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To Dad
who showed me the modern world,

and to the Great Dover Street Woman
who showed me the ancient one.


 

 

“Yet still, over all these limitations and humiliations,

I felt astonishingly and profoundly free; I felt a flame,

a secret little life of liberty beating away inside me,

a liberty I could never lose.

They could keep me locked up…

but they could never touch the sanctuary

where my soul watched, where I was alone master.”

Henri Perrin, MCMXLVII
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FINGERS CRAMPING AND shoulders aching from having wielded the pitchfork all day, Rhyddes ferch Rudd tossed another load of hay onto the wagon. Sweat trickled down her back, making the lash marks sting. Marks inflicted by her father, Rudd, the day before because eighteen summers of anguish had goaded her into speaking her mind.


Physical pain couldn’t compare with the ache wringing her heart.


She slid a glance toward the author of her mood. He stood a few paces away, leaning upon his pitchfork’s handle in the loaded wagon’s shade to escape the July heat as he conversed with her oldest brother, Eoghan. She couldn’t discern their words, but their camaraderie spoke volumes her envy didn’t want to hear.


Her father’s gaze met hers, and he lowered his eyebrows. “Back to work, Rhyddes!” On Rudd’s lips, her name sounded like an insult.


In a sense, it was.


Her name in the Celtic tongue meant “freedom,” but the horse hitched to the hay wagon enjoyed more freedom than she did. Her tribe, the Votadini, had been conquered by the thieving Romans, who demanded provisions for their troops, fodder for their mounts, women for their beds, and coin to fill the purses of every Roman who wasn’t a soldier.


If those conditions weren’t bad enough, for all the kindness her father had demonstrated during her first two decades, Rhyddes may as well have been born a slave.


She scooped up more hay. Resentment-fired anger sent wisps flying everywhere.


“Hey, mind what you’re doing!”


Owen, her closest brother in age and in spirit, emerged from the wagon’s far side, hay prickling his hair and tunic like a porcupine. Rhyddes couldn’t suppress her laugh. “’Tis an improvement. Just wait till the village lasses see you.”


“Village lasses, hah!” Grinning, Owen snatched up a golden fistful, flung it at her. and dived for her legs.


They landed in the fragrant hay and began vying for the upper hand, cackling like a pair of witless hens. When Owen thought he’d prevailed, Rhyddes twisted and rolled from underneath him. Her fresh welts stung, but she refused to let that deter her. He lost his balance and fell backward. She pounced, planting a knee on his chest and pinning his wrists to the ground over his head.


Victory’s sweetness lasted but a moment. Fingers dug into her shoulders, and she felt herself hauled to her feet and spun around. Owen’s face contorted to chagrin as he scrambled up.


“Didn’t get enough of the lash yestermorn, eh, girl?” Rudd, his broad hands clamped around her upper arms, gave her a teeth-rattling shake.


When she didn’t respond, he released her and rounded on Owen. “As for you—”


“Da, please, no!” Rhyddes stopped herself. Well she knew the futility of pleading with Rudd. Still, for Owen’s sake, she had to try. Her father’s scowl dared her to continue. She swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat. “’Twas not Owen’s fault. I—” Sweat freshened the sting on her back, and she winced. “The fault is naught but mine.”


“Aye, that I can well believe.” Rudd grasped each sibling by an arm and strode across the hayfield toward the family’s lodge. “Owen can watch you take his lashes as well as yours. We’ll see if that won’t mend his ways.” The thin linen of her ankle-length tunic failed to shield her from his fingers, which had to be leaving bruises. Rhyddes gritted her teeth. Rudd seemed disappointed. “I doubt anything in this world or the next will make you mend yours.”


“You don’t want me to change. You’d lose your excuse to beat me.” Sheer impertinence, she knew, but she no longer cared.


“I need no excuses, girl.”


The back of his hand collided with her cheek. Pain splintered into a thousand needles across her face. She reeled and dropped to her hands and knees, her hair obscuring her vision in a copper cascade. Hay pricked her palms. Owen would have helped her rise, but their father restrained him. Owen blistered the ground with his glare, not daring to direct it at Rudd for fear of earning the same punishment.


Not that Rhyddes could blame him.


Rudd yanked her up, cocked a fist… and froze. “Raiders!”


Rhyddes whirled about. Picts were charging from the north to converge upon their settlement, the battle cries growing louder under the merciless afternoon sun. One of the storage buildings had already been set ablaze, its roof thatch marring the sky with thick black smoke.


Rudd shed his shock and sprinted for the living compound, calling his children by name to help him defend their home: Eoghan, Ian, Bloeddwyn, Arden, Dinas, Gwydion, Owen.


Every child except Rhyddes.


She ran to the wagon, unhitched the horse, found her pitchfork, scrambled onto the animal’s back, and kicked him into a jolting canter. The stench of smoke strengthened with each stride. Her mount pinned back his ears and wrestled her for control of the bit, but she bent the frightened horse to her will. She understood how he felt.


As they loped past the cow byre, a Pict leaped at them, knocking Rhyddes from the horse’s back. The ground jarred the pitchfork from her grasp. The horse galloped toward the pastures as Rhyddes fumbled for her dagger. Although her brothers had taught her how to wield it in a fight, until now she’d used it only to ease dying animals from this world.


But the accursed blade wouldn’t come free of the hilt.


Sword aloft, the Pict closed on her.


Time distorted, assaulting Rhyddes with her attacker’s every detail: lime-spiked hair, weird blue symbols smothering the face and arms, long sharp sword, ebony leather boots and leggings, breastplate tooled to fit female curves…


Female?


The warrior-woman’s sword began its descent.


From the corner of her eye Rhyddes saw her pitchfork. Grunting, she rolled toward it, praying to avoid her attacker’s blow.


Her left arm stung where the sword grazed it, but she snagged her pitchfork and scrambled to her feet. Unexpected eagerness flooded her veins.


As the Pict freed her weapon from where it had embedded in the ground, Rhyddes aimed the pitchfork and lunged. The tines hooked the warrior-woman’s sword, and Rhyddes twisted with all her strength. The Pict yelped as the sword ripped from her hand to go flying over the sty’s fence. Squealing in alarm, the sow lumbered for cover, trying to wedge her bulk under the trough.


With a savage scream, the warrior-woman whipped out a dagger and charged. Rhyddes reversed the pitchfork and jammed its butt into the Pict’s gut, under the breastplate’s bottom edge, robbing her of breath. She reversed it again and caught the raider under the chin with the pitchfork’s tines. As the woman staggered backward, flailing her arms and flashing the red punctures that marred her white neck, Rhyddes struck hard and knocked her down.


The warrior-woman looked heavier by at least two stone, but Rhyddes pinned her chest with her knee. She dropped the pitchfork and grasped her dagger, yanking it free. Grabbing a fistful of limed hair, she wrestled the woman’s head to one side to expose her neck.


The Pict bucked and twisted, trying to break Rhyddes’s grip. ’Twas not much different than wrestling a fever-mad calf.


Rhyddes’s deft slice ended the threat.


Blood spurted from the woman’s neck in sickening pulses.


Rhyddes stood, panting, her stomach churning with the magnitude of what she’d done. ’Twas no suffering animal she’d killed—and it could have been her lying there, pumping her lifeblood into the mud.


Bile seared her throat, making her gag. Pain lanced her stomach. Bent double, she retched out the remains of her morning meal, spattering the corpse.


After spitting out the last bitter mouthful and wiping her lips with the back of her hand, she drew a deep breath and straightened. As she turned a slow circle, her senses taking in the sights and sounds and stench of the devastation surrounding her, she wished she had not prevailed.


The news grew worse as she sprinted toward the lodge.


Of her seven brothers, the Picts had left Ian and Gwydion dead, her father and Owen wounded, the lodge and three outbuildings torched. She ran a fingertip over the crusted blood of her scratch, and she couldn’t suppress a surge of guilt.


Mayhap, she thought through the blinding tears as she ran to help what was left of her family, ’twould have been better had she died in the Pict’s stead.


The surviving raiders were galloping toward the tree line with half the cattle. The remaining stock lay stiffening in the fields, already attracting carrion birds.


Three days later, the disaster attracted scavengers of an altogether different sort.
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MARCUS CALPURNIUS Aquila sprawled on his belly across the cushioned and linen-draped marble massage table, his head, arms, shins, and feet jutting over the table’s padded edges. As the male slave worked eucalyptus-scented unguent into the aching muscles, Marcus could feel the tensions of combat seep away.


Too bad the man couldn’t work out the knots in Marcus’s relationship with his father, Sextus Calpurnius Agricola, governor of Britannia province.


Citing “official business” yet again, Agricola had declined to witness Marcus’s gladiatorial bout in Londinium’s amphitheater this afternoon. His opponent had fought well, causing Marcus in his scanty armor to work up a sweat that, judging by the reverberating high-pitched cheers, had all the women swooning with delight.


Never mind that Marcus, who fought under his cognomen, Aquila, the Eagle, remained a perennial favorite with the crowd. Agricola never missed an opportunity to point out that his arena exhibitions—and the resulting private liaisons with adoring female spectators—flirted with the precipice of social acceptability and could damage Marcus’s political aspirations.


While exceptions were made for aristocrats, everyone else who plied their violent trade in the arena was considered infamia: “infamous,” a step above condemned criminals and grouped in the same class with undertakers, prostitutes, and actors. Infames were barred from citizenship, and indiscreet association with them had destroyed many an otherwise stellar reputation.


As the slave’s strigil glided across his back, removing dead skin and excess salve, Marcus snorted. He possessed no political ambitions. In fact, he felt proud to consider himself free of all ambitions whatsoever, save convincing his father to accept him for who he was, not for how he could enhance Agricola’s career.


A knock sounded on the chamber’s door. At Marcus’s bidding, the slave opened it and exchanged a few murmured words with another man. The blast of cool air and the sound of two sets of footsteps told him the slave had admitted the visitor.


Marcus sat up, thrust out a hand to request a towel from the slave, and draped it across his loins. Tribune Darius Caepio, Agricola’s chief of staff, who had officiated today’s bouts, entered the sudatorium. He looked even more dour than usual, as if he wished he could fan himself but his military decorum forbade it.


“Let me guess.” Marcus raised an open hand. “I am late for my father’s dinner party.” He asked the slave to towel his back.


“In your father’s view, sir, that is the least of your transgressions today.” Darius stepped a pace closer to Marcus. “Someone of importance saw you fighting in the arena.”


“Faugh.” Standing, Marcus made a dismissive gesture, tied the towel in place, and strode past Darius into the cooler outer chamber, where a clean loincloth, tunic, and toga awaited. “I care not if Jupiter himself watches me.” He dropped the towel, girded on the loincloth, and tugged the tunic over his head and arms, yanking it into place with savage pulls.


Only one being’s opinion did Marcus crave, and he had yet to grace any of his bouts.


Darius almost smiled. “Jupiter is not dining with you at the praetorium this evening.”


Caught in the midst of draping the blue-trimmed white woolen cloth about his six-foot frame, Marcus froze. “Not Senator Falco?”


“The same.” This time Darius indulged himself in a rare smile. “And his daughter, the lovely Lady Messiena.”


Darius, already three years past customary retirement, probably viewed every young woman in such kind terms. Marcus’s recollection of Messiena, when their families had been neighbors in Rome before Emperor Marcus Aurelius had appointed Agricola as governor of Britannia, was anything but lovely.


The senator’s presence had been expected for several weeks. The emperor had dispatched him from Rome to investigate citizens’ complaints of the Picti coastal raids.


That Senator Falco had brought his daughter, however, was an unexpected development that boded ill for Governor Agricola’s unmarried son.






II
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RHYDDES STOOD SCOURING the last of the barley porridge from the cast iron cauldron, still feeling numb, after three days, from the shock of losing Ian and Gwydion, when she heard the mounted troop clatter up to the rebuilt lodge.


She didn’t need to see them, didn’t need to understand their accursed tongue. The bile burning her throat warned her who had arrived.


After working up a mouthful, she spat into the cauldron, grabbed fresh sand from the barrel, and attacked the spot as if she could scour these visiting vermin and their ilk from the face of the earth.


She would have wagered three wagonloads of hay that the Picts must have torched some of the buildings in town, and the Romans had come to collect coin for repairs.


As if they could squeeze blood from a year-dead corpse.


Rhyddes scrubbed the cauldron with twice the vigor.


She’d hung up the pot and was starting upon the griddle when Owen burst, panting, into the kitchens. She grieved to notice lines furrowing his brow as deep as those carved on their oldest brother.


Burying Gwydion and Ian had made Rhyddes feel ancient too; ancient and vulnerable.


To lighten his mood, she offered a smile. “If you’ve come for more food, you’re too late.”


“Nay.” He beckoned. “Da has sent for you.”


And has the sow learned to fly?


Without bothering to shed her food-stained apron, she dusted the sand from her palms and strode toward the door.


Owen caught her arm, his face a study in anxiety. “He wants you dressed in your best.”


A nameless fear clutched her stomach.


Nay, not nameless: her father must be planning to marry her off to one of these invaders. She felt her skin crawl.


But Rudd’s word was law on this farm, and his daughter had no choices but to obey, or be flogged and then obey. She didn’t need Owen’s admonishment to hurry.


Dressing her best meant exchanging her patched overdress for one that hadn’t experienced as much wear. After reaching her cramped quarters in the lodge, she removed the overdress from her chest and gave it a shake. Not a fine garment by any reach of the imagination, it was in good repair, with but one small stain marring the front—stewed apples Owen once had lobbed at her—invisible save under the harshest sunlight.


She pulled off the dress that reeked of the kitchens and donned the better one. No sense in giving the bridegroom the impression he ought to keep her in the sty. Rebraiding her unruly hair would have helped, but she decided it would be better to respond quickly to Rudd’s summons.


Upon emerging from the lodge, she received her first surprise to find most of the sixteen Romans had already mounted. The soldiers’ leader, marked by his fancier armor, stood conversing with Rudd while another soldier scratched black marks on a brittle scrap of sheepskin.


The door banged shut behind Rhyddes, causing her to start. Rudd looked at her with an unreadable smile.


“Hurry, girl!” he called. “These men have other farms to visit.”


The leader fixed upon her a penetrating stare. The other men, while trying not to look, were sliding glances her way too.


Cheeks aflame, she ran toward them.


“Is there not to be a ceremony, at least?” she dared to ask her father while eyeing the strangers. “Which is to be my husband?”


Rudd’s peal of laughter chilled her.


“Pay her no mind, good sirs,” he told them. “Her wits may be feeble, but she works well, I promise you that.”


“She had better.”


The commander approached her and seized her chin. Alarmed, she stepped back, but his other arm whipped around her waist and held her fast. As if judging horseflesh, he moved her head from side to side and forced her mouth open to bare her teeth.


“Small, but she appears healthy enough,” he said to Rudd. “Is she a virgin?”


The soldier’s leer sent a warning prickle down her spine.


“What do you take us for, rutting rams?” The commander glared at Rudd, who put up both hands and displayed an ingratiating grin. “Good my lord, she has lain with no man.”


Rhyddes failed to understand why the soldier looked disappointed. He released her face, strode to the soldier with the sheepskin, and uttered something in their language. The underling made a few more marks on the skin and stowed it in a leather satchel looped across his chest. He made marks on a second skin, handed it to Rudd, and mounted.


“Da, this sounds less like a betrothal than a—”


“Slave sale,” Rudd finished for her. “You see, my lords, she is cleverer than she looks.”


Horror coursed through Rhyddes in sickening waves as the chief soldier ordered one of his men to dismount and bind her wrists with rawhide strips.


“No, Da, please!” She tried to jerk free, but the cords bit into her flesh. “Don’t sell me! I won’t cause you any more trouble, I promise!”


Rudd’s laugh froze her soul. “True enough, girl. You won’t.”


The soldiers’ leader picked her up as one might heft a sack of grain and deposited her onto the back of one of the remounts. He lashed her wrists to the saddle horn, collected her horse’s reins in one gloved fist, and handed them to one of the other mounted soldiers before vaulting astride his horse.


As the troop moved forward, she twisted for a last glimpse of her home. Furious tears blurred her vision, but she could never forget Rudd’s smug, ugly look. Her brothers appeared from the fields to watch her pass out of their lives, every one looking as anguished as the last, especially Owen.


She wanted to scream, cry, murder, anything to release the betrayal-forged fury in her heart. But the only litany to settle in her brain, mile upon jolting mile, was: Da, how could you?


After they had stopped to make camp, she learned why the commander had seemed disappointed to hear she was a virgin. According to the Romans’ laws, since she was a virgin when the tax collectors acquired her, she had to be a virgin when they delivered her to the slaver who would bring her to market.


The chief ordered his men to tie her arms and ankles to a tree, facing its trunk, and his intentions became horrifyingly clear. As he hitched her skirts to expose her body below the waist, she felt his fingers lightly caress her inner thighs—almost lovingly—spiraling slowly upward until they reached the threshold of her warm, moist core. For a moment she thought that might satisfy him. How wrong she was.


Through the agonizing torture that followed as each man slaked his lust upon her without sacrificing her virginity, she bit off her screams and tried to will her mind back to the farm and the shelter of her brothers’ love…


After they’d released her for the night, the ache in her heart robbed her of sleep, as did the aching of her body. She stared at the cold, comfortless realm of the gods and changed her question.


Da, why couldn’t you have flogged me to death?
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MARCUS PAUSED under the arch leading into the dining chamber, his fingers playing across the fluted column’s cool ridges as he surveyed the room and its occupants.


Everyone appeared at ease, arrayed on the dining couches that were set radially around the circular marble table and attended by more servants than flies on fresh horse dung. Strains of lyre music wove through the air from slaves concealed behind a gauze curtain. The mingled aromas of lamb and salmon wafted toward him on the freshening breeze, making his stomach rumble. From the contents of the slaves’ trays, he realized dinner had advanced to the beef course.


Small wonder his parents weren’t seething at his tardiness.


He attributed the miracle to the presence of their distinguished guests, Senator Publius Messienus Falco and his raven-haired daughter, Lady Messiena.


The graceless girl with the pimply face and toothy, silly grin had indeed grown into an attractive young woman. Not what Marcus would call a stunning beauty, but the pimples had vanished, and the curves visible through her stola’s drape pleased the eye. He caught himself wondering whether they would be just as pleasing to the touch.


The sound of clapping startled him from his reverie. “Well,” said Senator Falco, continuing his ovation. “The Eagle of Britannia has returned from the kill.”


Marcus squared his shoulders as if preparing for a gladiatorial bout and strode into the chamber.


Agricola glared at Marcus. “You killed your opponent?”


“No, Father.” A thousand barbed retorts demanded release, but he held his peace.


“No,” echoed the senator, “but a finer stoop I have never seen, by man or raptor.”


Marcus wasn’t sure whether to take the remark as a compliment or an insult. Diplomacy forced him to settle on the former, and he expressed his thanks.


Messiena favored him with a coy smile that hinted at her opinion of his fight. He inclined his head in her direction, tempering his smile with reserve.


Agricola cleared his throat as Marcus took a hot, moist towel from a slave for cleaning his hands. “Senator Falco, Lady Messiena, I can see you remember my son, Marcus Calpurnius Aquila.”


Marcus dropped the towel onto the slave’s tray. Hand to chest, he dipped a bow and advanced to take his place on the sole remaining couch, between his mother and the senator.


Messiena’s gaze, through lowered lashes as she reclined on the other side of Falco, never left Marcus.


“We were discussing the threat posed by these northern Picti devils,” stated the senator as servants loaded delicacies onto Marcus’s gold-embossed silver platter, and Marcus attacked the pile with as much gusto as decorum allowed. “Have you an opinion of what should be done, Aquila?”


He did not. Governing this backwater province was his father’s task, thanks be to all the gods. Marcus savored a mouthful of poached salmon while he decided upon the most tactful response. “I am sure,” he said at length, “that my esteemed father has matters well in hand.”


“He would, given ample resources,” Falco said between swallows of wine, “which the emperor cannot spare, at present, because of the disastrous Armenian campaigns.”


The senator gave Agricola a measuring look, but if he was hoping to find even a hint of consternation, Marcus knew he’d be disappointed. Agricola was too new to this governorship, too grateful for the appointment, and thus too loyal to Emperor Marcus Aurelius, to be subverted yet.


“I’ve heard our fortunes are improving along that frontier,” Agricola said, “thanks to the brilliant military leadership of our venerable coemperor, Lucius Verus.”


Marcus shifted to regard his father. “Resources for Britannia? Do you mean soldiers?”


“In part, yes,” Agricola replied. “The Picts have been attacking coastal farms from the sea—or, more precisely, across these wide estuaries the locals call ‘firths.’” As Agricola warmed to his topic, the gravy-smothered beef cubes on his platter cooled. “I would like to build a series of fortified lighthouses along the northeast coastline, between the walls of Hadrian and Antoninus, both to aid mariners and to serve as troop garrisons, so our men can respond to attacks faster.”


“But won’t the lighthouses help the raiders too, Governor Agricola?” Messiena asked. Her father stared at her, and she averted her gaze, her cheeks flushing a pretty shade of pink.


“Lady Messiena raises a valid point,” Marcus insisted, earning a raised eyebrow from Falco and an approving nod from Marcus’s mother, Loreia.


Agricola shrugged. “These barbarians attack at all hours of the day and night. If they know the lighthouses are manned by more than a lone soul with a torch, it should deter them from mounting seaborne raids.” He popped a dried, pitted apricot into his mouth, chewed, and swallowed it. “The main issue, as the esteemed senator has observed, is funds.”


“But if these Picts remain determined to raid their Celtic neighbors, they could change their tactics,” Marcus said.


“Why not simply send in a legion or two and kill them all, Sextus?” Loreia asked.


Agricola favored her with an indulgent smile. “Because, dear wife, it is not that simple.” His expression sobered. “The Picts are a savage and hardy race. The general for whom I am named needed four legions to succeed a hundred years ago, and even with superior numbers, weapons, and equipment, General Agricola couldn’t subdue all of them. I possess stacks of reports telling a common tale: the Picts hit hard and fast, take what they can, burn or kill the rest, leave their dead to rot, and vanish into the hills. Even the best legionnaires cannot fight ghosts.”


Messiena and Loreia exchanged worried glances, prompting Agricola to apologize for offending their delicate sensibilities.


Loreia beamed. “Apology accepted, Sextus. As penance, we shall now discuss why our honored guest has consented to bring his charming daughter so far from home.”


Marcus suppressed a groan; he could all but hear what was coming. So he spared everyone the trouble of dancing around the issue. Looking at his father, he asked, “Where is the betrothal contract?”


The elders laughed. Messiena blushed.


“Hold, Aquila,” admonished the senator. “No contract has been drawn up.”


“Yet,” Agricola added. “You see, Falco, my son’s hasty words prove my point, if his arena actions weren’t convincing enough. He stands in sore need of a good woman to settle him down.”


“The question remains whether my daughter should be the one to perform this task.” Falco shifted onto his side to face Marcus. “What are your ambitions, Aquila?”


This, of course, was Senate talk for asking what Marcus could contribute to this proposed union, and what advantages Senator Falco could derive from it.


He took a long pull from his goblet, but the wine turned rancid in his mouth, and he swallowed hard. The only possible answer he could give was the one that would curtail his freedom:


“Whatever my esteemed father thinks is best.” He downed another mouthful to cleanse his palate of the words’ vile taste.


Loreia smiled her appreciation.


Agricola’s grin became a gloat. “Excellent, Marcus. You may begin by ceasing this gladiatorial foolishness at once.”


“But, Father—” Agricola’s warning glance cut him off, but he stiffened his resolve. “Just hear me out, please. I have a match scheduled in eleven days, and it would be most awkward to withdraw at this late date. Besides, the people—your people—enjoy watching me compete. This increases your popularity.”


“Hah. I very much doubt that you think about my popularity as you prance, half-naked, about the arena.”


Marcus gave a conciliatory nod. “Point taken, sir. Still, when they cheer for me, they cheer for our family.”


Agricola looked toward Falco, and the senator nodded. “The crowd does love your son, Agricola. Do you agree, daughter?”


Messiena returned, with a slight shake of her head, from whatever world she’d been occupying. “Yes, Papa.” Her smile, no longer toothy or silly, looked wistful; perhaps even hopeful.


His foreboding mounted; time to try levity. “Besides, the games give me excellent exercise.” Marcus grinned. “You would not want a future leader of Rome to become soft, would you, Father?”


“If exercise is what you seek, I can appoint you as a military tribune and attach you to one of Britannia’s legions.” That pronouncement earned Agricola a low, warning hum from Loreia. They exchanged a look. “On the other hand, the legions are plagued by spoiled, wealthy sons who don’t possess the first clue about soldiering. I would be doing our emperors a favor by keeping one more out of the ranks.”


“Ah, but your eagle does harbor ambitions,” crooned the senator. Marcus mistrusted the calculating glint in the man’s flinty eyes. “Perhaps even to become the Eagle of Rome one day?”


“Most certainly not,” stated Agricola before Marcus could reply. “Emperor Marcus Aurelius and his brother are good men. Their reign shall make Rome prosper.”


“If it doesn’t bankrupt her first,” muttered Falco.


It was Agricola’s turn to give Falco a measuring stare. “And it is my duty as a provincial governor, and yours, Senator Falco, along with the rest of the empire’s highest-ranking servants, to ensure that calamity does not come to pass. Would you not agree?”


Falco spread his hands and inclined his head in a noncommittal pose. Marcus glanced at his father but could not discern how Agricola had interpreted Falco’s gestures.


Marcus had developed the rudiments of a theory, but he submerged his suspicions. Voicing them could get him killed.


“Perhaps I have not made myself clear,” Agricola continued. “I cannot tax the residents of Britannia into oblivion to support my plan for defending them. I was hoping, Senator Falco”—his tone sharpened—“to enlist your assistance in the Senate with regard to obtaining appropriations. Since you do not appear to be interested in backing Britannia’s cause, then perhaps you and I have no further business to discuss.”


Lady Messiena looked downright crestfallen. Marcus masked his relief with a swig of wine.


Falco offered an ingratiating grin. “Now, Agricola, I did not intend for my silence to be construed as a refusal.”


“Then you accept my earlier offer?”


“Earlier offer?” Marcus suspected the answer.


“Why, to display solidarity before the Senate by joining you and my daughter in marriage, of course,” Falco replied. “Providing that you agree to a permanent withdrawal from the arena first, Aquila. Your father is correct. Such frivolous behavior does not befit a fledgling politician.”


Refusal wasn’t an option. Every Roman father possessed the legal right to do whatever he deemed necessary to punish a disobedient child—even execution.


And yet acceptance would seal Marcus’s personal and public fate in one cunning stroke.


He glanced at his parents, but their beaming countenances denied reprieve. Not that he had expected any.


Marcus sucked in a breath, feeling like a drowning man fighting for air. “As you wish, Father, Senator Falco. I shall speak with Lanista Jamil on the morrow.”


“But what of your upcoming match?” Messiena asked.


“I am sorry to have to disappoint you, Lady Messiena,” Marcus replied, already framing the words of the withdrawal he would have to give the gladiators’ owner. In spite of their friendship—or because of it—he was not looking forward to Jamil’s reaction.


A plea glittered in Messiena’s brown eyes as she addressed Agricola. “I cannot speak for the citizens of Britannia, but I would very much like to watch him compete again, Governor Agricola, with your permission.”


Agricola set his jaw, no doubt unhappy at being backed into a corner by an honored guest. Marcus kept his eyes trained upon his dinner plate. Its cold contents had lost all appeal.


“Very well. One final match.” Marcus gave him a sharp, questioning glance. Agricola responded with a slight shrug. “It will give me a chance to see you compete too. Afterward, you retire your sword, is that clear?”


“Yes, sir.” He felt too stunned, as much by Messiena’s daring as by his father’s response, to do more than murmur his thanks to both of them.


Falco extended his hand to clap Marcus on the back. “Then I am pleased to accept you as Messiena’s betrothed, Aquila.”


If Messiena or Loreia could have looked any happier, Marcus couldn’t fathom how.


Agricola inclined his head toward the senator. “Please convey my assurances to Emperor Marcus Aurelius and the Senate that the residents of Britannia, citizen and noncitizen alike, shall be well served by my plan.” He bestowed a gentle smile upon the senator’s daughter. “I bid you welcome to our family, Messiena.”


Marcus marveled at his father’s control; in Agricola’s place, he would have been demanding to know what had caused Falco’s apparent change of heart.


Throughout the animated banter that followed—wedding celebration details, led mostly by the ladies—he couldn’t shake the notion that he’d penned his own crucifixion order.






III
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JAMIL OF TANIS, Egyptian by birth and a Roman citizen by right of having survived two decades of compulsory military service, including a stint as a centurion of the Praetorian Guard, flicked his horsetail whisk, much as its original bearer had done, to chase off flies as he strode past Londinium’s wharves toward the slave market. Lord Ra shone strong and bright on this, the nineteenth day of July by the Romans’ reckoning, and the first day of the Egyptian new year.


Word on the street buzzed that a ship had arrived with captives from northern Britannia. As owner of Villa Britanniae, Londinium’s gladiatorial school, and the gladiators’ principal trainer, Jamil kept a constant watch for promising candidates. And on such a propitious day as this, he hoped the goddess Maat would deign to be generous.


Years ago, while fighting to quell the Picti uprising that had convinced Hadrian’s successor, Emperor Antoninus Pius, to build a second wall across northern Britannia, Jamil had observed fierce women warriors swelling the barbarians’ ranks. Perhaps some had been captured at long last. Female gladiators had become quite the rage across the empire, and not always for their fighting skills.


But even if Jamil could add a gladiatrix to his collection and she became the provincial champion, he had no wish to take her to Rome. There, death awaited him.


“Sir! Were you born that way?” A young boy, already being shushed and pulled away by his apologetic mother, pointed at Jamil’s pox-ravaged face.


He shook his head to answer the child, and to banish terrible memories and the guilt they spawned, admonishing himself to concentrate on the present.


Londinium’s slave market, situated on the northern bank of the river Tamesis, within easy litter distance of the city’s wealthiest district, was always a riotous affair of slavers displaying their goods to everyone from the serious buyer to the mildly curious. The troops looked bored as they stood in full armor under the July sun, clutching their spears and attempting to stay alert. The fractional nod of a helmeted head attested to the progress of that battle. Sweat, perfumes, and meat cooking at the prolific vendors’ stalls mingled into chaotic scents. Just as chaotic rang the sounds as people of all classes and ages milled about, stepping forward at intervals to examine a particular specimen or ask questions of the slaves’ handlers, competing to be heard over the auctioneer’s battlefield timbre.


The slaves being sold were easy to identify: they were naked, save for the brass plates inscribed to identify each slave’s age, regional origin, and an abbreviation indicating occupation, such as DOM for household help or AG for a farm laborer. Some of the younger women bore an additional descriptor: V to certify their virginity. Monetary penalties for misrepresenting a slave’s description were high and rigorously enforced.


After making a cursory circuit of the square, Jamil noted two or three men who might make promising gladiator candidates, but no women. Perhaps the divine Lady Maat had not destined him to have an auspicious year after all.


As the auctions proceeded and more owners departed with their acquisitions, a large crowd remained in one corner of the square. On his way to investigate, he noticed the governor’s son heading in the same direction.


“Hail, Aquila,” he called, waving his whisk.


Aquila spun about and favored Jamil with a regret-dampened smile. “You’re still speaking with me in spite of my—shall we say, involuntary retirement?”


“You’re not retired until tomorrow night.” Jamil stowed the whisk in his belt. “After that, I will be permitted to greet a friend, will I not?”


The young man clapped him on the shoulder. “Thank you for understanding, Jamil.”


What was to understand? He had known that Aquila would have to abandon the arena sooner or later. That it had to happen sooner, because of a woman, came as no surprise.


Rather than sharing those thoughts, he asked, “Buying a sparring partner?”


“It depends on what sort of sparring you mean.” Aquila’s smile became a mosaic of rebellious triumph and lust as he nodded toward a trio of attractive virgins standing roped together under the shade of a mutton vendor’s awning, guarded by a soldier. Aquila had already bought them each a plain, ankle-length tunic for transporting them to the praetorium. “I call it shopping for wedding presents.”


The veteran of the three-year Judaic revolt during Hadrian’s reign chuckled. “Wedding presents to serve your future wife, or for yourself?”


“Guess.” Aquila’s expression sobered. “But with your permission, I would like to continue sparring with your men.”


Jamil agreed. “Their moves become too predictable if all they do is practice upon one another.”


By this time, Aquila and Jamil had reached the crowd’s fringe. The taller Aquila could peer over most people’s heads, and Jamil studied him for a reaction. His patience was rewarded with a glimpse of that unique expression of a man who sees what he wants and resolves to obtain it at any cost.


The center of this crowd’s attention had to be female and perhaps deserving of Jamil’s consideration. He stepped behind Aquila as the lad invoked his rank to open a path through the throng.


No, not female, a goddess… though a goddess whose head barely topped Aquila’s biceps. But, unlike the other women slaves, she posed as if challenging anyone to find fault with her body.
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AS WITH surviving her treatment among the soldiers, Rhyddes found anger to be an excellent ally for masking her fear and embarrassment. To be forced to strip and parade naked in front of this leering crowd—if the gods cared at all about their people’s plight, they would inflict a plague on all Romans and their whelps unto the third generation.


Fixing her gaze on a point at the top of the far wall while she dwelled upon happier days helped her weather the humiliation.


A pair of hands cupped her breasts, sending tingles scurrying through her body. She shifted her gaze to stare into the most alluring hazel eyes she’d ever seen, set into a tanned, handsome face crowned with close-cropped, curly black hair: the face of a god.


A Roman god, to judge by the scarlet-bordered bed linens flapping about his tall, muscular frame.


But, Roman or no, he was making her feel like a pampered goddess with his warm caresses. She closed her eyes and parted her lips in a soft sigh. When his touch became more firm, she regarded him again, puzzled by the change.


His face seemed lost in concentration. He was kneading her flesh as dispassionately as a woman evaluating the ripeness of peaches!


She worked up a mouthful of spittle, imagining how it would look adorning that arrogant face. Deciding it would buy her more trouble than she could afford, she swallowed and steeled herself to the Roman’s touch. His haughty grin rekindled her anger, dousing other emotions he’d awakened.


What surprised her, though she strove to hide it, was how hard those other emotions fought for dominance.
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THE FEMALE slave’s confidence proved well founded. Aside from her height, which could be used to entertaining advantage against a taller opponent, she possessed sturdy limbs, very little spare flesh except where it would most please a man, and a gorgeous face framed by coppery hair. Keen intelligence glinted in her sea-green eyes.


Jamil glanced at his competitor.


Only bidders were permitted to touch the merchandise, and Aquila had wasted no time in exercising this right. Jamil studied the slave as Aquila fondled her in the usual places. Although she looked furious enough to bite off his head and spit out his teeth, she did not flinch. Her iron self-discipline earned her another point as a candidate gladiatrix.


It would have been prudent to test the slave’s strength, but Jamil contented himself with performing a visual inspection. When she met his gaze, he thought he saw a flash of fear displace the simmering anger, something he had not observed when her attention had been fixed upon Aquila.


He shrugged off her reaction as a typical response to his smallpox-ravaged face.


The description on her brass tag identified her as an eighteen-year-old virgin Celt from northern Britannia. That the slaver had tagged her as a farm laborer was unusual for a female. Not Picti, then, as Jamil had hoped, but he found her occupation promising.


The right armor and weaponry could create an illusion for an audience eager to believe what they craved.


When he moved behind her, what he saw stopped him short.


A dozen fading welts marred the creamy perfection of her skin across her shoulders and upper back.


Jamil drew her handler aside. “Did you inflict those?”


“No, sir. She had them when I bought her.” The slaver’s passable Latin bore the distinctive drawl of the residents of northern Britannia.


“And you bought her from—?”


The man, who couldn’t be happy about being pressed to disclose this information, but required by law nonetheless, nodded, frowning, toward the governor’s residence, the praetorium’s whitewashed perimeter walls visible beyond the slave market. “She was sold to pay a tax debt. The tax collectors certified that they did not inflict any harm upon her.”


“Indeed,” Jamil muttered with disgust. “That depends upon how one defines harm.” He’d heard of many cases, especially regarding tax sales, where a female slave was used in degrading ways while preserving her virginity and thus her value.


But when the slaver began digging through a pouch hanging from his belt, Jamil touched his arm. “No need for that, friend. I believe you.”


It was just as well, for the auctioneer called for this female slave to step onto the block. To her credit, she obeyed with minimal prodding.


As required, she pivoted slowly to give all bidders a full view. Women gasped and made sympathetic sounds when they saw her welts. A few of the men called out lewd remarks, which went ignored by the slave. That proud, defiant demeanor never left her face, even after the handler cuffed her to make her appear more submissive.


The average citizen would want no truck with a slave whose attitude and stripes trumpeted rebellion.


Her spirit didn’t disturb Jamil; secretly, he applauded it.


A prosperous-looking young man opened the bidding at a thousand brass sestertii, earning him a disapproving glare from the pretty woman standing beside him. Aquila raised the bid to the more typical amount of twelve hundred, the equivalent of a month’s wages for a common laborer.


Jamil jumped the bid to two thousand, shutting out all but the most serious bidders. A novice gladiator could earn his owner a hundred times that amount for winning his first bout.


While the opening bidder seemed disappointed, his lady looked relieved.


A new bidder joined the fray for this intriguing female slave, raising the bid to five thousand. Although Jamil couldn’t see the man through the crowd, his spine tingled a warning. He shook it off as foolishness and doubled the bid.


Aquila seemed content to let Jamil and the other bidder fight to forty thousand.


“A bit expensive as a toy for your gladiators, don’t you think, Jamil? Or do you plan to keep her for your bed?” Aquila said as he signaled fifty.


“How do you think your betrothed will react to the competition?” The auctioneer asked for sixty, and Jamil nodded.


Aquila’s joviality evaporated. “You have no right to drag my betrothed into this conversation.” He jumped the bid to seventy-five.


With a dismissive wave, the third bidder stalked away.


Jamil smiled and nodded the next increment. “Now, Aquila, are you certain you wish to pay more than that… to your own father?”


“What in Tartarus are you talking about?”


“She’s a walking tax debt,” Jamil answered, “so if you were to buy her, you would, in effect, be paying the governor for the privilege.”


“Your bid, sir?” asked the auctioneer of Aquila, extending the courtesy because the aristocrat had proven himself such a good customer already.


The governor’s son shook his head. Jamil purchased his first candidate gladiatrix for a staggering one hundred thousand sestertii, perhaps twenty times the tax her father had owed.


As he settled the deposit with the auctioneer and led his purchase away, he prayed to Lady Maat that this woman wouldn’t prove to be a foolish investment.
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RHYDDES COULD follow enough of the proceedings to realize the two primary bidders shared cordial ties, though she’d have traded her right hand to learn what the man who’d bought her had said to anger his rival.


Privately, she had cheered to see that arrogant—if handsome—Roman lose the bid to the older, darker-skinned man with the pox-pitted face. The prospect of becoming the arrogant one’s bed-slave, only to be cast out when she no longer interested him, had terrified her, though she had taken care to bury that emotion.


The older man had disturbed her when she was first confronted by his poxy face. And yet his countenance had heartened her too. In a society whose people placed great value upon beauty and physical perfection, he had somehow managed to carve himself a comfortable niche.


If he could do it, then by all the gods Rhyddes—in spite of her wretched circumstances—could too.


The losing bidder approached them, carrying a length of fabric over one arm. His smile made her heart stutter, and she chided her weakness. This man embodied everything she despised about Rome, and she hoped never to see him again.


That charming smile, as he proffered the garment to her after exchanging a few words with her new owner, suggested otherwise.


Rhyddes had never felt more thankful to don clothing.


By the time she had poked her head and arms through the proper holes, the rich Roman was gone. She didn’t expect that to disappoint her as much as it did. Neither did she expect to be pricked by a pang of jealousy as she spotted him across the square, herding his beautiful new female slaves toward the heavily guarded set of buildings dominating the riverbank nearby.


The tug of ropes binding her wrists broke her reverie, and she glanced down. To her surprise, her owner had retied the bonds to ease the chafing. A quick jerk, however, affirmed the knots’ strength.


Sternness invaded her owner’s gaze, reminding her of her father as fear skittered down her spine. “No escape,” he said in the Celtic tongue. “You try, you die.”


Her eyebrows shot up. “Aye, my lord,” she murmured, averting her gaze.


She felt her owner slip his fingers under her chin and pull, gently yet firmly, upward.


“No lord. Lanista.”


“Is that your name, sir?”


Frowning, he shook his head, lips pursed. “Master of sword.”


Though she couldn’t fathom why a “master of sword” would have bought her, she nodded, which seemed to please him.


They started forward, and she almost forgot her plight amid the myriad fascinating sights, sounds, and smells of this vibrant collection of tile-roofed buildings peopled by what seemed to be every race known to heaven.


Cooking odors—some she recognized, like beef, mutton, and pork; many she didn’t—reminded her she hadn’t eaten a hot meal in days.


Wagons vied for passage among the riders and the swarms of people traveling on foot. Children frolicked with dogs in front of clean-looking houses. Bairns squalled in their mothers’ arms. Cats chased rodent prey into alleys.


Soldiers loomed everywhere. Some were stationary, like those guarding the slave market; some patrolled afoot and on horseback. Each time the sun glinted off a spearhead, helmet, or breastplate, she fought the overwhelming urge to run.


Her owner halted. Rhyddes stumbled into him. She squeaked an apology that went unnoticed.


All color had drained from his face. She followed the line of his gaze toward a man who wore the robes favored by wealthy Romans but carried himself with the wariness of a warrior visiting unfamiliar territory. The man’s gaze seemed distant and roving, as if he were seeking someone.


Her owner laid a hand on her waist, drew her close, and fastened his lips to hers. The gesture was devoid of passion.


Panic welled. It felt as if she were kissing her father!


She tensed but bridled the urge to push away. This man owned her body, she reminded herself.


Rhyddes had endured enough ill treatment in the past ten days to fill three lifetimes. If her new owner wished to use her to avoid detection, well, that was better than being used for baser reasons. She willed herself to relax in his embrace.


He broke contact, glanced about the square, and began ushering her away from the town’s center faster than before. Of the wealthy man—if indeed that was the person her owner had been trying to avoid—there was no sign.


Softly, and more than a mite awkwardly, he expressed his thanks.


Not knowing how to respond, she remained silent as they resumed their march toward the city’s fortress and a giant turf-and-stone structure with a group of buildings squatting nearby, though curiosity pricked her to learn what had troubled him so.






IV
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RHYDDES’S OWNER LED her through a gate that was taller and thicker and more frightening than anything she’d seen on her southbound journey. The settlement was guarded within as well as without, though these men wore iron-studded leather jerkins rather than the silvery, metal-banded gear favored by the soldiers, thanks be to all the gods.


The women all appeared to be servants, carrying water urns, platters of food, baskets of laundry and bandages, sweeping, scrubbing, or scurrying about on some errand. In addition to the guards, menservants, and craftsmen, many men were occupied with fighting drills, wielding a dizzying array of weapons in the central courtyard, which was separated from the colonnade by a sturdy iron fence, thrice man-height.


The drill area reminded her of a cage, and she shivered.


Rhyddes, presuming she was fated to join the servants’ ranks, was astonished when her owner entered a cavernous room adjoining the courtyard and ordered her to follow him inside.


Hooks and racks supported weapons of every description: daggers, war-knives, swords, and spears, each blade honed to gleaming perfection. Stranger weapons resided here too: spiked clubs, staffs, weighted nets, and three-tined tools similar to the pitchforks used on her father’s farm. Armor, shields, and helmets of various styles hung from pegs driven into the walls.


The man strode to a section of wall displaying one of each type of weapon and faced her.


“Your name, woman?”


“Rhyddes ferch Rudd, Master.” Freedom, daughter of Red. She sighed.


He said her name a time or two. “You fight, Rhyddes?” He pronounced it “ree-this,” rather than the proper way, “hree-dthes,” but she appreciated his effort.


She jutted her chin. “I killed a raider.”


He looked impressed and… pleased? “Kill—how?” His gesture indicated the wall.


Rhyddes pointed to the three-tined weapon and the war-knife.


Stroking his chin, he nodded. “I, Jamil of Tanis, teach you good fight. Make people cheer.” He lifted a short sword off the wall and posed with it in an attack stance. His movements were so fluid, in spite of his age, that Rhyddes fancied he’d been born with a sword in his hand. “This, gladius: sword. You”—he extended the sword toward her chest—“gladiatrix: sword-woman. You learn, make good fight show, kill clean, no pain.” His countenance darkened as he slapped the blade’s flat against his palm. “You no learn, no obey, you die.”


She took the proffered weapon and hefted it, finding it heavier than the war-knife her brothers had taught her to wield but much more elegant and dangerous than a pitchfork.


Mayhap with this sword she could win back her freedom…


“Obey or die. Say it, woman.” His tone forbade disobedience.


Rhyddes looked up from the sword, mystified. “Master?”


“Make this.” He thumped his right fist over his heart and held the pose. Clutching the sword, she complied, the sword’s point extending past her shoulder. “Say, ‘I obey or die.’”


Obey or die.


Even under her tyrant father, discipline hadn’t been that strict. She swallowed. The fist gripping the sword’s hilt began to tremble, and she hated herself for the weakness. She tightened her grip, and the trembling stopped.


“Say it!” thundered Jamil of Tanis.


Her head reeling and heart hammering, she blurted, “I will obey!” She drew a shuddering breath and eased it out. “Or… die.”


“Good.” He laid a hand over her fist and pried the sword from her grasp. She felt only too happy to surrender it to him. “Well come to Familia Jamilus.” She wanted to ask him what those last words meant, but he had turned to replace the sword on its pegs. Regarding her again, he gave an impatient wave. “Come, Gladiatrix. Learn your new home.”


Outside the armory, he beckoned to one of the guards who had been standing in the walkway’s shade with his companions and watching the warriors mock-fighting within the cage. From his graying hair and weathered face, Rhyddes judged the man and her father to be of an age, though where Rudd had started growing a paunch, this man’s work kept him trim and fit.


But his leer reminded her of her first captors, and she recoiled in alarm.


Jamil of Tanis yelled a string of words, and the guard’s leer yielded to contrition. Jamil shouted something else. Everyone came running. While the caged warriors dropped their weapons and wedged as closely as the bars would permit, the guards, craftsmen, and servants crammed into the open-air walkway around Jamil and Rhyddes. Jamil resumed his rant, waving his arm toward her with adamant gestures.


One word emerging time and again out of the jumble Rhyddes recognized, for it was the only word of the Romans’ language the soldiers had bothered to teach her: virgo.


Virgin.


Those men had spoken it in scorn; this one did not.


She studied the faces. Some looked hostile and resentful, others neutral or mayhap a wee bit friendly. And yet the tax collectors’ actions had taught her a lesson more vital than any of their accursed words:


Trust nobody.


Her owner said something that caused every man and woman to bark a single word and salute him. He nodded and faced Rhyddes. “No fear. You safe, Gladiatrix. Them, you… no touch.” He gave her a sardonic grin. “They no obey, they die.”


Mayhap he was saving her for himself, but not if his actions in the slave market were any sign.


Her bitterness rose as Jamil of Tanis dismissed the crowd except for one female servant and the guard whose leer had lit his rage; ’twas likely her owner intended to auction her virginity to the highest bidder. That handsome Roman from the slave market, perhaps…


Unbidden rose the memory of his strong yet gentle hands cradling her breasts, and she felt a rush of moist warmth between her legs.


She denounced her womanish weakness. These Romans—aided by her father—had made her a slave; she’d be damned thrice over by all the gods before she would let anyone make her a whore.


Her guard grasped her arm, though not hard, and propelled her through the thinning crowd toward a shadowy corridor, lit by torches mounted between each pair of rounded doorways. The guard guided her into the first of these doorways, which opened into a large, deserted chamber filled with niches and benches. A clever pattern of dolphins, fish, and waves, wrought in tiny square pebbles of many hues, decorated the floor. The guard spoke something to the woman, who had followed them, before he departed the chamber.


The woman led her into an alcove with its own bench, pegs, and niches, where they wouldn’t be visible from the doorway. Hands on hips, she gave Rhyddes a long appraisal. She spun about and began pulling several items from the niches: an undyed tunic, two narrow lengths of linen, a stack of towels, and slim vials filled with the gods alone knew what.


Mayhap the woman could read Rhyddes’s thoughts, for she set aside her burdens to pull the stopper from a vial and hold it to Rhyddes’s nose. She took a cautious sniff and was rewarded with the scent of roses… and the memory of the dense canes arching across the pastures’ hedgerows back home, bursting forth in a dizzying profusion of small white blooms…


Don’t cry, she admonished herself, blinking.


The entire time, the woman’s actions were chorused by soft words Rhyddes wished she could understand, for they sounded reassuring.


She had never known the comfort of a mother’s love; her mother had died birthing her, and Rudd had never remarried.


The instinct to trust nobody began to seem too harsh.


Offering a sympathetic smile, the servant gestured for Rhyddes to undress. With “obey or die” echoing in her brain, she complied. The dress puddled on the stone floor. The servant wrapped her in towels, collected the vials in one hand, and guided her through a doorway that opened onto a rectangular stone pool.


Mist drifted across its surface, reminding Rhyddes of the ponds at home in the sacred stillness of dawn, her favorite time of day.


Don’t cry.


The servant emptied the vials of rose oil into the pool and motioned for Rhyddes to shed her towels and step in. ’Twas without doubt the strangest bathing place she’d ever seen, but after a fortnight of having to clean herself with naught but a cold, wet scrap of cloth, she’d have bathed in Lugh’s divine spittle.


After stepping onto the lip, she dipped her foot into the water.


She jerked it out, gasping and shaking.


Rhyddes whirled toward the woman, who had knelt on the pool’s rim. “What manner of sorcery is this?” She held no hope of the servant understanding her, but she couldn’t bridle the outburst. The water was hot, with nary a flame in sight.


“No sorcery, Gladiatrix.” Rhyddes glanced up to see her owner standing framed under the doorway. She felt the blush but chided herself; he’d already seen her naked once this day, as had half the residents of this accursed Roman dungheap. Jamil flicked a hand toward the pool. “Bathe.”


He didn’t have to add the “or die” clause. Her brain had already supplied it.


Squaring her shoulders, she swallowed her fears to step into the water, while Jamil and his servant spoke in low tones. She had to admit the water’s warmth—nowhere near as hot as she’d imagined—felt blessedly good. Filling her lungs with the rose scent, she unbraided her hair and sank up to her chin. Her coppery tresses fanned out around her.


“Servant woman name Materia,” said Jamil of Tanis.


He departed the chamber, and the servant—Materia, Rhyddes supposed—grasped a smaller towel to begin scrubbing her head and hide.


Too bad Materia possessed nothing with which to scrub away the painful memories. Her soft singing helped a little, though. Rhyddes closed her eyes and slipped back to a happier time, when she and Owen, as young children, had cavorted across their father’s fields in carefree delight.


Don’t cry!


She pressed a wet hand to her face as her chest rose and fell in an erratic rhythm.


Rhyddes wasn’t sure how much time had passed before she felt Materia’s fingertips pry her hand away. The servant’s expression had shaded from sympathy to compassion. Rhyddes partook of the unspoken gift for a long moment before Materia smiled an apology and tugged on Rhyddes’s hand in a clear command for her to leave the bath.


Having no idea how far this “obey or die” directive extended, she dared not resist. As she emerged from the pool, Materia cloaked her in towels, helped her step down, and led her back into the chamber where she’d undressed. She bound Rhyddes’s breasts and loins with clean strips of linen, blotted her tresses, and gave her the tunic.


Cut for a man, the garment extended halfway down her thighs. Materia bustled to a niche and withdrew a pair of knee-length linen breeches. While Rhyddes donned those, the woman visited a different niche and returned with a wide leather belt.


This new attire, unlike anything she’d ever worn and yet no different than the garb sported by the warriors sparring within the cage, suffused her with a sense of their power.


Her first sight of the guard waiting outside the bathing chamber, however, reminded her that she continued to live at the sufferance of her owner, and her position as his newest slave was anything but powerful.


Rhyddes nodded her thanks at the servant woman, who smiled and hurried off. She hoped to see Materia again soon.


The guard escorted Rhyddes around the far side of the training enclosure, which now stood empty, to another large, vaulted chamber where the warriors were eating, seated at long tables. He directed her to a bench, said something to cause the men to shift down, and Rhyddes sat while her escort assumed a post standing against the nearby wall with other guards. A servant set a wooden bowl of barley-and-bean porridge before her, along with a wooden spoon and a pitch-sealed leather flagon of ale.


She dipped the spoon into the bowl and sampled the porridge. It was warm if bland, the ale was half water, and Rhyddes didn’t have much of a stomach for either, but since it seemed to be the only fare to be had—and mayhap the only meal of the day, at that—she forced herself to partake.


At some unknown signal, the men put down their bowls and flagons, stood, and raised their fists toward Jamil, who was sitting on a raised platform although he hadn’t appeared to be eating. Not knowing what else to do, Rhyddes followed their example, half a beat late. Their master lifted both arms and chanted something. The men, and Rhyddes, lowered their arms and began filing toward the doors to be paired with guards.


The guard who’d escorted Rhyddes to and from the bathing area fell into step beside her. She wished she could ask him what was happening.


It became clear soon enough.


While the warriors entered the bathing chambers, Rhyddes’s guard took her past a series of stone pools to the latrine, which he let her use, unaccompanied, and on through a final guarded door that opened onto another set of buildings.


She heard a set of footfalls behind them but didn’t turn, lest that be interpreted as disobedience.


The buildings, she learned as they entered the first one, contained narrow, slate-walled cells. Most, in the form of rumpled blankets or cast-off clothing, appeared occupied, if empty. All had vertical bars, like the training area, running the width of the cell. Each cell was not much deeper than the length of its cot.


No secrets abided in this place.


The guard halted in front of an unoccupied cell, its barred door standing open as if enticing the unwary to enter. Rhyddes felt plenty wary, but she had no choice other than to heed its mute invitation. She stepped between the gray slate walls, careful not to bark her shins on the cot. If she stretched out her arms, her fingertips came within a forearm’s length of brushing both walls at once.


Aside from the cot, its straw mattress, and a scratchy wool blanket, the cell was devoid of furnishings and of natural light.


“Like new home, Gladiatrix?”


She whirled and stared at the guard as if he’d grown a second nose. “You know my language?”


Grinning, he positioned a thumb and forefinger to indicate how much.


’Twas good enough.


As he began to swing the door shut, she touched his arm. “I am sorry if I caused trouble for you earlier.”


“No trouble.” His short laugh sounded rueful. “Deserved it.”


“Are you my guard now?”


“This”—he swept an arm to indicate the cells from hers to the end of the corridor, a dozen in all—“my duty.”


“Alone?” It didn’t seem to fit, with as many guards as she’d seen.


He shook his head and swung the door, backing her into the cell. “I must go.”


The door shut with a terrifying clang.


“Sir!” She clutched the cold bars, failing to bleed the raw panic from her tone.


The guard paused with the key in the lock.


A hundred questions clamored for release. Every one started with, “Why?”


He frowned as if trying to discern what she’d asked. She wasn’t sure herself. “Why the lock?”


’Twould do, for a start. She nodded.


He scrunched one shoulder. “Lanista Jamil’s orders.” He twisted the key. The lock engaged with a loud click. “For all warriors—gladiators. And you, Gladiatrix.” He withdrew the key, hooked the ring on his belt, and stepped away.


“May I know your name, sir?” It felt ungodly strange asking that of a captor, but she hoped to reclaim a hint of humanity in this inhumane place into which the gods had thrust her.


“Vederi,” he said without breaking stride.


He had disappeared from sight before she realized he hadn’t bothered to ask her name.


So much for humanity.


She sank onto the cot, head in hands and heedless of the straw poking her thighs through the mattress’s canvas cover, and sobbed out all the rage, fear, despair, and grief that had harried her for the past fortnight, feelings pride had forbidden her to show the soldiers or the slaver or her new owner or his servants or even that pampered Roman—especially him—denying them all the chance to wield those emotions against her. Pain as visceral as a blade’s thrust sliced into her gut. She dropped to her knees and pressed her cheek to the wall, painting it with her tears and pounding the cool slate with the heel of her hand.


“Da, how could you!”


Each futile thump knelled like another nail driven into the coffin housing the remains of her freedom.


“Da!”
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THE GLADIATRIX’S plight bared wounds long buried in Jamil’s past, as the desert winds scour away the sands burying a centuries-forgotten relic, exposing it to harsh scrutiny.


“Da!” she howled in her native tongue: father.


Jamil winced.


The only child who would have known him by that title had not lived long enough to learn the word.


He had followed Vederi and the gladiatrix to make sure she was settled in her quarters, but two gladiators who’d decided to pick a fight in the baths had commanded his attention. By the time the guards had restored order and Jamil had sent the brawling gladiators to isolation cells, Vederi had already resumed his normal duties.


Now, with the woman’s anguish echoing throughout the wing, he stood a few paces from her cell, lost in the uncharted territory of wishing he could help her but knowing he could not.


He possessed a fair idea of how his gladiatrix felt, if for different reasons.


His fingers crept up to rub the pits and wrinkles on his cheek. The pox had taken the lives of his wife and infant daughter and left him a disfigured face as a permanent reminder of his dear ones’ deaths.


Why Anubis hadn’t claimed him too, he couldn’t begin to fathom.


Neither friends nor family could supply a mote of comfort during his mourning. Their well-intentioned words had sounded less like wisdom than inept platitudes.


He lowered his hand and knotted it into a fist.


Inept platitudes were all that leaped to mind at present. The gladiatrix—doubtless suffering from curtailment of what little freedom she’d previously enjoyed, and fear of the unknown, as well—did not need to hear ineptitude expressed in her own language or any other.


Her sobs quieted, and Jamil withdrew. The guards soon would be escorting the men to their quarters for the night. Some of his gladiators resented the presence of a woman competitor; no sense in fostering discontent by appearing to show favoritism to an untried candidate.


As for her grief, he knew the remedy, which had worked for him while he’d served in the army. His gladiatrix would find little time for indulging in grief within the confines of the rigorous training regimen he would set before her.


For if he did not train her hard enough, he would forfeit today’s investment at the first blow struck against her upon the arena’s sands.






V
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AFTER A FITFUL night, guards rushed Rhyddes through a schedule of running, bathing, dressing, and eating. Along with some other gladiator-slaves, who appeared as confused as she felt, and a dozen guards, Jamil of Tanis led them out of the training grounds and a quarter mile down the broad avenue to the arena.


The round earthen structure—topped by a crown of stone seats and surrounded by towering, pine-scented, mushroom-shaped trees the likes of which Rhyddes had never seen before—had not been visible from the slave ship. Yestermorn, when her owner had taken her past it on their way to the buildings where his gladiators lived and trained, the structure had stood empty and she had not grasped its significance.


This day, her first glimpse of the place where she would meet her gods almost made her revisit her meal. Bile scalded her throat as she heard the crowd’s cheers rise and fall from within.


Has he changed his mind about training me? Does he mean to sacrifice me instead?


They approached a tunnel guarded by city soldiers, causing her gut to convulse again. When the troops denied entry to a clot of visitors but allowed the fledgling gladiators and their guards to pass, her dread surged into panic.


Her owner laid a hand upon her arm. Flinching, she gasped.


“No fear, sword-woman,” Jamil of Tanis said in his fractured Celtic. “Watch. Learn.”


He snapped out a command in that other language to the guards who’d escorted them from the school. The guard to whom she’d spoken yestereve, Vederi, did not number among them.


Looking at Rhyddes and the rest of his gladiator-slaves, he pointed at a room, constructed to the left of the tunnel’s arena-side arch, that was devoid of furnishings and featureless save a bank of barred windows facing the combat area. While half the guards assumed posts outside, the rest ushered Rhyddes and the other slaves inside the chamber, which reminded her, except for the windows, of a larger version of her cell.


The clang of the barred door banging shut, followed by the lock clicking into place, worsened her gut’s writhing.


Rhyddes wished somebody—her owner, a guard, anybody—would explain what was happening. But Jamil of Tanis had left them, and none of the guards responded to her tentative inquiries, except with looks of bored annoyance as they made shooing motions with their hands and spoke more foreign words.


Stymied, she returned to the windows like a moth to a flame as the first combatant entered the arena. It surprised her to see that he was dressed less like a warrior than a hunter, in supple leathers dyed a dark shade of green, with only a hunter’s long-bladed knife strapped to his bare left thigh and two rope coils tied with leather thongs to his belt.


As she wondered about the man’s opponent, it emerged from a far tunnel, snapping at its handlers and crawling in a weird gait that bent its body this way and that as if it were a banner in a breeze. The grotesque gray lizard stood half as tall as a pony and stretched twice as long, if one included its tail, which appeared powerful enough to fell a bull.


With uplifted snout and undulating tongue, it scented its prey and, hissing its menacing threats, closed upon the hunter-gladiator with astonishing speed. The people’s shouts seemed to goad it to scuttle faster.


The gladiator avoided the charge with a powerful spring that landed him beside the beast. Bellowing, it faced about to find its escaped prey. Another leap put the gladiator atop the lizard, infuriating it further.
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