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I


THE GIRL WAS BEAUTIFUL, BUT NOT BEAUTIFUL ENOUGH. Batiatus flicked the fly-whisk about his neck, grimacing at the smell.


“Jupiter’s cock, Albanus,” he muttered, “would your gods find offense if you cleansed them before display?”


Albanus, a greasy little Syrian with beady black eyes, gave an elaborate shrug.


“I provide private viewing as favor to valued customer. Such visits require preparations made in haste. Had I taken time to make scent sweeter, wind might have carried fragrance to others seeking purchase.”


Batiatus sighed. “Would that the gods deliver a gale presently and sweep away smell of shit. They instead continue to rain it upon me, adding to the pile you stack before me.”


“I seek only to serve the House of Batiatus, which stands foremost in all Capua. For no other would I favor to parade wares before bidding begins at market.”


Batiatus gave a disbelieving grunt. To the naked girl before him he said, “Turn around.”


She stared, terrified, looking first at Batiatus and then at Albanus.


Batiatus glared accusingly at the Syrian slave trader.


“Does she not possess enough common tongue to understand even that? Where does this one spawn from?”


“From exotic soil, an island the Greeks know as Thule. Far beyond bounds of known lands.”


“Your mind concocts elaborate providence to burnish tainted goods. And the telling of it tumbles like shit from mouth, adding to the stench.” Batiatus flapped a hand. “It is arduous chore to break in one such as this.”


“But sweet in the breaking,” Albanus countered, a lascivious twinkle in his eye. “Her eyes tell the tale. A girl who is fresh of years, knowing nothing of the world. Her teeth intact, skin unblemished and cunt like a virgin’s.”


“My wife lacks time to impart instruction, to see one so raw shaped to proper form.” Batiatus waved the fly-whisk dismissively and moved along the line of standing women.


Dust hung in the air, illuminated by the beat of the afternoon sun. The stone-walled yard in which they all stood seemed hot enough to bake bread.


Albanus frowned. He stepped aside and clicked his fingers at a dark-haired boy who stood nearby, his skin oiled and shining. The boy came forward with an earthenware cup brimming with red liquid.


“Quench thirst while you peruse under hot sun, good Batiatus.”


Batiatus took the cup, drank, and then grimaced. The wine was sour, unrefined. He swirled it around in his mouth for a moment before spitting it out. The liquid lay like a bloodstain in the sand at his feet, reminding him of the other errands of the day, all as yet undone and baying for attention.


“This piss does nothing but deliver sting to throat. It fails to distract from promise to exhibit something of note.”


The Syrian tilted his head to one side like a bird.


“Batiatus, I—”


A young girl came running into the sanded yard and fell to her knees before him.


“Dominus!” she cried. “Additional guest stands impatient for admittance.”


Batiatus raised an eyebrow.


“It seems private viewing bears different meaning in scheming mind, Albanus. Though mine does stand impressed that you count so many as ‘honored friend.’”


“I beg good Batiatus’s indulgence at unfortunate misstep,” Albanus sputtered. “I depart for but a moment and promise more of fine stock to exhibit. Patience will find reward.”


Batiatus bowed slightly, though inside he seethed with anger and curiosity. As the Syrian scuttled off, clapping his hands and shouting for his steward, so Batiatus beckoned to the man who stood at the wall behind him, cloaked despite the heat.


“Ashur, linger in the heat. I would venture inside and see who else seeks business with Albanus this morning.”


Ashur’s dark-bearded face betrayed nothing.


“Yes, dominus.”


It was much cooler in the stone-flagged corridors of the house. The place was airy, large and well made, but Albanus’s taste in wall painting ran to the garish. Batiatus smirked as he thought of the new mosaics presently going up on the walls of his own triclinium. Soon he and his guests would dine surrounded by the most sublime—


“This way please,” an attending boy said with bowed head, gesturing to a bright doorway.


“You usher me to garden.”


The boy nodded, not raising his eyes.


“Not a common place for viewing slaves,” Batiatus mused.


The boy scampered off. Batiatus slapped his neck with the fly-whisk in growing irritation. The light blinded him for a second. He heard the ripple of a fountain, and smelled damp earth, and the heady perfume of plants and herbs. He recognized thyme and lavender, and felt soft grass underfoot, lush and green from the recent rains.


Lucretia would covet this, he thought. Perhaps he should consider a garden. The peristylium is not nearly enough.


He stepped forward, passing once again into the shade offered by a fig tree. There was a girl sitting on a stone bench several feet away, dressed in blue silk. Tyrian silk, the stuff worth its weight in gold. A free woman, of some breeding, he thought. Batiatus was about to turn around and make an exit, when he saw the collar about the girl’s neck. After a moment’s surprise, he sauntered forward, and at once the girl rose.


The silk was cut in a chiton, Greek-style, drawn in at the waist but not stitched along the sides. Batiatus saw the swell of one creamy breast and let his gaze trail down her torso. Her skin was as white as that of a high-born lady and her hair as black as a Hispanian bull. She had blue eyes, bright as sapphire, and her face was so flawless that he felt an instant, fierce hunger. He wanted to touch her, to explore those features, and the white skin under the silk.


“What’s your name,” he said.


“Athenais,” she replied, bowing her head. She was Greek then.


“You are Albanus’s property?”


“I am. I have been in his house but six days.”


“Where do you hail from?”


“I am Athenian.” Her Latin was flawless, but for the lilting Greek accent.


“A distinguished birthplace. You possess learning?” he asked.


“Yes, I—”


“Good Batiatus, I see you discover exquisite flower growing in garden!” Albanus came striding into the garden, arms spread wide, with a pair of strange men in tow.


“I assured reward for patience, did I not?” he continued. “Measured against her beauty, the rest of my stock seems herd of Lusitanian mares. Ah, but I forget manners. Introductions are needed. Batiatus, I present most recent acquaintance, Hieronymus. A man of rank, highly regarded in Sicilia. Hieronymus, I present Quintus Lentulus Batiatus, finest lanista in Capua. His ludus filled to brim with beasts of great skill in the arena. Spartacus, the Bringer of Rain and Champion of Capua, among them.”


Batiatus bowed slightly, the stiff-necked bow he had seen senators of Rome perform when they wanted to accord both acknowledgement and their own superiority with one small gesture.


Hieronymus was bearded, like many Greeks, and he wore a woollen peplos despite the warmth of the day. He was a large man, brown-skinned like a hazelnut, with olive-black eyes, and a ready smile which Batiatus instantly distrusted. He wore gold earrings, which no Roman would ever countenance, and Batiatus could almost smell the stink of coin coming off him. A rich man, even if only a provincial.


Although Batiatus barely allowed his eyes to flicker from the Sicel’s face, it was the figure who entered silently in Hieronymus’s wake who most interested him. Batiatus had never seen his like. He was darker skinned than his master, and clothed in a loose-fitting robe that seemed to be woven from multi-colored strips of some coarse material, like horsehair. The robe, tied at the waist by a black sash, was open at the front to expose a chest and torso deeply scarred with what appeared to be sigils and runic symbols, the origin of which Batiatus could only guess at.


It was the man’s head, however, that was the most astonishing and unsettling element of his appearance. Like his upper body, his cheeks, forehead, throat and the crown of his hairless head were similarly scarred with esoteric symbols. The center of his lip was pierced with a gold ring, which matched the ones in his master’s ears. His eyes were as pale as ass’s milk, suggesting blindness, and his thin, almost purple lips were in constant motion, as though he murmured silently to himself, revealing glimpses of a tongue which Batiatus could have sworn was riven in the center, forked like that of a snake.


“Any with interest in glory of the arena could not but be familiar with the House of Batiatus,” Hieronymus was saying, recapturing the lanista’s attention. “My own interest in the games nudges toward strong affection. I have even been moved to sponsor my own gladiators on occasion. Though merely in the provinces, far from the profession’s beating heart in Capua. Where I had good fortune to witness good Batiatus’s Thracian triumph over the legendary Theokoles. The event a pinnacle for any lanista.”


Batiatus bowed again, a little less frostily this time. In the corner of his eye, Hieronymus’s attendant was a dark shape, like an earthbound rain cloud, the girl Athenais a blue shimmer on his other side.


“When you find yourself free, you must honor my house with your presence,” he said to Hieronymus. “My wife and I would delight in hosting a man sharing in such passion. Unfortunately I must take leave at present. Pressing business awaits. I would take the girl from your hands, Albanus and would make arrangement to complete the transaction soon.” He turned to depart.


Albanus licked his lips. “Nothing would please more than to see her sold to you. Our friendship ever upon my mind. But good Hieronymus expresses equal interest in purchasing the girl.”


Batiatus smiled. “We appear to stand alike in many interests. Private confines of Albanus’s garden expand to become crowded market.” He ran through the calculations in his head, studied the girl again, noting the exquisite line of her neck, and the way her nipples imprinted themselves on the thin silk. When the breeze pressed it against her flesh he did not need to see her naked, for every dimple in her body was on display.


“It seems crime to speak of coin towards such exquisite creature,” Hieronymus murmured. He touched the girl’s chin, raising her head slightly. The heavy black hair fell back to reveal a pink ear, as translucent as a seashell.


“Five hundred sesterces,” Batiatus said. He felt a quickening of anger, like he always did before the arena. This was the same—this, also, was a form of combat.


‘Five hundred?” Albanus asked. ‘I take heart to know our friendship stands secure enough against such jest.”


“The sum equal to half year’s pay for a legionary. Hardly a jest.”


“One thousand,” Hieronymus said, with a little shrug, as if apologizing.


Batiatus bared his teeth, and turned it into a smile.


“Fifteen hundred.” It was more, far more than he had come here to pay, but he was not about to be outbid in his own city by a fucking Greek with rings in his ears and a creature of Hades crouching at his heels.


Hieronymus sighed slightly. He ran a long-nailed finger down the girl’s torso, and she stiffened under the touch. For a moment, all three men were staring at her. The blush rose in her white skin, her eyes averted. Suddenly Batiatus knew he wanted this girl kneeling before him, those rose-pink lips around his cock. He had to have her.


‘Two thousand,” Hieronymus said.


‘Three,” Batiatus riposted. He could feel sweat in the small of his back.


‘Four,” Hieronymus said with a cat-like smile.


Batiatus looked at Albanus. The Syrian’s face was ashine with cupidity. Clearly, he had planned this.


Batiatus felt fury burn in his gullet. He could not—he must not—go further in this.


“Five thousand,” he said at last, unable to help himself. Hieronymus opened his hands in a gesture of apology, and for a moment Batiatus’s heart leapt. But then the Greek said quietly, “Six thousand.”


And it was over.
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“That goat-fucking Syrian pimp. The festering cock gave performance worthy of amphitheater,” Batiatus raged.


He shoved his way through the crowded street, shouting to be heard over the clamor of noise emanating from the open-fronted shops and the clatter of wooden wheels in the cobbled ruts of the roadway. Ashur limped quickly at his master’s side, grimacing and gripping his crippled leg. A former gladiator in Batiatus’s ludus, he had been crippled in the arena by the Gaul, Crixus — another of Batiatus’s gladiators. Ashur had served as his master’s book-keeper and sometime henchman ever since that defeat.


“My presence cast merely for inflation of price,” Batiatus continued. “I offer to put coin in Albanus’s hand only to see him maneuver larger amount into the other tucked behind his back. May the gods rot his balls off. Ashur, tell something of import about that Greek maggot or by Juno’s cunt I’ll have your good leg mangled to match the crippled one.”


“If dominus would care to slow pace,” Ashur gasped. “Ashur could turn from distracting pain to sharing of knowledge on crowded streets.”


Batiatus glared at him. “Very well. Perhaps yet another appeal to my patience will finally reap reward.”


They halted in the lee of a tufa-block building, standing still whilst the torrent of humanity passed by in the heat and dust of the street. Ashur had a dark, feline face alight with intelligence and cunning. But there was more than good humor in his eyes. He had known murder, in and out of the arena, and he was as good with numbers as any hired scribe.


“Words were loosened from one of the Syrian’s men.”


“With my coin I trust,” Batiatus grunted.


“One sesterce, dominus, an old coin, nicked and bent—”


“Enough. Just tell me what it bought,” Batiatus interrupted.


Ashur paused, half-raising his hands, as if to deliver news of great import.


“Hieronymus is very rich with coin, dominus.”


Batiatus gave him a withering look. “You offered coin for knowledge easily gained by turning eyes on the man.”


Quickly Ashur said, “He has made purchase of house by river Volturnus, and much land along with it.”


Now Batiatus looked thoughtful. “He seeks permanent residence in Capua. What else?”


“He profits as money changer in the east, in Ephesus or Pergamon. Powerful men counted among his clients. One reported to sit high in the Senate in Rome.”


Batiatus’s eyes lit up with interest. Here was a potential means to his own elevation.


“What is the elevated man’s name?” he demanded.


“Alas, Albanus’s man spoke nothing more of note, despite Ashur’s entreaties.”


Batiatus was disappointed. He gave a curt nod.


“And what of the dark creature attending the man with powerful friends?”


Ashur inclined his head to indicate his ignorance.


“Further investigation needed to glean such information, dominus.”


“Set yourself to it.” Batiatus sighed. “I would have revealing of that mystery as well as the names of Hieronymus’s powerful friends. A man doesn’t gain such friends without wiggling his fingers in assholes. Find out who enjoys the man’s tickling touch.”


Ashur nodded. “Hieronymus bears devotion to the arena, standing above whores or wine in estimation. Perhaps it lends path to discoveries.”


“Indeed, one that I had already considered traveling upon.” Batiatus’s eyes lit up and something like good humor stole across his face. “I shall gain from the thing that stands his vice and my profession. Your thoughts align with mine, Ashur.”


Ashur bowed slightly. “I think only of the House of Batiatus.”


Batiatus proffered, “It will continue to grant you coin for services rendered.”


“Gratitude, dominus.”


“And to ply mouths that would share more of what we seek to know.” Batiatus paused to turn a thought over. “The Greek girl. Her years appear briefly touched by servitude, her dress more wrapping for gift than attire for slave.” Batiatus considered the memory of her. “I would know more of her.”


The two men dove back into the streaming mass of people that clogged the streets of Capua, two more faces in a sea of them.





II


“SINISTRA. DEXTRA. LEFT AND RIGHT. A MAN’S NATURE MOVES him to strike with his right. For strength lies there. It tells him to raise shield with his left, for defense. This instinct impels you. But you must fight it.”


Oenomaus, called Doctore in Batiatus’s ludus, coiled the long bull-hide whip tighter in his fist as he spoke. His black skin gleamed with sweat in the light of the early evening. Training time was almost done, and the men were starting to slacken, in expectation of the call to food and rest, and a stint in the bathhouse to ease their aching muscles. But Doctore’s eyes were fixed implacably on Spartacus as the Thracian stood panting before him, a gladius in each hand.


“Sinistra, Dextra,” Oenomaus said again. “But for you Spartacus, the words must hold no meaning. With two swords in hand you must attack with both. Teach your left to wield with equal strength as right. Two swords, two strikes. Varro!”


The burly, blond-haired Roman stepped out of his training pair.


“Yes, Doctore.”


“Hand me your weapon.” Varro handed over the heavy wooden training sword and Oenomaus took it as lightly as if it were a piece of kindling. He glared at Spartacus.


“Now—attack!”


The Thracian raised his head. Sweat trickled down his cheeks. Swiping it away with his upper arm, he turned from the tall wooden post, which he had been hacking with his practice swords, and faced Doctore, who stood before him, impervious as an obsidian statue.


Spartacus bared his teeth slightly. He lunged.


Oenomaus batted aside the attack with a flick of his sword. In the training square, the crack of wood on wood faded as the other men bearing the Mark of the Brotherhood paused in their training to stand and watch. The new Champion of Capua, slayer of the legendary Theokoles, versus the veteran who had trained them all, and at whose word they lived and fought and died. This was something worth seeing.


Spartacus’s left-hand sword came up on Oenomaus’s unarmed side. It was a fast strike, but not so fast as the first. Oenomaus stepped sideways and it passed through empty air. His own weapon darted upright in his fist and missed Spartacus’s throat by half a handspan.


The two gathered themselves, Spartacus breathing hard, Oenomaus cool and watchful. The sun was going down and the light was fading. A red glow flooded the ludus from the west, long purple shadows sliding across the sand.


“It appears Mars watches exhibition,” Varro said to Felix, one of the newer men. He nodded at the sky and then spat on the ground. “Etching sky in glowing libation.”


Oenomaus and Spartacus circled each other slowly.


Suddenly Spartacus leapt in with a cry, both swords raised, swift as a hawk. One sword cracked off the doctore’s own weapon and the other would have thudded into Oenomaus’s upper thigh had the trainer not twisted with preternatural speed, almost as though he were dancing. His own sword came up and the point swung round to clip Spartacus on the temple, a glancing blow, no more, but the hard wood of the practice weapon opened the skin there, and a trickle of blood fell down the champion’s face like a ribbon, dark in the failing light.


“Good,” Oenomaus said. “You maneuver weapons with admirable skill. But you would do well to hold something back. To preserve for defense.”


“With respect Doctore, you instruct attack with both swords, and now you counsel defense,” Spartacus said, wiping his bloody temple on the back of one forearm.


“I speak not of weapons now. But of mind that controls them. Yours and your opponent’s. His intentions must be as clear to you as your own. If the enemy sees opening, you must see it, sense it before his move is made.” Doctore appraised his fierce student. “You wield with left hand as though it still holds shield. Left foot strides early, giving signal of attack. You must learn balance, to prevent opponent gauging intent from footwork. Employ two feet, as you do two weapons, combining all into one tool of violence.”


Spartacus smiled. “I will find comfort with them all.”


“Dominus arms you to fight as dimachaerus, and so you will. How does your wound fare?”


“It is but scratch.”


“Apply vinegar to soothe.” Oenomaus nodded, and then raised his voice. “Today’s training ends!” He cracked the long bull-hide whip and tossed the practice sword back to Varro. “Eat. Rest. Gather strength,” he cried. “For tomorrow you will work harder!”


The men began to troop into the mess hall, where the cooks had been stirring at the millet and lentil porridge for some time now, the toothsome smell of it drifting over the practice square.


Spartacus looked down at the two wooden swords in his hands.


“Two weapons divide attention,” Oenomaus told him. “Against skilled enemy, the challenge stands greater.”


“I will learn,” Spartacus said. “Future victory assured by the promise.”


Oenomaus nodded. “You are champion now. The honor of this house balanced upon efforts.”


Spartacus stared into his eyes for a moment, and then gave a short nod. “Yes, Doctore.”


Oenomaus coiled up his whip grimly. “As champion you are held as example. Inside the arena or out of it. Failure no option.”


Spartacus touched the blood on his temple. Then he tossed his twin swords onto the sand and walked away.


Oenomaus turned to watch him go, saw his friend Varro slap him on the back as they entered the mess hall together. He peered up at the sky, it was almost dark now and the stars shone overhead in their tens of millions. Below, in the low country about the Volturnus River, Capua had begun to light up also, a thousand lamps burning in shadow.


Oenomaus frowned. He ran his fingers over the coils of his whip, as was his habit, then, finally, walked inside the ludus. The men were already seated at table, and the usual profane ribaldry of the evening had begun, as familiar to his ear as the smell of the porridge was to his nose. This was his home, and would always be so. There was nothing he would not do to protect it from threat, whether it came from within or without.
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Scooping water from the plunge-bath with a bronze patera, Spartacus upended it over his head. He gasped, blowing water droplets out of his mouth in a plume of spray, as the cold liquid ran over his shoulders and down his chest, sluicing away the dirt and oil that he had sweated out of his pores. His skin tingled and his heart beat a little faster. He did it again, and then again, feeling increasingly invigorated and refreshed.


Around him the other men were in various stages of the cleansing process—rubbing olive oil into their aching muscles, sitting on hot stone benches in the steam bath to sweat out the day’s dust and grime, or scraping the dirt off their skin with strigils.


The stone walls echoed with banter, but Spartacus, as was usual, kept his own counsel. Because of this some thought him arrogant, unapproachable, even untrustworthy, but this did not concern him. Spartacus desired only to fight, and, one day, die in the arena. Varro was perhaps his only true friend, the big Roman having persisted in engaging Spartacus in conversation even when faced with the Thracian’s initial taciturnity, and his evident antipathy toward Romans.


Varro was seated at the back of the room, his skin glistening with sweat, playing a game of tabula with the big, bearded Greek, Tetraides. Within the hubbub, Spartacus could hear Varro’s easy laughter and the click of bone counters on the board.


A moment later, however, the gentle click of the gaming counters became a tinkling rattle not of one, but of many counters falling to the stone floor and scattering in all directions. This was followed by a more hefty clatter as what was almost certainly the wooden board crashed to the floor, too. Palming water from his face, Spartacus turned, expecting to see one of the two players throwing up his hands in despair at the clumsiness of the other in knocking the game off its stone perch. However, when his eyes came into focus what he saw was Tetraides leaping to his feet, while Varro, who remained seated, looked up at his opponent with a startled expression on his face.


As other men turned toward the source of the commotion, Spartacus saw Varro spread his hands.


“What crawls up ass, Tetraides?” he asked, baffled.


Tetraides was staring down at the counters scattered across the floor, his dark eyes wide with alarm.


“Did you not see it?” he said.


Still Varro looked baffled. “See what, you dense fuck?”


Tetraides did not answer. Instead he staggered, as though wounded and about to collapse, bringing up a hand to cradle his forehead.


From across the room came a bark of laughter. Tetraides’s head snapped up. The perpetrator was a young Syrian, lean and quick with a sly, fox-like face. He was a new recruit to the Brotherhood; so new, in fact, that Varro did not yet even know his name. Tetraides glared at him, his features twisted in fear and loathing. Then, with a bestial roar, he lurched across the room, towards the young Syrian, snatching up a discarded strigil as he did so.


The Syrian leaped to his feet, face hardening in readiness to fight. As Tetraides lunged at him, he ducked beneath the Greek’s swinging arm, his own clenched fist flashing up and crunching into Tetraides’s ribs.


The big Greek, however, seemed to not even feel the blow—he was like a man possessed. He roared again, and then with a speed that clearly surprised the Syrian, he brought up the arm with the strigil and rammed the curved metal end deep into the younger man’s eye. The Syrian screamed as his eyeball burst like a softly boiled egg, spilling down his cheek in a viscous stream of jelly and blood. Teeth clenched, Tetraides rammed the strigil deeper into the socket, causing the man to judder and spasm as the metal implement penetrated his brain.


It had all happened so quickly that the Syrian was sliding dead to the floor before anyone had time to react. Most of the men were still shouting out in shock and protest when Tetraides dropped the gore-streaked strigil to the floor and tottered on his heels.


“I feel...” he muttered, and then his legs went from under him and he crumpled to the floor.


Varro, who by now had leaped up from his seat, was the first to reach him. He squatted by Tetraides’s side. Spartacus moved across to join him.


“What causes the man to act as enraged beast?” Spartacus said.


Varro looked shocked and baffled.


“It’s fucking mystery to me. One moment we play game, the next he jumps as though struck by cobra.”


“His eyes pin back in his head,” Spartacus said. “Help me remove him to cooler air of his cell.”


He pushed his arms beneath Tetraides’s armpits, bent his elbows and hauled the unconscious Greek up into a sitting position. Varro grabbed the man’s ankles, and between them they carried the big, bearded gladiator from the room, the shocked babble of the rest of the men echoing around them.


They carried Tetraides into his cell and propped him up against the wall. Spartacus then went back to the bathhouse and filled the patera he had been using with cold water. He returned to the cell and poured it unceremoniously over the Greek’s head. Tetraides shuddered and coughed, and then his rolling eyes steadied and cleared.


“What is this place?” he said, looking around. “Do I find myself in Hades?”


Varro’s face was grim.


“Not far off the mark. But it is your cell. Tetraides, you were...” he hesitated, “...overcome by heat in the bath. What does your mind last recall?”


Tetraides blinked at him. “Not heat. No. It was …” his voice trailed off.


“What did you see?” Spartacus asked.


Tetraides reached out a trembling hand.


“A vision,” he said. “One that I would not care to see again.”


Varro glanced at Spartacus, a disturbed expression on his face.


“What kind of vision?”


“The counters,” Tetraides muttered. His whole body trembled now, and his eyes were avid. “The game counters. Darkness leaking from them. Darkness and death … and then …” his eyes widened.


“Speak,” Spartacus muttered.


“A shade,” Tetraides whispered. “Harbinger of doom.” He looked at them fearfully. “I felt urge to send it back to Hades from whence it came. Did I succeed? Tell me what I did …”
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“You look low of spirit,” Crixus said as Oenomaus entered the medicus’s bay. The big Gaul, former Champion of Capua, was flat on his back swathed in bandages, and beside him the slave-girl Naevia sat spooning porridge into his mouth.


Crixus was the only man in the care of the medicus at present, for there had been no important bouts or festivals, or even a munus, since he and Spartacus had fought Theokoles and the rains had come. The Gaul had been slashed apart in that epic contest and was a long, slow time healing. A lesser man would have surely died.


Oenomaus pulled up a stool and sat down beside Crixus.


“Needless death falls upon ludus this day. Novice gladiator killed by the hand of the Greek, Tetraides.”


Crixus absorbed the news with a shrug.


“Training carries risk. If it were not so, a quick end would come in the arena instead.”


“This was not result of training.” Quickly Oenomaus told Crixus what had happened.


Again Crixus shrugged.


“The Greek will be punished.”


Oenomaus shook his head.


“Batiatus will not satisfy his rage with Tetraides’s life. The Greek will pay through coin won in the arena.”


“And if Tetraides falls before debt is paid?”


Oenomaus smiled grimly and made a rare joke.


“I hold no doubt that dominus will find profit in it. Even if left with Tetraides’s carcass to proffer meat for dogs at market.”


Crixus laughed, and Oenomaus’s grin widened, his teeth flashing white in the lamplit gloom of the infirmary.


“It soothes troubled mind to see strength and spirits return,” the doctore said. He glanced at Naevia, the beautiful slave girl, who had been administering to Crixus’s needs. “Surely aided by dutiful attendants.”


Blushing, Naevia stood up.


“Domina does not like me to linger. I must go.”


Crixus caught her arm, his meaty fist engulfing it.


“I would have you stay longer yet.”


“Work in the villa awaits me. And additional company stands by your side.” She hesitated and smiled down on him. “I will return tomorrow.”


The Gaul’s eyes followed her all of the way out of the chamber. When she had disappeared, he stared at the beams of the ceiling and some light seemed to go out of him.


“Her attention appears to deliver mending,” Oenomaus said, gentle amusement in his eyes.


Crixus’s good humor, however, seemed to have evaporated with Naevia’s departure.


“Only to see me awaken to world of shit. The Thracian fuck standing atop it, my victories earned in the arena forgotten by all.”


“Not by all,” Doctore replied quietly. “They hold fast in my memory.”


Crixus cast his eyes to Oenomaus.


“The sentiment appreciated. But memories will not knit flesh to see me upon the sands.”


“Stay such thoughts. Preserve strength, for the day will come when you reclaim your place.”


Crixus nodded, seeming to take strength from the words.


“I long for the day to wield sword again. And knock the Thracian from undeserved position.”


“I will lend voice to the cheering crowd on that day,” Oenomaus replied. “Spartacus may be Champion of Capua by name, but his heart holds no loyalty to this ludus. His thoughts still drift elsewhere. I find no perch to rest trust upon him.”


“Trust that I will stand over him, sword at his throat.”


“I believe in the promise of it.” Oenomaus paused in his thoughts. “Yet consider that you stood well together against Theokoles. When you fought as one. A fact not be dismissed.”


Disgust filled Crixus’s face. “You raise spirits only to sweep them away. Counseling me to regard him as brother.”


“He bears the mark, as you do. Perhaps he will come to place belief in it with the passing of time. And the fading of memories.” Oenomaus’s face clouded. “It is no small thing to lose a wife. As I know too well.”


Crixus shifted slightly on his hard bed, wincing at the pain it caused him, uncomfortable at the sight of his doctore’s pain.


“I will set mind to healing while Spartacus occupies my spot on the sand. Soon, he will relinquish it.”


“I would lay coin toward it, if the habit were mine,” Doctore said with a soft smile. He gripped Crixus’s fist in his own for a moment, and then rose.


“Rumors fill the villa about someone of note rumored to soon grace Capua. A man with an eye toward games, if Ashur’s telling of it is true.”


“I would not put stock in anything that falls from the limping shit’s mouth,” Crixus said contemptuously.


“I stand the same towards him. Yet if he speaks truth in this, this ludus will profit. Now, rest and grow strong. The House of Batiatus will have need of Crixus.”
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Naevia padded up the stone steps from the ludus to the villa above. When the light grew around her again, it revealed an entirely different world.


Triple-armed lamps hung flickering at intervals, their light gleaming on polished bronze. The tiles were cool underfoot, patterned in shadowed colors, and the walls were brightly painted. There was the sound of a fountain, for with the rains and monies from recent games, the atrium had been restored to its former splendor. The pool was full and the fountain played in the middle, its tumbling arcs of water glittering with moonlight from the night sky above.


A slave scurried past her, whispered, “A storm comes,” and then was gone. She bore a bright blond wig on a wooden stand and her bare feet made scarcely a sound on the tiles.


Naevia took a breath and then followed in the slave’s wake. The domina had a series of cubicula set back from the atrium. These she used for dressing, sleeping and entertaining close friends. The house slaves were trooping in and out of one of these now, and Naevia heard a cry of frustration and the slap of flesh being struck.


“Worthless bitch! Send Naevia to me! Where is she? The mere holding of a mirror results in dent upon it. Can not one of you accomplish task as ordered?”


A red-eyed slave girl crawled out of the cubiculum on her hands and knees, a welt rising on her cheek. Naevia stepped past her.


“Domina?”


“Naevia, tend to fucking wig. Thirty sesterces and it looks as if clipped from horse’s tail.” She turned blazing eyes to a slave bowed in the corner. “Fill cup with wine absent spilling or see yourself sent below for the beasts to have their way with.”


Lucretia’s attendants fluttered around her like butterflies, but Naevia stood calm in their midst and patiently adjusted the blonde wig on her mistress’s head. Lucretia regarded herself in the polished bronze mirror, tilting it against the light. She took her cup from the tray the trembling slave held and appeared somewhat mollified by Naevia’s presence.


“They lack your composure. Market whores, all of them. The wig, it sits well by your hand. I would have you share thoughts toward my coloring.”


“Perhaps a little stibium, domina.”


“Of course. Flavia, apply with hand held steady.”


A young girl leaned forward and painted the outlines of Lucretia’s eyes with a black brush. When she straightened, there was sweat trickling down her throat. Lucretia regarded herself appraisingly in the mirror once again.


“The judging of it impossible in such light,” she muttered. A sigh issued from Lucretia. “That will do for now. Flavia, set wine and food for Batiatus’s return. A jug of Falernian. He will desire only the best after long day in town.”


The words had barely left her mouth when there was a commotion at the door of the atrium beyond. They heard the massive timbers swing open, and Batiatus’s voice. It was raised in a note of familiar displeasure. Naevia took her accustomed place behind Lucretia’s shoulder, silent as a shadow.


“Quintus?” she called.


“I’m here. Where are you tucked away?” he bellowed impatiently.


“In bed chambers.”


Batiatus appeared in the doorway. Behind him the dark shape of Ashur, black eyes alight from the lamps. Batiatus dropped his toga to the floor and stepped over it, his sandals slapping on the tiles.


“Water,” he called. “I would have soil of streets rinsed away. And wine. Juno’s gash, I’m fucking tired.”


Lucretia sprang off her couch and clicked her fingers at Naevia. She glared at Ashur.


“Is he to join you in the bath?”


Batiatus waved a hand. “Out. Wait in my office and I will join you to open book and dwell on this house’s poverty.”


“As you wish, dominus.” Ashur cast a long look at Naevia, and then left.


“Poverty. Not a word fit for jesting,” Lucretia said. She kissed Batiatus on the lips.


He looked her up and down appraisingly.


“It appears new wig lies upon wife’s beautiful head.”


“Fetching, is it not?” she said. “Orontes came bearing his wares today.”


“And with what weight of coin did he depart?”


She dismissed the money as she would dismiss a slave, with an insouciant waft of her hand.


“Twenty sesterces.”


“Twenty. A substantial sum for shank of German hair.”


“It does not please you,” Lucretia glared.


Batiatus raised a placating hand. “It pleases me. As would any item adorning loving wife. Helen of Troy would rage with jealousy upon sight of you.”


Her eyes narrowed. “You overflow with praise, the excess suggesting mockery.”


“Lucretia, I crave a moment of peace,” Batiatus moaned, his voice weary. “I would soak and drink. And see you calmed by thought that your beauty illuminates.”


The girl Flavia had reappeared with an ewer of clear water and a box of oils and unguents. She untied the sandals from Batiatus’s feet and began to wash him. He sighed in contentment. Lucretia handed him her wine cup. He drank from it and raised his eyebrows appreciatively.


“You ply me with Falernian wine?”


“It should not sit fermenting for guests. Imbibe for lifting of mood after draining day spent upon streets, dealing with that greasy whore peddler.”


Batiatus leaned forward and slipped Flavia’s gown from her shoulder. One pale, pink-tipped breast was revealed. Batiatus stroked the nape of her neck as she continued to wash his feet.


“Put mouth upon cock,” he said.


At once, Flavia left his feet and pulled aside Batiatus’s tunic. His member came into view, already tumescent. She bent her head over it and dutifully took the glistening head of the organ in her mouth. Batiatus closed his eyes and sipped his wine.


“Ah, the pleasures of home,” he murmured.


As he settled back, Lucretia asked, “Did you make purchase?”


Batiatus’s eyes opened again, flashing with momentary anger.


“I did not. The dirty hole Albanus paraded meat rank enough to offend flies. Then he—” Batiatus closed his eyes once more, thrusting his hips against the girl’s mouth.


“Then he revealed true purpose of invitation,” he resumed after a moment. “I was but a mere decoy set in place for the bidding of a rich Greek. Croesus’s brother he might have been, so freely did he dispense coin. I could not match him.” Batiatus thrust angrily and the girl gagged. He curled his hand into her hair, holding her head firmly in place while he drank more wine.


“What was the object of such lofty bidding?” Lucretia asked. She leaned back on her couch, her eyes going back and forth between her husband’s face and the bobbing head of the girl at his groin.


“A nymph of beauty rare and untouched, appearing handmaiden of Venus. The Greek swine shit six thousand sesterces for her as if fortune nests untouched up ass.”


Lucretia gasped. “Six thousand!”


Batiatus matched her gasp with a groan, and shuddered into the slave girl’s mouth. He breathed out slowly, holding her in place for a moment, and then he slowly uncurled his hand from her hair. Flavia raised her head, wiped her mouth discreetly and adjusted her master’s tunic. Then she bent to his feet once more and began massaging them in the tepid water.


“Ashur makes enquiry towards this Greek. Hieronymus his name. The man has powerful friends in very high places. Rumors stir the air in marketplace that Capua will see him host one of them in coming weeks.”


“Rumors uttered into weary ear by every feebleminded fool who knocks upon door,” Lucretia snapped.


“Even fools may light upon truth on occasion.” Batiatus stood up, splashing water on the floor. He padded about the small room barefoot and gestured with his cup.


“The odor of future coin reaches nostril, Lucretia. A man free to part with six thousand for one black-haired cunt must be willing to part with a great deal more for extravagances beyond it. The House of Batiatus profits from the indulgences of men such as this. We have but to offer magnificent spectacle and coin will flow to us in a torrent. And who better to tempt brimming purse than the slayer of Theokoles, whose fame now reaches Rome itself?”


“Crixus fought Theokoles as well,” Lucretia said, drawing her robe about her. “He yet lives to return to glory.”


Batiatus snorted. “He is a shell of the behemoth that used to stride into the arena. Spartacus hauls in the crowd like fish into net. And we will use him to land the extravagant Greek. Make preparations for his invitation to ludus. We will whet his appetite for blood.”
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