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T. Livius Quintillus expected to finish his duty as a
soldier triumphant, with enough wealth to buy the freedom of Felix,
the man he loves, and secure a life together. Instead, he has
returned to Rome permanently disabled, with not nearly the money he
needs. To others he is a hero, but Quintillus worries that his love
might no longer want a man who isn't whole. With Felix seemingly
avoiding him, his hopes are fading. But it's Saturnalia, a time of
feasting and revelry and joy, a time when dreams of freedom feel
more than just a fantasy. With the blessing of Fortuna and Minerva,
Quintillus may still have a chance for a future with Felix. If only
he can find him first...
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 Foreword

 


Te Amo takes place around 145 CE, toward the
end of the Roman Empire, about a century before the decline.
Specifics regarding that day and age are discussed in the
Afterword.

 


Note: There is a glossary and pronunciation guide
following the story.
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 Prologue

 


“I have no choice. I’m sorry.” Quintillus
watched Felix’s face crumple.

“I don’t like this.” Felix stared at his
hands where they rested in his lap.

Around them, the air rang with the noises of
people enjoying the freedom of Saturnalia, the celebration of the
winter solstice, but Quintillus was not in the mood to revel. “I
know. I don’t either.”

“Why do you have to join the army?”

Quintillus grimaced. “It’s what is expected
of me. Nevianus has been gone four years now already because
service in the army is required before he can enter politics.”
Quintillus’s foster brother was expected to become a high ranking
senator like his father. “You know as well as I that as an acting
son of a patrician, I must go, if only for appearances sake.” He
tried to laugh. “Lord knows Aemilius wouldn’t survive a week.” His
other foster brother was about Quintillus’s age but had his head in
the clouds. He was a gentle soul who was as unsuited for the army
as Felix was. “I have to take his place.”

“But that means you’ll be gone for decades.”
Felix looked stricken.

Quintillus reached forward and tilted Felix’s
chin up to see into his pale blue eyes. “But we can be together
sooner than that.”

“How?” Felix narrowed his eyes. “You can’t
desert—you would be hunted down and killed.”

“Of course not. That would bring dishonour to
my foster father and the Familiae Pollius, as well as
putting you at risk. It certainly wouldn’t allow us to be together.
No, I shall free you so you can enlist as well and join me.”

“How?” Felix repeated. “With what money?”

“With the wages of a soldier.” Quintillus
gazed across the grass of what he thought of as their little hill
to the revellers enjoying the role reversals of the holiday. Free
men dressed like slaves and slaves dressed like senators danced
together. Nearby, two men were gambling, temporarily legally free
to do so in public in the mixed-up world of the holiday. If only he
could make enough money to free Felix with games of chance. “With
Iulianus’s recommendation as paterfamilias of the
Familiae Pollius, I will be in line to be an officer, which
will pay much more than a common foot soldier would earn.
Hopefully, Iulianus will take care of my needs, and I will not
spend anything extra. I will be able to save all of my money and
buy your freedom in a very short time.”

Felix appeared fixated on the leaves of a low
hanging branch of the tree, which, despite the imminent winter,
still had many green leaves. “And how long will that take?” At
Quintillus’s uncertainty, Felix added, “You will forget me.”

Quintillus took his hand and smiled. “How
could I ever forget my closest friend? You are the only person that
really matters to me. How long can it take to make enough money? A
year? Two? I will return with the money before you know I am
gone.”

“What if it takes longer than that?” Felix
continued to stare at the ground but he didn’t pull his hand
away.

“Then we’ll deal with it. But it won’t.”
Quintillus gripped Felix’s hand tightly. “Stop worrying. Everything
will be fine.”

Felix picked a leaf off the branch and held
it up. “How quickly this colour will turn to brown. Though it is
green now, soon it and all of its brothers will fade and die. So it
is with youth.” He turned to Quintillus. “When I see you again, we
will be old men. You will no longer need me as a friend. You will
have a wife and slaves of your own.”

Quintillus took the leaf and tossed it aside
in order to take Felix’s other hand as well. “I will always need
you. You have no idea how much.” He wanted to tell Felix exactly
how much, but he was too afraid of losing him. “Remember that the
leaves again turn bright and green within a season or two. The tree
only hibernates for a short time. It is timeless like our
friendship. But it doesn’t matter. I will earn enough money and
return to free you much before we are old, and we will go off to
foreign lands together. A year. Two at the most.”

“I can’t do this.” Tears streaked down
Felix’s cheeks. “A year is too long to go without my best friend,
the only person who makes me feel like a real human being. Do you
have to go?”

“Yes.” Quintillus puffed out a breath. “You
are right. A year is too long. A moment is too long for us to be
apart. But we have to wait because there is no other way.”

“When will you go?” Felix’s pale blue eyes
stared sadly into his, and a shaft of pain slashed Quintillus’s
heart.

“I’ll be leaving after the festival.”
Quintillus cringed knowing how soon that was.

Felix turned away, not speaking. The fading
light of dusk painted his skin yellow.

“I will free you, I promise. I will save all
of my money, I will free you, you will join the army, and we will
serve together.”

It was obvious Felix didn’t believe him, and
they spent the week of the festival as if they were dying and it
was the last time they would ever see each other. They had little
appetite for the fresh bread and honeyed fruits they were offered
in the market. Neither had any interest in bobbing for corks or
watching the naked singers dancing up and down the city streets.
Even the sights of senators and masons alike hopping about on one
foot at the whim of the low-born Saturnalia King failed to raise
their spirits.

On Sigillaria, the final day of festivities
and the day of gifts, the young men sat on their little hill once
more. Quintillus tried to cheer them both up by weaving tales of
the exotic wonders he would see, and the adventures he would have.
But Felix’s face showed his sadness. “I will miss you too much.
This isn’t worth it. You must find a patrician woman and convince
Iulianus and her father that she is pregnant with your child. They
would want you married before the birth to assure the patrician
status of the infant. Married men cannot join the army.”

“What woman would agree to such a thing? And
what would happen when they found out she was not with child?”
Quintillus shuddered involuntarily. “I’ll not bed a woman I’m not
married to, and I hope I will find a way to get out of marriage so
it doesn’t ever happen. I do not want offspring.” He had heard many
a man complaining about marriage, which was arranged for the sole
purpose of having children. The thought of having sex with a woman
was terribly unappealing. “Which should reassure you that I will
always need you.”

Defeated, Felix pulled something from his
pocket and handed it to Quintillus. “Then wear this and remember me
every day.”

“I will remember you every minute of every
hour of every day.” Quintillus inspected the gift in his hands. Two
Saturnalia dolls—the tiniest he had ever seen—had been strung
together on a leather cord. He put the necklace over his head. “I
will wear it always.” A tingle ran down his spine at Felix’s smile.
His friend was so beautiful, Quintillus’s heart beat faster every
time he saw his face. Quintillus pulled a wax taper from his belt
where he had it hidden in the folds of his tunic and handed it to
Felix. “This is for you.”

Felix admired the candle. “I’ve never seen
one this colour. So beautiful!”

“It matches your eyes. I dyed it with
vitrum myself and used just the tiniest bit to colour the
bleached wax.” Felix’s eyes appeared almost silver.

Felix blushed. “Thank you. I shall cherish it
always.”

“When you look at it, think of me and
remember I am coming back for you soon.” He moved closer to Felix.
“You…” He swallowed, feeling the lump in his throat grow larger. “I
don’t want to leave you.” He swallowed again. He had nothing to
lose. Tomorrow he would be gone, marching off to who knew where to
be trained as a soldier. If Felix didn’t want him, there was no
reason to come back. “Te amo, Felix.”

Felix’s eyes widened. “What did you say?”

“Te amo.” Quintillus moved still
closer until their noses almost touched. “I love you. I think I
always have.” Not waiting for a reply, he closed the gap between
them, and touched his lips to those he had dreamed of for so long.
The kiss lasted but a few seconds, but it was the most wonderful
thing Quintillus had ever experienced, better than he had ever
imagined. His chest felt full, like he might explode. He pulled
back to gaze at Felix’s face, scared he would see rejection.

Felix looked stunned.

Quintillus trembled. “Felix?”

“You love me?”

“Yes, carus, you are my heart.”
Quintillus didn’t move, not even daring to breathe.

A moment passed, then a huge grin spread
across Felix’s beautiful face. “You love me! Te amo, too! I
have wanted to kiss you for so long.” He leaned in and pressed his
lips to Quintillus’s.

When they parted, Quintillus smiled. “You are
my precious, my beloved, my carus.”

“Promise that you will come back for me.”

Again Quintillus kissed his friend. “I will
return for you, I promise.”

Felix laughed. “I’ll hold you to that. I will
kill you if you die, you mushrooms.”

Quintillus pulled Felix to his chest. “Then I
will not die.”

“True love forever,” Felix said, holding
Quintillus tightly.

“True love forever,” he agreed.

As they wrapped around each other, Quintillus thought
to himself, I will not let my carus down. I will return
and free him.

 


* * * * *

 




 Day 1: Arrival

 


The late afternoon sun was warm on
Quintillus’s bare skin, a welcome reprieve from the chill of the
North. In Caledonia, he could never get warm, no matter how many
layers he wore or how hard he laboured. Now that he was so close to
home, he was finally comfortable. Although it was winter here in
Italia, the weather was much like summer in the barbarian north
where he had been stationed, which was the only time the northern
temperatures were bearable. Absently, Quintillus rubbed at his
shoulder, trying to work out the ache that never really went away.
The wet cold had been the hardest on his injuries.

Though his skin was no longer cold, he still
felt a chill deep in his gut as he walked with his men along the
last leg of the Via Aurelia heading into Rome. He hadn’t heard from
his lover Felix in over a year. While that could be explained by
long distances, by mail being intercepted or lost, the truth was
that his carus had been writing less and less often since
Quintillus had last been home, and his words were often stilted and
shallow, as if he were hiding something. Quintillus fought his
mind’s attempt to jump to horrible conclusions. Felix would not
betray him so. If his lover wanted someone else, he would tell
Quintillus in a letter.

How he missed Felix. He fingered the necklace
he wore bearing the dolls his lover had given him so many years
ago. It had been necessary to replace the cord many times, but
somehow, through all the endless toil and bloody battles, he had
managed to keep the little things whole. They reminded him of Felix
and their happy days together. His memories, especially those of
the two of them among the blankets, had made it easy for Quintillus
to want no other. But that didn’t mean that Felix wasn’t finding
comfort in another man’s bed. Quintillus knew that men had needs,
and Felix might desire the release he could only find with another
man—or woman.

Fighting off nausea, Quintillus shook his
head to clear it, and took a deep breath of air saturated with the
smells of a bustling city. He must stop such thinking. Tonight he
would be with Felix again, and all of his questions would be
answered. He saw he was lagging behind, so he straightened and
moved forward to his place at the side of his centurio.
Nevianus was a good leader. He sat intrepid and stalwart upon his
horse as he turned to smile down at him. When Quintillus’s entire
family had died of fever when he was fourteen, Nevianus’s
paterfamilias had taken him in and treated him as his own
son. It was an honour to serve as his foster brother’s second in
command, his optio. The goddess Fortuna had smiled upon him
when he moved into the Familiae Pollius house, which was
where Felix resided as one of their slaves. It had been devastating
to lose his entire family, but living in the same household had
given Quintillus much more time with his childhood friend and now
lover, who had helped him through his grief.

Soon he would be seeing the whole family, he
realised. The battalion was passing through the outer gates and his
own centuria would reach them next, being second in the
parade. The stone buildings crowded in on either side as the
cohort marched down the street, such a contrast to the open
spaces and primitive circumstances he was used to. The life he
endured day after day in the army was full of dirt and blood and
pain and loneliness. To see the brightness and uniformity of
civilisation around him was something of a shock, like he didn’t
belong there anymore. It didn’t matter, though. He belonged
wherever Felix was, and Felix was in Rome.
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