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Dedication
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For Jim Noble, whose heart was full of courage and love, and for whom traveling the world was such a delight.

Quod memoratur, vivit.
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Epigraph
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“who can carry

The incineration of a Universe?” 

― Ovid, Tales from Ovid: 24 Passages from the Metamorphoses 
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Prologue

Day 10

Pompeii Archaeological Park
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Damiano led the way into the restored gladiator barracks. “I’m sorry you didn’t get to see this when you were here before. It was in this room that the two people I told you about were found: a man, chained to the wall, and a woman wearing a good deal of jewelry. There is some speculation that they were lovers, but there were a lot of other people in the quadriporticus when the eruption happened. It could just be that she was trying to get out of the city and wound up seeking refuge here.”

Stephanie stood outside the cell behind him, her face panic-stricken. “Suetonius? Ubi Suetonius est?”

“What?” 

“Suetonius!” Tears streamed from Stephanie’s eyes as she cried out. “Ubi Suetonius est?”

Damiano turned back just in time to catch her as her eyes rolled back in her head.

Why is she asking where Suetonius is? And why is she speaking Latin? 

He placed her gently on the stone floor, out of the sun. Then, he called the emergency number to get an ambulance. Of course, the automobile couldn’t enter the archaeological park; he needed to coordinate with a worker. Surely the archaeologists on-site could be of some assistance.

As Damiano ran to find either a park attendant or the robotic dog and drone that patrolled the site, all while talking to the emergency operator on his mobile, a large, black and tan mongrel who lived in the ruins trotted over and settled down next to Stephanie. His posture was vigilant; no one would harm her while he was on duty. 
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Chapter 1

Six Months Earlier
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“You have to submit your portfolio,” Raylene Thibodeaux insisted. “You’re one of the best travel writers out there. Time Away would be lucky to have you.”

Stephanie Marlowe’s neighbor and best friend was nothing if not persistent. “Just send your samples. If you aren’t chosen, you’re out nothing but time and a little effort.”

Stephanie finally agreed and sent off her resume and clips. If nothing else, the ebullient Raylene would be pacified.

“I’ve got a feeling about this, Steph.” Raylene practically bounded out of the room.

Stephanie wished she had her friend’s confidence in the matter; the “Temporary Local" feature had been dark for more than a year while the staff at Time Away staff searched for a new columnist.

Stephanie wasn’t going to hold her breath.

Especially since success meant leaving the house.

🌋

“We were very  impressed with your portfolio. I would like to offer you the ‘Temporary Local’ position. Of course, we’ve made some changes since the virus, so we won’t keep you in the area for a full month like we used to do,” Diana Corbett Boudreaux explained. Diana had been promoted to the role of editor some months before. “We’ll have you there for two weeks, with an eye toward the human interest aspects of the area alongside the attractions. We’re sending you to southern Italy, to stay in the village of Pompei.”

Stephanie could hardly believe it. Staff gigs were the exception and not the rule for people in her field; travel writing was a constant round of freelancing and trying to make a name for one’s self. Those stories covering art and wine festivals, and three-day weekend activities, had paid off.

“Pompei? Why not Naples proper?” Stephanie was glad it wasn’t a video call; she was thrilled to take the column, but not so much about where she was being sent. She hoped that her question wouldn’t jeopardize the opportunity.

“Because I want you to stay in the village and cover what it’s like to live there. After the coronavirus, I suspect that things will be a lot different. I just have a feeling about this. Besides, your resume says you speak Italian. You might want to take some basic Latin, so you can translate ancient graffiti in the archaeology site, but it’s up to you. And really, Naples is not what you’d call a safe place. It has a high crime rate, and Pompei doesn’t. We’ve arranged a hotel room, not far from the local train station. Please say yes.” 

What Diana didn’t say was that there was something magical about the “Temporary Local” feature. Putting the right person in the right place was life-changing, as Diana herself knew. It was how she’d met her husband, Amos, in New Orleans.

🌋

Stephanie accepted the assignment gratefully. She couldn’t help remembering how miserable she’d been during the San Francisco Bay Area’s lockdown. Bay Area Weekly had closed its physical office and sent everyone to work from home for the duration. Even with her pretty little two-bedroom house near Ocean Beach, Stephanie felt the pain of being shut in. Naturally introverted, as many writers were, she still relished the opportunity to visit neighborhood restaurants, walk on the beach, go to the nearby San Francisco Zoo, the Cliff House, and more. The pandemic killed both the Cliff House and Louis’ Seafood, with their beautiful views and tasty food. Then, Bay Area Weekly eliminated her column and she found herself freelancing when and where she could. When the city she loved came slowly back to life, it was as though a weight had lifted from her heart. Even through the second lockdown, she felt hope, ignoring the fear that nibbled around the edges. Leaving the house had become more difficult after that second go-round. Soon, though, the vaccinations came and Stephanie felt her life returning to normal. Surely the same would be true of the people she met in Italy.

She not only brushed up on her Italian, but took an on-line course in Latin “just in case.” She was not sure what good it would do, but it couldn’t hurt. Maybe it would help her get future assignments in the classical world. She’d also read up on Pompeii, watched a number of documentaries on Netflix and YouTube, and felt pretty well prepared for her journey. Research was a crucial part of any travel writer’s process.

What she wasn’t prepared for was how she started dreaming about gladiators. She’d never been one for team sports, and gladiatorial games just seemed like more of the same. Still, there was one gladiator she dreamed of repeatedly. He had a small, round shield over one arm, a short, curved sword in the other hand, bronze shin guards, and a closed helmet: a Thracian, they had called this type of fighter. His chest was smooth and hairless, his skin tanned by the sun, and his musculature that of a man accustomed to hard work. She always seemed to be watching him from a distance, even though in the dreams she knew who he was. Through the helmet’s eye shields, she could tell his eyes were green. 
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Chapter 2

Day 1
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“You’re going to have a great time. I want lots of pictures on Instagram!” Raylene put Stephanie’s suitcase on the curb outside the airport terminal. “I’m jealous of this adventure.”

“I’m going to miss you so much, Raye.” Stephanie hugged her friend. “Thanks for the lift. I’ll bring you back a souvenir.”

“The hell with souvenirs, girl. Bring me back a handsome Italian man!”

Raye’s laughter was contagious.

“I’m not going there to find a man,” Stephanie replied, “but if someone leaves one lying around, well, who am I to argue with fate? And if not, well, there’s always one of your Cajun cousins.”

“Heaven knows there are enough of them,” Raye laughed. “I lost count years ago. Travel safe!”

The two friends hugged once more, and then Stephanie went into the airport. She hoped Raylene hadn’t noticed how badly her hands were shaking. 

🌋

Stephanie boarded an overnight plane to Paris and, after going through passport control again, caught a flight into Naples. She’d arranged a car and driver to take her to the hotel and was more glad than ever about that decision when they left the airport. It was apparent that traffic rules and regulations went right out the window until one left Naples. She tried to distract herself by looking at the landscape as they passed; her driver pointed out sights like the Isle of Capri, which looked for all the world like a pregnant woman lying down for a nap.

Once she’d unpacked, Stephanie explored the mini-fridge in the hotel room. There were snacks and drinks inside, but the selection was limited. She’d have to find a market soon. The bed looked inviting after the long flights, so she decided to take a nap. Perhaps the gladiator dreams would stop now that she was finally at her destination.

She awoke a couple of hours later, refreshed but hungry. A walk through town and something to eat were high on her agenda. Stephanie dropped her keys off at the desk, walked out the door, and made a right turn at the bottom of the street. A big black and tan dog approached Stephanie as she walked down the Via Bartolo Lungo to get a general idea of Pompei’s layout and to see where the closest entrance to the ruins might be. He was friendly, wagging his tail, and let Stephanie pet him. The dog’s calm presence helped immensely.

“You’re a good dog, aren’t you? Do you speak English? No? Buon cane. Buon cane.” The dog’s tail lashed furiously as she spoke to him, and then he picked up speed to trot away.

Stephanie had often thought about getting a dog. Walking a dog on the beach would be a nice way to spend time, and keep her from being lonely. Her last boyfriend had been gone a while, having moved to a less costly area; she could use the company. Raye had been talking about going back to New Orleans for ages as well. Maybe working from home wouldn’t be so bad with a nice dog for company. Raylene was after her to be more sociable; walking a dog at Fort Funston would be a good way to meet new people, too. And, a dog would mean she had to go out. Something to file away for future consideration.

She continued down the way, looking in the windows of the souvenir shops and reading restaurant menus to decide what to eat.

🌋

Damiano De Luca tried not to flinch as the barber grabbed the soft sweep of his fringe, lifted it, and chopped it off close to his hairline. A bet was a bet, even if it was over football. The wager was simple enough: whoever’s team lost would stand outside the amphitheater gate of Pompeii, dressed as a gladiator, for a full day during the university’s spring break to raise money to help care for the feral dogs who lived on the archaeology site. Dom took the loss gracefully and then decided if he was going to do a thing, he was going to do it properly. Glad for the time that he spent in the gym, he’d gone to the spa to have everything waxed that an ancient Roman would have had plucked. He thought he’d never get over the pain, but had to admit he liked the effect; his muscles looked like they were carved out of marble. Then he went to his barber and asked for a Caesar haircut, even though he thought he would regret it. A straight-razor shave eliminated the fashionable scruff from his cheeks and chin. He would at least look the part in the morning. Maybe his university classics students would be amused at the photographs his friends promised to take.

When he looked in the barber’s mirror, his green eyes seemed more fierce under the now-cropped black waves. Far from looking ridiculous, he looked like a warrior. Just as he’d wanted, but hardly dared hope.
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Chapter 3

Day 2
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Damiano stood patiently outside the amphitheater gate to the Pompeiian ruins as the tourists posed with him in his borrowed Thracian armor, each dropping a five euro bill into the bucket on the ground next to his helmet. That was when he saw her, waiting among the rest. She wore a sleeveless lavender dress that buttoned down the front all the way to her ankles, yet moved with the breeze. Her feet were clad in those hideous walking sandals that marked her as an American, but at least they would keep her safe on the rough terrain inside the archaeological park. She wore sunglasses, so he couldn’t see her eyes. Her hair, pulled back in a ponytail, was brown with golden lights that promised she either spent a lot of time outdoors or in a beauty salon.

Where he had greeted every other visitor as “signore” or “signorina,” when it was her turn, Damiano called the woman “principessa.”

“You wear the purple, so you must be royalty.” He held out his hand to her and she placed her palm in it. Even her nails were lavender, with a slight sparkle. He placed her hand against his bare chest; it was clear that both them felt a jolt of connection. Her hand trembled, fluttering against his smooth skin. 

Frightened? Why?

“Take off your sunglasses, principessa; the photo will be better.”

Her eyes were blue, as he had somehow known they would be. After one of the waiting tourists took the photo and returned Stephanie’s phone, Damiano expressed concern that she would get a sunburn in the park.

“There is no shade in there, principessa.”

“It’s all right; I bought this scarf yesterday.” From her straw handbag she pulled a sheer golden scarf and draped it over her head.

Like a flammeum. An ancient wedding veil, just shading her amazing eyes. A chill ran down Damiano’s spine

His green eyes held her gaze, and he spoke to her in the old tongue. “Salve, Drusilla.”

Her response surprised both of them. “Salve, thraex.”  She’d answered in Latin without a second thought; clearly her studies worked.

A man behind them cleared his throat. “Excuse me? Other people are waiting to have their pictures made.”

Damiano lifted Stephanie’s hand to his lips, which he brushed across her knuckles while still holding her gaze with those arresting green eyes.

“Until we meet again, principessa.” He watched her enter the metal detector room and then turned his attention back to the crowds. His mind was elsewhere as laughing tourists surrounded him and made donations for the dogs.

🌋

Stephanie couldn’t shake the idea that the faux gladiator’s green eyes were the same ones she had seen in her dream. She accepted the ticket taker’s map and made her way up the road near the amphitheater on her right and the palaestra on her left, but she was distracted as she went. 

She also couldn’t help thinking about the difference between this tourist-attraction gladiator and those she had seen in Rome some years before when she took a trip with friends. He was at least raising funds for a good cause, and looked the part. The men in Rome had barely tried; in one case, the man portraying a centurion wore a sweater and thermal underwear under his lorica segmentata. To be fair, it was chilly that day, but it had looked absurd. Plus, it was clear that those tourist gladiators and centurions hanging around the Colosseum were in it for themselves. 

This gladiator’s body, by contrast, reminded her of statues she’d seen in museums. She remembered how his heartbeat felt under her hand, the warmth of his skin, and realized that she was blushing.

She sat on a raised sidewalk outside the House of Julia Felix and sent the photo of herself and the gorgeous green-eyed man to Raylene. After resting for a few more minutes, she got up to explore more of the ruins.

The same black and tan dog she’d seen the night before was soon trotting along beside her. She petted his head gently, and he seemed content to keep her company.

🌋

Damiano walked home, his friend’s armor in a bag. He must have had his photograph taken dozens of times that day, and gave nearly 500 euros to the attendants at Pompeii to care for the dogs. He wanted nothing so much as a shower and change of clothes.

He couldn’t stop thinking about the woman he’d called princess. She was what his grandmother would have called “fare bella figura,” a woman who made a good impression, with her nail lacquer matching her dress, and that golden scarf for contrast. His artist’s eye always caught the details, and sometimes he wished it didn’t. He doubted he’d see her again; another tourist visiting the ruins, and then she’d be gone to Naples, Rome, Sorrento ... somewhere that was not his tiny village. Few of the tourists stayed in Pompei beyond their time in the ruins. Damiano was disappointed at the notion of never seeing the American woman again, though he couldn’t figure out why.

A shower and a walk will clear my head. He walked a little faster toward home.

🌋

Stephanie studied the menu and tried to decide what she wanted. The weather was lovely, so she was at one of the sidewalk tables. Damiano saw her from across the street and hurried over, unable to believe his luck. 

“Principessa!”

“Thraex,” she smiled, putting her menu on the table. “My name is Stephanie.”

“Damiano, but please call me Dom. You’re at my cousin’s restaurant! May I join you?”

“That would be lovely.” It wouldn’t hurt to get some local color for her story, and Damiano was certainly pleasant to look at. He now wore a pale green linen shirt that made his eyes gleam like emeralds, and a pair of snug but well-worn jeans.

“So, what brings you to Pompei? Just the ruins?” He took the chair next to her rather than sitting across the table. “I hope you don’t mind, but I assumed it would be easier for you if we spoke English.”

“Honestly, I’m grateful. My Italian is okay, but that’s as far as it goes. Your English is excellent. I’m here to write a travel article.” She dug around in her straw bag and found a business card, which she slid over to him. “It’s my first assignment for a new column. I’m supposed to show how the area is recovering, and talk about things for visitors to do.”

“Thank you for your kind words; I’m a university professor, so I am proud to be multilingual.” He grinned, showing white teeth against his tanned skin. “So, you want to know what it was like for us during the shut-down. Well, I would like to ask you the same thing. First, I will get us something to drink.” He stood up and strode through the huge double doors that led to the restaurant’s interior. A quick conference with one of the men inside resulted in a bottle being uncorked.
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