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I

December AD 68

There was nothing Taurus liked better than the roar of the crowd when he cut into flesh. The adversary he studied through the grated eyepieces of his Thracian helmet now had a ribbon of blood running down his left arm. And the mob loved it. 

The stench of offal from the morning animal hunts, the noxii criminal executions, and the preliminary gladiator bouts hung in the crisp air of the December afternoon. But the smell didn’t bother Taurus. It was simply the vestige of another successful day of games in the Pompeii arena. The familiar coolness of the sand beneath his feet gave him comfort, even as he occasionally stepped through the dampness of warm blood. The harenarii—the arena attendants—had been too hasty in their raking between bouts, he thought as he toyed further with his opponent. 

He kept the late afternoon sun at his back, forcing his adversary to squint through the glare. There was no need for the amphitheater’s vellarium roof on such a beautifully cool day, so the view of Vesuvio and the green hills to the northwest provided a dramatic backdrop to the action in the arena. But Taurus knew the attention of the twenty thousand spectators was not on the landscape. He could feel their eyes pressing upon him. The boisterous crowd showed no sign of tiring on this first day of the Saturnalia festival. Even after a full slate of hunts, executions, and fifteen gladiator bouts, they still called for blood. 

The brute facing Taurus was Livius, a massive hoplomachus of top primus palus ranking. Taurus had sparred against him often on the training field of their Pompeii ludus. He knew the man well. He knew how he wiggled his small shield ever so slightly before he lunged high for the shoulder with his spear. He knew how he dug his right heel into the sand just before a low thrust to the thigh. Of course, Livius was not aware of these tells. But Taurus made it his business to know them all. Most heartening, he knew Livius did not have near the speed or agility that he himself was able to muster. Even with the extended reach of Livius’s six-foot pike, not a trace of anxiety crossed Taurus’s mind. 

Although his heart had been pounding hard for more than five minutes, Taurus continued to stalk his prey, waiting patiently for the slightest mistake that would give him the split-second advantage he sought. He saw the hoplomachus’s helmet turn ever so slightly to the left. He knew his opponent was glancing at the fresh gash on his arm, worrying about how slippery the blood would be when it reached the handle of his shield. That was all the information Taurus needed. The time had come. 

His sica shot forward. The curved sword beat once, twice, three times against the wooden spear handle. Taurus heard the wood start to splinter. Livius backpedaled across the sand. Taurus pursued his adversary, his sica now a blur of silver as it windmilled toward Livius’s right, then left shoulder. He augmented the threat of his blade with the bottom rim of his square parmula shield, catching Livius on the thigh, then in the chest. Taurus had mastered the concept of using his shield as much for offense as for defense. 

Although wounded, Livius did a good job of blocking the assault with his own small bowl-shaped shield, which would have seemed terribly inadequate to a lesser fighter. He attempted a lunge to back Taurus off and stall the advance. But Taurus had his own shield in place before the metal spear tip came close to his chest. Taurus pressed his advantage and swung his razor-sharp blade in blinding arcs. The speed came from somewhere deep inside; Taurus didn’t understand it, but the power was there when he needed it. 

As his sica beat against the shield again and again, he sensed the tiny protective disc shift ever so slightly. The blood had reached Livius’s hand. He saw panic in the eyes behind the grating of his opponent’s face mask. And he knew the match was won. 

He sliced sideways at the shield. Livius’s bulky arm glistened as the muscles tightened. But he could not hold on. The slickness of the blood, combined with the crushing power of Taurus’s blow, forced the gladiator’s only protection to sail from his hand and clang against the arena wall. The small dagger he held in place behind the shield as a backup weapon also slipped from his grasp. Before the hoplomachus could recover, Taurus went to work on the spear. Two more blows and the metal tip fell to the sand, leaving Livius waving a splintered pole half its original length. He swung the pitiful remnant in an attempt to parry Taurus’s sica. But on the next contact the curved blade sliced through the wood like a loaf of bread and buried deep into Livius’s left bicep. The hoplomachus screamed and dropped to his knees. He grabbed his arm to try to stem the torrent of blood, his fingers disappearing inside the gaping wound. Taurus placed the tip of his blade on Livius’s chest. 

The referee stepped forward and used his five-foot rod to halt the match. Taurus looked at the smile on Julianus’s face. As chief trainer at the ludus, it was Julianus’s job to also referee his troupe’s arena battles, using the rod to beat some sense into the more cowardly tiro gladiators. But there was little need for the pole in these late afternoon matches with only the top fighters and crowd favorites on the sand. 

“Another fine fight, Taurus,” he said quietly as the crowd roared. “You, too, Livius. I know it’s hard to match that speed of his.” 

Pleasing Julianus and his lanista, Titus Cassius Petra, was a key ingredient in Taurus’s passion for arena combat. It ran a close second to the adulation of the mob. Ironically, the only part of arena combat he hated was the killing. The  art of the fight was paramount to Taurus, not the taking of a brave man’s life—although he had had to do it on occasion. 

“I just hope we don’t lose Livius,” Taurus replied. “He’s a good man.” The trembling in Livius’s body was transmitted to Taurus’s arm through the sword touching the man’s chest. 

“His fate is in the hands of the magistrate,” Julianus said. 

All three turned and looked across the arena at the old man seated on the podium. The magistrate was studying the reaction of the mob. 

Taurus scanned the cavea and was relieved when a sea of white handkerchiefs fluttered in the late afternoon light—the sign of mercy. He glanced back at the podium. The old magistrate reached inside his draped sleeve and pulled out a small white cloth which he waved briskly twice across his chest. 

 “Missio!” Julianus shouted. He pushed Quintus’s sica aside and helped Livius to his feet. Two harenarii arrived quickly to escort the bleeding fighter to the tunnel. 

Taurus dropped his shield and touched the tiny terra-cotta figurine that hung from the thin leather strip around his neck. He raised the effigy to his lips and planted a quick kiss on the icon that embodied three beloved spirits: his late mother and father, and his murdered friend and childhood bodyguard, Aulus Libo. He let out a wild victory cry and hurled his sica, blade first, into the sand. The victory ritual was more dramatic with his trident when he fought as a retiarius, but the sword worked almost as well. As it swayed at his feet, he raised his arms and incited the mob of twenty thousand to a deafening crescendo. A chant of “Taurus! Taurus! Taurus!” swept around the oval cavea. He absorbed every second of it, bathing in the adulation as if it were a warm pool in the local baths. He wondered what other vocation could bring such hero worship to a young man barely twenty years old. 

“Funny how they know you only as ‘Taurus,’” Julianus said with a smile as he retrieved the remnants of the broken spear and readied for the final bout. “Yet at the ludus we have the pleasure of knowing both Taurus  and Quintus.” 

“Ahhh, but is it not Taurus who makes the money for Dominus Petra?” the fighter replied without taking his eyes from the crowd. “So you tell me which half of me he prefers.” 

Julianus laughed and slapped his back. As he scanned the cheering faces in the crowd, Taurus considered how he was able to leave Quintus Honorius Romanus in the tunnel before each bout. The process wasn’t clear to him, he just did it. He always managed to assume the persona and herculean fighting tactics of his alter ego,  Taurus. This was how his legions of fans knew him best: as the showman and  always the victor—at least so far in his three-year arena career. But Taurus was much more than a stage name fabricated to instill fear in his opponents and excitement in the mob. Taurus was a state of mind. It defined the swift, aggressive, calculating warrior that Quintus was able to muster from deep within his being each time he stepped onto the sand. Taurus could do the things that Quintus could not. And he proved it with each appearance in the arena. 

“I think it’s time to visit the podium,” Julianus said, pointing his stick toward the magistrate. 

With his usual flare, Taurus pulled the griffin-topped helmet from his head and dove for his sica. He tumbled through the sand and rose a second later in a theatrical pose, left arm stretched forward and curved sica arching gracefully over his head. The crowd screamed its appreciation. The sand that stuck to his sweat-drenched torso did little to cover the beautiful black stigmates that had become his trademark. The ornate bull head on his chest stared defiantly forward with wicked eyes bordered by elaborate curved horns, its wide-set, ringed nostrils set above a row of pointed teeth. Taurus’s broad back was adorned with the face of Medusa the Gorgon, her hair a nest of vipers and her evil white eyes daring any foe to attack from the rear. Both images did their job in distinguishing Taurus the Bull from every other helmet-clad fighter in the arena. 

After a few more poses highlighting his solid physique, Taurus crossed the sand and stood before the magistrate. It took a few moments for the old man to quiet the crowd. As Taurus waited, he relaxed and took a few deep breaths. The rush of adrenalin ceased and his pounding heart began to slow. Once again, he was Quintus. 

“Each time you appear, you prove yourself a true hero of the arena, Taurus. I congratulate you on your twelfth victory.” Shouts and applause from the crowd briefly interrupted him. “May Hercules continue to protect you.” A bag of coins landed at Quintus’s feet, followed by a green palm frond, the traditional symbol of arena victory. Quintus bowed with a smile, gathered up his spoils, and trotted toward the arena tunnel, waving the palm above his head. The cheering of the crowd followed him into the passageway and echoed off the rough stone walls. 

As he rushed through the portal, he almost ran into a female fighter who was securing her helmet and readying for her first fight in more than a year. Her statuesque form was enhanced by the shape of her murmillo helmet. The crest of scarlet-dyed horsehair made her appear even taller than her six-foot height. The silver flair at the rear of the helmet matched the graceful shape of the auburn locks hanging across her bare shoulders. Her well-oiled body, naked but for a small red loincloth and black leather belt, glistened even in the dim light of the tunnel. It was easy to see why the lanista had decided to pluck her from a life of prostitution and slavery. Although this would be only her third arena battle, it was clear she was already one of the top arena draws of the Empire. She was known to all as The Gladiatrix Amazonia. 

But on this late afternoon, Quintus noticed her normally self-assured stance and confident swagger was missing. “You’re ready for this, you know,” he said to her quietly so her opponent, a slim Thracian, could not hear. 

“I know, I know. I just want to get it over with,” she snapped back. 

She shook her arms again and shifted her weight from side to side. The jittery moves betrayed her nervousness to Quintus. He knew this was her first bout since the near disaster in Rome a year earlier. Not many fighters could have recovered from a deep puncture wound, a fight with a lion, and an almost fatal infection all in the span of one week. The wound came at the hands of a crafty Germanic hoplomachus in a featured bout. She had lost her concentration and paid the price with his spear tip buried deep in her thigh. The lion came later that same day. It had been one of ten sent into the arena to dispatch Quintus. While gladiators did not fight beasts—that job was left to the trained venatores like their Ethiopian comrade, Lindani—this fact was lost on the games’ editor, Lucius Calidius. Such a breach of arena protocol was not about to stand between Lucius and the death of his lifelong rival, Quintus Romanus. To this day, it pained Quintus to know that his closest friends, Amazonia and Lindani, had both almost been killed helping him defeat the lions sent to destroy him. 

Quintus looked at the ugly scar on her left thigh that marred an otherwise flawless limb. He thought about the horrid infection that had set in. The head ludus physician, Agricola, felt it might have been triggered by the lion’s blood, which had entered her gaping wound and mixed with her own. She had recovered from the high fever but almost lost the leg. Only constant vigilance by Agricola—and Amazonia’s own perseverance—had saved it. She endured months of painful recuperation, followed by many more of therapy, herbal remedies, and excruciating exercise. Finally, the ludus physicians pronounced her physically ready to return to the arena.  But was she ready mentally? Quintus wondered as he watched her twitching arms. 

“He’s small but light on his feet, this thraex,” Quintus warned. “You know he always feigns right before going for the left shoulder.” 

Amazonia did not respond. On the podium the praecone stood for his final announcement of the day. 

“Fellow Romans and guests, in honor of our esteemed new emperor in Rome, his Imperial Majesty Servius Sulpicius Galba, our benevolent magistrate, Publius Aurelius Capito, presents the final bout of our first day of Saturnalia.” He paused for the expected swell of voices from the cavea. “For your amusement, we present the thraex Priedens. And fighting for the first time in more than a year, the most beautiful murmillo in the Empire, the magnificent Amazonia!” 

Amazonia stepped into the dim light of the afternoon as she and her opponent began their walk across the sand to where Julianus stood waiting. Quintus stepped forward and crouched at the tunnel entrance. He leaned against the rough stones of the arena wall and let their coolness soothe him. The cheering that had sent him from the sand returned in earnest as every pair of eyes in the amphitheater now followed the magnificent semi-nude figure floating across the arena. Although female gladiators had appeared here before, none came close to the beauty of Amazonia. And certainly no other had the skill and power to be matched against a male fighter. 

Before the battle began, Quintus felt a presence beside him. He turned to see Lindani next to him, still wearing the leopard-skin loincloth from his morning animal hunt. The flexibility of the man’s lanky frame was evident as he sat motionless with his feet flat on the tunnel paving stones and his knobby knees almost at shoulder height. His skin, the color of polished ebony, was rimmed with a copper highlight by the late afternoon sun. The colorful beads braided into his long locks of black hair clicked gently as he moved his head. His bright eyes held the intensity Quintus had come to know well when the African was keenly focused. 

“She is nervous, no?” he said in his melodic Ethiopian accent. 

“I’ve seen her on edge before,” Quintus replied, “but never like this.” 

The moment she stepped from the cold hard stone into the sand of the arena, Amazonia’s senses began to tingle. It had been so long since the softness of the sand caressed her feet, quite different from the hard packed earth of the ludus training field. She was surprised at how much it soothed her rattled nerves. But in the back of her mind she wondered if she was truly ready for this. Her leg felt fine, but would it tolerate the extreme test of an arena match? More important, could she herself still endure a match? 

The roar of the crowd grew as Julianus motioned Amazonia and Priedens into position. 

“Be on guard...” he yelled as he dropped the rod between them. 

Amazonia crouched slightly, sliding the bottom edge of her large scutum forward and positioning her gladius along the right edge of the scarlet shield. She watched the tip of her opponent’s sica as it wavered, ready to thrust, and felt a chill rush up her spine. She checked her position behind the scutum and lowered the shield a bit further. She needed to protect her leg. 

Julianus’s pole jerked back. “Attack!” 

Before Amazonia had a chance to move, Priedens thrust forward. His sica struck her scutum and glanced off the top edge. Her left shoulder stung. The razor-sharp blade had cut a small gash. She had lowered her shield too far, and her experienced foe had exploited the error. 

She ducked sideways and struck back hard with two slashes that collided with her opponent’s small square shield. The parry halted his initial advance. But only seconds into the fight she was pumping blood down her shield arm. Her mind flashed back to Quintus’s fight just moments earlier. The blood that had run down Livius’s arm had had devastating consequences. Was she done for already? 

Wasting no time, Priedens came at her again. His sica swung with a force that belied his small frame. Although Amazonia stood a head taller, she had difficulty blocking the blows as she retreated. How could this be happening? Her usual aggressive offense was quickly deteriorating into a sloppy and ineffective defense. Panic began to overwhelm her. 

Priedens pressed forward. His arm moved quickly. First an assault from the right, then three blows from the left. Amazonia continued stepping backward, using the scutum as best she could to impede the attack. Although the afternoon breeze was cool, she felt sweat bead on her forehead. It would soon be running into her eyes. The clamor of the mob echoed in her helmet. Within the cacophony, she detected Quintus’s voice across the arena. 

“Attack him! Take a stand and attack him!” 

She tried to heed his advice, but Priedens would not allow it. The thraex was almost on top of her, hammering away. His aggressiveness forced her to give ground, and she shuffled backward through the sand that had given her comfort earlier. Now the softness worked against her. She stepped into a shallow depression and began to fall. In panic and frustration she struggled to thrust her shield forward and managed to catch Priedens on his advancing leg. The sudden jolt, combined with his momentum, tossed him forward. He landed in a heap on top of her, his sica pinned between his own body and her scutum. She wrapped her long legs around his lean torso and pulled him close. It was a move she had used often in her days as a prostitute when a client became a bit too aggressive. And it brought a mixed reaction from the mob: some cheers, some jeers. But she didn’t care. All she wanted was time. Held tightly, Priedens was helpless to move or swing his weapon. Unfortunately, his close position also prevented Amazonia from finding flesh with her own gladius. The sand and dust churned as she wrestled desperately to keep her opponent pinned and stay alive. 

“What in Hades is wrong with you?” a voice screamed from the side. 

She glanced through her helmet eyepiece to see Julianus lying chest down in the sand next to them. Fury raged in his squinting eyes. 

“You think this crowd’s going to spare you with this kind of performance? You think just because your tits are bouncing around out here they’re going to let you live? You’d better save yourself, woman, because you’re as good as dead. Now  fight!” 

The final shouted word acted like a hammer breaking a cask of wine. All of the emotions—nervousness, apprehension, frustration, and anger—came flooding out of Amazonia in a torrent. Her right hand tensed on the hilt of her gladius. She released her leg lock and with the power of Hercules in her arms, she pushed Priedens off her with enough force to send him flying backward in an arc. Before he hit the ground, she was on her feet with a fluid move that brought her legs under her and her torso upright in the blink of an eye. 

Priedens landed hard on his back, but rolled quickly and got to his feet as Amazonia reached him. As if it had a mind of its own, her gladius swung in a series of slashes and thrusts that forced her opponent into an immediate retreat. The faster she slashed, the quicker he retreated. She matched him stride for stride, her attack growing more forceful with each step. Finally, she saw him wobble. It was now his turn at a misstep in the uneven sand. It was just the opportunity she was looking for. With her next step, she twisted into a kick that sent her long right leg spinning. As it came around, her foot crashed into the side of her challenger’s helmet. A roar rose from the crowd. It was the move they had been waiting for, Amazonia’s signature. 

Priedens staggered. Amazonia launched another spin kick, this time aiming low. Her foot connected, knocking her opponent’s legs out from under him. He hit the sand with a thud, and she was on him quickly, gladius poised under his quivering chin. 

Julianus grabbed her arm and peered through the helmet grating. His calm, pleasant smile helped settle her racing heartbeat. 

“See ... all you needed was a little motivation.” 

Amazonia returned the smile and looked toward the tunnel entrance where Quintus and Lindani stood cheering. She nodded to the two friends who meant more to her than anyone else. 

On the podium, the magistrate abided by the crowd’s wishes and allowed Priedens to leave the arena alive. Relieved, not only by the win but by not having to take the man’s life, Amazonia dropped her helmet and shield and raised her gladius in triumph. She whirled in a brief victory spin that had the crowd on its feet, every man and woman in the cavea straining to see the exotic charm she radiated. Her elegant face, framed by the mane of reddish-brown hair, almost seemed incongruous on the muscular body that was beginning to carry the array of cuts and scars so common to gladiators. She knew what the people of Pompeii wanted from her, and she was happy to oblige as long as the coin purses continued to fall from the podiums of the Empire. As a prostitute, all the money went to her pimp father. But here in the arena, what was awarded to her by the editor stayed in her own pocket. She swaggered toward the podium, pausing once, then twice for another spin, each ending in a pose designed to accentuate the remarkable curves of her body. 

“An interesting wrestling match, Amazonia,” the editor called to her as she approached. “I thought you had had it there for a moment, but you pulled it out. Congratulations.” 

He tossed the palm and coin purse to the sand. As in her previous arena win, she retrieved the money first. She clutched the bag to her bare breasts, bowed toward the podium, then stepped toward the tunnel entrance. 

The magistrate addressed the crowd. “People of Pompeii ... I thank you for helping me honor both Saturn and Galba, our revered emperor in Rome. May he bring us out from under the dark cloud of Nero’s reign, and may the Empire return to its path of strength, culture, and learning. All hail Caesar.” 

The cavea responded with a boisterous salute to the new emperor, signifying the end of another long day of games at the busy resort town. Quintus winked at Amazonia as she passed. “Good save,” he said. He glanced back through the portal and noticed that not a single person left the cavea until the stunning gladiatrix was well out of sight in the dark tunnel. 

“She holds their attention, no?” Lindani said with his bright smile. 

“You didn’t do so badly yourself,” Quintus responded as they followed Amazonia down the dark passageway. “Picking off thirty antelope with thirty arrows, then finishing up with two bears skewered on a single spear seemed to hold their attention pretty well, too.” 

Lindani shrugged. “It is what I do.” 

As always, Quintus was struck by how unassuming his friend was about the miracles he performed during his hunts. But as modest as he was in the passageways and holding cells deep under the amphitheater, his flamboyant style and incredible skill in the arena made him a true legend in the Empire. In the few years Quintus had known him, he had witnessed this young Ethiopian doing battle with hippopotamus, crocodile, bear, boar, auroch, lion, and leopard, usually with little more than a hunting spear in hand. In his astounding displays with bow and arrow, Quintus had seen stag, antelope, gazelle, and ostrich dispatched in bizarre and imaginative ways, always to the total delight and fascination of the crowd. 

The tunnel led to a large holding room, now bustling with activity at the games’ end. The gravelly voice of Titus Petra, one of the two Pompeiian lanistae, rose above the noises. From his tone, it was obvious he was not happy. 

“What was that, Amazonia? You call that a good bout? I thought you were ready.” The stocky lanista approached her with authority, despite the fact that he had to tilt his bald head back significantly to look her in the eye. The plentiful scars that marred his aged arms and legs spoke of considerable combat encounters of his own. He stared past his broken nose, waiting for a response. 

“I  am ready, Dominus,” Amazonia replied. “It was a bad start. I lowered the scutum to protect my leg and he came over the top. It won’t happen again.” 

“It better not happen again. You need to forget about that damn leg of yours. It’s healed. Understand me?” 

“Yes, Dominus.” 

“You want to keep getting those coin purses?” 

“Yes, Dominus.” 

“Then get your mind off that fucking leg and into the fight.” 

“Yes, Dominus,” she replied, but Petra had already pushed past her, on his way to count the substantial sum he and his ludus partner, Facilix, would split for providing the fighters for the day’s games. 

Amazonia threw her gladius into the weapons box with a crash. The attendant grumbled, then kicked the lid closed. From the rough wooden bench she snatched the scarf Petra had provided to cover herself. Quintus stepped forward and took the ends to tie them behind her. 

“He just wants to see you do well,” Quintus said quietly from behind, although he sensed her anger was directed more at herself than at the tough lanista. 

“I know. Just protecting his investment, right?” she replied dryly. 

“Is that so wrong? If the dominus loses a draw like you, that’s a serious blow to the ludus. You know we all incur his wrath when we fuck up out there.” Quintus finished tying the knot and spun her gently to face him and Lindani. “But that’s not what this is about, is it?” 

He watched her eyes flicker between him, Lindani, and the floor. The spark of life he used to see in her radiant emerald eyes seemed dim. He knew it wasn’t just the faint torchlight of the holding area. There was more to it than that. 

“It’s hard, Quintus. I just can’t muster the fight anymore.” She pulled away and sat on the wooden bench. She continued, but spoke to the stone wall. “I keep seeing that fucking hoplomachus with his spear in my leg. I thought I was dead. The euphoria of living through it got me through the next few weeks. But the more time passes, the more clearly I keep seeing that damn spear in my leg. I can still feel it puncturing my skin and tearing my muscles apart.” She finally looked up at Quintus. “I lost my concentration for a split second that day in Rome, and it almost cost me my life. Then, because I was uneasy about it, I did exactly the same thing here today. If Julianus hadn’t been there, I’d probably be dead now.” 

Quintus thought for a moment. “Maybe. Maybe not. What’s important is that you overcame the fear, you mustered the fight. The instinct is still there, and that’s what matters most.” 

Lindani sat down next to her. “I have looked into the jaws of death many times. They snap so close to me I smell the beast’s last meal. On those nights I, too, refight the venatio in my head many times. I, too, wake up cold with sweat. But then I remember that my life is with the Fates. When they say I die, I die.” He shrugged and flashed his gleaming smile at her. “But until then, I live, no?” 

For the first time in a few days, Quintus saw Amazonia smile. Lindani’s simple approach to life always seemed to open eyes once clouded by troubles and self-doubt. 

The loud clang of a helmet falling into the weapons box startled them all. Julianus, their head trainer and arena referee, stood over them looking at Amazonia, a squint still etched in the eyes astride his aquiline nose. He wiped the sweat that matted his curly black hair to his forehead. 

“I guess you already heard it from the dominus, so I’m not going to say it again. Just get your fight back, Amazonia. I can train your mind and body, but I can’t train your spirit.” 

“I know, Doctore. Like I told the dominus, it won’t happen again. I’m just glad you were out there with me. I’m glad you got back in time.” 

“Believe me, I’d rather be here than still in Africa. The dominus’s old ludus in Thysdrus does not compare well with our schools in Pompeii and Britannia.” 

Lindani nodded. Having spent many months in Petra’s African ludus before being shipped north, he knew its horrors well. 

“I will agree with that, Doctore.” Lindani looked at Quintus, and his wide smile returned. “It is not a good place for the people of Rome.” 

The four of them laughed at the simple statement, none harder than Quintus. Although it had been more than a year, he always laughed as he remembered the wagon rolling out of Rome with Julianus at the reins and Lucius Calidius locked in the back. He remembered Lucius’s wailing cries floating over the hills of Rome when he learned his fate. To Quintus, it was more than justice. It was almost spiritual. To see his onetime slave, who had stolen his identity, manipulated his relatives against him, and turned his family’s good name to one of shame ... to see him locked in the back of a ludus wagon and dragged off as a latrine slave to one of the toughest, filthiest, most remote gladiator schools in the Empire was blissful. 

As the ludus attendants gathered the weapons and equipment, and the other fighters lined up for the march back to the nearby barracks, Quintus stared at the wall. He mindlessly rubbed the tiny icon that hung from his neck. His mind was a thousand miles away in a steamy, tropical environment. 

He wondered what his ex-slave was doing that very moment in the African ludus. 





II

December AD 68

“Pick that bucket of shit up right now, or by the gods, you’ll be eating it for supper tonight!” 

The shrill voice of the dispensator pierced Lucius’s ears like a knife. From the day he had arrived at Titus Petra’s ludus in the remote North African town of Thysdrus, Lucius had hated the short, depraved superintendent and his womanly voice. In fact, he hated everything about the ludus: the squalid cells, the inedible food, the foul temperament of the entire work staff. But mostly he hated the vile chores that were his responsibility. 

He knew he was running behind schedule in his afternoon rounds of the ludus latrines. But he had taken a moment to rest on the edge of a latrine seat, his back aching badly from a day spent hauling timbers for the construction of new barrack cells. That is how the superintendent had found him on his surprise inspection. 

“You want a rest? Is that it?” the little overseer screamed. 

“No, sir. I’m sorry.” 

The forced apology made Lucius bite his tongue with anger. It took every ounce of strength for him to stand up and lift the overflowing buckets. Ever since the cook had changed the recipe for the troupe’s miselania, now adding a powerful cumin-like spice to the gruel, the latrines had been even more revolting than usual. While most of the men’s prodigious waste ended up in the troughs beneath the line of stone seats, there were some men—mostly the criminals from regional nomadic tribes—who insisted on defecating while squatting on the floor. They had been beaten for it often, but continued the practice as a form of protest against the harsh treatment dealt out by the trainers and guards. The more civilized fighters and ludus workers simply shook their heads in disgust and steered clear of the reeking piles. But Lucius had no such luxury. Just as he did in the horse stables every morning, he had to shovel the feces into buckets and dump it into the dung pit outside the ludus gates. As he headed for the door, a full bucket in each hand, he heard the high-pitched voice from Hades again. 

“You missed a pile, asshole,” the dispensator screeched, pointing toward a far dark corner. 

Lucius put the buckets down and reached for the shovel he had left leaning against the cracked wall. 

“Fucking animal,” he mumbled. The statement was meant as a slur on the nomad who had left the pile. But the superintendent misinterpreted. 

“What did you say?” he screamed. “Fucking animal? I’ll show you a fucking animal, you vermin scum!” 

“No, sir. I meant...” 

But before another word reached Lucius’s lips, one of the buckets was sailing through the air at his head. He tried to duck, but it was too late. The foul bucket hit him hard in the face, spilling its repulsive contents across his chest and into his nose and mouth. Lucius gagged, wiping frantically at his face. The overwhelming stench forced him to double over and vomit. He fell to his knees, gasping for breath while he continued to wipe the wet feces from his face. He saw red streaks in the brown filth and realized his nose was bleeding. The stinging twinges that shot through his face when he wiped at the nostrils told him it was most certainly broken. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the black leather boots of the dispensator walk up beside him. 

“I didn’t mean you,” Lucius gasped between more dry heaves. 

He did not expect an apology from the short man, but neither did he expect his day to get even worse. It did. A searing pain shot across his back, accompanied by a loud crack. Lucius was sure his spine had snapped, until he saw half the pole from his shovel fall on the floor next to him. A second whack with the now shortened stick followed. 

“You ever talk to me like that again and I’ll kill you on the spot,” the dispensator squeaked. His foot delivered a sharp blow to Lucius’s side for added emphasis. “Now clean up this mess before I get back, or this little episode will be the highlight of your day.” 

Lucius heard the other half of the shovel hit the stone floor and the man’s footsteps fade into the distance. He could barely muster the strength to open his eyes. He pushed himself to a sitting position, trying to ignore the throbbing that grew in his head and the welts he felt rising across his back. The thought of another go-around with the mad superintendent motivated him to block out the pain and use the remaining half of the shovel to finish his job. Luckily, the rapid swelling in his nose impeded the stench. He refilled the bucket and used rags and water to sop up the last remnants from the floor, after first wiping what he could from his mouth, hair, and what was once an oatmeal colored tunic. 

He lumbered out the door and across the vacant training field, lugging his two pails. A guard pulled open the rear gate and hastily waved him past, not wanting to smell either the slave or his payload. Lucius made his way down the small hill to the edge of a deep cesspool and emptied both buckets. He walked back up the hill and stood for a moment to take in the surroundings. Although his swollen nose blocked the pleasant scent he knew was there, the cool breeze drifting across the green hills was a heavenly change from inside the ludus walls. On more than one occasion he had considered dashing for freedom across the venator training field and into the olive groves and vineyards that ringed the ludus grounds. But in a town as small and isolated as Thysdrus there would be few places to hide. And the punishment for a runaway slave was usually crucifixion. The chance of making it safely to the Mediterranean coast twenty-five miles away without being recaptured was slim at best. And even if he got that far, where would he go? He knew well that there was no future for him anywhere beyond the walls of this ludus. 

He turned and walked back through the gates, concerned that the enraged dispensator would once again seek him out for tormenting. He kept as low a profile as he could for the rest of the evening. He ate quickly and quietly with the other slaves. But being the lowest of the slaves, his day did not end with supper as most of the others’ did. He cleaned the staff mess area, helped the kitchen workers with the pots, and made sure everything was ready to begin the monotonous cycle again in the morning. 

A few hours after dusk he finally trudged to his cell and was locked in by the night guard. As the bolt was thrown, he thought about how low his life had sunk when the best part of his day was being locked away in a two-person cell that was barely big enough for one person. But that was only on the nights when his cellmate, a brawny one-armed Bedouin slave named Bersuq, was too tired for sex. Yes, nights at the ludus could bring their own special kind of hell. Although Lucius had grown physically in the past year due to the never-ending manual labor, he had never been able to fight off the Bedouin. Thankfully, Bersuq’s loud snores told him tonight would be a peaceful night. 

Lucius lay on the dirt floor. His curly brown hair was matted with dried waste and his brown eyes were red with weariness. The dim orange light from a torch in the corridor filtered through the barred window in the door and flickered on the rough timbers that made up the ceiling. As he watched the dancing shadows, the coolness of the sandstone foundation helped relieve the burning of his welts. He wondered how many more days like this he could endure. The only certainty to his future at the ludus was that things would never change. While other slaves eventually moved up in their standing, the worst of their responsibilities eventually passing on to the newer unfortunates, Lucius knew he would not be so lucky. When Julianus had delivered him to the remote ludus over a year ago, he had left explicit instructions that Lucius was not to be promoted in any manner. His rank would always be considered the lowest of the low and his chores would always be the worst of the worst. This was a directive from the head lanista himself, Cassius Petra. 

Lucius rolled over quietly, so as not to wake Bersuq and end the day with even more humiliation. He swatted at a rat which had crawled close, attracted by the smell of his tunic. His broken nose had cleared a bit, and the reek made it hard to sleep but he dared not remove the garment, lest Bersuq misinterpret the action as an invitation. As he lay there watching the rat scurry back and forth, the events in the latrine replayed in his mind. He did not blame the dispensator for the smell on his tunic or the welts on his back. Just as he did not blame the armorer who had struck him the previous day, or the gladiators who threw food they did not like at him, or the rat who had gnawed at the open sore on his arm while he slept the week before. No, there was only one person to blame for all of this pain, suffering, and humiliation: Quintus Honorius Romanus. 

Lucius did his best to block the memories of his past life from his head. The thought of rising from common household slave to magistrate of Aquae Sulis to Imperial Advisor for Britannia Affairs under the Emperor Nero himself was fine. But the part where he was forced to return to a slave life a thousand times worse than his original role in Rome was too much to bear. He readied for mental battle, as he often did when he became depressed in his cell. For as much as he wanted to blame Quintus Romanus for his situation, his subconscious would constantly struggle to remind him that his quandary had more to do with his own actions than anything Quintus had done. 

He rolled over again and tried to push the thoughts from his mind, but he knew they would come anyway. Once it got this far, there was no turning back. The “what if” scenarios were about to parade once again through his head like a gladiators’ pompa, cornu horns blasting so loudly he could not understand why Bersuq did not hear them. 

What if that cursed storm had not shipwrecked them on the way to Britannia? What if he and Quintus had not been the only two to survive? What if he had not used the opportunity of an injured and unconscious Quintus to convince the boy’s aunt and uncle in Britannia that he himself was Quintus Romanus? What if he had not been pushed onto the first rung of a political ladder by those new relatives? Then his life would never have crossed again with Quintus Honorius Romanus. The events that led Quintus to become a gladiator were still a mystery to him. All he knew was the overwhelming shock he had felt looking into the arena from the editor’s podium in Rome—during the games he himself had sponsored—and staring into the eyes of the only man in the Empire who knew his true identity. The thought of that incident made him curl up and hug his legs. He knew he had had no choice on that day in Rome. He had to eliminate this threat once and for all. But his rage had blinded him to rational thinking. After the lions had failed to carry out his sentence, Lucius had pushed aside the arena manager and attempted to release more beasts himself. But the yank of that single cage bolt—the  wrong bolt—resulted in this ludus cell. The instant he had mistakenly let those three bulls loose in the seats of the amphitheater rather than the arena floor, he had become  persona non grata in Rome. He rocked back and forth on the filthy cell floor as his mind raced. What if he had pulled the right bolt? What if the bulls had simply dispatched his rival? Then Quintus would not have been able to track him down, toss him into that cursed ludus cart, and have him shipped to the armpit of the Empire. 

Despite the cool evening, Lucius was sweating now. His muscles were tight knots and his nerves discharged in shakes and spasms. He rolled over again, agitating the rat, as he tried to drive the images from his mind. Each time he was depressed, each time he put himself through this mental torture, it became worse and worse. His hopelessness fed on his regrets, his despair fueled by the stupid mistakes caused by his own blind rage. He once tried to console himself by thinking of the disgrace he at least had brought to the name Quintus Honorius Romanus. But it didn’t help because Quintus was no longer known in public by that name. He was now “Taurus” to his hordes of fans. And those in the ludus close to Quintus who  did know his true name were well aware that he was not the maniac who had destroyed the sanctity of the games on that dark day, causing the deaths of dozens of innocent spectators. 

Lucius’s realization that he had not even succeeded in tarnishing Quintus’s name drove him further into despair. It was a despair that had visited him often lately. He knew that these thoughts were, quite simply, driving him mad. The past few times he had undergone this self-inflicted anguish, the only images that finally brought reprieve were those of his own death. Seeing himself hanging in his cell, or dropping onto one of the kitchen knives, or being trampled by one of the stabled horses brought him a strange sense of calm. But once sleep came, the dawn of a new morning always seemed to wash away the will to die. By the following day, he could never muster the courage it took to commit the suicidal act. Perhaps tomorrow would be different, for the way he felt—and even smelled—on this night was far worse than any other over the previous year. 

The bang of the door bolt being drawn back jolted Lucius to an upright position. If he had fallen asleep, it could not have been for long. No morning light spilled through the door when it was pulled open, only the slightly brighter flicker of the torch in the corridor. 

“Lucius, on your feet!” yelled one of the guards. 

As he stood up, his head spun with a combination of weariness and physical pain from his bruised and battered back. Bersuq grunted but didn’t wake. Lucius stepped over his cellmate, and his mind raced. Was the dispensator about to dole out even more punishment? How much pain would he have to endure for a single misunderstood comment? 

The guard reached in to grab his tunic to hurry him along but thought better of it when he saw and smelled the brown stain across his chest. 

“Hurry it up, shit crust. The magister has called for you.” 

Lucius wondered why the ludus master was summoning him at this time of night. He shuffled down the corridor, feeling the blunt end of the guard’s staff prodding him in the back to keep moving. They emerged from the slave quarters, crossed the dark practice field, and entered the colonnaded portico on the far side. As they approached the door of the magister’s office near the front gate, the guard pushed Lucius aside with the rod, stepped forward and knocked on the door. 

“Enter,” came a voice from inside. 

The guard pulled open the latch and shoved Lucius through the portal. Didius Fronto, a stocky middle-aged man with a mop of curly brown hair, was seated reviewing notes on a wax tablet on the well-worn table before him. A single oil lamp sent a warm halo across the desktop and onto the administrator’s wide torso. An ex-gladiator himself, trained personally by Petra, Fronto acted as the lanista at the Thysdrus ludus in Petra’s absence. But the sight of the tough administrator grabbing at his nose as Lucius approached the desk was almost comical. 

“Jupiter’s holy ass! What in Hades have you been doing to smell like that?” 

Lucius tried his best to keep the venom from his voice. “There was a bit of a misunderstanding in the latrine today.” 

“Well, that doesn’t surprise me. You’ve been nothing but a pain in everyone’s ass since you got here. I don’t know if this rather ... odorous situation changes anything...” The magister paused and glanced over Lucius’s shoulder, then shrugged. “It appears this handsome woman has requested the company of someone like you for the evening.” Raising an eyebrow and averting his eyes down to the tablet, he finished in a mumble “...although the gods only know why.” 

Lucius thought for a moment that he was still in his cell dreaming. Only the top gladiators were rented out for orgies and sex. He was a lowly latrine slave. He turned and glanced over his shoulder. In the shadows at the corner of the room he could barely make out the figure of a woman. She seemed attractive in stature, but it was too dark to make out any features. Lucius was certain she would resemble the horses he dealt with in the ludus stables. 

“I tried to talk her into one of our fine fighters,” Fronto said as he scratched some additional notes into the wax with a stylus, “or even an African hunter, but she insisted on the lowest slave we had in our ranks.” He paused and looked toward the guard who stood beside Lucius. “Everyone’s into their own little games, I guess ... bizarre as they may be.” 

Lucius heard the guard snicker beside him. The magister returned his attention to the tablet. 

“Anyway, everything’s in order, madam. If you would just sign here. You’re pledging to keep him under lock and key and that he’ll be returned in the morning. Is there anything else you need?” 

Lucius heard her step forward. 

“No, this one will do just fine.” 

The shock hit Lucius’s body with the force of a large hammer. Although he had not heard the voice in what seemed like a decade, he knew it very well. It was the voice that had coaxed him and comforted him over many years, had screamed at him in anger and sighed with him in passion, had whispered both trivial tidbits and critical affairs of state into his ear. He turned and watched Julia Melita step from the shadows. 

She was even more striking than his faded memory had pictured her over the past year. Her dark hair was pulled back with a black and gold band and tied in a bun, a few strands out of place, perhaps from the long ride to Thysdrus from wherever she had landed in Africa. Her long white stola and green palla showed signs of dust, but the low-cut neckline distracted the male eye from any imperfection. 

As she stepped forward, the look in her eyes told Lucius to keep quiet and not acknowledge their relationship. He marveled at how, after more than a year apart, their nonverbal communication was as fine-tuned as ever. It was as if they had just been apart for a few nights. 

“I’ll have the guard escort you to the gate,” Fronto said as Julia bent forward to mark the tablet, providing an ample display of her full breasts in the process. 

“That won’t be necessary,” she said with a smile. “I’m sure he won’t be giving me any problems. Will you...” She made a point of glancing down at the notes in wax, as if reading his unknown name. “...Lucius?” 

This was the “Aunt” Julia he remembered so fondly—calculating, scheming, and using her best assets to her advantage. “No, madam. No trouble at all,” he replied. 

Julia placed a good-sized bag on the magister’s table. The sound it made as it hit the mahogany told Lucius it contained a substantial sum of money. 

“That will be all, Paetus,” the magister said to the guard, his gaze never leaving the bag of coins. 

As the door closed behind the guard, Fronto sat forward and untied the string at the top of the purse. Lucius saw his eyebrow raise as he looked into the bag. He knew at that moment he was a free man. 

“This seems to be substantially more than we discussed, madam.” 

Julia smiled. “Yes, it is. In fact, it’s exactly four times more than we discussed.” 

There was an awkward silence as the two simply looked at each other. Finally, the magister spoke. 

“Am I to interpret this as a bribe then?” 

“Not at all.” Julia leaned further over the desk. Lucius watched Fronto’s eyes dart up and down between Julia’s face and chest. “Let’s just say it’s payment in advance for the death of a lowly latrine slave. I’d say there’s more than enough there to replace him, plus put a few hundred dinarii in your own pocket for your time and trouble.” 

Fronto smiled at her. “But the slave isn’t dead, madam.” 

“No, but he soon will be.” She leaned on Fronto’s desk and used her upper arms to squeeze her breasts together as she whispered, “I enjoy a little violence once in a while. Don’t you?” She punctuated the question with a wink and a depraved grin. 

Lucius had known from the moment he saw Julia step forward that she would have a plan worked out. His death was perfect. It would prevent the inevitable search for an escaped slave and allow them the time needed to flee the region, probably back to Britannia. 

The magister cleared his throat and glanced up at Lucius. “I don’t know what it is about this slave, but it seems he’s always at the center of one intrigue or another. Petra left explicit instructions on his future here. I can’t risk the wrath of my lanista over something like this. He could make my life as difficult as that of the slaves.” He pushed the bag of gold coins back across the table. “I’m afraid the answer is no.” 

Lucius felt his muscles tensing. He was not about to walk back to that dismal cell, not after coming this close to freedom. He would dive across the desk and beat some sense into the magister. Of course, he knew he would die in the process, but right now that would be preferable to returning to his one-armed cellmate, the womanly dispensator, and all the other miserable ludus dwellers. Julia’s voice interrupted his rising fury. 

“Wait outside, slave,” she said in a harsh tone. “The magister and I have business to discuss.” She leaned further forward, placing her elbows on the thick leather-bound volume at the edge of the desk and dipping her fingers into the bag, the gold coins clinking as she toyed with them. Fronto was about to speak, but Julia continued. “Your gates are well guarded.” 

The magister stared openly at her breasts, her nipples now fully revealed in the swoop of her stola. He glanced at Lucius and gruffly pointed toward the door with his chin. 

Lucius hid his smile. He turned and walked out the door, latching it securely behind him. He sat in the dirt, gently resting his tender back against the rough wood to be sure Julia’s “negotiations” were not interrupted by another ludus worker. While the muffled voices behind him progressed to stifled grunts and groans of passion, Lucius let his mind wander. His time in Hades was about to come to an end. His mind drifted to thoughts of freedom. What will his first meal be? How will fine woolens and Egyptian cotton once again feel against his skin? How long will he float naked in the warm waters of the baths? What will a proper bed feel like? Behind him, the rhythmic cries of lust intensified. In an odd way, he was jealous. He knew well the sensual pleasures that the uninhibited Julia was capable of delivering to a man. He remembered their first liaisons behind “Uncle” Sextus’s back at the Britannia villa. And he could picture her in action at Nero’s massive orgies in Rome, as well as their own private parties with select senators and wives. Yes, Julia was a connoisseur. And she knew how to use her talents to get what she wanted. But what  did she want? The thought suddenly cut short his fantasies of freedom. Why was she here, after all? Why would she spend a substantial sum for a long sea voyage and pay such a hefty fee to rescue him from a North African ludus cell? He knew her well enough to know that it wasn’t simply for the pleasure of his company. Not Julia. She always had a motive, and it always focused on Julia. 

The muffled, passionate cries from the office came to an abrupt end. After a moment, he heard the latch click above his head and stood to face a damp Julia and a sopping wet Fronto. On the desk behind them, Lucius noticed two bags where one had been before. 

“Guard, allow these people to pass,” the magister yelled toward the front gate. He looked toward Lucius. “As of now, I’m considering you dead and out of my hair. Enjoy your final night, asshole.” 

With that, the door slammed in Lucius’s face. His blood began to boil, and he reached for the latch. Julia’s hand grabbed his wrist with authority. 

“Don’t you even think about it,” she hissed. “I just screwed that pig’s brains out to get you out of here, and you think you’re going to fuck it up because he insulted you? What kind of an idiot are you?” 

Before he could respond, she pulled him by the arm to the gate. The guard lifted the beam and kicked open the large door. He chuckled as they passed. 

“Enjoy your evening. Hope you clean him up a bit first,” he said, fanning his hand in front of his face as they passed. 

Lucius heard the laughs of two other sentries come from inside the guard shack. But now that he was past the gates and on his way to freedom, he knew the last laugh belonged to him. 

As they approached a waiting coach, an elderly driver jumped from his seat and pulled open the door. He offered his hand, and Julia took it as she stepped up into the lush interior. The driver staggered back a step when he saw and smelled Lucius approaching. 

Lucius sneered at the slave. “Just drive, old man.” 

He pushed past and stepped up into the coach. The interior was about the same size as his cell, but the contrast in ambiance could not have been more striking. He sat on the wide upholstered seat across from Julia. Next to her, a short white tunic edged with bands of geometric patterns was laid out on the seat. 

“Please put it on and get rid of that shit-covered slave garb,” Julia said. She stared at him for a moment. He almost detected a look of sympathy in her eyes. “What in Jupiter’s name happened to your nose?” 

In his euphoria, Lucius had forgotten all about his broken nose. He touched it and winced at the pain and its swollen size. “A bit of a disagreement with the dispensator ... a foul man whose balls should shrivel and fall off, if the gods are listening.” 

The horse-whip cracked, and the coach lurched forward. Lucius laughed as he pulled the oatmeal tunic over his head. He sat back naked, opened his arms, and gave Julia a leering smile. 

One edge of her mouth curled up, dashing Lucius’s hopes. “Not until you clean up a bit. We’re heading for Carthage, where my ship is docked. They have a spectacular bath house. We should be there just before dawn. We’ll get a physician to look at that nose, too.” 

“What baths will be open at that time of the morning?” he said as he balled up the soiled tunic and cocked his arm to throw it out the window. 

“I slipped the manager of the baths a few dinarii to open early for us.” She grabbed his upright arm. “...And I wouldn’t toss that here. It’s too close to the ludus. Wait until we get outside of town.” 

Lucius dropped the old tunic on the floor and donned the new white one, savoring the feel of the fleece-like Egyptian cotton against his battered and aching body. 

“It’s always the simple things you miss,” he said as he closed his eyes and leaned back into the soft cushions of the coach seat. “You cannot imagine the misery I’ve been through. Tasks unfit for an animal, beatings every day, inedible food, snakes and vermin everywhere...” He paused to open his eyes. “It would have been good of you to come a little sooner.” 

The sarcastic tone annoyed Julia. “You think it’s been easy for me? After your debacle in the amphitheater I was lucky to get out of Rome alive. The mob was out for my blood just as much as yours. I had to pay a cart driver two hundred sesterces to lay under the garbage in his cargo bed all the way to Ostia. Thank the gods one of our ships was in port delivering textiles from Alexandria. The captain hid me belowdeck until he set sail the next morning. It cost me a fortune to re-route him to Britannia. Luckily, news of our little escapade never reached Sextus or anyone else in Aquae Sulis. I told him Nero sent you on a special mission to Dalmatia, so I returned without you. Thankfully, he didn’t ask a lot of questions.” 

“Ah, Sextus ... How is the old man?” Lucius asked, not really caring. “Still up to his ass in the Aquae Sulis shop?” 

Julia looked down at her lap. “He’s dead, Lucius.” 

The news took Lucius by surprise. While he had never really been close to Sextus, the man did take him in, teach him the textile business, and finance his run for the magistrate’s seat. 

“I’m sorry to hear that. How did he die?” 

Julia’s head stayed low. “You know he always liked his food. He grew heavier and heavier until he just couldn’t handle it.” 

It had been obvious to Lucius and anyone else who had known them in Britannia that Julia and Sextus had never enjoyed a loving relationship. She always seemed to view it more as a business arrangement, a way to finance her social climb. Sextus was happy building and running textile shops in the provinces, while she wanted the lavish lifestyle of Roman high society. Yet Lucius could see she was clearly affected by her husband’s death. She finally looked up at him. 

“That’s why it took me so long to get here. I had a lot of affairs to put in order. I not only had the textile business to deal with, but remember, we took over the entire Romanus shipping fleet after his sister died.” 

Lucius knew the story well, for she had died in the same shipwreck that killed his own mother. It was the night that had changed all their lives. 

“So are you running the businesses yourself now?” 

“Not on your life. I brought in a managing partner, another textile merchant in Aquae Sulis. He runs it day to day, but the majority of the profits are mine. And I have to say ... the shipping business, combined with three large shops, is a very lucrative arrangement.” A sly smile crossed her lips. “How else could I afford to bribe lanistae and bath house managers?” 

“I’m glad to see you’re putting your millions to good use,” Lucius said, returning the smile. “I think you’ll get a good return on this investment.” 

The coach rolled past the small houses that made up the outskirts of Thysdrus. A full moon hung low on the horizon, backlighting the rows of olive trees, wheat heads, and grapevines that covered most of the surrounding landscape. Julia picked up the reeking brown slave tunic from the floor and tossed it out the window. 

She smiled at Lucius. “You can kiss that life good-bye ... again.” 

Lucius interlaced his fingers behind his head, lay back on the soft cushions, and studied her round, attractive face. Although she now approached forty, it seemed she had not aged a day in the twenty months since he had last seen her. Even under a layer of dust kicked up off the African roads, she was still a remarkably beautiful woman. 

“Why?” he asked. 

Her smile broadened. “Why what?” 

“Why did you come?” 

She finally broke his gaze and looked out the window before she answered. “Would you believe me if I said I needed you?” 

That was a generic answer, he thought. He closed his eyes and sighed. “Mhmm ... And what is it you need from me?” 

There was no response. He opened his eyes. She had turned and now looked directly into his face. There was hurt in her eyes and possibly the glisten of a tear. The full lips that had just held a smile now trembled slightly. But he knew this woman. He knew what an actress she could be when it suited her. 

“I need you, Lucius. With Sextus, I had to be the woman he wanted me to be. But with you and me, it was different. I wasn’t just the doting spouse, or the bedmate, or the stepping stone. I was your  partner. During the last few months in Britannia I realized I want that again. I need that.” The sorrowful look in her eyes turned sadder still. “I need you.” 

Lucius was shocked. In all the years he had known her, he had never seen her like this. Her voice and her eyes reflected nothing but honesty. But was it another brilliant performance? After all, she had managed to fool him for three years, never letting on that she had known all along he was not Quintus Romanus. At least not until it suited her. He had vowed then never to trust this woman again. But tonight she seemed different. Alone in this coach, on this lonely North African road, this strong-willed, independent woman seemed vulnerable, almost broken. 

“Let’s take it a step at a time.” He knew it was a lame response, but he was not yet sure how to deal with this side of Julia. He looked to change the subject. “Will we stay in Carthage?” 

Julia studied him for a moment before responding. “I do have an export office there with a few workers, but I don’t think it’s a good idea. It’s too close to the Petra ludus. I was thinking about Alexandria.” 

“Really? Sounds exotic.” 

“Well, it’s probably best we stay out of Rome for a while. We certainly can’t go to Pompeii. And by the gods, I’ve had enough cold, damp Britannia weather to last me a lifetime.” 

“Where will we stay in Alexandria?” 

“I hear the Romanus shipping fleet has a large office and a rather nice apartment there. I inherited it with the rest of the line, so we might as well put it to use.” 

It was the best arrangement he could have hoped for. Not only was he free of the horrid ludus, but he was crossing the threshold to a totally new world, ripe with unlimited possibilities and the financial resources to make them happen. What had started out as another miserable day, had certainly turned into one of the best days of Lucius’s life. He couldn’t help but laugh. 

“What’s so funny?” Julia asked. 

Lucius could not answer. His laughter grew until it spilled out onto the road and echoed across the rolling green hills. The contagious nature of his bliss started Julia giggling like a little girl. Lucius finally took a breath and wiped a tear from his cheek. 

“A little while ago I was lying in a cell, covered in shit, with a onearmed nomad and a rat, trying to decide on the best way to kill myself. Now I’m riding to the baths of Carthage in a luxury coach with one of the richest women in the Empire.” Julia’s giggling escalated to laughter. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the sweet sound and the softness of his surroundings. “I couldn’t even dream about something like this in that shithole.”

The swaying of the coach as it headed north on the Hadrumentum Road soothed Lucius into the first peaceful sleep he’d had in almost two years. 





III

January AD 69

Titus petra stepped from his cluttered office onto the open training field of the Pompeii ludus. He saw Oppius Facilix, his co-lanista, already inspecting the new fighters they had purchased the previous day at the slave market. Even after two years of working together running the large ludus, Petra still did not totally trust his partner. It was hard to forget the lies Facilix had handed him when Petra’s troupe first arrived from Britannia for the well-promoted North vs. South games the two had arranged. Facilix’s claim that his ludus barracks were suddenly full, forcing Petra’s troupe to camp in a field outside Pompeii, was designed to demoralize Petra’s fighters before the games. Then Facilix’s last-minute substitution of a seasoned veteran to fight Amazonia—he had not wished to be the first lanista whose gladiator fell to a gladiatrix—caused a near riot in the amphitheater. But despite the rocky start, the two had come to terms on merging their respective ludi into the largest and most respected gladiator school outside the Ludus Magnus in Rome. Still, Petra viewed everything his partner did with suspicion. Facilix’s beady little eyes, gaunt features, and devious manner didn’t help the situation. 

The clash of wooden practice weapons filled the air as Petra crossed the training field. “Already deciding their fighting disciplines?” Petra asked, annoyance clear in his tone. 

Facilix looked up with his usual smirk. “Not without consulting my partner first.” 

“Right. I want Julianus to put them through their paces first. Then let him decide.” Petra turned to walk toward the venator field, but Facilix grabbed his arm. 

“So long as Justus agrees,” he said, the false grin still plastered on his face. Both lanistae relied heavily on the advice of their head trainers. The problem was, their two head trainers distrusted each other more than the lanistae distrusted each other. 

“Fine,” Petra replied as he yanked his arm free. Despite the friction among the administrators, the Pompeiian ludus still managed to turn out some of the best fighters in the Empire, a testament to the top-quality doctores—the training staff—at the school. 

Before he turned away, Petra’s attention was drawn to a worker running toward them from the front gate. The excited slave approached Facilix. 

“Dominus! There are a group of soldiers at the front gate demanding to speak with you. One is a tribune.” 

Facilix looked at Petra, a puzzled look now replacing the smirk. “What’s this about?” he asked. “Requests for fighters aren’t delivered by a tribune.” 

“Show them in,” Petra said to the slave. “Bring them to my office.” 

“Better use my office,” Facilix said. “A bit more room.” His smile returned. 

The two lanistae crossed the field quickly, calling for more chairs to be brought to the office, along with some bread and wine. Facilix had just a few moments to straighten some scrolls and volumes on his desk, when the door opened and the Roman tribune entered. Two centurions flanked the portal outside and closed the door behind their officer, remaining on the portico. It seemed the tribune did not want this meeting disturbed. 

The man’s military bearing commanded their immediate attention. His silver and brass muscle cuirass was aptly named, as the breastplate conformed well to his considerable chest. His helmet, matching the brilliance of his breastplate, sported a squat angular crest on top, an ornate brow plate trimmed in gold, and wide cheek pieces that tied under the stubble of his chin. A long scarlet cloak draped his left shoulder and gathered gracefully behind his legs. From below the edge of his breastplate hung a row of white lappets, covering most of his short white tunic, except for the narrow band of purple signifying his rank. Maroon knee breeches extended below the tunic and his feet were clad in the famous caligae openstrap boots that defined a Roman soldier. The hobnails beneath the thick soles rapped loudly on the tiled floor as he approached Facilix’s desk. 

“It’s been a long ride from Rome, gentlemen,” the officer said as he pulled up a chair. “Some wine would be appreciated.” 

“We have some coming now, Tribune,” Facilix said, settling behind the desk. Petra pulled a chair to the side and sat, watching the tribune remove his helmet and drop it on the floor next to him. The creases in the warrior’s face, combined with his bulbous, slightly purple nose, revealed a hard life. Two slaves entered through a side door with a tray of bread and sliced cheeses, a tall flask of wine, and some terra-cotta goblets. 

Before Facilix could reach for the wine, his guest helped himself to the decanter, pouring a full goblet. He downed half the contents in one gulp, then ripped a handful of bread from one of the loaves and began stuffing his mouth. He seemed in no rush to get to the point. 

Petra let the man swallow, then leaned forward. “What can we do for you, Tribune? We’re a bit busy today with some new acquisitions.” 

The tribune looked at Petra as if noticing him for the first time. “Who are you?” 

“My name is Cassius Petra. This is Oppius Facilix. We’re co-lanistae of this ludus. And you are...?” 

“Co-lanistae, eh? That’s an interesting arrangement. How does that work?” The officer took another bite from his hunk of bread. 

Petra was beginning to lose patience with the man’s blustery attitude. But Facilix spoke up before he could say any more. 

“It’s a unique business arrangement we worked out in order to join my Pompeii ludus with Petra’s Britannia ludus. We’ve developed a very powerful troupe of fighters and hunters here with our combined doctores.” 

The tribune, chewing and nodding, continued to stare at Facilix. There was an awkward moment of silence until Petra spoke up again. 

“Like I said...” He waited again for the man’s name. 

“Martius Macer,” the tribune finally disclosed, “senior tribune with the First Adjutrix Legion.” 

“We’re busy here this morning, Tribune Macer. Is there something you need?” 

Macer studied Petra for a long moment before he spoke. “Actually, there  is something I need.” He leaned back in his chair and propped his feet up on Facilix’s desk. “Three hundred of your best fighters.” 

Petra looked at Facilix. It was clear his partner was as puzzled as he was. 

“Why would the Roman army want three hundred gladiators?” Facilix asked. 

Macer shrugged nonchalantly. “Because our emperor needs them.” 

“If Emperor Galba is looking to hold games, why send to Pompeii?” Facilix asked. “Is the Ludus Magnus running low again?” 

The tribune tossed back his head in a blustery laugh, spraying bits of bread into the air. He let his chair fall forward as he reached for the wine flask again. 

“Not at all. First of all, Galba is no longer emperor. He died two days ago ... an unfortunate victim of assassination, I’m afraid.” 

“What?” both lanistae replied together. Petra sat forward, his mind calculating where this conversation was heading. 

“So who is emperor?” Facilix asked. 

“Marcus Salvius Otho has taken command of the Praetorian Guard. And we all know that whoever controls the Praetorians, controls Rome. So my money is on Otho.” 

Petra could tell something in this news did not sit right with his business partner. 

“Why should he need the Praetorians to assume power?” Facilix asked warily. “I thought Otho was already considered next in line for the throne.” Petra realized that his co-lanista’s penchant for political gossip was an advantage in this conversation. 

Macer finished a long swig from his wine cup and sneered at Facilix. “You and most of Rome. That decrepit bastard, Galba, was in his seventies and never had a son. Everyone assumed Otho would be adopted and named heir to the throne based on his long relationship with Galba. But the old fart shocked everyone and adopted that snot-nosed asshole, Piso. Otho won’t stand for it. He knows he deserves the honor more than Piso.” The tribune leaned forward and lowered his voice, the effects of the wine now starting to slur his speech. “Let’s just say he took matters into his own hands.” 

“So if Otho controls the Praetorians, why do you need us?” Petra asked. 

“Because the legions at Germania and the Rhine have pledged their allegiance to another ... their own commander, Aulus Vitellius.” The intensity grew in the tribune’s eyes. “The man is an incompetent, fat buffoon. If Otho wouldn’t stand for Piso claiming the principate, he certainly won’t stand for an idiot like Vitellius claiming it.” 

It was exactly what Petra was dreading. He’d heard of gladiators being sucked into the legions before, but it had not happened for many decades. He had to try to discourage this idea. The thought of his prime fighters on the front lines of a bloodbath did not appeal to him in the least. There was no telling how many might die in the uncontrolled butchery of a battlefield. 

“What good are three hundred gladiators going to do against the legions of Germania?” he asked. 

“Three hundred alone ... nothing. But your three hundred will be joining fourteen hundred from the Ludus Magnus in Rome and three hundred from Capua. A force of two thousand well-trained fighters could certainly augment the Praetorians and the Italian legions that have pledged allegiance to Otho. Besides, this is a temporary force. Your men just need to hold the Vitellians away from Rome long enough for the legions from Moesia and the Danube to arrive. They, too, have pledged for Otho.” 

Petra looked at Facilix. “So the slaughter of our men will be used simply as a diversionary tactic to slow down the Vitellians,” he said to his partner. “I don’t like it.” 

The tribune leaned forward with a hard look at Petra. Before he spoke, Facilix interjected the question that was always foremost on his mind. “How much?” 

The tribune sneered at them both. “You should be doing this for the benefit of your new emperor, not for financial gain.” 

Facilix smirked at him. “Tribune, we are businessmen first and patriots second. How much?” 

Macer leaned back in his chair with a loud laugh. “By the gods, when they call you lanistae ‘pimps,’ they’re not kidding.” 

Petra bristled at the slur, but Facilix grabbed his arm before he did something they would both regret. 

“Alright, alright,” Macer continued, still laughing, “Otho has authorized me to offer you standard legionaries’ pay for the use of your fighters. That’s 900 sesterces per fighter—270,000 sesterces in all. But for that, we want only the best men, no tiros. And remember ... we’ve been to the games; we know who they are.” 

“That’s quite a bit less than our normal fee for our top fighters and hunters, Tribune,” Facilix negotiated. “How long would the men be in your service?” 

“For up to a year.” 

Facilix began shaking his head and Petra jumped to his feet. “After a year on the front lines, there will be no one left!” he yelled. “You must be joking.” The lanista looked at his partner as he stepped toward the door. “I have to get back to the training field. I want to—” 

Macer bolted off his seat and kicked the chair across the room hard enough to break it against the office wall. He grabbed Petra by the front of his green tunic, pulled him close, and looked down into the stocky man’s face. The lanista’s flat nose touched the tribune’s purple, hooked beak. 

“Look, you fucking pimp! This matter is not up for discussion.” 

Petra clenched his fists and prepared to swing at the officer. The situation reminded him of a fateful day many years earlier when he was a centurion in the legions. His violent reaction to a similar egotistical tribune in Britannia had cost him dearly. The memory sobered him, and he held his swing in check. 

“When the lanista at Capua gave me a hard time yesterday,” Macer continued, “he lost his administration building to an unfortunate fire. Then he saw things my way.” The tribune looked around the well-used office. “You wouldn’t want this fine building to end up a smoldering pile of ash, would you?” 

Petra glared at the man, refusing to answer. Facilix spoke up quickly. “We can see you’re well committed to Emperor Otho. We’d be honored to supply you the fighters you need. The rate you offered is acceptable.” 

“Fine,” Macer answered as he released Petra with a shove. “I want murmillones, secutores, thraeces, provocatores, and your best hunters with spear and bow. And I want them trained for frontline combat. I’m the one who has to lead this fucking band of rabble into battle.” He spat the words, obviously unhappy with his assignment. “I want killing machines. No fancy, drawn-out swordplay. I just want Vitellian guts at the end of each gladius.” He snatched his helmet from the floor and reached for the closed door. “Have them ready in ten days.” He threw open the door and strode out past his centurions, who fell into step behind him. 

“Say good-bye to our ludus, Facilix,” Petra said as he stepped forward and watched the soldiers push their way through the front gate. “I’ve been on the front lines against the barbarian hordes. It was like living in Hades. But that was nothing compared to what these battles will be. Now both sides possess the best-trained fighting force in the world.” 

They re-entered the office and shut the door. “We have no choice,” Facilix said. “Plus, I seriously doubt there will be any games with all this going on. At least we’ll make enough to cover our expenses for a while.” 

Petra looked at his partner and shook his head. “Don’t count all your money yet, Facilix. I’m going to need some of that to bring in a trainer, one who understands the tactics of the legions.” He turned and reached for the door. 

“Where will we find a legionary instructor on the eve of civil war?” Facilix asked with some exasperation. “We have only ten days.” 

“I know just the person,” Petra said as he left the office and headed toward the stables. “I’ll have him here tomorrow.” 
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