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  AUTHOR’S NOTE




   




  Many of the characters in this novel—including the title character—are based on real people. To help remind you of who’s who and to distinguish between characters with similar names, I have included a dramatis personae, along with other helpful and interesting content, at the back of the book.




  A few words about a word: Humans have a talent for turning an innocent word into something derogatory or sinister, and the word “pagan” is a shining example of that. The word itself is neutral and originated from the Latin pagus or paganus, likely referring to a person who lived in the countryside. It only seems to have taken on a pejorative meaning when Christian writers began to use it to describe non-Christians. Non-Christian Romans—those who believed in multiple gods—would not have referred to themselves as pagans. Since their religion was ancient and widely practiced, they may not have needed a special term to describe themselves. Perhaps they simply referred to themselves as those who worshipped the true gods or the gods of their ancestors. For the purposes of storytelling, however, I do require a special term. I have chosen to use the word pagan in this novel—as opposed to a word like polytheist—as I believe the understandability and modern reappropriation of the word supports the most natural reading experience.
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  For over a thousand years—since the founding of Rome in 753 BCE—the priestesses of Vesta kept the virgin goddess’s perpetual fire burning in her temple. In reward for their thirty years of chaste service, the Vestal Virgins were revered. They lived lives of luxury, wielded political influence and exercised rights and privileges consistent with their esteemed place in Roman religion and society. Upon retirement—between 36 and 40 years of age—a Vestal was free to leave the Order as a wealthy, independent and well-connected woman. The Vestals rode in the triumphs of Caesar, saw statues erected in their honor, performed public rites, were entrusted with the state’s vital documents, acted as political emissaries during times of crisis and brought a sense of constancy to Rome and her people as it moved from kingdom, to republic, to empire. Through times of famine and feast, of war and peace, the Vestals never wavered in their duty. They were the guardians of Rome, beloved and respected, for as long they kept Vesta’s Eternal Flame burning in its sacred hearth, the gods of Rome would protect the Eternal City.




  This is the story of the last Vestal Virgin.




  Her name was Coelia Concordia.




  CHAPTER I
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  Rome, 380 CE




  “At the beginning of time, the world was dark and empty, but then emerged the earth, the sky, and the gods and goddesses. One of these gods, Prometheus, took the clay of the new earth and fashioned all the creatures that would move upon it, or fly above it, or swim in its waters. One of these things was” — the Vestal priestess Coelia Concordia poked a young novice in her shoulder, making her laugh — “you. Prometheus shaped mortal people to look like the gods, but he made us much smaller and not as beautiful. When his sculpture was finished, he asked Minerva, who the Greeks call Athena, to breathe life into it. She did, and the creature got up from the ground and began to move about with all the others. Prometheus then gave each creature its gifts—the birds were made to fly, the fish to swim, the lion to roar and the rabbit to run. But by the time Prometheus got to people, all the best gifts—speed, strength, vision, hearing—were gone. So he did something very mischievous. He gave his mortals something so powerful that only the immortal gods knew how to use it.”




  “Fire,” said one of the novices.




  Coelia regarded the four young faces that stood around the altar fire with her, the crackles of the sacred flames resounding within the encircling marble wall of the Temple of Vesta, and the smoke rising up to slip out the oculus in the domed roof. With their white-veiled heads and smooth complexions, she wondered whether she had looked so different as a young novice of the Vestal Order. But now in her thirties, she was nearing the end of her tenure. They were just beginning. She couldn’t decide if she was envious or relieved.




  “Fire,” she affirmed. “When the people first saw fire, they were afraid, but Prometheus showed them its beauty and usefulness. Soon, the people learned to love fire so much that families built their homes around it, and Vesta—the purest of the goddesses—entered the flames to live among them and protect them. She warmed their bodies, cooked their food, and carved light out of the darkness so they could see things they couldn’t see before—not just things at night, but also the spirits of their loved ones, so they could be comforted. When the people looked into the flames, they felt the presence of the goddess so keenly that their hearts nearly burst. So they all got together and decided to build a temple to honor her. But they couldn’t all stay at the temple. They had to go home and keep their own fires going. So they decided to choose the smartest, most perfect daughters in their towns and cities to care for Vesta’s sacred hearthfire.” Coelia smiled at the novices. “That is you.”




  “But how did Vesta’s fire come to Rome from Troy?” asked a girl named Florina.




  “By quick thinking and tunnels,” replied Coelia. “But that is a very big story, and a person should never begin a big story this close to lunch.”




  One of the bronze doors to the temple opened, and the Vestal priestesses Terentia and Proculeia entered for their watch.




  “Salvete, little sisters,” Terentia said to the novices, her high-born demeanor naturally commanding their attention. “Go to the kitchen. The cooks have a sweet surprise for you.”




  The girls squealed and exited the temple as a happy little herd while Proculeia placed a strip of kindling into the flames. “The high priestess is asking for you,” she said to Coelia. “She wants to know how it went in Praeneste.”




  Coelia nodded and left the temple, descending the steps to find her new personal guard waiting at the bottom. He followed her dutifully as she crossed the short distance to the adjacent House of the Vestals, the luxury multistory residence of Rome’s Vestal Virgins. As she reached the portico, one of the sentries opened a heavy chestnut door embellished with rosette carvings, and she entered the house, continuing on to the manicured central courtyard where she caught sight of the last of the novices disappearing into the kitchen. Suddenly sensing someone on her heels, she stopped and pivoted, her large eyes peeling wider at the sight of her guard and—of all things—three large black dogs trailing obediently behind him.




  “You’re not supposed to follow me in here, Brutus,” she said. “Weren’t you—”




  “It’s Brogos, Priestess.” He brushed his long hair off his face, revealing the blue eyes of a Goth.




  “You’re not supposed to follow me in here, Brogos,” she said. She gestured to the dogs. “You can’t bring dogs in here. Weren’t you briefed on protocol?”




  “On what?”




  “Oh, for the love of the gods,” she muttered. “Go wait outside.”




  “On the street?” he asked.




  The chief house slave, a scowly middle-aged Greek woman named Ptolema, emerged from behind a column in the statue-lined peristyle and snapped the long rag in her hand at the guard.




  “Yes, on the street, you rancid barbarian,” she said. “And stay there until someone tells you otherwise. Now get out! You and your mutts are getting mud on the tiles!” The guard slunk away, his dogs in tow, as Ptolema lowered herself to her knees with an exaggerated grunt of effort. “Damn fool,” she grumbled, as she began to scrub the dirt off the fine tiles of the garden pathway.




  “Where is Claudia?” Coelia asked her.




  “In her office,” Ptolema replied without looking up.




  Coelia crossed the garden and entered the richly adorned, high-ceilinged tablinum of the Vestalis Maxima to find the high priestess Claudia hunched over her desk, writing a letter. Her expression was the same as it usually was these days. Severe. Tired. Worried. Although not that much older than Coelia, her position as head of the Vestal Order had prematurely aged her.




  “Salve, Claudia,” said Coelia. “Laus Vestae.”




  “Praise the goddess,” the chief Vestal replied in her chronically hoarse voice. “Did you get back last night or this morning?”




  “Last night. I’ve been in the temple all morning with the novices.”




  “Better you than me,” said Claudia. “They exhaust me these days.” She stood to retrieve a wax tablet from a shelf, her statuesque height dominating Coelia’s smaller frame. She sat back down and put her elbows on her desk. “How was Praeneste? Did you go to the Temple of Fortuna?”




  Coelia sat across from her superior, declining a cup of hot chamomile and honey water from a house slave and pointing accusatorily to the still unlit fireplace. “Praeneste is the same as ever. The cooks put purple dye in the garum and charge ten times what it’s worth, then everyone acts like it’s the best thing they’ve ever tasted.” She watched the slave start a fire and turned back to Claudia. “And yes, I went to the temple. I made the offering exactly as you instructed.”




  “Word for word?”




  “Word for word.”




  “What about the Oracle?”




  “She wasn’t there,” said Coelia. She pulled off her white veil and raked her fingers through the length of her dark brown hair, trying to work out a knot. “Since the attacks on the temple in Eleusis, she only comes twice a month. The exact dates are kept secret for her safety.”




  Claudia tapped her stylus on desk. “Damn.” Her eyes fell on the letter she had read a hundred times over the past few days, the one from the elderly hierophant who oversaw the sacred Eleusinian rites in Greece:




   




  The mob was led by Christian clergymen, and what they didn’t destroy with their iron bars and stones, they desecrated. The Temple of Demeter and the statue of the goddess were defiled in ways I do not have the words or the heart to express. I fear a coming darkness.




   




  The chief Vestal had received similar letters from colleagues describing the desecration of pagan temples in other areas, especially in the country: gangs running from temple to temple, stripping the sanctums of gold, smashing the altars, profaning what they could not ruin or steal and beating the pagan priests who tried to stop them. Thankfully, such violence hadn’t spread to the pagan-majority Rome. Yet the Christian co-emperors—Theodosius, who ruled the Eastern Empire from Constantinople and his counterpart Gratian, who ruled the Western Empire from Mediolanum—had their own ways of trying to suppress worship of the gods. Not only did their edicts spread contempt for the pagan gods, they banned public sacrifice upon pain of property loss, at the very least. They also ordered the arbitrary closure of temples, confiscating the holy treasures within and sending them to the forge.




  “Can I have a new guard?” asked Coelia. “This one is a fool.”




  “This one is cheap,” said Claudia. The worry of money seized her, and her gaze floated upward from her desktop to the ceiling in troubled thought.




  “This new edict,” said Coelia, referring to the latest law enacted by the co-emperors. “It has nothing to do with Rome. Senator Perses told me it’s directed toward heretics of their own religion. The emperors look past what we do, and the Senate is still pagan. Our funding is secure.”




  “It isn’t the emperors I worry about,” replied Claudia. “Damascus and Ambrosius will use this law to strike at us if they can.”




  Ambrosius. Coelia bristled at the name. The bishop of Mediolanum had for years been on the warpath to slander and shut down the Vestal Order, competition as it was for the monastery of Christian virgins that his sister belonged to. Dishonorable. Wanton. Unchaste. That is how the man spoke of Rome’s most ancient and respected priesthood of women. No one was more responsible for the early lines on the high priestess’s face than he.




  “You should rest, Claudia,” said Coelia.




  The chief Vestal sifted through a pile of documents. “What is on your agenda today?” she asked.




  “I have watch in the temple tonight. Right now, I have to go to the ludus. A gladiator school shut down in Capua, so the fighters have come to Rome looking for work. I need to hire—”




  Claudia raised a hand, cutting Coelia off. “Find Antonia before you leave. I need her help with this month’s accounting.” She looked up from her desk, but only briefly, her voice taking on a tone of judgment. “And take Domitia with you to the ludus. If you must mix with gladiators, at least try to maintain some air of decorum.”




  Coelia stood. “I will try to keep my dress on,” she quipped as she exited the office, feeling Claudia’s stylus hit her on the back of the head on her way out.




  * * * * * *




  Rome’s largest gladiator training complex, the Ludus Magnus, was located a stone’s throw away from the amphitheater. It was a facility that Coelia knew well, even better than the amphitheater itself. As the owner of a small gladiator school that contracted its space and services, she certainly spent more time and money at the ludus than at the stadium, especially lately. The cost of putting on the spectacles—the purchase of exotic animals for the beast hunts and the room, board and training of her roster of gladiators—was increasing every month, and not just for her, but for the owners of the other schools, too. Worse, it was all happening at a time when stadium attendance was steadily declining. The shows in the amphitheater just weren’t what they used to be. Decent talent and good showmanship were getting harder and harder to procure.




  Coelia sat next to Domitia in the stands that framed the ludus’s open-sky training arena. As the shouts of men, the clashing of weapons and the clouds of kicked-up sand filled the air, she found herself suddenly envious of her fellow Vestal. Like most of the spectators in the stands, Domitia was just there for pleasure. All she had to do was sit back and watch the fighters train without a worry in the world. For Coelia, it was business. If she didn’t snag a few of the better gladiators, her operation would be in even direr straits.




  Her guard, Brogos, approached and sat next to her—he was supposed to stay standing behind her, but no matter—and pointed to one of the hundred or so gladiators in the arena. Some of them were seasoned veterans engaged in regular training, but most were potential new recruits.




  “That bald retiarius over there,” he said, “the one with the green net and bent trident. He has promise.”




  Coelia sat up straight and caught the attention of her lanista. He was meandering through the apprentice gladiators, assessing their strengths and weaknesses—there was much more of the latter than the former in this lot—and deciding which ones, if any, his Vestal boss should bid on.




  “Kaunos,” she shouted, and pointed to the bald retiarius. “What about him?”




  The gladiator trainer followed her finger and stared at the potential fighter. He watched the man’s form for a few moments, and then shook his head and kept wandering through the candidates.




  Brogos huffed. “Kaunos is too bloody lazy to train them, that’s the problem. What about that murmillo with the orange and blue shield? He’s not bad.”




  “I’m up to my ears in murmillos. I need a provocator and a retiarius, in that order.” Frustrated, Coelia waved at Kaunos. He jogged over. “What was wrong with the bald one?” she asked.




  “His form is passable, but he’s a half-wit, Priestess. One too many blows to the head.”




  “You can’t work with him?”




  “I am not Midas, Domina,” he said. “I cannot turn brass to gold. There are none here worth investing in.”




  Coelia tensed as a figure—Senator Olympius, the owner of another troupe of gladiators—strolled over, catching the last of their conversation.




  “Brass to gold,” he reflected. “I have a business proposition for you, Priestess.”




  “I’m listening,” allowed Coelia, although she already knew that whatever proposition came out of Olympius’s mouth would not be to her benefit, at least not in the long term. She privately studied him: his black-haired slick appearance, his arrogance, his tight smirk that revealed pointed eye teeth when it expanded into an almost predatory smile. All of that made him unlikable, but it was his quality of unpredictability that made him dangerous. Anyone unwise or uninformed enough to do business with Olympius lived to regret it.




  “Sell me your men,” he said cordially. “I’ll give you top denarius, though they’re barely worth brass, and you can go back to spending your free time doing woman things—buying jewelry, brushing your hair.” He jabbed a thumb toward the training arena. “Why invest in more gladiators when you can barely afford the ones you have?”




  “You’ve heard the news, I see.”




  “What news?”




  “Cassius from Arelatum. He’s thinking of moving his ludus to Rome.”




  “Is he?” When the priestess didn’t play along, he changed his strategy. “If you won’t sell them to me, then why don’t we combine our resources? Merge our schools. We have enough good men between us to do well enough.”




  Coelia chewed her lip. Gods, it was tempting. If it were anyone else, it would be an easy yes.




  “I’ll think about it,” she lied.




  Olympius spun around to stare into the training arena, putting his hands on his hips and his back to her. He mumbled an obscenity just loudly enough for her to hear. There it is, thought Coelia. The speed at which he can turn when he doesn’t get his way. Before them, more gladiators took to the sand to train. None looked any more promising than the previous ones.




  “Thank you for your time, Priestess,” Olympius said without looking back at her. He moved off to sit farther down the row.




  “He’s such an ass,” said Domitia.




  “True, but he’s right to be thinking ahead,” replied Coelia. She certainly was, and always about the same thing: the unlikely yet ever-present threat that Emperor Gratian would revoke the state funding of the Vestal Order, including the stipends paid to each priestess.




  While her sister Vestals were all patricians from wealthy families, Coelia’s roots were plebeian. Her temple service was predicated on finances as much as faith, and it was her father—a man sickened by debt as much as disease—who had secured her future via the prestigious priesthood shortly before his death. She was fortunate he had fought so hard for her novitiate. The generous Vestal stipendium castitas and various perks of the Order, including the legacies left by benefactors and the right to own businesses and property, had afforded Coelia an independent upper-class lifestyle. It had done the same for her free-spending but devoted mother, who Coelia now funded. But regrettably, Coelia had made the same mistake as her father. She had left her mother in charge of managing their finances. And while they were not poor by any means, there had been enough monetary missteps to cause problems if Coelia’s Vestal profits and privileges were to disappear. She had to make this gladiator school pay off.




  “Mehercule!” shouted Brogos, springing to his feet and causing both Coelia and Domitia to jump. He sloughed off his red soldier’s cloak and flung it to the side. Marching into the arena, he ripped the short sword out of the hand of one of the Vestal’s apprentice gladiators. “Have you never maneuvered behind a shield, you idiot? You look like a plucked chicken, flapping your arms around and going nowhere! Do it like this!” With a flurry of precise violence, the Vestal’s guard soon had not one, but two men lying on the sand, his sandal on the neck of one and the tip of the sword at the neck of the other. He faced the trainee whose sword he had taken—with his mouth agape, the man looked even more idiotic—and threw the weapon back at him. “It’s simple, just do it like that!” Redirecting his anger to the Vestal’s lanista, Brogos continued his tirade. “Kaunos, get your hands out of your fucking loincloth for once and get to work! What is she paying you for if you can’t even teach them to move their bloody feet?”




  The exasperated lanista flashed him an obscene hand gesture and kept assessing the batch of potential new recruits while Brogos returned to sit next to Coelia, exhaling angrily through flared nostrils.




  “A discreet scolding,” said Coelia. “Thank you for that, Brogos.”




  “You should fire that useless caudex,” Brogos griped. He turned quickly to Coelia, spurred by opportunity. “Hire me instead. I can fight in the arena and help train the men.”




  Coelia faced him. “Have you ever fought in an arena before, Brogos?”




  “I’ve fought on the battlefield. I was a foederatus. I served under General Arbogastes in Germania.” He jutted his chin toward the arena. “I can hold a gladius and a shield better than any of these old women.”




  “I know you were in the army,” said Coelia. “I also know you were dishonorably discharged, without a veteran’s pension.”




  “What use is there for honor in the arena?” He looked at her seriously. “I’ll never get ahead on a guard’s salary. I can barely afford to feed my bloody dogs. This morning I had to beg for scraps from your slave Ptolema—an experience that was its own version of Hades, by the way—and she threatened to poison them if I asked again.” He held out his arms. “The Fates have conspired to help us both. You will pay me a salary, my room and board, and a cut of—”




  “Will I?”




  “Yes. And I will make you—I’ll make both of us—even more money.”




  “Sorry, Brogos. I can’t afford to bet on long odds right now.”




  A whistle blew, and the violence in the training arena ceased. It was time for the gladiators’ midday meal. Capitalizing on the break to stretch their legs and purchase refreshments from the circulating vendors, the spectators left their seats and began to socialize. One giggling group of them—young women come for the guilty pleasure of ogling Rome’s biggest fantasies—drifted past Brogos like a colorful cloud of silk dresses and perfume, all flashing him suggestive smiles. Coelia recognized one among them: Anthea, the daughter of Senator Perses.




  The young woman bowed politely to Coelia. “Priestess,” she said. Her gaze quickly shifted to Brogos, and she winked at him.




  The girl’s coquetry prompted Coelia to rethink Brogos’s proposition. The man’s skill and brutality would bring in the male spectators, while the rest of him would bring in their wives and daughters. They filled the stands just as well, and they were a lot less critical. And as for the recruitment and training of her gladiators, the Goth’s doggedness would force Kaunos to earn his payment or take his own pummelling for it.




  Domitia read her friend’s face and slapped Brogos on the back. “You’re hired,” she said.




  CHAPTER II
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  A beautiful pink-sky dawn was just breaking when the Vestalis Maxima Claudia arrived at the steps of Vesta’s temple, dressed on this particular morning in her ceremonial attire: a fine white stola and crimson-bordered white suffibulum veil, the formal headdress pinned in place at the breastbone by a gem-studded gold fibula. On her feet were the ritual shoes of the Vestal, shoes made from the wool of unbred sheep and designed for silence, so as not to interrupt even the softest snap of the flames during special rites or prayers. On the landing at the top of the steps waited a novice priestess, Sergia, dressed in a delicate white tunica with a gold belt. As her superior approached, the novice opened one of the embossed bronze doors of the temple.




  Claudia entered the Aedes Vestae, the door closing behind her and the larger world contracting into the circular embrace of the sanctum’s white marble encompassing wall. Near the center of the space, the holy fire of Vesta burned in a bronze firebowl atop a round laurel-draped marble altar, the goddess’s divine breath rising as smoke to escape out the oculus in the domed roof. The goddess’s fire had burned in this very spot for eleven centuries, since the time Romulus founded his city—Rome, the Eternal City, so-called because of its Eternal Flame.




  The chief Vestal crossed the ornate tile floor to join the five priestesses who already stood around the sacred hearthfire—Coelia, Antonia, Domitia, Proculeia and Terentia—their palms up in prayer over the moving orange flames as the snaps of the fire, the voice of Vesta, reverberated within the sanctum. Claudia crumbled a round holy wafer into the fire. Made of salted flour, these sacred cakes had been used by the Vestal Virgins since the Order’s earliest days to better commune with the goddess.




  “Mother Vesta,” said the chief Vestal, “guardian of Rome. We six, your virgin priestesses, make this offering on behalf of the emperors, the Senate and the people of Rome, in gratitude for the peace treaty between the Roman people and Gothic tribes of Germania.” Next, she took a bowl of red wine from a niche in the marble wall, dipped a simpulum ladle into it and poured the red liquid into the flames. They flickered and rose higher. “Vesta Sancta, we make this libation in honor of the pax deorum between Rome and the immortal gods.”




  As Claudia set the simpulum back into the bowl of wine, Coelia placed six strips of polished oak branches into the fire in a criss-cross pattern. Each bore the name of a Vestal Virgin carved perfectly into the wood. She watched the letters S SAC COELIA CONCORDIA—Holy Priestess Coelia Concordia—disappear in the flames. When she looked up, Claudia was smiling. A rare sight.




  “I have good news,” said the chief Vestal. “Symmachus is to be given special honors in the Senate next month for his work with the peace treaty. He’ll also be the next urban prefect of Rome.”




  The next most senior Vestal, the aristocratic Antonia, pursed her pretty lips in happy surprise and poked the flames with an iron stoker. “That means he’ll be the leader of the Senate, too. A strong advocate in a high place.”




  Claudia nodded, the relief visible on her face. Symmachus had already served as Pontifex Maximus, chief priest of Rome, for years. Since the time of the first Caesars, it was a position held by the emperor, though the Christian co-emperors Theodosius and Gratian had refused the title and instead conferred it on the respected pagan senator. Now, they were showing their support for him in even greater ways. He would soon be the most powerful man in the city, with jurisdiction over everything from the courts to the grain supply.




  The priestess Proculeia sprinkled frankincense into the fire, her slender hands moving with their characteristic quickness. “I told you not to worry about our stipend,” she said to Coelia. “Symmachus has always cared for our Order.”




  Coelia scoffed. “Cared for? He roots through our business like a truffle hog.”




  “He has his reasons,” defended Claudia. She sighed. “Coelia, come with me. You can help me update some files in the Regia.”




  Leaving the other Vestals to watch the fire or attend to their various duties, Claudia led Coelia out of the temple and across the Via Sacra, heading toward the nearby Regia. As ancient as the Temple of Vesta and rebuilt as many times, the traditional house of the early Roman kings had for centuries served as the headquarters of Rome’s Collegium Pontificum, housing both the archives of the priesthoods and the city’s most important historical records.




  “The breakfast bread is probably out of the oven,” Coelia hinted.




  “Probably,” Claudia replied, but did not change course.




  The two Vestals entered the sacred civic structure, passing by a white-veined red marble altar dedicated to the war god Mars. On top sat a sword and shield that, legend had it, Mars himself had thrown down from the heavens. It was said that the weapons shook whenever Rome was in danger. The women briefly stopped to make an offering at an archaic ivory shrine to Ops, mother of Vesta: Vesta, whose virgin priestess, Rhea Silvia, had been chosen by divine Mars to bring Romulus—his son and Rome’s founder—into the world.




  The priestesses proceeded to the rear of the building where relics gave way to record-keeping. Floor-to-ceiling pigeonhole shelves stuffed with papyrus scrolls covered every wall, with writing tables arranged in neat rows along them. Two young priests of Jupiter were just packing up their wax tablets and styli, and they bid the Vestals courteous farewells as the slave Ptolema stood from a desk and approached, helping each woman in turn remove her ceremonial attire and strip down to the comfort of a simple white tunica and loosened hair.




  “It is good news about the peace treaty and Symmachus,” said Coelia, trying to broker her own peace with the irritated chief Vestal.




  “You don’t have to like him,” replied Claudia, “but you do need to respect him.”




  “I do respect him.”




  “You do not.”




  “No, I don’t,” admitted Coelia. “He’s intrusive and rude. He’s that way with the orders in Tivoli and Bovillae, too, always accusing priestesses of wanting to leave before their tenure is over.”




  “He’s trying to avoid the embarrassment of another Primigenia,” said Claudia, referring to a priestess from the temple in Bovillae who had absconded, purportedly to follow a lover.




  “Everyone wants to avoid that,” Coelia replied. “Hounding the innocent won’t help.”




  The high priestess put her hands on her hips and stood in front of a shelf packed with scrolls. Whatever confidence she had shown in the temple was suddenly gone. “Centuries of our history,” she said, her eyes moving over the scrolls. “Centuries of our customs and religious rites. Our most important moments. Our most sacred ancient prayers.” She took a step closer to the shelf and withdrew a scroll, unfurling the papyrus. “Sacerdotem Vestalem, quae sacra faciat... ita te, Amata, capio.” she read aloud.




  “I remember the words,” said Coelia. They were words from the rite of Captio, the formula spoken by the Pontifex Maximus when initiating a novice into the Vestal Order.




  “The same words have been spoken here for over a thousand years,” said Claudia. “Every Vestal Virgin who ever served the goddess in Rome, all of our sisters dead and gone, heard those words as a child.” She slid the scroll back in its place and withdrew another, this one sending dust falling to the tile floor. “Here is the will of Augustus, which the Vestalis Maxima Occia read in the Senate House the day the emperor died. He speaks of the gifts he gave our temple and the rites the Senate entrusted to the Vestal Virgins in his honor.” She re-filed the scroll, and moved to another wall overlaid with documents. “Here are the pontifical books that derive from Numa and Priestess Amata, Rome’s first Pontifex Maximus and Vestalis Maxima, who dined with Romulus himself. Over here, the writings of Julius Caesar, Hadrian and Marcus Aurelius… and here is Cicero, Pliny and Virgil.” She touched a scroll, and recited words by heart. “‘To thy hands Troy entrusts her holy things and household gods.’”




  “And Vesta’s ever-bright, undying fire,” added Coelia. She heard the high priestess sigh unsteadily and realized she was fighting off tears. She put a hand on her superior’s shoulder. “Claudia, it will be all right.”




  “I don’t approve of all your choices,” said Claudia, “but you have always been a competent and dedicated priestess. I cannot fault you.” She wiped her eyes. “But I know you plan to leave the Order at the end of your tenure, and that has made you look past what we are facing. If the bishops have their way” — Claudia gestured to the rows of scrolls — “every word ever written about the goddess, about all the gods, will be burned to ash. Every letter or memoir ever written by our sister Vestals… it will be like they never existed. Our holy relics will be thrown into the forge or paraded as conquered trash.”




  “It will never come to that.”




  Claudia leveled her gaze at Coelia. “Symmachus and those like him—Praetextatus, Junius and the others—they have protected us in ways that you will never know. All they ask in return is that we respect them and uphold the dignity of our service.”




  “I will be more respectful, Claudia. I promise.”




  The high priestess moved to a desk and sat. Ptolema, who had been listening quietly, placed a tray of hot honey water in front of her, and Claudia poured herself a cup. She sat back in her chair. “At least I was right to send you to the sanctuary in Praeneste,” she said. “We can thank Fortuna for Symmachus’s promotion.” She took a sip, but flinched—it was still too hot—and blew into her cup. “Perhaps it will be all right after all.”




  “Of course it will,” said Coelia, pushing down the pang of guilt, of apprehension, she felt at keeping the whole truth about that trip from her fretting superior. The Oracle had indeed been at the sanctuary. But it would do no good to tell the long beleaguered chief Vestal what she had prophesized.




  CHAPTER III
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  Brogos hated the taste of fish and he hated the smell of it too, though there was no escaping the latter. Despite the sprawling size of the multilevel market adjacent to the Forum of Trajan, it seemed the putrid odor permeated out of every shop, every doorway and every basket in the cosmopolitan shopping district. The bustling commercial complex was a city unto itself, boasting scrubbed cobblestone, gilded bronze roofs, elaborate equestrian statuary and marble-faced walls as far as the eye could see... and yet no relief for the nose. Even smells that would normally please him—freshly baked bread, exotic fruit and various women’s perfumes—could not compete with the fishy stench. He passed by a particularly pungent storefront selling sole, snorted in disgust, and spat on the street.




  Seeming to materialize from thin air, a soldier growled at him.




  “You’re not in Germania anymore,” he said.




  Brogos ignored him, instead trying to recall the directions that Priestess Coelia had given to Marcus’s taberna. According to everyone at the ludus, Marcus was the best custom armor designer in the empire, a regular Vulcan. But Brogos had learned that a bad reputation was usually more truthful than a good one, so he would reserve judgment until he saw the man’s work for himself. He looked around and spotted what he was searching for—a giant fountain with three levels sculpted as conch shells. Slipping through the crowd and dodging women shoppers—why did they never look where they were going?—he navigated his way through the throng, past the fountain, to find a young man with burns on all ten fingers carefully arranging an assortment of gladii on a display table in front of his shop.




  Brogos lifted one of the short swords off the red cloth and inspected the intricate design engraved on the silver of the blade.




  “Isn’t this dainty,” he said. “Was it your mother’s?”




  Marcus plucked the sword out of Brogos’s hand. He polished the Goth’s fingerprints off the blade and set it back on the table.




  “Selling one of these to a rich man so he can chase his wife around the bed like an oversexed gladiator pays my rent for a month,” he said. “Dainty turns a profit.”




  “Can’t fault you there, brother,” Brogos replied. “You’re Marcus, I assume. I’m supposed to meet my boss lady here. She said I need armor with more—now, this is her word, mind you—flair.”




  “She’s already here,” said Marcus. “Come with me.”




  He turned to lead Brogos into his shop, but hesitated at the three black dogs—they looked too fancy to be street dogs—on his heels.




  “Yours?” he asked.




  “Mine,” replied Brogos. “This is Cosmos, he’s the oldest. You can tell it’s him because the tip of his tail is bent.” He pointed to the next dog. “That’s Sirius—see the scar on his ear?—and that’s Orion. He’s as perfect as they come.”




  Marcus nodded in a way that suggested he couldn’t care less. “Leave them outside.”




  Brogos whistled, and the trio sat just outside the entrance to the shop as Marcus led their master inside. Coelia and the temple guard who had accompanied her to the market were there, the Vestal perusing a row of shelves stacked with designer pieces of armor. While most were vanity pieces made for men who couldn’t tie their sandals without puffing, several choice pieces were customized for working gladiators.




  “Salve, Patrona,” Brogos greeted.




  Coelia stepped on a stool to reach a helmet on the top shelf and passed it down to Brogos. “Try this on.”




  Rounded with circular eye grates, the helmet was impressive yet fairly standard for a provocator gladiator like Brogos. He lifted it over his head of uncombed blond hair and tried unsuccessfully to put it on.




  Coelia turned to Marcus. “See? He has the head of a bull.”




  “I hit like one, too,” said Brogos, but no one acknowledged the quip. It was all business.




  Marcus took the helmet from Brogos and set it on the floor. He lifted a loop of rope from where it hung on the wall and wrapped its length around the gladiator’s head, measuring the circumference. “Prodigiosus,” he sputtered. “You were right, Priestess. I’ll have to make something special. It’ll cost.”




  “I thought so,” she said, lifting the hem of her white tunica and stepping down from the stool. She faced the guard. “You can go back to the temple. Brogos will take me home.” Turning to her new gladiator, she said, “Let’s go get something to eat. We need to strategize.”




  “Great, I’m starving. Some fresh bread and cheese—”




  “The vendor in the square by Trajan’s statue has the best goatfish in Rome. We’ll have that.”




  “Perfect,” Brogos replied unenthusiastically. “I haven’t had a good goatfish in ages.”




  They meandered through the sunny market, down streets and along arcades filled with statues, having to stop several times as Vesta’s faithful lowered themselves to their knees, soliciting the priestess for a blessing. She declined no one. Finally, they passed under a triumphal arch to enter the massive open square in the forum, at the far end of which stood a giant bronze statue of the emperor Trajan seated on a horse. Tourists pointed up at it before moving on to explore the adjoining basilica on their way to the famed column of Trajan. But for Coelia, it was the vendor near the base of the equestrian statue who was most worth seeing.




  As they arrived and the smell grew unbearable, Brogos forced a smile onto his face. “Two of your best goatfish, brother.”




  “And make sure it’s fresh cooked today,” added Coelia. “I don’t want your soggy scraps from yesterday.”




  The vendor feigned a wounded look. “Priestess, before I put each goatfish onto the fire, I look into its eyes and I ask it ‘Are you good enough for Lady Coelia?’ Only if the fish winks do I cook it for you. Otherwise” — he jabbed a thumb at the multitude of people in the forum — “I feed it to these fools.”




  “Mm-hmm,” sounded Coelia. She accepted two rough terracotta bowls teeming with fish meat and headed toward a nearby bench as the vendor held his palm out to Brogos. Coelia spoke over her shoulder to him. “I pay for your armor, your lodging, your training and your meals at the ludus—and by the way, you might hit like a bull, but you eat like a pig—so you can buy two bowls of fish.”




  The gladiator pressed a coin into the fish-seller’s palm. When the seller didn’t withdraw his hand, Brogos added a second one.




  “Gratias ago,” said the vendor.




  Brogos sat beside his employer on the sun-warmed marble bench and accepted his bowl of fish. Holding his breath, he dug his fingers into the white flaky meat and pushed it past his lips. It was... as awful as he expected. He looked at the Vestal and raised his eyebrows as she stuffed a huge handful of baked goatfish into her mouth.




  “I have seen dying men on the battlefield with better manners,” he said. “I pity your sister priestesses, having to dine with someone who eats like the Cyclopes.”




  The Vestal laughed, but kept chewing as Brogos’s three dogs sat side by side in front of him. Their intense gazes alternated between their master and the bowl of fish in his hands, their three heads moving as if they were one beast.




  “Cerberus is in the market today,” said Coelia. She looked at Brogos. “You can’t bring them everywhere. Leave them home.”




  “Ah, they’re no trouble,” he replied, ruffling one of the dog’s ears. “Extra protection for you.” He tossed each of the dogs a piece of his fish.




  “If you’re going to make us money in the arena, you need the crowd to care,” said Coelia. “You need a name and a look that people will remember.” She grew pensive. “What makes you unique?”




  “I hit hard. I anticipate.”




  “That’s weight and skill, but it’s not unique. It’s not a persona.”




  He cocked his head. “I was thinking maybe Alcaeus the Avenger or some version of Hercules.” Anthea would like that, he thought. The young woman now attended almost all of his training sessions in the ludus, though he knew that would end when her parents found out.




  Coelia crinkled her nose. “Boring. Everybody wants to be a hero. Be a villain. That’s what brings in the crowds, and the gods know we need them. I only have a couple years left in my tenure at the temple, and then I plan to retire. I need to make as much money as possible before then.”




  “What will you do afterward?”




  She pushed another piece of fish past her lips and spoke while chewing. “There is a seaside villa in Cumae that my family used to own. I lived there as a child, until my father died and I entered temple service. I want to buy it back. My mother and I will live there together. If I can make enough from my gladiators, and if I don’t lose my Vestal stipend in the meantime, I’ll be able to do it, and I won’t even have to sell my house on the Esquiline.”




  “I thought all Vestals were rich.”




  “They usually are,” said Coelia, “but I spent the first five years of temple service repaying my father’s debts. On top of that, my family—the Coelii—have financed the Epulum Jovis since the time of the Republic, so I have to pay for that twice a year. It’s a big banquet at the Temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline. And then there are extra civic duties I have as a Vestal. I’m supposed to donate to public works, like gardens and orphanages.” She sniffed. “All of that is before my mother’s expenditures, may the gods have mercy. Even so, serving the goddess has given me a good life. I don’t know what would’ve happened to me and my mother otherwise.” She turned to Brogos. “What will you do with your winnings?”




  “Move to Egypt.”




  “Why Egypt?”




  “Because I want to live in the desert. I hate the sea and I hate fish, and I want to live as far as possible from both.” He shrugged. “I want to climb the pyramids. I want to raid the tomb of a pharaoh.”




  Coelia grunted in appreciation as she ate. “All those secret passageways and hidden treasures,” she said. “Sneaky. I like it.”




  “I want to try real Egyptian beer,” said Brogos. “Not that swill they make for the legions.”




  “Beer is disgusting,” replied Coelia. “Claudia made us drink it at the chariot races once, after a brewer left his estate to our Order. Antonia couldn’t even keep the stuff down, but her stomach is pure patrician.”




  “It’s an acquired taste.” Brogos frowned. “Are you sure you don’t like Alcaeus the Avenger? Romans love a good revenge story.”




  “No, you have to be a villain. What about the Goth Avenger? Use what you are.”




  “Romans hate Goths.”




  “Precisely.”




  “They’ll catapult me over the gates.”




  “No, they won’t. The war is over. Anyway, you fought for Rome.” She looked at him, suddenly curious. “What did you do in the army anyway?”




  Brogos set his bowl on the bench and stood. “I’ll show you.”




  As Coelia watched, Brogos took five large strides away from the bench, all three of his dogs keeping their black eyes fixed on him. He whistled and made a quick gesture with his right hand, at which point the dogs leapt to their feet in flawless unison and raced toward a young man who stood by a shrine to Mercury. The man spotted them and shrieked, clambering on top of the shrine and knocking over the offerings. Brogos whistled again and the dogs stopped in their tracks and sat on their haunches, pink tongues hanging out of black muzzles, their focused eyes locked on their owner, awaiting their next instruction. Those around the shrine burst into laughter as the man sheepishly crawled down. He retrieved the offerings from the ground and arranged them back on the shrine, glaring at Brogos but saying nothing. Brogos snapped his fingers, and the dogs rose as one to return to the bench. They sat side by side at Coelia’s feet, their formation as straight as a line of legionary soldiers.




  “But can they play dead?” asked Coelia.




  “They can’t play dead,” Brogos smiled, “but they can kill.”




  “So that’s what you did in the army? Managed the war dogs?”




  “I trained them as sentries and took them into battle...”




  “And?”




  “That’s how I got dishonorably discharged,” he said. “General Arbogastes ordered me to strap oil lamps to them and send them into the enemy’s camp to start it on fire. I couldn’t do it. Can’t blame the general for discharging me, though. We all have a job to do.”




  Coelia’s thoughts briefly landed on the general, but then skipped to a vision of the three black dogs running through the orange flames. An idea came to her, and she laughed so suddenly that she inhaled a piece of fish. Coughing to clear her airway, she regarded Brogos’s canine trio with eyes as calculating as theirs.




  “It was there all along,” she said. She dropped her empty bowl to the ground and lifted Brogos’s bowl off the bench. She finished the rest of his portion before standing. “I have an idea for your armor,” she said, and wiped her oily fingers on his tunica. “Let’s go back and see Marcus.”




  CHAPTER IV
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  Baiae (five days by horse south of Rome)




  It had been a long war. A grimy, exhausting war full of extremes—extreme weather, extreme terrain, extreme bloodshed—and fought against an enemy so wild and blood-chilling that the Roman general Arbogastes felt certain he would never shake the image of their blazing eyes setting upon him while his fellow soldiers fell, died, all around. That vision formed a constant picture in his mind, like a haunting mosaic depicting every form of grotesque death imaginable.




  But the war was over. The peace treaty said so. The bodies of slain Roman soldiers had either been dumped into collective funeral pits or left where they had fallen to rot or be ripped apart by vultures and scavenging wolves and wild boar. The corpse of the Roman emperor Valens—the Imperial predecessor of Theodosius—had fared no better. It had simply disappeared as the barbarians hacked everything in a Roman uniform to fleshy, bony bits.




  Despite the morbid imagery in his mind, Arbo felt himself being lulled into something close to sleep. The rhythmic movement of his horse beneath him, combined with easy travel on good roads and a perfectly temperate day, was a formula for sleep. He stretched his spine, squeezed the reins and inhaled an invigorating breath of the clean air. He looked sideways at his riding companion, a younger man dressed in the same style of soldier’s tunica and riding the same breed of standard-issue military horse. He, too, was drifting into sleep.




  “Stilicho,” barked Arbo, and laughed as his younger companion jerked awake. He gestured ahead. “We’re almost there.”




  “Oh, good,” remarked Stilicho. “Why enjoy Rome’s taverns or brothels after years of war, when instead we can ride out to Baiae like two messenger boys for Gratian?”




  “I released you from duty,” said Arbo. “But you keep following me like a dog I once fed.”




  “You’re too pretty to travel without an escort, General.” Restless, Stilicho shifted in his saddle and glanced at the scroll box that hung from Arbo’s saddlebag. “Who’s the letter for, anyway?”




  “How should I know? The emperor instructed me to give it to the custodian of the baths. It’s probably for some idiot senator getting sponged and fellated by the Sirens on taxpayer coin.”




  Stilicho shrugged. “Doesn’t sound like an idiot to me.”




  “We’ll deliver it, and then we’re free to do as we please,” said Arbo. “Anyway, it gives us a chance to see how the finer half live while we’re running for our fucking lives in Germania.”




  As they neared Baiae’s monumental bath complex—a seaside resort famed for its decadent indulgence of the rich and powerful—Stilicho muttered under his breath. “Futuo.” He tongued the roof of his mouth, absorbing the grand scale of the port city’s luxury district. Its terraced network of tall arches, domed bathhouses, manicured gardens, elegant statues and buildings, and massive thermal spas dominated the seaside in tiers of increasing extravagance and, no doubt, pleasure. “Have you ever been to a place like this?” he asked.




  “Stop gawking,” said the general. “You look like a bloody tourist.”




  “Sorry. Can’t help it.”




  They kept riding until Arbo spotted a roadside shrine to Diana, goddess of wild beasts. Dried flowers surrounded the base of her statuette. At the sight of it, Arbo’s mind played a memory. He was a young soldier who had not yet seen his sixteenth year, separated from his troop and wandering a foreign forest, within hours of succumbing to starvation, when a young injured deer had appeared directly in his path. It had taken the last of his strength to accomplish two noble feats—putting the animal out of its misery and putting food in his stomach. Meat had never tasted so good, raw and bloody as it was. He had wept at the taste, wept at his second chance at life, wept in gratitude for the goddess’s boundless mercy.




  He slowed his horse and dismounted, approaching the shrine to pray. But as he drew near, he could tell something was wrong. The statuette had been altered. The goddess’s bow and arrow had been broken off, and a cross had been carved into her forehead. Words had been roughly cut into the wooden surface of the shrine: HUNC DAEMONEM IESUS CHRISTUS OCCIDIT. Jesus Christ slew this demon. Arbo lifted the statuette from the desecrated shrine and took it back to his horse, stuffing it in the saddlebag.




  Guessing what had happened, Stilicho said nothing as his superior mounted his horse and they again began to ride.




  His thoughts soon returning to the nearby town of Baiae, Arbo broke the silence. “They say this town was named after Baius, Odysseus’s helmsman.”




  “Now who’s the bloody tourist,” said Stilicho.




  The gibe performed as expected, and Arbo’s mood lightened.




  Reaching the main gate, they dismounted as a pair of guards arrived to inspect the horses and gear of the travelers. One of them rummaged with unnecessary zeal through Arbo’s saddlebag and withdrew the scroll box. He opened it—there was really no reason to do so—and plucked out the papyrus scroll inside, his bullish demeanor now piqued by curiosity. The scroll bore the Imperial seal of Gratian, the emperor who ruled the conflict-ridden expanse of the Roman world alongside his co-emperor, Theodosius.




  “Here on official business?” the guard asked Arbo.




  “That’s right.”




  “What is it regarding?”




  Irked by the guard’s condescending tone toward the general, Stilicho slipped between them and snatched the scroll box from the guard’s hand. “Maybe you’d like to inspect our loincloths, too?”




  The gate guard pressed his lips together in the kind of tight smile the veteran Arbo had seen countless times: the smile of someone with a little authority to exert over others and a lot to prove to himself. Yet while Arbo had long ago learned to shrug off the petty assaults of others, Stilicho hadn’t. As the guard reached out to grab the scroll box back from him, Stilicho propelled the metal cylinder forward, directly into the guard’s nose. The man cried out and put his hands to his face as blood coated his fingers.




  The second guard, who had been busy inspecting Stilicho’s gear, strode over to see what the ruckus was about. When he got a closer look at Arbo, he put a hand to his chest.




  “General Arbogastes,” he said, “I am legionary soldier Publius Mallius.” When Arbo didn’t show any signs of recognition, he held up his other hand. It was missing three fingers. “Discharged after a bit of bad luck on the Danube, sir.”




  “Ah, well there are worse parts you could’ve left behind in that swamp,” replied Arbo. “Easy work now though, hey?”




  “Sure is, sir.” Ignoring his fellow guard—he was still moaning and trying to tamp the blood gushing from his broken nose—he spoke to a nearby young woman dressed in a vivid yellow dress. “Take General Arbogastes and his man to...” he looked expectantly at Arbo.




  “The chief custodian,” said the general.




  The guard glanced at the weapons-laden belt around Arbo’s waist, but said nothing. Even if it cost him his job, he would not disrespect the general by asking for his weapons. Sensing as much, Arbo unfastened his belt and relinquished it, signalling for Stilicho to do the same.




  “Thank you, sir,” said the guard, a touch of relief in his voice.




  “You’re welcome, legionary soldier Publius Mallius,” replied the general, and saw the flash of pride on the former soldier’s face.




  Arbo and Stilicho followed the woman in the yellow dress into the lavish complex and through a long columned arcade that dripped with green vines, soon emerging into even more opulence. As they walked along, Arbo laughed inwardly at Stilicho’s self-conscious preening. The younger man straightened his tunica and ran his fingers through his cropped hair, all while alternating his gaze between their escort’s enticing backside, the brilliant structures around them and the serene blue waters of the bay in the near distance. Arbo understood the allure. After seeing nothing but red and brown—blood and dirt—for as long as they could remember, it was like a world of color had blown in on the warm sea breeze.




  The woman led them through a flower garden and along a row of archways, the blue sky overhead giving way to painted ceiling frescos as they finally entered the shaded office of the custodian. He looked up from his desk, assessing the two soldiers. The older man had the height, light hair and blue eyes of a Frank. The more junior was also taller than the typical Roman, but darker complexioned than his colleague. The custodian rose from his desk to greet them, one hand reaching out to accept the Imperial scroll from the taller and lighter of the two, Arbo.




  “Salvete, soldiers,” he said.




  “Salve,” replied Arbo.




  The custodian broke the emperor’s red wax seal and unfurled the papyrus. He read quickly and curled it back up. “General Arbogastes, I presume?”




  “That’s right.”




  “Are you aware of this letter’s contents, sir?”




  “Its contents are not my business,” said Arbo. “Only its transport.”




  The custodian nodded. “By order of Emperor Gratian, it is my duty to ensure that you are treated to the best our facility has to offer for a period of fourteen days.” He smiled in the stunned silence that followed. “Allow me a moment to assign personal escorts,” he said, and slipped into a back room.




  Stilicho rocked on his heels. “Fourteen days,” he whispered, enthralled. “I must be dreaming. Fourteen days of hot baths, gourmet food, good wine, laundered bedlinen and soft whores,” he said, counting off the benefits with his fingers. “All with a view. And to think I almost didn’t come with you.”




  Arbo raked his fingers through his short hair, irritated. “I can bathe at home. I haven’t seen my pigeons in over two years.”




  “I know who you haven’t seen in two years,” said Stilicho. “And since she’s still at the temple, you have to couple with something or you’ll go mad. That’s what happens if you don’t empty your balls at least once a month. It all backs up—up your guts, up your neck, right up to your head—and stays trapped in your skull until you turn into a raving lunatic.”




  “Who told you that?”




  “Why can’t you just enjoy the emperor’s generosity? You earned it. It was you who suppressed the Goths in Pannonia and Macedonia. Theodosius’s officers couldn’t do it.”




  Despite his characteristic humility, Arbo couldn’t argue with that. But then again, Theodosius’s officers had done what they could with the men they had. Mercenaries, deserters and farmers scared so shitless of fighting they cut off their own toes so they couldn’t march.




  “We both know this peace with the Goths won’t last,” he said. “And then there’s Magnus Maximus, who is—”




  “If peace is to be short, we should enjoy it while we can.”




  “I would prefer to enjoy it on my rooftop, repairing my dovecotes.”




  Stilicho sighed. “You’re the boss.”




  Arbo eyed the young officer. Though Stilicho had the aspect of an aristocrat—good looks, strong features, wide shoulders—he had been born and raised in poverty. He hadn’t tasted meat until he joined the army, and he certainly hadn’t enjoyed a day’s pampering in his life.




  The custodian returned to the room with a woman on each arm, like beautiful wings attached to his stubby body. Both were barefoot and wore rose-colored tunicas that emphasized their smooth shoulders and shapely forms, white teeth gleaming behind seductive smiles.




  “Sirs,” said the custodian. “These ladies will—”




  “We will not be staying,” said Stilicho.




  Arbo curled his finger to one of the women, and she glided to his side. “What’s your hurry?” he asked Stilicho, as the escort wrapped her arms around one of his. “It has been over a month. Why risk it?”




  Stilicho clapped his hands together, nearly stamping his feet in excitement. He offered Arbo a toothy smile as the escort ushered the general out of the office. The remaining escort took his hand and led him out of the office, leaving the custodian behind.




  Turning to wink at Stilicho, the rosy woman led him down a marble-clad staircase and into a private bathhouse. The moment he entered, Stilicho could feel the heat and smell the sulfur of the thermal waters circulating in the tiled pool. The woman slipped by him, strategically brushing against his groin as she stepped down into the bath, disrobing as she did. Steam enveloped her nakedness and she lowered her glistening body into the water, leaving her breasts exposed. Stilicho hastily unfastened his sandals, pulled off his tunica and waded in after her, moving through the soft layer of rose petals that floated on the water’s surface. As he reached her, she slipped below the surface... the sight of her hair spreading out in the water below him, the pull of her lips, forced a groan of pleasure from his throat. Surfacing, she guided him toward the marble seat that ran along the side of the pool, straddling his body and lowering herself onto him. She stroked him slowly, rhythmically, bending over to graze his lips with her nipples.




  But it had been too long for Stilicho, and he wanted it faster. He lifted her off and stood quickly, spinning her around and bending her over. With a fervency he hadn’t felt in years, he gripped her buttocks and thrust into her from behind, withdrawing and thrusting again, this time harder. He reached climax, and as the orgasm immobilized his body, Stilicho experienced an epiphany. A dawning awareness. A new truth. Or perhaps it had been there all along, asleep in his heart and waiting for these moments of euphoria to awaken and reveal itself. Regardless, as he stood in the fragrant water and clutched the soft flesh of the woman’s buttocks, waiting for the waves of ecstasy to end, Stilicho accepted the truth and made a vow to himself then and there. If this was the how the finer half lived, he would do whatever it took—steal, lie, cheat, kill or betray—to join their ranks.




  CHAPTER V
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  Rome




  Coelia always imagined the colossal amphitheater to be a living thing, only the massive oval mouth of which was visible on the surface of the earth. It was a mouth that never closed, but rather gaped wide open under the boundless sky, ready to swallow whatever unfortunate souls were fated to never leave its jaws and send them tumbling down into the unseen underworld of its belly. She knew that was a philosophical way to think about it, but perhaps it was exactly the kind of deeper contemplation its architects had hoped to inspire. Or perhaps she was overthinking it. Perhaps it was all about the spectacle on the surface.




  Regardless, it was ironic that Vespasian, the most unpretentious emperor to have ruled Rome, had been the force behind the city’s showiest structure, one he had built over the previous showy structure—a giant artificial lake that once constituted part of Nero’s Golden Palace. The amphitheater’s form had taken shape in record time due to the backbreaking work of over fifty thousand captives that Vespasian and his son Titus had brought to Rome after squashing revolts in Judea, and its massive oval mouth still teethed on the spoils of that long ago war. At a height of nearly fifty meters, its towering tiers of gleaming columns and marble arches were decorated with over a hundred and fifty gilded statues of the gods, goddesses and heroes of Greece and Rome—each of them over five meters high—with a dazzling ring of gilded military shields encircling the top level. Such magnificence wasn’t just a symbol of supremacy, but a celebration of Rome’s journey from modest village by the Tiber to the greatest empire the world had ever known.




  At the time of the amphitheater’s inauguration over three hundred years earlier, the Vestalis Maxima Cornelia had entered the building to the sound of cheers. She and the other Vestals—favorites of Vespasian thanks to their peace-keeping efforts during the preceding civil war—had walked proudly to the luxury seating box of the Vestal Virgins, one that granted them the same prestigious location on the podium as the emperor and senators. During those inaugural games, Titus had arranged for spectacles—animal hunts, executions, gladiatorial matches, battle recreations, theater productions and more—that lasted for over a hundred consecutive days. Through the centuries and Caesars that followed, the Vestal Virgins had maintained their preeminent front-row position, enjoying the same refreshments and wine as the emperor and spending intermissions talking politics with Rome’s elite and visiting dignitaries.




  Although the emperor Diocletian had stripped Rome of its status as the capital of the empire almost a century earlier, and the emperor Constantine had subsequently stripped much of its marble and monuments to dress his eponymous capital of Constantinople in the east, none of that political geography mattered in the great stadium. As far as Coelia could tell, the view from the splendid seating box of the Vestal Virgins was largely the same as it always had been. There were only two differences. The first was that the nearby Imperial Box now typically catered to important senators like Symmachus and their circle of friends rather than the emperor and his family. The second difference was the lighting, or rather the lack of it.




  Rome was a night-and-day city in every sense. With a population of nearly a million people and no possible way to light every city street after dark, public safety went down with the sun. It had been a Herculean task for Coelia and the other owners of the gladiator schools to convince the outgoing urban prefect to allow this exceptional event—a gladiatorial performance at night. Now, as the vibrant sunlight in the stadium faded to the subdued orange of dusk, leaving the evening’s bright full moon and the grid of secured torches placed strategically within the amphitheater to illuminate the arena, she hoped it would pay off.




  As she accepted a cup of Falernian wine from an attendant, Coelia spared a good thought for Symmachus, the man responsible for the rarity. His vineyard in Campania was one of the few larger estates that could still produce it in volume, many of the vineyards having been destroyed by the eruption of Vesuvius years earlier. She hadn’t taken a sip before she was joined in the Vestals’ Box by the priestesses Domitia and Proculeia, cups already in hand. At nearly the same time, a stream of senators in white togas filed into the Imperial Box, each man bowing his head in greeting to the Vestals before taking his seat and being served by attendants. Olympius was among them. He offered Coelia a civil smile before sitting. Things weren’t nearly as civil on the upper levels of the amphitheater, however, and the sound of the usual skirmishes floated over the heads of the elite:




  “You’re in my seat, move it!”




  “I need to sit closer to the exit, change seats with me.”




  “You spilled your drink on me!”




  “Don’t sit by me if you’re cheering for Phobos!”




  Domitia and Proculeia regarded the growing crowd inside the massive oval and settled into the seats next to Coelia. As Domitia took the closest, her full lips spread into a wide smile.




  “They’re still lined up to get inside,” she said.




  “That’s a good sign,” replied Coelia. She watched people continue to stream into the stadium, all squinting to read the section, row and seat number carved into their tessera, and many wandering around lost until ushered to their seats by one of the circulating torch-carrying attendants. It had been a long time since the amphitheater had been this full. When the bishops weren’t trying to close the temples, they were trying to close the stadium. Between the statuary of the gods that decorated the grand structure and the fact that it drew bigger crowds than their churches, they were on a mission to end this chapter of Rome’s history. Still, this rare night-time performance had piqued interest. “This has to be at least half capacity,” Coelia guessed, surveying the stands.




  “More than half,” said Proculeia. “Closer to three-quarters. You’re going to make some money tonight.”




  “I’d better,” Coelia replied. “We had to bribe the prefect for permission to host the games at night, and with Symmachus replacing him soon, he was determined to squeeze us for everything he could. We had to pay for extra vigiles to patrol the streets, too. And that’s before what I had to contribute for all the props and the set, which ended up being twice what I was quoted—”




  To Proculeia’s relief, the sound of a lone horn interrupted Coelia’s complaining and a current of energy ran through the stands as the last stragglers hurried to their seats, the sun now fully down. As the torches affixed to the encircling wall of the arena flickered and cast long shadows over the sand, a dusky eeriness descended over the stadium. The crowd grew hushed.




  Domitia gripped Coelia’s hand. “Spooky,” she said, smiling.




  Somewhere, a drum began to beat. It started slowly and rhythmically—thump… thump… thump—but grew faster and faster by the moment, more frantic and intense, until it morphed into the unmistakable sound and resonance of a panic-stricken heartbeat—thud! thud! thud!—culminating in a crescendo of manic pounding that roused the crowd from expectant silence to appreciative cheers.




  In the midst of the cheers, a red-robed figure—the master of ceremonies—appeared in the center of the arena floor, rising up from the depths of the amphitheater’s underfloor hypogeum.




  “Salvete Romans!” he called out. “Who among you are quick to fright? You should leave now, before the moon drips madness upon you and spirits steal your breath, for this is no place for the faint of heart! For tonight, the fiery gates of Hades will open below the sand of the arena floor!”




  At that, a wide ring of fire roared to life on the arena floor, encircling the master of ceremonies and illuminating the amphitheater so that even those in the farthest, highest seats could see what was happening. The crowd erupted in exuberant applause at the special effect.




  Domitia clapped in glee. A fan of the games and of any good time, her round face glowed with happiness. “Oh, wonderful!” she said.




  The exuberance settled as the crowd waited for more, and the master of ceremonies continued. “Romans, the ludi of gladiators are pleased to bring you the tragic story of a life-loving maiden destined to become queen of the dead! It is the story of sweet-faced Proserpina and foul-breathed Hades!”




  As the master of ceremonies descended back into the substructure of the arena, the gladiators took to the sand. Yet instead of charging into the stadium as they usually did, the fighters entered leisurely in groups of six or seven, all dressed in the rough tunicas of simple farmers and carrying the tools of their trade—shovels and rakes, spades and sickles. They did not pay the ring of fire any heed, but remained outside its perimeter as though oblivious to its presence, tilling the sand of the arena as if tilling the soil of their fields.




  The crowd quickly recognized two of the men in the arena: Deimos and Phobos, the most famous gladiator duo in Rome. Deimos’s trademark scar—a cheetah’s bite mark on his left shoulder—had been embellished with orange and black paint to remind the spectators of his prowess, while Phobos’s muscular torso glistened with oil to emphasize his physique. Coelia scowled inwardly as the crowd applauded their heroes. Deimos and Phobos—their names meant panic and fear—were Olympius’s champions, and it was a rare gladiator match where one or both of them didn’t manage to cripple at least one of her better fighters.




  Soon, the sound of pipes filled the air above the strange pastoral scene, and a young woman—Proserpina—strolled onto the arena floor. Her hair was long and golden, like stalks of healthy wheat, and the train of her vibrant green dress had what seemed to be thousands of fresh flowers stitched onto it. She meandered around the farmers tending to their fields, cheerfully tossing handfuls of seed from the cornucopia she cradled in one arm over the ground. As she passed, the men—including Deimos and Phobos in their roles as farmers—stopped to greet her with bows of appreciation and gestures of affection, calling out her name and shouting:




  “Dearest Proserpina, bless our land!”




  “Sweet daughter of Ceres, bring health to our crops!”




  But the peace was not to last. A sudden deep blare of trumpets drowned out the happy sound of the pipes while, at the same time, an army of white-and-black cloaked shades, agents of the underworld, rose up from below to populate the area within the ring of fire. Some of the ghastly apparitions carried spears and scythes, including Coelia’s prize gladiator, Catus, who gripped a blood-red scythe. As the shades scurried about the fiery circle, the crowd erupted again in surprise and delight, stomping their feet for more.




  More happened almost immediately as another form rose from the underworld to appear in the center of the fire ring. It was Hades himself, god of the dead, though as none had seen him before. Huge and hulking, he wore black armor that reflected the light of the flames so intensely that it appeared he, too, was on fire. Yet it was the design, not the color, of his armor that truly chilled the spines of the spectators. His helmet was in the shape of a monstrous, snarling dog’s head, while his breastplate bore the visage of a red-eyed canine. His spiked scepter was perhaps the most dreadful of all—topped with a growling dog’s skull, the animal’s long bony ears served as lethal prongs.




  Hades screamed into the air. “Cerberus, ausculta!”




  A breath later, three black dogs rose from the underworld to join their master. A triad version of Cerberus—the three-headed hound of Hades—they ran in circles around their dark overlord, panting wildly and waiting to be commanded as the chains around their necks rattled and swayed back and forth.




  Domitia nearly leapt from her seat. She turned to Coelia. “I know those dogs! That is Brogos!”




  Coelia tried to remain poised, professional, but it was impossible. “It was my idea!” she boasted, though her words were lost in the cheering of the crowd.




  As the stands shook with the force of the spectators’ elation, Hades—Brogos—and his trio of hellhounds rushed to the inside perimeter of the fire ring, strategically crossing at the only point where the flames burned low enough to jump over. Charging forward with singular purpose, Brogos ran until he reached the innocent Proserpina, still blithely tossing seeds from her cornucopia. The crowd called out their warnings:




  “Look out, girl!”




  “Run, sweet lady!”




  But it was no use. Hades reached the girl and threw her over his shoulder, carrying her back toward the ring of hellfire as she kicked and screamed, calling out for help.




  Immediately, the farmer-gladiators raised their weapons and advanced on Hades to slow his pursuit and rescue their beloved benefactress. But it would not be that easy. In a disturbing display of fidelity to their dark master, the multitude of shades inside the circle of fire crossed the fiery perimeter to attack the farmers. Within moments, the gladiator match exploded into full performance. On one side were the farmers, desperate to save Proserpina from the death god’s grip. On the other was Hades, intent on descending into the fiery depths of the underworld with the girl, the abduction aided by the ghastly shades.




  The sound of pipes and trumpets was no more. Now, the sounds of shouts and the clanging of weapons, the shrieks of pain and the bellows of coordinated attack and defense strategies rang out as the violent production played out below. All of that rose to join the cries of encouragement or disparagement from the stands as the galvanized spectators immersed themselves in the drama:




  “Finish him off, Catus!”




  “Phobos, you fool, move your ass!”




  Brogos had nearly reached the ring of fire with his abductee—why did she have to shriek right in his ear?—when a lumbering farmer carrying a sickle blocked his path. Brogos lifted his dog-skull spear to strike, but his opponent’s weapon was already in mid-swing, and the sharp edge of the blade grazed Brogos’s leg just enough to split the flesh. Roaring in outrage, he dropped the girl and lunged forward, impaling the farmer’s throat with the iron ears of his scepter. For Proserpina, the clash was an opportunity. She jumped to her feet and scrambled away, just as a ferocious trio of farmer-gladiators strategically closed in on Brogos.




  “Catus!” shouted Brogos. “Get the fuck over here!”




  Heeding the call, Catus began to hack his way through a group of brawny farmers. Before he could make it to Brogos’s side, however, Olympius’s man Phobos intercepted him, and the two prize fighters fell into a grueling battle as the onlookers took to their feet. Feeling himself disadvantaged by the cumbersome cloak of his shade costume, Catus hastily shrugged it off—a mistake. For as he stepped forward to block Phobos’s incoming sickle with the handle of his scythe, his left foot caught in the discarded fabric. He fell to the sand.




  Watching it all unfold from the proximity of the Vestals’ viewing box, Coelia had an unobstructed view not just of Phobos’s scythe cleanly beheading her fallen prize fighter Catus, but also of the self-satisfied smug that formed on Olympius’s face.




  Brogos saw it, too. As he desperately fended off the three farmer-gladiators, fully aware that help was not coming but Phobos was, he emitted a series of sharp whistles.




  Instantly, the triad Cerberus obeyed. Brogos’s three black dogs abandoned pursuit of the farmers and changed trajectory, returning to their master’s side to viciously attack his opponents with swift-footed precision and unforgiving fangs. Their sharp turns and high leaps, their barks and growls, the way they didn’t just kill but tore apart... it was almost too much for the crowd, and anyone who wasn’t already on their feet soon was, punching the air and calling out for more. As the dogs’ victims collapsed one by one, the eerie shades swarmed the bodies and dragged them through the sand, rolling them past the fiery perimeter of the circle to plunge into the underworld... or at least into the belly of the amphitheater’s substructure.




  It was all going pretty well for Brogos, but then he saw a sight that made his stomach sink—Phobos, stepping on the chain that hung from Cosmos’s neck. The act pinned the animal’s head to the ground, and he twisted wildly but helplessly, biting at the links of the chain and then at the sand, his efforts so frantic that Brogos could hear the snap of his teeth. Phobos raised his scythe to strike.




  “No!” Brogos shouted.




  But Cosmos’s savior came in an expected form—Deimos. He rushed to his partner Phobos’s side and grabbed the handle of his scythe just as it moved downward.




  “Pay attention, you fucker!” Deimos shouted to Phobos. “He hasn’t set the dogs on us! It’s all for show. They’re only going after the slave fighters!” He gestured to the crowd. “They love the dogs... don’t fuck up a good thing!”




  Phobos looked around. Deimos was right. The crowd was going mad, and the dogs were a great gimmick. They could work with this. But backing off now would make him look too weak in front of his fans. He raised his scythe again—and felt Deimos’s blade open his stomach. He collapsed on top of Cosmos before he had time to process the betrayal.




  Domitia applauded, overcome with the drama of it all. “Coelia! Deimos saved Cosmos!”




  Coelia didn’t deny herself the indulgence of a smile, even as Olympius blinked at her in disbelief from the Imperial Box. Unable to stomach her gloating, he turned back to the arena.




  Yet Deimos’s good deed was not to go unpunished. Witnessing the treason, a farmer-gladiator swung his iron shovel at Deimos, hitting him hard on the back of the head. Dazed, Deimos staggered once, twice, just as Cosmos wriggled out from below Phobos’s corpse. A shrill whistle of command rang out—Cosmos’s ears went up—and the dog leapt up with the grace of a gazelle to clamp its deadly jaws around the throat of Deimos’s attacker. Blood spurted from the man’s neck and he fell to the side, Cosmos’s jaws still in their death grip.




  Brogos rushed to Deimos and wrapped an arm around his waist, supporting the stunned gladiator until his senses returned, both men protected by the three black dogs ferociously chasing off any would-be attackers. The stands shook as exhilarated spectators roared their approval of the unlikely new alliance—enemy gladiators uniting to save the life of a loyal dog. What could be more moving? Blood and gore were superb in the arena, but an emotional twist was divine.




  Brogos allowed himself a moment of self-satisfaction. The boss lady would be pleased by his performance, but even better, it would have Anthea’s heart pounding. No doubt she was seated somewhere out there, watching his every move. Let’s see one of those pretty boys that your parents want you to marry get your blood going like this, he thought. He slapped Deimos on the back.




  “You good, friend?” he asked.




  “Never better,” replied Deimos. He didn’t care what the boss Olympius would say. He would come around eventually. Regardless, it was nice to be rid of that idiot Phobos. Deimos had been covering the fool’s ass for too many years.




  As the shades and the farmer-gladiators continued their one-on-one battles on the arena floor, and as the black dogs stayed on their master’s heels, Brogos and Deimos charged side-by-side through the action. Their destination was a section of the stadium wall where Proserpina was attempting to clamber up and out of the arena.




  “Pass something down! Pull me up!” she screamed to the spectators in the front row.




  But the spectators only stomped in joy as black-armored Hades approached her from behind. Removing his helmet—Brogos wanted the crowd to get a good look at him—he tossed it aside and again threw the girl over his shoulder. As he marched back to the ring of fire with both his unwilling bride and his new partner, he whistled, and the dogs fell into formation behind him, trotting along with tongues lolling out and tails wagging.




  Reaching the fiery circle, Brogos hesitated for only a moment before doing what he had agreed to do—throwing the girl to her fate. He heaved her into the air and she flew over the flames, the last remnants of her torn dress catching fire as she did. Before the crowd could witness more, her burning body plummeted into the underworld. Brogos didn’t feel good about it, but business was business, and the performance had gone better than he could have imagined. He gripped Deimos’s wrist, and the victors raised their arms in triumph. Together, they crossed into the ring of fire, and the platform descended, lowering Rome’s newest celebrity gladiator duo into the underworld to the sound of thunderous applause.




  * * * * * *




  While the lavish rose-scented Vestals’ latrine certainly smelled better than the other latrines in the amphitheater, it wasn’t any quieter. Even as Coelia stood before the full-length looking glass, waiting impatiently as Ptolema finished fussing over her veil by the light of the large oil lamps affixed to the walls, she could hear the footfalls, arguments, laughter and shouted conversations of thousands of people making their way out of the stadium.




  They would stop along the way to purchase food or drink—as if they hadn’t indulged in enough during the gladiator matches—or to buy some kind of souvenir, whether a toy gladiator for their child or a cheap necklace for their wife. Some weren’t thinking of their children or wives at all, but were negotiating the services of a prostitute. They would agree on the price, do the deed behind the curtain of the worker’s rented stall and leave the arena feeling like a new man. As far as the city was concerned, it was a great way to collect prostitution taxes while at the same time draining the games-fueled aggression out of male spectators before they headed into the streets.




  The lingering excitement of the games staved off the effects of the late hour, and Domitia and Proculeia chatted as they leaned against a floor-to-ceiling wall mosaic that depicted the arena flooded with blue water. On one panel, soldiers on great ships battled each other to the death. On another, men and animals seemed to walk on water. On yet another, children of all classes raced each other on wooden rafts. As Ptolema finished with Coelia, Domitia pushed herself off the wall and stood straight, permitting the slave to inspect her veil. Ptolema took orders from the Vestalis Maxima only, and Claudia insisted the Vestals never had a hair out of place in public.




  “What a show,” Domitia said to Coelia. Her face was still flushed from the thrill of it all. “Brogos was amazing.”




  “Thank Vesta Felix for that,” Coelia replied. “But Catus… that is going to hurt.”




  “Coelia,” said Proculeia. “Try to relax for once. Brogos is a winner. And that whole spontaneous pair up? It’s solid gold. You should think about going into business with—”




  “Don’t say Olympius.”




  The Vestals exited the latrine into a relatively peaceful passageway, the torch-lined walls of which were painted with colorful frescos of exotic animals and studded with niches that held the life-sized statues of famous gladiators. Ptolema followed a step behind the priestesses as four red-cloaked soldiers effectively boxed them in, escorting them out of the prestigious section of the amphitheater and out of the building, into the night air.




  The area on this side of the stadium was heavily guarded and well lit, and a large congregation of senators and other elites stood socializing around the conical meta sudans fountain, talking and drinking, reliving the night’s highlights. Coelia’s gaze skipped over the familiar faces—Symmachus, Praetextatus, Lampadius—and landed on General Arbogastes. He was dressed in a red soldier’s tunica, his face freshly shaven and his fair hair cut short. Although deep in conversation with the senator Pompeianus and a younger soldier—she suspected it was his officer Stilicho—he stepped away the moment he saw her and approached. As he did, those around gave them space. It was no secret that the general was interested in pursuing this particular Vestal once her tenure at the temple was over.
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