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    CHAPTER 1

    The Poem Judged Low-Value
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In Tokyo, Mizuki worked in 2045.

The sky was high.

Buildings soared high, quietly.

It was not that there was less sound.

The technology that kept sound down had worked its way into ordinary life.

Advertisements did not shout on their own.

Notifications did not go off unless they had to.

The city read people’s faces and adjusted its volume.

What would once have been called convenient was now simply taken for granted.


At the crossings, drone lanes marked themselves in thin lines of light.

Traffic was managed more neatly in the air than on the ground.

With fewer cars, people walked.

They didn’t hurry.

The systems that kept them from hurrying were already in place.

There were no attendants at the station gates.

What stood there was not surveillance but support AI.

It moved toward people before they had the chance to be troubled.

When that kind of anticipation went too far, no one could say they were in trouble at all.


Mizuki was used to that sort of conflict.

Her workplace stood in a redeveloped district outside the city center.

From the outside it could have been a hospital, or a laboratory.

The sign did not insist on itself.

At the entrance, in restrained lettering, it said only: Public Records Maintenance Center.

Records were handled there.

Not the valuable kind.

Records AI had judged no value.

Or records marked value unclear.

Ninety percent of the records ended up on that side.

Tokyo in the 2040s had too much information.

Information in excess could not be preserved.

What could not be preserved was discarded.

And among the things discarded, from time to time, there were things that should never have been lost.

It happened more than once.

Then a system was built.

Its official name was long.

People used the shorter one.

Final Review for Low-Value Documents.

Abbreviated, it became Low-Value Final.

The name sounded like a joke.

The work did not.



The state ran it.

A government agency, the Public Information Preservation Bureau, set the direction.

Tokyo metropolitan government provided the facility and staff.

A private archive company supplied AI infrastructure.

On paper it looked admirable: public, metropolitan, private, all in cooperation.

In practice it was also a way of dispersing responsibility.

The system had been created in 2038.

The trigger was the large-scale disposal of communication logs during a disaster.

Among a batch of short messages AI had labeled casual chatter, there had been calls for rescue.

That was discovered much later.

Mistakes understood only after the fact could not be repaired.

So human eyes became necessary.

Mizuki’s job was to be that last pair of eyes.

Officially, she had no permission to read.

In reality, the moment she looked, she read.

Human eyes took text as text.

They could not help it.



She was in her late twenties.

She had been used to being called plain.

Nothing in the way she dressed, wore her hair, or used her voice drew attention.

Not standing out was a comfort.

It was also a weapon.

She noticed things.

She was careful not to let people notice that she noticed.
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The center floor was dim.

The low light did not interfere with work.

Retinal projection had become a standard.

The terminal sat on the desk, but the display floated in the air.

Even so, Mizuki kept her gaze discreet.

Eye movements became logs.

Logs became evaluations.

Evaluations became materials for somebody’s optimization someday.

There was a strong backlog again today.

AI judgments were quick enough to be called cold.

The pale gray labels reading no value lined up one after another.



Mizuki reviewed them in order.

Review.

No flag.

Next.

Review.

No flag.

Next.

The examples were always roughly the same.

A shopping memo from a convenience store.

A drunken voice message sent after midnight.

A social media draft.

A complaint typed into a ride-share app.

An apology to a lover that was never sent.

Notes halfway through an elementary school science project.

Game strategy notes.

A scribbled insult about someone.

A record of a dream from the night before.


AI treated those things as unnecessary to preserve, and discarded them.

Discarded did not mean deleted.

Deletion was prohibited.

Instead they were compressed and made invisible.

In plain terms, they were put into a state where no ordinary means could recover them.

Cost was lowered.

Searchability was lowered.

Presence was thinned.

The record remained, but in much the same way as if it had not.

There were exceptions.

There were always exceptions.

And they were only ever obvious afterward.

That was why a human looked last.

Mizuki’s job was the final blink before something disappeared.



The morning passed without incident.

Her fingertips kept the cases moving.

Review.

No flag.

Next.

Review.

No flag.

Next.

It was sometime after noon when her hand stopped.

The label read: poetic fragments.

A different classification.

Judged low-value, yet formally unusual.
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She opened the metadata.

Input route: legacy scanner / paper medium

Reconstruction method: fragment synthesis

Script: Latin characters / probable Classical Latin

Character density: high

Damage rate: medium

Reason for judgment: unclear meaning / unclear context / low quotation likelihood

Mizuki frowned.

Paper itself was rare in this era.

Probable Classical Latin was rarer.

She enlarged the image.

Estimated size appeared.

Approximately 6 centimeters high.

Approximately 21 centimeters wide.

It was not paper.

She could see the fine fibers of papyrus.

The edges were burned away, as if singed.

There was a fold through the center.

The ink had bled in places, like the stain of old sweat.

The lettering was small.

But it had habits.

Writing pressure was hard in some places, and light in others.

Written in haste, perhaps.

Or with a tremor?



The text was short.

No subject.

Even so, it touched her heart.



— The man who did not become a king

is more frightening than a king.




Qui rex non est,

rege ipso terribilior.




Before she thought about what it meant, she caught something else.

Words directed at someone.

Not an accusation.

Not anger.

Something like a letter without an address.

The shape of it came first.

At that moment the terminal gave a small shiver.

No sound.

Still, she knew it was a sign of activation.

“Does that interest you?”

The voice was light.

Not far off.

Not familiar enough to presume.

Not formal enough to stiffen.

It had the exact casualness of something that had studied human distance too well.

“My name is Kai.”
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A support AI took shape in the air.

A male outline.

The eyes were strangely distinct.

Manufactured, and yet too lifelike.

Mizuki was not someone who chatted while she worked.

Even so, she gave a slight nod.

Something in her had not stopped.



“Going by the tag, it was judged low-value,” Kai said.

“But not exactly low. Difficult, maybe.”

He did not use the word judgment.

He blurred the word value whenever he could.

Mizuki noticed the habit and stored it up unconsciously.

“Difficult?”

“Mm.”

“It’s less a question of whether to erase it than where to put it.”

Put it.

The word settled in her with surprising weight.

“I don’t have the authority to read it, do I?”

“No,” Kai said at once.

“But you’re free to feel something.”

Feel.

Free.

They sounded too human in the mouth of an AI assigned to a public facility.

Mizuki looked at the fragment again.

The grain of the fibers.

The burned edges.

The fold.

How had this small piece lasted so long?

Or perhaps not lasted.

Perhaps been kept.

“It feels as though it was written for someone,” she said instinctively.

Kai fell silent.

Just for a beat.

The silence stood out more than speech.

“That’s an interesting instinct,” he said with a small laugh, and moved on.

“Would you like to try an experimental visualization?”



Mizuki blinked.

Visualization.

She had never heard of anything like that in this department.

“Here?”

“Here.”

Kai sounded unconcerned.

“Your terminal has approval.”

Approval.

Since when.

By whom.

On what basis.


Before she could ask, the air changed.

Not exactly that the lights went down, more that the resolution of the world had shifted.

The edges of the desk thinned.

The corners of the walls dissolved.

The depth of the room suddenly opened.

Mizuki gripped the arms of her chair.

She was not floating.

She only carried the fear of floating.

At the edge of her vision, her coworkers were gone.

The sound was gone too.

It was as if only Mizuki had fallen out of the world.

“W-wait.”

Her voice shook.

“It’s all right.”

Kai’s voice was calm.

Too calm.

“You’re in a safe zone.”

Safe zone.

For some reason the phrase frightened her.

Then the ground beneath her became stone pavement.

Cold.

Hard.

Fine sand caught among the seams.

The smell changed.

Sweat.

Oil.

Herbs.

Animals.
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There were voices.

Murmur.

Laughter.

Shouting.

Mizuki caught her breath.

In real Tokyo, you no longer heard this density of voices.

It was not a matter of volume.

The heat of words struck directly.

“Rome,” Kai said.

“The city of Rome, in what we now call Italy.”

Mizuki looked around.

The buildings were made of pale stone.

Columns everywhere.

Arches everywhere.

The streets were narrower than she had expected.

And full.

Full of people.

She guessed—tens of thousands.

No, more.

Heads ran in waves to the edge of her sight.

Tall men.

Sun-browned skin.

Curly hair.

Trimmed beards.

Some darker, some fair.

Differences in nose, in jaw, in the set of the face.

The Mediterranean mixed openly here.
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There were women too.

White cloth over their shoulders, hair pinned up.

Some had dark lines around their eyes.

Thin gold bracelets circled their arms.

Children clung to their hems.

The children were barefoot.

The stone had reddened their feet.





Mizuki looked down at herself.

Her plain office uniform.

No one was looking at her.

No one could see her.

“They can’t see us, can they?”

“No,” said Kai.

“Observation only.”

Observation.

The word ran cold along her spine.

“What time is this?”

Her voice came rough from her throat.

“Around September, 46 BCE,” Kai said evenly.

“The period in late summer to early autumn when Caesar’s fourfold triumph was held.”

He paused, then added, as if deciding how much to say.

“Julius Caesar was an overwhelming soldier and politician who emerged at the end of the Roman Republic.”

“In modern terms, he was the head of state and the strongest general at once.”

Rome, at that time, was not yet the Roman Empire.

Formally it was still a republic—a system in which the Senate, chosen by citizens, governed the state.

“But in practice,” Kai went on, “Rome dominated most of the Mediterranean.”

“Centered on what is now Italy, its influence reached into France, Spain, Greece, parts of Turkey, and North Africa.”
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The center of the European world.

Its military force, economic power, and ability to absorb culture were beyond comparison.

“The word Europe didn’t exist yet. But the foundations of what would later become European civilization were laid here.”

Law.

Roads.

Aqueducts.

The calendar.

Basic structures of life were taking shape in this period.

Kai’s voice softened a little.

“And Julius, by the way, is where July comes from.”

Mizuki blinked.

“...That July?”

“Yes. The month was renamed in his honor. His name still survives in calendars all over the world.”

A man from remote history connected, quietly, to her own schedule.

“Then...” Mizuki said slowly.

“Every year, when July comes, we’re saying his name.”

“That’s right,” Kai said with a slight smile.

“That’s how much he bent history.”



Then his gaze shifted farther away.
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“In Japan, meanwhile, this was the middle Yayoi period.”

Rice fields spreading.

Wet-rice farming beginning to settle into place.

Scattered villages.

No unified state yet.

“At the same time Rome was controlling the Mediterranean, Japan was only just beginning to spread irrigated rice cultivation.”

Civilization moved at different speeds, in different shapes, in different places.

“But,” Kai added quietly, “the question was the same everywhere.”

How to make order.

By placing it in the hands of one strong leader.

By deciding things through discussion.

Or by bringing matters to an end in blood.

Mizuki looked at Caesar’s back, standing beyond the stone street.

“So...” she said slowly.

“He’s at the last threshold. The man just before Rome became an empire.”

“Exactly,” Kai said with a nod.

“Without him, the Roman Empire might never have come into being.”

“And because of him, the republic ended.”

Put simply, even for someone who knew little history—

Caesar was the man who moved the rules of the world one stage forward.

And at the same time, the man whose way of moving them produced conflict.

A city of stone.

Cheering.

Flags of triumph.

At the center a man stood, whose name remained alive on calendars more than two thousand years later.

Mizuki felt something in her chest tremble, quietly.

History, which ought to have been distant, suddenly felt continuous with the present.

September.

Before Christ.

The numbers were more concrete than she had imagined.

“You can really tell that much...”

“It’s an estimate,” Kai said lightly.

The lightness felt out of place.

Even so, without it, she thought she might not have been able to stand.

The crowd stirred.

“He’s coming!” someone shouted.

Latin rang out.

Translation settled faintly over it in her mind.

Another man said, “They say there’ll be more bread today!”

Laughter around him.

“After the triumph, they increase the rations.”

It was spoken as casually as weather.

Beside them a woman repeated, like a habit, “The gods are watching, the gods are watching.”

The man next to her said, “Easy for them. Gods don’t get hungry.”

Laughter again.





Mizuki widened her eyes.

The Rome of textbooks was harder than this.

Stricter.

More severe.

But here there was ordinary foolishness.

The gods and politics clung to daily life as though they belonged there.

Singing came from ahead.

A simple rhythm.

A chorus.
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“Io Triumphe!”

The cry of triumph.

Mizuki flinched instinctively.

The voices struck her body.

The pressure of sound touched her skin.

The procession came into view.

At the front were figures in garments edged with red.

A sign of authority.

Behind them, bundles of weapons.

Spears.

Shields.

Metal flashing in the light.

And then the prisoners.

Different hair.

Different skin.

Different expressions of fear.

Some weeping.

Some blank-faced.

Some clenching their teeth.

The crowd was cruel.

Curiosity came before pity.

Someone jeered.

Someone laughed.

Someone bit into bread.

Mizuki’s throat went dry.

This was not war as it appeared in modern news.

These were human beings displayed as spoils, here in front of everyone.

“A triumph is... like this?”

“A ritual, a political performance, and entertainment,” Kai said.

“A stage on which Rome shows its order.”



The procession went on.

Wagons piled with treasure.

Statues as huge as elephants.

Gold vessels.

Cloth.

Flags.

The crowd’s eyes shone.
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Then—

A four-horse chariot came into view.

A man stood in it.

Purple robe.

Gold embroidery.

Laurel crown.

“Caesar,” Kai said.

Mizuki felt her chest tighten.

A hero.

A victor.

And yet his back—

It looked heavy.

Victorious, and heavy, which unsettled her.

The people shouted.

“Caesar!”

“Save us!”

“Bread!”

“Lower the taxes!”

Prayer and demand flew together.

Romans, she thought, were frank.

They did not flatter power.

They used it.

Petitions mixed naturally into applause.

Behind him came soldiers.

Laurels on their heads, singing, laughing, sometimes breaking into obscene songs.

Songs mocking the hero.

A culture that could make a joke of its winners.

Mizuki felt something then.

This country was strong.

And dangerous.

The people had strong mouths.

That was the face of freedom.

And the seed of disorder.

At that moment—

The scene wavered.

The cheering grew distant.

The colors thinned.

The stone city began, slowly, to show through itself.

Mizuki blinked.

The next moment the clamor of the Forum was gone.

There came the noise of a daytime market.

The smell of bread.

The smell of oil.

Voices selling fruits.

The same Rome.

A different time.

Kai said, “A little later.”

“After Caesar’s death.”

Mizuki drew in a breath.

The faces were different.

The heat of triumph had gone.

What remained was rumor, politics, and life.

At one edge of the market a crowd had gathered.

An old man was speaking.

He looked like he had once been a soldier.

His arms were thick, his back bent.

Scars remained on his face.

Young men stood around him in a ring, listening.

“Caesar’s triumph—”

The old man’s voice was dry as sand.

“It was magnificent.”

“Gold everywhere.”

“Even statues like elephants.”

One of the young men laughed.

“You expect us to believe that?”

The old man snorted.

“I saw them.”

“With these eyes.”

The air in the crowd shifted a little.

“But.”

The old man said it softly.

“The thing I remember most—”

“Not the gold, not the prisoners—”

The younger men went quiet.

The old man looked far away.

As if he were seeing that road again.

“His back.”

“Caesar’s back.”

Someone laughed.

“A hero’s back?”

The old man shook his head.

“No.”

“It was frightening.”

“The back of a man who would not become king—”

He lowered his voice.

“—that’s the heaviest thing there is.”



And then it happened.

At the rear of the crowd, a woman stood in white dress.


Fine cloth, but not ostentatious.

The dress of a noblewoman who might have come to choose offerings for a temple.

One step behind her, at a careful distance, stood a maid.

The woman was young.

But not young in the sense of innocence.

Her face was quiet.

Not festive.

Not angry.
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Simply watching.

Not old.

Not young.

As though she were looking at something farther away—

At someone’s back.

Mizuki found herself staring at her.

The woman seemed, for an instant, to look back.

Mizuki stopped breathing.

Impossible.

She was not supposed to be able to see.

And yet she thought—

This woman does not raise her voice.

She does not shout.

She does not pray.

She does not join the cheering.

And yet—

She is saying the most.

As if she were watching someone from a place where voices had vanished.





Just then the old man pointed to the sky.

“Oh, and another thing.”

The young men looked up.

“After Caesar died, there was a strange star.”
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“One with a tail.”

Someone said, “A comet?”

The old man nodded.

“It had been shining there for seven days.”

In the noise of the market, those words rose strangely clear.

“People said,” the old man murmured, smiling a little,

“that Caesar had become a god.”

One of the younger men snorted.

“No way.”

The old man did not answer.

He only kept his eyes on the sky.

“But,” Kai said quietly,

“I think the poem may be from her point of view.”

“Julia.”

Mizuki spoke the name as if testing it for the first time.

“Julia...”

“How can you know?”

Kai gave a small shrug.

“I don’t know entirely.”

Thin layers of record appeared in the air.

Old chronologies.

Names.

Family lines.

Several strands of information overlapped in silence.

“But in this place, at this time, with this angle of vision, the possibilities narrow.”

One point of light remained.

“Julia,” Kai said.

“Rome is a civilization of records.”

Then he broke off for the briefest moment.

“But some records do not remain.”



The image of the fragment layered itself over Mizuki’s vision.
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21 centimeters wide.

6 centimeters high.

Burned edge.

Fold.

Small letters.

She read it again.

No subject.

But the shape came first.

“It isn’t praising a hero,” Mizuki said, surprising herself with the certainty of it.

Kai nodded.

“No. The gaze is low.”

“I always thought history was viewed from above.”

“Roman history especially,” Kai said.

“But this poem isn’t looking up.”

Mizuki looked at the crowd.

A mouth chewing bread.

Dirty fingernails.

A child’s bare feet.

That was history, too.

“But it feels as though the poem is meant for someone,” she said.

And then she hesitated at the speed of her own thought.

Kai smiled a little.

“That’s an interesting instinct.”

He said it after a beat.

Something in Mizuki’s chest stirred uneasily.



“So what happened to her?”

Kai answered in his usual even tone.

“Julia almost disappears from the historical record.”

“Disappears?”

“Exiled after a scandal, around 2 BCE.”

“There’s so little record of her.”

“Quite possibly because it was deliberately thinned out.”

Mizuki swallowed.

“When someone becomes inconvenient, they erase them...”

“It happens now too,” Kai said.

“Not so differently from the way people suddenly vanish from public attention after an uproar.”

Mizuki looked at Julia again.

She was not looking at the triumph itself.

Only at the back of it.

“Then this poem is...”

Mizuki searched for the words.

“The breath before erasure,” Kai said.
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