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INTRODUCTION

A few words before you immerse yourself in the grandeur, action, and pomposity of ancient Rome...

From its founding as a tiny shepherd’s community in 753BC to its growth as the largest empire the world has ever seen, the story of ancient Rome is a lesson in survival, absolute power, and corruption. Its expansion provoked one of the most dynamic periods in world history—at times violent beyond belief, yet also offering its inhabitants decades of peaceful, happy lives. The old adage “Rome wasn’t built in a day” is important to remember here. Many assume that icons such as the Colosseum, known in its day as the Flavian Amphitheater, always existed. Actually, it was inaugurated in AD80, thirteen years after the story in this book ends. Therefore, the logical question “Why aren’t these gladiators fighting in the Colosseum?” is answered simply: Because it didn’t exist yet. 

The largest arena in Rome during the setting of this book—AD63 to 67—was the Amphitheater of Taurus. As with all amphitheaters prior to the Colosseum, it was constructed primarily of stone and wood, although still of massive size. There are conflicting reports as to whether this amphitheater was destroyed in the Great Fire of Rome in AD64. For the purposes of this story, I have assumed it survived, or at least was rebuilt, providing the characters a suitably imposing setting for their lethal battles. 

Amphitheaters existed across the expanse of the Empire, from the northernmost provinces of Britannia to the southern reaches of the Roman outposts in North Africa. The action of this novel takes place in many of these smaller arenas. Although their geographical placement within the story may not mesh with current archeological excavations, provincial arenas did exist in or near virtually every major Roman settlement, a testament to the immense popularity of the games. 				

One of the most hotly debated aspects of gladiatorial games protocol revolves around the sentence of death to a fighter. Many scholars feel the commonly recognized “thumbs down” gesture is more a whim of movie directors than a result of historical research. The only mention of this practice in ancient writings is the term “...with thumb turned.” This has been interpreted by various historians as a thumbs up motion, a thumbs down motion, and even a thumbs sideways motion. Many agree on the waving of white handkerchiefs to signify mercy. For the purposes of this story and the sake of clarity, I have elected to use the traditional “thumbs down” gesture to signify death and the waving of white handkerchiefs to signify mercy or  missio.

Another common misconception about gladiatorial combat is that one of the fighters always died. In fact, most bouts ended with both fighters surviving. The primary reason for this was simple economics. It took a long time and a great deal of money to train a gladiator. The  lanistae—the owners of the gladiators—were not willing to lose half their investment at every arena event. The games  editor, or sponsor, knew this and often had to pay extra for each gladiator condemned to death, so the majority of the vanquished fighters were spared. Of course, those gladiators who put on a poor performance or showed any sign of cowardice rarely left the arena alive. 

Another point worth mentioning involves the training of gladiators. There were numerous fighting styles in which the gladiators were trained. The five most common were: 

• Thracian: A lightly armored fighter carrying a small square shield   (parmula)  and curved sword   (sica). His helmet crest often bore the image of a griffin fixed to the front. 


• Hoplomachus: A gladiator who worked with a small round shield   (parma),  a large helmet with a high crest and feathers, and either a short straight sword   (gladius) or a spear. 


• Retiarius: A nimble fighter who used a long trident, a net   (rete),  and a small dagger   (pugio).  He was the only gladiator to fight without a helmet. Instead, he wore a high shoulder guard   (galerus), which also protected his neck. 


• Murmillo: A heavily armored gladiator, who fought with a large rectangular shield   (scutum), a short straight sword (gladius), and a helmet with a high crest, usually topped with feathers or a plume. 				


• Secutor: Another heavily armored fighter, similar to the murmillo. Since he usually fought the retiarius, his helmet was smooth so it would not get snagged in his opponent’s net. 


Most gladiators also wore quilted fabric pads on the arms  (manica) and legs  (fascia), along with metal greaves  (ocrea) that protected the legs. Often the sword arm would be additionally protected with a metal sleeve. 

There were many other variations of fighters, which grew in number as the fickle mob demanded more variety in fighters. The key to the variations was its inherent system of checks and balances. For every positive, there was a negative; for every strength, a weakness. It was what kept the games interesting. 

A few points on gladiator training ... The correct term for a gladiator trainer is a  doctor. This is not to be confused with a healer and practitioner of medicine, who was also a prominent figure at gladiator training schools. To differentiate between these two important positions, I have added an “e” to the trainer’s title  (doctore) and I refer to the medical doctor as the “physician.” 

A common misconception is that all gladiators were either condemned criminals or prisoners of war. Actually, not every fighter in a gladiator school  (ludus) was there against his will. There were some who actively sought the gladiator lifestyle and joined a ludus voluntarily. The reasons were many—some craved the fame and glory, others a chance at riches, and some sought the adventure of facing death head-on to prove their mettle. 

The question often arises, “Were women ever trained as gladiators?” The answer is yes. Although not a common sight, there were female gladiators. Most fought only other women, but you are about to meet a female fighter who was good enough to face the toughest male challenger. 

Lastly, there are numerous references to money and Roman currency. I use the  sesterce as the common monetary unit, since that is how most items and services were priced in ancient Rome. It is impossible to equate the value of “a sesterce” to modern currency, due mainly to the dramatic difference in the overall cost of living. Rather, to give you an idea of its value in ancient Rome, it would cost about one thousand sesterces per year to support a lower-class husband and wife. Typical military pay was nine hundred sesterces per year for a legionary. You will see the value of a gladiator was substantially higher than that, and a good gladiator could actually earn much more than a regular soldier in a year’s time. Yes, gladiators were paid for their fights, usually in gold coins, but sometimes in valuable trinkets and even livestock and villas. 

I hope this book will open your eyes and minds to a side of the Empire you never knew. If so, and if you’d like to learn more, please visit our website: www.GladiatorsOfTheEmpire.com. There you’ll find additional information, links to Roman and gladiator-related sites, and an annotated bibliography of reference materials used in my research for this novel. 

But for now, let us escape to a glorious and exciting ancient world. 

JAMES DUFFY

June 2005





I

May AD 63

The Persian captain stood at the prow as his war galley sliced through the choppy waves. The long black-and-white plume of his helmet crest blew back like the tail of a horse at full gallop. Spray mixed with sweat and made his golden armor glisten with theatrical brilliance. Behind him, two rows of slaves pulled on the long oars, the synchronicity of their labor insured by the muscular madman prowling the gangway, whip poised. The forty-foot ship glided forward with each stroke. Two more Persian galleys kept pace on its flanks, creating a formidable wedge driving toward the three Greek warships coming at them. 

Quintus Honorius Romanus awaited the cataclysm. His leg bounced with nervous anticipation as he marveled at the dignified bravado of the ship leader. A gleam drew his attention from the confident captain to the long metal spike of the corvus secured to the ship’s mast, ready to crash down on the enemy’s deck, locking the warships together and working as a gangplank for the assault troops. 

A splash off the port bow caught Quintus’s eye. In the crystal clear water he saw one battle was already under way. The streamlined fin of a shark sliced the surface, then disappeared in a frenzy of white water as the twelve-foot fish plowed into its prey. The black leather back of a crocodile sprang from the water as the shark grabbed its hind leg and thrashed side to side. The reptile turned at a speed that defied its bulk and snatched the shark’s head in its jaws. The croc rolled over and over, until it wrenched the head from the body. The clear waters turned cloudy red as the crocodile gulped down chunks of the defeated shark, oblivious to the warships gliding by. Within seconds, five more gray fins broke the surface, followed by the distinctive V wakes of more crocodiles converging on the scene. Quintus knew this watery nightmare awaited many of the ships’ crews. 

A wave of sound—the shouting of thousands of voices—snapped him from his trance. He looked up to see the enemy warships closing fast. The large white eyes painted on the Greek bows stared straight ahead. He almost expected them to flinch as the massive battering rams of the Persian galleys drew closer. The Greek ships had giant weapons of their own: directly above the painted eyes protruded two colossal spears, like twin devil horns. Although this was his first naumachia sea battle, Quintus knew he was looking at the face of death. 

His attention was grabbed once again by the Persian captain. Quintus sensed valor in the man’s stoic face as the captain stared into the eyes of the Greek war vessel. His helmet crest whipped sideways as he turned and shouted to the twenty marines huddled behind him. Quintus could barely make out the words over the commotion of the thousands of voices. A warning shout from a marine near the port bow interrupted the captain’s commands. 

“Shields up!” The powerful order reached Quintus’s ears over the din.

In a single motion, twenty green-and-gold shields clanged together to form a solid roof on the deck of the ship. The nervous bounce in Quintus’s leg increased. From the phalanx of Greek ships came a strange cloud. It took a few seconds for him to recognize the sight of a hundred arrows in flight. The dark shape undulated like a living thing as it arced up from the Greek ships. Again the roar of voices swept across the water, pushing the cloud of arrows on to its mark. 

The clattering of arrow tips against wooden shields was ungodly. Many of the tips found soft flesh rather than wood. Screams of agony rose as five, then seven, Persian marines fell to the deck. Some lay motionless. Others wrenched arrows out of their own arms and legs. 

Quintus did not know where to look next as orders came quickly, barely audible over the chaos. 

“Stand by to ram!” 

“Make ready the corvus.” 

“Stand firm, men. Victory may mean freedom for the best of you today.” 

Quintus scanned the faces of the men about to clash in mortal combat. Some had a hard look, determined to be victorious. Others had eyes wild with fear, not unlike a horse on its first cavalry charge. 

The impact came with a violent, sickening crunch. The Persians’ bow spike pierced the iris of the port-side eye that had glared at the enemy ship throughout its approach. Wooden beams as thick as a man’s leg splintered like kindling, throwing shards across the water’s surface. Quintus froze in morbid fascination. His leg stopped twitching. Without realizing it, he stopped breathing as he saw one of the monstrous spears above the eyes of the Greek galley rushing directly toward the head of the Persian captain. Quintus gasped and yelled a warning, knowing it was futile at his distance. With the lance only inches from impact, the captain finally ducked, the sharp point creasing his helmet crest. Quintus watched him shout an alarm to the troops packed behind him, but the chaos of the engagement, mingled with the incessant distant voices, drowned out the captain’s warning. The giant lance skewered three marines like small morsels of food. Their armor had little effect against the ten-foot iron spearhead pressed forward by the tonnage of the war galley. The violent rocking of the ship lifted the screaming soldiers off the deck and suspended them over the water. Quintus tried not to wince as their final heartbeats pumped streams of blood down their legs. No sooner had the first drops kissed the water’s surface than the shark fins and reptilian bodies began circling. 

Quintus glanced back at the captain to see his reaction. It seemed the warrior could not tear his gaze from the three men writhing in agony, even with the chaos of battle growing around him. No longer did he have the bold look of a valiant battle hero. Suddenly the man’s face reflected horror, his earlier confident expression replaced with a mask of uncertainty. 

The Persian troops did not wait for further orders. One marine swung his sword against the thick rope that held the corvus. The heavy boarding plank slammed onto the enemy galley, pinning one of the Greek fighters to the deck with its iron spike. The marines moved quickly to board first and gain the advantage. 

But Quintus’s eyes remained locked on the Persian captain. The man seemed oblivious to the frenzy around him. He simply continued to stare at the three men dangling from the giant spear. His head tipped slightly to the side, and his face took on a sense of wonder. Quintus was mesmerized by this insignificant personal drama developing amid the growing bedlam of the naumachia. He wondered what was going through the captain’s mind. What suddenly drove this brave warrior into a trancelike state? The sudden jerk of the captain’s head made Quintus jump. He flushed as the captain seemed to look right at him. The sea warrior’s face was defiant again, but his anger was not thrust upon the Greek fighters. Instead he jumped to the top of the bulwark, his black-and-white helmet crest billowing across his face. He screamed with all his might. For an instant, Quintus felt the man’s rage was directed only at him. But he quickly realized the man was shouting at the scores of faces watching the battle. The words were unintelligible in the pandemonium, but the intent was unmistakable. The captain was boldly defying the thousands of spectators who had gathered in the Amphitheater of Taurus to enjoy the sea spectacle. 

“What’s he on about?” came a voice next to Quintus. 

“Lead your men, you dim-witted ass!” another screamed at the ship’s commander. 

Quintus watched the captain’s face turn brilliant crimson as his rage grew. But as quickly as it had begun, the captain’s tirade subsided. His head dropped, and he looked down at his side. Quintus followed his gaze. An arrow was buried deep in the captain’s waist just below his breastplate. A stripe of red grew down his white tunic and leg. Quintus turned to where the shaft pointed. An archer crouched in the stern of the Greek ship, another arrow already nocked on a taut bow string. The archer released his grip and the shaft flew from the bow. Quintus turned back in time to see the arrow strike the Persian captain just above his left eye and burrow deep into his head. The force knocked him backward into the raging waters. In an instant he was torn apart by the sharks and crocodiles. 

“By the gods! Did you see that?” Quintus yelled over the rising crowd noise at no one in particular. “A perfect head shot. And now he’s fish food!” 

The stranger seated beside him did not seem to hear. His gaze was riveted on the crocodile attempting to snag the dangling legs of the three soldiers impaled on the giant lance. For a moment, Quintus felt an odd sense of loss for the captain, but the sea warrior was soon forgotten as the boy’s attention refocused on the hand-to-hand combat developing on the Greek ship’s deck. 

At fifteen years of age, Quintus Honorius Romanus was a connoisseur of the arena. His understanding and appreciation of gladiatorial combat rivaled that of spectators twice his age. His father had taken him to the gladiatorial and hunting events on many occasions, but this was his first naumachia. From his seat in the middle tier of the Amphitheater of Taurus, alongside the other wealthy merchant families, he had a perfect overview of the sea battle. But he could tell that viewing the naumachia would take some getting used to. With so much going on at the same time, how could one possibly savor everything? Especially when he also had to keep an eye on the activity around him in the seats. He took a minute to scan the spectators in his section to be sure his father was not nearby. Although he and his father often enjoyed the arena spectacles together, on this day Quintus was supposed to be with his private Greek tutor in the atrium of his villa. But today was the naumachia. How could he possibly miss it? Feigning illness and slipping out the window of his bedchamber bought him a few hours of arena excitement. He just hoped his father was not seated close enough to spot him, and his mother didn’t check on him in bed. The bundle of tunics under the cover would not withstand a close inspection. 

“By Neptune, they’re boarding quickly,” Quintus said, his attention now fully diverted from the red foam that was once the Persian captain. 

“Not as quickly as you’re going to move your ass back home.” 

Quintus froze, recognizing the voice. 

“Hello, Father.” His own voice quavered a bit. He turned to look into the stern face of Caius Honorius Romanus, seated directly behind him. 

“I spotted you from across the aisle, so I thought I’d come join you,” Caius said with more than a touch of sarcasm. “What’s your mother going to say when she checks up on you? You know what a worrier she is.” 

“With this sea battle going on today, I’m sure she’ll figure it out pretty quickly,” he said with a sheepish grin. “Besides, how could I concentrate on my studies knowing I was missing this? It would have just been a waste of everyone’s time.” He noticed the corners of his father’s mouth begin to turn upward and detected a gleam in his eyes. 

“Well, then, I guess we’ll make the best of it and both take our lumps when we get home.” The face softened and showed a broad smile. All along, Quintus had sensed that his father was as disappointed as he over his mother’s insistence that tutoring not be interrupted by “those horrid games.” This one look confirmed that suspicion. Quintus was relieved that he’d be allowed to stay to witness the dramatic end to this battle. 

“By the way,” his father said as he reached behind him, “I got this for you at one of the stalls out front. You were supposed to get it tomorrow morning, but as long as you’re here...” His hand slid forward, holding the most beautiful miniature boat Quintus had ever seen. 

He looked up into Caius’s hazel eyes as he took the boat and cradled it carefully in both hands. His fingers traced the rich detail that made the terra-cotta warships prized souvenirs of the naumachiae. 

“By the gods, it’s beautiful! Thank you, Father.” 

A roar from the crowd turned their attention back to the flooded arena. In an instant, all thoughts of tutors and angry mothers left Quintus’s mind. 

“If the Persians can take the Greek ship intact,” Caius explained, “it can be turned against the other Greeks. They’ll be outnumbered four ships to two.” 

“The herald said they were recreating the Battle of Salamis. Did the Persians outnumber the Greeks there?” Quintus asked. 

“Not necessarily. The Greeks won a great victory in that battle, but the outcome here could be much different. It all depends on the prisoners and gladiators playing the parts of the Greek and Persian fighters.” 

Quintus’s hands tensed as one of the Greek ships backed out of the main battle. It was pursued by a Persian ship that had failed to drop its corvus. Many of the sharks followed, seeking their first decent meal in a week. 

“It was amazing to watch them flood this arena,” Quintus said. “Were you here for that, Father?” 

“I’ve been here all day. They diverted water from two of the aqueducts to fill it. Half of Rome was without water for most of the morning. That’s one of the reasons the naumachiae aren’t held often. They’re a lot of work and very expensive. All these ships had to be built, the fighters had to be trained in naval tactics, all the Greek and Persian armor and weapons had to be made, and the sea creatures had to be transported here.” 

“I’ll bet the naumachiae on the big lakes are really something,” Quintus said. 

“They have ten times as many ships as this, but from the shore it’s hard to see what’s going on. Here in the arena you feel like you’re right in the action because you’re so close.” 

Greek archers lined the starboard rail of the retreating ship. They lowered their arrow tips into brass urns, bringing a deafening cheer from the crowd. 

“The Greeks are fighting back with fire,” Quintus shouted. 

“This is always spectacular,” his father yelled back. “The boats have been soaked with pitch, so they’ll ignite quickly. Be wary of the arrows, Quintus. Many a flaming shaft has found its way into the crowd.” 

In one perfectly coordinated move, the Greek warriors drew their bows and fired. It surprised Quintus that their first volley was not toward the pursuing Persian ship, but directly at the Greek galley, which had already been boarded by the enemy. A dozen balls of hot orange flame burst from the tar-soaked deck and sides of the wooden ship. The reflection of the blaze danced across the surface of the water in the dimming afternoon light. The crowd shouted its approval at the strategic move, as the smoke and scent of charred wood quickly reached Quintus and Caius. 

“Smart move,” shouted Caius. “They’d rather sink their own ship than have it used against them.” 

The next swarm of flaming arrows flew over the burning Greek galley and onto the deck of the Persian warship. As Caius had predicted, two of the flaming arrows glanced off the wood surfaces and flew into the lower tiers of the cavea. Senators and other ranking officials scattered. 

Caius chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Senator Marcellus move his ample body so quickly.” 

Within seconds the deck of the Persian galley was a holocaust. Both Greeks and Persians had to choose whether to die in the fire or take their chances in the water. Most chose the water, their capes and tunics already aflame as they dove overboard. The lucky ones were grabbed quickly by the sharks and crocodiles, dragged under, and drowned. The less fortunate struggled to stay afloat in their heavy armor, only to endure the torture of having a leg or arm ripped off by the beasts. 

For almost an hour the ships waged battle in the flooded arena. A second Greek ship was sunk, sending its archers and oarsmen over the side and causing another feeding frenzy. The two remaining Persian ships converged on the last Greek vessel from both port and starboard. 

Quintus tensed for the collision. “They’ve had it now. There’s no way they can outmaneuver this charge.” 

“Could be,” his father yelled back over the growing din of the crowd. “But Greeks never give up without a fight. Remember the three hundred Spartans at Thermopylae?” 

As the words left his mouth, the Greek archers dropped behind the bulwark. They reemerged a second later, arrows glowing with flame. They split into two groups—one defending their port side, the other their starboard. In unison, the arrows flew and once again the wood ignited. One of the Persian galleys was engulfed quickly. The crew of the more fortunate ship managed to douse the flames on their deck with vats of water and continue their charge. They maneuvered alongside and dropped their corvus. Even before its spike pierced the deck, the marines were charging across the narrow bridge. The clank of weapons brought more screams of approval from the crowd. 

“Now you’ll see some swordplay, my boy,” Caius said. 

“There’s no room for them to fight on that deck. I doubt we’ll see any finesse in this bout,” Quintus replied. 

Flames from the burning ships reflected off the polished swords, throwing streaks of orange light across the arena. Quintus’s assessment was correct. There was no finesse to the battle, only forceful, desperate blows for survival. Although the Greeks were better archers, the Persian marines were the physically stronger force. This balance of power was carefully calculated into the planning of any arena spectacle. If an opponent had a strength, he must also have a weakness. It was what kept the games interesting. 

The Greek archers could not load and fire quickly enough. They were soon overwhelmed by the brute force of the Persian marines. Within minutes, the deck was awash in Greek blood. The Persians spun, looking for more opponents, but none were left alive. They raised their weapons and unleashed a piercing battle cry, which was overtaken by the bellow of the crowd, Quintus’s and Caius’s voices among them. Persia had rewritten history this day. 

Persian rowers manned the oars of the vanquished Greek galley and positioned the ship in front of the imperial podium. In unison, the marines raised their swords in salute to the heavyset Emperor who cheered with as much enthusiasm as the mob. 

Nero’s plump face was flushed with excitement. He raised his hand to quiet the crowd. Quintus watched, entranced, as Nero awarded laurels of victory and small bags of gold to each of the fighters. The oarsmen received smaller laurels and no gold. 

“I wonder what it feels like to stand in victory like that before the Emperor,” Quintus murmured, more to himself than anyone. 

“I wonder more what it feels like to become, as you so eloquently put it, ‘fish food.’” His father smiled at him. 

Nero again raised his hand to quell the cheering crowd. In a booming voice that matched his ample size, he announced a special final event to this spectacle. Workers lowered a towering wooden plank similar to a giant corvus across the water. It spanned the arena from one side of the stone wall to the other. Three thick support beams mounted under the span acted as trestles, resting on the arena sea bottom and holding the bridge secure three feet above the water’s surface. 

As the sun began to set, the glowing embers of the half-sunk ships bathed the arena in an eerie red cast. Though dim, the light was enough to see shark fins still slicing the water’s surface and the slinking tails of crocodiles circling the enormous pool. 

Nero nodded to the praecone, the game’s narrator, who stood to introduce the participants in the final event. 

“Citizens of Rome! Our esteemed Emperor, the great Nero Claudius Drusus Germanicus, gives you a final gladiatorial contest of epic proportions. Two of Rome’s finest swordsmen shall meet as pontarii, bridge fighters in mortal combat on the Bridge of Destiny. The Emperor Nero gives you Gordius the Thracian ... versus the undefeated champion of Rome, Spiculus the Magnificent!” 

The roar of the crowd rolled like thunder across the now calm waters. Quintus and Caius were again on their feet. 

“After his last battle Spiculus was given a villa by Nero,” Quintus shouted over his shoulder to his father. 

“I know. I was here. Remember?” 

Quintus scanned the entranceways, searching for the gleam of armor. These were the bouts that got his blood running. Although mobility would be restricted on the narrow wooden bridge, these athletes were trained in the  art of combat. He was always more anxious to study the moves and strategies of the top gladiators than simply see blood spilt by mediocre fighters. It was the product of his own self-defense training with his bodyguard, Aulus, combined with years of attending the games. 

The two gladiators finally emerged from entrance tunnels on either side of the cavea. The wooden seats shook as the crowd grew even louder. Most of the women were in their own special frenzy—the kind Quintus noticed whenever the bigger, broader gladiators were in the arena. Some bared their breasts proudly in tribute to their heroes. 

The fighters mounted the bridge and cautiously approached the center. The narrow span bounced slightly under the weight of the combatants. Each wore the traditional subligaculum loincloth held in place with a wide leather-and-gold belt. But the armor and weapons were different, again giving each fighter the strengths and weaknesses that made the bouts exciting. 

Spiculus fought as a murmillo, wearing a visored helmet with a high angular crest, a white plume, and two white feathers projecting upwards from side sockets. His right arm was covered with a white padded sleeve called a manica. In his left hand he held his scutum, a large rectangular shield which protected most of his body, but could become a disadvantage due to its weight if the fight went on too long. His legs were covered with white pads called fascia and his left leg also bore a metal greave protecting the shin. In his right hand he carried the lethal short sword called the gladius. 

Gordius fought as a thraex. He had less armor, but his lightness afforded him speed. A metal sleeve covered his right arm and shoulder. From his right hand protruded a sica, a curved sword of Thracian origin. His left hand held a small rectangular shield, almost square, called a parmula, lightweight and easily maneuvered. Both legs bore metal guards that rose from his ankles to his thighs. A visored helmet, crowned with the traditional thraex griffin, covered his head. 

“The crowd is for Spiculus, but I think Gordius has the advantage on that narrow bridge,” Quintus observed. “I wouldn’t want to have to work that heavy shield on such unstable ground.” 

The cheering reached a fever pitch as the fighters met at the center of the bridge. Spiculus made the first move, a series of fast strikes followed by a single thrust toward the chest, all parried with Gordius’s small shield. Gordius struck next with swift blows alternating from left to right. Although he blocked Gordius’s attack with the scutum, Spiculus teetered off balance on the narrow bridge from the weight of the heavy shield. 

“I told you so. Now Gordius will force him to swing that scutum back and forth to keep him unstable.” Quintus’s running commentary aroused the interest of others in nearby seats. 

“The boy is right,” yelled an old man seated behind him. “A murmillo can’t win on that bridge. Look! The crocodiles are already beginning to circle.” 

Again Gordius charged, alternating his thrusts to force his opponent to swing his shield. Spiculus struck back with a flurry of hard blows, all fended off with the parmula and sica except the last, which caught Gordius on his unprotected left shoulder. Blood ran from the deep gash, agitating the crocs and sharks further as it dripped from the bridge. The crowd reacted with more turmoil. Shouts of  “Hoc habet”——“He’s had it!”—rang out across the cavea. The lonely clanging of the weapons could hardly be heard over the crowd. 

“That’s a good move for Spiculus,” Quintus yelled to his father. “It might shake Gordius up enough to make a mistake. But if he doesn’t do something with that scutum soon he’s going to knock himself right off the bridge.” 

Ignoring the blood streaming down his arm, Gordius kept his opponent unbalanced, forcing him to work the shield back and forth. Spiculus’s helmet turned slightly as he appeared to glance at the reptiles circling under the bridge. 

Quintus could tell Spiculus was up to something. A seasoned fighter would never look away from his opponent like that, even for a second. Gordius capitalized on the distraction and charged his opponent. 

Quintus sensed it before it happened. “This is it! Watch!” 

Gordius’s charge was at the point of no return. Spiculus’s left arm snapped forward. The heavy scutum was loose. It flew the short distance between them with the speed of an arrow. Its weight struck hard against Gordius’s right arm. The sica flew from his hand and splashed into the water, followed by Spiculus’s scutum. Gordius seemed stunned by the impact. His left foot was half off the bridge. He looked up into the facemask of Spiculus, who had closed the distance right behind his shield. 

“He’s fish food!” yelled Quintus. 

With a single thrust Spiculus’s gladius pierced his opponent’s stomach, and Gordius toppled helmet-first into the water. As if sensing it was the last meal of the evening, a fight erupted under the bridge that rivaled the one which had just taken place above it. The water quickly turned to red foam. 

But all eyes were upon Spiculus, arms raised in triumph and a fierce bellow booming from his throat. 

Quintus was in the same pose on his wooden seat, the terra-cotta boat raised like the victorious gladius on the bridge. “That was genius! He turned his weakness into his most effective weapon.” He looked at his father who seemed as entertained by his son’s antics as he was by the arena battle.  “That is the difference between skilled gladiators and a mob of slaves playing marines.” 

Nero once again waved the crowd to silence so he could honor his favorite gladiator. As Spiculus approached the end of the bridge under the Emperor’s podium, a hefty bag of gold coins and a silver palm leaf struck the wooden planks in front of him. He retrieved his awards and gave a final victory cry. The crowd’s frenzy reached the boiling point. 

Quintus was loudest of all. His eyes closed and his boat thrust skyward in triumph, it wasn’t hard for him to picture himself, instead of Spiculus, standing on that bridge. 

“That’s quite a young man you have there, Caius,” said the old man seated behind them. “I think he should be teaching these fighters instead of watching them.” 

“What a job that would be!” Quintus said with excitement. 

His father gave him a disapproving look, then smiled and tousled his hair. Being referred to as a “young man” always got Quintus’s attention. To most people he seemed older than his fifteen years, both in wisdom and stature. His close-set brown eyes and round handsome face framed by short wavy black hair gave him a look of natural intelligence, which was validated by exceptional school work. His broad shoulders spoke of good physical conditioning. 

Nero bid the crowd good evening, then requested those with special invitations to stay seated while the others left the arena. Quintus gathered his green wool pallium. He had shed the overcloak in the heat of the afternoon sun. Even his short white tunic was damp with perspiration after the day’s excitement. 

“What’s your rush?” Caius asked. His teal pallium still lay crumpled on the seat beside him. He scratched casually at his close-cropped beard. His hazel eyes twinkled and scanned the amphitheater. A slight grin grew on his thin lips. 

Quintus looked around and saw most of the patricians in their section heading toward the exit tunnels. 

“Are we not leaving?” 

Caius smiled as he slipped his hand under the teal pallium and withdrew a small rolled parchment. “Not while I’m holding a special invitation to the Emperor’s banquet. Care to join me? I can bring a guest.” 

His smile turned to a laugh as Quintus’s jaw dropped open. 

“Really, Father? We’re going to an imperial banquet?” 

“Actually, we’re already here. Wait until the arena clears out and see for yourself.” 

Quintus watched the drab brown and olive tunics of the poor and the slaves in the upper seats moving toward the exit tunnels, hoping to catch a glimpse of Aulus. 

“So, what did you think?” Caius asked. “Was the naumachia what you expected?” 

“Well...” It took Quintus a moment to get his thoughts together. “I liked it. But it was hard to focus on the individual fights.” 

“But that’s not what the naumachia is all about. It’s about working as a team to overcome your adversary.” 

“Oh, I understand that. It’s like the chariot races. You need to work with your horses as a team. But when gladiators fight it’s man against man. Each has total control over his own destiny. There’s no dependence on the horse or the oarsman or the ship’s captain. Life or death is totally up to you, and you alone.” 

“Well, I guess I expected that,” Caius said. “But still, I thought the pure spectacle of a ship battle would overpower the lack of subtle combat strategy for you.” 

“Don’t get me wrong, Father. I did enjoy the show. That final fight was amazing!” 

Caius showed a broad smile as he cuffed the back of his son’s neck. “Well, I’m happy our esteemed Emperor was able to salvage the show for you.” It took another twenty minutes for most of the cavea to clear. Many of the best seats closest to the arena wall remained occupied by Senators in their white and purple togas. Mixing with them were a few military legates in their dramatic red capes. In addition to Quintus and Caius, there were another forty or fifty merchants and noblemen in their mid-level patrician section. 

A fanfare of trumpets interrupted the quiet talk. The water swirled as the Gate of Life opened once again. Four massive barges floated through the opening, pulled by a hundred workers manhandling thick ropes along the arena wall. Set upon each raft were dozens of deep red banquet couches grouped in multiple square arrangements. Sheer canopies of blue and white silk embroidered with gold billowed above the boats, held aloft by Corinthian pillars. Typical of Nero’s fondness for the theatrical, he had each barge dramatically lit by hundreds of torches anointed with oils burning in shades of green, red, yellow, and blue. 

On the final barge sat Nero himself upon a gold and red throne surrounded by thirty of the most beautiful dancers in Rome. Enthusiastic applause broke out among the dignitaries, partly to show their appreciation to the Emperor and partly in anticipation of the exotic dance performance for which Nero’s banquets were so well known. 

Quintus stared, speechless, as the workers maneuvered the barges into place and secured them alongside the arena walls close enough to form one continuous floating platform. “By the gods ... I can’t believe it! He’s having the banquet right here in the flooded arena. How did you get invited to this feast?” 

“Quintus, my boy, you don’t give your old man enough credit. Our business has grown into one of the largest in Rome. Success brings privileges, you know.” 

Although Quintus had always known his father was a hard worker, he never really considered the elevation of their social status as the years had passed by. Since they moved into their new villa three years ago, life had been good. But imperial banquets were another matter. Now their improving social standing was becoming obvious even to someone of his young years. 

The workers laid gangways from the arena wall to the first barge. Nero nodded and the herald bellowed a welcome to the few hundred special guests. 

“His Excellency, Nero Claudius Drusus Germanicus, bids you welcome and invites you to join him aboard his imperial barge for food, wine, song, and other delights. Let us feast!” On cue, a billowy white curtain was drawn aside revealing a band of ten musicians. An upbeat melody flowed from panpipes, double flutes, cithara harps, and a hydraulic organ, as the girls surrounding Nero rose and led him to his special couch. 

The crowd moved down the cavea aisles and climbed the stairs that had been set against the arena wall. Quintus looked over the side as he crossed the gangway in time to see a huge shark swim by with a human arm grasped in its jaws, the frozen hand still clinging to a sword. Thankfully, the smell of death and offal was masked by the somewhat pleasant scent of charred wood from the smoldering galleys. 

Many of the Senators had already taken up residence on the choice couches closest to Nero’s. Caius and Quintus respectfully moved toward the secondary barges. 

The opulence was far beyond anything Quintus, or Caius for that matter, had ever witnessed. In keeping with the nautical theme of the festivities, gargantuan trays of shellfish were scattered throughout the couch enclosures. Quintus had to smile at the thought of the earth-dwelling creatures consuming the sea creatures on the barge, while the sea-dwelling creatures devoured the earth creatures below the barge. Serving girls snaked their way through the growing crowd with silver trays of eggs, cheeses, and fried dormice, a delicacy favored by the Emperor. 

“Caius! Caius! Over here!” The call came from the next barge. Caius and Quintus worked their way through the rows of couches and very carefully stepped across the two feet of open water between the two rafts. 

“I thought that was you, you old sea witch,” said an elderly man, clasping hand and forearm with Caius. 

“Hello, Marcus. How’s Neptune treating you?” 

“Fair winds and fair seas I’m happy to say. And look at this young man. What’s it been, Quintus? Five years?” 

Quintus was speechless, primarily because he didn’t have a clue who the man was. The windswept face, wrinkled but still soft and friendly, was only vaguely familiar to him. 

“You don’t remember Marcus Didius, do you?” his father asked. “I believe it  has been about five years now.” 

Quintus smiled and shook hands as a hazy recollection formed in his mind. But he was more interested in the food trays than in recalling past acquaintances. Marcus invited them to join him on a nearby couch. The traditional position of eating while lying on one’s stomach across the communal couches made it easy to enjoy the company of friends. 

“I was your father’s boss many years ago.” Marcus looked at Caius with the pride of a victorious tutor in his turquoise eyes. “He was one of the best sailors I ever trained. That’s why he worked his way to first mate so quickly.” 

Obviously embarrassed, Caius looked down and began prying open a shellfish. Quintus enjoyed seeing his father squirm in these situations, for although Caius was tremendously proud of what he had built for his family, he was also quite unassuming about it. 

“And look at you now, with your own shipping firm. I heard you just landed three ships in Ostia, hauling grain from Egypt, all in a single week.” 

“What can I say? Business is brisk for merchantmen with good crews,” Caius said, sampling the flamingo tongues. He paused and looked Marcus straight in the eye. “I learned that from a great ship captain once.” 

Marcus laughed heartily. “True. But with your business sense, I trust you could buy and sell that old ship captain many times over by now. The Romanus family name is becoming one of the most respected in Rome, you know.” 

“Well, the Viator relations are certainly helping out there.” Caius was quick to share the credit with his wife’s side of the family. “My wife’s brother, Sextus, just opened his sixth textile shop.” 

Quintus saw the man’s eyes light up at the mention of his mother. 

“And where is the lovely Politta this evening? Did she allow her two ruffians a day out on their own?” 

Quintus and Caius shared a smile. “She doesn’t have much of a stomach for the games. And, actually, she doesn’t exactly know I’m here,” Quintus explained, then crunched another fried dormouse. 

“Ahh, so the two ruffians are conspiring together I see,” Marcus said with a wink. “You two are peas in a pod. I take it you’ll be following your father into the shipping business one day, eh, Quintus?” 

Quintus wiped the crunchy residue from his mouth with his forearm. “Actually, I’d rather be a gladiator,” he said with a nonchalance that seemed to surprise even his father. 

“Ohhh, a gladiator.” Marcus glanced at Caius with an amused smile. “You’ll have to be a pretty good fighter to earn the kind of money your father makes. Wouldn’t it be easier, and a lot safer, to just take over the shipping firm someday?” 

“I’d rather fight,” Quintus answered. 

“Last year it was ‘a charioteer’ and before that ‘a Praetorian guard,’” Caius said, shaking his head. “He’s quite the adventurer ... at least in his own mind.” 

Marcus laughed and called for another goblet of wine. “So are you making the most of the family enterprises, Caius? I hope your ships are helping to move your brother-in-law’s materials.” 

Quintus was excited to answer. “Absolutely! We’re heading to Britannia in just five days with a shipment for them. The whole family’s going.” 

Marcus seemed surprised. “Britannia? That should be an adventure. Why did they settle there?” 

“Sextus and his wife, Julia, are good at getting a jump on the competition,” Caius said. “There’s a new resort town there called Aquae Sulis. Actually, it’s a very old resort, but new to us Romans. They say the healing waters in the natural baths are like nowhere else in the Empire.” 

Marcus picked up on the business opportunity immediately. “So your brother-in-law figures that the waters will attract the wealthy older patricians to the resort town, and he will make a healthy living supplying them their togas, cloaks, and stolas.” 

“They also wanted a life away from the confines and noises of the bigger cities,” Caius continued. “They moved from Rome a while ago to set up their shop in Ravenna on the Adriatic. Then they were in Pompeii for a while. Now Britannia. We haven’t visited with them in almost ten years. I know my wife is looking forward to seeing her brother again. And I’m looking forward to taking one of my ships past the Pillars of Hercules and outside the Mare Internum for a change.” 

For the first time all evening, Quintus detected concern in Marcus’s face. “Be wary, my friend,” Marcus warned. “I’ve not traveled that far north with my fleet, but I’ve heard stories from those who have. They say the winds and weather are much different than what we’re used to.” 

Caius seemed touched by this man’s concern for his welfare after so many years. “I’ve put my best captain and crew on this voyage. I’m sure it will be an uneventful journey.” 

Marcus made a face as he bit into his first fried dormouse. Quintus was quick to volunteer to finish the portion, which Marcus gladly handed over. “So, business is good for them I take it.” 

“Who, the Viators? Must be,” Caius answered. “They’ve asked us to bring another one hundred rolls of woolen, twenty rolls of Egyptian linen, and even five rolls of silk with us.” 

“Impressive. Very impressive,” Marcus replied, watching Quintus finish his fifth helping of dormice and swig a large gulp of watered-down wine from his goblet. 

The music suddenly grew louder and faster. A curtain on the last barge was drawn back unveiling the thirty female dancers, frozen in a pose resembling Egyptian hieroglyphs. What caught Quintus’s attention were the thirty golden trays balanced high in their hands and the sixty bare breasts below the trays. A stuffed blue-green peacock was lavishly displayed with feathers fanned on each of the trays. From a gold belt around each girl’s waist hung two long panels of sheer material that perfectly matched the blue-green of the peacock feathers. 

Synchronized to another change in music, each dancer in the Egyptian tableau came to life and traced a winding path through the barges, distributing the main course to each cluster of couches. Once the deliveries were made, each dancer remained in the center of her cluster. 

“Well, things are picking up, eh, Quintus?” Marcus asked. Caius smiled as Marcus winked at him. 

The peacock trays were passed around the couch as hands ripped and tore at the delicate poultry. The dancer in the performance square in front of Quintus wasted no time in getting her group’s attention, although her flaming red hair had already caught the eye of every man and most of the women on the barge. From his angle on the couch, Quintus could only see her from behind. But it was obvious through the gauzy green material that she possessed a beautiful, well-toned body. 

In a fluid, sensual movement she began to snake her arms in front of her, causing her bare breasts to alternately rise to the right, then the left. She slowly arched her spine backward until her torso was fully upside-down. A broad smile broke across her inverted face as she stared into Quintus’s wide eyes. 

The others on the couch cheered as she reached over her head to retrieve two peacock feathers that had fallen from the golden tray. Hoots, whistles, and catcalls grew louder as the dancers began their unspoken competition to put on the most outrageous performance of the evening. Those who made the biggest impression always took home the most gold, both from the imperial coffers of Nero as well as the private pockets of the Senators and merchants. 

Defying gravity, the redhead slowly straightened up, concealing her chest with the two long feathers she had rescued from the floor. She spun gracefully and once more locked eyes with Quintus. He decided that she was even more beautiful rightside-up. Stepping in beat with the music, she slowly approached him, drawing the feathers across her bare breasts with each step. Quintus could clearly see that the sensation of the delicate feathers against her skin was causing her nipples to stand erect. 

“Beware, Quintus,” came a deadpan voice from Marcus. “The Eyes of Horus are upon you.” 

His couchmates chuckled, but Quintus was awestruck by the redhead and her perfect nipples, which were now close enough to touch. The tension in his body, combined with the poultry grease on his fingers, caused his metal goblet to shoot from his hand and clang loudly on the floor. Riotous laughter erupted around their square of couches. An embarrassed Quintus glanced at his father, who offered a broad smile and an empathizing wink. 

As he looked back toward the open square, he was startled to find the sheer blue-green material that had once draped the dancer’s lower body now on the floor. He tilted his head back, slowly savoring the view, and came eye-to-eye with the completely nude redhead not five inches from his face. Her breath was hot and sweet. Perspiration was beading on her upper lip and forehead. 

She abruptly grabbed Quintus by the shoulders and rolled him over on the couch like a rag doll. With a quick step forward she straddled his head with her thighs and began grinding herself against his face, never missing a musical beat. 

Quintus’s arms and legs flailed in shock. He didn’t know whether to scream with delight or scream for help. The fact that he couldn’t breathe was pushing him toward the latter. But before he could make his decision, he was slid out from under the dancer’s crotch and propped up on his wobbly legs. 

“Come along, Adonis. I think it’s time we go,” came his father’s voice out of a fog. Caius smiled at the dancer and tossed her a gold piece. “I don’t think he’s quite ready for you yet, dear. Perhaps another time.” The redhead grinned wickedly and moved down the couch to her next victim. 

Marcus, who was choking from laughter, smacked Quintus on the ass as his father steered him toward the gangway. “Nice work, my boy! You’ll give these Senators a run for their money someday.” He looked at Caius. “So long, old friend. May Neptune be with you and your family on your trip to Britannia.” 

“Thank you, Marcus. Thank you for everything.” 

They crossed the gangway from the barge to the cavea and Quintus took one last look over the side, hoping for another glimpse of the sea creatures. Seeing only black water this time, he followed his father up the stairs and out the exit tunnel to the wide deserted street that surrounded the amphitheater. The sounds of the party spilled over the high walls and echoed on the stone street. A single torch mounted in the tunnel exaggerated their flickering shadows on the rough stone wall of the gladiator school across the walkway. 

“Well, that was some evening. Wouldn’t you agree, my boy?” 

Quintus stared straight ahead. “I have seen paradise.” He broke into a wide grin. 

Caius laughed loudly as he threw an arm over his son’s shoulder and together they walked toward the center of the street. They stopped short as three shadowy figures stepped from the murk of a second tunnel. 

“So you saw paradise, did you?” The voice was almost ethereal against the stone walls of the tunnel. 

“Aulus!” Quintus shouted. “I looked for you in the cavea.” 

The smile that broke across the slave’s face told Quintus he was flattered. “I was near the top as always. A mere speck from your seats.” 

Quintus had a hard time believing that, with Aulus’s tremendous size, he would be a mere speck when viewed from any seat. He and the two smaller bodyguards approached Quintus and Caius and, although the street was deserted, formed a protective barrier around them. 

Aulus Libo was the biggest of the Romanus household slaves, standing a full head above Caius. His short light brown hair and blue eyes hinted at his Celtic-Hispanic heritage. Under his drab green tunic, his broad chest was scarred from years of arena battles, the most serious of which had brought him to the Romanus family. As with most top gladiators who were severely injured in the arena—yet spared by the crowd for an outstanding performance—he was sold to the upper class as a personal bodyguard. Aulus was on the auction block the day Caius entered the slave market looking for a protector for his newborn son. Caius had paid a hefty sum of ninety-five thousand sesterces for him. Quintus had often heard his father say it was the smartest money he’d ever spent. 

Although Aulus was a slave, his relationship with Quintus was a special one, and because of it, he was treated differently than other slaves. Quintus, Caius, and Politta all saw Aulus as more of a big brother to Quintus than a household slave. Aulus repaid this affection with a commitment to the Romanus family that was equal to the commitment he had made twenty years earlier to his gladiatorial family. He would just as willingly die to protect them as he would have died with honor in the arena under the eyes of the Emperor and the gods. 

“We should go now,” Aulus said. It was a one-mile walk to the Romanus villa, which stood on Clivus Orbius between the Palatine and Esquiline Hills. While their neighborhood was a wealthy fashionable district, some of the streets between there and the Campus Martius, which housed the Amphitheater of Taurus, were less than safe. 

“Tomorrow, can we work on some of the moves made by Spiculus and Gordius this evening?” Quintus asked. 

“Absolutely,” Aulus said, his head swinging back and forth, scanning the street as they began their walk. 

Caius looked at Quintus with a smile and a raised eyebrow. “Assuming, of course, you survive the wrath of your mother after slipping out that window today.” 

Quintus knew well that any trouble they might encounter with bandits this night would pale in comparison to what probably awaited him in the morning. 



II

May AD 63

The morning breeze brought welcome fresh air through the peristyle of the Romanus villa. The sound of trickling water from the fountain in the rectangular pool usually enhanced the peaceful atmosphere of the garden oasis that made up the rear quarter of the villa. But on this morning the sound of wooden weapons overpowered everything else in the garden. 

“Show me how Spiculus landed that shoulder hit on Gordius last night,” Quintus panted while engaging Aulus in mock combat. “That was an amazing move.” 

“That’s a bit advanced for your level,” Aulus said between whacks from the wooden practice swords. “Concentrate on the basics first. Try the advance and thrust I showed you last week ... That’s better. Now come across hard. Good!” 

The sounds of their combat echoed off the colorful murals of hunting scenes that adorned the walls beneath the covered portico surrounding the green oasis. The portions of the walls not covered with murals were painted a deep maroon and trimmed with black and gold cornicing. The mostly white mosaic floor of the portico, which incorporated the same maroon, black, and gold palette into tasteful geometric patterns, was becoming cluttered with the small tables and backless chairs being arranged for breakfast. 

“Alright boys, the battle’s over.” 

Politta Viators’s voice was delicate, yet colored with authority. She stepped into the peristyle and began rearranging the bread loaves. As she did every morning, Politta personally supervised the preparation of the light morning meal for her family. 

“Yes, Mistress Viator.” Aulus raised and spun his sword in the quick salute that had become his arena trademark so many years ago. Quintus mimicked the move, though with not quite as much flair as his trainer. As he replaced his sword in the small rack, Quintus watched his mother carefully, trying to judge her mood by reading her body language. She had been asleep when they returned last evening. This was the first he’d seen her since he feigned a fever by hugging the charcoal brazier in his room, then immediately calling her for comfort. Just how mad was she about the ruse? 

Quintus pretended to noisily rearrange the wooden weapons on the rack, trying to catch her attention. But his mother did not so much as glance in his direction. He continued to watch for an opportunity to make eye contact, to charm a smile from her. Although she worried too much and was too strict for Quintus’s liking, he had always held a deep sense of love and respect for her. As she walked among the serving trays and tables, her belted white tunic flared back handsomely just above her ankles. A red stola draped from her left shoulder, across her front, and wrapped over her right hip. Her shoulder-length brown hair was tied back in a tight bun and held in place with a narrow gold band that stretched from the top of her head to behind her ears. Her face was classically Roman: olive skin and hazel eyes set perfectly astride a delicate, slightly pointed nose. 

Quintus could see he was not getting her attention. He slowly made his way across the garden, stopping to retrieve his new terra-cotta boat from the fountain pool. The souvenir had not left his sight since the previous afternoon. He continued his tentative approach, clearing his throat and forcing a cough to gain attention. If his mother heard him, she took no notice. With a few more steps, he stood directly behind her. He leaned over her shoulder and kissed her cheek. 

“Good morning, Mother.” 

Politta continued to arrange the narrow bread loaves on the silver serving tray in silence. Only when the final loaf was placed did she turn to face her son. Her hands went to her hips, and her head cocked slightly to the left. Quintus knew immediately he was in trouble. 

“Well, it’s hardly a good morning for me, now, is it? I was up half the night worrying about you. All I found was a pile of tunics when I checked in on you. I had all the servants hunting the villa and the nearby streets, thinking you wandered off in delirium from your fever. I finally figured you took off for the arena again.” She glanced down at the boat in his hands. “I see I was correct.” 

Quintus made a point of lowering his head a bit and looking at her through his long lashes. That usually worked to melt her heart. 

“Don’t give me that look. You know perfectly well that your studies are more important than those games.” She turned and resumed directing the setting of breakfast. 

“I’m sorry, Mother. It won’t happen again.” Quintus tried to sound contrite, but inside he simply could not understand why she felt tutoring was more important than the games. He knew if the circumstance arose again, he’d be right back at the amphitheater. 

After a few quiet moments, he noticed her glance again at the boat. 

“You missed an amazing naumachia,” he said, trying to warm the chilled air. 

“Oh, is that so?” Her short response was all the encouragement he needed, and he excitedly launched into a rambling description of the sea spectacle, using the toy boat to reenact the battle action. The servants bustled around them as they spoke, arranging the food displays and fresh-cut flowers from the garden. 

As usual, Lucius Calidius was jealous. The fifteen-year-old kitchen slave stood motionless, pitcher in hand, half hidden behind one of the Doric columns that supported the portico roof. His eyes were fixed on the toy boat and his attention was more on Quintus’s story than on his household duties. 

“Are you going to pour the fruit juice sometime this morning or shall I dump it on your head?” 

Lucius heard the words, but they did not register. He was too absorbed in Quintus’s tale of the epic sea battle. 

“Lucius!” His name came with a sharp crack to the back of his head. The kitchen manager continued in a vicious whisper. “What’s the matter with you? Pour the juice before I beat some sense into you.” 

Lucius gave him a long glare then approached the table and began pouring the mixture of pear nectar, apple juice, and honey. While he poured, he strained to absorb every word of Quintus’s story. 

“Isn’t this boat a beauty? Father bought it for me.” 

Lucius’s gaze never left the terra-cotta ship as it passed to Politta’s hands. He watched with envy as her fingers traced the intricate details. 

“I love the Persian captain standing on the bow,” Quintus continued. “That’s just where this captain was standing when he took an arrow right in the forehead!” 

“Alright, that will be enough of that this morning.” Politta put the boat down on the table and began arranging an assortment of cheeses on Quintus’s plate. Lucius was still filling the goblets as the toy boat appeared on the table directly in front of him. He inspected the model for a moment, then stepped back toward the column and did his best to blend into the shadows again. 

He wondered why he continued to do this to himself. Hearing Quintus tell these stories of gladiator spectacles and other adventures made his insides squirm. A common kitchen slave would never get the opportunity to live life like Quintus Honorius Romanus. That thought ate away at him every moment of every day. Yet he felt compelled to absorb as many of these stories as possible. As much as he hated it, the only adventures he lived were through Quintus. 

“And you should have seen the pile of gold Nero awarded Spiculus,” Quintus continued as he sat and began his breakfast. “Every gold piece was well deserved. He was cunning as well as powerful, wasn’t he, Aulus?” 

“That he was, Master Quintus.” Aulus’s deep voice surprised Lucius when it came from the other side of the column where he hid. He had not seen the bodyguard return to the peristyle. 

“By the sword of Hercules!” Quintus shouted as he banged the table with his empty goblet. “We should drink a toast to Spiculus! More juice!” 

Lucius knew he should step forward immediately with the pitcher he held in his hand. But his feet did not move. 

“Lucius?” 

Quintus leaned forward and their eyes locked. Lucius simply could not bring himself to keep pandering to this spoiled rich kid. He knew it could mean a flogging. He had been there before. But his resentment sometimes outweighed his fear of the whip. 

“Lucius! Are you awake? More juice here,” Quintus ordered. 

He simply stared at Quintus. He allowed a slight smile to cross his lips, just enough to let Quintus know he’d heard him. It was his subtle way of standing his ground, of showing he still had a backbone, of showing he still had some pride of his own left. But his personal victory was brief. A solid crack on the back of his head snapped his neck forward and almost dropped him to the mosaic floor. 

“What’s the matter with you?” Aulus hissed. The bodyguard had stepped around the column and now hovered over Lucius like a titanic statue of Jupiter. “Master Quintus is calling for more drink. Bring it to him ... Now!” 

Lucius stepped forward with the pitcher. Quintus held his goblet up and turned away from the servant boy as he resumed his discussion with Politta, beginning a detailed description of Nero’s banquet. Lucius poured the juice quickly. Too quickly. The golden yellow concoction splashed across the front of Quintus’s white and gold tunic and puddled in his lap. 

“Lucius! Watch what you’re doing,” Politta yelled. 

Quintus stopped in mid-sentence. He looked down at his tunic then up at Lucius. The look in Quintus’s eyes told Lucius he knew this was not an accident. Quintus did not say a word. He simply stared at Lucius. But the slave boy didn’t flinch. He defiantly returned the stare. 

“Get a cloth and clean this up!” the head servant hollered at Lucius. “I am so sorry, Master Quintus. Lucius will be dealt with.” 

The two teenagers finally broke their glare as Lucius turned to get a cloth. 

“No harm done,” Quintus said tightly. 

Lucius returned with a dry cloth and began patting feebly at the yellow stain that marred the front of Quintus’s tunic. While he worked, he kept his gaze locked on Quintus’s eyes, doing his best to send the unspoken message that there was no repentance whatsoever. Quintus grabbed the cloth from his hand. 

“I will deal with it.” He turned his back on Lucius, leaving him standing awkwardly at the table. 

Politta helped her son blot the fruit juice from his clothing while the head servant cleaned the spilled liquid from the floor. Politta sent Aulus to her son’s room for a change of clothes. 

While the cleanup progressed, Lucius saw an unexpected opportunity. As he turned to leave, his arm swung wide and the miniature Persian galley disappeared from the tabletop without anyone noticing. He quietly blended back into the shadows of the portico and began making his way around the perimeter to the villa door at the far side of the garden. 

“It’s fine. It’s fine. I’ll change after breakfast.” Quintus’s voice echoed off the muraled walls, followed by the sounds of utensils on trays and dishes. 

“So you were saying that the Emperor knows how to throw a party,” prompted Politta. Lucius slowed his walk. He was torn between making a clean getaway and eavesdropping on more stories of the grand festivities. 

“It was held on four barges that were easily the length of the war galleys,” Quintus continued, “but perhaps twice as wide. Here, I’ll show you.” Then there was silence. Lucius stopped walking and peered from behind the closest column. Across the garden, he could see Quintus looking under the table and chairs. 

“Where’s my ship? Mother, did you move it?” 

“No. I laid it there on the table.” 

Lucius’s heart began to race. He had meant to be clear of the garden long before the theft was discovered. Quintus called loudly across the peristyle to the head servant who was returning from the kitchen. 

“I only removed the wet cloths, Master Quintus. I did not touch your ship.” 

Lucius had only six more columns to go before he reached the closest villa entrance. Then a quick dash to his spartan slave’s quarters down the hall near the utility area. If he stayed back against the wall in the morning shadows, he’d make it for sure. 

“Where in Hades is my ship? Search for it, will you?” Quintus snapped at the head servant, who dropped to his knees and began scouring the floor under the table. Lucius smiled as he slipped from column to column and watched the old man crawl on his knees for the young master. He quietly eased past the last two columns and made the turn into the villa doorway. But instead of an open passageway, he walked into a green tunic as rigid as a stone wall. Aulus looked down at him with eyes that burned like tiny charcoals. 

“I think the search is over,” Aulus hollered across the peristyle. One massive hand snatched the terra-cotta boat from Lucius, while the other lifted the boy off his feet by the collar of his brown tunic. 

“Seems someone’s a bit upset at not having such a souvenir for himself,” Aulus said, as he casually carried his trophies across the garden. Lucius kicked wildly in the air two feet above the ground, until he realized his struggle was useless. Even if Aulus dropped him, where would he go? 

“Is this true, Lucius?” asked Politta. 

“Of course it’s true!” Quintus yelled. “He’s been eyeing it for himself since I brought it down here this morning. He’s a damn thief!” 

Lucius could feel his face turn red from humiliation and seething rage. He was not about to hang there quietly and be judged by this bastard rich kid. With a loud yell, he swiped his arm past Aulus’s chest and knocked the boat from the bodyguard’s right hand. Quintus’s face went white as his eyes followed the fragile clay ship. The vessel arced into the air and crashed onto the mosaic tile floor, shattering into a hundred pieces. 

There was stunned silence in the peristyle. Lucius looked down on the surreal scene as he dangled from Aulus’s thick arm. Regardless of the punishment to come, the look on Quintus’s pale face made the entire episode worthwhile. A low moan in Quintus’s throat rose to an animal-like growl as he sprang from his chair. 

His shoulder pounded into Lucius. The force knocked the boy from the slave’s grasp and, together, Quintus and Lucius toppled backward into the garden fountain. Water splashed across the narrow strip of grass and onto the mosaic floor, making the footing difficult for both Aulus and the head servant who tried to get to the boys. 

With a scream, Quintus pushed Lucius’s head underwater. The slave boy tried desperately to breathe, but his lungs filled only with water. He could vaguely make out the blurred face of Quintus, contorted with rage. The boy’s fist dove deep under the surface, seeking Lucius’s jaw. Spray flew everywhere. 

After what seemed like an hour, Lucius felt his assailant’s weight finally being lifted off him. He jerked his head up, gasping for air and coughing up water. Above him hung the hazy outline of Quintus, struggling in the grasp of Aulus. 

Lucius stood slowly on wobbly legs, knee-deep in the fountain pond. Neither he nor Aulus were ready for Quintus’s last swift kick. His foot caught Lucius on the back of the neck and sent him sprawling into the breakfast table, knocking the three large metal trays across the tile floor with a great crash. 

Aulus’s voice was surprisingly calm amid the chaos of the brawl. “Settle down, Quintus. We’ll get you another boat.” 

“There  are no other boats! They were specially made for yesterday’s games.” He turned his rage again on Lucius. “My father bought me that, you bastard!” Quintus struggled to get free from Aulus. 

Lucius was shaken but held to the vision of Quintus’s shocked face as the boat hit the floor. It braced him enough to offer a defiant smirk, which provoked another swinging kick from Quintus. Lucius crawled backward to avoid the kick, directly into the legs of Caius who had appeared in the doorway. 

“What in the name of Jupiter is going on here?” Caius bellowed in an unusual display of anger. 

“Father! This dung-eater deliberately smashed the boat you bought me yesterday.” 

From his position at Caius’s feet, Lucius watched him glance at Politta for affirmation. She seemed visibly shaken by Quintus’s violent outburst. With a hand still covering her mouth in shock, she nodded at her husband. 

Lucius’s brazen gaze met Caius’s as the master of the house looked down upon him. Their posture epitomized everything Lucius hated about his life. He quickly got to his feet. Although he knew this man would solely determine the severity of his punishment, he made it a point not to break eye contact and, most of all, not to show any sign of remorse. 

Caius spoke to Aulus, but never took his stare from Lucius. “Aulus, let’s see if ten lashes across his back will teach this young man some manners in our home. Then send him to Tertia and let her deal with her insolent son.” 

Lucius had felt the sting of the whip before. As much as the words brought fear, he continued to gaze defiantly at Caius, then at Quintus, as Aulus roughly hauled him from the garden. 

*** 



Quintus dropped heavily into his chair as the servants began cleaning the food and debris from the floor. He watched silently as the kitchen master bent and retrieved the largest remnant of the shattered boat. The servant handed it to Quintus with a nervous smile. He studied the miniature figure of the Persian captain who had stood in command of the small ship. The captain had somehow survived the turmoil unscratched. Quintus stared at the tiny stoic face until the sound of the broken shards of terra-cotta being swept into a pile brought tears to his eyes. 

“That’s one tough ship captain,” Caius said, obviously trying to lighten the mood. 

“It’s not fair, Father. That bastard broke it for no good reason.” 

“I know, son. I don’t know what to say to make things better. But I will say this ... There are two lessons here. First, always be wary of those who do not have. For they would rather take from those who have, than earn the spoils themselves.” 

“Well, that defines the essence of Lucius, doesn’t it?” Quintus said in a dejected tone. 

His father continued as he wiped the tears from each of Quintus’s cheeks, “Second, never let an opponent see you upset, either from fear or emotion. It will give him the advantage.” 

Quintus had often heard this rule from Aulus in his self-defense training. It was habitual among the gladiators, at least those who knew how to properly handle themselves in the arena. 

“Of course, when things mean a lot to us, even Jupiter himself can lose his temper,” his father continued with a smile. “It’s over now. Let’s get you changed and see what we can salvage of breakfast. What do you say?” 

Quintus stared down at the Persian ship captain in his hand. He didn’t want to say anything for fear the tears would come again. He placed the tiny figure into the dripping-wet leather pouch that hung from his belt. 

Caius patted his son’s head and walked toward Politta. “What are we going to do with that damn arrogant slave boy?” 

Quintus caught a glimpse of his mother shaking her head. She called to the remaining servant, “Assist Master Quintus in the back room, Agathon.” 

“Of course, Mistress Viator.” 

The servant handed Quintus the tunic that Aulus had brought and ushered him into a back room to change. As he stepped through the doorway, Quintus heard his mother’s voice. He waved the servant on and hung back near the portal to listen to the conversation. After today, anything to do with Lucius’s punishment he wanted to hear firsthand. The voices drifted down the portico and into the open doorway. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so upset,” Politta said. 

“That damn slave boy can drive anybody mad. He’s grown as insolent as a stubborn mule. It’s a good thing for him he’s the son of your ornatrix or I would have sold him long ago. Can’t you speak to her about him?” 

“I’ve spoken to Tertia. She feels it’s a phase that boys go through at his age. But she admits he seems to be getting worse, rather than better, as the months pass.” 

Quintus could hear his father pacing, the leather soles of his sandals scraping on the white mosaic tile. 

“A phase boys go through ... What a pile of horseshit! Even when he was a little boy, Quintus would have nothing to do with Lucius because he couldn’t stomach his constant jealousy and resentment. I’m personally getting sick of this brazen attitude. The only time he shows any initiative at all is during my business meetings. Then he’s so underfoot I can’t get rid of him.” 

The sound of sandals on tile stopped and he heard his father sigh. 

“Look, we treat Lucius just as well as we treat all our servants. Yet he seems to have a hatred for everyone in this household.” 

“I think it has less to do with how he’s treated and more to do with the simple fact that he resents his position in life.” 

“Well, that’s a fate the gods have chosen for him, not me.” 

“He has a hard time with authority, that’s all,” said Politta. 

“Well, that’s a real liability to someone born into slavery.” 

The tone in his father’s voice made it clear he was surprised at Politta’s tolerance. Quintus had to agree. After all the problems they’d had with Lucius, why was his mother still so indulgent? 

“Tertia’s been a part of my household staff since she and I were both young girls, Caius. We can’t just sell her son to strangers. I won’t have it.” 

Quintus listened for his father’s response, but none came. Surely he wasn’t going to let this matter drop. The silence persisted. He assumed his father was formulating a plan that would work for everyone. He was surprised to hear his mother’s voice again. 

“I wonder if Sextus and Julia can use any help in Britannia.” 

The quiet nature of her statement belied the gravity of its significance. Did he hear her right? Was she actually contemplating shipping Lucius off to the relatives in remote Britannia? A smile crossed his face as his father quickly picked up on the thought. 

“Now that’s an idea. We can take him with us to Britannia, then leave him there with Sextus when we return. It will separate him from Quintus, yet Tertia should find some comfort in the fact that her son will be with someone in our family rather than selling him at auction. Yes, I like the idea. I’ll bet some of Sextus’s foremen can straighten out his attitude.” 

The morning’s miserable events were quickly fading from Quintus’s mind. If a smashed boat resulted in his lifelong tormentor being shipped away for good, then it was a worthy sacrifice. 

“We’ll be separating Lucius and Quintus, but we’ll also be separating my favorite handmaiden from her only child. It’s not something we normally do to our servants. You know that.” 

The remorse was already evident in his mother’s voice. He hoped his father would seize the opportunity and push it to its conclusion. 

“Yes, but this is not a typical situation either. The boy is becoming a menace to our household. Tertia will have to deal with it. Tell her she can take Lucius with us, but I wouldn’t tell her any more until we reach Britannia.” 

Quintus heard his mother sigh. He held his breath and waited desperately for her response. 

“Alright. But we’ll have to keep the boys apart during the trip. I don’t want to have to worry about them throwing each other overboard.” 

“Yes. It’s going to be an interesting journey.” 

To Quintus, the gloomy storm clouds suddenly parted revealing a bright blue sky. He wanted to burst through the doorway and throw his arms around his parents. But he thought twice about it and decided to keep his celebration private. He removed the small terra-cotta sea captain from his damp leather pouch and studied the brave face once again. 

“You’re a good man,” he whispered. “You’ve sacrificed your ship for the good of the battle.” 

He could not wait to step aboard the  Vesta and sail to a life without Lucius Calidius. 



III

July AD 63

Quintus and his father climbed the stairs and emerged from the deckhouse of the  Vesta after a late afternoon dinner. “I don’t think I’ve tasted fresher fish than we’ve had on this trip,” said Caius as he rubbed his swollen stomach. 

Quintus was ready to claim credit for at least part of the meal. “You can thank my strong hooks and secret bait recipe for that.” 

He looked up at the orange mainsail and twin triangular topsails, all pulled taut by a stiff northerly breeze. The foresail billowed out ahead of the bow, tugging the ship along from the forward-raked foremast. Beyond the sail, Quintus glimpsed a tall cliff on the horizon. He turned and called to the ship’s captain above them on the roof of the deckhouse, which acted as the ship’s poop deck. He saw that Aulus had joined the captain on the roof to enjoy the afternoon breeze. 

“Is that Britannia off the starboard bow?” 

The captain had already been checking his charts and watching the rock mass that was Land’s End grow above the horizon. “Yes, Master Quintus. That’s Britannia.” 

Quintus was exhilarated. He thought back to his father’s friend, Marcus, at Nero’s banquet. The old seaman had been correct. The waters of the great sea beyond the Pillars of Hercules were much different from the calmer aquamarine waters of the Mare Internum. Many on board the  Vesta, even those who had worked the sea for many years, were feeling the uneasy stomach of the land dwellers. But not Quintus. This was the trip of a lifetime and nothing was going to ruin it. 

It had been five weeks since they put out from the port of Ostia. Their route had taken them to the south of Sardinia, due west along the North African coast, and between the Pillars of Hercules, which stood like sentinels at the mouth of the Mare Internum. They then set a northerly course along the coast of Hispania and Gaul to the channel that separated Britannia from the mainland. Their captain planned to round the rugged cape at the southwestern corner of Britannia and head into the port of Glevum, thirty miles north of Aquae Sulis. 

Although the trip by sea was much more agreeable than the land route, it was still a tiring journey. Quintus spent his time on board working with the crewmen. It made the days seem much shorter than just sitting on deck watching the waves roll by. Once he learned the ropes, he was always first in line to help trim the sails or take the tillerbars to relieve the helmsman for short spells. 

The  Vesta was the flagship of the Romanus fleet. At 130 feet long she could carry four hundred tons of cargo, although on this voyage the load was half that. The ship had been specially designed by Caius two years earlier to transport both cargo and passengers. While many ships of the day were outfitted for double duty, few had the amenities of the  Vesta.

From the relatively spacious servants’ quarters on the lower deck to the luxurious master suite, the  Vesta was one of the finest privately owned vessels afloat. Caius had the preeminent craftsmen in Italia outfit the comfortable family suite with towering bookcases, copper tubs, gymnasium equipment, and a galley that rivaled the Romanus villa kitchen. The rear wall of the suite was ingeniously designed to be folded open against the side walls, revealing a beautiful view of the sea with the white foam of the ship’s wake trailing to the distant horizon. 

Caius and Politta’s bedroom was enlivened with graceful wall murals of the most picturesque ports-of-call for the Romanus shipping fleet, including Alexandria, Carthage, Ostia, and Massilia. These images were in sharp contrast with the murals in Quintus’s bedchamber next door, which depicted gladiatorial contests and animal hunts. Throughout all the rooms a beautiful mosaic floor scene of colorful sealife and coral reefs gave the illusion that one could see through the ship’s hull and into the ocean depths. 

The area forward of the passenger compartments contained the primary cargo hold and the crew’s quarters. In addition to ferrying the giant bolts of fabric to the Viator clothing business, Caius was using this Britannia excursion to establish new business contacts. Besides one thousand sacks of grain and three hundred barrels of olive oil, he had taken on thirty-five hundred gallons of wine in Ostia for a merchant looking to export his finest spirits to the relatively new northern province. The wine was transported in five hundred amphoras, large clay jugs sealed on the top with wax and pointed on the bottom so they could be stacked tightly and secured against the inner hull in tiers four levels high. Caius had personally supervised the loading and stacking of the amphoras into special wooden holders that were cushioned with twigs and branches. 

On deck, the sight of their destination got Quintus’s heart pounding. “Only one more day to go,” he said. “And we have favorable winds. Maybe we’ll be in port by morning.” As much as he had enjoyed these weeks at sea, he was ready to feel firm ground once again beneath his feet. 

Caius studied the sails and ship bearing. “Perhaps, but more likely late afternoon.” 

The door to the deckhouse swung open behind them. Quintus excitedly pointed to the distant cliffs. 

“Look, Mother! Britannia!” he yelled, fully expecting Politta to step from behind the open door. Instead, Lucius’s face peered around the wooden hatch, wearing its usual smirk. 

“Oh, it’s you.” 

“So what’s the big deal?” Lucius said in a low voice. “I don’t see why we’re going to this barbarian island anyway. Just to visit some relatives you don’t even know. Who cares?” 

Quintus knew Lucius was goading him into another test of wills. He had successfully avoided the obnoxious slave boy for most of the trip, but it was difficult to totally elude someone on a small ship during a five-week voyage. He took heart knowing Lucius’s days in this household were numbered. 

He smiled at Lucius with a nod. “Keep it up, asshole. And we’ll see who has the last laugh.” 

“Well, why don’t...” Lucius’s words caught in his throat as Caius stepped from the side of the deckhouse. Quintus’s smile broadened. Although his father never used the dreaded beaded whip on his slaves, Quintus knew that Lucius had not yet forgotten the lashing he had received after their brawl in the garden. 

Quintus watched with amusement as his father gave Lucius a deadly look before he spoke. “Do you need another lesson in manners? When are you going to realize that Quintus is as much your master as I am? I’ll warn you for the last time. One more disrespectful comment out of that foul mouth and, as Neptune is my witness, I’ll ship you to my grain barge crews in Alexandria and let them straighten you out. And you won’t enjoy their methods. Am I understood?” 
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