As they sat side-by-side on the log, the sounds of the river filled the silence, a bittersweet

reminder of the fleeting nature of their childhood innocence.

They moved like untamed spirits, their laughter echoing among the trees as they darted
through the undergrowth. She glided through the forest with the ethereal grace of a nymph from

ancient myths, her laughter blending with the melody of her movements.

Tullus, clad in an extravagant wig, lavender tunic, and equally loud boots, responded,
“My dear, do you truly believe I would be privy to the comings and goings of Rome’s most

esteemed general?”

Adorned with her crimson stola, Serena elegantly reclined on a regal chair that appeared

more like a throne, offering up the vision of her divine form as a distraction.

Claudius commanded the room with an aura of absolute authority. His cropped silver hair
framed his stone-gray eyes, illuminating his sculpted features—etched with the marks of a life

dedicated to discipline and leadership.

“Perhaps it would be better to present a body bearing the scars of barbarian weapons,
minus his head. Such a ruse could divert any suspicions the emperor may harbor,” Aurelian

suggested.



“Indeed, I am blind, sir!” Agatha snapped as she lifted her beautiful yet unfocused eyes
toward him. “Though, it was not merely one horseman; there were three. And from the sound of

their hooves and the rhythm of their gallop, they were mounted on Numidian horses.”

“Let me be sure I grasp your entire tale: It has been five years since Lucia left you for a
nobleman. Then, you reencountered her, fled the scene, and attempted to drown your bitterness
in wine. Subsequently, as if fate had a hand in it, you found yourself coerced and seduced by a

striking noblewoman, who insisted you join her in bed not just once but repeatedly.”

Bruttius was far from an ordinary official. His unparalleled expertise in administering
torture and executions set him apart, and he took a personal interest in ensuring that justice—or

his interpretation of it—was fully executed.

“I do not know your God,” Valentine replied, though the words felt hollow. Something

had shifted in him, more than he cared to admit.

Every corner of their home, every mention of Camilla’s name, stirred a deep sense of

helplessness for not having protected her.

It was a modest two-story structure, where the rustic charm of terra-cotta tiles met the
enduring solidity of fired bricks. The residence was nestled between a gentle hill and a secluded

grove of ancient oak trees, offering a serene retreat from the bustle of the nearby city.



Nearby, perched upon their majestic thrones and elevated above the congregation of
senators and nobles, Emperor Gallienus and Empress Salonina, adorned in their royal attire,

graciously acknowledged their subjects with waves as the generals approached the rostrum.

“Are you mad?” Porcia spat. “I leave you alone for one second, and you do this!”

The formidable Gothic warriors emerged from the shadowy depths of the dense
woodland across the semi-frozen field. Their armor, less refined than the Romans’, bore a blend
of looted Roman equipment and traditionally crafted leather and scale armor, with some

chainmail still in use.

Valentine gently lifted her chin and gazed into her eyes. “I see a courageous and beautiful
maiden before me—one who has never turned her back on adversity—not now, nor when we

were children. The one I have always loved and still do.”

Fabius glanced around nervously, leaning in closer. “Who do you think you are, Julius

Caesar? You know how his story ended.”

Suddenly, the blaring of Roman trumpets and the deep thrum of war drums filled the air,
mingling with battle cries, clashing weapons, and chanting, creating a deafening symphony that

signaled the start of combat.



Senator Junius quickly recoiled and replied, “Caesar is gravely mistaken in attempting to
silence me. Christian tolerance alone cannot shield our empire from barbarian threats and

cultural upheaval.”

As they approached the castrum, the sounds of military life grew louder: the clang of
swords being sharpened, orders being shouted, and the rhythmic tramp of soldiers’ boots. Tents
were neatly arranged in rows, with soldiers moving purposefully among them, preparing their

gear and tending to their mounts.

As Valentine witnessed the oncoming charge of the Goths’, time seemed to halt. He
peered into the enemy’s face and saw the best and worst in humanity. For a moment, he did not
see soldiers but rather a sea of men all fighting for what they cherished most. The battlefield

became a crucible of raw emotion, igniting a terror within their human souls.

“With my power and your nobility, we could rule Rome,” he spat at her. “He was a

soldier—now, who was he?”

Deodatus, the physician and proprietor of the villa, moved about caring for other patients
with a blend of wisdom and gentility befitting his middle age. A beacon of medical expertise and
empathy, his tall, handsome figure and traditional Roman features radiated a profound

knowledge.



At forty-seven years of age, she carried herself with the depth and serenity of an old soul.

Her dark hair and eyes, complemented by her earth-brown skin, exuded a quiet strength.

Slaying a fellow Roman was not his customary way, but necessity often demanded harsh
choices, he reasoned. The gods would certainly understand his motives, recognizing the

righteousness in his ruthless decisions.

“You’re outnumbered,” Spurius announced, stepping forward with a menacing calm, his

gaze fixed on Valentine. “And the man whimpering at your feet is my cousin.”

Gallienus replied with a chilling voice, “Would my father have praised you for your

triumphs in the north or reprimanded you for your insubordination?”

Valentine’s letter, sealed and rolled tightly in her hands, felt like the key to her lingering

questions.

Nestled in her luxurious villa in Baiae, Serena radiated serene fulfillment, far removed
from the complexities of Rome. Her terrace, a peaceful sanctuary, overlooked the shimmering

Gulf of Naples, where she enjoyed the gentle warmth of the late-summer breeze.

Renowned for his sharp intellect and polished skills, Zeno had mastered reading and

writing in both Greek and Latin, having studied under some of the finest tutors in Athens.



Over time, Ballavan’s mastery of the ancient martial art of malla-yuddha proved

invaluable, elevating him to the position of Serena’s most trusted guard.

In that moment, it was not only your striking beauty that held me; it was the purity of

your voice and the sweet harmony that stirred my soul.

“Qi is the invisible force that moves through you. It is the breath in your lungs, the beats
of your heart, and the light in your mind. You must learn to flow with this energy, to let it move

freely through you, much like a sail capturing the wind. This is how you cultivate your qi.”

“Fools, the lot of you! Aureolus once commanded Rome’s finest cavalry and safeguarded
this entire peninsula—he’s two steps ahead of all of you! Assume he’s already called for
reinforcements. Station guards at every entry point, day and night. If it comes to it, we’ll starve

them into submission.”

Regalus’s eyes sparkled with youthful enthusiasm. “Perhaps I will be a brave soldier one

day like you!” he said playfully.

The Roman encampment stirred as dawn’s first light painted the horizon. The air was
brisk, thick with anticipation as soldiers assembled before the imperial tent, awaiting the day’s

command.



“Senators, [ know many of you are here by virtue of noble birth, while others have earned
their place through merit. Regardless of your path to these seats, I now demand your unwavering
loyalty. I will ask only once—is there any man here who objects to my leadership of our
empire?”’

There, the sword dropped by the soldier stood planted in the ground, its hilt casting a

cross-like shadow encircled by the flickering light from outside.

Blood from his enemies streaked his face, mixing with the sweat and heat from the
nearby fire. Silently, he lifted his head, tilting it toward the heavens, searching for an answer, a

reason why God would allow such atrocities.

Street musicians played an infectious tune, their instruments jangling with a feverish
intensity that filled the night air. At the center of the commotion was a man from Phrygia, a

region in Anatolia known for its wild festival dances.

Valentine looked as though someone had ripped his heart from his chest.

Doubt gnawed at him, each possibility more painful than the last. His eyes locked on

their retreating figures, his face a canvas of relief, confusion, and lingering uncertainty.

As the evening sun cast a warm glow over the Suburbium, Horatius and Helvia’s modest
yet elegantly appointed countryside villa sat nestled within lush gardens, sheltered by a sturdy

stone wall. Inside, braziers offered a cozy refuge from the crisp winter air.



The kiss was slow and exploratory, a tender connection that quickly deepened as pent-up

emotions spilled into their embrace.

Bruttius bellowed, “He’s a dead man!” With a fierce determination, he stormed down the

stairs, seizing his sword from beside the door.

As they proceeded deeper into Villa Adriana, their path led them through a majestic
corridor, where columns soared toward the sky, and the floor boasted mosaics of exquisite

intricacy.

Clea paused, a fleeting moment of hesitation crossing her features before she responded.
“He is a man of striking appearance, Dominus,” she began cautiously. “Tall and robust, with

dark locks—a true embodiment of the stature of a past hero.”

The caldarium, the hottest chamber of the Baths of Caracalla, showcased the brilliance of
Roman engineering. Its vast dome, soaring over thirty meters high, allowed steam to rise and

circulate, creating a space that was both grand and intimate.

The Curia Julia loomed with an air of ancient power, its marbled walls witnessing

Rome’s triumphs and tragedies.



The corridor, typically quiet with respectful murmurs and the soft footsteps of toga-clad

figures, now transformed into a stage for an outpouring of grief and fury.

Downstream from the ancient town of Tivoli, the Aniene River roared past a secluded
meadow, chosen as the serene setting for a Christian wedding.
“You’re the most wanted man in the empire; I can’t fault you for such precautions,” Baro

replied, acknowledging him with a nod.

In the stillness of the night, the silence was palpable within Serena’s opulent chambers in
the Imperial Palace. She lay deep in slumber, nestled in her luxurious bed, its frame carved from

rich wood and draped with fine linen and silken sheets.

“Then, take me with you,” Agatha responded, her voice fierce and determined.

Valentine gently held a single red helleborus in his hand, its vibrant petals defying the
winter chill. His eyes drifted to his bloodstained tunic, the two objects stark in their contrast.
Contemplating his future, he knew it would be marked by unrelenting adversity, yet like the

resilient flower in his grasp, he too would find a way to endure.

They each took a deep breath as flashes of all they had gone through to arrive at this

moment flooded their minds.



The audience was as diverse as the empire itself. Esteemed nobles draped in fine togas
stood beside humble farmers in simple tunics. Families with children mingled among bustling
merchants, while soldiers on duty kept a watchful eye, ensuring order amid the charged

atmosphere.

“Serena!” Claudius snapped, jolting her from her moment of reflection. “Don’t you dare

show pity for him!”

She turned to climb the stairs but stopped just short of taking a step: “Never have I felt

such shame in you.” With those parting words, she resumed her ascent.

“Let us hope for a less dire outcome,” Lucius said, his gaze steely with resolve.

Agatha’s mother seized a butcher knife, her hands trembling with fear and defiance. “My

husband shall see justice served upon you!”

The world before her blossomed into a kaleidoscope of colors and shapes, a breathtaking

mosaic revealed for the first time.

Behind them, the burly figures of Efebus, Proculo, and Linus were also draped in cloaks,
their eyes darting nervously. Their loyalty to Valentine and the ideals he championed remained

steadfast.



May you help those around you,
who have lost their way,
and forgive others,

never turning love away.

He looked at her with a mix of respect and surprise, clearly in awe that she had bested

him this time. Helping him to his feet with a supportive gesture, she acknowledged their shared

training with a knowing smile.


















