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Perhaps the difference between how magic works in Rome and how it works in Germania 

has a lot to do with the environment and the nights. Nights in Rome are filled with bustle, noise, 

and light. Important men and their retinues tramp through the streets, well lit by the torches they 

carry on their way to this bar or that brothel. Troops of vigeles try vainly to keep those torches 

from setting the whole damn city on fire. Workers on their own way to that bar or the other 

brothel, or even, astoundingly, to their own homes. Shopkeepers closing up for the night, or 

opening up to attract some of the parade to their shops. Beggars everywhere, trying to scrape 

together enough to eat something. It’s a wonder that anyone ever sleeps in Rome, frankly. 

Here, even on the fringe of civilization, Arae Flaviae has it’s share of nightlife for those 

interested in spending the money. There is a whole street of bars and food stalls, and even a 

choice of brothels, to keep the officers and their soldiers from accidentally running into each 

other at an inopportune moment.  But, leave the borders of the city at night, and you find 

yourself plunged into deepest darkness and trees. Is it any wonder that their mages tend towards 

beastmen and dragons, while ours are civilized aesthetes? Is it any wonder that their magics tend 

towards brutal force and chaos while ours focuses on manipulating and controlling the elements 

through subtle means?  

The darkness we walked through had a more than tangible quality. I swear it pressed on 

my eyes with a physical weight, that  I could smell and taste the matter of the darkness, that it 

strangely both amplified and diminished the sounds of the forest around us.  Rufus’ torch forced 

a passage through the dark like a large man in a crowded forum, or like the prow of a ship 



through the ocean. Rufus and I only followed in its wake, pressed from behind by darkness, 

squeezed on either side by darkness, and opposed by darkness at every turn. Or so it seemed to 

me – Rufus affected no concern at his circumstances and proceeded as calmly as if he were 

walking down a well maintained boulevard rather than through an inhospitable wilderness. 

“How do you plan to proceed here, Gaius? The Dragon is a good three day trip across the 

wall, but each of the other subjects of you lists are all within a easy walk of the city.” I grunted at 

Rufus, indicating that I was considering all of my options, pretending that I shared his lack of 

concern about our surroundings. The idea of travelling three days (and nights!) through forest 

more primeval than that within which we were currently walking was a less than appealing one. 

“On the other hand, you could easily find that travelling to all the regional practitioners, 

minor and major, would take you the better part of a week, or maybe even ten days. While the 

Council might bless your diligence, I doubt your civic masters would be so forgiving, and the 

end of the month IS near. And not just for my meager wages – remember that you owe Quinttus 

Agrippa for the repairs he made to your house.” Bah – I would pay Agrippa when he actually 

FINISHED the repairs to my house. The tricunum leaked. Were I in the habit of entertaining 

guests on a regular basis, this would be a significant problem.  Even so, in the local weather, 

unwanted leaks anywhere in the house made the whole structure unbearable during the colder 

months.  Still, my rapacious (but vital and deserving) manservant was not wrong. Even as frugal 

as I was, my civic income was critical, and the governor, although forgiving, was unlikely to 

allow me to take off two weeks without docking my pay. Visiting the local magi might be 

fruitful, but not as fruitful as a trip to see the Dragon. 

“You speak sense, as unpleasant as it is, Rufus. Here is what I propose to do. Tomorrow, 

I shall visit those few magi who reside in the city. That will take only a single day, and so is 



justified, even if I turn up nothing of note. You will use the day to prepare for a trip across the 

limes, gathering everything we need to make the trip safely and comfortably, or at least as 

comfortably as possible. Be as parsimonious as ever you can; the return on this endeavor is 

meager. At best. I will secure the needed time from the governor, and we will leave as promptly 

as possible.”  

At that moment, we emerged from the forest and into the light of a full moon. Not far 

from the edge of the forest, I could also see faint light from Arae Flaviae. Like a drowning man 

who breaches the water and sees a spar of wood, I took a deep breath as reached out as if to grasp 

the light to me. I lengthened my stride and struck out towards the city, and the comfort and 

civilization it represented. Three days and nights in the forest across the limes would surely kill 

me, if the Dragon didn’t. And yet, tonight I would sleep soundly in my own house. 


