found among the effects of a fallen soldier. Near the northern road. There was no one left to claim it.”

The words settled heavily between them.

Slowly, he opened his hand.

A locket rested in his palm.

It was small, finely made, its surface etched with delicate patterns that spoke of careful craftsmanship rather than wealth. Though worn, it had endured. The hinge was intact, the chain unbroken, as though it had resisted time and travel alike.

Marcia’s breath caught before she could stop it.

“My husband,” she said, though the words felt uncertain even as they left her lips. “You knew him?”

The man shook his head. “No. But I have seen enough war to recognise what it leaves behind.” He extended his hand. “Take it.”

For a moment, she did not move. Then, as though drawn by something she did not understand, she reached out and closed her fingers around the locket. It was colder than she expected.

When she looked up again, the man was already stepping away.

“Wait,” she said, the word catching slightly. “Your name...”

But he was gone, swallowed by the winding streets and the quiet, watchful city, leaving behind only the weight in her hand and the faint sense that something had shifted.

That night, Marcia sat alone in her small room, the world reduced to the flickering circle of an oil lamp and the steady, unyielding silence that had become her constant companion. The walls, bare save for a small woven cloth, seemed closer than they had before, as though the space itself were tightening around her.

It had been the northern road.

That was all the message had said.

Not a place she had seen, not even a name that held meaning beyond distance and danger. Just a direction, as though the world beyond Ravenna had dissolved into a single, endless stretch of uncertainty where men went and did not return.

The messenger had not met her eyes when he spoke. He had stood in her doorway, dust still clinging to his cloak, and recited the words as though they belonged to someone else.

“Fallen in service,” he had said.

Fallen.

Such a small word for what it meant. It carried no image, no sound. It did not tell her whether Lucan had cried out, whether he had been alone, whether he had known, in his final moment, that he would never see her again.

Later, when she pressed for more, another soldier, kinder or perhaps more careless, had given her fragments.

“There was an ambush,” he said quietly. “Along the marsh roads. The ground there is treacherous. Hard to hold formation.”

She had clung to every word, as though they might assemble themselves into something whole.

“They came at dusk. We did not see them until they were already upon us. Arrows first. Then steel.”

“And my husband?” she had asked.

The man hesitated, just long enough to tell her what his answer would be before he spoke it.

“He held the line.”

It was meant to be a comfort.

It was not.

“He was among the last,” the soldier added, softer now. “He did not run.”

Marcia had nodded then, because there was nothing else to do. Nothing to say that would change what had already been decided.

But that night, and every night after, her mind had filled the silence the message left behind.

She saw him standing in failing light, the sky dimming into that strange grey that comes just before darkness. She imagined the sound of boots slipping in wet earth, the confusion, the shouting. The sharp, sudden hiss of arrows cutting through the air.

She wondered if he
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