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Julia Mamaea


I am slowly coming to the realization that I could die tonight. The Empress of Rome, to die in a forest. The air inside my royal tent is heavy with forbidding. A thin wall of fabric separates me from the legion of soldiers that used to adore me. I have fallen so far, so fast. 











I sit on my couch, lost in thought, as my slave woman methodically prepares to serve cena. Suddenly the curtain that covered my doorway ripples as my most trusted and loyal soldier, Marcus Varius, enters, followed by eight of his men. He stands tall and strong, clad in traditional Roman armor: a metal jacket over a simple tunic, with a lacerna draped over his shoulders, an elaborate belt with many bells to show his high status in the army, and a pair of caligae on his feet. His sword in sheathed at his side, and his helmet is propped under his arm. His normally handsome face is haggard with worry. A breeze follows him as he enters my tent, and I instinctively draw my purple toga closer around me. I hate these cursed forests, cursed foreign lands, and cursed Alamanni. They have become my undoing. I miss my Rome, where everything was simpler. There, I was Empress, and here, I am just a woman. I stand and bid Marcus to rise as he bows. 

“Rise, friend,” I say, for truly he is the only one left I can still call that. “What news have you of the fate of my son and me? What do my men plot?”


Marcus stands, opens his mouth to speak, but glances at my slave woman setting out food. She glances back, as if aware that she is the cause of his hesitation. She looks at me. She is a foolish and young girl, but she has always been loyal and obedient. I stare her down with stony eyes, and she understands that should she tell a soul what Marcus is about to tell me, I will have her killed. She backs away and busies herself with another chore. I turn back to Marcus.








“Please continue, she can be trusted, and I am impatient to know my fate,” I say. 
Marcus gravely turns to me and begins to speak. ‘Empress, your soldiers are plotting to kill both you and your son tonight, as soon as he comes to your tent to discuss with you tomorrow’s plans. He knows nothing of his soldiers’ unrest. I have never seen them so riled and ready for slaughter. Empress, your life is in grave danger, and I am afraid for you.” He watches me with a strange sense of compassion as I sit back down on my couch, stunned. To be told the very worst possible way of dying, not by enemies, but by my own troops, is almost more than I can bear. I search for my voice with difficulty. 


“So this is how it will be, killed by my own soldiers. The Matrem Castrorem, the Mother of the Camps, killed by her children,” I say softly. My eyes threaten to spill tears, but my pride would not let me. I refuse to let my soldiers see their Empress cry. Marcus Varius turns to one of his soldiers and holds out his hand. The soldier hands him a map. Marcus kneels down beside me and unrolls the map. He begins to point with his fingers to certain places on the map.







“Empress, if you will permit, I have an escape plan. The soldiers plan to attack your son the Emperor Alexander Severus on his way to your tent. While he is being attacked, my soldiers and myself will smuggle you out of your tent the back way, with you concealed in a cloak, and take you to a boat docked in the river, a short distance through the woods. We will sail down the river to the coast, where a ship is waiting to take you back to Rome. Once you are back in Rome, you can take control again as Empress and set things right. If enemies have sprung up in Rome while you have been away, I have sources that will tell me the instant we land, and we can hide you out in the country until those loyal to you can set you back on your seat of power safely.” He looks at me for approval. I shake my head. 







“ I will not leave my son to be slaughtered while I escape. He is my son!” I exclaim fiercely. Marcus looks at me sadly.






“It is because of your son that your life is threatened, Empress.”


“My son has done nothing to cause this. He is finding a diplomatic solution to end this war before it begins. Our empire has the money to pay them, why should we not? Alexander is trying to spare thousands of funerals, save thousands of families from grief and losing their sons, brothers, and fathers.  My son is trying to save lives,” I say heatedly.











 “Your son is a coward. “ Marcus repeats coolly. I slap him straight across his face. His soldiers start, but Marcus stands his ground. My blow leaves an angry handprint on his face. I gasp and turn red with shame. 






“Forgive me Marcus,” I whisper sadly, touching his cheek lightly with my hand. “That was uncalled for.” 








“You were right in striking me, Empress. I was out of line,” he says stiffly. 
“No,” I reply.”You were telling the truth. Alexander is not a general, not a soldier, nor a strategist. He knows as well as every soldier here that if he were to go to war, many lives would be wasted. He does not want a repetition of the battles against the Persians to happen here. Thousands of lives were wasted then on account of his failed attempts, and he was lucky to escape with his own. This time he might not have been so lucky. Rome was created with war, thrives on war, and always will. My son does not fit the mold of a strong emperor. He will never be the conquering ruler Rome is used to or needs. I have tried to maintain a fair government to compensate for this. I have done my best to rule alongside him as consors imperii, to create peace within the Senate, to make Rome a better place. But I have never been able to turn my son into the Emperor that Rome wanted. It was military favor that won me my power when the soldiers turned on Elagabalus, and so it seems right that my reign should end the way it began.”

I stare off in the distance, my eyes going glassy as I remember my reign in Rome. Then I return to the present and gaze levelly at Marcus Varius and his soldiers. 

“I suppose that if they do not wish for my son and me to rule any longer, then they have an alternative ruler in mind?” I ask. Marcus nods his head sadly.



“They wish to put Julius Verus Maximus on the seat of power, Empress,” he says sadly. I sigh.











“May the Gods help Rome when they do,” I say. “They would be sore tried to find a worse man.” Then I concentrate on the final things that have to be done. 

“The soldiers are angry because they will not be paid for battle, since there will be no battle. They feel cheated, and rightly so. It is too late to change that fact; they will be coming any moment to slaughter us, if not already. Although my son is at fault, he is my own flesh and blood. I will stand beside my son.” 





I ignore the words of protest of Marcus and raise a hand to silence him. Then I turn my hand out and beckon for him to come to me. I reach for a large bag of gold beneath my couch and hand it to him. 






“This is for you and your soldiers. I could not have asked for more loyal men. Each of these coins bears my image; remember me as you use them as you will.” I look up at their grief-filled faces and then speak to Marcus.




“And Marcus, please make sure when you return to Rome that my daughter Theoclia is taken care of and kept safe. Even though Alexander was my pathway to power, I always loved her best. Watch over her for me. I am naming you protector of her, because of all the people I have trusted, you have remained loyal until the very end. ” My voice grows soft with the realization that I will never see my daughter or Marcus again. Marcus’ eyes grow wet but he bows numbly and backs away. 


Suddenly shouts and the clanging of metal on metal can be heard from outside the tent. All the soldiers immediately go for their swords, but I wave them off. A scream is heard, then laughter. I have a strong suspicion that my son has just died. My slave woman screams and flees. I silence their protests and motion for the soldiers to follow her. 
“Go, now! I want you to have no part in this. You will be killed if you try to defend me; there are too many. Take the boat, sail down the river, and sail a ship to Rome. Protect Theoclia. And when this is over, please see that I get a proper burial. Use the coins I gave you if you must, but please make sure they don’t desecrate me.” 


 I turn and draw my dagger from underneath my cloak. I watch my soldiers leave by the back entrance, meet eye contact with Marcus for the last time, then face the sounds of battle in front of me with grim determination. I might die today, but at least I will take a few of them with me to the Underworld. I will pay my passage with coins bearing my face, and I will be remembered, that I am sure of. I am Julia Mamaea, Empress of Rome, one of the few women to rule, and I will make sure they remember why.
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