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Chapter 1: The Ghost of Sinuessa

The fog clung to the throat of the Apennine foothills like a damp shroud. It was thick, smelling of wet limestone and rotting pine needles—a perfect veil for a dead man.

Centurion Gaius Valerius spat into the campfire, watching the embers hiss and die. Around him, ten men of the Tenth Legion huddled in their wool cloaks, their shields propped against their knees. They were a "cleanup" detail, scouring the mountain passes for the remnants of the slave revolt that had supposedly been crushed months ago.

"He’s dead, I tell you," a young legionary named Lucius whispered. "Crassus saw the body. Thrown into a pit with a thousand others."

"Crassus saw a pile of meat," Gaius grunted. "The Senate wants a body to parade through the streets. Without a head on a pike, the stories don’t stop."

A twig snapped.

The sound was sharp and far too close. In an instant, the legionaries were on their feet, shields forming a wall.

"Who goes there?" Gaius bellowed. "Show yourself in the name of Rome!"

Silence followed. Then, a low, melodic whistle drifted through the trees—a Thracian hunting tune, lonely and cold. Out of the fog, a shape emerged. It was a man, tall and broad-shouldered, wrapped in a tattered Roman cloak. He carried no shield, only two curved Thracian blades.

"You're looking for a body," the man said. His voice was like grinding stones. "I am sorry to disappoint the Senate."

"Spartacus," Lucius gasped.

"No," the man replied, stepping into the firelight. "I am the ghost you invited into your house."
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