

[image: Cover Image]






BLOOD GAMES


Chelsea Quinn Yarbro


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com







      

      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.






Introduction

 

 

This is a work of fiction. Its setting is historical and some of the characters are based upon actual persons living in the time of this novel. All reasonable effort has been made to recreate the conditions and attitudes of first-century Imperial Rome with as few distortions as possible.

The historical events described in the course of the book are reconstructed from various sources, whenever possible from contemporary accounts and eyewitness reports. When such documentation is not available, or reports conflict, the description resulting has been arrived at through exigencies of plot rather than to grind any philosophical or academic ax.

At first, such technological devices as metered chariots and sedan chairs, central radiant heat, indoor plumbing, eyeglasses, assembly-line factories and fast-food stores may seem highly anachronistic, yet such things did indeed exist at the time depicted.

The interpretation of the characters of actual persons, along with those of the fictional ones, is wholly that of the writer, and should not be construed as representing or intended to represent any person or persons living or dead.


PART I

 

Atta Olivia Clemens, 

Domita Silius


TEXT OF A LETTER FROM AN EGYPTIAN APOTHECARY AND SPICE MERCHANT TO RAGOCZY SAINT-GERMANIN FRANCISCUS IN ROME 

 

To the man now calling himself Ragoczy Saint-Germain Franciscus, the servant of Imhotep sends his greetings.

I have your requests for spices and medicines and will do my utmost to fulfill your commands to me. There may be some trouble getting a few of the rarer items, as it is not easy to move about the land now that the Romans are here. Be patient with me, my master, and I will see that you have all that you require of me. Two of the items you specify must come along the Silk Road and it may take more than a year to bring them. You have said that you will wait any reasonable length of time, yet I feel I must warn you of these circumstances. I feel sure you would want me to be confidential in regards to your order, and so I will not mention by name the things you have asked me to get for you.

Earth from Dacia is another matter. We may provide that amply, although I am surprised to find you are without it. Nine large barrels of it come with this letter to you. You say that you are building a villa outside of the walls of Rome and some distance from the Praetorian camp, and I have assumed you need the earth for that. We are also, as partial filling of your order, sending the fine tiles you specified, and dyed cotton and linen in the colors you have stated. By the end of harvest time we should have the cinnabar, turquoise, carnelian, jasper, agate, sardonyx and alabaster in the quantities you wish, and will send them to you as quickly as possible. The selenite might take longer, for moonstones of the quality you wish are not easily found. I will send agents into Parthia and Hind to search. Do not, I beg you, be disappointed if they do not find your gems at once. You say that you can obtain rubies and diamonds, and so I will not search for those. Should you change your mind, you need only send me a message and I will procure the jewels you desire.

You indicate in your letter that you do not anticipate visiting this land for some years. It saddened me to learn of this, for your return is much hoped for among those few of our brothers that are left. You would be welcomed heartily by all that remain here. Our school, of course, now must meet clandestinely, and there is little we can do to change this. Not only do the Romans distrust us, but our own people, seduced by Greeks and Romans alike, think that our ways are outmoded. The priests of Imhotep are become merchants because they fear to heal! Should you come back to us, it might be otherwise.

Forgive this outburst, my master. It comes from my despair, not from your absence. It is well that you are in Rome and not here. Alexandria is a shame to us, and Luxor is forgotten. You told me once that if I should walk into the desert, I would not find a peaceful death, but ravening madness. So I will not walk into the desert, though I think that I have lived too far beyond my years.

Whatever you ask of me, and the rest of us, it shall be done. Yet do not condemn me if I am disheartened.

Farewell, to you and my brother Aumtehoutep 


 

Sennistis, High Priest
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DUSK HAD FALLEN, turning the very air of Rome an intense blue in the last struggle of day with night. The evening was warm and the breath of the city pungent, but the air in the Greek-style atrium smelled of cinnamon, scented by the dozen little braziers where incense burned. Now the slaves were busy lighting the hanging lanterns and setting out the low tables beside the couches where the guests would recline for the banquet.

Petronius strolled through the atrium, half-smiling as he watched the slaves work. He was tall for a Roman, with fashionably cut brown hair that was touched with gray now. At thirty-four his attractive face had a curiously unfinished look and his dark blue eyes were tired and old under straight brows. Rather than a toga, he wore a charioteer’s tunica, but instead of rough linen, his was made of fine white silk. He stopped beside the fountain and sniffed at the water as he caught it in one hand. A faint scent of jasmine perfumed the fountain. Satisfied with the fragrance, Petronius stepped back. Near him, hanging on the bough of a blooming peach tree, a tintinnabulum sounded its little phallic chimes as the evening breeze touched it. Petronius reached out and negligently tweaked the branch so that the tiny silver bells jangled together. He was about to go to the kitchens at the back of the house when his houseman, an old Greek slave called Artemidorus, stopped him.

“Master, a visitor,” said Artemidorus as he hurried into the atrium.

“A visitor? Not a guest?” The banquet would not begin for almost an hour, and it was more usual for the guests to arrive late than early. “Who is it?”

The houseman bowed slightly. “A Senator.”

Petronius sighed. “What does he want?” For he undoubtedly wanted something, which was part of the price exacted of those who stood high in the young Emperor’s esteem.

“He did not say, master. Shall I refuse him?” The old Greek was eager to do so, and he smiled as he asked.

“No, better not. He’ll only come back later and be more insistent. Show him…where?…into the receiving room, I guess, and tell him I’ll be with him shortly. It would be a pleasure to keep him waiting, but with guests coming…” He felt resigned to the company of the Senator. “Artemidorus, do you know which Senator this is?”

The houseman paused. “Yes. I know him.” He said it with distaste, and the faintest sign of fear.

“Aaaaah.” Petronius drew the word out. “Tell me.”

“It is Cornelius Justus Silius.” There was more disgust in his voice.

“What can that old ferret want with me?” he wondered aloud. “Bring him here, then. And make no attempt to hide our activities. He will want me to include him, and it will be a great pleasure to decline.” He motioned Artemidorus away and signaled one of the slaves to bring a chair from the house.

“Just the one?” the slave asked, leaving off rubbing the tables with lemon rind.

“For the Senator,” Petronius said sweetly, then chose the nearest couch and sank down upon it.

He did not have long to wait for his inopportune visitor. Very shortly Artemidorus returned, escorting the Senator Cornelius Justus Silius. “Good evening, Justus,” Petronius said, indicating the chair the slave had brought.

Justus eyed the chair, fuming at this minor, casual insult.

The Senator was an expert in such matters, having over the years learned how to dash hopes with the lift of his brows. He was close to fifty now, and had weathered three severe political storms since he had come to the Senate twenty-three years before. With a slight shrug of his heavy shoulders he took the chair, concealing his dislike of Petronius with a condescending smile. “I heard you were expecting guests, and so I won’t stay.”

Petronius leaned back on the couch and watched Justus through narrowed eyes.

“I have a minor problem, and ordinarily I wouldn’t trouble you with it, but I haven’t been much in the imperial presence of late, and you’re more familiar with the latest…”

“Gossip? Quirks? Outrages?” Petronius suggested.

“Imperial tastes!” Justus snapped. “I’m planning on sponsoring a few days of Great Games, and as editor, I would want to present those encounters that would most please the Emperor, particularly if you can suggest some novelty that would satisfy Nero. I’d be much appreciative, Petronius. And while I’m not a rich man—”

“What would you call rich?” Petronius interrupted with a disarming smile. “You have eight estates and your family has always been wealthy, hasn’t it? I had not heard that you had suffered any misfortune of late.”

Justus moved uncomfortably and adjusted his toga. “It’s true that I have some substance, but my lamentable cousin did much to compromise our name when he made that ill-considered alliance with Messalina…Claudius ruined that woman, and Gaius should have realized it.” He watched Petronius closely.

“That was years ago,” his reluctant host said, sounding bored. “Nero is not overly attentive to the glorification of Divus Claudius. Surely a man of your rank and substance does not need a kind word from me.”

“Not a kind word, no,” Justus said heavily. “But the Great Games must be spectacular and original enough to bring me recognition once more.”

“Why? Are you plotting again?” He asked it lightly, with elegant mockery, but the question was serious.

“I?” Justus shook his head, an expression of gentle sagacity on his rough-hewn features. “No. I should think the family has learned its lesson by now. We know what plots lead to.”

“But you seek to return to Nero’s notice,” Petronius pointed out politely.

“That’s a different matter.” Justus gave Petronius a measuring look. He had heard that Titus Petronius Niger was more subtle than he seemed and more intelligent than was thought. There were those verses, of course, and strange, sarcastic tales he was said to have written. He decided on another tack. “It does me no good at all to sit back, tend my estates and go to the Senate upon occasion if I don’t have a sensible relationship with Nero. Think a moment. He could seize my lands, imprison me or my wife, or both of us, he could decide that he must have all my revenues, leaving me not precisely a beggar, but close enough. If he is well-inclined on my behalf, then I need have no worries. It would be a great weight off my mind. I confess, since I’ve married again, I’ve felt a growing need to make my position secure, not for myself, of course, but for Olivia, who is certainly destined to outlive me.”

“Your first two wives didn’t,” Petronius observed.

“Corinna is still alive. It may appear cruel to divorce a mad-woman, but there, what could I do? I had no heirs and was not likely to get them with her. She is well-tended and I have reports from those set to care for her.” He did not want to talk about his first two wives, but it would be unwise to avoid the subject. He knew Roman opinion came out of gossip and rumors, and he could not afford any more hints that Corinna’s insanity and Valentina’s death were his fault. “Valentina, well, nothing but good of the dead, naturally. An unfortunate young woman.”

“All your friends must hope that Olivia will not be similarly unfortunate.” Petronius decided that he did not like Cornelius Justus Silius. He had long considered the old Senator an unpleasant and self-serving man, but this latest hypocrisy for his wives was ugly. Only the most cynical Roman would feel anything but pity for Atta Olivia Clemens, who at age twenty had been all but sold to Justus by her high-bred but ruined family.

“The welfare of my wife is my concern,” Justus said tightly.

“Yes, it is,” Petronius agreed. “But about these Games you mentioned…?”

“I would want to have them in June, before it is too hot to enjoy them. It may be a little late to start, but with your assistance I’m certain that a creditable number of contests can be arranged. I’ve already spoken to the masters at the Great School and the Dacian School and they tell me that my fighters are ready to appear in the arena. I watched a retiarius work out with a secutor, and was quite pleased. The retiarius handled his net like a veteran and when the secutor pulled the trident out of his hands, he was still able to immobilize him with the net. They train well at the Dacian School, just as well as the Great School. The secutor…I saw him out of his armor. A great beast of a man, some sort of bastard German, and itching for a real fight. I may want to have a closer look at that one. They call him Arnax, but I gather it’s a nickname: his native one is probably unpronounceable.” His eyes were distant, lingering on the hard muscles and brutish face of his German secutor.

Petronius’ soft, lazy voice interrupted his thoughts. “You can’t have an entire course of Games depending on your fighters alone.” He had seen the expression change on Justus’ face and it confirmed his suspicions. “You’ll have to arrange for others, as well. The masters of the Schools should be able to tell you who has fighters ready to go. The Bestiarii School will have new talents just now, too. I know of a Lusitanian who works with trained bears. He hasn’t been seen too much. I think that Marcus Sextus Marco owns him, but I may be wrong.” He knew for a fact that the Lusitanian bear trainer had been sold a few days before to an unnamed buyer, but it pleased him to think he could send Justus on a fool’s errand.

“Bears? That’s a start, I suppose.” Justus shifted in the chair and wished that Petronius would send for wine.

“That foreigner, Ragoczy Saint-Germain Franciscus, surely you’ve met him?” Petronius said with sly condescension. “He has a very special charioteer, an Armenian woman with her own team of horses. I’ve only seen her once. You might find out if he’ll let you have her for your Games. He’s got access to animals, too, if you’re planning to have a venation. Ordinary wild beasts are no longer interesting, unless you have a tribe of pygmies to hunt them. See if Franciscus can find you a few unusual animals for the hunt.”

Justus nodded slowly. He had considered opening his Games with something other than a hunt, even though it was traditional, but might reconsider. “No, I don’t know this fellow. A foreigner, you say?”

“Apparently from Dacia, but not a Daci himself. His body slave is the most arrogant Egyptian in Rome. Where have you been, Senator? Franciscus has been in Rome almost a year, and you say you haven’t met him?” Petronius was enjoying his unwelcome guest’s discomfort. He decided to make it worse.” He has been asked by the Emperor himself to teach him to play the Egyptian harp.”

“Nero and music!” Justus scoffed, doing his best to ignore an unpleasant twinge of anxiety. “He will tire of it, and then this foreigner will look elsewhere for society.”

“Perhaps.” As he propped himself on his elbow, Petronius caught sight of Artemidorus gesturing impatiently from the other side of the garden. Time was getting short, he knew, and his guests would arrive soon.

Justus would have liked to object knowledgeably, yet could not. To any other man he would have shown an angry face and a rude departure, but he could not afford to alienate this infuriating man who lounged so insolently before him. “He has access to animals, you say?”

“Bacchus alone knows where he gets them. Tiger horses, white bears, tigers of all sorts, thick-coated leopards from beyond Hind, camels, Scythian hounds, broad-antlered deer from the far north, great elk from Britannia, he can get them all, and more besides. He claims to have blood relatives everywhere to do his bidding.” Petronius laughed low in his throat.

The list was astonishing. Justus listened greedily, wondering how he might approach this foreigner. “It would be a splendid venation, with such animals,” he said reflectively.

“Certainly one of your Blue friends will give you the introduction you wish. Not that the Blues are doing so well,” he added sweetly. “Green, however…”

“Nero belongs to the Greens,” Justus snapped. “No one dares award too many prizes to the other racing companies. The Blue faction did well enough when Claudius was alive.” For a moment he dwelt on the pettiness of the young Emperor and his blatant favor for his racing corporation. The factions were quite old, he reminded himself, and had survived longer than the Emperors.

“Of course,” Petronius said soothingly. “I merely thought you might heed a gentle warning.” He waited for Justus to interrupt, and when this did not happen, he went on, “If you must remain with the Blues, be a little circumspect with Nero. His devotion to the Greens is real, you know.”

Justus all but snorted. “A foolish desire left over from his childhood.”

“He still wears his hair like a charioteer,” Petronius said. “His interest, believe me, is not idle. If you cannot respect that, think twice about trying to win his favor.” He toyed with the silk tassel that hung from the knotted cord around his waist. “Was there anything else, Senator?”

While Claudius had been Caesar, no one would have dared to speak to Justus in that tone, but the world had changed. Justus tried to swallow his wrath. “Not of immediate importance, no. I am, naturally, grateful for the time you’ve given me.”

Petronius doubted it, but nodded an offhanded acknowledgment. He waited for Justus to rise so he could bring this annoying interview to an end.

“There is one thing…” Justus said with a deliberately casual wave of his hand.

“I thought there might be.” Petronius swallowed a sigh. “What is it, Senator? I regret that I haven’t much more time to spare.”

As if in response to a cue, Artemidorus hurried into the atrium. “Master, forgive my interruption, but the Greek pantomimes are here.”

“Take them to my reception room, will you, Artemidorus? I won’t be much longer. If they want to prepare themselves, they may use the solarium.” He looked back at Justus. “What else was it you wanted?”

“By the Balls of Mars!…” Justus forced himself to stop this outburst. “Forgive me. I was impetuous.” He grabbed at his spread knees through the folds of his toga. “The matter is, well, somewhat delicate.”

“I would hardly have thought myself worthy of your confidence,” Petronius remarked, anticipating the request that was to come.

“I’m not a young man,” Justus said heavily. “No, not any longer. Yet I have a young wife.” He paused portentously. “She is a creature of…appetites. The young so often are. I find that my energy is not what it was…”

Petronius felt an unaccustomed disgust as he recalled all the whispers he had heard about Cornelius Justus Silius. “If you mean that you like to watch hired men rape your wife so that you can satisfy yourself with her”—he ignored the sputtered objection that Justus began—“you must ask others to help you.”

Justus was now too angry to guard his tongue. “A man with your reputation! Telling me that you will not pander to my—”

“I am the official arbiter of elegance, Senator. Elegance. Paying your gladiators to brutalize Atta Olivia Clemens hardly comes under my jurisdiction. Speak to that secutor of yours, that German you were telling me about, Arnax or whatever his name is. He should suit your purposes.” This upsurge of indignation was as startling to Petronius as it was to Justus. With an effort of will he maintained his languid pose. “Believe me, Senator, I have no wish to interfere between man and wife. You must excuse me.” He rose in one quick, graceful motion.

Justus remained seated a bit longer. “What you said of me is not true,” he muttered.

“Isn’t it? The rumors of Rome are always full of scandal. No doubt you’ve been maligned.” There was very little conviction in his words. He looked down at the Senator. “I really must leave you now, Justus. The pantomimes are waiting.”

“Effeminate Greeks, with their paints and postures! They might as well be priests of Attis!” He crossed his large, hard arms over his chest.

“I feel I should remind you that Nero admires Greek pantomimes almost as much as he admires charioteers.” The words were soft, almost caressing.

“A passing fancy,” Justus said firmly. “He is not yet thirty. Give him a few years and he will put such things behind him.”

“And if he does not?” Petronius expected no answer and started away across the atrium, pausing only to add, “When you know more of your plans for the Games, come again and I will find some of the pantomimes you despise for entertainments between contests. Many of the Roman people share the Emperor’s enthusiasm for them. There was a riot the last time this troupe performed.”

Reluctantly Justus stood, displeased at the way the conversation had gone. “It will not be necessary.”

“If you are determined to return to Nero’s favor, you will learn otherwise.” He picked one of the flowering branches from the peach tree in a wooden tub by the fountain, and the tintinnabulum shook its little phallic chimes at him.

“Are there other Games planned for the summer?” Justus hated to ask the question, particularly of this soft-spoken man. He had to know what competition he would have.

“Not in the Circus Maximus, in July. Four days of Games should be a welcome diversion, and you might be able to overshadow the Games of Italicus Fulcinius Gracchus.” His smile was snide. “However, I doubt you will. With your permission, Senator.” In the next moment he was gone from the atrium.

Justus glared after Petronius, wishing he could pursue the man and lash him as he would lash an insolent slave. The thought of that satisfaction brought a wolfish light to his curiously light brown eyes. There would be time for such revenge after he had gained the good wishes of Nero. A pity that the Emperor was so greatly influenced by Petronius. Perhaps, he thought, in time Nero would allow himself to be guided by wiser, more experienced men. He glanced scathingly at the slaves who had come into the atrium bearing bowls of spice-scented water. He rose slowly and walked toward the far end of the atrium, where Artemidorus waited to escort him from the house. At the fountain he paused, thinking what satisfaction it would give him to spit into the perfumed water. There would be time enough for that later, he promised himself, after the summer, after his Games, when the Emperor would seek him out and do him honor.

With this thought to cheer him he strode through the peach trees toward Artemidorus.

 

TEXT OF A LETTER FROM THE GREEK STONEMASON MNASTYDOS TO THE EMPEROR NERO.

         

To my glorious Emperor on the twentieth day of October in the 816th Year of the City, hail!

Too much honor have you given me in allowing me to address you directly, O Nero, but as you have charged me to inform you of my thoughts and observations concerning the damage of the terrible fire that swept through the city at the height of summer, I will do all that is in my power to obey you.

 The destruction, as anyone who has walked through the rubble in the streets knows, is calamitous. Many of the shops near the Circus Maximus cannot be replaced in any way, for the fire burned there too fiercely and too long. Their loss, however, is minor compared to the catastrophe that has been visited upon so many of our noblest and oldest buildings. The treasures you specifically asked about, in the old Temple of Minerva, are wholly lost. It grieves me to tell you this, for I know in what esteem you held those fine trophies. The building itself is no longer safe to enter, like so many others. It is true that its columns still stand, but they are no longer sound. A hard winter, long rains or a heavy storm might be all that is needed to topple the whole. Since you have asked that I give you my opinion, it is this: take down the Temple of Minerva while the marble may yet be salvaged, and use it for your own splendid new palace. We cannot restore the temple to its full glory, but the marble, while it is intact, may be used again. It is fortunate that the Temple was not in the heart of the fire, or the marble would have been ruined as well as the treasures of the Temple.

 The war prizes you mentioned have melted down into bits of twisted metal. One or two of these have been recovered, but they have been cracked and blackened by the fire. As you requested, I have taken those that are intact to the foreigner Ragoczy Saint-Germain Franciscus at his villa outside the walls of the city. I have his assurances that if there is anything that may be done to save them, he will do it. He has already repaired the three alabaster urns that were taken to him, and with such skill that it is difficult to see where the fire touched them.

 The extra rows of benches installed in the Circus Maximus for the Games of Cornelius Justus Silius have fallen. Without them the seats will accommodate no more than sixty thousand. It might be wise to build them up again, since the crowds were so great at his Games that every seat was filled and we heard that all the aisles were packed. The gigantic elk from Britannia that were not killed in the venation died in the fire. It was a shame to lose those magnificent animals. Silius was fortunate indeed to be able to show them in the arena, and would have realized a great price for them if the fire had not claimed them as its own.

With your permission, I will instruct my fellow stonemasons to remove any usable stone from the buildings damaged by the fire so that your architects may inspect it and select that which is suitable for your palace. The rest may go to repairs of the Circus Maximus, so that the Great Games may continue. Should you require more speed, I know of two groups of stonemasons, slaves of your esteemed Senator Marcellus Sixtus Tredis and of your great general Cnaeus Domitius Corbulo. These stonemasons are most highly skilled in their work, and would undoubtedly exert themselves most mightily on your behalf. Certainly neither the Senator nor the general would begrudge you the use of their stonemasons.

The Jewish prisoners who have been set to this task are useless, as they have no experience with fine marbles. Set them elsewhere, O Emperor, where their skills and strength may be of use, and find us more Greek stonemasons, or you will lose even more of your beautiful marbles through their ignorance.

A few of the insulae that were thought lost may be rebuilt, should their owners deem it worthwhile, but I have already reported to them on that business, and await their answers. Should it be your desire that we turn our attention to those buildings, we will do it at once with all our hearts. If you do not give us orders to the contrary, we will set to work rebuilding the insulae upon the request of the owners.

Most humbly I thank you for hearing my report. It is an undeserved honor to address you, O my Emperor. When you gave the order that freed me, you made me the more your slave. Now that you have asked for this report, when you have so many around you of greater skill and higher station than I, my devotion is rekindled in an already ardent breast. Any task you require, great or small, you have only to ask it of me and I will surely do it, in gratitude of the deference you have been pleased to show me.

Unto death I am your man 


 

Mnastydos

Stonemason of Rhodes

(by the hand of Eugenius,

the scribe at the Temple of Mercury)
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HERE UNDER the stands the stink was worse, hanging miasmically on the hot, unmoving air. The sounds from the stand above were muted by the thick stones, though it was occasionally difficult to determine if the loud, mindless shout came from the throats of men or animals. In their wall brackets torches flickered, turning the underground twilight to a dull, ruddy glare.

Necredes, Master of the Bestiarii for this day’s Games, stood beside the burly executioner from Dalmatia as he fingered the thongs that held the wrists of a dense-muscled young woman to an iron ring.

“Tighter, I think,” Necredes said, ignoring the cries of outrage that came from his prisoner. “Stretch her high before you lay her back open.”

The executioner nodded as he obeyed, cursing when the young woman tried to force her knee into his groin. “The Twins save me from Armenians,” he grunted as he bent to secure her feet.

“Free me!” the young woman panted, fury in her eyes as she fought her restraints. “You have no right! Only my master can do this!” She was able to land one hard kick in the executioner’s ribs before he finished knotting the thin ropes around her ankles.

“You disobeyed,” Necredes said in an oddly satisfied tone. “You have defied an express order.”

The young woman glared at him. “I spent eight years training my horses. I will not put them into the arena with lions.” Her dark hair was cut short and fell in disheveled tangles around her young vixen’s face. She was strong and her short tunica revealed the well-defined sinew of her arms and legs. There was no fear in her.

Necredes clicked his tongue in disapproval. “You will do what I tell you to do, slave.” He motioned to his executioner as he stood back. “Twelve lashes.”

The executioner stepped to a low table where his instruments lay. There were mallets, scrapers, knives and hooks on one side, and his various whips on the other; plumbatae with long lashes twined through heavy rings of lead, flagelli with knots of bone tied to the ends of broad hide strips; and rods with long tails of leather braided with wire. It was one of these last the executioner selected, slicing the air with it once or twice to get the feel of it. The muted scream of the lash seemed louder than the din of the crowd above them. Satisfied, the executioner took up his position.

At the first fall of the rod, the woman stifled a scream. There was a line of pain across her shoulders that burned with the intensity of acid. She braced herself for the second blow, her arms tightened to take the impact as she had been trained to do so many years ago when her father had taught her to dive off the back of a galloping horse. This was not the same. The second stripe fell across the first, and she gasped as a hot, hideous weakness loosened her taut body. She felt blood on her back, and looked quickly down at her torn tunica, aghast at the rusty stain that spread rapidly through the fabric. There were ten more blows to endure, and for the only time in her life she doubted her courage.

“Again,” Necredes said, not quite able to disguise the pleasure of this command.

The executioner raised his arm, his shoulders bunching for the hard downward swing.

“Stop that.” The voice, though low and pleasant, carried a quality of indisputable authority. Necredes and the executioner turned toward the sound.

The man who stepped into the unsteady torchlight was somewhat taller than the average Roman, but that was the least obvious element of his foreignness. He was dressed in a black knee-length Persian gown embroidered at the neck and cuffs of elbow-length sleeves with red and silver thread. Tight black Persian trousers clung to his legs and were tucked into heeled Scythian boots of red leather. Dark, loose curls framed his aristocratic face. His mirthless half-smile was fixed and his compelling eyes glowed.

Necredes stiffened. “Franciscus.”

The stranger nodded, motioning to another man who now stepped into the light. He was younger than his master, and though he wore an amber slave’s collar, his bearing was noble. Tall and slight, but with the massive shoulders and arms of a charioteer, he wore a racing tunica of the Reds and carried a cloak over one arm.

“The punishment!” Necredes snapped, hating the sight of the elegant foreigner.

This time the executioner hesitated.

“I said, stop that.” Ragoczy Saint-Germain Franciscus reached out and caught the lash as it came down. The sound of the strike was sharply loud and the executioner paled as the foreigner’s small, beautiful hand closed on the rod and pulled it away. The executioner was a slave and he had struck a free man, an uncondemned man.

The black-clad intruder seemed to sense his thoughts. “On whose orders?” he asked.

“A-a-ah…” The executioner waved his hands toward Necredes, too frightened to speak. He had flogged too many men to death to be willing to face such a sentence. If the stranger brought complaint against him for the inadvertent blow he had received, that would be his fate—flogging with the murderous plumbatae.

Saint-Germain turned toward the Master of the Bestiarii. “Who gave you permission to beat one of my slaves?” He spoke pleasantly enough, with greater cordiality than Necredes would have expected under the best of circumstances, and the cool courtesy terrified him more than open hostility would have.

“She…” Necredes stopped to clear his throat so that he would sound less frightened. “She disobeyed a specific order from the editor himself.”

“What order?” Saint-Germain had favored the woman with nothing more than one quick look, but he stood near her now, and touched her side once. “Who gave you the right?” In a sudden wrathful movement, he flung the leather-braided rod away from him. “Well?”

“She disobeyed…” Necredes began again and his throat was quite dry.

“A specific order,” Saint-Germain finished for him. “On whose authority did you command my slave anything!” He came across the evil-smelling room. “Answer me.”

“It is my right, as Master of the Bestiarii, when the editor requests…” The words sounded ludicrous to Necredes now, and involuntarily he stepped back.

Saint-Germain pursued him. “The woman is mine, Necredes. She belongs to me. What I tell her, she will do. No one else has that right. No one.” He had forced the Master of the Bestiarii to retreat to the far wall, and he stood over him, the force of his gaze as potent as Greek fire.

Necredes cringed away from the hated, melodic voice. “As Master of the Bestiarii—”

“Master? The vilest rat is more worthy of that title than you.” He turned away, disgusted. “Cut her down,” he ordered the executioner, and as that frightened man hurried with clumsy hands to obey, Ragoczy Saint-Germain Franciscus returned to his slave and looked down at her with compassion in his penetrating eyes. “Tishtry?” he said gently.

“I am…” Absurdly, since the worst of her danger was past, she felt tears well in her eyes. A moment later the thongs that bound her to the iron ring were cut, and to her horror, she almost collapsed at her master’s feet.

His strong arm caught and held her until she could stand again, and although he did not look at her, there was comfort in that sustaining touch.

“Franciscus,” Necredes spoke up from the far side of the room, the name deliberately loud.

Not by so much as the flicker of an eyelid did Saint-Germain give any indication that he had heard Necredes call his name. He turned to the charioteer. “Kosrozd, my body slave is waiting. Give Tishtry your cloak.”

The charioteer opened the garment he had been carrying, holding it for Tishtry, who was now trembling violently.

“Gently,” Saint-Germain admonished him. “She’s bleeding. Aumtehoutep will have to take great care of her.” He helped Kosrozd place the cloak around Tishtry’s shoulders, paying no attention to Necredes’ muttering.

Tishtry looked up when she had once more got control of herself. The light from the torches caught on the collar she wore, made of amber and embossed with her master’s name. “My horses…?”

“Kosrozd will see to them. They are safe,” he assured her as he touched her tangled hair. “They will be taken to my villa tonight, when I leave the Circus.”

She could not rid herself of worry and she gripped his arm tightly as she looked around the little stone room one last time. “Must I go? He”—she gave a scornful glance to Necredes—“might order someone else to drive them through the lions.”

“I doubt he would be foolish enough to do that,” was Saint-Germain’s soft, sinister reply.

“But he wants them in the arena.” Her voice had risen, and she looked beseechingly from Saint- Germain to Kosrozd.

“I give you my word, Tishtry, that no one but yourself will drive those horses. Will that satisfy you?” There was still sympathy in his voice but his eyes had hardened.

Both slaves knew that tone, and neither of them would ever question it. Tishtry lowered her eyes and nodded mutely.

“Go, then. Aumtehoutep is waiting.” He stood aside for her, watching as she reluctantly allowed herself to be supported by Kosrozd. “When she is safe, Kosrozd, come back to me.”

The executioner moved farther out of the light.

With the slaves gone, Necredes felt braver. He straightened up and strode the few necessary steps across the room to confront the foreigner. “Franciscus, you aren’t Roman…”

“All the gods be thanked for that,” he interpolated quietly.

“And it may be that you don’t realize,” Necredes went on through clenched teeth, “that it is the Masters who give the orders for the editors of the Great Games. I was not told by the editor to spare your Armenian slave and her horses. You cannot interfere in this way.”

As Necredes faltered, Saint-Germain regarded him with the air of someone finding a pustulant beggar in the kitchen. “How many others have you deceived with that explanation?” he asked. “Do you pretend that you are unaware of the law? Must I remind you of it?” His finely drawn brows lifted. “Had you forced Tishtry to enter the arena for a contest that would destroy her animals, since she has not been so condemned, she could accuse you in any open court, and you would have to pay not only the price of the horses that were destroyed at your order, but compensate her for the years it would take her to replace them. In addition to any damages I would require of you. That, Necredes, is Roman law, and has been since the time of Divus Julius.”

It would not do to give ground now, Necredes thought. He raised his stubbled chin. “Do you also know the penalties for slave rebellion? That woman of yours tried to stab a Roman citizen. If she had succeeded in the attempt, she, and every slave you own, every one, Franciscus, would have been executed, probably in the arena.” He managed to meet the foreigner’s hot stare without obviously flinching.

“No,” Saint-Germain corrected him gently. “That would only happen if she had killed me.” Strangely, he chuckled. “Necredes, little man, leave my slaves alone.”

Necredes was silent as anger seethed in him. As he watched the foreigner turn away, he vowed that one day he would exact a price for this humiliation—it would be pleasant to plan his revenge slowly and meticulously. His eyes went to the table with the executioner’s tools, and then to the executioner himself, who stood in the deepest shadow of the room, watching Necredes uncertainly. “You!” Necredes burst out. “If one word, if so much as a breath of this, is spread, you will die by the beasts!”

The executioner nodded his understanding, but stayed in the protecting corner, out of the light.

Ragoczy Saint-Germain Franciscus walked quickly away from the tiny, fetid room where he had left Necredes. His controlled fury had not yet dissipated, and he did not trust himself to speak to those who greeted him casually. It was at such moments that his foreignness was a benefit to him, for he might behave in many odd ways and neither give offense nor attract undue attention to himself.

Down at the far end of the corridor he saw three Libyan armentarii walking a number of caracals on leashes. The Libyans sang softly to their trained cats, calming them in preparation for the next venation.

Saint-Germain moved closer and hailed the nearest of the armentarii in his own language. “What is it you hunt this afternoon?”

The Libyan looked up, startled to hear his native tongue from this foreigner. He glanced at his fellow grooms before he answered. “Small wild pigs, they tell us, from Germania and Gaul.” He shook his head, frowning now. “I don’t like it. Our cats are not heavy enough for boars. My cousins and I”—he cocked his head toward the other two armentarii—“fear that our little brothers might be killed. They are trained to bring down birds and small antelope, not pigs.”

One of the other armentarii smiled nervously. “We tried to argue, but…” His shrug was fatalistic. He reached down and patted the nearest tawny head, and the hunting cat pushed upward, eyes closing, short tail curling against his flank, a deep purr in his throat.

“They are beautiful animals,” Saint-Germain said, dropping to one knee, not heeding the quick warning from the Libyan armentari who held the leash. “Splendid cat, magnificent cat,” he said softly, and reached to touch the tufted ears. The caracal lowered his head for those expert fingers that found the very spot that wanted scratching. As Saint-Germain stroked the rich fur, he felt his anger fading at last.

“He won’t often let strangers approach him,” his Libyan trainer said, new respect and curiosity in his voice.

“Perhaps I am not a stranger,” Saint-Germain suggested as he got reluctantly to his feet.

The armentarii exchanged quick looks, and one of them made a sign with his fingers.

“That won’t be necessary,” Saint-Germain said as he stepped back, feeling profoundly alien.

The nearest Libyan armentari tried to smile. “Excellency, we meant no offense, but we live so much with our cats that…” He broke off nervously. “Truly, they do not like strangers.”

Saint-Germain had no answer for them. He stood silent while the Libyans tugged their elegant caracals away.

“I do not think they know,” said a voice behind him. Saint-Germain turned quickly to face Kosrozd. “The cats like you, my master, and their trainers are jealous.”

“I wonder.” His expression was enigmatic as he studied his slave.

In the next moment they were forced to move aside as a squad of Greek hoplites marched down the narrow corridor, their spears up and shields held uniformly at their sides. At their head, their captain called out crisp marching orders.

“They are to fight Armenian charioteers with archers,” Kosrozd said expressionlessly as the Greek troops went by.

“Who do you think will win?” Saint-Germain studied the Persian youth as he answered.

“It will go hard for the hoplites,” Kosrozd said when he had given the matter his consideration. “But if the Armenians can’t break their formation, in the end they will lose. If they keep their distance and let the archers pick off the back rows first, then the Armenians might win.”

Saint-Germain nodded his agreement. “The Armenians aren’t often so circumspect in their fighting, not as I recall.”

A sudden increase of noise from the stands above distracted both men, and they looked quickly toward one of the narrow windows that gave onto the arena. There was nothing to see in the little slice of light that was colored red from the great awning that sheltered the crowd from the relentless Roman sun.

“What event? Saint-Germain” asked.

Kosrozd could not entirely disguise his revulsion. “Asses trained to violate condemned women.”

The noise grew louder, and then one terrible shriek rose above the crowd, a cry born of acutest agony. It hung on the stinking air, then stopped abruptly.

“Well,” Saint-Germain said as he turned away from the window, “it’s over.” He put one hand on Kosrozd’s shoulder and drew him away. “Do you race again today?”

“Yes. And once tomorrow. The Reds haven’t done well in this set of Games and they are pressing me to win.” He was relieved to be speaking of racing again. In his seven years as a slave in Rome he had not learned to accept the Roman mob.

“Would you rather not race for them? Since I’m not a citizen, I cannot join a racing faction, and there is no reason for you to race for the Reds if you’d prefer Blue or Green or White.”

“Or Purple or Gold,” Kosrozd added fatalistically, adding the two recently created factions. “No, it makes no difference what color I wear—the race is the same.”

“You could race for the Emperor’s Greens. He gives lavish rewards to his charioteers.” They were walking through the maze of halls and stairways toward the portion of the Circus Maximus that was set aside for charioteers.

“When they win. When they lose, he is equally free with his punishments. He had Cegellion of Gades dragged to death behind his own team.” Kosrozd paused a moment and looked at his master. “We do not live long, who race here.”

“The cruelty is new,” Saint-Germain said reflectively. “There was a time, only a few years ago, when Nero forbade the wanton killing of animals and contestants in the arena, and only made an exception of political criminals. Now…” His face grew somber and he walked in silence, Kosrozd beside him.

They had almost reached the charioteers’ rooms when Kosrozd grabbed his master’s arm. Saint-Germain stopped and looked unspeaking at the wide, long-fingered hand that crushed the cloth just above his elbow.

“I…I must talk with you.” The words were desperate, spoken in an urgent whisper.

At last Saint-Germain met his eyes. “Yes?”

“Do you…will you take Tishtry to your bed again?” He blurted out the question and waited for his answer.

Saint-Germain had been a slave himself and was not surprised at how much they knew. He pulled his arm away. “Not immediately, no. She’s badly hurt.”

“Will you sleep alone?” He knew that he had no right to ask such a question, and half-expected a curt dismissal or a blow.

“Sleep?” There was an ironic tinge to the word.

“Is there anyone else you desire more?” He was risking too much, he thought, but could not stop himself now.

A strange, remote look of anguish crossed Saint-Germain’s face, and for one suspended instant his penetrating eyes were fixed on a great distance. “No. No, I no longer desire anyone else more.”

Kosrozd felt a chill as he stood beside, Saint-Germain and he almost faltered in his purpose. “Then…will you…would you…want me?” He knew that he might be sold for this impertinence, or sent to Treviri or Divodurum or Poetovio to race in the provinces, far away from Saint-Germain in Rome.

“I am very old, Kosrozd, far older than you think,” Saint-Germain said kindly. “The price of caring is the pain of loss, and I have lost…much.”

“You are alone,” Kosrozd murmured. “And I am alone.”

There was mockery ’ Saint-Germain s expression now. “More alone than you, though we are both sons of princes whose kingdoms are lost to us. Kosrozd Kaivan,” he said, using his slave’s full name and seeing the young man start. “Oh, yes, I know who you are. It is a pity your uncles could not find more trustworthy conspirators. You’re fortunate to have been sold into slavery. Another king might have dealt more harshly.”

“He roasted my father on a spit!” Kosrozd burst out.

“But spared his children. And left you a whole man. Remember that. Persia is growing gentler with age.”

An aurigatore spotted Kosrozd and came into the hallway. “It is almost time. I’ve got your chariot ready.”

“A moment, Bricus.” He watched his master with intent young eyes. “Will you sell me? Or send me away?”

Saint-Germain considered this. “I suppose I should, but I won’t. I’m…touched by your…interest.” Then abruptly his tone changed. “Come, you must prepare for the race.”

Kosrozd made one last attempt. “Tishtry told me once that you did not behave as she expected.”

“Very likely,” he said dryly.

“It would not matter,” Kosrozd insisted.

“Wouldn’t it?” He was interrupted by another prolonged shout from sixty thousand voices. When the sound had subsided, he said, “For some there is death in what I do.” The coldness of this statement was directed inward, filled with old bitterness.

Kosrozd laughed bleakly as his glance turned toward his waiting chariot. “Death. There is death in what I do.” Without looking at Saint-Germain again, he went through the door, walking quickly to his aurigatore, who had just begun to lead four high-strung horses from the stable on the far side of the Gate of Life.

 

TEXT OF A LETTER TO THE EMPEROR NERO.

 

To Nero, who is Caesar, lord of the world, hail!

As a citizen of Rome, no matter how lowly, I approach your august presence on behalf of those who are my brothers and who are unjustly condemned to vile and glorious deaths for their religion.

You have said that Rome will tolerate all forms of worship, and surely there are temples enough in Rome to give an outward sign of that tolerance, but that is illusion. You have shown yourself to be utterly opposed to those who have chosen to worship the only true manifestation of God on earth, and have set the might of the Roman state against us.

Perhaps you still confuse us with the rebellious Jews who have risen in revolt against your rule in their land. It is true enough that we follow the teachings of a man who was a Jew, but it is wrong to condemn us along with them, for we do not question political rule, and we do not share their objections to Roman presence. We who follow the teachings of Jesu-bar-Joseph and his disciples are not in agreement with other Jews. There are, it is true, a great many Jewish sects, and often there is little accord between them, but in one critical issue we differentiate ourselves from all Jews: most Jews, in reading the prophecies of the great teachers of the past, believe that there is one coming to free them from the bonds of this world, an anointed master who will be the path to all liberty. We who call ourselves Christians believe that this prophecy was fulfilled with the birth of Jesu-bar-Joseph sixty-five years ago. We do not reject his salvation, as do the rest of the Jews, but accept him as our redeemer, and worship him as the living presence of God.

If you are determined to persecute us, there is little we can do to oppose you, but I beg for myself and my brothers that you do not continue to identify us as Jews, since we are not Jews. Many of us languish in prisons and at the oars of triremes because you and your deputies have not taken the time to learn the difference between us and Jews.

I beseech you to examine your heart and take heed of your own laws, O Caesar, so that those innocent of rebellion may not continue to suffer for your ignorance and the ignorance of other Romans. You have accepted without prejudice all the false gods of the world, all the evil worship done anywhere that Roman troops have trodden. Why, then, do you forbid us, who have the promise of true salvation to offer you, and the one path to God, to practice our faith with the same openness and freedom as you allow to the misguided women who frequent the Temple of Isis? Certainly Egyptian Isis is no more foreign than we are. Why is it impossible for you to extend her protection to us? If you continue to deny us, then all will know that Roman justice is a lie, and you will be hated in this life and cast into darkness when you die, for your abuse of those who willingly follow the rule of the True God.

Though you kill my body in this world, still I will pray for you, here and before the Throne of God.

Most humbly, and in the Name of Christ,

 

Philip, freeman of Rome
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ON THE FAR side of the luxurious room Arnax lay snoring, his discarded clothing tucked under his head for a pillow.

The room was softly perfumed, and hanging lamps gave it a soft glow, showing the rumpled bed and the two figures who faced each other there.

Atta Olivia Clemens watched her husband, dismay on her bruised face. “Justus…” she said cautiously. Her hands were unsteady, and had Cornelius Justus Silius not chosen that moment to cover her with his now-urgent body, she would have clenched them. As it was, her fingers hooked into the silken sheets. Her flesh was newly marked by Arnax’s lust, and it took more of an effort than usual for her to keep from crying out as her husband pushed into her.

“Lie still!” he commanded thickly as she flinched.

She was pitifully glad to obey. She stared past his shoulder toward the ceiling, and wished, as she had almost every night for the past two years, that she would die and at last be free of this hated marriage.

A little while later, Justus moved off her, grunting his displeasure. “You weren’t doing it right,” he muttered as he looked down at his flaccid organ.

Torn between relief and apprehension, Olivia drew the sheet around her for protection. “I submitted,” she protested. “Even when he beat me. Do you want me to die? Will that be enough?”

Her question brought to Justus’ mind all the unpleasant rumors that had persisted about his third marriage. “No, of course I don’t want you to die. But I think it ought to be possible for you to find someone who can do what is needed.”

“But I thought he”—she flung out a hand to point at Arnax—“was what you wanted. You said he would have to be more forceful. You saw him! How much force do you require now, Justus?” She drew her hand back and held it over her mouth. She wanted terribly to be calm.

“Brute force is one thing,” Justus said slowly as he regarded the sleeping secutor, “but there are other sorts of fear. I think that perhaps you should look elsewhere. Find a man who is different from the others, whose tastes are…devious.” He permitted himself a half-smile of anticipation. “I know of men who take their enjoyments…strangely. Surely you can seek out one such.”

Olivia shrank back in the bed. “How strange?” she asked in a thread of a voice.

“I leave that to you, Olivia. But I warn you, choose well. I don’t want to have another night as disappointing as this one.” He started to rise as he reached for the Parthian night robe that had fallen to the floor some time before.

She tried to nod, but found she could not move. Her body seemed to belong to someone else now, some malformed child. “Justus,” she said, fixing him with her stare, “no more. I beg of you. Send me away, anywhere. I’ll go meekly, without complaint, no matter where you send me. I’ll live simply. I won’t ask you to help me in any way. Let me go. Please, please let me go.”

He opened his small eyes very wide at her plea. In this light they appeared almost sand-colored, and their very lightness was frightening. “If that is what you want, Olivia, of course I will send you away.” He was drawing on his robe as he spoke, catching the loose garment around his waist with a brightly dyed cord.

“Oh, thank you.” She gripped her hands together over the sheet. “When may I go?”

“Why, as soon as you wish,” he said rather abstractedly. “I’m certain your family will understand, however, when I have your father imprisoned.” He looked back toward her, drinking in the horror in her eyes.

“But…” She could find no words to say. Her eyes filled with tears that slid down her face, unnoticed by her.

“I’ve explained it to you before,” Justus was saying with patient indulgence. “So long as you are with me, and obedient, your father, indeed, your whole family, is safe from me. My quarrel with him, after all, is financial. Your brothers will have their debts paid, your father may maintain his house and keep his estates, and indulge in a few harmless extravagances with my goodwill. But the day you leave me, my cherished wife, on that day your father will find all his obligations spelled out, your brothers will lose their rank and they will be fortunate to find a home with your sisters’ husbands.” His laughter was unpleasant, as he intended.

“No!” she cried out, and gasped in fear as Arnax stirred in the corner.

The secutor did not awaken.

“Do be more careful,” Justus said as he raised an admonishing finger. “I want no rumors among the slaves. Let them all think that you are wanton. Otherwise they might not be so willing to come to you, and that would be a severe disappointment to me.” He reached out and raised her chin with his fingers. “Do you know what it is to need to watch you rut, wife? Can you imagine how humiliated I would be if it were known?”

“Divus Claudius was like you,” she said, with every bit of defiance she could find in her fear.

“Divus Claudius was Caesar!” His hand cracked against her jaw. “He made his wife a whore until my cousin found her. He made her drug herself with men. Gaius was a fool to change her.” He was breathing quickly, his eyes slightly unfocused. Olivia recognized the signs and steeled herself for another onslaught. “That Gallic soldier,” Justus whispered. “You wanted him. You helped him mount you.”

This accusation was not new, and it was with weariness that Olivia reminded him, “You told me to help him, Justus. You thought that he might not want a woman. You said I should urge him.” She was not horrified at this memory now, with almost a year of other, increasingly degrading nights.

“You remember him.” Justus moved closer to her, leaning over her as he grabbed for her arms.

“I remember all of it, Justus,” she said, her shadowed eyes bright with loathing.

He pushed her back against the pillows. “Thinking of vengeance, Olivia?” He tugged his robe open. “Don’t forget you father and brothers. And your sisters. So long as you please me, they are safe.” Brutally he forced her knees open.

Outrage rose afresh in Olivia’s heart, and though she knew it would anger her husband even more, she struggled against him, striking out with her tightened fists and twisting as his weight came down on her.

When he had finished, he did not at once move away from her. “Do you want me to bring the Tingitanian in from the stables again?”

Of everything she had endured, the Tingitanian had been the worst. The thought of that relentless, cruel body that smelled of rancid oil, dung, and something more, something gaggingly sweet, almost made Olivia choke.

“Reluctant, wife?” Justus asked as he got off her. “A stable slave is not to your taste? If I sent you to the lupanar, you’d have doings with worse than stable slaves.” He read the revulsion in her face, though she tried to mask it. “It could come to that. Unless you can find someone who will do as I require. Think of that while you make your selection.” He was tightening his robe once more. “I wonder how you would look in a yellow wig?” he added wickedly.

“Only whores wear them,” she objected. “I am a wife, not a whore.” Her anger increased, shutting out her fear. “You have used me intolerably, Justus. If you did not hold such power over my family, I would denounce you in court, and obtain maintenance and a divorce. You may coerce me and threaten me, but I am still your wife, and I will not be made a harlot to the world. Bring any filth you want into this house, but I tell you now, that if you force me to submit anywhere but here, I will kill myself, and I will say why I kill myself.” She spoke softly, so as not to disturb the secutor, but there was an earnestness in her words that made them a vow.

“I’m sure your father will applaud such heroism from his prison. If he ever learns about it.” Justus was on his feet, looming over Olivia once more. “I’ll have Sibinus remove the secutor,” he said in a different voice. “What a brute he is.”

“You’ll allow that?” Olivia said, almost laughing in disbelief.

“Certainly. I’m growing tired of such men. You must find another sort of lover.” He folded his thick arms over his chest. “I want to see you overcome, not beaten.”

Olivia had taken one of the pillows and held it now close to her body, finding comfort in having it between her and her husband. “I will keep your wishes in mind, my husband.” There was just enough sarcasm in her tone to make Justus turn to her one last time.

“See that you do, Olivia. I admit that it amuses me to have you defy me, provided that you do not make the mistake of thinking that it will give you any power whatever.” He touched the fine linen hanging that could be pulled around the bed. “What becomes of your family is entirely in your hands. It would be most unwise of you to have me for your enemy.”

“You are already,” she responded hotly.

“You think so? How innocent you are.” Justus chuckled. “One day you will see how I deal with my enemies, and then you will understand how fortunate you are.” He bent down and kissed her forehead. “Come, then, it isn’t so terrible, is it? You have all my wealth at your disposal, and an honorable name. If I hadn’t offered for you, your father would have been lucky to find you a line officer to marry. Can you honestly tell me that you would rather broil or freeze in some distant outpost with a rough soldier as a mate, half a dozen hungry children, whose only hope was getting a farm before your husband was cut down in battle?”

“Yes, Justus.” She saw his brows twitch in disbelief. “If that soldier treated me with honor, then I would know myself a fortunate woman.”

“What absurd notions you have of honor,” Justus said as he turned away. “Tomorrow, wife, I will be leaving for a few days. I expect that when I return you will have found someone more likely to do as I require.” As he crossed the marble floor, the long Parthian robe brushed against the stone. When he got to the door, he clapped his hands briskly. “Sibinus,” he ordered, “the secutor is finished here. See that he leaves shortly, and is suitably rewarded.”

Sibinus slipped into the room. He was more like a ferret than any man Olivia had ever seen, and she had never felt comfortable in his presence. Now his long, lean hands moved furtively over his long tunica and his narrow eyes darted from Justus to Arnax to her. “Suitably rewarded,” he repeated.

“Do not, of course, tell him that the money comes from me. If you can, contrive to make it seem that my wife has sent it.” Justus had given these instructions many times before, and Sibinus knew them as well as his master did, but it always distressed Olivia to hear these plans, and so they were repeated.

“I will wrap the coins in her new veil.” An expression that might have been a smile stretched his mouth.

“Excellent. I trust you to finish the business.” He put a coin in his slave’s hand, then went out the door.

Sibinus came into the room, crossing the floor in a curious, sideways walk, as if he feared apprehension at every step. He paused to look once at Olivia, then scurried to the naked secutor. There he bent over the recumbent form, and shook Arnax gently, saying a few soft words that Olivia could not hear.

Arnax stirred and opened his eyes with an oath. He thrashed wildly, grabbing his clothes and hunting for a weapon.

“No, good secutor,” Sibinus murmured. “Do not make such sound, or someone may tell my master of what you have done here tonight with his wife.”

This warning had an immediate effect. Arnax became quiet, almost docile, immediately. He looked toward the bed once, favoring Olivia with a lewd, frightened smile.

“My mistress will reward your prowess and your silence when you have left her.” Sibinus was already helping the big man to his feet, holding his tunica and cloak while Arnax struggled to lace his sandals.

At last he was dressed, and with a last show of obsequious deference, Sibinus bowed him toward the door, following him after covertly pulling one of Olivia’s veils from the chest by the bed.

Olivia looked at the closed door, filled with shame. She had tried to do as Justus wished in order to protect her family, but after every such night, her doubts grew. She had once told her mother of Justus’ needs, and her mother had listened with strained sympathy, advising Olivia to think of something else, and to offer at the Temple of Venus for her husband’s tastes to change. The unbidden question then had plagued Olivia—would her mother have said the same thing if her family’s safety were not dependent on Olivia’s docility? She had wondered that every time since then when she had seen her mother, and for that reason had learned to give inconsequent answers to her mother’s occasional questions.

There was no one she could trust. Not her mother, her father, her brothers or sisters. The loneliness of that admission brought tears to her eyes, and impatiently she wiped them away. Tears would not help her. She rose and pinched out the perfumed lamps, then drew one of the sheets around her as she went to the window.

The new year was only seven weeks old, and the last storm of winter was blowing itself out. The clouds had gone earlier and only a frozen wind was left to scour the sky. A moon just past full hung over the city, lighting the world gently, deceptively, so that even the incompletely repaired buildings that had been gutted by the fire the summer before now had a grace and majesty. Beyond them there was a flash of silver where the Tiber made a sinuous, caressing curve around the city.

How many people slept out there? she asked herself. With so much humanity around her, there had to be an ally for her. She turned away from the window. Her husband had ordered her to find a lover, not an ally, someone who was…unusual. Her skin was touched with gooseflesh, and she told herself it was the cold. She returned to the bed, pale under her bruises, a sudden weakness possessing her. It reminded her of when she had miscarried, a year after her marriage. Until that moment she had consoled herself with the thought that Justus would not subject the mother of his heir to the degradation he had required. After the pain and the blood, her hopes were dashed. Her Greek physician had given it as his opinion that she would not bear any child to term. At the time, Justus had claimed to be disappointed, but thinking back, Olivia now wondered if, in fact, he had been pleased.

She pulled the blanket up under her chin and lay back. The oil of jasmine could not quite cover the pungent scent of Arnax’s sweat. In vexation, Olivia got out of the bed and padded toward the door. Nestulia, her body slave, was supposed to sleep in the alcove across the way, though tonight Justus might have sent her away, as he often did.

The alcove was empty. Olivia stepped back into her room and closed the door, leaning upon it in her hopelessness. Then, there being nothing else she could do, she went to her bed and stripped the sheets and blankets from it, then climbed onto the bed to pull down the linen hangings, which smelled only of the perfumed lamps.

 

* * *

 

A HANDBILL FOR THE THEATRE OF MARCELLUS, FOR PERFORMANCES THE FIRST WEEK IN MARCH, THE 817TH YEAR OF THE CITY.

 

The Theatre of Marcellus announces

in anticipation of the

glorious

Neronian Games

the Emperor has consented

to perform the epic

NIOBE

accompanying himself upon the Greek lyre

 

Six Greek pantomimes

will interpret the epic in dance

 

 

A NOTE APPENDED TO THE HANDBILL ADDS:

 

The Emperor hasn’t favored Rome with an epic since he went out on the walls to serenade the fire of last summer, to praise its might as greater than his. Then he sang of the Fall of Troy.
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A WARM BREEZE carried the fragrance of blossoms across the training ring at Villa Ragoczy. The spring was pleasant, mild and promising, and from the vineyards that rose in neat lines up the hills to the fruit trees behind the extensive stables, the new villa seemed alive with its touch.

Only Tishtry occupied the training ring with her big Syrian gelding. The horse wore a special bridle and half-saddle that was little more than girths with a thick horn. As the horse cantered around the mid-portion of the ring, Tishtry used the horn to vault from one side to the other of the horse. She shouted encouragement as she rode and leaped.

When at last she was satisfied, she pulled the gelding to a slow walk, guiding him with her knees toward the gate.

Sain-Germain was waiting for her, one neatly booted foot on the lowest fence rail. He was dressed for riding in black Dacian tunic and leggings. He smiled as she came nearer. “You are better?”

“Almost myself again,” she answered, grinning. “Shirdas here is out of practice.”

“He looked fine just now,” Saint-Germain assured her. He spoke educated and courtly Armenian with the same slight accent that colored his Latin, giving his speech a quality that was oddly archaic to Tishtry’s ears.

“That’s because I was forcing him.” She swung expertly off the gelding’s back. “You see, I am strong enough. When do I return to the arena? The Neronian Games begin soon, and there are great prizes to be won.”

“In payment for great risks,” he warned, reaching over the fence to put one fine small hand on her shoulder.

“There is risk in anything,” she said lightly. “Riding is my life. I was born to it, like my father and his father.” She reached to open the gate. “I’ve got to rub down Shirdas.”

“One of the other slaves will do it,” he said as he held the gate open for her and the big horse.

“I care for my own horses,” she answered briskly. Then she looked toward the far side of the courtyard where her master’s mount waited. “You care for your own, don’t you?”

He admitted it, and started across the courtyard beside her. “What do you think of him?” he asked, indicating the black stallion that waited at the hitching rail.

This was a splendid animal, heavy-bodied and well-muscled with an erect neck, a broad, intelligent head and steady eyes. Mane and tail were full and long and there was thick feathering around each hoof. The small ears pricked as Saint-Germain approached.

“Do you like him?” Saint-Germain put one hand on the glossy flank. “I had him sent from Gallia Belgica.”

“He’s beautiful. How are his hooves?” The arena was known to be very bad for hooves.

“Better than the Iberians, but not quite so tough as the Libyans. I was thinking that he could compare well with the Sicilians, though he’s not quite so fast. He comes from a marshy area, so his hooves are hard enough.” He stood aside so that she could examine the stallion more closely. “He’s steady-tempered, with excellent stamina.”

“He looks it.” She ran expert hands over the stallion, who stood quietly for this inspection. “You should be proud of him. I’d be willing to give a great deal for such an animal.” Neither of them considered it odd for a slave to say such things. Often slaves who appeared in the Great Games amassed large personal fortunes. Tishtry herself, while not rich, had some prize money and owned ten horses, which would have been a considerable amount for many Roman freemen.

“You need not give a thing. He’s yours.” Saint-Germain untied the lead rope and handed it to her. “Two of your mares are ready to be bred.”

Tishtry looked from her master to the fine black horse. “You don’t mean that.”

Saint-Germain smiled. “Of course I do. I wanted to give you a present to mark your recovery. I couldn’t think of anything you would like more. If there is something else, tell me.”

She held the lead uncertainly. “Mine? Truly?” This time when she touched the stallion her hand was almost reverent. “It is a princely gift, master.”

He said nothing. His pleasure at her delight was genuine but remote. It was such a little thing to give a horse to a slave, yet her gratitude disturbed him. He nodded toward Shirdas. “Rub him down, and then take the stallion to the end of the compound. You’ll want to check his hooves and teeth at your leisure.”

“They’re fine; I know they’re fine,” she said happily.

“I hope so,” he said, though he had already inspected the stallion and knew he would not disappoint Tishtry.

She turned to him, smiling. “I would like to try him in the ring, my master, to see how he goes.”

“He’s yours. Do as you wish. The ring is open for a while longer. I’m going to ride out after the charioteers. They’re on the practice road and I want to see how Glynnth, this new Briton, does.” Since his villa was occupied, he had made it a habit to follow his charioteers on their course through the vineyards and orchards, particularly when, as now, he had a new slave whose skill he wanted to assess.

“Glynnth is clumsy,” Tishtry said offhandedly. “I watched him this morning. His aurigatore was angry with him because he would not stand properly in the chariot.”

“Hardly surprising,” Saint-Germain remarked. “Have you ever seen Britannic chariots? They’re more like carts.”

“He was good with the horses,” Tishtry allowed. “He handled the reins well, for a barbarian.”

“For a barbarian,” Saint-Germain repeated, looking down at the stocky woman in ragged leather breeches, loose linen vest, with copper bracelets on her arms and three protective amulets on thongs around her neck.

“Britannia is a mad place,” she said seriously. “I heard a tribune say that they paint themselves blue.”

“So I understand.” He touched her hand briefly. “When I return, I would like to talk to you.”

This time she looked squarely at him. “Why? Have I offended you?” It would be like her master, she thought, to give her this horse by way of farewell. “I haven’t been well enough to come to you, but if you—”

“You are better now. This is one of the things we must discuss, but not the only one.” He looked down at her open face. “Would it trouble you to come back to my bed?”

“You are my master,” she said with a shrug. “It is good to sleep in the master’s bed.”

“I see.” It was what he had expected her to say, and he told himself that it was the most sensible attitude, yet he was strangely disappointed. “Would you rather go to someone else?”

“In time,” she said when she had given the matter her thoughtful consideration. “I enjoy what you do to me.” She stopped abruptly.

His smile was sad. “Later, then. I will be in my library, I think. I will tell Aumtehoutep that you’re expected. He’ll admit you promptly.”

Tishtry frowned at the mention of the somber Egyptian who was Saint-Germain’s body slave, but though she found him haughty and distant, she knew it was only through his skill that her strength had been saved. The salves he had applied had ended the pain, and after that, Saint-Germain had set the Egyptian to nurse her. She liked him no more now than she had then, but her respect for him bordered on awe.

“Is something the matter?” Saint-Germain studied her face closely. “Tell me.”

“It’s nothing. I was remembering what Aumtehoutep did after Necredes had me beaten.” She moved her hands as if pushing an ugly thing away. “That is behind me.” It was not entirely true. There were two crossed scars on her back that would be with her all her life.

Saint-Germain touched her face. There was hardly any weight to his fingers but they seemed to her to be penetrating as sunlight. “Tishtry, do you ever wonder what will become of you?”

“You told me about that when you took me to your bed. It doesn’t seem real, though. Perhaps I will believe it when it happens.” She put her hand on the flank of the black horse. “This is real. The other…” With a shrug she dismissed it.

He accepted this. “I’ll expect you later, then.”

“Certainly.” She was more interested in the horse than in him. He was faintly amused by this, finding her honesty as delightful as it was blighting. Giving her a casual wave, he turned on his heel and went to get his horse.

The charioteers had pleased him, he decided when he had returned to Villa Ragoczy. Tishtry had been right about the Britannic charioteer Glynnth—he was clumsy, but showed promise. He had handled the four nervous horses with more wisdom than artistry, and Saint-Germain had decided to speed up his training. The twenty-two other charioteers were familiar to him and all but one attracted only moderate attention. The exception was Kosrozd. As always, he had driven the best of the lot, keeping the lead easily over the long, difficult practice route. The beautiful young Persian handled his light chariot with a singleness of purpose that showed, more than his erect bearing, his warrior training.

Dusk was beginning to soften the warm golden light when Saint-Germain dismounted in the courtyard of Villa Ragoczy. He was dusty from the long ride, and anxious to wash away the grime of the day. He tugged the saddle from his gray stallion’s back and summoned a slave to take it away. While he rubbed the gray down, he sent another slave into the house with orders to prepare his bath. He worked on the horse with familiar economy, so that it was only a little later that he crossed the courtyard toward the rear entrance to his villa.

Aumtehoutep met him at the door. “The bath is ready, my master,” he said in his native tongue.

Saint-Germain answered him in the same language. “Excellent. I need it tonight, old friend.” He had already begun to undress, pulling the Dacian tunic over his head and handing it to the lean Egyptian at his side.

“Two more crates arrived from Ostia today,” Aumtehoutep said as he gathered up his master’s clothes.

“Stones?” Saint-Germain reached for the robe Aumtehoutep held out to him. As always when naked, he stood with his back to the Egyptian, and did not turn until the robe was tied around him.

“That, and more earth from Dacia.” Aumtehoutep’s voice was light and curiously neutral, as if nothing could touch him or move him on this earth.

“From Sennistis?” It had been almost a year since he had heard from the high priest of Imhotep.

“Yes.” He gave Saint-Germain a steady look. “He is not well, my master. He thinks he is near death.”

Saint-Germain put a hand to his eyes. Poor, faithful Sennistis, who had been so loyal and devoted, he thought. “I feared that.”

“And I.” Aumtehoutep betrayed little of his feelings with his face, but he had been with Saint- Germain for centuries and his master could read the finest nuance of his expression.

“Do you want to go to him?” He stood in the doorway between his bedchamber and the bath now, his dark eyes full on his slave. “You have only to ask. I would not deny you. If it is your will, you may return to Egypt a free man, with one of my old estates to keep you.”

Aumtehoutep looked away. “What good would it do? If he is minded to die, there is nothing more to say. Egypt is foreign to me now, more foreign, perhaps, than Rome.”

There was no answer to that. Saint-Germain knew that sense of foreignness in every fiber of his being. He closed his eyes a moment in private acknowledgment of that loneliness.

“Will you want anything else, my master?” Aumtehoutep said in his usual polite manner.

Saint-Germain was always grateful for the Egyptian’s tact. “I doubt…No, wait. When Tishtry comes, send her in to me here.” He indicated the quiet room where scented steam rose from the waiting water.

“As you wish.” With the slightest of bows Aumtehoutep slipped from the room.

Left to himself, Saint-Germain strolled into the bath, his Scythian boots clicking against the mosaic of semiprecious stones. Lamps burning perfumed oils hung around the shallow pool, lighting it with a ruddy glow. Saint-Germain pinched out all but two of the lamps, so that the room was sunk in its own twilight.

Near the tall, narrow windows there was an elaborately carved wooden bench, and here he sat to draw off his boots. The sun was down and night was taking hold of the world. Saint-Germain flexed his toes, feeling stiff from the long ride of the afternoon. He rose, slipping out of his robe. Warm water rose above his waist as he entered the bath, and he sighed with pleasure. There had been a time, long ago, when he would have faced even so little water as this with dread, but he had learned to build his baths with linings of his native earth, and to fill the soles of his shoes with it, so that water lost its threat to him.

He leaned back, half-floating, his eyes almost closed. The tension eased out of his body, leaving him drifting, languid, subtly aroused.

Behind him a door opened and uncertain steps entered the tiled bath.

Saint-Germain set his feet on the floor of the pool. “Tishtry?” he said quietly.

“My master?” came the answer from the scented gloom.

He smiled. “Come. Bathe with me.” He raised one arm in invitation and the water ran and splashed around him.

She stepped out of the shadows. On the edge of the pool she hesitated. “You wanted to talk to me?”

“Yes.” He moved nearer to where she stood, reaching up at last to pull at the hem of her rough woolen cloak. “Don’t be afraid, Tishtry.”

“You don’t frighten me,” she said almost gruffly. “I haven’t bathed with a man before.” There was no seductive pretense in her. She loosened the girdle at her waist and pulled the full-cut robe over her head. Each movement was utilitarian and clean. Carefully she folded the robe, placing it near the door, away from the pool.

“Tishtry.” He came to meet her as she stepped carefully into the water. Taking her hands as he would a child’s, he drew her away from the side of the bath, toward the center, where the shadows were deepest and the air was still.

“It’s big,” she said rather apprehensively.

“Three times my height on each side.” He released her hands. “There. Lie back. The water will support you.”

“I don’t know how to swim,” she confessed, but attempted to do as he had instructed her. She was nervous, and started to thrash as she felt her feet lift from the bottom of the pool.

Immediately Saint-Germain was beside her, reassuring her, one arm lightly under her shoulder. “As if you were sleeping, Tishtry. Lie back.” He moved away from her again, and let her try once more.

This time she fared better. At first she was uncertain, but the warm water soothed her, and the dim light saved her from embarrassment. Gradually her anxiety left her. She spread her arms to the side and felt herself carried by the still water. It was so pleasant, so dreamlike to drift there, that she hardly felt it when Saint-Germain moved nearer. His hands moved with the water to caress her, slowly, lightly, never forcing, yet always finding the ways to summon her to joy.

When he drew her softly into his arms, her need for him had begun to build from a sweet titillation to a demanding thirst. His hands were more insistent now, exploring each awakening delight. She sighed, her body as entirely alive, as entirely sensitive as the finest Aeolian harp. His lips sought out her passion, filling her with a splendid delirium.

At various places around the pool, water had splashed out. In the pool the tempest of the two bodies continued. Tishtry felt something within her gather, but the release eluded her. She braced her hands against Saint-Germain’s shoulders. “Do as you wish,” she whispered breathlessly. “I’m well-served.”

With more force than he had shown before, he pulled her back into his close embrace. “By all the lost gods,” he murmured, his mouth just below her ear, “take pleasure of me, woman.”

The intensity of his demand evoked an unknown hunger within her. Responding with an urgency that she had never known before, she abandoned herself to her desire.

When, sometime later, he carried her from the pool, she was deeply satisfied. There was no more reluctance in her. She stood quietly while he wrapped her in a new robe of fine silk that matched the one he wore.

Taking her hand, he led her from the bath to his bed, and tenderly lifted her onto it. She smiled up at him. “You did not do that before,” she whispered.

“You didn’t want it before.” He sank down beside her. “You are learning to have fulfillment.”

“But you?” she asked, a slight pang of guilt coloring her contentment.

“There is time enough for that,” he said as he parted her robe.

This time she warmed quickly, eagerly, her appetite sharpened by her earlier enjoyment. She moved into his hands, meeting his lips, hoping to call him from his essential remoteness. When she was certain that she could endure no more pleasure, she heard his soft voice. “Come to me.” There was one keen instant as his mouth touched her throat, and then the surge of his ardor carried her to satiety and wonderful languor.

 

TEXT OF A LETTER TO THE SENATOR CORNELIUS JUSTUS SILIUS FROM SUBRIUS FLAVUS. 

 

To the Senator Silius, greetings:

I and my associates have reason to believe that you are as unhappy about the state of rule in this empire as we are, and for that reason, we ask that you consider well what follows. Should you decide to stand with us, we welcome you. If not, we charge you upon your honor not to reveal what is set down here, as more than our lives are at stake.

What Julius and Augustus built, Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, who now wears the purple and calls himself Nero, has done his best to destroy. You may argue that he promised well at first, and there is no one who will deny that he was a charming lad when he was twenty. Those abuses which seemed to be the product of youth have grown since that time, and his judgment and good sense are no longer in evidence. When he was young, I loved him, as did all worthy soldiers. As long as he was deserving esteem as Emperor, I was the most loyal of his men, and my oath to him was doubly sacred. Yet how can any Roman, from the highest noble to the lowest slave, feel he merits anything but odium. His stepfather, his mother and his wife have died at his orders. For that alone I have learned to hate him. My hatred grows with each new atrocity. I have seen my Emperor change from an intelligent, respectful youth into a greedy and debauched tyrant, an actor, a singer of Greek nonsense, a charioteer and a burner of cities.

This man must be removed from power if the empire is to continue. Rome is without virtue while Nero rules us. The philosopher Seneca, who was Nero’s tutor, is with us. He knows more profoundly than any other man how far Nero has turned from the path the Emperor should tread. If Seneca opposes Nero, who loved him once as a son, it is sign enough that his Emperor is no longer deserving of the loyal love of his people.

We have others with us, men of judgment and rectitude who have given unstintingly of their minds and fortunes that we may bring about the changes that are so desperately needed.

In place of Nero, we have proposed to elevate Gaius Calpurnius Piso. There are those who claim that he is a trivial young man, given too much to light pursuits. It would be useless to deny that he gambles, and fancies himself something of a singer, but were it not imperial fashion, he would comport himself with more dignity. He has assured us that he will seek our guidance and be attendant to our advice. The people like him, as much for his winning ways as for his handsome appearance. There are those, of course, who admire him for little more than his beauty, but this has ever been a problem with the lower ranks, who are more easily swayed by appearances than the more intelligent nobility. Be certain that Calpurnius is an acceptable candidate for the purple, more modest and less headstrong than Nero.

In less than a month the ill-advised Neronian Games will begin, and that will give us the opportunity we need to strike out at the Emperor who so greatly abuses us. There will be great confusion, and we may take advantage of it. It will be appropriate to bring Nero down at his own Games, as it will show our intentions to be rid not only of him but of everything he has come to represent.

Say you will help us to restore honor and order to the purple. We place our faith in you, Justus. Join with us and be rid of Nero. It is true that the undertaking is dangerous, but think of the reward, not only in dignity, but of the opportunity once again to be near the seat of power. You have suffered much at imperial hands. Take your destiny now, and help us to triumph over Nero. There is nothing more honorable than service to the empire, and there can be no greater service than aiding in the end of the Neronian reign.

 In the hope that you are with us,

In faithful confidence,

 

Subrius Flavus
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THERE WOULD BE twenty-seven guests tonight, and Petronius was determined that nothing would be lacking for them. The dining couches had been set up in his arbor and six specially built fountains cooled the warm May evening.

Artemidorus, dressed in the Greek fashion as a compliment to the Emperor, made one last check of the three U-shaped dining areas, each with the proper nine couches. He frowned, not wanting to forget any detail.

“Have the chickens been drowned yet?” Petronius asked after sneezing violently. “I thought I told you to remove all the roses.”

“They were removed. There are four bushes of them in the adjoining garden, in full flower,” he reported sadly. “I went to speak with Corrastus, but he wasn’t willing to cut the blooms off, not even for money.”

Petronius sighed. “I may sneeze most of the night. Hardly proper for the Emperor’s host, but I can’t change my plans now. Tigellinus would never let me forget it. I wonder if I have time to send a message to Saint-Germain? He made me a concoction once that stopped my sneezing awhile.”

“I’ll send a messenger to him,” Artemidorus offered.

“It might be wise.” He took one end of his toga and wiped his eyes. “Yes. Do that. He is staying in the city for a few days, at the house of that Greek physician. Now, about the chickens?”

“Triges drowned them half an hour ago. He used a red Lusitanian wine. And I have made him promise not to use one drop of liquamen.”

“Good.” He managed to stop another sneeze. “Roses are the curse of the gods! Let me see: tarts with honeyed wine, asparagus, kid cooked in milk, Gallic ham dressed with Mauretanian pomegranates, oysters from Britannia, pickled vegetables from Baetica, wines from Jura and Pannonia, the chickens, lamprey in a sauce of herbs, salmon roe in cream”—he ticked off the menu on his fingers—“dormice in cheese bread, calves’ livers with mushroom, geese with garlic and snails, pears, apples, grapes, berries…Will it be adequate? Nero has sworn that he has given up elaborate dining, but I don’t know.” Petronius’ face tightened about the eyes. It was difficult to know what Nero would want from day to day. He had taken him at his word and arranged for a simple dinner, yet now he was unsure if it had been the wisest course. He had invited those guests Nero had wanted, including Cornelius Justus Silius and his wife. Thinking about it, he anticipated a miserable evening. If only the dancers from Hind were all that Saint-Germain had promised they would be. Without unique entertainment, Petronius had a ghastly fear that his banquet, charming though the concept might be, would certainly be a failure, and that, coming now, would be disastrous. Petronius had been losing influence with the Emperor, who was now showing increasing favor to the Praetorian captain Tigellinus. For Petronius, an unsuccessful party could set the seal on his influence and lead to ruin.

“Master?” Artemidorus interrupted these disheartening thoughts. “Shall I send the messenger?”

“Yes. Yes, of course. I’m going into the house for a bit. It may help. Send word to my wife that I would like to speak to her before the guests arrive.” He gave one last apprehensive look to the couches and the specially created arbor, then hastened through the garden to the rear entrance to his home.

He was at his desk, stylus in hand, when his wife tapped at the open door. Petronius put his writing aside as he smiled. “Come in, Myrtale.”

“You wished to speak to me?” She was a tall woman, almost as tall as her husband, and was attractive without being pretty. Her most arresting feature was her dark auburn hair, which she wore simply dressed. There was a serenity in her face that found no reflection in her husband’s expression.

“I’m worried.” As always, he was direct with her. “I’m afraid I’ve made a serious error with this banquet.”

“Why?” She sat in a chair not far from him. “Do you think there will be trouble?”

“I hope not, but I’ll admit I’m preparing for it.” He rubbed his chin. “I wanted you to be warned. I know the slaves will gossip, no matter what happens. I wanted you to be prepared.”

“That’s kind of you.” They regarded each other affectionately but without passion. Theirs had been an arranged marriage, and though each respected the other, their interests were almost in diametric opposition, Myrtale being as drawn to religion and scholarship as Petronius was drawn to entertainments and pleasures.

“Nero is coming. I had planned an outdoor supper, nothing too fancy. There will be dancers to perform later, not Greeks, but new slaves from Hind.” He reached for his stylus, but only held it, and he made no move to pick up his tablet.

“There is novelty there,” she said. “It would be to your credit.”

“So I’ve told myself,” he responded, not quite laughing. “If the festivities seem to end early, you will know that it did not go well.”

Myrtale studied her long, tapering hands. “Husband, I know you will do as you think best, and I am certain that you have not acted foolishly. However, if you are inclined, we may retire to my estate in Dalmatia, and give it out that I have been ill. I am not seen enough to have any doubt this.” She smiled, and her sober expression was transformed. “It might be best. You have wanted more time for writing.”

“I’ll consider it,” he said, knowing he would refuse to leave. “I thought you ought to be prepared for unpleasantness, however.”

“It is kind of you,” she said again.

“Since that revolt of Subrius Flavus has been stopped, Nero sees enemies in the branches of trees.” He put the stylus aside once more. “I can’t blame him. They came very close. If he hadn’t been warned…”

His wife watched him. “Would that have been so terrible, to lose Nero? You have said yourself that he is not the man he was five years ago.”

“Oh, that’s true enough. It saddens me. But I can’t think we’d be better off with Gaius Calpurnius Piso wearing the purple. He’s nothing more than a puppet.” He rose suddenly. “I must go. I can’t imagine any god would favor me, but you might give an offering for me.”

Myrtale wanted to make light of his concern. “The Greek Dionysus might be appropriate. He is fond of ceremonies and performances and wine.”

“And madness,” Petronius said, looking away. “Don’t be anxious, Myrtale. No doubt I’m allowing myself to magnify the situation. Forgive me for burdening you with my foolishness.” He stepped out of the room, unable to face her. What would become of her and their two children if he did indeed lose Nero’s favor? He could not bring himself to think of it.

He was almost at the garden gate when Artemidorus hastened up to him, a little flushed and out of breath. “Master. The slave has returned from Saint-Germain.”

Petronius paused. “And?”

Artemidorus held out a little alabaster jar. “He says that half the contents mixed with wine should get you through the banquet.”

With a sense of relief far greater than such a minor consideration warranted, Petronius took the flask. At least he would not sneeze the evening away.

“I’ve taken the liberty of sending for wine,” Artemidorus said, glancing toward the kitchen area at the back of the house.

“Excellent.” For the first time in several days, Titus Petronius Niger dared to hope that the evening would not be a catastrophe.

Most of the guests arrived late, but that was to be expected. Secundus Marcellus was the first to arrive, and he was annoyed to find only his host waiting. Within half an hour, most of the others had assembled, but no one dared suggest that the meal should begin, for the Emperor had not arrived.

Saint-Germain came a little later than most of the guests, and he brought with him the three slaves from Hind, as he had promised.

“A thousand thanks,” Petronius said.

“For what? You knew I would bring the dancers.” He was magnificently dressed in a long robe of Persian design. The black silk of which it was made had been brought from the fabled lands to the east, and had taken more than a year to make its journey along the trade route that bore the name of the precious fabric, the Silk Road. Sumptuary laws limited the jewelry any foreigner could wear, even a wealthy and noble foreigner, and so Saint-Germain had limited himself to a large pectoral of onyx and electrum in representation of his signet, the eclipse.

“For the flask. Not one sneeze for more than an hour.” Petronius was chagrined. “What an absurd complaint.”

Saint-Germain dismissed this with an idle gesture. “There are many such antipathies. Look about you. Hadrianus Tullian, there, cannot endure the taste of anything from the sea. With you, it is the scent of roses.” He walked beside Petronius into the garden. “It’s really quite beautiful here. The night, the fountains, so many lanterns…”
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