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    The second adventure in the visceral female gladiator trilogy that began with Gladiatrix, featuring an unforgettable heroine


    Four years have passed since Lysandra’s epic but inconclusive battle with her hated rival Sorina in the arena of Halicarnassus, after which both combatants were granted their freedom. Now Sorina leads a vicious troop of horsewomen. Into her hands falls the young tribune Gaius Minervinus Valerian, and she ponders whether to deal him a slow and painful death, or release him to journey back to Rome in shame as the sole survivor of the empire’s most humiliating defeat for half a millennium. Meanwhile, Lysandra has become accustomed to easy living and suffered an insidious addiction to alcohol that, together with her unabated hubris, is sapping both her self esteem and friendships. But now the Emperor Domitian has called for a command performance at Rome’s newly built Flavian Amphitheatre. Lysandra is invited to fight Rome’s adored Gladiatrix Prima, the beautiful and deadly fighter known as Aesalon Nocturna, the Midnight Falcon. Her record is devastating: 30 bouts; 30 wins —no draws or losses. Lysandra has to face up to all that she is and all that she must become as all roads lead to Rome.
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    For Sally: Semper ad meliora.

  


  PROLOGUE


  The floor of the valley was sodden with blood.


  Though her senses were overwhelmed with the chaos of battle —the shrieks of dying women, the uncomprehending screams of mutilated beasts and the stink of blood mingled with defecation— it was the image of the damp, purpled ground that was seared into Lysandra’s mind. She had seen death before, but never on this scale and, despite the warrior heritage she held so dear, she was not prepared for such carnage.


  She tore her eyes from the earth, fighting for calm and forcing herself to analyze the horrific tableau before her. In the shallow valley the two opposing forces clashed, the formations swaying like drunken dancers as ground was lost and retaken. The bloodied soil was ripped up in clods; iron studded boots churned relentlessly over the battlefield as her pikewomen —the phalangites, on whom so much depended— held firm against the savage barbarian attack. On both wings of her battle-line, Lysandra’s small forces of cavalry rode forward, plunging into the fray.


  Above it all, on the ridges that surrounded them, the iron ring of legionaries ensured the gladiatorial battle could break free of the valley.


  Behind the soldiers, she could see the brightly colored tunics of spectators who had paid fortunes to watch the spectacle and, in the center of the throng, the gleaming white togas of the imperial party. Lysandra wondered briefly if Domitian was enjoying his birthday extravaganza.


  She forced her attention back to the battle and fought down a surge of panic as the dam of her Thessalian cavalry on her left wing began to break apart under the tidal wave of enemy pressure. With awful suddenness, the barbarians cleaved through and Thessalian resistance was sundered. Seizing the advantage, the expert enemy horsewomen swung about and thundered headlong into the now unprotected flanks of Lysandra’s phalanx, their savage cries keening over the cacophony of battle.


  This is what Lysandra had feared the most. The Macedonian-style phalanx which she had adapted for this spectacle was both irresistible and immovable from the front but if hit on the flanks the mighty formation was all too vulnerable; the closely packed troops could not bring their long pikes to bear against the enemy and were rendered all but defenseless. Lysandra watched in horror as the horsewomen, yelling in triumph, scythed into the formation.


  She saw her women mill about in confusion, some trying to drag out their short swords and make a stand, others shoving their way free from the bloody mêlée.


  It did not take an Alexandrian understanding of tactics to know that the battle now hung in the balance. She had to intervene and thanked the gods that she had had the foresight to keep a reserve.


  She glanced at the women. These were her elite: all were gladiatrices, tried and tested in the arena. They were well used to the sight of blood and screams of the dying, less prone to panic than Lysandra’s newer troops. And they knew how to stay alive. Unlike the bulk of her forces, she had clad these shock troops as hoplites, kitted with heavy armour and helm. She gave her signaller an order and the buccina sounded three sharp blasts. The reserve line lurched forward, the women breaking into a trot. Like Lysandra, they would know that all was lost if they failed.


  Unlike a ‘real’ battle, there could be no fleeing the field, no treating for terms: the fight would continue until the emperor called a halt —or until one side was wiped out. Lysandra pressed her lips into a thin line and urged her horse forward; black as night and dark tempered as his coat, Hades refused to budge. Lysandra was no rider, and kicked the beast savagely with her heels until he ambled reluctantly in the direction of the breach in her lines.


  The enemy horsewomen were trying to disengage, but the disintegrated flank had become a seething mêlée with no room for manoeuvre. It was a small grain of fortune in the unfolding disaster —a bigger battlefield would have afforded the barbarian cavalry room to extricate themselves and charge again. As it was, though they had already wreaked havoc, they were now becoming bogged down, allowing her own soldiers to drag them from their mounts and cut them to pieces before they could rise. But these small successes were quickly expunged as the tribal infantry now leapt into the fray exploiting the gap caused by their mounted comrades. A groan went up from her troops as the sagging left wing was forced into the center that, thus far, had held back the frontal barbarian onslaught.


  Lysandra looked about for answers but saw that the Thessalians were in no state to counter-attack. Too few remained and their horses were wounded and blown.


  Far away on the right, her Egyptian cavalry were holding their own. Lysandra knew that their commander, Minera, would do her best to break through and ease the pressure by launching her own counter assault. But even if she succeeded, could she arrive in time?


  Lysandra’s plan to hold her ground and let the barbarian wave smash itself to pieces on the rock of the phalanx was teetering on the brink of failure and she could feel the courage leeching out of her women as their ranks began to collapse. In the midst of this, rode the enemy commander, Aldaberta. The huge German was roaring her troops on, her great fleshy arms wielding her sword like a club, smashing women from their feet, revelling in the carnage.


  Then at last the reserve phalanx piled into the fray, their line holding firm as they advanced over a ground now made treacherous by dead beasts and warriors. In terrible unison, their spears plunged into horses and women alike, the onslaught carrying them deep into the fight. The triumphant cries of the tribeswomen turned to panic as the line of hoplites tore into them, their pitiless iron spearheads shearing into flesh like the teeth of Cerberus.


  The reverse spread through the barbarian ranks like a slow-burning flame. Here and there the pressure of the assault slackened as groups of tribeswomen began to fall back in disarray. As they did so, the Egyptians on Lysandra’s right capitalized on the confusion and swept aside their opponents, cutting them down with ruthless efficiency.


  Their eerie battle cries rang out loud as they charged into the chaos, shattering the faltering courage of the enemy. What was once a battle became a rout as panic spread through the tribal ranks, and Minera’s squadron wheeled away, running down fleeing tribeswomen who had broken away from the mob. Lysandra’s infantry did not go after them in a mad rush, and she was gratified that the long months of training had paid off. Leaving the left to reorganize, her right and center rolled forward in good order, thinning ranks to maximize their killing field.


  Lysandra squeezed her eyes tight shut and puffed out her cheeks, exhaling sharply. She had come so close to defeat that even now, with the enemy fleeing, she took no joy in her victory. Unlike her triumphs in the arena, it was not only her own life she had been fighting for, but the lives of all her women. The terrible knowledge that her errors of judgement, her hesitations could —and indeed had— cost hundreds of lives was almost paralyzing. As her troops began to massacre the wounded, she realized that it took a special person to be a general and, though she had been sorely tested, she was relieved that she had not been found wanting.


  As their enemy closed in, knowing that their end had come, the tribal women formed a circle, determined to extract a huge toll for the ferryman before they passed into their barbarian afterlife. Lysandra saw Aldaberta force her way out of the ring, waving her bloodied longsword and screaming a challenge.


  The challenge was for the ‘Spartan coward who hid behind her warriors’ to face her in single combat. As she ranted and capered about, the fighting began to die down and the abuse she spouted became increasingly obscene. Its sole purpose was to make Lysandra angry and she knew it. The last act of a desperate woman who had tested herself against Lysandra’s will and failed. If this had been a real battle, she would have simply ordered her troops to finish the job.


  But this was a spectacle —entertainment for the Emperor of Rome and the privileged audience that had paid fortune to see death on an almost unimaginable scale. And she, Lysandra of Sparta, was Gladiatrix Prima. She could not refuse and Aldaberta knew it. She knew it, as the throngs watching knew it and the soldiers that protected them knew it. The men of the legions began to pound their spears rhythmically on their shields as they realized what was unfolding on the field below them, and then the spectators began to clap in time with the menacing tattoo begun by the soldiers of Rome.


  Lysandra slid down from her mount and unclasped her scarlet war-cloak. Like the majority of her troops, she was protected by a shirt of chain mail and wore a gladius at her hip. She strode forward and drew the sword without ceremony.


  Seeing that her wish was to be granted, Aldaberta began urging her surviving comrades to cheer, as though their efforts could bolster her power. Not, Lysandra thought, that it needed much in the way of augmentation. Like most of her ilk, the German was tall and big-boned and Aldaberta had built upon her natural size with a prodigious diet, carrying a lot of excess bulk beneath her leather-armoured torso. Lysandra had seen girthy arena fighters in the past, both male and female. They argued that a layer of fat over their muscles made them less vulnerable to serious injury than the leaner competitor. Whatever the truth of the matter, with her spiked blonde hair and porcine features, the German certainly looked like she could prove to be a handful.


  Lysandra spun her sword twice and stretched her neck from side to side before settling into a fighting stance; Aldaberta simply spat on the ground and advanced, her eyes glittering with hatred. With a snarl, she leapt into the attack, her long sword arcing diagonally towards Lysandra’s neck. Rather than jump back, Lysandra stepped into the attack, knowing that with her shorter blade it was folly to stay on the outside. She thrust hard with the gladius, but the blow was not well aimed, merely scoring the dark leather of Aldaberta’s breast plate.


  Lysandra followed up by lunging at her enemy, trying to knock her to the ground. The German grunted at the force of the strike but retained enough presence of mind to smash the pommel of her sword into the side of Lysandra’s head. Stunned and gasping, Lysandra fell to the side, feeling her cheek become wet as blood dripped down from a cut on her temple. She rolled to one knee —just in time to block a furious downward cut from the onrushing Aldaberta. The tribeswoman did not strike with her sword again, but lashed out with a kick, her foot slamming into Lysandra’s chest, knocking her flat on her back.


  The barbarians roared their approval and Lysandra could tell that Aldaberta had begun to believe that their champion would carve up her smaller opponent. Aldaberta moved in quickly and it was all Lysandra could do to roll away and regain her footing. The German rounded on her again, cutting horizontally, seeking to slice Lysandra’s head from her body. Lysandra parried the blow and spun full circle, the movement taking her inside Aldaberta’s guard. As she turned, she slammed her elbow into her enemy’s nose, feeling the satisfying crunch of breaking bone and gristle. Using the momentum from the spin she swung about again, hoping to catch the other woman with her outstretched sword whilst she was still reeling.


  Aldaberta, however, was not to be dispatched so easily and hurled herself away. She spat out a gob of blood and raised her sword.


  Lysandra moved in, determined to seize the initiative and put the big tribeswoman on the defensive. The short blade of the gladius flicked out like a viper’s tongue trying to tease Aldaberta into making a mistake; but the German was cool, deflecting each attack that came into her range, biding her time.


  Do not lose patience, Lysandra told herself, just as her foot slipped on the blood-slicked ground. She fell hard, her weapon skidding away. Desperate fear welled up inside her as the tried to roll away.


  Too slow. The mail armour saved her from losing the use of her arm, but still the heavy long sword smashed into her shoulder, sending sickening waves of agony flooding through her.


  Aldaberta howled in triumph, raising her sword to the sky and Lysandra used the precious moment to scramble to her feet, trying to ignore the pain. She made to run to her gladius, but the German was a veteran of the arena too and moved smoothly, cutting the Spartan off from her weapon. Her grin was smug and she brandished the long sword as though to underscore the fact the end would be soon. And she needed it to be; Lysandra noted that her foe’s shoulders moved steadily up and down and her face was florid and gleaming with sweat. Unlike Lysandra, the barbarian leader had been fighting alongside her troops and the day’s exertions were beginning to tell.


  Lysandra raised her fists, dropping back into the classical pankration stance. Aldaberta sneered and moved in for the kill. She feinted, skipping in and back out again, trying to intimidate her unarmed opponent, but Lysandra would not allow herself to be drawn. Again Aldaberta lunged, this time with intent and Lysandra only stepped aside at the last instant. She twisted her lips into a contemptuous half-smile, mocking the other woman’s inability to end the fight.


  Snarling, Aldaberta pursued her, the long sword hissing as it cut empty air.


  Despite her display of bravado, Lysandra was taken aback —the German’s stamina was phenomenal; she forced herself on long after exhaustion should have leeched the precision from her moves.


  Lysandra led her opponent on, allowing herself time to recover, allowing the fierce pain in her shoulder to recede to a dull ache.


  Aldaberta’s blade hissed down in the diagonal cut, a blow designed to carve an opponent from neck to hip. As she did so, Lysandra leapt in to meet the attack, clamping her hands around the tribeswoman’s wrists. Aldaberta’s eyes bulged with anger as though she was put out by Lysandra’s temerity at trying to match her strength.


  She gritted her teeth, determined to force the Spartan to her knees.


  Lysandra resisted, sweat bursting out on her brow as the German brought her weight to bear. Aldaberta growled as Lysandra began to buckle, the inexorable pressure forcing her down inch by painful inch. It was at that moment that Lysandra gave way, using the powerful tribeswoman’s own strength against her. The German stumbled forward and Lysandra took advantage of the momentary loss of balance, reversing her grip on the other woman’s wrists and twisting hard.


  Aldaberta’s weight did Lysandra’s work for her —the German could not pull away and with a rush, the iron tip of her own weapon cleaved through her armour, deep into the flesh beneath. She made a choking sound before toppling slowly to one side, her life ebbing away.


  The young Spartan stepped back aghast. She realized that as she had slain Aldaberta, so Sorina had killed Lysandra’s lover Eirianwen —the same technique used in the same way. The memories pierced her heart like a knife as she was borne aloft by her cheering soldiers.


  The day was hers, but in the sickening aftermath, Lysandra could take no joy in it.


  I


  Lysandra put down her stylus and rubbed her tired eyes. There never seemed to be an end to the paperwork and, though she had employed scribes to deal with the bulk of it, she felt she still had to oversee their work. Life had been simpler when she was merely Gladiatrix Prima; then there had only been training and the next fight to worry about. But things had changed. She got to her feet and moved to her balcony and gazed out at the temple compound. Her former owner, the lanista Lucius Balbus, had built this place to house the army of gladiatrices who had fought for Domitian’s birthday spectacle.


  In the four years since that bloody day, Lysandra had transformed it from ludus to temple. It had not been easy, and she knew well that only someone with her intelligence and endeavor could have accomplished so much in so short a time. But the fruits of her labors were spread out before her as she rested her palms on the cold stone of the balcony and surveyed her Deiopolis —her city of the gods.


  What was once wood, Lysandra had made stone. After her victory in the battle, she had been presented to the emperor himself and he had granted her a boon. She smiled as she recalled the moment.


  Domitian was a handsome man in his own way. Not broad and muscled like a warrior, he had a softer look to him, yet a seductively attractive one.


  ‘Your strategy was well executed,’ he had said to her. ‘I salute you.’ She bowed, flattered despite the fact that it was true.


  They were in the magnificent palace of Sextus Julius Frontinus, Lysandra’s sponsor, the governor of Asia Minor and the editor of the spectacle. The old man was a little drunk and extremely pleased with the way things had gone. ‘She is a genius, Caesar,’ he enthused.


  Domitian smiled indulgently at him before turning his attention back to Lysandra. ‘Great performers should be rewarded,’ he said to her. ‘Ask of me a prize, and if it is within my power to grant it, I shall.’ He paused. ‘Within reason.’


  ‘I wish only to ordain a temple in honor of the gods on the site of my ludus,’ she replied. ‘Some of my women wish to return to their homes, some do not. They feel more free within my walls than without. And I feel it is my duty to provide for those that chose to fight.’


  Domitian arched an eyebrow. ‘Chose?’


  ‘Yes, Caesar,’ Frontinus put in. ‘Lysandra and all those women who fought on her side today were freed slaves. They were here not because they were compelled but because they were asked.’


  ‘And the ‘amazons’ you were fighting were not?’ The theme of the spectacle had been the ancient Battle of Athens where the Hellenes had defeated an Amazonian army; it was well known that Domitian was a student of history and the idea had delighted him.


  ‘That is so, Caesar,’ Lysandra responded.


  ‘Another reason for their defeat,’ Domitian observed. ‘The freed man —or woman— is superior to the slave. I grant your request, Achillia.’ He referred to her by her arena name. ‘And further, I will grant monies and craftsmen to aid you in your noble effort.’


  Frontinus shook his head. ‘You Spartans are a strange people, Lysandra. You could have asked for riches, slaves and a palace grander than my own. Are you sure there is nothing else? I will try, in my small way, to reward you as well. After all, your temple will be in my province, and you have served me well these past two years.’


  ‘There is one thing, sir,’ she had said.


  ‘Name it. It shall be yours.’ Frontinus was caught up in the mood of magnanimity.


  ‘I would like to be exempt from taxation. Forever.’


  His expression had been a picture, and she recalled also the musical sound of Domitian’s laugh at the old man’s self-made predicament.


  Frontinus had sputtered for a few moments before seeing the funny side of it himself.


  Lysandra missed the old governor. A few months after the battle, he had been reassigned overseas, and in him she had lost a powerful sponsor and protector. Nevertheless, his successor had honored the terms of Frontinus’s agreement and the Deiopolis was still free from that most ruthless arm of imperial power —the tax office.


  ‘Thinking deep thoughts?’


  Lysandra turned as Varia joined her on the balcony. ‘Not really,’ she smiled. ‘I am just giving my eyes a rest,’ she gestured to the pile of paperwork.


  Varia made a face and then lifted her hands. A krater of wine dangled from one, in the other she held two cups. ‘You really should let the scribes do their job, Lysandra,’ she said, pouring for them both. They touched cups and Varia drained hers as Lysandra tipped a small libation to the ground below. ‘You don’t have to do all the tasks yourself. And you’re making more work for them —leave business to the business people. You’re too Spartan for commerce.’


  ‘You have mentioned that more than once,’ Lysandra commented.


  Both of them knew that it was a pointless argument; Varia was always going to think that Lysandra did too much and knew too little, and Lysandra knew that of the hundreds of women that lived in the temple compound, she was the most capable. As such, she had to oversee everything. ‘I have not seen you for a few days,’ she said.


  Varia moved inside and sprawled onto a couch. ‘I’ve been training hard. Living the Spartan lifestyle.’


  ‘Then you should have watered this wine,’ Lysandra observed primly.


  ‘You don’t water your wine anymore,’ Varia observed.


  ‘I am not training these days —I have no time for it. But we are not talking about me,’ she smiled. ‘You look fit. Strong.’ It was true. Varia had grown in more than stature since they had first met six years ago. The scrawny, waifish slave girl had long gone, and in her place was the confident, self-assured woman that stood before her. Lysandra took credit for that —following her example, the young Roman could not fail to become a better person. She had also blossomed into quite the beauty, her elfin features framed by lustrous dark curls, her eyes as dark as night. ‘Have you been working with Thebe?’ she asked after a few moments


  ‘Yes. And I have been working on some new moves of my own design.’


  ‘So I have seen,’ Lysandra commented. ‘Sword spinning and leaping about might well look impressive, Varia, but in a real bout it would just get you killed.’


  ‘Then you think I’m ready for my first bout? Thebe will not say as much but she knows I am.’


  Lysandra put her cup down on the balcony. ‘We have been through this, Varia. I do not want you fighting in the arena. There is no point to it anymore. Thebe no longer fights. I no longer fight —if there was cause for it, yes, I could agree. But it serves no purpose.’


  ‘There are no slaves here, isn’t that what you keep telling everyone?’ Varia shot back, a hint of anger in her voice. ‘All the gladiatrices here fight by choice. And I have been training longer than any of them. You started training me when I was thirteen years old!’


  ‘You are still too young,’ Lysandra said, sternly.


  ‘I’m nearly twenty —a grown woman and older than you were in your first bout.’


  ‘That was different.’ The Spartan felt the cords that held her temper in place begin to fray. ‘I had no choice. You do. And the women that fight for us now, do so for pay. You do not need money, Varia. All your needs are provided for. You have had the best education and physical training a young lady can receive outside of Sparta. This desire to test yourself in the arena is foolish at best and vainglorious at worst. I would have thought that you would have learned something of humility.’


  ‘And where would I have learned that? From you, I suppose?’ Varia rose to her feet. ‘Lysandra, I love and respect you, but you are only my friend —not my mother. You have no right to tell me what I can and can’t do. I want to be a fighter.’


  Lysandra sighed, forcing the anger out of herself. ‘If you love and respect me, then respect my wisdom in this matter. You are strong and fast, but the game has moved on since I started. We —the gladiatrices of Lucius Balbus— set a new standard and women stepping onto the sands nowadays are far better than they were five or six years ago. One more year, Varia, and you might be ready.’


  ‘That,’ Varia set her cup down, ‘is what you said last year. And the year before that. I will not wait much longer, Lysandra.’ She strode away, her anger evident in every step.


  Lysandra considered calling her back to argue her case in more depth, but dismissed the idea —it would appear weak. In any event, Varia had no right to challenge her. She provided for the girl; she had given her her freedom. And, having trained her, she was well aware of Varia’s capabilities and, more importantly, her limitations.


  The fact was that Varia, for all her strength and skill, was not a killer. One more year would not make the girl any more ready than she was now, but Lysandra thought that the decisive battle in this particular campaign could be put off till then. Though Varia might bluster, she would not dare defy her.


  Lysandra glanced guiltily at the pile of paperwork. The row had drained the desire to work from her and she decided to take a walk in the grounds to clear her head, hoping that a short break would prove invigorating.


  Dusk was drawing its balmy veil over the sun as she left her villa and began to walk the compound. It was strange to think that what had once been a gaol was now a place of worship and, if she was honest with herself, a tourist attraction. Lysandra had consciously modelled the Deiopolis on Athene’s temple in Sparta where she had spent her youth. The buildings were functional and plain in the Spartan fashion; not for Lysandra the gaudy trappings of Attic pomposity. Besides, ostentatious decoration cost money and served no purpose. Frugality was, after all, a virtue that the gods admired.


  The practicality of the old ludus’s design worked well —the Deiopolis was divided into blocks, each area dedicated to one of the twelve Olympians. Naturally, the centerpiece was the large temple of Athene which housed the Deiopolis’s sole extravagance: a beautifully wrought marble statue of the goddess. Created at vast expense by the up-and-coming artist, Apollodorus of Damascus, the icon was magnificent. Though smaller in scale, Lysandra reckoned that it rivalled the image in the Parthenon. Modelled on the sisterhood that Lysandra had been part of in Sparta, the goddess was served by priestesses valuing the tenets of both wisdom and war. Many were veterans of Domitian’s spectacle and took to the life easily enough; though worshipful observance was part of their duty, marching and parading for the visitors took up much of their time and they all enjoyed the performance.


  Indeed, in many of the blocks, cottage industries had sprung up, all of which served to generate more profit for the temple. The fine metalwork of the Hephaestian women was highly prized as were the delicacies created by the servants of the Hestia. The Priestesses of Aphrodite commanded huge fees from their supplicants and brought in the most revenue aside from the Sisters of Ares and after them, the Sisters of Athene —these were the Deiopolis’s elite gladiatrices.


  Lysandra could not fail to be impressed by her own efforts as she walked through the reality of her vision. She recalled a conversation she had had long ago with the Athenian priest, Telemachus.


  He told her that her work on the sands of the arena was divinely inspired, that the hand of Athene herself must have guided her there. His words had lifted her at a time when she had begun to doubt her faith but, more than that, she had realized the truth in them and had carried her Mission out to its ultimate conclusion —the Deiopolis itself.


  She decided to go to Athene’s temple and make an offering to the goddess. The last of the supplicants should have left as the sun was down and the temple closed to the public; despite the fact that she had retired, Lysandra knew she was still regarded by many as the Gladiatrix Prima and her fame meant constant interruptions from well-wishers and admirers.


  She could not suppress a shiver of anticipation as she made her way across the courtyard to the temple proper —only the heady rush of victory could compare with the ecstasy she felt when communing with the goddess. Several priestesses were sweeping up as she passed and they paused in their work to salute her. She acknowledged them and made her way to the dove-cages, selecting a pure white bird for the sacrifice. It cooed, almost in anticipation, as she lifted it gently from the pen and entered the sanctuary.


  The air was heavy with incense, wreathing the beautiful statue with ethereal strands. With great care, Lysandra bore the dove to the altar and, taking the sacrificial knife in her hand, she whispered the prayer taught to her in her childhood:


  ‘I begin my song of Pallas Athena, Illustrious goddess with peerless grey eyes.

  She, with a heart relentless,

  Modest Virgin, Protectress of the city!

  The valiant Tritogeneia, roused by Zeus the wise From his own awesome brow, the tools of battle on her arm, Glittering and gold: all the immortals were stunned.

  Without delay she leapt from the ever-living skull To come before Zeus, master of the aegis, And the sharp spear shook in her hand.

  Eternal Olympus was sent spinning

  By the might of the Grey-eyed one.’


  As she went on, her voice lifted in song and she drew the blade across the throat of the dove, letting its blood splash into the font, its warmth spreading from her hands throughout her body. The tang of the incense filled her nostrils as the prayer continued and Lysandra felt her spirit lifting free with the soul of the dove.


  ‘From every direction the earth let loose a chilling scream.

  Waves, deep and dark, stirred up in the seething ocean, And all at once spray jetted from the sea.

  The shining son of Hyperion brought his swift steeds to rest, waiting long,

  Until she shed the godlike armour…

  She, Pallas Athena! Wise Zeus laughed!

  That is why I say it too: Hail to you, Daughter of aegis-wielding Zeus!

  I always remember you!’


  Lysandra’s vision tunnelled as she called out the last words of the prayer; she felt a lurch in her stomach so powerful that her legs went from beneath her. Gasping for breath, she clung to the altar, the face of the statue seeming to shift and come alive. The grey eyes of Athene bored into the ice-blue of her own, and in that moment she was lost. Visions swam in her mind —of herself, drowning on the wine-dark sea, an eagle crippled on a bloody field, a horse trampling on the fallen bird of prey. Then, there was a faceless god roaring with fifty thousand different voices, and a bloodied fist raised to the heavens as the god screamed its approval. The marble floor rushed up to her and suddenly all was black.


  She had no idea how long she had been there. Lysandra felt sick and disoriented as though she had drunk too much. Confused, she gripped the altar and hauled herself to her feet. Her hands were tacky with dried blood and the incense holders had long since burned out. Not even a wisp of smoke escaped them and the air was now cold —she must have lain on the floor for some hours. No one had come to check on her as the priestesses knew well that she liked to worship alone. She tried to recall her dream —her vision— but like trying to grasp wisps of smoke, the memories were already fading.


  Thinking quickly, she dipped a finger into the ash from the altar and scrawled what she could remember on the marble floor. She was no oracle like the Delphic Pythia, but she knew well that animals were powerful omens —and Athene had spoken: it was her duty to bring some meaning to these portents.


  Outside, she ordered the night guards to ensure that her words were copied down and delivered to her in the morning. Both women on duty kept their expressions neutral, and that made Lysandra wonder if she had been shouting and raving in a goddess-inspired frenzy whilst she knelt at the altar. Certainly, she must have looked less than regal, her hair wild and her forearms as red as an augur’s; but then, despite the devotions of the temple women, there had been little reported in the way of actual communion with the goddess.


  Perhaps it was only she who was worthy of Olympian notice. It was a pleasing realization and she would meditate on it later. But, for now, she needed a drink.


  II


  Lysandra could not spend as much time contemplating her experience as she would have liked. Managing the Deiopolis was a constant battle and, though it troubled her, the truth of it was that she did not have time to allocate to her religious devotions. Athene, she reasoned, could well send her a clearer portent when her mind was calm; and so Lysandra resolved to disencumber her thoughts the following morning. But the news Titus, her former trainer, brought —coupled with the thick head she had from the previous night’s wine— was hardly conducive to a meditative state.


  ‘Who can say what happened,’ the old man offered. ‘Could have been a storm. Could have been a less-than-honest-captain. Or even pirates.’


  ‘Pirates! Do not be absurd, Titus. Everyone knows that Pompeius Magnus rid the seas of their filth a century and a half ago.’


  ‘That,’ Titus observed, ‘is a bit like the governor of Judaea claiming that all resistance in the province has been crushed forever.’


  Lysandra bit back a sharp retort. It was hardly Titus’s fault that their latest shipment was now decorating the palace of Poseidon.


  She ought to go and make an offering to the capricious sea god but she could barely bring herself to enter his temple —which she had only included in the Deiopolis because it would invite bad luck otherwise. She should have trusted her instincts in the first place and just left him out.


  ‘The risks were explained to you over and over again.’ Titus sat down without being asked, and poured himself a drink. ‘Trading is a huge investment —we’ve lost a lot of money on this one. On the bright side, the chances of this happening again are rare. We’ve got the capital to ride out our misfortune, and the next voyage should more than compensate us. Think of it as a sacrifice to Neptune.’


  ‘Poseidon,’ Lysandra corrected half-heartedly. She regarded Titus for a few moments: the years had not changed ‘the centurion’ and he seemed no older now than when they first met —tough as leather cuirass and unyielding as a shield wall. ‘What other news do you have for me?’ she asked.


  ‘Aside from the shipping losses, we’re in good shape. Really, we’ll recoup on the shipment in no time. It helps that we don’t pay tax, mind. Anyway, I’d best be about the place… Gods know how the training has been run whilst my back has been turned. You’re the only other person I can trust to train the girls properly, but I can tell you aren’t out in the palaestra as much as before,’ he added, jerking his chin in the direction of the training ground. ‘You’re looking more womanly than ever I’ve seen you.’


  ‘What?’ Lysandra felt her cheeks go pink. ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘What I said. Don’t let it go to your head, Lysandra, but aside from me, you’re one of the best trainers in the province. And you were the regina of the sands in your time.’ Titus placed a scroll down on the table in front of her. ‘You have a letter from Rome. It looks official.’


  ‘Yes,’ Lysandra ignored the parchment. ‘But what did you mean, womanly?’


  Titus began an orderly withdrawal. ‘You look beautiful,’ he said, the word sounding odd in his gravelled baritone. ‘That’s what I meant.’


  Lysandra rose to her feet. ‘Are you saying that I am fat?’


  ‘How could you think that? I was trying to give you a compliment!’ Titus was all wounded innocence, but Lysandra could see in his eyes that he was lying. ‘You’re not a fighter anymore,’ he went on, ‘so it is good that a lady of your social standing should carry a bit of extra padding. Makes you look less… dangerous…’ he trailed off, beginning to wilt under her furious gaze. ‘Well, I’m going to see to my things anyway.’ He did a swift about-face and marched off briskly before a counter-offensive could be launched.


  Lysandra sat down slowly, the pain of Titus’s remarks striking her as hard as iron. True, she did not train as hard as she once had, but she was no overweight heifer as he had accused her of being.


  Just because he was feeling tired after his journey, she felt it was unjust of him to take out his frustrations by insulting her personally. Besides, it was patently untrue. Exasperated, she got up once again and moved to her full-length bronze mirror —a gift an admirer had sent her when she was a gladiatrix. Gladiatrix Prima. The Queen of the Sands.


  She pulled away her peplos to reveal her torso. The woman revealed in the reflection was not the Gladiatrix Prima. But nor was it an obese matron as Titus had implied. Her breasts were high and firm, her stomach flat. Though not as hard as once it had been, an accusing voice in her mind whispered. Covering herself, she went to the wine tray and poured herself a cup. Yes, it was early in the day, but Titus had upset her and besides which, she was working too hard as it was. She threw back the first cup, wincing at the full-bodied taste, and then poured herself another.


  Wine, she contemplated, truly was a gift from the gods. For many years, she flirted with Dionysus only occasionally, but since her retirement from the arena, she had got to know the old god quite well. Of course, it was not the Spartan way to err to excess, and Lysandra knew well that she was in control. If she got drunk, it was because she had chosen the time and place to be drunk. It was not so with other people; some could not command their passions, their base desires. She glanced at her undone paperwork, feeling the fire of rebellion spark in her belly. It seemed ages since she had just done nothing. Everyone else seemed to have time off for revels, free time to do as they pleased, but never her; from her youth in the priestess’s agoge to the training in the ludus to the running of the Deiopolis, her life had been dominated by routine.


  It was hardly fair, but still there was work to be done. She sat at her desk and began to go through her papers. As she wrote, she found her responses to various requests were amusing her —proving to herself that a comedic bent was not the sole province of Athenians.


  She glanced at the scroll that Titus had left; it looked intriguing.


  She decided that she would read it after the more onerous tasks were done with.


  After spending a little more time on correspondence, she decided that she had done enough for one day. She pointedly ignored the remaining dockets and moved to her couch. ‘Nikos!’ she shouted, calling in her secretary.


  The wiry, dishevelled-looking Asiatic Hellene appeared in her doorway. ‘Yes, my lady,’ he said.


  ‘Have a priestess of Apollo attend me,’ Lysandra ordered. ‘I want to hear the lyre and some singing. And I’ll need more wine too, this krater is almost empty.’


  ‘It is only just after noon, lady,’ Nikos observed. ‘I was hoping to send out some more dispatches that require your signature…’


  It was true that Lysandra had never applied the same strict Spartan discipline on her employees that she herself had been subject to in her formative years, and now she was reaping what she had sown.


  Insubordination was insinuating itself into the very walls of the Deiopolis: first Varia’s defiance, then Titus with his rudeness, now Nikos with his blatant disregard for her instructions. She felt her temper snap. ‘I did not ask what time it was,’ she stormed. ‘I just gave you an order, man! Get on with it, or by the gods I’ll have the skin flayed from your ungrateful back. You were a slave of Balbus, now you are the freedman of Lysandra —do not take your status for granted or I will cast you out of here. Now get out of my sight!’ Nikos bowed stiffly and left, disapproval evident in his gait. If the secretary started getting above himself, Lysandra swore that she would make good on her threat and have him expelled.


  She finished her wine and waited with growing impatience for the Apollonian priestess to arrive. Fortunately, the girl appeared just when what was left of Lysandra’s goodwill had all but eroded.


  ‘Play,’ she ordered.


  ‘Yes, my lady.’ The girl confined herself to this comment before beginning her work. She was a pretty little thing, Lysandra thought to herself as the priestess’s fingers plucked the strings delicately. She closed her eyes and listened as the girl began to sing a gentle hymn to Apollo.


  Food was brought, but Lysandra ignored it. Food always seemed to take the edge off wine, dulling its potency. What was the point in drinking if not to feel the effects? It was insulting to Dionysus to pretend otherwise, and Lysandra was always careful not to insult the gods. Even Poseidon, who had tried to kill her with his storm and through whose actions she had ended up a slave. Still, she opened one eye and gazed at her cup; if not for him, she would not have become a gladiatrix and found a better way to serve Athene. That would have upset the old man of the sea; she pictured him stamping around Olympus complaining to Zeus and the thought made her laugh.


  The girl stumbled in her playing and looked a little crestfallen.


  Lysandra realized that the priestess thought her chuckle was one of her derision and motioned her to continue. ‘You play beautifully,’ she said by way of encouragement.


  ‘Thank you, my lady,’ the girl said.


  ‘Do you think I’m fat?’ Lysandra asked.


  ‘No, my lady, you are as beautiful as Aphrodite.’


  Aphrodite, Lysandra thought. Not Athene. Athene was the lithe and powerful warrior, Aphrodite the soft and pampered princess.


  Was that what people thought of her now? That she was soft? She had not fought in the arena for two years, but that had not made her forget a lifetime’s training. She was still Gladiatrix Prima.


  Undefeated. Yet that was what people were beginning to believe: that she had lost her edge. Varia… Titus… even this girl. She would show them.


  She lurched to her feet and made her way to the hall, leaving the girl staring after her. Annoyingly, her peplos caught between her legs, causing her to sway and stumble somewhat. She grasped the doorframe for support, steeled herself and strode purposefully down the hall towards the exit.


  It was bright outside, the sun beating down on the workers and visitors to the Deiopolis. Lysandra headed straight towards the palaestra where the women trained for gladiatorial combat. Her vision juddered as she took each step and it was then that she realized that she was slightly the worse for the drink. Nevertheless, drunk or sober, she was more than capable of teaching her detractors a lesson they would not soon forget.


  The palaestra was crowded with her gladiatrices at various exercises —duelling with wooden practice swords, wrestling or going through the punishing calisthenics regimen that she herself had designed. She knew well that her methods were the finest in the empire, second only to those employed in Sparta itself. But the training regimen could only take a person so far: these women were not of Lakedaimonia and were therefore her inferiors.


  ‘Stop!’ she shouted. ‘Stop what you are doing!’ She was forced to repeat herself a few times, but eventually the clack of weapons and the grunts of effort finally subsided to an expectant buzz of conversation as all eyes focused upon her. ‘Shut up,’ she shouted. ‘Shut up all of you!’ Without waiting to see if they obeyed, she ploughed on, the truth suddenly rushing up to her like a tide. ‘I know what you’ve been saying about me. I know it. You think that you are better than me —that I am so busy with papers and contracts that I can no longer even hold a sword, let alone use one! I know what you’re saying about me behind my back! The goddess Athene speaks to me…’


  ‘From the wine cup!’ someone shouted.


  If Lysandra was angered by these soft-bodied whores’ ingratitude for her work on their behalf, she was furious now. ‘Who said that?’ she screamed, tearing a rudis from the grasp of a nearby fighter. ‘I shall beat some respect into you. None of you know what I have had to sacrifice…’


  ‘Lysandra!’ Thebe shoved her way through the crowd of fighters who were grinning openly now. ‘What is wrong?’ The Corinthian woman’s expression seemed to be one of mingled concern and anger. She was caked in dust and sweat, her own practice sword still in her hand. She moved closer to Lysandra. ‘Are you all right?’


  ‘I am fine,’ Lysandra responded at once, wondering why Thebe recoiled as she opened her mouth. ‘It’s these others, Thebe. I know what they have been saying about me!’


  Thebe frowned. ‘Come, Lysandra. No one has been saying anything about you. You have…’ she looked around. ‘You have heard the words of the goddess and you are tired and emotional from the experience.’


  Lysandra felt the anger suddenly drown in a tidal wave of sisterly affection for Thebe. Thebe of Corinth, who had been with her since the beginning. ‘You have always known me the best,’ she said, her emotions bursting to the fore. She felt the need to hold one who she had come to regard as a sister. ‘You are the only family I have, you know.’


  Thebe returned the embrace somewhat awkwardly, patting her on the back. ‘Come, I’ll walk you to your quarters.’ She whirled on the fighters who were watching. ‘Get back to work or I’ll have you out here all fucking night, you idle bitches!’


  ‘Titus thinks I am fat,’ Lysandra said as Thebe guided her from the palaestra.


  ‘Titus talks too much,’ Thebe responded. ‘You shouldn’t be out. Not the way that you are now.’


  ‘It is my temple; I’ll do as I like in it. People are talking about me behind my back, you know. The goddess sent me a vision, Thebe.’


  ‘About people gossiping? I would have thought Athene had more pressing matters to worry about than that.’


  ‘I can make no sense of it.’ Lysandra suddenly felt very weary and a gloom descended upon her, making her fight to hold back the tears. ‘Eagles and horses, dead eagles trampled by the horses. And a god that wants to devour me…’


  ‘I’m sure that we can find a meaning. Tomorrow.’


  Lysandra had not even realized that they were back inside her quarters. Thebe helped her to her bed. ‘I still miss Eirianwen,’ she said, her own voice sounding distant in her ears. Thebe responded but Lysandra could not make it out; she was so tired, the need for sleep suddenly overwhelmed her and the pillows seemed to engulf her in a blanketing warmth that was unending.


  III


  It was dark when Lysandra regained consciousness. For a few moments, she lay in bed, trying to get back to sleep but knowing it was a futile effort. She sat up unsurprised that she felt no ill-effects from her bout with the wine. That would come later, when she sobered —for now, she knew that she was still partially drunk, a state that would last for some hours yet. She considered having another cup of wine to send her back to sleep. That often worked well.


  She sat up the darkness, trying to piece together what had happened and it only took a moment for the realization to hit her.


  She recalled fragments of the day and squeezed her eyes tight shut as a tidal wave of guilt rushed into her mind. ‘I am never drinking again,’ she whispered into the night. She had made such utterances before, but this time she meant it as the images of her actions filled her mind’s eye. What must people be saying about her? How could she face the gladiatrices after her display? How could she face Varia after admonishing her to drink watered wine? ‘Never again,’ she said, this time louder. She repeated it over and over, screaming it eventually as though the sound of her cries could blot out the images in her mind.


  She rose from the bed and padded to the balcony, somewhat unsteady on her feet. The Deiopolis was still, save for the guards that patrolled both perimeter and interior. Despite the fact that she would like to believe that others viewed a place of worship as sacrosanct, Lysandra knew well that the riches in both goods and flesh contained in the temple would be irresistible to thieves and brigands. Some had tried to rob her in the past but the security of the temple was good enough to ensure they had failed. Examples had been made of these miscreants: they had died hard on the cross for their transgressions against her. The thought distracted her only momentarily, and again the shame of her drinking session buffeted her mind. The guilt was unbearable, and she found herself thinking that it would be easier to step onto the balcony and leap into infinity than it would be to face the knowing looks and hear the snide remarks.


  She tensed to climb onto the balustrade and then froze. She realized that she lacked the courage. This bitter thought in mind, she went inside and sat at her desk, lighting a single lamp to stave off the darkness. Papers were still scattered, unread and unopened correspondence that she should have dealt with days ago. And there was the letter from Rome; she glanced at it again, her heart jolting as she recognized the Imperial seal.


  She reached out and opened the scroll, a part of her knowing that concentrating on the missive would give her a few moments sweet relief from the crushing drink-born humiliation.


  Lysandra’s eyes widened as she read the beautifully scripted note; it was a personal invitation to Rome from Domitian himself, no less. It was surprising that he remembered her, but then she knew that in her prime she was not easy to forget. However, the initial felicity that she felt on opening the communication soon soured as she read on. It was not simply an invitation to enjoy the emperor’s hospitality: it was a challenge. A battle of champions, greater even than the clash between Achilles and Penthesilia at the walls of Troy —the scribe’s language suddenly dipping from the genial to the hyperbolic, but Lysandra was impressed that he had researched his flattery and made mention of the inspiration for her own arena-name, Achillia. Her would-be opponent was named Aesalon Nocturna —the Midnight Falcon, Lysandra translated into Hellenic.


  The letter then went on to detail her achievements: thirty bouts, thirty wins —no draws or losses. At twenty five, she was a year younger than Lysandra but, at that age, an active gladiatrix was at the peak of her powers. A pity then, that the match could not take place. Lysandra was no fool: she knew that she could not return to the arena; she would be cut to pieces. It had been too long since she had fought and, besides, that part of her life was over. There was the Deiopolis now, and the people who had come to depend on her.


  Those same people who laugh at you, she thought bitterly —and with every right.


  She tossed the letter aside and stood on unsteady feet. The krater beckoned and she turned away from it with effort. She could not face the stares of her women. Not now. Not after her performance that afternoon. In the half-light, she threw on a clean tunic and filled a purse with money, resolving to ride at once for Halicarnassus.


  She scribbled a note for Titus, advising him that she was taking some rest from the Deiopolis for a few days. She had to get away until things had moved on, until her antics were no longer the topic of discussion.


  Lysandra paused at the door, thinking for a moment. Hung on the wall were her old weapons, the twin swords of the dimachaeria; their presence in the room coupled with the letter from Domitian seemed to mock her. She sighed and took them down —an unarmed woman riding alone would be too tempting a target for the brigands that preyed on the route to Halicarnassus. Even if she was no longer worthy to wield the weapons, she hoped that their presence would dissuade any would-be attackers. Stepping out into the night, she made her way swiftly to the stables and rode out, offering the guards a few mumbled assurances before galloping away, wrapped in her own mantle of gloom.


  As night turned to day, Lysandra began to feel the full physical effects of her drinking session. Sick and miserable, she hunched in the saddle, sipping from her water sack. Halicarnassus was less than a day’s ride from the Deiopolis, and soon she began to encounter caravans of traders and other travellers. She was cordial enough to those that greeted her with a smile or a wave, but her demeanor let it be known that she had no desire for company.


  Lysandra tried to blot out what had happened at the Deiopolis, but the thought of it stayed with her, worsened by her hangover.


  The day passed as though she was a shade wandering the banks of the Styx, where she could see the world but seemed somehow distanced from it. She must have dozed off, because the horse jolted her and she glanced up to see the city walls looming suddenly ahead of her. Her mount, Hades, knew the route well enough, having carried her here often. The sun had sunk low in the sky, reddening the horizon and she realized that she could not remember the last time she had eaten. Her stomach growled in agreement, and Hades glanced over his shoulder, eyeing her as if demanding that he would receive a meal too. She patted him on the neck in assurance as they made their way to the main gate.


  Even in late afternoon there was still a long queue to enter the city. Roman bureaucracy assured that visitors would be searched before entering the metropolis, an insurance against malcontents and smugglers. It was pointless to get annoyed, so Lysandra dismounted and waited her turn. To busy herself, she wrapped her swords securely in canvas, ready to hand over to the duty watchmen.


  Civilians were not permitted to carry weapons inside the city walls and, though it was almost an impossible law to enforce, Lysandra considered it beneath her to try to secrete her swords like some sort of criminal.


  The guards on duty hardly bothered to search her and looked genuinely surprised when she passed over her swords and asked for a receipt. However, it was all procedure and the army —even these auxiliaries— excelled at procedure, so her weapons were taken to a guard house and she was issued a receipt by a bored-looking optio who then instructed her to stable her mount and be about her business.


  Lysandra had always found Halicarnassus fascinating. The city was a mixture of cultures, ancient and modern, and somehow always seemed at odds with itself: the gross Roman architecture piled alongside superior Hellenic designs, which in turn were built atop the old Carian stonework. Dominating the city was the crypt of old King Mausolos, beautiful in an old-fashioned way. And of course, as she went further into the city proper, there was the arena.


  Its edifice could be seen from most side streets, beckoning people to its bloody embrace. From the outside, it looked so much smaller than it actually was. Then, Lysandra supposed, when one stood on the sands, the place was bound to be more awe-inspiring. No matter how experienced a fighter became, it was impossible not to feel a pang of trepidation when stepping out from the Gate of Life. She realized that a part of her missed that feeling, but there was little enough to be done about it now. She tore her gaze away from the amphitheatre’s walls and moved on.


  Halicarnassus pulsed with a life of its own and it was a different kind of animal at night, its industrious façade flung away, the city embracing all manner of revelries. Crowds of people moved from tavern to tavern, performers and hawkers delighted and annoyed in equal measure; the very air was alive with the tang of cooking meat, torch smoke and the heavy pomades worn both by reveller and whore.


  Lysandra kept one hand on her purse, knowing full well that thieves preyed on the unwary. She shouldered her way through the throng, deciding in that moment to steer clear of both the Hellene quarter and the more affluent central area where she might be recognized. Though she had not fought in some time, she still had her admirers and she did not want to be bothered by well-wishers.


  She wondered if a part of her was also ashamed to face those who had once chanted her name.


  Away from the main walks the crowds were less thick and the inns and taverns less full. That suited her well, and she turned sharply into an establishment that looked enticingly middle-class.


  It was one of those artistic places she realized as she went inside, full of actors, poets, dramatists and other low-life dilettantes. Of course, there was a place for war poetry and paens, but Lysandra considered the rest of it to be Athenian nonsense. When one had Homer, what else was needed?


  ‘What can I get you?’ If the proprietor had noticed her disdainful glance at his clientèle, he did not show it.


  ‘Do you have a room for the night?’


  ‘I’m sorry’ the man spread his hands. ‘We’re full —there’s a new troupe from Hellas who are to perform in the amphitheatre,’ he gestured to a group of perfumed fops with their adopted expressions of artistic intellectualism. ‘I can offer you a drink,’ the barkeep continued smiling, ‘and send a slave to find you lodgings at the nearest inn? All part of the service —I get a cut, see.’


  This was more like it, and for the first time since her drinking session, Lysandra began to feel something like her old self. ‘Excellent,’ she said. Even as she spoke, the barman gestured to young Carian boy who took off in the direction of the door. No doubt expecting a tip on his return, Lysandra thought sourly.


  ‘What’ll it be?’


  Lysandra hesitated, realizing that her uncontrolled outburst to the gladiatrices had been the result of drinking on an empty stomach.


  But she had decided to get drunk —yes, she had acted shamefully, but she had consumed an awful lot of wine and no food and it was well known that that was a fatal combination. She was Spartan, and she would control herself. ‘Dinner —whatever’s going that has barley— and some Falernian.’


  ‘Of course,’ the barkeep gestured to a table. No sooner had she sat than a slave was bringing bread, olive oil and the brimming krater of amber wine. Lysandra ignored it as the girl poured and started on the bread. There would be no loss of self-discipline, she told herself. Only when the first piece of flatbread had gone down did she pour a cup and watered it in the Hellenic fashion. It tasted weak and soulless, so she decided that the next cup would need a dash more bite.


  The food, when it arrived, was excellent and she wolfed it down with gusto. The Carian boy returned, and she tipped him more than she should have even though his directions to her lodgings were vague at best. A few cups of wine had lifted her mood from the crushing depression that had weighed on her like Atlas’s burden.


  It was good to be away from the Deiopolis, she thought; a chance to get things into perspective. She was putting too much pressure on herself and Varia was right; there were others to do the tasks and, the truth of it was, the Deiopolis had become too big a proposition for any one person to manage. Of course, Varia’s astuteness was down to Lysandra herself. If not for the girl’s upbringing, she would not have had the foresight or temerity to advise her.


  Lysandra’s hand strayed out to pour herself another cup, but she clenched her fist, deciding against it. She had drunk just enough to regain her equilibrium and did not want to tip herself over the edge into drunkenness. She got to her feet and paid for her meal, advising the proprietor to keep the change before stepping out into the night.


  It had begun to rain heavily whilst she had been inside, forcing people into whatever shelters they could find. It was an eerie contrast to before, the once-packed streets now all but deserted. Lamps hissed and sputtered making the air stink of cheap oil, and rats moved here and there as their holes began to fill with water. Spartans feared nothing, Lysandra told herself as one particularly fat specimen chattered past, but her flesh crawled with revulsion at the sight of it. She glanced at a wall to get her bearings: she prided herself on her excellent memory, and the boy’s directions sprung to mind when bidden. They were, however, less than accurate. The rain grew heavier, sheeting down and sluicing the streets clean but also putting out lamps and torches, making it even more difficult for her to find her way. Lysandra resisted the urge to curse: she knew she was getting lost and now all the roads were beginning to look the same. To compound her darkening mood, the pleasant level-headedness that the wine had bestowed was being doused by the incessant downpour.


  She started as she noticed a man walking towards her. He raised a hand in greeting, smiling easily. Shorter than she by a head, he was bearded and trim, dressed in a tunic that was so loud she could make out its gaudiness even in the half-light. He greeted her in his barbarian tongue, but Lysandra had not deigned to learn the local language —everyone spoke Hellenic or vulgar Latin after all. ‘I do not understand…’ she began.


  She felt fingers grasp at the back of her tunic.


  Lysandra had no time to think. She lunged forward, her body remembering the hard-learned pankration that had served her so well. Her hand lashed out, the ridge slamming into the grinning Carian’s throat, smashing his larynx to sauce. He collapsed, choking on his own blood. Lysandra whirled about —too slow as a heavy blow caught her high on the temple. Heart racing, she stumbled, her back smashing into the side of a building. A man, bald and muscular, charged at her, hands outstretched as he reached for her.


  Lysandra kicked for his groin, but he was too fast, swarming all over her as he tried to bear her to the ground. Even as she struggled, another assailant waded into the fray. His movement distracted her and now the bald one had her in a grip and dragged her down.


  Snarling, he scrabbled for her purse.


  The darkness. The weight of the man on top her.


  Nastasen. The cell. She lived it all again in that moment.


  Lysandra screamed in terror, panic drowning her like a rising flood. Her wail was cut short as the man’s fist slammed into her cheekbone, breaking the skin. She struggled desperately, kicking and scratching, filled with only the desperate need to escape.


  ‘She’s like a wildcat,’ her attacker gasped as he fought to still her.


  ‘What’s the matter with you?’ she heard the other say. ‘Just get her fucking purse!’


  ‘Hold still, damn you!’ The bald one’s hands clamped onto her throat, squeezing with sickening force. Blood pounded in her ears and Lysandra’s struggles became more desperate as her body screamed for air; she felt her tongue begin to distend as her attacker increased the pressure on her neck relentlessly. Her vision tunnelled and now the pain receded to a dull ache in the distance. She realized that she was dying. Not on the sands of the arena in glory, nor in old age having lived a life in service to the gods. Lysandra of Sparta would die alone, half-drunk in a filthy Carian alleyway.


  Brightness suddenly flared in her tunnelled vision and there she saw Eirianwen, swathed in light and colors. Lysandra called to her, reaching out as Eirianwen had once done in her own death throes.


  The beautiful tribeswoman did not move, but smiled sadly. Lysandra saw that her cheeks were damp with tears.


  There was no fear anymore, no pain. Just a sudden, infinite darkness.


  IV


  ‘I hate this country.’ Gaius Minervinus Valerian wiped his nose on his sleeve, resisting the urge to shiver as the bitter wind gusted about him. It was raining still. It rained constantly in this gods-forsaken place, and it was not even proper rain. It was a chilling, endless misty drizzle that seemed to be able to permeate through iron, leather, cloth, flesh and finally to the bone. Even his horse seemed offended that they were here.


  ‘It is the ends of empire, Tribune.’


  Valerian stiffened as he recognized the pristine tone of his commander in chief, Cornelius Fuscus. The general nudged his horse to fall in line with his own despondent nag and chuckled, as if unaffected by the chill. ‘Forgive me, sir,’ Valerian said. ‘I was thinking aloud.’


  Fuscus leaned in closer for a moment. ‘Doesn’t do to moan in front of the lads, Valerian: carping is for rankers, not gentlemen.’


  ‘Sir.’ Valerian responded.


  ‘But,’ Fuscus squinted into the gloom, ‘if it’s any consolation to you, I feel the same way. Dacia is worse than Britannia, and that’s saying something. Gods awful climate there too.’


  ‘I know, sir. I fought there alongside Sextus Julius Frontinus, my former sponsor.’


  ‘Frontinus, yes. A fine soldier,’ Fuscus commented. ‘You’ve trod similar ground to this then. Look there…’ The general pointed to the mist-shrouded mountains looming above the seemingly endless forest that flanked them. ‘I read that they had trouble in that sort of terrain in Siluria.’


  ‘That’s so, general,’ Valerian nodded. ‘The natives were expert mountain fighters. But in the end, Frontinus —and Rome— triumphed. The result will be the same here too.’ Fuscus glanced at him, holding his gaze for a moment as though trying to ascertain if his statement was heartfelt or mere sycophancy.


  If he was honest with himself, Valerian knew it was a mixture of the two. But then, what did commanders expect? Total honesty was liable to get you into trouble. No wonder that military service was an essential stop on the road to political office. In his second stint in the military he was learning, once again, that one had to be adroit in communication with both superiors and subordinates and strive to remain popular with both.


  ‘How far have we marched today?’


  Valerian knew that Fuscus was testing him. ‘Eighteen… twenty miles,’ he replied after some thought. ‘You can’t trust the natives —even the supposedly loyal ones— so our maps are probably inaccurate.’ He gestured at the river to their west. ‘Following the Olt is slowing us. In the circumstances it’s still the best option, but the going is hard.’


  ‘Your suggestion?’


  ‘I’d call a halt now, get the lads to dig out the marching camp early. If I’m feeling the cold and miseries with my arse sat on a horse, the boys must be feeling it twice as badly. It’ll do their morale the world of good to have an easy day of it today.’


  Fuscus clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Good. I like that in a soldier, Valerian. Putting the lads first. Good.’ There was a pause, and Valerian steeled himself as Fuscus bellowed for his standard bearer at a level that would have put an enraged Jupiter to shame.


  The signifier was not long in coming. A huge man, he carried the honor-laden standard of the Fifth Alaudae high, his bearing as straight as the staff he bore. And he was probably warmer than everyone else in his heavy lion’s head cloak.


  ‘Call a halt, Cilo!’ Fuscus ordered. ‘Let’s get the camp built early tonight.’


  ‘Sir.’ Cilo saluted and made off. Shortly, the massive column shuddered to a stop as the general’s command rippled through the ranks.


  Valerian grinned, despite himself. No matter how many times he had seen this, it never ceased to amaze him. They had brought five legions —thirty thousand men— across the Danube to put paid to the Dacian incursions into Roman territory: it was a huge army by any standards, but the logistics and organization that made Rome master of the world were demonstrated in the genius of her military routine.


  Like a giant colony of ants, each man knew his particular role.


  They had practiced this manoeuvre so often they could probably do it in their sleep. Two legions marched to the fore, taking up a defensive position as the rest of the army began to dig. The old adage was true —the most devastating weapon in the legionary’s arsenal was not the gladius but the shovel.


  With astonishing rapidity, a ditch and rampart was created and defensive stakes pounded into the wet earth. Then the marching camp itself began to take shape: it was a temporary city that would house the sleeping legions in the heart of enemy territory, a redoubt to which the army could fall back should a day go against them, and indeed it was a weapon of terror in a very real sense. To a barbarian it must seem as though some dark magic sowed these cities in their earth, fortresses that would spill out Roman soldiers bent on their destruction. Valerian always found this part of the day comforting.


  The prospect of hearty food, passable campaign wine and a decent night’s sleep in the safety of the camp was certainly reassuring. But, as much as he might want to get out of his sodden clothes and have his slaves prepare a bath, he knew he had work to do first.


  Valerian made his way to his cohort’s section of the camp. He could have found it with his eyes closed, of course; all marching camps were constructed in exactly the same way and everyone had an assigned billet. From Britannia to Africa, one could walk in any encampment and not get lost.


  Fires were now beginning to spark up all over the fortress as men settled down for their evening meal. Valerian quickened his step, anxious to see to his own needs. But Julius Caesar had made it a point personally to see to the welfare of the men under his command first, as had Gaius Marius before him. Valerian was sometimes unsure as to how effective this was as a morale-boosting exercise.


  Most of the men seemed to hold the equestrian class in deep contempt, which was hardly fair. After all, without the equestrians there would be no empire. Still, the average legionary was hardly liable to have a philosophical view on the matter.


  Valerian fixed a grin to his face as he approached a campfire.


  ‘Evening, lads,’ he said with as much cheer as he could muster. ‘Everything all right?’


  The response was a chorus of half-hearted ‘evening sir’s’ and no one met his eye. Valerian moved on, blowing into his hands to keep them warm. Most of the contiburnia, the eight-man squads into which each century was divided, responded to his questions in the same surly manner. Those that engaged in conversation did so only to complain. Boots were leaking, socks were wet, mules were going lame, the locals that came to trade were thieves and liars and their whores were poxy —the usual litany, but Valerian did scratch a note on his wax-tablet to requisition fresh boots and socks.


  It took some time to complete his rounds and, by the end of it, Valerian was as thoroughly miserable as the men had attested they were. But on seeing the warm glow emanating from his tent, he was immeasurably heartened. As he pushed the flap aside, a comforting sigh of warm air caressed him. Heraclitus, his slave, had pre-empted him and made the bath already. And to his credit, the instant Valerian got inside, the old Greek was pressing a cup of hot wine into his hand.


  ‘Let me take your cloak, sir,’ Heraclitus said. He tutted. ‘You’re almost blue with the cold. Come, let us get you out of those wet things.’


  ‘Thank you, Heraclitus’. Valerian allowed the slave to undress him. As soon as his subligaricum been removed, Valerian tiptoed across the floor and clambered into the ‘bath.’ Not that this rude wooden tub could really be called such, but it was heavenly after the deprivations of the day’s march.


  ‘I have a message from the general for you, sir,’ Heraclitus advised him as he luxuriated in the water.


  Valerian sighed. ‘Read it then, please.’


  ‘He requests your presence for dinner,’ Heraclitus said with the air of a man who had been asked a rhetorical question. ‘I have your clean clothes laid out, of course.’


  ‘Of course,’ Valerian forced himself to smile, though he wanted to shout at the old man to relieve some of his own frustration. If soldiering was all a big adventure to Fuscus, it was nothing of the sort to him. This was a serious job and officers needed their rest and recuperation. The last thing Valerian wanted to do was sit in Fuscus’s command tent and listen to the old man go on about his past campaigns. It was not as if he were a novice; he had fought alongside Frontinus himself. But Valerian would take the general’s war stories any day over the vacuous waffling of his idiot nephew, Marcus.


  The man was an imbecile, and spoke with one of those affected upper-crust accents that they all perfected in the Greek academies.


  Dacia was Marcus’s first campaign, but he made up for the lack of any soldiering stories to tell by regaling his captive audience with tales of lurid highlife in the capital. It was going to be an excruciating night. And it meant he had to go out in the cold again.


  Valerian had to admit that the general did manage to bring a touch of Rome to the field. The command tent, crowded as it was with officers and allies, was as luxurious as could be, all drapes and discreet décor. He had even thought to bring incense on campaign, which meant that the entire proceedings were touched with a gentle haze that fortuitously masked the smell of the vulgar Dacian collaborators present who would profit from their association with Rome once the mission objectives had been satisfied.


  All in all, the food and drink were pleasing enough, but of course Marcus had been foisted upon him to entertain. Valerian was ten years older than the general’s nephew but listening to his inane chatter, it began to feel like fifty.


  ‘Simply can’t abide Seneca’s plays,’ the young man was saying, a distasteful cast on his handsome features. He looked altogether too much like that painting of Alexander the Great, all high cheekbones, curly hair and limpid eyes.


  ‘Quite so.’ For once, Valerian found himself in agreement.


  Seneca ‘the younger’ —which was an amusing title— was a boring old windbag whose stoicism was a product of being able to afford it.


  ‘Now, if I want real diversion, it’s the arena for me,’ Marcus enthused. ‘And the emperor is most skilled at providing new entertainments. Why, there are women fighting in the Flavian Amphitheatre now —in the main events! Who would have thought such a thing possible? And, what’s more, the mob loves them.’


  ‘I have seen women fight in the provinces,’ Valerian was pleased to surprise the younger man. ‘In Halicarnassus they were all the rage at one time. Why, I even supped with one of the creatures.’


  ‘No!’ Marcus affected a scandalized air, his eyes alive with the need to hear details that he obviously hoped were of the sordid nature. ‘Did the wench entertain you, my friend?’


  Valerian chuckled despite himself, recalling the night. He had been drunk and made an ass of himself. Frontinus had indulged the matter but for a while it had been a source of great embarrassment to him. ‘She was not the beddable type,’ he said, suddenly realizing that he had left an overlong pause.


  ‘A sow then?’


  ‘Far from it,’ Valerian called for more wine. ‘A proper beauty.’


  ‘So it is in Rome,’ Marcus nodded. ‘There’s something quite exciting about a creature that can fight… and fuck, don’t you think?’ He laughed at his own wit. ‘There was one particularly fine piece of German stock that I hear,’ —he looked both ways and lowered his voice— ‘that Domitian himself took a fancy to. But she’s ‘retired’ now, packed back off to Germania —Auriana I think she was called. But they have a new darling of crowds now. Aesalon Nocturna…’ he affected a theatrical impression of a man in love.


  ‘The Midnight Falcon?’ Valerian raised an eyebrow. ‘They do so love their colorful names.’


  ‘You’ve never seen anything like her,’ Marcus enthused. ‘They say that she’s a Roman, too. Took up the oath of her own free will: fights for fun and she’s damn good at it.’ He paused, looking heavenwards for a moment. ‘What a body! It’s as though Venus herself strides out on the sands when she fights.’


  ‘I’m sure,’ Valerian responded. Unlike Marcus and old Frontinus, he was not really a connoisseur of the arena spectacles. He went because it was the thing that men of his stature were obliged to do on occasion. But the truth of it was he was more for the Circus Maximus than the Flavian Amphitheatre. Any brute could pick up a sword and fight, but chariot racing took skill, courage, audacity and guile. To see the races was to see true Roman virtus —despite what the gladiatorial fans said. ‘Tell me,’ he decided to change the subject. ‘How goes your first campaign?’


  ‘What would you have him answer, Tribune?’


  Valerian started, and felt a rush of angry heat in his ears. Fuscus seemed to enjoy making him jump. ‘Merely asking for the asking’s sake, sir,’ he snapped, immediately regretting his defensive tone.


  Fuscus pulled a couch closer and reclined. ‘Well, Marcus? Valerian asked a question.’


  ‘It is a fine adventure, uncle,’ the younger Cornelius responded at once. ‘I am learning much about soldiering and harsh life on the frontier.’


  Fuscus regarded the boy with doting affection and Valerian realized that he was not going to point out that a perfumed tent and as much wine as you could drink was not exactly harsh. ‘And you, General?’ he put in. ‘How do you feel we fare?’


  ‘Not as well as I had hoped,’ Fuscus admitted. ‘Progress is slow, and we’ve seen neither hide nor hair of the enemy.’


  ‘Uncle!’ Marcus scoffed. ‘Of course we have not. The stinking barbarians have seen the temper of Rome’s response to their rude incursions. Why, if one were to step out and listen carefully, one would hear their teeth chattering in terror.’


  ‘That’s the spirit, boy,’ Fuscus chuckled, but then sobered instantly. ‘But I fear not an entirely accurate assessment. Valerian, your view on the enemy?’


  ‘My view?’ Valerian was pleased to be asked. It proved two things: firstly, that Fuscus evidently rated him as an officer; second, that the old general was not one of those commanders too foolish to listen to the opinions of their subordinates. ‘We know that Diurpaneus is no amateur. This is his land —for now, of course. However, he knows it well, better than we do and, I suspect, better than our local guides. He knows we’re here, and he’s probably out there watching us right now. But he won’t attack. Why should he? We can march up and down the Olt till we’re blue in the face and not achieve a thing. We’ll need to turn inland, which will put us into wooded country and stretch our supply lines. It’s a risk, but a necessary one to flush him out.’


  ‘Indeed,’ Fuscus waved for more wine. ‘And if you were Diurpaneus, where would you want to face us?’


  ‘The mountains,’ Valerian responded at once. ‘The pass at Tapae is a perfect site for an ambush. We’ll have to go through it to get into Dacia proper, and I suspect that Diurpaneus has hidden his forces in the pass. Once the entire army is bottled up, if I were Diurpaneus… well, that’s where I would strike.’


  ‘This is my thinking also,’ Fuscus agreed. ‘It’s a conundrum but, one way or the other, we must deal with it. I think I have a solution.’


  ‘Sir?’ Valerian had to ask.


  ‘We’ll swing away from the Olt and cut straight through the forest towards Tapae,’ Fuscus said. ‘Once there, we’ll dig in for a while and establish a semi-permanent base, and then turn our attentions to finding an alternate route through the mountains. In the meantime, we’ll be living off the land. The local farmland, I mean. If this Diurpaneus is the ‘champion of his people’, then I suspect he won’t sit idly by while we raze the whole country our side of his mountain stronghold. If he attacks from the pass, he’ll be on a narrow front anyway, and we’ll crush him. If we can find a way through the mountains, we’ll trap him in there and crush him. In either scenario, I can see nothing but complete victory.’


  ‘To victory!’ Marcus raised his cup, and Valerian followed suit.


  Like Frontinus, Fuscus seemed to have that innate gift of seeing straight to the heart of the matter. He was, however, a much more cautious commander. Valerian had the feeling that if his old mentor had been in command, the legions would be preparing to assault the pass at Tapae already. But he was forced to admit that whilst Frontinus’s audacious tactics won him great renown, Fuscus was putting the lives of his soldiers first and that was a very comforting notion.


  Matters current were put aside and Fuscus began a tale of his youth, which Valerian had heard before; judging by the wink that Marcus tipped him, he too had endured this particular epic more than once. However, with his mood buoyed by the wine and promise of a cautious advance, Valerian felt positively mellow towards both uncle and nephew: indeed, a few more nights like this and Marcus could actually become bearable. The weather aside, this campaign could actually turn out to be rather enjoyable after all.


  V


  The blackness began to fade to purple, then to green, then finally to a sickly yellow. And there was pain.


  Lysandra opened her eyes slowly, her lids as heavy as iron gates. Above her was a plain wooden ceiling and spirals danced at the periphery of her vision, but when she tried to move her head a wave of nausea washed over her. She swallowed, fearing that she would be sick, but the motion caused a spike of agony in her throat.


  ‘Awake I see.’ A man’s voice sounded at her side. ‘Here. Some water. Move slowly,’ he admonished.


  Lysandra steeled herself and struggled to prop herself up on her elbow. As she did, her stomach lurched and she could not stop herself from vomiting. A pair of sandalled feet stepped deftly backwards as she heaved into a conveniently placed bucket. The gagging reflex caused fires of agony in her neck but she could not stop herself from vomiting up a hot rush of purple, stinking liquid.


  ‘Dear, dear.’ The man’s tone was sardonic and disapproving. ‘Finished?’


  Lysandra nodded, taking the cup that the man offered her. ‘Where am I?’ she croaked, sipping gratefully on the water and then wincing as it hit her stomach. She knew that it would not stay down for long.


  ‘Temple of Asklepios,’ the man informed her. He was short, with thinning hair and wore a green tunic that marked him as a temple orderly. ‘A couple of soldiers heard you crying for help last night. They chased off your attackers and brought you here. You’re a lucky girl,’ he added.


  Lysandra was about to respond waspishly on the nature of luck when the water she had just drunk came up. She felt the man take the cup away as she puked. This time, the pain was worse as her guts heaved emptily.


  ‘Here,’ he said again, handing her a fresh cup. ‘When you’ve finished that you can leave,’ he indicated a door at the end of the room. It was like a barracks, she thought; just rows of beds on each wall, occupied by the dregs of Halicarnassus.


  ‘I was attacked,’ she said, pleading. She could not just leave now, she was too ill.


  ‘As I said, you were lucky. You’ve taken a bit of a hiding, but you’ll be all right. Nasty bruising on your neck, though, so you won’t be working for a few nights, I imagine. Not exactly at your best, are you?’ he smiled thinly.


  ‘Working? I am not a prostitute!’ she said. Her cracked voice sounded alien to her.


  The orderly sighed. ‘Don’t bother lying to me, all right? I’ve heard it all before. The fact is if you hadn’t been beaten, I’d not have taken you in at all.’


  ‘The hospitality of the Asklepios’s servants is legendary.’


  ‘Listen, love. There are sick people that need our beds. You’ve no money to make a donation and, frankly, by the look and smell of you, I won’t be taking payment in kind. Now be so good as to drink your water and fuck off.’


  Lysandra bristled momentarily, but the anger quickly left her.


  She could only imagine how she looked. The orderly was already on his way, talking to an old woman who occupied the next bed.


  She sipped her water for a few moments when she felt the disapproving eyes of both orderly and patient upon her. She willed herself not to be sick again and climbed out of the bed. She was still dressed in her filthy tunic but there was no sign of her sandals. She knew it would be useless to ask for them. Clutching her churning stomach, she shuffled painfully from the room and made her way outside.


  Hunched in pain and squinting in the bright, Carian sun, she left the temple compound and went into the streets beyond. It was crowded as always, but people were giving her a wide berth, and no wonder. She could barely stand herself the stink that emanated from both her clothes and body. Sadness welled up inside her as she wandered the street, unsure as to what to do. With no money, she could not bathe, nor could she get Hades from the stable.


  She made her way into an alley between two wine shops and hunched down. Unbidden tears sprung to her eyes and she wept, clutching her arms about herself. How could she have come to this? Why was she being punished when all she had done was live in service to the goddess? She sat there for some time, wrapped in her own misery. She would climb to some place up high, she decided, and this time she would not baulk; she would give Athene the ultimate sacrifice, her own life! Suddenly full of purpose, she tried to stand, but the pain from her wounds caused her to sway and stumble.


  ‘A fine sacrifice,’ she muttered. ‘You cannot even stand on your own two feet.’


  She had never been so low as this, even when she was first at the ludus. But then, there had been someone to succor her in her moment of doubt. ‘Telemachus,’ she murmured. But she could not go to him. Not now. Not like this. She was so ashamed, so full of regret. What would he think of her? He might even turn her away, recognizing her as the worthless profligate that she was. She hauled herself straight. If Telemachus refused to help, it would be a clear sign that her life was worth as little as she feared. She resolved that if this turned out to be the case she would hasten her own death by the swiftest means possible: it was better to die than live in ignominy.


  Athene’s sanctuary had grown larger under Telemachus’s auspices. What once had been a small haven had now grown to encompass the buildings on either side of it. Lysandra knew that it was a large donation by Lucius Balbus that had sparked the initial expansion and her own stint in the temple at the height of her fame had filled the coffers even more. The height of her fame. She smiled bitterly.


  That had been a long time ago.


  Mustering all the courage she had left, she walked down the steps that lead into the sanctuary. It was cool inside and she was grateful for the sudden relief from the unmerciful sun. The same statue of the Goddess stood at the far end of the temple, but the space inside was much widened. Telemachus had knocked out walls to increase the capacity. It was odd that the place was empty at this hour, but she was grateful for it. She sank onto a bench.


  She glanced around, noting that the paint was peeling from the walls and there was a musty smell that the meagre smoke from the incense burners could not mask. Much like herself, it seemed that Telemachus’s shrine was all but destitute within.


  ‘Can I help you, lady?’


  She looked up to see her friend emerging from his rooms behind the statue. He had lost much weight, she noticed, and there was more grey in his beard then when she had last seen him. ‘Telemachus,’ she croaked.


  The priest hesitated. ‘I’m sorry, you have the better of me’. He spread his hands, that winning smile appearing on his gaunt face. ‘But I can see that you are in need of… Lysandra?’


  ‘Yes. It is I…’ She was about to say more, but no words would come. Then, he was by her side, pulling her to his embrace, holding her close. She felt the warmth of him engulf her, the strength of his arms protecting her from the ills of the world. ‘Oh, Telemachus,’ she whispered. ‘I am a mess.’


  Even though his slave had bathed and clothed her in a clean tunic, Telemachus was saddened by the sight of her. Lysandra’s hands shook and her face was bloated and the once imperious, ice-coloured eyes were dull and glassy. She ate hungrily, like the lowest beggar, her eyes constantly fixing on the wine krater before flicking away again.


  After a time, she seemed to lose her internal battle and reached out to refill her cup, adding less than the proper amount of water.


  ‘I am sorry to impose on you like this,’ she said.


  ‘It is no imposition,’ he said. ‘I feel bad that we have not seen each other in so long.’ That was the truth. Lysandra was evidently in need and he felt no small measure of guilt that he had been so wrapped up in the affairs of the temple that he had not thought to visit her. She would not think to visit him, of course, but with Lysandra one had to accept that her friendship was unique to say the least.


  ‘I will not be under your feet,’ she promised. ‘And I will pay you back the money you have loaned me, naturally.’


  She had told him the whole story of her attack and the loss of her funds. The physical evidence of that encounter were plain to see but, as she tipped back the wine, Telemachus realized that this was not the same austere gladiatrix that he had once known. ‘You need more water in that,’ he indicated the wine cup and at once noted the spark of anger in her eyes before she masked her gaze and complied.


  ‘I have had a trying few days,’ she offered by way of excuse. ‘I just needed a drink or two to calm my nerves.’


  ‘I see.’


  ‘What do you see?’ She looked up, anger once again in her eyes.


  Now, Telemachus knew, was not the time for constraint. He assumed an expression of hurt confusion. ‘Nothing… I… meant no offense,’ he said, marvelling at how contrite she instantly became.


  She was, he realized, as credulous as ever.


  ‘I apologize for my rudeness, then.’ She bent her head and continued to eat.


  ‘How are things at the Deiopolis?’ he asked, changing the subject.


  Lysandra scooped up the last of the food and poured more wine.


  ‘It goes well, though there is much work to be done. I have to double-check everything that goes through there else we would be fleeced blind by these Carian thieves.’ Everything in that case would have to be triple-checked, Telemachus reasoned. Probably by Titus and Nikos: Lysandra had many talents but business acumen was hardly among them —though he very much doubted that anyone would have the guts or bad sense to tell her that. ‘It has become quite the attraction,’ he smiled. ‘You have done what you set out to do, haven’t you? As Gladiatrix Prima, you honored Athene, and then as victrix you set up the finest temple to the Hellenic gods in Asia Minor.’


  ‘Hellas!’ Lysandra raised her cup. ‘To Sparta and Athens!’


  ‘Sparta and Athens,’ Telemachus toasted. ‘So, what next for Lysandra?’ he asked.


  Lysandra lapsed into silence for a time. ‘I do not know,’ she said at length. ‘I received an invitation to fight in Rome, but my fighting days are over. So many things have changed since we first met.’ She hesitated. ‘Telemachus… I have had a vision… but I made no sense of it. I think…’ she flushed with shame, ‘I think that it was Dionysus who sent it to me, not Athene.’


  This was as close to an admission that drink was her master as he was going to get. Telemachus knew her well —it would have been an excruciating decision for her to admit to it. ‘Tell me of the vision,’ he said.


  ‘It was some time ago. I wrote it down, but have not had time to think about it much.’


  ‘Tell me what you can recall. We Athenians are masters of interpretation, you know. After all, there’s an advocate in every one of us just bursting to break free.’ It was a small joke, like the ones they had so often shared in the past with each other, mocking their respective polis’s foibles, and he was gratified to see her smile.


  ‘I saw an eagle trampled by horses,’ she said. ‘And then a god that had a thousand faces and voices, roaring in terrible hunger, and a bloody fist, raised in victory. And I saw myself drowning —like before, during the storm that brought me here. Drowning in the wine-dark sea.’ She lifted her cup and drained it. ‘It seems that I drown overmuch these days. Telemachus, I am ashamed.’


  She told him of the aftermath, of how she had made an exhibition of herself. When he probed deeper, he determined that drink had owned her for nearly two years now. No wonder she was in such a state, he thought.


  ‘And there you have it,’ she finished. She was half drunk by now, but seemed to be controlling herself. ‘I tell myself each time that I will never drink to excess again, and yet when the krater is before me I forget my remorse, my good intentions and the shame of what has transpired before. Telemachus, you must understand,’ her eyes implored him, ‘I do not acknowledge or even ignore what I have promised myself. It just does not occur to me. I cannot understand why this is so but, as soon as I see the drink, it is as though I have no memory of the bad things that always happen when I have too much…’ she trailed off. ‘Sometimes I just want to die, the shame of it is too much to bear. But then it passes, life goes on and all is well. I do not drink to excess each time the wine cup touches my lips. But, sooner or later, Dionysus curses me and,’ she spread her hands, ‘you can see the result.’


  Telemachus was touched by her words. Lysandra’s seal had always been her pride, her refusal to seek help when she needed it. It was this self-reliance that had made her a supreme fighter, her iron will that had cast her into the invincible Gladiatrix Prima. But, like a shield wall, if that will was broken, she was all too vulnerable. He cursed himself that he had not found time to see more of her: perhaps he could have averted her fall, saved her from herself. But it was not too late. Lysandra was a Spartan. All Spartans were unimaginative and, thankfully, easily led. ‘I can see the result,’ he said at length. ‘But it is not your doing that things have come to this.’


  ‘I should have more self-control,’ she sighed, and he realized that, though she was not totally inebriated, the melancholy of the drunk was descending upon her.


  ‘Athene has spoken to you,’ he said gently. ‘But Dionysus screams so loudly in your ears that you have not heard. I think I can understand most of your vision. Drowning in a wine dark sea, I am afraid, is all too obvious. The god with a thousand faces and voices —Lysandra, this is the arena that you once ruled. It hungers for you, as you hunger for it. The bloody fist raised in victory —your fist. The horses and birds of prey… that is unclear,’ he admitted. ‘Maybe your soul is being trampled… or it could be nothing. That’s the trouble with visions sent by the gods —they’re never that straightforward.’


  ‘I do not know what to do, though. I cannot carry on like this.’


  ‘That is one thing we can agree on, Lysandra. The goddess Athene walks by your side as ever,’ he said. ‘Though it may not seem like it. For her own reasons she has a hand in your life, but you are but mortal and cannot always see clearly. It helps to have another person’s perspective from time to time. Like before, when we first met. Athene had her purpose then, and I believe she has it now.’


  ‘I fail to see it.’


  ‘Your mind is dulled. I am sorry to say it, but it is true. And no wonder —the Spartans’ greatest strength is also their greatest weakness. You don’t need me to tell you that, our jokes aside. Remember that Sparta hated sending men away from the embrace of the city. Too long spent away from Sparta would lead to corruption, would it not?’


  ‘That is so,’ Lysandra agreed. ‘The debauchery of inferior societies is an affront to Spartan eyes.’


  ‘An affront?’ Telemachus raised an eyebrow. ‘Perhaps. But also a seducer. Lysandra, you have lived your whole life under the savage rod of discipline. From your agoge to the ludus your life had rules, structure and meaning. Your Mission was to bring Athene’s word to the people, your role in the arena was to honor her and your polis. You built a temple to all the gods on the back of your success. And then…’ he paused for dramatic effect, ‘and then what? All your aims achieved, all your labor done and you not even near thirty years old. Discipline fled… and what is left?’ He gestured to the krater. ‘You are many things, Lysandra, but the administrator of a temple? I think not.’


  ‘What must I do?’


  Telemachus chuckled. ‘Oh, Lysandra. Lysandra, beloved of Athene, I envy you. I am jealous because in all my years in her service, not once have I felt the touch of the goddess. Yet you… you she loves. What must you do? You ask this, yet on your desk in the Deiopolis is a letter from the Emperor of Rome requesting… requesting that you fight his champion in the Flavian Amphitheatre —the greatest arena on the face of the earth. Do you not think, Lysandra, that Athene has given you a purpose once again?’


  ‘I cannot fight again,’ she argued. ‘I am too old, too long out of the arena. I would be easy prey for this Aesalon Nocturna of theirs.’


  ‘Too old? Lysandra, you are twenty-six. You’re not too old —you are in your prime. At the moment, yes, you are not as… honed… as you once were. But that is easily rectified. Think, girl!’ He rose to his feet, knowing that his performance would impress her. ‘Your Mission is not yet complete. Here in the provinces you proved, beyond all doubt, that you were matchless on the sands of the arena. But in Rome? What a feat it would be to go the capital of the Empire and defeat a Roman champion in the Temple of Gladiators! Who then could argue against Spartan superiority? How better could you serve Athene? Your Mission was to teach others of her word. Where better to accomplish that than in the center of the world. Rome! You will shout loud in their arena, and they will hear Athene’s name. That, Lysandra of Sparta, is your answer. You must go to Rome.’ He had, he realized, got a little bit carried away with the performance, but his audience was full of rapt attention. Awe, relief and hope were written all over her face, and Telemachus sat down, letting the branding of his words sizzle into her mind.


  ‘And you say that the goddess does not speak to you?’ Lysandra whispered. ‘I think that perhaps she speaks through you, Telemachus.’


  ‘Perhaps,’ he said modestly. ‘You will go then?’


  ‘I will. I must get away from Asia Minor. The east has always drawn the Hellenic warrior, and the east has more often than not been our undoing. From Achilles to Alexander —we win here and then die here. I will not die here.’


  ‘You will not die there either.’


  VI


  They left the marching camp at dawn.


  The ever-cautious Fuscus had left a garrison to defend the position should it be attacked. It was standard procedure to do so in supposedly hostile territory, and Valerian privately commended the old general on his thoroughness. Despite the fact they had had no contact with enemy forces, the old boy was playing it safe. Indeed, Valerian reckoned that this push through the Dacian forests to trap Diurpaneus in his mountain stronghold was an overtly aggressive move for the general. Then again, Domitian was not an emperor renowned for his patience and the political reality for Fuscus was clear: deal with this Diurpaneus or be replaced.


  To be fair to Domitian, he had provided the general with the fighting machine to do the job: five legions was a massive show of force and a show of faith in his long-standing supporter Fuscus.


  Valerian suspected that the politicians in Rome probably expected the barbarians to just capitulate and beg forgiveness when they realized the severity of Rome’s intended chastisement.


  The truth of the matter was that the Dacians —whilst barbarians— were far from being Germans. The night before, Fuscus had referred to Dacia as a proto civilization. Certainly, in this part of the country they had proper towns and villages, trading, sophistication and all the elements of rudimentary society. Further north that was not the case, of course —Valerian had heard tell of feral tribes, human sacrifice, obscene torture and all sorts of savagery. But on campaign there were always those sorts of tales about the enemy.


  He glanced about, realizing that the rain had stopped just as the vanguard breached the wall of trees that separated the Roman army from the Dacian heartland. Scouts had reported the way ahead was clear. The military had a healthy respect for enemy woodland, ever since the Teutoburg disaster of eighty years before —no commander in his right mind was going to send his men blindly into a wooded heathen maze without the absolute surety that no trap was about to be sprung on the legions when they were at their most vulnerable.


  Now that the rain had ceased, an almost unnatural quiet descended upon the army as it flowed through the woods. To a bird flying above them, Valerian reckoned that it must look like a scarlet and iron river was seeping into the tree line, the irresistible tide of Rome drowning the wild Dacian landscape as it progressed inland. As though in response to this invasion, a mist began rise about the legs of the marching soldiers as grey and cold as the waters of the Styx.


  Valerian could feel the trepidation in the vanguard as they marched on. As a matter of breeding, all rankers were superstitious oafs —they were either farmyard yokels or city scum, the vast majority of them illiterate, unimaginative and stupid. Not that these were necessarily faults in the average legionary; such men could be counted on to obey orders without question, fear no enemy and not realize when they were beaten, thus often turning defeat into victory.


  But here, far from home in the eerie embrace of the eastern European wilds, even the most prosaically-minded soldier could begin to see ghouls in the shadows. Valerian had to admit to himself that the forest had an unnatural feel to it; a strange malevolence seemed to permeate the mists as though the land itself was angered by the presence of the invaders from the west. He shook his shoulders, chiding himself for falling prey to fanciful imaginings.


  The legions pressed on, making good progress despite the mists that continued to rise. The trees were thick but not impassable and good marching order was maintained. The men, however, still looked anxious.


  ‘My old mum told me about places like this,’ Valerian heard a ten-year veteran confide to his mate. ‘These barbarian forests are haunted by the poor sods they kill in their human sacrifices.’


  Valerian leaned down in the saddle. ‘Your old mum also told her husband that you were his issue, Decimus, despite her servicing half the depot when he was on campaign.’ Decimus’s mate cracked up laughing, as did most of the men within earshot. ‘Haunted forests, indeed. What a load of bollocks.’


  ‘Yes sir, thank you sir,’ Decimus looked chagrined and baleful all at once. ‘Bollocks, sir,’ he added, his intonation making it the accusative: ‘Bollocks to you, sir.’ It was as much a retort his rank would allow, and Valerian was pleased to let it pass. The exchange had broken the mood, which was the main thing.


  ‘Come on now, lads!’ Valerian raised his voice. ‘Not much further and we’ll be out in open country.’


  It was true. A few miles had passed underfoot after the exchange and the men of the vanguard could see the trees thinning out ahead.


  Valerian failed to notice at first, but the silence had been replaced by something else. A low, distant roaring that seemed to come from the very earth itself. ‘What’s that noise?’ he asked aloud. The expressions on the faces of the soldiers told him that they were thinking the same as him. He clicked his tongue to the roof of his mouth and nudged his mount into a canter.


  He had gone no further than a couple of hundred yards when his fears were confirmed. The sound had become the unmistakable din of men shouting. Thousands of them. The shock hit Valerian like a hammer blow as he realized that, beyond the tree line, the Dacians were waiting for them. Fear leapt to his throat, but he had to go on. No scouts could be seen, so he, and he alone, was responsible for reporting the enemy’s disposition.


  He urged the horse on, and soon he could see them: tens of thousands of infantry and horsemen in full battle array.


  Waiting for them.


  Valerian cursed, dragged his horse’s head about and galloped back to his men. ‘The Dacians,’ he gasped. ‘Get a message to the general —the Dacians are coming.’


  He gave the order to halt the line, and for a few bizarre minutes all was still. Then, as word began to spread, the confused expressions of the men became those of shock and fear. All at once, buccinas began to blare, commands shouted out and then ingrained discipline of the legions took over. Centurions, long experienced and well-used to the shock of ambuscade led the men to battle order.


  Valerian checked to see all was in order with his own command before cantering away from the front ranks and seeking Fuscus’s standard. He was not alone, officers from all over the army were now bounding in for orders.


  Valerian, as the first man to contact the enemy, forced his way to the front and blurted out the size and disposition of the force in front of them. To his credit, Cornelius Fuscus was not unhinged by the news. Indeed, he seemed to welcome it. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said. ‘The enemy has made his error and it is for us to capitalize upon it. Facing us in open battle is at best overconfidence and at worst desperation. I neither know nor care which, only that Diurpaneus has saved us a long and drawn-out campaign of attrition. Instead, he has taken the honorable path of meeting us, face to face, man to man. I could almost admire him if it wasn’t my job to kill him!’


  Valerian and the others laughed politely. ‘Be that as it may,’ Fuscus went on, ‘whilst the Dacian has done us this courtesy, I suspect that the longer we delay, the harder things will be. I have little time for Caesarian tactics, nor shall we need them in this instance. We must take the fight to the enemy, break the center and allow our horsemen to envelop him. Keep your eyes and ears open for signals —I will convey more once I have assessed the situation first hand. To your posts, gentlemen.’ The general turned to him.


  ‘Valerian.’


  ‘Sir!’


  ‘On return to your unit, it will be your honor to signal the advance. Take it to them, son.’


  Valerian swallowed. ‘Of course, sir. Thank you, sir!’ He hoped his expression was resolute as he turned his mount away, but the fear was crawling through him like maggots through a rotting core.


  He was not alone in this, he knew. No man, no matter how brave or experienced, was immune from the sudden jolt of terror when ordered into battle.


  Valerian rode back to his section, noting that his men were in a high state of readiness. Centurions and optios prowled the lines, dressing them with a curse here and crack of the vine staff there; it brought to mind a recent book that Valerian had read which cited that the Roman military’s drills were like bloodless battles, its battles bloody drills. This was where the Roman soldier found his courage: not in bluster or drink like a barbarian but in preparedness and routine. He took a deep breath and tried to calm his nerves, trying to appear aloof. It was what the men expected.


  Suddenly, Valerian had to fight down the urge to laugh at the absurdity of it all: here he was trying to look unconcerned whilst just beyond the tree line was horde of screaming barbarians who wanted desperately to kill him in the most grisly way possible.


  ‘You seem happy, Sir. Looking forward to the fight?’ said Decimus.


  ‘Don’t worry,’ Valerian grinned at the ranker. ‘I’ll be right behind you.’


  ‘The mark of a true officer, sir.’


  ‘Thank you, Decimus.’ He looked left and right and then behind.


  The ranks of the legions were drawn up as best they could in the wooded terrain. That would change when they broke the tree line and got out on the flat ground beyond. Valerian sucked in air, expanding his chest. ‘Fifth Alaudae will advance by the right!’ his voice rolled through the forest. ‘Forward… march!’ As soon as he had given the command, signalmen and trumpeters relayed it and, with a shudder, the legions began to roll forward, an implacable wall of iron, bronze and muscle that could not be resisted.


  Valerian could feel the tension about him as they moved forward, each man picturing what awaited him beyond the trees. As the first line of men emerged, they could see the Dacians some quarter of a mile away, brandishing their weapons, their war horns answering the brazen calls of Roman buccinas. With the rising fog clinging to them, the Dacian warriors took on the appearance of wraiths conjured from Hades to do battle with the soldiers of Rome. Valerian knew that his imagination was running away with him, but he could not seem to restrain it. It was always the same before battle —his mind played tricks, magnifying the fear in his guts. Outwardly he knew he was the picture of the arrogant Roman commander but it was only the fact that the fear of cracking in front of his men was greater than his fear of the Dacians that kept him from running.


  Valerian’s eyes narrowed as he saw the front line of the Dacians shift and take a step backwards. He could see their full array clearly and, though it was a formidable force, they were still outnumbered by the legions. This realization bolstered his courage as it did the men in the ranks. They marched a little straighter and the pace increased slightly. The Dacians responded by moving back even more.


  It could not be called a retreat, more an orderly withdrawal.


  Valerian marvelled at the discipline the Dacian troops showed. It was unlike anything he had seen from a barbarian horde before: horns and trumpets blared and the men responded, shuffling back in step. Evidently Diurpaneus had underestimated —or had been given bogus information— about the size of the force he faced. The Dacian commander was pulling his men back, probably to a narrower front where the Roman advantage could be negated. If not a student of Alexander, the Dacian king was certainly no tactical novice.


  But withdrawal was still dangerous; the morale of fighting men was all important and a retreating army could bleed confidence like a sacrificial bull. If Valerian had been in command he would have ordered the attack at once and seized the initiative. Even as the thought came to mind, he guessed what Fuscus’s feelings on the matter would be. Too risky to attack; too obvious. What if Diurpaneus was planning a ruse —would they rush blindly into it? Better to steady the advance and rely on the skill, discipline and natural aggression of the Roman fighting man once the battle lines had joined.


  It was less a chase, more a dance as the Romans, now mercifully clear of the forest, matched the Dacians step for step. As the day wore on, it looked as though Diurpaneus was going to lead them all the way to the rocks of his mountain stronghold. But, some three hours after the sun had passed its noon zenith, the Dacians suddenly drew to a halt. Valerian had almost convinced himself that there would be no battle that day and the sudden turn in events was unsettling.


  More so as Diurpaneus was forming his warriors to attack.


  For a moment, the Roman army seemed at a loss. The pattern of a whole day spent chasing a foe who was anything but keen to fight had been reversed. Now the Dacians were screaming again, keen as hunting dogs to be unleashed upon their prey. It made no sense at all, but then nothing outside the boundaries of civilized Rome made much sense to Valerian. They must have been drinking on the march, got bored and decided to make a fight of it here.


  Now, he was going to have risk his life after all. He sighed and extricated himself from the tri-horned saddle of his mount —it was an officer’s duty to fight on foot. Not the duty of the fortunate fellow he ordered to lead the horse to the rear, a task for which the man looked profoundly grateful.


  Skirmishers from both sides slipped through the lines of heavy infantry and began the hostilities. The textbooks said that these men were deployed to disrupt and break up enemy formations, but in Valerian’s experience it seemed that their purpose was the opposite: as the lightly armed troops capered about, it gave the proper soldiers time to dress lines and form up in a correct military fashion for the real killing.


  Soon enough, the skirmishers were blown and began backing towards their lines with the customary insults and haranguing.


  Unfortunately for the Roman auxiliaries, a force of Dacian cavalry swept out from the flank and hurtled towards them, losing a storm of arrows and javelins, which made for an undignified retreat back to the iron-clad safety of the legionary ranks.


  ‘Tits,’ said Decimus.


  ‘That’s mild for you,’ Valerian observed, somewhat surprised that the usually thick-skinned ranker had taken such affront to the retreat of the auxiliaries.


  ‘Look,’ he pointed with his javelin. ‘Tits. They’ve got tits.’


  Valerian gaped. It was true: the cavalry that had so effectively chased off their skirmishers were women. ‘That’s just indecent,’ he shook his head in slow disapproval. True, he had seen women fight in the arena, but that was sport. It was immoral to place them on a battlefield. He glanced at Decimus and shuddered involuntarily, imagining the fate these amazons would receive at the hands of Roman soldiery.


  Yet Decimus seemed perturbed. ‘Ain’t right, that,’ he commented.


  ‘Unnatural. Maybe they’re witches. I’ve heard that their women know all the dark arts…’


  ‘Shut up,’ Valerian ordered. This time there was no witticism to follow. The sight of the warrior women had unnerved him and, he could tell, the men around him. The amazons gave a trilling, undulating cry that seemed to chill the very blood, before wheeling their mounts away.


  Even as their cries faded, a fresh roar erupted from the Dacian ranks and to the sound of their weird, dragon-headed trumpets, they advanced.


  And it was an advance. Not the usual savage rush that the Romans were used to facing. The typical barbarian ploy was to run screaming into the fight in a win or die attempt to smash the Roman infantry line. If the line broke, the average legionary was no match for a six-foot barbarian in single combat; but the legions had become extremely proficient in dealing with these tactics, and the ‘Germanic rush’ had not really been effective since before the days of the Divine Julius.


  To face a foe marching in ordered ranks, albeit ranks that were screaming abuse, was something Valerian had certainly never seen before. He could feel the apprehension all around him and decided that he should say something. ‘Steady, lads!’ he shouted. Not the most Ciceronic of beginnings, but it broke the silence around him. ‘Look at that —barbarians on parade.’ To his express relief, this brought a few wry chuckles and he suddenly felt all the fear and apprehension leave him. It was always the same before a battle —the hours leading up to it were filled with fear and unease, but when the fight was about to begin it was replaced by a strange sense of eagerness. ‘I don’t care that they can march in straight line!’ he went on. ‘They’re barbarians, and we’ll see how long they hold their pretty ranks when they get up close. This scum will be showing us their backs within the hour or less!’ His oratory was greeted with a cheer, echoed up and down the lines as other Tribunes gave similar encouragement.


  ‘Excuse me, sir.’ Centurion Cantius smiled tightly at Valerian indicating that he felt that the Tribune’s work was now done. Cantius was newly promoted to the centurionate and lacked the world-weary affectation that non-commissioned officers always seemed to adopt when dealing with gentlemen. Valerian nodded and took a pace back, allowing Cantius to step forward. His work was indeed done for the moment: a Tribune was there to fight, inspire the men and relay signals from high command. But on the frontline, the centurions were the lords of the battlefield.


  Valerian craned his neck over Cantius’s armored shoulder. The only Dacians he had seen close up were the collaborators and civilians they had encountered on the march and he wondered how different their warrior caste would be. As their lines drew closer he could pick out detail and as expected they were —to a man— huge.


  They were Germanic in appearance, all red-bearded and florid from their pre-battle drinking bout. Some wore weird fish-scale armour, but most went bare-chested in the barbarian fashion. Spear and shield were the predominant weapons, though nearly all the warriors he could see had a sword as secondary armament.


  The Dacian line suddenly rippled and shifted. From behind the front ranks, a large body of warriors burst forwards, screaming a bone-chilling war cry. Like many of their compatriots they went half naked, but these ones carried huge, curved swords, the like of which Valerian had never seen before. Despite the fact that hundreds of men were charging towards him with the express purposes of ending his existence, he felt an odd sense of relief. Seeing barbarians march in order had been unsettling, despite his wisecracks to the men. The diverse weaponry and organization of the Dacian host was more frightening than their numbers —these were barbarians that were learning to think, but thankfully they were reverting to type.


  As the enemy line drew closer, Valerian gasped in shock.


  There were women in their front ranks. The men around him shifted, glancing at each other, they too clearly unnerved by the sight of these harpies. Like the men, some charged in naked from the waist up. It should have been funny —perhaps a darkly comedic bent to the battle. But to see a woman running into the fight was more terrifying than anything Valerian had known. It went against everything he had been taught to believe as a soldier —and as a man.


  ‘We can’t fight them…’ he heard a soldier from behind him say.


  ‘It ain’t natural.’ This again from Decimus.


  The soldiers in the front rank took an involuntary step back, confused and more than a little panicked by the sight.


  ‘Javelins… ready!’ Cantius shouted. Valerian reckoned that he had obviously been chosen for the centurionate not only for his skill and courage, but also for his bellows-sized lungs. Valerian was relieved at his intervention. Despite the shock of seeing the ‘amazons’ in the Dacian attack, Roman training kicked in. The legionaries around him drew back their arms, ready to hurl the iron-shanked pila into the onrushing mass of Dacians. Above them, arrows arched to and fro as the missile troops exchanged volleys. Valerian could feel the ground vibrate now as the pounding feet of the Dacians drew them ever closer to the Roman line.


  ‘Javelins… loose!’


  The first barrage of pila flew skywards, landing amidst the charging warriors, causing havoc. The legionary pilum was designed to bend if it was caught in a shield, thus rendering the protection useless —and it could not be thrown back when spoiled. But the first wave of Dacian shock troops carried no shields, only their two-handed swords: each javelin that hit a mark downed a man.


  Or a woman.


  Valerian watched in horror as a pila took one straight through the breast bone. Even above the cacophony being raised by her fellows, he heard her keening wail and it sickened him to the core.


  Others heard it too, he was sure.


  Carnage erupted as more Dacians fell in showers of their own blood, their bodies tripping still-mobile comrades as they rushed to close with their foe.


  ‘Javelins… ready!’


  Valerian had no pilum to cast, so he loosened his sword in its scabbard and tightened his grip on his shield just to have something to do with his hands. His heart was beating so fast he was sure the men about him could hear it thudding against his ribs.


  ‘Javelins… loose!’


  There was hesitation now and the second volley was ragged as legionaries tried to pick their targets, seemingly unwilling to rain death from afar on the Dacian women.


  The hesitation was costly, allowing the Dacians to gain more ground on them. Cantius was shouting commands, a tight edge to his voice. ‘Shields… present! Gladii… ready!’ All down the line, the orders were repeated, seemingly in unison. Valerian could only imagine how demoralizing it must be for an enemy to see so vast a host act with such unanimity: it must be as though one was fighting something not quite human —as though the Romans were machines of war. He found himself in a ready stance, sword resting against the right side of his shield— he had responded to the order without thinking. The first-rankers were already in fighting positions, weight on their forward legs ready to take the impact of the enemy charge.


  With a sound like the end of the world, the battle lines collided and each man was dragged into the maelstrom of war. What had been merely noise, now became deafening as cries of pain and shouts of triumph mingled with the metallic song of iron meeting iron, creating the obscene cacophony of battle. Valerian had been in battle before, but now, as always he feared his senses would be overwhelmed. The stink of blood and viscera rose in the first moments, followed by the sharp tang of defecation as men’s bowels gave way in death or terror.


  The mass of charging warriors had caused the Roman line to bow on impact, but now Valerian could feel it coming straight again as the heavy armour and shields of the infantry took their terrible toll on the first Dacian wave. The first moments of the fight were the most exhausting as both sides spared no effort in the initial rush: Valerian glanced at Cantius to see him lift the whistle he wore round his neck to his lips.


  Valerian gritted his teeth. It would be his turn next. Cantius was gaging the strength of his men against that of the foe, choosing the precise moment to rotate the front lines, replacing spent legionaries with fresh bodies for the fight.


  Valerian saw a warrior woman hack down a legionary, her sword cleaving his skull, his hot blood spraying her naked torso. He realized that the soldier could —should— have killed her. He had had the chance, but hesitated and paid with his life.


  Three sharp blasts on the whistle snapped Valerian’s attention back to his own plight, and he stepped into the fray. At once he was confronted by a snarling Dacian who, like his fellows, was trying to seize the initiative as the ranks changed. Valerian punched the iron boss of his shield into the man’s breastbone, turning his snarl into a shocked gasp of pain. A snake-like thrust out with the gladius and he felt the iron bite into flesh. The Dacian howled and slipped down out of sight, drowning in the press of bodies. His desperate hand gripped the top of Valerian’s shield, not to tear it from his grasp, but to save himself from the awful death by slow trampling and suffocation. It was to no avail: Valerian smacked the edge of his blade down on the man’s fingers, and with a terrified wail he was gone.


  Now Valerian faced what he and the others feared the most. A tribeswoman leapt forward, her sword arching down towards Valerian’s head. With a shout that was mixed fear and anger, he raised his shield just in time to deflect the blow. Even so, the impact nearly tore it from his grip, and it was all he could do to flail out with the gladius to keep the woman at bay. The Dacian managed to shift her feet and avoid the weapon, but the man to Valerian’s right lashed out and buried his sword into the amazon’s side. Huge gouts of blood erupted from the wound as the tribeswoman fell. Valerian was sickened at the sight.


  The whistle sounded again, and Valerian stepped back, allowing the next man into his place. It seemed he had only been in combat for a few moments, but he was drenched in sweat, his breath coming in short gasps. He glanced over his shoulder as he made his way to the rear rank, and winced as he saw the man who replaced him go down. The great curved Dacian sword —the falx— had smashed the top of his head puncturing the iron helmet with ease. It was a terrifying weapon and it was worrying that their armour provided so little protection against it. From his vantage point, Valerian could now see gaps appearing in the Roman lines as the battle ebbed and flowed, first favoring one side, then another.


  The Dacian falxmen and these amazons were clearly the shock troops, but now they were being backed up with heavier infantry.


  Diurpaneus was combining his terror weapon with a more resilient support and the impact of fresh warriors was beginning to tell. But the war of attrition was home to the Roman infantry. Inexorably, as the ranks rotated, the ground gained by the barbarians was retaken, step by bloody step.


  There was, Valerian knew, a time in every battle when the balance tipped for or against you. That moment was now. He could see the Dacians begin to falter, their furious assault beginning to break down as they backed away from the front lines. Both sides shuddered in exhaustion, but the Roman trumpets sounded, forcing their men on.


  Valerian was about to roar in triumph when the man behind him crashed into his back sending him sprawling. Cursing the man furiously, the Tribune scrambled to his feet, but the oaths died on his tongue as he saw the cause of his fall. Thousands of Dacians —horse and foot— had smashed into the back of their lines, a tide of barbarian fury that crashed down upon them without mercy.


  ‘Rear ranks eight and seven, turn… about face!’ Valerian could not even hear himself shouting the order so loud was the tumult about him. But in moments what had once been a cohesive unit began to break down. Pressed on both sides, panicked by the attack to their rear, the Roman formations began to fall apart. The key to their invincibility was their unity, their organization. Take that away, and the Romans were at a disadvantage facing the huge tribal warriors.


  Panic spread like wildfire through the Roman ranks as order broke down. Individual duels raged all over the field as men sought only to save their own lives, all thoughts of winning now fled.


  Valerian was an officer and equites: it was his duty to stay until the bitter end. He was also a realist. Like the rest, he decided to make a run for it. He would head for the marching camp, the last redoubt. Even as the realization occurred to him, his guts lurched in shock as he saw the tell-tale smudge of black smoke rising from beyond the forest. The second Dacian army had dealt with their comrades in the marching camp already, ensuring that there would be no place to succor the legions now. Confusion reigned, but an army as vast as the one that Rome had fielded to punish Diurpaneus could not be so easily dispatched. There were simply too many men to kill quickly and, though order had broken down, the men would not just give up their lives. Furious and savage, the battle roiled again —men with no hope would not sell their lives cheaply.


  For hours the fight raged on but, like a vice, the Dacians closed in around them, cutting off all avenues of escape. They laughed as they killed, savoring the pain they were inflicting. Valerian saw the Eagle of the Fifth Alaudae fall and knew that, with it, Fuscus and Marcus would be either dead or dying. He saw Decimus dragged away by a group of the amazons that had so unnerved him before the battle. His screams of defiance were cut short all too soon as they overwhelmed him.


  Valerian fought on, but the knot of Roman soldiers became ever tighter as the unending mass of tribal warriors swarmed around them. He lashed out at a Dacian, smashing the blade of his sword asunder on the man’s helmet. It was easy to find a replacement —around him, the blood-wet grass was strewn with weapons and corpses. A warrior came at him and Valerian dodged the swinging arc of the falx and rammed his blade into the man’s guts. His entrails, hot and stinking, burst out as the Roman dragged the sword free.


  Another warrior leapt to the attack, and Valerian cried out as his falx bit through his shoulder armour, smashing the bone beneath.


  The Dacian laughed in triumph and stepped in to finish him off, but through the sickening pain the will to live was strong and Valerian swung his booted foot at the man’s groin. It was the last thing the Dacian expected and with a retching choke he collapsed, cradling his testicles. Valerian drew his dagger with his left hand and fell upon the injured tribesman, plunging the blade into his face over and over again, shearing away flesh to reveal the bone beneath. He kept on stabbing until exhaustion and pain overwhelmed him. His throat burned and he threw up convulsively.


  When his stomach was vacated he looked about, fearing fresh attack. But the battle was over. All that remained were desperate, last-ditch scraps as men fought not to survive, but avoid capture.


  All knew the agonies that awaited them at the hands of the Dacians.


  The sky was growing dark and it was almost quiet now save for the laughs of the enemy and the desperate cries of those who were dying. Valerian looked about for a sword. Taking his own life was the only thing to do. It would save his honor, and it would spare him a lengthy, agonizing death.


  He reached out, his blood-begrimed fingers closing on the hilt of a dead soldier’s gladius. Like him, the blade was coated in filth and viscera: it did not look so fine a Roman thing now —much like himself. He examined the weapon, steeling himself, working up the courage to place it against his throat and lunge forward. It was the Roman way, it was the thing to do.


  ‘Gaius Minervinus Valerian!’


  He was so startled that the sword spun from his grip. He looked up to see a rider staring down at him. One of the Dacian amazons: she was alone, and Valerian’s gaze fell on the sword he had just dropped. The horsewoman’s derisive snort echoed from within her helmet. ‘You should not try for it,’ she indicated the weapon with a jerk of her chin. ‘I will call out and my comrades will come. They’ll skin you alive just to hear you squeal.’


  Valerian swallowed, trying not to look afraid. Then he realized that she had called him by name. ‘How do you know me?’


  Slowly, she reached up and removed her helmet. She was not young —well over thirty five, nearer forty he reckoned. Her hair was long and dark, and Valerian could see the streaks of grey even in the fading light. She waited in silence as he examined her, evidently expecting him to recognize her. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said at length, his eyes flicking back to the sword. If she was going to be affronted, he decided that he would kill himself before she and her nearby harpies got her claws into him.


  ‘I’m not surprised,’ she hissed, her accented Latin full of contempt. ‘I have seen you many times, lapdog. You sat at the side of your master Frontinus as I killed for your entertainment. Too high and mighty to know those who died for your games.’


  Yes. He could see it now in the way that she carried herself in the shape of her body. ‘Amazona,’ he whispered. ‘Gladiatrix Prima.’


  Her lip curled in something between a smile and a sneer. ‘Very good.’ She nodded slowly, as if considering something. ‘Very good. Hai!’ she called out to her warriors. Valerian was confused for a moment, but the sickening realization that she meant to have her fun tormenting him after all rushed up to him. He leapt for the sword, but with the merest touch of her knee, Amazona’s horse stepped forward and knocked him from his feet. He scrambled up, but more horsewomen had come to surround him, their spears levelled at his chest.


  Amazona’s eyes were as cold as her voice. ‘You had your sport with me. Now we will have our sport with you,’ she said.


  VII


  Lysandra had wanted to send a letter to the Deiopolis advising them of her intentions, but Telemachus would have none of it. He insisted that she return to her temple and tell those closest to her in person. At first, the thought of facing them all again was too much to bear but, as the days passed, Lysandra found that she could think of meeting them without cringing in shame.


  Telemachus had housed her in her old room. It seemed to her that she was coming full circle as, many years ago, she had lain on the same bed in dire need of help. It was the Athenian who had succored her then as now, never asking anything in return. She was grateful, but it was not the Spartan way to gush grateful platitudes: indeed, her acknowledgement might shame the man. He knew she was indebted without her having to say so.


  A few days with a clear head did wonders for her psyche. She admitted privately that the days were easy enough, but her nights were restless and sleep did not come easily even though exhaustion weighed heavily upon her. It was in the silence of her room in the darkest hours that the shame returned, though its fury ebbed each successive night so that it only came now in waves and not the crashing flood it once had been.


  She had thought to test herself by drinking only watered wine, but decided against it. Lysandra knew that she was possessed of Heraclean resolve and had little doubt that she would manage not to indulge to excess, but it was a foolish mortal that tempted the Moirae. So water sufficed as her refreshment as they ate.


  ‘You are looking much recovered’, Telemachus observed, a week into her stay. ‘Your bruises are all but healed and…’ he trailed off.


  ‘And?’


  ‘And you look almost like your old self,’ he finished hastily.


  Lysandra’s smile was bitter. ‘If you mean I look less like a haggard, battered whore, then you are correct. But I fear there is a long way to go before I am my old self again.’


  ‘Well, there’s plenty of time.’


  They lapsed into silence for a while. Lysandra found her gaze wandering around the room and she decided to mention the shrine’s state of repair. She knew Telemachus well enough to be forthright, and besides which he would expect nothing less. ‘This place also is not what it once was.’ She saw Telemachus’s cheeks color even under his beard.


  ‘I’m just going through a bit of a lean patch,’ he shrugged. ‘The offerings are down at the moment, but I am sure things will pick up.’


  Lysandra frowned. ‘That is strange,’ she observed. ‘My Deiopolis is vastly profitable. Though we are quite far from the city, many of the Hellenes travel to worship there. I imagine part of it is because of my fame, and you have to admit that the Deiopolis has much more to offer than any of the inner-city places of worship, including this one. People tend to make a holiday of their trip there and duly their expenditure goes up.’ She was pleased to be able to inform the Athenian of the economics. Evidently, he had much to learn.


  ‘I’m sure it must be wonderful not having to worry about money.’


  ‘Yes, it is,’ agreed Lysandra. ‘Of course, Spartans do not place much value on material things but I will admit that not having those concerns is certainly an advantage.’


  Telemachus set his cup down rather too hard on the table and rose to his feet. ‘Excuse me, Lysandra,’ his voice was taut with petulance. ‘I will return presently.’ Without another word, he stalked off, leaving the room and almost slamming the door behind him; she noted that he stopped at the last instant and shut it gently. His inexplicable tantrum had her at a loss and, she conceded to herself, it had hurt her feelings. It was most inconsiderate of him to act in such a way when she was trying to heal herself both mentally and physically. Lysandra eyed the wine krater for a moment, and the all-too-familiar fire ignited in her mind. She squeezed her eyes tight shut and willed the urge to drink it away.


  Perhaps she should go to him. Athenians were well known to be sensitive souls —it came from too much philosophizing and debate or, more accurately, navel-gazing as she saw it. Yet despite his unreasonable behavior, Telemachus was her friend and she decided that she should be the bigger person and see what was wrong with him.


  She found him outside in the temple’s modest courtyard. He was sitting on a stone bench, bent low, his forearms resting on knees.


  ‘What is the matter with you?’ she asked. ‘We were having a perfectly civil conversation and you storm out in the middle of it.’


  ‘By the Goddess!’ he shouted, rising to his feet with startling speed. Despite herself, Lysandra took a step back. ‘Lysandra, I love you like my own sister but the world does not only revolve around you!’ She opened her mouth to respond but he pressed on before she could speak. ‘I have my own problems, and now you and yours to add to them. We are supposed to be friends, yet all you do is take. When you were younger, I could understand it. But time it seems has not changed you. Your arrogance I can understand and forgive, but your selfishness is something else again!’


  Lysandra felt the binds that held her temper in check snap. ‘I am selfish?’ she screeched. ‘I? Lysandra, who builds a temple to honor all the gods, Lysandra, who raised the self-esteem of all Hellenes in this province by spilling her blood on the sands, Lysandra, who brought great riches to this temple. Your temple. Your friendship to me —so-called— was bought by Lucius Balbus and you call me selfish. How dare you! How dare you!’


  ‘Riches!’ Telemachus took a step towards her, eyes blazing in fury. ‘Aye, your fleeting fame and time here turned a profit. And now look at the place. Look at it!’ He threw his arms wide to encompass his shabby domain. ‘It’s in ruins!’


  ‘I told you before and back then it was in jest, but it was also true. You Athenians are effete snobs, and there is nothing but rhetoric in your so-called lessons from the goddess,’ she hissed. ‘It is no wonder your coffers are bare, as they were before my ill-fortune came to your rescue all those years ago. The fact is, Telemachus, that you are not a very good priest.’


  The retort of the slap was whip-loud in the small courtyard. She saw the blow coming. She even could have blocked it. But her brain would simply not allow her to believe it was happening. Only when the stinging pain registered did she realize that it was real.


  Telemachus’s face crumpled from furious to aghast, his eyes registering the shock of his action. ‘Lysandra,’ he began, ‘I…’ but she raised a hand, silencing him.


  Her temper was doused in an instant by the look of horror in the priest’s eyes. If she could not believe he had slapped her, it was evident that neither could he. Now that the heat of anger was gone, Lysandra realized that his plight must be grim indeed. She took a deep breath. ‘I apologize,’ she said. Again he made to speak, and again she over-rode him. ‘You are an excellent priest: I was angry and I used my words like weapons to hurt you. There was no truth in that, Telemachus, and I am sorry.’


  ‘I struck you.’ The statement was part incredulity, part self-loathing. ‘Please forgive me, Lysandra.’


  ‘It did not hurt,’ she dismissed it with a wave of her hand. She understood why he had reacted so, but she had spent most of her life learning to endure: a few years of soft living were not going to change that. ‘You must not let such a thing bother you, Telemachus,’ she tried to make him feel better. ‘Really, you do not hit very well at all.’


  He shook his head, but she saw the relief in his eyes at her forgiveness. It pleased her that she could demonstrate the superiority of Spartan manners by showing her magnanimity in such a way.


  Telemachus sat heavily on the bench and she joined him. ‘Well, I am glad that is over,’ he said. ‘We have never had cross words before.’


  ‘Why were we having cross words?’ Lysandra asked. ‘As I said, we were having a conversation and something upset you. I would like to know what it was,’ she paused, an idea occurring to her. ‘I can recommend some very good artisans if the state of the temple is the issue?’ Athenians valued finery, so perhaps that was it. Still, having a Spartan point out inferior décor must be like eating nails, so she tried to soften the blow. ‘It will not do to have the place looking shabby…’ she trailed off, the expression on his face telling her that she was not helping. ‘All right, then. Why were we having cross words?’


  Telemachus hesitated for a moment. ‘I am all but ruined,’ he said quietly. ‘The temple is falling into disrepair because I don’t have the money to fix it. I could sell my slave, but he’s not worth much and, even so, that would only be a temporary solution. The truth is that this temple is somewhat surplus to requirements in this quarter of the city.’


  ‘Do not be absurd,’ Lysandra was derisive. Self-recrimination was something that she had dealt with all too recently and she recognized it now in the Athenian. ‘The Hellenes here would not abandon the goddess.’


  ‘They have not,’ Telemachus admitted. ‘They now go to the Deiopolis.’


  The shock of his admission caused a lurch in her stomach that was almost like a physical blow. This then was why the shrine was in such a state of disrepair: her fault that her friend was struggling when she lived in the lap of such luxury that she had allowed herself to fall into the ways of drink and debauchery. And in her hour of need, with no thought of himself, once again Telemachus helped her. She felt sick with guilt that she had also come to him asking for money. Admittedly, her plight was temporary but, still, it shamed her that she had presumed upon him. ‘Why did you not tell me?’ she asked. ‘I am rich —more than rich. At the stroke of a stylus I could have refinanced you!’


  ‘It is a hard thing to ask, Lysandra. I am not a beggar to ask for handouts.’


  ‘A handout is what one gives a beggar. A hand up is what one gives to a friend.’


  Despite all of it, Telemachus chuckled. ‘It is always black and white to you, isn’t it?’


  ‘Perhaps,’ Lysandra shrugged. ‘I can make you rich,’ she snapped her fingers, ‘like that. But I sense that this would not sit well with you. You speak of my arrogance,’ she added gently, ‘but you have your pride too. I cannot see you living on a… pension… from me.’ He looked at her, and she saw that his eyes were moist with tears. Lysandra rose to her feet, avoiding his gaze so her observation would not shame him. ‘I am leaving Asia Minor for Italia as it is. Someone will have to help manage the Deiopolis in my absence. That role would fall to Titus, but he will need help.’


  ‘I’m not sure he will agree that he needs the help of a virtual stranger.’


  ‘Titus excels at obeying orders and he owes me. They all owe me. In any event, the Deiopolis is mine to do with as I will.’ As she spoke, Lysandra began to pace, arms folded across her chest, index finger tapping her chin. ‘We will refurbish this place. Summon another priest from Athens to take over, as you are bound for greater service to the Goddess. You will assist in the management of the Deiopolis in my absence. That you have managed to keep this venture going with such little income is proof that you have some business acumen after all. And, most importantly —I trust you. The Deiopolis is worth millions —money enough to tempt anyone except the fastest friends. There are others that would probably try to take advantage of my absence and Titus is only one man, he may miss something. I know with you both working together, you will be able to keep what we have built safe. Will you help me once again, my old friend?’ Lysandra knew that Telemachus had his pride but he was a caregiver, someone who was happiest whilst helping others. She considered that wrapping her more than generous offer up as a request for aid would spare any humiliation on the Athenian’s part.


  ‘Lysandra,’ Telemachus’s voice was thick. ‘I don’t know what to say.’


  ‘Just say yes,’ she suggested.


  Telemachus smiled through his tears. ‘Of course the answer is yes. I am in your debt, my sister.’


  Despite herself, Lysandra felt a warm glow at the epithet. She patted him on the shoulder. ‘Good.’ They sat in silence for some time as she allowed Telemachus to collect himself after his emotional outburst.


  ‘You do not hit very hard,’ she informed him again by way of changing the subject. The truth was, he could use some instruction. ‘You should put your hips into the blow —it generates more power.’


  Telemachus did not respond, but after a few moments his shoulders began shake. Lysandra was confounded: was he weeping again?


  Then, he exploded into gales of laughter. ‘Lysandra,’ he said. ‘You are priceless.’


  ‘What is funny about that?’ she asked, but Telemachus just doubled up. She sighed, thinking that she would never understand the inferior Hellenes. As the thought occurred, she realized that she was beginning to feel like her old self again.


  VIII


  Crouched in the tiny wooden cage, Valerian shook with raw terror as the Dacian women took their monstrous revenge on the captured soldiers. Packs of them swarmed like harpies over their trussed, helpless prisoners and visited unspeakable horrors upon them. Lit bronze by the fires as they worked, they howled with glee and emitted a high-pitched, trilling cry that grated raw on the nerves. Eyes were put out, extremities sawed away, hearts carved from the chests of still-living men. These hideous trophies were held aloft to the cry of ‘Zalmoxis! Zalmoxis!’ steaming tributes to the foul barbarian god of the Dacians.


  Valerian moaned as he saw Cornelius Fuscus dragged forward. He had thought the old man dead, fallen with the Eagle, but the cruel fates had spared him for this awful doom. As the naked and beaten Roman commander was brought forth, the screaming and chanting reached fever-pitch. The women dragged him to the ground and fell upon him. Valerian closed his eyes: there was not enough room in the cage for Valerian to lift up his hands to cover his ears and shut out the sound. Amidst the female cries, he heard a man screaming.


  It went on and on till Valerian’s eyes flew open in self-preservation.


  They had nailed him to an x-shaped cross in parody of the very Roman punishment of crucifixion. The cross was sunk into the earth and beneath Fuscus’s spread legs, they had piled slow-burning kindle. It glowed hungrily in the cold night air and Fuscus roared in excruciating pain as the inside of his thighs, his testicles and penis began to roast. Driven mad, the stricken general thrashed and strained in his confinement as the howling taunts of the women mingled with his desperate cries. He shrieked for what seemed like an eternity before the agony eventually became too much for his mind to bear and his head fell forward onto his chest.


  Valerian began to beg the gods that he would be spared this torture. He vowed to do anything they asked of him. He begged for a sign, some message from above that would tell him what to do. He began to sob and he was ashamed of his cowardice, but he knew also that he would capitulate to any demands from god or Dacian in order to be spared.


  The women were hurling buckets of water into Fuscus’s face, trying to revive him for more sport. After a few moments, it became apparent that the old man was not merely unconscious —his heart must have given out. Annoyed, a few of them prodded the corpse once or twice, before wandering off, leaving it to sizzle and spit over the kindle.


  Scattered cries pierced the night air —some of the Dacians remained at their entertainments, but after Fuscus’s premature demise, most of them seemed to have grown weary of the torturing for now and took instead to drinking, fighting amongst themselves and copulating in full view of their fellows. These images buffeted Valerian’s already fraught mind and he began to wonder if he had gone insane, if he was already dead and his shade was in Tartarus, if he could not somehow kill himself before they got to him. Valerian was in no doubt that, once the Dacians had finished carousing, the tortures would begin again.


  His small cage allowed him only to squat. At first, the pain at being forced into this position was excruciating but after a time his limbs became numb and he no longer had any sensation in his lower body. Now he could only tremble in fear, waiting for a grisly, ignoble end. His father would be ashamed if he saw his only son now, cowering in terror, whimpering like a Parthian slave. Valerian tried to muster his courage but images of the horrors he had witnessed buffeted his mind, robbing him of his virtus.


  Virtus!


  Even as the notion occurred to him, he realized how absurd it was. Virtus was a concept that those safe in Rome could talk about.


  It was something that you could assume in victory —how easy it had been to despise the vanquished, heaping scorn and derision upon them. It was something one discussed with one’s friends watching the races or the gladiatorial spectacles, complimenting a fighter on his possession of almost Roman virtus, whilst leaving unsaid that a mere foreigner could never possess the true spirit of a Roman.


  Even in a defeat —an honorable defeat— it could be assumed, accepting that a better general had triumphed on the day.


  But not here.


  A huge shape loomed up out of the darkness, blotting out the lights of the glowing fires. A Dacian warrior crouched down and peered into the cage.


  ‘Please,’ Valerian heard himself blubbering and hated himself for it. ‘Please…’


  The Dacian put a finger to his lips. ‘No speak, Roman,’ he said in appalling Greek. He pulled a knife from his belt and Valerian shrank back in the cage as much as he could. The Dacian shook his head. ‘No hurt you, no hurt you. Is all right, everything.’ His thick beard split into a broken-toothed smile. Valerian watched as the burly warrior began sawing at the ropes that bound the cage shut.


  As he gasped with effort, Valerian smelt the rancid stench of ale on his breath. He was making hard work of the job and it seemed to take forever. Somewhere in his heart, hope began to burn and it was all he could do not to urge the man to hurry up.


  After what seemed like an eternity, the Dacian grunted in satisfaction as the bindings finally parted. He looked from one side to the other, and then opened the door to the cage. Valerian could only manage to fall forwards, his legs refusing to obey him. With a muffled groan, he lay prostrate on the ground.


  ‘Come,’ the Dacian pulled at his tunic. ‘Come, we go.’


  Valerian moaned as circulation began to return in his legs and with it agonizing cramp that he had been numbed to for so long.


  Gingerly, he tried to stretch out, but his tortured muscles would not let him. Biting the inside of his lip so that he would not cry out, he began to crawl. Above him, the Dacian muttered a curse in frustration and heaved him from the floor.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ Valerian whispered through his pain. ‘I can’t walk yet.’ He threw his arm over the shoulder of the huge warrior and the two made their laborious way through the camp. Though the hour must have been late, there were still revels going on though, to Valerian’s relief, the Dacians he could hear singing and shouting sounded more drunk than his erstwhile deliverer.


  No one challenged them as they made their way through the darkness, though each time a shape drew near, Valerian’s heart hammered so hard that he feared the enemy would hear them. But they were ignored by all.


  After a time of moving through the darkness, the pain in Valerian’s legs lessened marginally and he was at least able to assist his giant rescuer and hobble along as gamely as he could. ‘Why did you help me?’ he whispered in Greek.


  The Dacian chuckled. ‘Maybe it your lucky day.’


  Valerian could not argue with that. ‘But we —Romans and Dacians— are enemies…’


  ‘Battle over,’ the Dacian interrupted. ‘All this waste of good men.’


  Valerian almost began sobbing with relief. He had no idea why the gods had chosen to spare him, but he made a silent vow to honor them all when he got home. He would become a man of peace and leave the days of blood and death behind him. ‘I am Valerian,’ he offered.


  ‘Cotiso.’


  ‘Thank you, Cotiso.’


  ‘Thank later. Now, quiet, we almost out.’


  Valerian glanced about. It was true: there were few campfires and he saw that they were approaching a picket. Unperturbed, Cotiso half-dragged, half-carried him towards the sentry. The man turned and said something in the guttural Getic tongue that the Dacians used. Cotiso responded and shrugged free of Valerian’s grip. There was another exchange and the unmistakable clink of coins changing hands. Within a few moments, Dacian and Roman were making their way towards the black mass of trees that formed the vast forest the legions had marched into hours and an eternity ago.


  Cotiso led him through the trees for some time, his barbarian eyes seeming to work like a cat’s in the darkness. Exhausted emotionally and physically, Valerian found he could not keep his bearings and soon was utterly lost. The trees loomed over him as though they were demons of their god Zalmoxis, dark and threatening in the blackness. He cursed his fraught imagination, consoling himself with the knowledge that Cotiso was a local and would get them out of the gods-forsaken forest soon enough.


  Cotiso stopped short and sniffed the air like a dog. Satisfied, he beckoned Valerian on and soon the Roman could see the cheerful glow of a fire illuminating a clearing. Several Dacians surrounded the fire, drinking and laughing in low tones: Valerian also recognized the red tunic of a Roman soldier sat just away from the glow of the fire. As he drew closer, he realized that the shape of the man was familiar.


  ‘Marcus,’ he whispered.


  Cotiso shoved him forward, causing him to stumble and fall. The other Dacians chuckled, eyeing him as he collected himself. ‘Stay… sit,’ Cotiso ordered, before ambling over to join his companions.


  ‘Thank the gods,’ Marcus said as Valerian sat next to him. ‘I thought everyone was dead.’


  ‘Everyone is,’ Valerian recalled the horrors of the camp once more. ‘And if they’re not, I hope that they are soon.’


  ‘They got you out, though,’ Marcus jerked his chin at their deliverers. ‘Probably chancers, looking to ransom us on the side.’


  Valerian nodded: that made sense. Still, they did not have the look of men who were particularly in a hurry to escape with valuable hostages. Cotiso was knocking back the beer and his companions —five altogether— were well on their way to drunkenness.


  They seemed to feel his eyes on them because their conversation stopped suddenly and they stared at their Roman guests. One slurred something to Cotiso, who beckoned the officers over.


  ‘You come now,’ he said. ‘Have drink. Eat.’


  Despite their injuries, the prospect of food and drink made both Marcus and Valerian move fast. Cotiso handed them a sack of beer each and they drunk deeply, chugging back the barbarian liquor as though it were fine wine.


  ‘Good?’ one of the Dacians asked.


  ‘Good,’ Marcus smiled, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand.


  ‘Good. You pay now.’


  Valerian slowly lowered the sack, his brow knitting in confusion even as Marcus was spreading his hands to show they had nothing but the tunics on their back.


  ‘We don’t have anything to pay with,’ Marcus said. This was evidently more Greek than the man could understand, but Cotiso broke in.


  ‘Oh, you pay,’ he said softly. In the firelight, his eyes appeared glazed and fevered with excitement. His fist lashed out and exploded into Marcus’s face, dropping the boy like a stone.


  Before Valerian could react, the Dacians were swarming all over him, bearing him to the ground. His stunned mind could not comprehend what was happening; if they had wanted to kill them why bring them here? Why not in the camp? But then, as he felt his tunic lifted, he realized the awful truth. They had been brought here to satisfy the lusts of the barbarians. Fear once again rose in his gourd and he struggled to escape.


  ‘It better when fight, Roman,’ Cotiso’s voice sounded from behind him. ‘I like more when you fight.’


  ‘I’ll fight you, you fucking bastard!’ Valerian shouted, furious that his fear made his voice shriek. The sound of it made the Dacians laugh more.


  ‘No!’ He felt Cotiso’s palm on the base of his spine. The Dacian coughed up spit, and Valerian tensed as he felt the man’s rough fingers massage wetly against his anus. ‘I fuck you…’ His voice was low and thick with lust as Valerian tried to pull away.


  Valerian yelped in pain at the first burning invasion of his flesh as Cotiso speared him. It seemed to go on forever, stretching him so wide that he thought he would tear apart. He gritted his teeth, vowing that no more sounds of pain would escape him. It was a vow he could not keep —Cotiso was riding him as though he was an Egyptian eunuch and Valerian heard himself grunting in pain at each thrust. The Dacian let his weight fall heavily now, forcing him prone, face down in the dirt.


  The sickening shame of it was unbearable. With each stroke, Cotiso was doing more than simply abusing him. Valerian could feel his very soul recoiling, his manhood being stripped from him as effectively as though they had gelded him. He felt his own genitals shrivel and shrink as the barbarian ploughed into him. Cotiso’s thrusts increased in pace, his breath hissed in Valerian’s ear and then he began to groan as he ejaculated.


  ‘You good fuck, Roman,’ Cotiso chuckled as he rolled off. Valerian shuddered as the Dacian’s issue dribbled down onto his testicles. ‘It go easier now,’ Cotiso informed him genially. ‘Nice wet. You like it, maybe?’ He gestured to Marcus. ‘He like it.’ The boy’s moans of pleasure were muffled as one of the Dacians fed his cock into his mouth, whilst another was reaming him. The sight of it lit a spark of rage in Valerian. It was one thing to be subjected to this ordeal, but to submit —to enjoy it— was an anathema to all that was Roman.


  He hated Marcus more in that moment for his betrayal than even the Dacians who were perpetrating the crime.


  It was as though Marcus Fuscus felt the hatred of his fellow Roman upon him. He paused in his slobbering on the filthy length of Dacian meat, his eyes meeting Valerian’s. ‘Get ready,’ he said in Latin.


  Valerian blinked in surprise at the words but then the grunting and gasping was cut short by a piercing scream. The Dacian at Marcus’s mouth lurched away, blood streaming from his genitals, the tattered, empty scrotum hanging loose. The young Roman spat out a reddish globule as he rolled away from the tribesman whose thrusts had suddenly ceased. ‘RUN!’ he screamed. He grabbed the stricken man’s falx and then sprinted for the tree line Valerian made to follow, but the Dacians had recovered from their initial surprise and were on their feet; those not tying their leggings were drawing weapons. As Cotiso went for the knife at his hip, Valerian dived on him, both men scrambling for the weapon.


  Valerian’s hands closed on the wooden hilt and he dragged the blade free, then stabbed down hard onto Cotiso’s face. The big man screeched as the iron punctured his eyeball: the orb became a pinkish-white foam when Valerian dragged the weapon free. There was no time to strike again, another tribesman moved in. The Roman rolled off his victim and tried to scramble to his feet, but his tortured legs betrayed him. He saw the broadsword arc towards him and then the pain registered as it bit deep into his side. It might have been a killing blow, but the shame and rage gave Valerian strength. He lurched forward and whipped Cotiso’s blade upwards, under the stunned tribesman’s ribs. Valerian glanced round to see Marcus still up, fighting against two tribesmen. A third, evidently confident his friends could deal with the Roman youth, turned his attentions to Valerian and charged at him. The man’s gait was wavering and unsteady and the Roman knew that if the Dacians had not been soaked in ale both he and Marcus would be dead by now. Trying to ignore the agony in his side, he stopped and picked up the sword that had so recently opened him up. The onrushing barbarian seemed to have not expected his foe to offer any resistance at all. He pulled up, surprised, doubly so when Valerian leaped to the attack.


  He cut straight down towards the tribesman’s head, but as the man lifted his blade to counter, Valerian changed the angle of his attack, dropping low: his weapon sliced into the Dacian’s thigh, nearly severing the leg. Screaming, the man dropped to the ground clutching his useless limb. Valerian ignored him and stumbled towards the two that were fighting Marcus.


  He was not too late; the boy was giving a good account of himself, keeping his assailants at bay. But, like Valerian, he too was bleeding —even in the firelight it was easy to see that his wounds were numerous and deep. One of the Dacians peeled away as he saw Valerian approach.


  His eyes glittered booze-fuelled hate at the Roman, knuckles white on his sword hilt, his breath coming in short gasps. With a roar he attacked and it was all Valerian could do to parry the blow. The falx was long, heavy and unfamiliar but it was all he had. Like a barbarian, he hacked back at his opponent. Somewhere at the back of his mind Valerian could not help but think of the fickle cruelty of the gods.


  Did they enjoy irony in pitting a wounded man against a drunk? Was this the height of Olympian wit? He could feel the strange mix of numbness and sharp pain between his neck and chest and realized that he had been hit again. He could not remember when the blow had been struck, but the blood was flowing freely and he knew his collar-bone was broken. He would be finished soon.


  The realization gave him strength, and he roared back at his enemy, cutting downwards viciously. The Dacian raised his sword to parry but Valerian’s weight and fury were behind it. With a metallic pang, the barbarian’s blade snapped and the downward sloping tip of Valerian’s falx sank into his shoulder like a butcher’s hook. Hot blood sprayed both men as the Roman tore the blade free, ripping a chunk of flesh with it. The man fell to his knees, clutching the wound. He had little time to suffer as again the point of the falx came down again, this time biting into his skull. The Dacian pitched forward, dead before his face touched the earth. Wearily, Valerian turned back towards Marcus and his foe.


  Both men were down, exhausted from their wounds and unable to continue. Valerian mustered the last of his strength and rushed at the downed barbarian. The falx fell like an axe blade, hacking into the man’s flesh. Sudden realization flooded through the Roman that, despite the odds, he had survived. A mad exultation burned away his weariness and flooded strength into his arms. He roared in triumph and fury as, again and again, the blade fell, carving into the Dacian’s flesh causing black blood to fly. Like a savage he laid waste to the man’s body till all that remained was a stinking chunk of quivering meat.


  The fury faded and it was only then that Valerian remembered Marcus. He sank to his knees next to the still form of the general’s son, hoping to see the rise and fall of his chest, but there was nothing. The youth had bled out, his sightless eyes staring up at Valerian as though asking for vindication. He glanced at the man who had been emasculated. His screams had died down to high-pitched mewling now and he lay on his back, clutching the ruin of his groin. It was a terrible wound for a man to bear, but he felt no pity. Valerian knew that were it not for Marcus debasing himself, he would now be dead, the abused and murdered plaything of barbarian sodomites.


  Absurdly, Valerian felt himself on the verge of hysterical laughter.


  Would be dead? He was dead already. It was only a matter of time before his wounds killed him. Better to lay here and mix his blood with Marcus’s, Roman blood brothers in death.


  In the distance, he could hear the bark of hounds and the raised voices of Dacian men. Evidently, the screams and shouts from the brawl had alerted the main camp. Fear cut through his lethargy. If they caught him again, they might heal him so that his suffering at their hands could be prolonged. Visions of the elder Fuscus filled his mind’s eye, and he lurched to his feet. He would not be captured again, he vowed.


  The sword was too heavy to carry, so he returned to Cotiso and retrieved the knife. Again, his attention was drawn to Marcus’s first victim, wondering whether or not he should end his suffering. The image of the women roasting Fuscus to death reared up in his mind and he decided that he would leave him to suffer. It was no less than he deserved.


  The shouts were drawing nearer now, so with a curse he stumbled into the darkness of the forest, the knife clutched in near-numb fingers. He would end it with the blade on his own terms if they found him.


  IX


  The journey back to the Deiopolis had been uneventful but diverting. Telemachus was a fine travelling companion; witty, engaging and possessed of an intellect that almost matched her own. She had learned, however, not to point out his flaws directly as the Athenian was somewhat thin-skinned and it would be churlish to call attention to his faults too often.


  They debated the lies of Thucydides, the great works of Homer and discussed, at some length, the absurd Athenian notion of democracy. Why the Atticans clung to the belief that the demos was bred or qualified to make decisions of national import was beyond Lysandra.


  Diarchy —a wholly Spartan concept— was the only way a subject-body should be ruled: two kings, after all, were better than one. But not all peoples were as advanced as her own, as the Romans had discovered when they tried to copy this model with their consulled government. Naturally, this had failed —consuls were elected and then only for a single year. But even the Romans had come to realize that at least a single hereditary ruler was necessary. Of course, this led to the power-madness and corruption so endemic of Romans, a situation avoided by the Spartan diarchy. But still, in the final analysis, powerful states could not be run by committee.


  Whilst the discussions were entertaining, Lysandra found herself lapsing into silence as they drew nearer to the Deiopolis, contemplating the gravity of what she must do. Seeing the walls again for the first time since her ignominious display sent a shock through her for which she was not prepared. Despite all she had done for the women, she still feared they would despise her for her weakness and then deride her more when they learned she was leaving.


  Even though her intention was to fight in Rome, she knew they would think she was fleeing in shame. She had always been Achillia —Gladiatrix Prima, the model of Spartan perfection: now, she had revealed a part of herself that was all too flawed.


  ‘What are you thinking?’ Telemachus broke the long silence between them.


  Lysandra grimaced. ‘That this will not be easy. Despite my intention to fight in Rome, I know that there are those within the walls that will judge me harshly —they will say that I am fleeing in shame.’


  ‘Who cares?’ Telemachus shrugged. ‘You know you’re not, and when you return, wrapped in glory, they’ll eat their words. If,’ he added, ‘any are thinking at all. As far as they’re concerned, you went over the top with the wine jug and made a fool of yourself. It’s not as though you’re the first or will be the last to do that, Lysandra.’


  Lysandra did not respond. It was easy enough for Telemachus to say —he was not the one who had acted so appallingly. But, she realized, there was little enough that she could do about what the women thought. In the back of her mind, that treacherous part of her whispered that she was indeed running away, rather than facing the situation that she had created.


  ‘You have certainly created a magnificent sanctuary,’ Telemachus commented, pulling her from the path of self-reproach. ‘It is much changed from the place I once knew.’


  ‘Things are different now,’ she agreed.


  As it was, none of the guards had stared nor even looked side-ways at her as she and Telemachus had entered the Deiopolis. The compound was busy with worshippers, tourists and priestesses, yet the women she encountered greeted her warmly and seemed only full of concern.


  ‘You see,’ Telemachus told her as they entered Lysandra’s apartments. ‘You have been worried for nothing.’


  It was good to be out of the harsh sunlight. Inside, it was cool and easier on the eyes, but the pair had little time to enjoy the change in surroundings.


  ‘Mistress!’ The dishevelled looking Nikos seemed to have sensed her presence and came rushing down the stairs to the megaron. ‘We were worried about you. Your note said you’d be gone only a few days. Let me see,’ he eyed her critically. ‘You need a bath, something cool to drink and some food too. Something light, it’s very hot…’ he trailed off, seeming to notice Telemachus for the first time. ‘And your guest?’


  ‘Yes, please, Nikos. This is Telemachus, a priest. He will be working here with us from now on. Indeed, I would like Titus, Thebe and Varia to join me for dinner.’


  ‘As you wish,’ Nikos bowed.


  ‘Now, as you say, I need a bath.’ Being back in her domain was not the trauma that Lysandra had anticipated. Rather, it was a balm for her soul and she felt more at ease and in control than she had in months. The combination of familiar surroundings and a clear head gave her a strength and confidence that she had been lacking.


  Bathed and much-refreshed, Lysandra and Telemachus sat in the main chamber of her apartment. It was beautifully arranged: Nikos, as usual, had seen to it that the dinner spread was austere enough for her tastes, yet not overtly Spartan as to put off her guests. Well pleased, Lysandra allowed herself a cup of wine and was relieved to find that the sudden urge to down the entire krater was not upon her. Telemachus said nothing, but she could tell that he had disapproved of her decision, so it pleased her that she could prove his assumptions incorrect.


  She had little time to enjoy this small victory, however, as her friends arrived for their appointment. Lysandra rose smoothly as they entered.


  ‘It is good to see you all,’ she said, offering them in turn the warrior’s grip. ‘You know Telemachus, of course.’ The priest raised his cup in greeting.


  The formalities over, they sat and, after offering a libation to the gods, Lysandra decided to waste no time in explaining her plans. ‘I owe you all an apology,’ she began. Thebe opened her mouth to protest but Lysandra waved this away. Thebe was now her oldest friend, the last of their original famillia of the old ludus —she would always leap to defend her, even if she was in the wrong. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I do. I have not been… at my best these past years. I know it. I have shamed myself in front of those women out there. I am supposed to be an inspiration to them, yet somehow… I drifted from the Spartan way and behaved in a manner neither befitting myself or my kin. I am ashamed of what I became, but there is nothing I can do about it now. It is past.’


  Lysandra had not expected congratulations, but even so the long silence that greeted her admission embarrassed her somewhat.


  Eventually, it was Thebe who came to her rescue. ‘You often expect too much of yourself, Lysandra,’ she said. ‘You are only human.’


  Lysandra acknowledged that with a tilt of her head. The admission of her failings she knew was the easy part: what she had to tell them now would come as shock. She tried to think of an eloquent way to put matters, but in the end, the laconic style was always the best. ‘I am leaving the Deiopolis,’ she stated.


  It took a few moments for it to sink in.


  ‘Leaving,’ Titus was incredulous. ‘You can’t leave here…’ he began to flounder.


  ‘It is your home now,’ Thebe said, evidently as shocked as Titus.


  ‘This place was paid for with your blood.’


  ‘And yours, Thebe,’ Lysandra acknowledged. There was a part of her that was gratified at their reaction. In her heart, she knew that she had let them believe —for a brief moment— that her absence was to be permanent. ‘Let me explain,’ she pushed on. ‘I recently received a letter from Domitian himself inviting to me to fight in the great Roman arena —the Flavian— against their champion.’


  ‘But you haven’t fought in years!’ Thebe exclaimed. ‘Lysandra, this is madness!’


  Titus grunted his agreement. ‘She’s right,’ he adopted his world-weary-voice-of-experience. ‘You’re too long away from the sands to even consider this. Every fighter —no matter who they are— always thinks they have one more fight in them. That fight is usually their last.’


  Lysandra felt her neck and face grow hot. Typical of Titus to always look at the negatives. ‘You speak as though I am a crone,’ she snapped. ‘I am ten years younger than Sorina was when I fought her and I recall you had no complaints about her fitness for action.’


  ‘She trained all the time,’ Titus reminded her. ‘You’re not exactly… that is to say that you’ve had other concerns. Running this place and so on.’ His expression told her that he had nearly insulted her and recovered himself.


  ‘This isn’t really her choice,’ Telemachus put in. Surprisingly, he had been silent all the way through the exchange, which Lysandra thought unusual for an Athenian. ‘She has had a vision…’


  ‘Not meaning to be rude, Telemachus,’ Titus interrupted, which was of course rude in itself and indicative of more rudeness to come, ‘but visions from the gods are often unclear.’


  ‘I didn’t know you were an augur,’ the priest said mildly, causing Titus to clamp his jaw shut in irritation. ‘Lysandra has strayed from the path ordained by Athene herself. This you have seen yourselves. It is no wonder that she is at odds with herself and everything around her. That the goddess has sent her a vision is proof that she must undertake this challenge.’


  ‘Maybe the goddess wants a sacrifice, Telemachus,’ Titus shot back. ‘Did you ever consider that?’


  ‘If that is her will, then that is her will,’ Lysandra decided it was time to interject before an argument ensued. She wanted priest and trainer to be on good terms —after all, they would be working together.


  ‘I think it’s a good idea,’ Varia added her small weight to the discussion. Lysandra gave her a nod to show that she appreciated the support. ‘Lysandra needs to sort herself out —this is the best way for her to do it.’


  ‘My mind is made up.’ There would be no more debate. They knew her well enough to realize that once she had reached a decision, she would not be moved.


  Even Titus looked resigned. ‘What are your plans, then?’ he asked.


  ‘I cannot train here at the Deiopolis. There are too many people that know me, too many who will want to prove themselves against me. I will go to Italia and sign on at a small ludus as a contract fighter —after I have regained my physical fitness. A few bouts and then I will be ready for the Roman champion.’


  ‘You’re not going to Italia by yourself,’ Varia stated. ‘I was born there, I will accompany you.’


  Lysandra smiled at the girl’s enthusiasm. ‘I don’t think so, Varia. This is something I must do alone.’


  ‘I understand,’ Varia’s voice was ice. She got up. ‘I too am leaving the Deiopolis,’ she announced. ‘Tonight.’ Without another word, she stalked off, fury emanating from her like fire.


  As she left, Lysandra shrugged and winked at the others. ‘She will calm down. I will speak to her later.’ Varia was always having these tantrums which Lysandra put it down to youthful pique. But she had to learn that she could not continue to act like a child: as she herself had pointed out, she was twenty years old.


  ‘So when are you to leave?’ Thebe asked, bringing Lysandra’s attention back to the table.


  ‘As soon as I have settled affairs here. This is why I have brought Telemachus. I have asked him to assist us in the running of the Deiopolis in my absence.’


  ‘I’m sure we don’t need any help in running the Deiopolis, ’ said Titus —somewhat predictably.


  ‘Not with the day-to-day business, of course.’ Lysandra smoothed his easily pricked ego. ‘Telemachus is a priest of Athene. I am sure that her hand will guide his decisions as he oversees things. But we are relying on you, Titus, to make sure that the Deiopolis functions. As you have said —this is a huge job but it is one in which you are extremely skilled. Just think of Telemachus as my stand-in till I return.’


  That seemed to mollify the Roman somewhat. ‘Paperwork and things like that?’ Titus wanted assurance.


  ‘Precisely.’


  There was little more to be said on the matter. Titus decided that now was the time to explain the intricate running of the Deiopolis which bored both Lysandra and Thebe who were used to hearing Titus’s problems. They excused themselves, leaving the Roman to mentor his new associate.


  ‘I could come with you,’ Thebe said as they made their way to Lysandra’s private room.


  ‘No, Thebe. My mind is made up on this. It is not that I think you could not help me. You could. But it is not about that. It is about me helping myself, my own way. Finding who I am again, not what I became here. This is Athene’s will.’


  ‘You put a lot of faith in her, Lysandra,’ Thebe observed dryly.


  She made her way out onto Lysandra’s balcony, looking out over the Deiopolis. ‘Do you ever think about Danae?’ she asked. ‘And Penelope?’


  ‘Of course,’ Lysandra responded, thinking this was an odd question at this time. Hearing their names brought the faces of their dead friends to mind. Danae —caring Danae, who had been there for all of Balbus’s girls when times were hard. Penelope, the bawdy island girl who loved life with a fierce passion: ribald and fun, she had kept everyone’s spirits up with her antics. They were both dead —killed on the sands of the Halicarnassus arena.


  ‘I don’t want you to end up the same way,’ Thebe turned back and Lysandra saw that there were tears in her eyes. That was her Corinthian weakness showing, but she considered it would be truculent to upbraid her for it as she understood why her friend wept.


  They were the last of Balbus’s troupe and they shared a special bond that was stronger even than ties of blood. They were sisters of the sword.


  ‘I will not end up the same way,’ Lysandra assured her. ‘I am still Achillia in here,’ she tapped her breast. ‘I am still Gladiatrix Prima. No one has ever beaten me, Thebe. And no one ever will.’


  Thebe smiled through her tears. She said nothing for a moment, simply stepping forward and embracing her tightly for a few moments. ‘Ave, Achillia, Gladiatrix prima,’ she said in Latin. ‘That will be the chant in Rome.’


  ‘Of course,’ Lysandra was both gratified and embarrassed by this display of affection. ‘Thank you, Thebe,’ she said, disengaging herself from the embrace. ‘I must go now and speak with Varia.’


  ‘Go easy with her, Lysandra,’ Thebe pulled herself together, wiping her eyes. ‘She feels as though her wings are clipped.’


  Lysandra stiffened. ‘She is ungrateful and spoiled. I should have been harder with her.’


  ‘You’re not her mother, you’re her friend.’


  ‘I am more than that, Thebe. I have educated her, provided for her —I freed her from slavery when I was still a slave myself.’


  ‘Yes,’ Thebe agreed. ‘You freed her. Bear in mind that you do not own her.’ Lysandra was about to respond, but Thebe continued. ‘It can’t be easy for her,’ she said. ‘She trains hard, but to what end? She sees the other girls going out to fight, coming back with their tales. You protect her too much and the other girls mock her for it. You know how it can be in the ludus. And then there is you —Gladiatrix Prima. She lives in your shadow, doesn’t she? You said it yourself —no one has ever beaten you, and no one ever will. How does that make a young woman feel, living in this environment? She wants to compete —mostly against herself, but also against you. She needs to be her own woman, and you’re not letting her do it.’


  Lysandra felt a strong urge to drink a cup of wine and this time she did not fight it. She poured for them both, mixing her own heavily with water. It was insipid to drink and lacked the bite that she wanted. But then, she supposed, that was probably a good thing.


  ‘I do not want her to be hurt,’ she said at length. ‘Killed, even. You know what can happen on the sands, Thebe. If she were to die, the better part of me would die with her. The arena has taken so much from us already. Danae. Penelope. Hildreth… Eirianwen. Varia is like a daughter to all of us —should we now offer her up as a sacrifice as well?’


  ‘That’s not what I’m saying, and you know it. Lysandra, Varia has grown up in the ludus —she was Balbus’s slave even before we came here. She knows no other way of life. If you had wanted to protect her, then you should have sent her away. As it is…’ she trailed off. ‘What else did you expect?’


  Lysandra was about to reply, but there was no argument. She should have sent Varia away to protect her but, in her selfishness, she had allowed the girl to stay. Stay and watch others revel in their glory, whilst she —‘daughter’ of Lysandra— was coddled and protected. As Thebe had pointed out, Varia would have endured much taunting and provocation from the other women, and even if Lysandra thought that to endure mockery was far preferable than enduring a sword in the guts, she wondered what she would do in Varia’s place. Would she have stood for it at twenty years old?


  Would she stand for it now?


  ‘You should go and find her now,’ was all Thebe said. And she was right.


  Lysandra nodded and set down her cup. Without another word she left her chambers and made her way into the balmy evening air.


  The Deiopolis was still busy with supplicants and priestesses tending their needs and this slowed her progress, frustrating her. She forced down her irritation, knowing that the conversation with Varia would be difficult enough without having do it on fraught nerves. She should, she considered, be grateful that at least she was not attempting it on a bellyful of unwatered wine.


  Like the rest of the temple, there was still activity on the palaestra —the training ground— but that was slowing now. She kept her head down, ignoring the women on the sands and walked quickly to Varia’s rooms.


  Which were empty. Lysandra bit her lip in irritation as she made her way inside; the Deiopolis was big and Varia could be anywhere.


  Though she would probably have gone for a drink: it was, Lysandra thought angrily, what she herself would have done up till recently.


  ‘She’s gone.’


  Lysandra started at the voice behind her. She turned to see one of the gladiatrices at the doorway. ‘Gone?’


  ‘Yes, ma’am,’ the woman inclined her head respectfully, recognizing her. ‘Said she was going to the city for a few days.’


  Again, as she herself had just done. She thanked and dismissed the gladiatrix, following her out onto the training ground.


  Lysandra bit down a curse. It was not the first time Varia had stormed off to Halicarnassus in a sulk and she suspected it would not be the last. But she had wanted to speak to the girl and put matters between them right. As it was, that would have to wait.


  She had a lot to organize before leaving for Italia, and salving Varia’s wounded pride would have to wait for now.


  X


  Valerian was lost.


  The forest was dark and it was difficult to tell day from night, let alone north from south, so he just stumbled on aware only that he had to escape. The barbarians had sent men looking for him but, thus far, he had managed to stay hidden and avoid their scouts. Valerian knew all too well what would happen to him if they caught him and the need to spare himself their tortures was pushing him on.


  But he was so weary now. The pain from his wounds was an ever-present companion that sent bolts of agony through him with each step. He moved slowly, hunched like an old man as moving that way was less painful than standing erect.


  It started to rain, the heavy droplets piercing the dense canopy of trees above him, soaking him once again. It was cold, but not chill enough to numb the pain —instead it was as if the gods wanted to add to his misery.


  He stumbled and fell, gritting his teeth to avoid crying out in agony, instead uttering a mewling growl that came from the back of his throat. He tried to rise, to push on, but the ground was sloped and he slid helplessly down on his belly, each bump bringing fresh waves of nauseating pain. Finally, his descent slowed but Valerian found he lacked even the strength to rise. All he could do was crawl into a nearby copse and curl into a foetal position, clutching at his hurt.


  He started to cry. He did not want to die but the awful certainty of his death loomed before him. He was wounded, lost and alone, surrounded by savages who desperately wanted to kill him. Sobs wracked his body and he cried into his arm lest the sound of it alert any Dacian scouts. He felt impossibly weary now and the fingers of sleep began to crawl through his body, offering him comfort and succor. Valerian knew that to sleep was to invite death but the will to fight had deserted him. His eyelids fluttered and he forced them open, trying to make his body obey him but he was drowning in the flood of exhaustion. The copse suddenly seemed safe, warm even, and without being aware of it, Valerian allowed himself to drift into slumber.


  A moment later, his eyes flew open. At least to Valerian it had felt like a moment. But it was utterly black now and he knew that it was the dead of night. He cursed himself for a fool: sleeping like a babe he could have been caught. Rain still fell heavily, the sound loud on the leaves around him —so loud that he almost failed to hear the sound of voices close by. His ears strained, trying to mask the noise of the rain yet trying to catch the faint mumbling.


  At first there was nothing, but then there was an unmistakable coughing followed by a hawking spit to eject phlegm from a man’s throat.


  The rain was heavier now and it was too noisy to pick out individual words or phrases but Valerian knew that his hunters were close by. Terror flowed through him, turning his blood to ice. Any notion of virtus was gone and all he could do was pray and beg the gods to spare him. But it seemed that the gods wanted to make yet more sport of him.


  Shadowy figures walked into the clearing. The sputtering light of wooden brands they carried, along with the obscuring rain, made them appear unearthly. Some of them began to fashion a crude bivouac and few wandered around the clearing, giving it a perfunctory examination. Valerian’s heart almost burst with terror as one began to walk straight towards his hiding place. He began to shake and had to curl even tighter into a ball to stop the fearful shuddering. He could see the man’s legs close enough to touch them.


  Steam began to rise and then Valerian smelt the unmistakable stench of beer-laced piss as the man relieved himself into the bushes.


  It took a long time, but the hunter merely whistled tunelessly until his business was spent, then he turned swiftly and strode back to the bivouac where his mates had managed to get a small fire going.


  Valerian envied them. They had the comfort of company, the heat of a warming blaze and the knowledge that they were safe.


  His hatred for them burned strong —a few days ago, he had been sipping wine in the tent of Cornelius Fuscus discussing female gladiators with Marcus. Now he was alone and slowly bleeding to death in a freezing, sodden copse whilst his enemies warmed their hands on a fire not thirty yards away.


  His vision began to swim as he stared at the silhouettes of the men and nausea swept through him. Don’t be sick, he told himself.


  Don’t be sick. With infinite care, he curled back up into a ball, his cheek resting on the muddy earth and once again he was dragged into unconsciousness.


  It was daylight when he awoke. The hunters had gone, the bivouac and blackened earth evidence of their passing. Valerian became aware of a maddening itching in his side. He glanced down at his wound; his tunic was stuck to it, going someway to clotting the blood. For a moment he thought it was healing, but then, where the sword cut had parted the rough cloth, he saw a fat, white maggot squirming in the wound. He cried out in shock, the sound too loud in the stillness of the forest. In a panic, he tried to pull the creature away, but the action sent waves of agony through him. Unable to bear touching the wound, he was left with knowledge that parasites were now gorging themselves on his flesh, burrowing into his body.


  He lurched to his feet, rage and disgust flooding through him, giving him strength. Like a madman, he stumbled into the dense trees, neither knowing nor caring which direction he was heading.


  He ran on till exhaustion overwhelmed him causing him to fall to his knees gasping for breath. He knelt for some time, trying to ignore the maddening, crawling sensation as the maggots gorged.


  Valerian hauled himself to his feet and continued on.


  As the day moved on, Valerian had to hide several times from hunting parties. It seemed that everywhere he turned he could hear the whispered voices, the tramp of feet on wet ground, the gentle ring of armour and kit; these once-familiar, even comforting sounds had become the stuff of nightmare. Some part of him realized that he too must look like something from a bad dream: his face was stiff with dirt and stubble; his arms, legs and tunic were covered in mud, gore and unspeakable filth from the woodlands.


  The days and nights seemed to merge into one unending odyssey of terror; the hunters were closer now, all around him. In the blackness near dawn, he had crouched in the bowl of a tree as some had marched past, their bare legs and booted feet close enough to touch.


  After they had gone, he thought that he should have reached out and grabbed a handful of flesh, just to hear them shriek in terror.


  Carefully, he crawled from the bowl. Centipedes and other creatures had settled on him, but he no longer cared.


  ‘Hey!’


  The sound of the voice startled him and he dropped into a crouch, eyes darting wildly this way and that. For a moment, sheer terror froze him, and then instinct took over. Valerian bolted for the trees, scampering over fallen logs, diving through the foliage.


  He no longer felt the pain from his wounds or the gnawing hunger in his belly. The need to escape consumed him. He knew what they would do to him if they caught him.


  He found a ditch and hurled himself into it, rolling about in the mud, trying to make himself harder to see. More men trampled past, asking each other in whispered tones had they seen him. Fear clamped Valerian’s throat and he wanted to cry out in terror but he knew that to do so was to invite torture and death. Nevertheless, he could not stop a small whimper from escaping him.


  As he did so, a group of men stopped.


  ‘Did you hear that?’ one said.


  ‘Hear what?’


  ‘Sounded like someone crying.’


  ‘You’re imagining things. Let’s keep moving.’


  ‘No… wait!’


  One of the hunters began to shove through the undergrowth, moving straight towards him. No, no, no, please, no. Valerian began to tremble and felt his bladder go. They had him. He screamed in terror and rose from his hiding place.


  The hunter screamed as well, falling back in shock as Valerian loomed over him. Valerian’s legs tensed and he made to run, but more men crashed through the bushes piling into him and bearing him to the ground.


  ‘He’s talking Latin,’ one was shouting as Valerian screamed at them. ‘He’s one of ours… he’s Roman!’


  Like the first spike of dawn, realization pieced the fog in Valerian’s mind. He began to laugh; it was a chuckle at first but soon it had turned into a gale of manic hysteria.


  For now he realized that these past days he had been hiding from his own men.


  XI


  Several days passed and Varia had still not returned. Despite the rush of preparations for her departure, Lysandra was beginning to worry. Typically, Thebe attempted to assuage her fears.


  ‘It’s not the first time she’s disappeared, nor will it be the last,’ the Corinthian advised her as they packed a chest with Lysandra’s belongings. ‘She’s taken money and will probably blow it all on drink and clothes in Halicarnassus. That or she’s going to try living on her own for a while in the city. Either way, she’ll be back soon enough. Varia has no concept of money.’


  ‘Nevertheless, I want people out looking for her, Thebe. The city is dangerous.’


  ‘We’ll find her and keep an eye on her.’ Thebe’s gaze challenged Lysandra. Keeping an eye on her did not mean that she would have the girl brought back to the Deiopolis, which is how Lysandra would have preferred matters. ‘It makes sense to give her some space,’ Thebe added weight to her statement. ‘And you shouldn’t be worrying about Varia now. You keep your mind on your training.’


  ‘True enough,’ Lysandra said. She did not want to get into an argument with Thebe; besides which, it occurred to her that perhaps she was being a little over-protective of Varia.‘Is everything in order for your journey?’ Thebe asked.


  It was an obvious enough steer away from the Varia conversation and Lysandra took it with the best grace she could muster. ‘Yes. Telemachus has handled matters with extreme efficiency.’


  Thebe nodded appreciatively. ‘He’s a good man to have around. I like him and he’s even managed to get Titus onside. I thought that there’d be a cockfight at first.’


  Lysandra stuffed another pair of sandals into the chest. ‘They’re both good men, Thebe. Titus is not a decision maker —but he is good at carrying out orders. Telemachus, on the other hand, is well used to making harsh choices to maintain a profit. He kept that shrine of his running long after it should have closed down. I think that the two of them will do well.’


  ‘I’m sure things will be even more profitable than they were,’ Thebe replied and then colored as Lysandra glared at her.


  ‘You believe they will do a better job than me?’


  ‘You know the Athenians, Lysandra,’ Thebe was appealing to what everyone supposed were her natural prejudices. ‘They can talk and they can make money.’


  Lysandra sniffed in response and went back to her packing. Thebe was probably right, but it hurt that she would come out with it so readily. ‘I have not done so badly, have I?’ she asked.


  Thebe looked around from where she was rummaging in a cupboard. She seemed to be weighing up what she was about to say. ‘No,’ she replied at length. ‘But you’re too honest for business, Lysandra. You work hard changing business decisions which must be changed back to how they were before.’


  Lysandra felt a prickle of anger color her ears. ‘Are you suggesting that my staff have been insubordinate to my orders?’ There was nothing worse than disobedience.


  ‘Frankly, yes. They were obeying my instructions. And Titus’s,’ she added.


  ‘I suppose you have an explanation,’ Lysandra was tempted to slam her chest shut, but mastered her fit of pique —it would be unfitting to bluster.


  Thebe sighed. ‘Lysandra, you have no head for business. Making deals is not something you have been trained to do —I believe that in Sparta, commerce is still considered somewhat distasteful. So we let our brokers do what they do best, make the deals and keep the Deiopolis running. None of it could have happened without you, of course.’


  Lysandra tried to conceal her shock. ‘You mean I have been making a fool of myself these past years.’ It was a statement of fact and she hated the words on her lips.


  ‘No, of course not.’ Thebe’s tone was gentle. ‘As far as everyone is concerned, you are the one that has built this. Without Achillia the Deiopolis would not exist. Your name opens many doors to this day. It’s a unique temple you have built here, Lysandra, and that is no mean feat. But really —base commerce is hardly something you should trouble yourself with. You are a warrior and a priestess. Not an accountant.’


  Lysandra was about to respond but Thebe’s words suddenly cut through the anger. ‘Not an accountant,’ she repeated, a smile forming.


  Thebe grinned and then exploded with laughter. ‘The truth hurts, Lysandra,’ she gasped.


  The Spartan could not hold back and she too collapsed into gales of mirth. It felt just like back in the old days when there had been no temple, no money, no commerce: all they had was the camaraderie of their sister gladiatrices. Perhaps, Lysandra thought, as she tried to compose herself, things might be the same in Italia.


  Varia was restless. She had been at the inn for over a week and there was now a nagging sense in her that she had to move on.


  A part of her regretted her decision to leave the Deiopolis in such haste, but Lysandra’s insufferable arrogance knew no bounds and she could not bear it a moment longer. Varia had wanted to bridge the gap that had grown between them. After all, there had been a time when she idolized Lysandra. The Spartan gladiatrix was all that the bullied slave girl of Balbus’s ludus wanted to be. But that admiration had lessened as the years passed and Varia had begun to despise the older woman. Lysandra was a shadow of her former self, a deluded braggart who drowned herself in wine and lived on past glories. The Spartan often mocked Titus for his boring war-stories, but the truth of it was Lysandra was no better. Once she had been a champion, but what was she now? She did not even manage the Deiopolis. Everyone, save Lysandra herself, knew that the business was done by brokers and the Spartan’s interference in these matters increased rather than lessened everyone’s workload.


  Lysandra acted as though she owned Varia just as Balbus once had. Lysandra made the decisions on Varia’s education; Lysandra decreed that Varia could not fight in the arena. But it was not Lysandra who had to endure the taunts of the other girls who were allowed to fight. What was the use of all the training if she was never allowed to test herself?


  In her heart, she knew Lysandra was only doing what she thought best. Varia had tried to reason with her, tried to tell her how she felt, but Lysandra was either too obstinate or too stupid to listen. She constantly shamed her in front of others, and her casual dismissal at the dinner party had been the final abuse. She had been trying to help Lysandra, to support her when the others were against her but typically the Spartan had thrown this show of solidarity back in her face.


  Varia could take no more.


  Furious, she had forced the scribes to write up several drafts that would allow her to withdraw money from the the money-changers’ offices. They could not refuse her. She was Lysandra’s ward. Now she sat with documents that entitled her to a fortune should she wish to draw upon it. She would need the money: she had no intention of returning to the Deiopolis.


  Now she was forced to confront the wider question of what she would do next. The Deiopolis, as insufferable as it had become, was all that she knew. The other women there had often told her that the world outside was not the same. Women had few rights in the real world —this she had heard time and time again, in different stories. That she was rich meant she could buy her way through life for a while. It also meant that any sort of prominence money brought her would also attract flatterers and suitors.


  And if she became the talk of the town, they would learn of it in the Deiopolis and then there would be an excruciating exchange, as she knew Lysandra would demand her return. It was a confrontation in which she had no desire to become involved. Her mind was made up: whatever Lysandra said, she would not return. Nor would things ever be the same between them again. The Spartan had a need in her to control others. Varia doubted if it was malicious or even conscious but, nevertheless, it was there. Some, like Thebe, ignored it or mocked it. Titus seemed to enjoy having someone give him directions, but Varia could no longer close her eyes to it.


  The truth of it was that Lysandra needed to be taken down a peg for her own good.


  Perhaps, Varia thought, that she herself was the woman to do it.


  She told herself that if she could do that, she would finally be free.


  Lysandra was afraid.


  It was absurd, irrational and acutely embarrassing. She composed her face into a stoic mask but her stomach churned and flipped more than it had in her fighting days. Back then she had been taut and ready —like the bowstring before the arrow flew. This was different. Her hands were clammy, she felt sick and she began to rehearse what she would say to get her out of this situation. Excuses, lies, anything to escape; she was ashamed of herself for even entertaining such thoughts, but she could not force the terror from her limbs.


  ‘She looks like a fine ship,’ Titus observed.


  ‘Thank you, Admiral Themistocles.’ Even to her own ears, this response was a little mean-spirited.


  ‘I’ve been on a fair few in my time,’ Titus muttered.


  He was standing with her and Telemachus and Thebe on the Halicarnassus docks. It was a scene of chaos; sailors, slaves, merchants and passengers swarming about with no apparent order at all. Beasts were being driven up gangplanks, adding their own bleats and bellows to the cacophony. The stench was worse than the arena after the venatores had been at work, Lysandra thought to herself.


  ‘It is a fine ship,’ Telemachus commented. ‘Trust me,’ he added. ‘I’m from Athens and we know our ships.’


  ‘You have not been in Athens for twenty years,’ Lysandra replied. ‘Things could have changed. It is too small.’ She looked around. ‘We should postpone until a larger vessel can be found. I will not end up in Poseidon’s palace because the boat I decided to travel on was undersized.’


  ‘It looks big enough to me,’ Thebe said, ignoring the venomous look Lysandra shot in her direction. ‘Are you all right, Lysandra?’ she asked after a moment. ‘You look unwell.’


  ‘It is not the Spartan way to complain of ill health. But it would be remiss of me not to admit it now —I might have a fever and I could infect all the sailors on the boat. Then, how could they sail? No, I think it is better if we postpone.’ She hated herself for saying it. She sounded like a trembler of the worst kind —a coward who did not deserve the honor of wearing Spartan scarlet. How hypo-critical of her in one moment to speak of the Spartan way and in the next completely go against its ethos.


  A stocky, balding man shoved his way through the crowd, making his way towards them. He had one of those faces that must have made him look old before his time and now belied his autumn years. Titus raised a hand in greeting which was returned by the newcomer. ‘Salve, Bedros,’ the Roman grinned and extended his arm.


  ‘Salve, Titus, salve one and all,’ he smiled and nodded at the group. Despite a lack of hair on top, Bedros made up for it all over his body. To Lysandra’s eyes he looked like some sort of ape. His accent marked him as an Asiatic and therefore not a real Hellene at all and his name —which meant ‘rock’— was hardly reassuring.


  Rocks, after all, did not float.


  ‘You are the one, eh?’ He kept smiling and looked Lysandra up and down. ‘I’m honored to have one so famous aboard my humble vessel.’


  ‘I am thinking that I might postpone my journey after all,’ Lysandra said to him. ‘I am unwell and your boat looks a little small for ocean travel.’


  Bedros’s grin hardly slipped, but Lysandra could see in his eyes he was affronted. ‘She’s a ship, my lady. Boats are for rivers. But the Galene is a ship to sail the Great Green, no mistake. Look at her —no, no— really look at her.’ His pique seemed forgotten as he gazed admiringly at the vessel. ‘Come, come,’ he gestured Lysandra forward.


  She glanced at her companions for support but none was offered, so she reluctantly followed the sailor.


  ‘It has no oars.’ she observed as they drew closer.


  ‘She is not a warship, my lady. She’s not built for speed but for space. Galene is a merchant ship, and she’s much more comfortable than any ’reme on the sea.’


  Now that she was closer, Lysandra could see that the ship was bigger than she first thought but she knew that, no matter how impressive ships might look in harbor, they were all nothing but insignificant chips of wood on the enormity of Poseidon’s realm.


  Thinking of her first and only voyage made her stomach churn with renewed fear: the roaring waves smashing into the hull, the screams of men as they were torn from the deck; the splintering sound as the mast sundered…


  ‘You have sailed before, my lady?’ Bedros asked, interrupting her horrific reverie.


  ‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘Once.’ She glanced at the mariner to find him looking at her, his dark gaze glittering and intent.


  ‘Had a bad time of it, eh? I can see it on your face. Afraid to set sail again?’


  ‘Spartans fear nothing,’ she replied automatically, but she thought for the first time that this was not true.


  ‘What happened on your last voyage? Bad storm? Pirates, maybe?’


  ‘Bad storm,’ Lysandra replied, trying not to remember the horror of the rolling boat, the roar of the wind and the pitiful screams of drowning men. The despair in the eyes of her friend, Pavo, as he sank beneath the waves.


  Bedros sighed and patted her arm in what she thought was an altogether too familiar manner. ‘She went down, eh?’ he shook his head. ‘Terrible, terrible when that happens. Twice in thirty years at sea it’s happened to me,’ he held up two stubby brown fingers. ‘It takes courage to face the Great Green again after you’ve felt her wrath. I guess a different kind of courage to what you’re used to, my lady. To face someone sword-to-sword, you’re relying on yourself. At sea, even the greatest pilot and the mightiest ship is at the mercy of the sea. She can turn on you,’ he snapped his fingers, ‘like that. And there’s nothing you can do. Not like a sword-fight,’ he pantomimed waving a sword in the air. ‘If you lose a sparring match, you think “I should have done this,” or “I should have done that, I should have trained harder.” In the arena, you raise your finger for the missio. But the sea is implacable —and there are no second chances.’


  ‘You are not instilling me with a great desire to set sail once again,’ Lysandra snapped.


  Bedros spread his hands. ‘I’m just telling you how it is, lady. I honor Poseidon, I am a skilled pilot and, at this time of year, the Great Green should be as flat as a table. Should. But sometimes —as you yourself know— things can change. But,’ he laughed then, ‘such things are rare. You survived your ship; I survived two of mine. The question is, my lady, is your fear of the sea greater than your need to traverse her?’


  Lysandra did not answer, lost in thought. His gruff voice washed over her and in a few almost Laconic words he had seen straight to the heart of the matter. Life was about choices; the left hand path or the right. She could turn now, go back home and train there.


  But then, things would be no different. She would not be different and, eventually, she would have to face this journey —the emperor would not take an outright refusal well. Lysandra knew she had to get away and, as Bedros regarded her, she knew that he already had his answer. She smiled tightly. ‘No —my need to travel is very great,’ she said.


  Bedros chuckled with genuine pleasure. ‘Good, good. It is my honor to have you on board. Shall I send some men to get your things?’


  ‘Do that,’ Lysandra ordered, feeling better now that her decision was irrevocable. ‘I will speak with my companions, then I will board your fine… ship.’ Lysandra made her way back through the crowded wharf to Thebe, Titus and Telemachus.


  Before she could speak, the Athenian pre-empted her. ‘Titus and I have ensured all is in order in Italia,’ he said. ‘Bedros will take you to Brundisium, and from there you will travel across country to the town of Paestum. I have ensured that you have a small dwelling rented near the ludus there. You don’t need to worry about anything. When you have docked at Brundisium, look for the offices of Memmius Grumio, our agent there. He will see you safe to your destination and cater to all your needs.’


  ‘You have thought of everything, Telemachus,’ Lysandra smiled.


  ‘It’s an Athenian trait. And Titus assisted me,’ he acknowledged.


  Lysandra regarded them —her friends who had been with her since the beginning. She was acutely aware that Varia was not with them as she should have been and somehow that made the parting even more difficult. Lysandra felt an inappropriate rush of emotion and it took all of her willpower not to embarrass herself. Thebe had not such qualms and was already welling up with tears, as was Telemachus.


  ‘Well,’ Lysandra decided that matters would get out of hand and she should curtail them. ‘I had better be going.’ With that, she turned away and walked towards the ship. ‘Goodbye, my friends. I will miss you.’ She could not say it, of course. Now there was no room for softness in her, no place for weakness. Lysandra knew well that she must become again what she once was. Only the hard and strong could call themselves Spartan.


  XII


  Only the hard. Only the strong.


  Lysandra continued to repeat that as her mantra, but nothing could stave off the awful sickness she felt as soon as the Galene began to roll. It began with a sudden attack of sweating, the signal to the inevitable trauma to follow. Lysandra learned to recognize the signs well and as soon as the heat began on her brow, she would bolt for the side and commence vomiting into the sea.


  When she had begun to believe that all food and sustenance had fled from her body, she began to throw up green bile that burned her throat and made her teeth feel gritty. The only relief to be had was by wedging herself against the timber and curling into a ball —much to the amusement of the Galene’s crew.


  These bouts of sickness were a source of acute embarrassment to Lysandra: it was hardly befitting to see a former champion and a Spartan to boot curled up like a child, vomiting all over the place.


  Inwardly she felt as though Poseidon had singled her out for this treatment and she struggled not to curse the sea-god and thus bring down his wrath on the vessel. In her darkest heart, she knew that was his game —as soon as she vocalized her antagonism towards him, it would be his excuse to smash the Galene to driftwood.


  Whilst she remained silent, she frustrated him. On the other hand, if she was honest with herself, the vomiting and lack of appetite was a useful way of shifting some of the excess weight she had built up.


  The sickness did not come upon her every day and when the sea was utterly calm she found herself almost enjoying the journey.


  Bedros had given her the freedom of the ship, for which she was extremely grateful. She was unused to having so many men in close proximity but Bedros allayed her unspoken fears as she stood with him at the rudder.


  ‘These are good men,’ he jerked his chin at the crew. ‘Wives and families, most of them. I don’t have the mean and the desperate on my ship.’


  ‘That is comforting,’ Lysandra admitted. ‘I would hate to have to injure one of them should their interest in me became more than friendly.’


  Bedros winked. ‘I’m sure that no one fancies annoying the Gladiatrix Prima.’


  Lysandra grunted and turned her face to the sea. The sun glittered on the waves that splashed about the stern and broke with a foamy whiteness. Unlike the docks there was no stink on the open sea, just a salty tang that she was coming to quite enjoy. In the vastness of what the men called ‘the Great Green’ there was a strange tranquility to be had, a feeling that one’s own goals and desires were somehow less important than they were on dry land. ‘How long till we beach?’ she asked Bedros.


  He looked upwards. ‘A few hours yet.’


  The Galene, Bedros had explained to her, would reach Brundisium in around two weeks, with allowances for good or poor wind and stop-offs. They could not travel at night so, each afternoon as the sun began its descent, the Galene would beach on one of the numerous islands scattered across the Hellespont and Aegean.


  After a few evenings of keeping to herself, Lysandra had begun to feel more comfortable with the crew. She began to wander amongst the men as they made camp for the night, offering a greeting here and there. They were a friendly enough bunch, if a little coarse.


  Lysandra had the feeling that their stories and songs would have been far more ribald had she not been present; as it was, most of them teetered on the border of bad taste but as they sat in the light of the campfires, she found herself coming to like these simple, honest men of the sea. She had also noted how many had scars on their forearms indicating that they could hold their own in a fight.


  There was Phampilos, dubbed ‘grandfather’ by the rest of the crew due to the recent arrival of his daughter’s son. As the eldest on board, Phampilos commanded the respect of all the men, though they masked this by constantly mocking his grey beard and creaking joints. Hermolaos, a thin, unassuming man with wispy hair and hawk nose, was the musician of the crew and it was his deft fingers on the lyre that entertained them all as they camped for the night. He always had a word, a nod or a wave for Lysandra which quickly endeared him to her. Milo, nicknamed ‘the Ram,’ doubled as the cook and, to Lysandra’s surprise, his fare was most enjoyable. She hardly dared ask why he had been landed with the epithet ‘Ram’ until Hermolaos assured her that it was because of the thick mane of curls of which Milo was very proud.


  Bedros, despite his jovial demeanor, was a canny and cautious man. Each night he would post a cordon of guards around their loose camp and there were always three men on board the ship. The islands were always inhabited, some more sparsely than others, and the people —and Lysandra thought some of the mangy, goat-skin clad inbreeds barely qualified as part of the species— were always curious.


  She thought the pilot wise in his vigilance; even though the natives came to trade, she would not have been surprised if they had attacked the crew and plundered their bodies given the chance.


  As it was, in exchange for olive oil and bronze, they gave wine, food and their daughters’ virtue. Listening to the grunting and moaning that went on throughout the night, Lysandra realized that life as a sailor might carry risks but the rewards could be great. It seemed like a good life for a man, especially those of middle years like most of the crew.


  ‘In a storm, I’d rather have a veteran beside me any day,’ Phampilos said to her when she brought it up one evening.


  ‘Some of us are more veteran than others, Grandfather!’ Milo offered as he sauntered past.


  Phampilos made an obscene gesture at him, and turned his attention back to Lysandra. In the firelight, his grizzled face made him look like a nautical Chiron, each deep line of countenance marking his years of experience. ‘It’s true, though. A man who’s lived a bit is a steadier man. Youths rush everything, be it sailing, fighting or fucking.’ He put an apologetic hand to his lips. ‘I can say “fucking” in front of you, can’t I?’


  ‘I have heard the expression,’ Lysandra brushed over it. ‘What you say has some merit,’ she said after a moment. ‘In the ancient phalanx, the men of twenty-five to thirty-five were in the front ranks, behind them the un-blooded youths, and then the graybeards stood at the rear —to ensure no man fled his place.’


  The sailor chuckled. ‘At sea, there is nowhere to run, Lysandra.’


  Lysandra did not respond. Phampilos’s words had brought to mind the storm that had brought her to Balbus’s ludus and the memories of it were always grim.


  After a week of travelling, Lysandra found that the sickness that had so plagued her had receded. Phampilos told her that she had “found her sea-legs”, but the usually chatty old man appeared grim as he took the rudder from Bedros. The pilot too had a severe cast to his face.


  ‘We’re in Greek waters now,’ he told her when she asked after his mood.


  ‘The gods be praised,’ Lysandra said. Her heart swelled with emotion that surprised her. It had been many years since she had been to her homeland and the closeness of Hellas made her yearn to see Sparta once again. On this voyage that was not to be, but at that moment she promised herself that she would return to her motherland someday.


  Bedros only grunted at her comment and turned his eyes to the sea.


  As they journeyed on, the rest of the men were also tense and watchful. Lysandra’s questions were ignored enough times for her to cease asking. She thought it somewhat rude of them to skirt around her inquiries in such an obviously transparent manner, but then what could one expect from Asiatics?


  But it was clear that the men’s mood had changed. At night, the usual relaxed banter, drinking and fornicating were now absent.


  Bedros posted more guards than usual and broached only brief contact with the islanders they came across. There was no bartering now, only requests for ‘news’ from the crew, which forced Lysandra to ask once again what information they were seeking.


  Bedros sighed. ‘It pays to stay alert,’ he hedged.


  ‘You are not telling me all that you know, Bedros.’ Lysandra was annoyed and she noted the imperious tone in her statement. ‘If there is some kind of danger threatening us, I should like to know about it.’


  ‘I’m just a cautious man,’ he replied. ‘And I don’t want you worrying over nothing.’


  Lysandra opened her mouth to press him further but the set in the pilot’s jaw told her that he would not be moved on the subject.


  Grinding her teeth in irritation at the stubbornness of men, she strode off to the Galene.


  Hermolaos was one of the sailors guarding the ship. His lyre, always nearby when they were ashore, was not in evidence. He nodded at her as she approached. ‘Greetings, Lysandra.’


  ‘Greetings, Hermolaos. Tell me —are there any spare swords aboard?’


  ‘Plenty. Are you planning on fighting me?’ he grinned.


  ‘To what end? I need to practice some techniques, not put an old man out of his misery.’ Despite her annoyance with Bedros, she made her attempt at Athenian comedy to put Hermolaos at ease.


  It was not his fault that his pilot was being mulish.


  ‘That’s a bit harsh. I’m only forty.’


  ‘A titan’s age. A sword?’


  ‘Of course.’ He got up and stretched. ‘Keep watch for me, I’ll get you one just now.’ With that, he sauntered off to the cargo boxes and was swallowed up by the darkness. A short time later, he returned carrying a gladius and handed it to her. ‘Here you go.’


  Her fist closed around the hilt and she almost shuddered with pleasure. The light from the fires on the beach caught on the blade as she held it before her face and she closed her eyes. It has been a long time since she had held a weapon and felt anything like the Gladiatrix Prima. It was a fleeting moment and then it was gone.


  The back of her head began to tingle maddeningly in the same way it would when the need for drink came upon her. There was a need in her, she realized. A need to live on the edge that no amount of wine could wash away. In that moment she knew that she had made the right decision to face this Aesalon Nocturna; by risking her life in the arena once again, she was indeed saving herself.


  She thanked Hermolaos and turned to leave.


  ‘Where are you off to?’ he asked.


  ‘I am going to practice,’ she replied, finding that she relished the idea.


  The next few days followed a similar pattern. The men hardly relaxed, staying alert both day and night. After her evening meal, Lysandra would move away from the main group to practice sword techniques and perhaps spar with Hermolaos, the comparatively youthful Milo, and a few of the other men.


  Despite her lack of physical fitness, she was gratified to learn that her skill with the blade had not been too diminished by her absence from the arena. Although she had trained at the Deiopolis less and less frequently as the years had passed, she had still kept her hand in and this was serving her well now. Of course, the crew of the Galene were rank amateurs in comparison to her, but for their part they seemed to enjoy the opportunity to spar with a celebrity such as herself. It was, she surmised, something they could boast to their grandchildren about.


  Lysandra had grown bored with asking the men about their edgy behavior: plainly, they were trying to hide something and it occurred to her that despite the legitimate front, Bedros might be indulging himself in some illegal activity. Though she had seen no real evidence of it, smuggling seemed to be the most logical assumption. It was petty crime as far as she was concerned but the Romans took a dim view of anything that would deprive them of revenue and, if caught, Bedros and his crew would face severe punishment. That would be a shame, as she had grown fond of them. But, ultimately, the law was the law. Without it, they would be little more than savage barbarians. Bedros and his men knew the consequences of their actions.


  She hinted at the possibility of being aboard a smugglers’ vessel as she stood at the rudder with Bedros one morning, but the pilot merely laughed her off. ‘Would you like to have a go at steering,’ he asked.


  Lysandra knew well that he was trying to deflect her line of questioning but the opportunity to take control of the ship was too exciting to pass up.


  ‘It’ll be a shock,’ Bedros warned. ‘She’s heavy and it’s harder than you’d think, so brace yourself.’


  Lysandra nodded and did as he said. He stepped away from the rudder and at once, Lysandra felt the Galene try to pull away from her. ‘It is like a horse,’ she shouted. ‘Like a new horse that does not know you!’ Her heart pounded with exhilaration as the ship rode over the waves, first sinking and then rising. Lysandra felt nothing of the sickness that had so plagued her before, just a sense of power and excitement she had known only in the arena.


  Bedros laughed, seeming to enjoy her enthusiasm. Indeed, having a new hand at the stern seemed to lift the mood of the men for once. They ceased in their work, some of them calling encouragement to the new pilot, others pretending that the ship was rolling as though in a storm and imploring Bedros to save them.


  Bedros was correct in his assessment, however. It was hard to control the ship, wearing on the endurance. After some time, Lysandra’s calves, shoulders and forearms began to burn with fatigue.


  She glanced at the pilot with a new-found respect —his strength must have been prodigious to steer the vessel for such extended periods. ‘You were right,’ she said, but then trailed off as she saw the expression on his face.


  ‘Give me the rudder, Lysandra,’ he barked. His tone left no room for argument and, at his signal, she stepped away.


  ‘What is it?’ she asked.


  He jerked his chin out to sea.


  There, on the horizon, she could see a tiny black shape. Like a bee to summer wine, the shape was drawn towards them. ‘Another trader?’ she asked, knowing that the question was pointless.


  Bedros shook his head. ‘No,’ he answered. ‘Pirates. The Hellene waters are thick with them. That is why we have been alert these past days.’ He raised his voice. ‘Pirates, lads! Coming fast!’


  Behind them, the sailors began pounding around the deck, hauling covers off their weapons cache. It was, Lysandra decided, rather amateurish, but effective for all that. Despite the lack of order, the men seemed so familiar with each other that where there should have been utter chaos, some sort of order emerged. Probably because, as Phampilos had told her, these men were veterans —long in the tooth and experienced.


  She rounded on Bedros. ‘Why did you not inform me of this potential danger?’ she demanded. She was a little irked at the deception. ‘I am not a child. If there was a risk, you should have advised me.’


  ‘No point in worrying you if nothing was going to happen,’ his answer was infuriatingly logical. ‘In every hundred voyages, ninety-nine pass without incident. This is just bad luck.’ His expression was almost accusing and Lysandra surmised that he was thinking of her only other voyage and the ill fortune that had cursed that journey.


  ‘What will happen?’ In her gut, Lysandra could feel the beginnings of the once-familiar nervous thrill that was synonymous with walking into the arena. Her senses began to tingle with delicious anticipation.


  ‘Well, it would be bad form not to try to outrun her,’ Bedros said. ‘But it’ll be a ’reme —three banks of oars at least. If she wants to run us down, she will do and there’s little enough to be done about it. Then they’ll demand we surrender. If they think they can take the Galene with acceptable losses, they’ll attack. If they win, the men be enslaved and the pirates will have a new ship. The men will be enslaved, Lysandra. If things start to go badly, you should…’


  A stab of fear spiked through her, mingling with the anticipation. She knew all to well what would happen to her. She swallowed. ‘Are there any alternatives?’


  Bedros tried an encouraging smile, though it did not reach his eyes. ‘Normally, pirates don’t want to fight. They want our cargo and getting the ship herself is nearly always too costly. And my men are hard bastards,’ he added. Lysandra looked back at them and, now geared for battle, they looked nasty and desperate. ‘Which will put them off, I think. So we could hand over our cargo, but in all likelihood they’ll just take our consignment, ram us and send us to the bottom. So we must pray to the gods that their captain is an honorable man.’


  ‘You do not sound hopeful.’


  He chuckled. ‘I’m not a religious man. But I’m an experienced one. You know, Lysandra, there’s one thing that we have that every pirate wants. One thing we can offer them.’


  ‘And what is that?’


  Bedros’s smile was as hard and cold as a winter morning. ‘We have a woman on board.’


  XIII


  ‘They will be back!’


  Sorina stood in the center of the great hall, knowing that their eyes were upon her, but their ears were deaf to her words. ‘You don’t know the Romans as I do. They are relentless —like ants at their work.’ Her chestnut-coloured eyes swept over the assembled clan chiefs, imploring them to listen, but this was not her arena. She felt uncomfortable in the stone building, almost entombed by its immensity. It was not as huge and grandiose as some of the buildings she had seen in Halicarnassus, but it was large enough. In the years that the Romans had stolen from her, much had changed. Many tribes had abandoned the old ways and were moving to settlements and cities —like the enemy. It was a virulent disease in the southlands that bordered Domitian’s empire, and like all diseases it would spread.


  ‘We have crushed them!’ Moxon, a young chief rose to his feet, nodding at the grunts of agreement as he did so. ‘They had five legions, Sorina. Even if they wanted to strike back, where would they get the men? I say these are the last days of their empire. We will sweep into Moesia and beyond —to the gates of Rome herself!’


  The other chiefs stamped their feet in approval as Moxon sat, his face flushed with success.


  Sorina felt a spike of anger. Here, in this dark, smoky chamber, her peers looked and sounded just as the Romans labelled them —stupid barbarians. ‘Rome was built on the bones of men like you, Moxon! You have not seen them at work as I have. None of you have!’ she accused the rest. ‘Sweep into Moesia and beyond? Do you know how vast their dominion is? How many swords they can bring against us from beyond the sea? Do you? Any of you?’


  ‘Sorina fears the Romans,’ Moxon waved a dismissive hand.


  ‘And she is wise to.’ The silence was almost instantaneous; when the man who had once been Diurpaneus spoke, all listened. ‘We have dealt them a crushing blow, yes. But prudence and preparation must now be our watchwords. If we attack —as I know that many of you wish to— we will indeed make great gains in territory and wealth. We will also threaten the security of the entire Roman Empire. For them, it will become an issue of survival and they will hurl everything they have against us.’


  ‘And we will win, Decebalus!’ Moxon used the honor-name Diurpaneus had been given for masterminding the great Dacian victory. He looked about for support and found it in the eyes of his peers.


  ‘Yes, we will win,’ Decebalus agreed. ‘And in doing so, we will lose. Our power will be broken against theirs. The Romans will not roll over and die because we wish it. They will fight on till the end and bleed us of men and wealth. Now is not the time.’


  Sorina gazed at Moxon, trying to hide the triumph in her eyes.


  No one would dare oppose Decebalus —the brave one— so soon after their victory.


  ‘Moxon, you are young and fearless,’ Decebalus went on. ‘You are a great warrior, and I understand your impatience. But there will be time enough for conquest. Pay heed to my words —all of you.’


  He glared at the assembled council from beneath his grizzled brow.


  ‘Rome’s currency is her invincibility. It is through fear of reprisal that her conquered lands do not rise up against her. Their chieftains warn of the might of the legions —the legions who have never tasted defeat. How can the unbeatable be beaten, they ask? Well, now they have their answer. How long do you think it will take for word of our victory to spread? How for long other men realize that the Romans can be defeated after all. Our victory was the spark that will burn Rome to the ground. And as she burns, then we will strike. We will take —and hold— more land and wealth than any of you have dreamed. But we must be patient. And prepared. As Sorina says —they will return.’ He jerked his chin at her as he sat.


  ‘The Romans are not stupid,’ she said at once, not willing to let the momentum of Decebalus’s speech wane. For a brief while, she had the attention of the council and she was determined to press home the wisdom of preparedness. ‘What Decebalus has said is true and the enemy will not be blind to it. They must try to punish us for our victory, crush us utterly and prove that their defeat was an aberration,’ she gestured, ‘an accident. Better to let them come to us. We will beat them again and that will be the beginning of their fall.’ She noted a few of the older men in the chamber nodding.


  Now that her words had Decebalus’s endorsement they would pretend that this had been their opinion all along.


  ‘Make no mistake,’ she added. ‘I have more cause to hate Rome than any of you. They slaughtered my tribe and made me a slave. They took my youth and whored me to a screaming mob. I fought in the arena for their entertainment. I left my youth and my honor on those sands, and I burn with the desire to slaughter each and every one of them! I hate them so much I can taste it…’ she broke off, surprised at the intensity of her emotion. Taking a breath she forced herself to calm. ‘But I also know them,’ she went on. ‘It might make fine battle speech to your young warriors to decry their army and their will to win, but the truth is that their empire was not won with weak soldiers and poor leaders. They are iron-hard, disciplined and intelligent —they will have learned from their defeat. We must be ready for them when they return.’


  They stamped their feet in approval now at her words, but she could take no pleasure from their apparent support. She bowed briefly to Decebalus and stalked out of the chamber, anxious to taste fresh air and see the sky above her.


  The council had been in progress for some hours and it was dark as she left the squat building. On the northern plains, she and her people would be gathering around campfires at this time to tell stories and make merry. Here, in the small town of Perburidava, they made merry too, but not in the old ways. Men roved from tavern to tavern seeking drink and sex for coin. Brawls were being fought in the muddy, poorly paved main street. Hawkers and mountebanks preyed on the haplessly inebriated —mostly men who had fought in the battle at Tapae. Anyone who had drawn a blade on that bloody field had done well out of it. Money and booty were plentiful and the few Romans that had survived did not stay to fight for their possessions.


  Sorina had exulted in the aftermath of the victory, drinking herself senseless from noon till night, revelling in the glory of revenge, the righteousness of the tribes over the people from the middle sea. She recalled the Spartan, Lysandra, saying to her once that ‘no barbarian army can stand against disciplined troops.’ The hatred she felt at bringing the Greek’s face to mind surprised her with its intensity. It had been years since they had fought, years since she had failed to kill her hated enemy. Time had not diminished her loathing of the woman and everything she stood for.


  As she made her way to her lodgings, Sorina realized the truth in her words. No barbarian army could stand against disciplined troops. But Decebalus did not lead a barbarian army. The Dacians now fought almost as the Romans fought —but they retained that edge of tribal ferocity and sheer strength that had made them more than a match for the legions. They had defeated the greatest foe and in doing so were becoming more like them.


  ‘You look gloomy,’ Teuta said as she opened the door to the quarters that had been provided for them.


  Sorina smiled and tried to keep the weariness from it. ‘I was thinking about the past. And the future. Neither vision fills me with a sense of joy.’


  Teuta shrugged and made to pour them a drink. ‘You should forget about the past,’ she advised. ‘Those days are over for both of us. I rarely think of the arena,’ she paused meaningfully and handed Sorina her drink, ‘or who I fought there.’


  Sorina took the cup from her and sipped, wincing at the fiery taste. ‘Tzuica!’ she exclaimed.


  ‘A gift from Decebalus,’ Teuta explained. ‘His men came earlier and left it for us. They said that we had fought well and without our cavalry, the battle could have been lost.’


  ‘A princely gift indeed.’ Tzuica was an ancient drink, supposedly made from a mixture of human blood, alcohol and secret herbs known to only a handful. Sorina doubted that was the case anymore, but it was still valuable and time-consuming to produce.


  Teuta sat on their bunk. ‘Was the council as you expected?’


  ‘It was all about division of spoils and honor at first.’ Sorina joined her and went on to outline the events of the day up to her final speech and the backing of Decebalus.


  ‘It seems that he admires you greatly.’


  ‘He admires us because we are useful to him, Teuta.’


  ‘Then why aren’t you happy, my love? It seems to me that everything you spoke about… back in the ludus… has come to pass. The Dacians are united under one king —oh, I know he doesn’t call himself that, but Decebalus leads all the tribes now. He has organized us and we have crushed the Romans in battle. This was your dream, Sorina.’


  Sorina gazed at her for long moments before replying. ‘My dream, Teuta, was to preserve the ways of the tribes. Our ways go beyond country, chief and family. The tribes of Germania, Gaul, Iberia, Sarmatia and beyond; we were kin —albeit fractious kin-living beholden to no one but the gods. To roam the plains is to know true freedom, isn’t it? Yet…’ she gestured the walls that surrounded them, ‘I get no sense of freedom here. I fear that the harder we fight to retain our way of life, the quicker we will lose it. As they did in Gaul. And in Britannia. And everywhere else the Romans have conquered. They want to make the world Rome.’


  Teuta rested a hand on her shoulder. ‘It is not only your fight, Sorina. There are others that think as you do. Decebalus is one of them and your words have made you his ally. To beat the Romans, we have had to become like them in battle. And these towns and cities… they make it easier to gather men and supplies. But when the Romans are beaten once and for all, then things will return to the old ways.’


  ‘Perhaps you are right,’ she lied.


  ‘I am right.’ Teuta thumped her on the arm. ‘Let’s get drunk on expensive Tzuica and forget the troubles of war councils and the stupidity of men.’


  Sorina smiled at her. ‘You have a way of lifting my spirits.’ Teuta was more than just her lover: she was her friend and advisor and Sorina was profoundly grateful to the younger woman.


  Teuta poured for them. ‘The plains of the north stretch on forever,’ she said. ‘No matter what happens here, we can always ride north. As you say, the tribes are kin. In the north there are peoples who will never know any other way than that of the plains. No one people —not even the Romans— can conquer the whole world. So you really have nothing to fear at all.’


  ‘Nothing to fear.’ She raised her cup in salute and rewarded Teuta with a grin. But the smile did not reach her eyes and the fears she had shared still lurked within her. They drank on in silence for a while and then when they had consumed enough, all thoughts of tomorrow fled Sorina’s mind. She laughed and they sang songs and later made love. Her last thoughts before sleep took her were languid and happy.


  Her dreams were not so.


  XIV


  ‘Ho, Ambrosia!’ Bedros shouted across to the pirate ship as she drew along side.


  His call was answered by a tall, dark-bearded young man. ‘Ho, Galene!’ he returned. His stance as he stood on the side of his vessel exuded all the arrogance of a man who knew he had already won. ‘You know how this goes!’ As he spoke, dark laughter rose from the crewmen below him.


  ‘I hope it might go differently today, Poseidon willing,’ Bedros offered. ‘I want to make a deal with you.’


  ‘Why should I make a deal when I can take everything you have right now?’ Though his smile never slipped, the pirate captain’s tone oozed menace.


  ‘Because what I have will take all of you some time to get through. By which time me —and my cargo— can just sail away. You win. I win —everyone wins.’


  ‘I’ve wine enough to drink —no deal.’


  ‘I’m not talking about wine!’ Bedros laughed. He turned and made gesture. Phampilos hauled Lysandra to the side of the ship.


  ‘Climb up there,’ the old man ordered, prodding her in the back with a short sword. As she clambered up to join Bedros, he handed the weapon to the pilot.


  Bedros leant against the ropes and grabbed Lysandra by the hair, holding the tip of the blade to her throat. At the sight of her, the pirate crew began to cheer and whistle. ‘Better than wine, I think!’ the pilot shouted. ‘Come alongside, I’ll throw her over to you. You and your men can have your fun. And I’ll just sail away.’ His sword ripped Lysandra’s tunic away, leaving her naked all but for her subligaculum loin-cloth. ‘Small tits, I know,’ Bedros added, ‘but I’ll warrant her slit is tight enough —and you look Greek to me, so both ends ought to service the lot of you. Do we have a deal, Ambrosia?’


  The pirate captain seemed to be considering matters, but his crew were screaming at him to get her aboard. From her position on the side of the ship, Lysandra could see their eyes wild with anticipation, faces and necks florid with lust.


  ‘I’m in a generous mood,’ the captain shouted back after some time, ‘My men deserve some fun!’ At this, a thunderous roar of approval erupted from every man on the Ambrosia. Her captain gave the order and the trireme drifted closer to the smaller merchantman.


  The trireme came in close and as she did so, Lysandra could see the captain’s eyes appraising her. He would be the first one, she knew. After him there would be more. Many more.


  Lysandra snatched the sword from Bedros and, with a cry, leapt the short distance between the two vessels. She relished the look of shock on the pirate captain’s face as she flew towards him, weapon poised to strike. The moment seemed to last forever as her leap carried her to the Ambrosia. For Lysandra, time slowed and everything around her came into sharp relief. The pirate’s face, the twine of the rope he was holding, the whorls on his ship’s planking. Just like in the arena, she was aware of everything. And just like in the arena, it was her sword that struck first.


  Her landing was good and she was able to snag a rope to steady herself as her weapon sank into the pirate captain’s neck. Huge sprays of arterial blood erupted from the wound, spattering her skin with hot, red rivulets. Slowly, the Ambrosia’s captain toppled from the side and into the horrified cluster of crewmen below.


  ‘Now!’ Bedros screamed as he too leapt the void between the two ships.


  Some of the Galene’s crew hurled grappling hooks at the pirate ship to ensnare her whilst more followed their pilot onto the Ambrosia.


  In moments, they were among the stunned pirates, weapons rising and falling.


  Lysandra leapt into the fray, her senses alive with the thrill of combat. Staggered by the intensity of the assault, the pirates were at first pushed back in disarray as the crew of the Galene swarmed into them. But despite their shock, the pirates were tough and experienced and though the initial wave of violence had rattled them they held firm. Then, as their fellows arrived from below, they began to regain ground.


  Lysandra tore into them, aware that in battle, morale was the most fragile of things. If the pirates were allowed to gain momentum, the tide would turn on the Galene and all would be lost. As a trained fighter, she knew well how to kill quick and how to kill slow. It was all about speed now —strike with such venom that the enemy’s will to fight back would be eclipsed by their fear of death.


  A pirate swiped at her —he could not have been more than nineteen years old and he would get no older. Lysandra ducked under the swing and rammed her blade into his groin. The boy wailed in agony as he sank to the deck, his cries cut short as the breath was trampled out of him.


  Next to her, Bedros was roaring in battle fury. Hurling his stocky frame into the fight, he looked like the Minotaur. He fought with reckless bravery and Lysandra knew that his mind was set: for Bedros, it was win or die. He pushed on past her. So intent was he on attack he did not see the axe blade that hurtled towards his head. There was no time to shout a warning: Lysandra reacted. Darting forward, her sword intercepted the haft of the axe and deflected it. But in leaping she had lost her balance and the force of the blow knocked her to one side. Panic surged through her as she began to fall. Being crushed to death on the deck would be a slow and agonizing death.


  Lysandra cried out in shock as her hair was yanked nearly out at the roots. She was hauled painfully away from the front line by a florid-looking Phampilos. ‘Just like I said,’ he shouted above the swell of battle. ‘Fighting and fucking, you young ones always rush!’


  Though her smile of gratitude was tight, it was heartfelt.


  Phampilos had just saved her life. He acknowledged her with a wink before bellowing encouragement to his fellows not to falter. Lysandra turned and pushed back into the fight. She was annoyed with herself; she should not have been caught off balance. It never would have happened in her prime.


  The fighting was desperate now, more brawl than battle. There were no tactics, no order and no objective other than to kill the man in front of you and stay alive long enough to kill the next.


  The Ambrosia swayed and pitched in the sea, making the battle doubly perilous. Lysandra saw more than one man on the verge of winning lose his life as his balance went. She pushed on into the fray, killing till her arm was weary and soaked to the elbow with gore. She could feel the tide of battle shifting as they fought on. The pirates were becoming frantic as the men of the Galene clawed back the advantage. With the death of their captain the Ambrosia’s crew had no one to turn to, no one to lead. And this was their undoing.


  Exhausted, Lysandra let the sailors surge past her, herding the last knot of pirates to the helm. She crouched down, chest and back heaving with exertion. The deck was awash with blood, so much more visible than on the sands of the arena that soaked up the worst of it. Butchered men rolled this way then that as the ship pitched, some leaving thick sheets of blood in their wake. The agonized cries of the dying were all too loud and all too familiar. To hear even the most vile and base creature wail in unmerciful pain was unsettling. Lysandra rose wearily and set about finishing off the wounded pirates. Some pleaded and begged for life, others just lay back and waited for release from their agonies. She made it as quick as she would with any opponent who has been denied the missio.


  Amidst the dead were some of the Galene’s crew. Lysandra noted the blood clotted curls of Milo the Ram and saw his dead eyes staring up at her. She felt a twinge of sadness at his passing; though she did not know him well, she would miss his easy smile on the rest of the voyage. There were others too, and more wounded. She could tell at a glance the ones who could be saved and the ones that would have to be helped on their way.


  The fighting had ceased now and the sailors had begun throwing the surviving pirates over the side, leaving them to Poseidon. She was shocked at the cruelty of this. Better to give them a clean death.


  ‘They deserved it,’ Phampilos seemed to read her thoughts. His blade was wet with blood and she saw that he had taken it upon himself to end the suffering of his crewmates who were beyond help.


  ‘Why not just kill them cleanly?’


  ‘It is not the way of the sea. We were lucky —Bedros’s plan worked and they were caught by surprise. If it had gone the other way, I’d now be floating on the Great Green and you… well… you know what would be happening to you.’


  ‘Even so,’ she gestured as she heard the splashes, the pleading and the screams. ‘We are not barbarians.’


  Phampilos grunted. ‘You’re not a sailor. They knew what they were doing, Lysandra. They were willing to risk the danger for the prize. But sometimes the risks don’t pay off and there are consequences.’ His voice turned cold. ‘They got what they deserved.’


  Lysandra did not respond. This, she realized was real battle, not the staged and stylized fight she had been involved in for Domitian’s birthday. That had been both savage and desperate and many more had died in the fighting than in this skirmish. But it was the aftermath that was truly horrifying. The callous act of revenge was made all the worse by the jeers and laughs of the Galene’s crew as they consigned the pirates to their death. They were enjoying their suffering.


  That would not happen in the arena. Nor should it happen after battle.


  No Spartan would act in such a way —especially towards fellow Hellenes which most of the pirates had certainly been. Of course she was not so naive as to realize that the death of the pirates was expedient. They could not take them prisoner, nor could they just let them go. They had to die. It was the manner of their demise that appalled her.


  She was, however, wise enough to keep her views on the matter to herself.


  No sooner had the last man gone over the side did the crew of the Galene begin to ransack the pirate vessel. Anything that could be turned for a profit was kept, everything else joined its hapless former owners at the bottom of the sea. Lysandra was once again impressed with the easy organization of the veteran sailors who went about their work with casual efficiency. Once the Ambrosia had been picked clean, Bedros gave the order to fire her, which took Lysandra aback.


  ‘We don’t have the men to crew her now and we aren’t big enough to tow her,’ the pilot explained. ‘It hurts like a knife in our guts to lose so rich a prize but,’ he spread his hands, ‘I won’t tempt the fates by trying to tow her back and have her drag us down in a squall.’ He looked away then. ‘I’ve lost enough men already.’


  Bedros beached the Galene at the first available inlet, not daring to risk nightfall at sea. The first order was to send out men to find deadwood in order to make pyres for the dead and give them their rites. Lysandra was very impressed with Bedros’s funeral oration, hardly able to believe the bluff sailor was capable of conveying a message to the gods. Yet, his swarthy face was wet with tears as the hecatombs drifted skywards.


  ‘It’s an odd thing,’ Hermolaos said to Lysandra as they drifted away from the pyres.


  ‘What is odd?’


  ‘The feeling you get after a fight like that one. I am ashamed, Lysandra,’ he whispered. ‘It is said that you were once a priestess and I know of your work at the Deiopolis. Can I speak with you about this shame?’


  She glanced at him as they sat on the sand. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘But you do not need a priestess for that, Hermolaos. I imagine that your shame comes from the sense of joy and relief you are now feeling.’


  ‘Yes,’ he nodded vigorously. ‘Yes. It is true what they say then. That the goddess speaks to you!’


  ‘I think she has done on occasion,’ Lysandra agreed. ‘But she does not have to in this case. You feel guilty because you think that you ought to be wrapped in gloom. You have lost friends and comrades and it is disrespectful to rejoice. On the other hand, you have survived; you have made much profit and want to sing for joy because of it.’


  Hermolaos hung his head. ‘Yes. I wish it were not so, but it is.’


  ‘I imagine that is why people drink after a battle funeral,’ Lysandra said. ‘That way, when the jokes and laughter start, they can say that they are giving the dead the farewell that they would have wanted. But I imagine the truth is that we are just happy to be alive for one more day.’


  ‘You see right through me.’


  ‘Hardly. It was the same for us in the arena —most of the time, anyway.’ She clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Find yourself a drink, Hermolaos. The gods do not punish a man for being himself. You fought and won and you observed the funeral rites. The gods do not ask for more than that.’ She rose to her feet and strolled off, moving away from the camp, taking her sword with her.


  Her sword.


  Lysandra spun the weapon twice as she used to in the arena before a bout. It had been her signature and the crowd had loved it. For some it might be a bitter truth, but it occurred to Lysandra that it was the thrill of combat that inspired her. The truth of it was that she had enjoyed the fight on the ships. The sense of danger, knowing that each moment could be her last and the exhilaration when she downed an opponent. The heady drug of victory was stronger than wine and more addictive. Her arm weary and her sword bloodied confirmed what she had suspected. She had made the right choice in deciding to fight again.


  ‘Lysandra?’


  Bedros’s gravelled tone interrupted her train of thought and she turned to face him. ‘Greetings, pilot. You fought well today.’


  ‘As did you. It’s all the lads can talk about. Do you know how many you killed?’


  She smiled slightly. ‘Four or five. Perhaps six. Maybe even seven. It all happened very fast and I failed to keep track.’


  ‘You killed more than anyone else. It’s no small thanks to you that we made it. You were the spearhead today.’ He paused and looked down. ‘You saved my life. Phampilos told me you stopped an axe that would have finished me off. And nearly finished yourself off doing so.’


  ‘True. But Phampilos grabbed me before I could slip. So there was no harm done in the end.’


  ‘I wanted to thank you for what you did,’ Bedros lifted his eyes to meet hers. ‘If I can ever repay you, you only have to ask.’


  ‘As I owe Phampilos,’ she returned. ‘I thank you for your words, Bedros.’ Lysandra did not cheapen his thanks by brushing his gratitude aside. He did owe her his life and he was quite correct: she had been the difference in the fight and to deny it would be ludicrous.


  ‘Come,’ he said. ‘There is wine to be drunk and songs to be sung in honor of our friends that died.’


  Lysandra found that she did indeed feel like a cup of wine. She was aware that the maddening urge she often felt before drinking, though still there, was not as intense —as though the spilling of blood could sate her thirst for wine.


  It was a pleasing thought.


  XV


  Valerian awoke.


  He opened his eyes slowly, instantly aware of the dull pain coursing through his body. He felt weak, sick and disoriented, unsure for a moment where he was. He could recall fragments of what had happened —the battle, the Dacians and what they had done to him, his desperate flight into the bowels of the forest. He could recall crashing through the trees, remembering brief snatches of the horrors he had faced.


  He pushed the fragments of memory away and looked around.


  He was lying on a hard bunk in a low-ceilinged room, the walls white and recently painted. As he glanced at the door, it swung open to reveal a chubby, balding man who looked to be in his early thirties.


  ‘Ah, you’re awake, sir. Excellent,’ he smiled.


  ‘Where am I?’ Valerian was appalled at the weakness in his voice.


  ‘Moesia,’ the man replied mildly. ‘Here, let me get you some water.’ He walked to the table by Valerian’s bed and poured, handing him a cup.


  It tasted like heaven. ‘My thanks,’ he gasped.


  ‘Not at all. I am Rullus, medicus with the First Adiutrix.’


  ‘First Legion,’ Valerian acknowledged. Suddenly weak, he laid his head back on the pillow, barely able to hand back the empty cup. He wanted desperately to sleep but, more, he needed to ask questions. ‘What happened?’ he asked.


  ‘You need rest,’ the medicus admonished.


  ‘What happened?’ Valerian said again, despising the tremor in his voice.


  Rullus sighed. ‘You probably know more than me, sir. You were there —it was a disaster of note. Stragglers are crossing the bridge in handfuls —ten here, twenty there. So far, a third short of a legion has come back in. But the last of them was a while ago and I fear that will be it.’ He shrugged. ‘What else can I tell you? You were there,’ he said again. ‘Anyway —the general wants to see you when you’re on your feet and I expect he’ll debrief you. Until then, you’re under my care, sir. I can’t order you around, but please —just rest and gather your strength. We’ll keep a close eye on you —you’re the highest ranking officer to have made it so, as I say, the general is keen to talk to you.’


  ‘The highest ranking…’


  ‘Yes, sir. Now please. Close your eyes. You’ve been through a lot, and you’re lucky to be alive. Those Dacian bastards have killed enough Romans for an eternity, sir. I won’t let you be another one, but you must listen to me. Rest. Please.’


  Valerian tried to argue, but fatigue washed over him like a tide and darkness took him.


  Filthy hands dragged him from the cage, hurling him to the ground. Valerian tried to flee, desperate terror overwhelming him, but his legs were numb from the many hours of cramped confinement and would not obey. The Dacians howled with laughter at his efforts. One of them —Cotiso— grabbed his hair and forced him to look at the glowing kindling.


  ‘That is for you,’ he said in his broken Greek. ‘We’re going to roast you alive.’


  Valerian screamed in fear as they dragged him towards it, begging and pleading for mercy. Tears rolled down his cheeks as they secured him: he could tell they were enjoying his fear and would offer no mercy. Yet he could not stop his pleas; he babbled and cried, his mind overwhelmed with the need to live and escape the agonies of torture.


  They raised the x-shaped cross and positioned him over the red hot brush-wood. He heard himself roar as the heat touched the inside of his thighs.


  Thrashing and straining on the bonds, Valerian could only scream as the stink of his own burning flesh assailed his nostrils.


  ‘Tribune.’


  The Dacians laughed at his agony. The searing heat charred his flesh, roasing away his legs, his groin, his very manhood. Valerian screamed his throat raw, hearing and hating the way the pitch in his voice changed.


  ‘Tribune!’


  They mocked him, shouting out his rank in Latin as he begged almighty Jupiter to end his life, to spare him the suffering. Then he was aware only of his agonized cries: the gods had not heard his call…


  ‘Tribune!’


  Valerian’s eyes flew open and he shrank away, groaning as the pain from his wounds flashed through him. In the darkness, he could see the helmeted, armored shape of a legionary crouching by his bedside.


  ‘You were dreaming, sir,’ the soldier said.


  Valerian flushed with shame. He must have been crying out like a babe in the throes of a nightmare. The soldier lit the oil lamp by the bedside, banishing the darkness. Valerian was surprised to note that there was no trace of scorn or mockery on his face. Most rankers would have delighted in this pathetic behavior from a superior of the equestrian rank.


  ‘I still dream,’ the soldier’s voice was quiet. ‘I experienced one of the first raids the Dacians made into Moesia. They tortured everyone, sir. Impaled them. But she let me live.’


  Valerian was taken aback by the man’s candidness. ‘What is your name?’ he asked.


  ‘Marcus Sabinus, sir. I’ve been assigned to guard you. I heard you crying out and I knew what hell you were in. Been there myself, as I said.’


  ‘Thank you, Marcus Sabinus.’ Valerian meant it. ‘You had it rough? Did they…?’


  ‘Oh no, sir,’ Sabinus shook his head. ‘Didn’t lay a finger on me. I was covered in my own shit when they found me. I was hiding under the dead. It was like a vision from Tartarus,’ he said, his dark eyes flattening as he recalled the horrors he had seen. ‘I know different now, of course, but it was a shock to see that they was all women. Like them Amazons, you know. But they spared me, so I could let the army know that they meant business. I’ll never forget it. Their chief —tall woman— she was knocking on a bit, but still looked iron-hard. She told me that I’d be the only one of us to be left alive, and only so that I could tell everybody back in Rome what I’d seen and take a message. I had to tell them of the fate that awaited every one of my kinsmen who crossed into her homeland. Then she said something that made little sense to me, but she made me repeat it over and over so that I’d remember: ‘Tell them that Sorina of Dacia has made good her promise once made to a Spartan. Tell the Romans that I have returned to take back what is mine.’


  ‘Sorina of Dacia?’


  ‘That’s what she said, sir.’


  ‘I’ve met her.’


  ‘Ah.’ There was an uncomfortable silence as both men realized that, though they had shared an experience that crossed over their social boundary, the army would not tolerate such familiarity in the ranks. ‘Well —you need your sleep, sir.’


  ‘Yes,’ Valerian nodded. ‘Thank you, Marcus Sabinus.’


  He saluted and went to the door. Without turning he spoke again. ‘I couldn’t understand what she meant about promising a Spartan. Do you know what it means, sir?’


  Valerian sighed. ‘Yes, I think maybe I do, Sabinus.’ More than that he was not prepared to offer. The legionary waited a moment longer and then, realizing that no more was forthcoming, he shut the door quietly behind him.


  Valerian lay back on the bunk, staring up at the ceiling. In the wake of the nightmare, he was disgusted to find that he was afraid to extinguish the lamp. Closing his eyes, he realized what he had lost in the battle and its aftermath. Virtus was a concept that only a Roman could understand as it was a trait abundant only in their race. It was more than simple manliness and honor; it was the very essence of a Roman’s being. Valerian had always thought of it as an abstract concept when he had possessed it. But now, in the wake of his dreams he knew that he had left much of himself in the stinking forests of that cursed land. He squeezed his eyes tighter closed, but his tears were hot on his face.


  Valerian began to hate the hospital bed. The days dragged by with depressing slowness and he found himself almost becoming desperate for the company of Rullus. Indeed, when the medicus was delayed or missed a scheduled visit, Valerian’s nerves began to fray. Though he hated himself for this behavior he could not prevent it. This place had robbed him of any strength of will that he once possessed.


  As long as the days were, the nights were much worse. He was afraid to sleep because of the dreams. Morpheus came every night to terrify him with visions of torture or humiliate him with visions of his rape and debasement. The visions were more real than any dream he had experienced, staying with him long after he had snapped to wakefulness. Often he was awoken by Sabinus. The legionary never again mentioned his own experiences at the hands of the Dacians but, as far as Valerian could tell, the stories of his night terrors were not spread around the camp.


  In the end, he was forced to confide in Rullus and ask for a sleeping draught.


  ‘You should have mentioned this earlier,’ the medicus chastised him. ‘I’m under pressure to get you out of here and if you’re not sleeping, then you won’t heal.’


  ‘Why are you under pressure?’


  ‘I told you before that the general is anxious to meet with you.’


  Valerian could tell that he was forcing a hard edge from his voice —evidently it was more than gentle pressure being applied. ‘But you’re still too weak to be allowed out on your own recognizance.’


  ‘I feel much better,’ Valerian lied. The truth of it was that the sword wounds ached abominably and every movement sent waves of agony flooding through him. He was heavily reliant on the opiates that Rullus gave him, even if the effects were neither sufficiently potent nor protracted.


  Rullus sighed. ‘With respect, sir, you look like hammered shit. I’ll have a sleeping draught prepared for you tonight and we’ll see how we go in a few days.’


  Valerian nodded his thanks. ‘Any more survivors coming in from the battle?’


  ‘A few here and there,’ Rullus answered. ‘It’s only a trickle now, though.’


  ‘Officers?’


  ‘No, sir, I’m afraid not. I guess that’s why the general is keen to see you. As I say —a few more days rest and we’ll see if we can get you over to him. All right?’


  ‘I’ve had enough of it in here, Rullus.’ Valerian could hear the whining tone: it should belong to another man, he thought, but this was the man he had become.


  Rullus tried and failed to keep the shock at the admission from his face. ‘Look,’ he said after a moment. ‘I know it can’t be easy after what you’ve been through, but you’re going to have to bear it for a few more days. Try and keep your chin up, eh?’


  ‘I’ve no one to talk to. Nothing to read… I feel like I’m in prison, not on a sickbed. I hate to say this to you, Rullus, but you cannot understand…’


  The medicus smiled tightly. ‘I’ll get you some reading matter, sir. Fair enough?’


  Valerian was absurdly grateful for this gesture. ‘Yes, thank you, Rullus. I’m in your debt.’


  ‘Just doing my job.’ He retreated to the door, unwilling to speak further and was gone before Valerian could trouble him further.


  He was, however, true to his word. He brought Valerian a number of books to pass the time during the day, and the sleeping draught the medicus prescribed sent him into such a deep sleep that only the most potent of nightmares could pierce it. Even then, when Valerian awoke, he felt fuzzy and though he knew he had been terrified in his sleep, thankfully he could not grasp the memories. As an equites he had been taught that it was cowardice in the extreme not to face his fears, but the truth of it was he was glad not to have to relive the hellish aftermath of the battle. The fighting itself had been bad, but as a soldier he had become as accustomed to it as a man could be. But the tortures he had seen and what Cotiso had done to him were things he could not overcome.


  The nights of barely-broken sleep revived him and after a few days Rullus eyed him critically. ‘I think that you might be ready to see the general,’ he said one morning. ‘But that is up to you. Are you still in a lot of pain?’


  ‘Yes,’ Valerian admitted. ‘But I know the urgency of the general’s summons. I must obey orders. I am still a soldier.’ He felt like a liar as he said it.


  ‘Well, you don’t look much like one,’ Rullus smiled and the words were said with no malice. ‘You need a proper wash and a shave. I will have a slave see to this, but I’ll oversee it myself. I don’t want pulled stitches, bandages falling off and all the rest of it. Don’t worry, sir. We’ll have you looking like a young Caesar soon enough.’


  That was far from the case, but by the time the sullen looking slave and Rullus had finished, Valerian felt he was at least presentable. Rullus insisted that he use a crutch to support himself and he did not complain. There seemed little point anymore as it seemed his lot to have indignity heaped upon him.


  ‘Sabinus here will take you,’ the medicus advised Valerian, as he hobbled out of the room. He nodded a greeting at the legionary who kept his expression neutral. ‘Please don’t rush about,’ Rullus said. ‘Take things easy, and straight back here when your debriefing is complete.’


  Valerian thanked him, eager now to be away from the hospital.


  With Sabinus hovering at his elbow he squinted into the daylight, taking in a deep breath of cold, fresh air. There was a comfort to be had in the familiar sights and sounds of the base. Centurions screamed at their charges, armour clattered as troopers jogged here and there on a thousand different errands. Sentries stood atop the high walls looking out towards Dacia. It was a rock of safety in a sea of barbarity, but Valerian knew that this security could be all too transient.


  ‘It’s not too far, sir,’ Sabinus said, as they made their painfully slow progress through the base.


  Valerian glanced at him. Stocky with jutting, unrefined features, Sabinus was a man cast from the mold that had produced so many legionaries. Most of them cared nothing beyond where their next whore, drink or fight was coming from. But Sabinus had that look behind his eyes that Valerian knew that he also carried now. ‘That Amazon. She was a gladiatrix in Asia Minor,’ he said at length.


  ‘Sorina, sir?’


  ‘Yes. She was one of the finest arena fighters in the province. But a new girl came, a Greek from Sparta —Achillia was her name. Younger, more beautiful than Sorina, the crowd loved her: they would, being Greek themselves, I suppose. As you can imagine, enmity between Sorina —or Amazona as she was called then— and Achillia was great. The barbarian’s niece or something was killed, and she blamed Achillia. The niece happened to be Achillia’s lover as well and naturally she blamed Sorina… it’s not very Roman, but what can you expect from slaves? Anyway, I understand that it all got out of hand and… well… I imagine that threats were made. That must have been what she was referring to when you last… met her.’


  Sabinus looked a little crestfallen. ‘That’s it?’


  ‘Well… yes,’ Valerian was a little put out at the lack of enthusiasm.


  ‘I thought it would be something more than an argument between slaves, that’s all. That there would have been some meaning to it.’


  ‘Maybe she meant it as a message to Achillia.’


  ‘As if I’ll ever get to Asia Minor to tell her,’ Sabinus grunted and seemed to dismiss the matter. ‘You know the army, sir. One shitty posting after the next. I imagine we’ll be sent to Judaea after this.’


  Valerian appreciated that Sabinus was once again establishing professional distance. ‘Gods save us from that, Sabinus,’ he said.


  Their talk had taken them to the praetorium —the commander’s lodging that was the centerpiece of the fortress. ‘I’ll wait here, sir,’


  Sabinus said, leaving Valerian to make his way forward alone.


  XVI


  She loved this place as she loved no other. It was more of a home to her than the house on the Oppian Hill or even the beautiful estate near Capua. For Aemilia Illeana, the Ludus Magnus was the place that completed her. If the Flavian Amphitheatre was the beating heart of Rome, then the Magnus was the main artery that fed it. It was here that the finest gladiators in all the empire trained and it was here amidst the dust, sweat, exertion and pain that she felt whole.


  Illeana believed that perhaps Fortuna walked by her side and, whilst other arena fighters would make offerings to Nemesis, she honored the goddess of chance above all others. The path of her life had led her unerringly to this place, each happenstance bringing her closer to a life that she cherished more than anyone could know.


  She could, had she so wished, lived a life of luxury unimagined by any former slave. But Illeana considered that to do so would be to spit in the eye of Fortuna. It was evident that the goddess had a plan for her and wanted her to pursue this path. More, the life of a rich yet despised freedwoman held no appeal whatsoever. All the money in the world would not buy patrician acceptance. She had learned this from her husband and the truth of it was that she neither craved nor cared about their recognition.


  She cared only that she was the best at what she did. It was, she often thought, ironic that the same people who had once poured scorn and derision on her husband for marrying her now screamed and chanted her fighting name —Aesalon Nocturna— to the rafters of the Flavian.


  At twenty-five, she was in her prime, the finest gladiatrix ever to fight on the sands of the arena. But she knew that she would not remain so unless she worked harder.


  Pushing thoughts of her past from her mind, Illeana began her morning’s work. First, loose stretching to loosen the muscles. Then she would run, down the long tunnel that connected the Magnus to the amphitheatre proper and it was here that the real work began.


  The arena was a third of a mile around and each day she completed fifteen laps, punctuated with lung bursting sprints up the rows of stone benches to the top of the stadium and then down again. She had seen many gladiators go down because fatigue set in during the long bouts or when a bad injury had been sustained. She vowed that she would never fall prey to this, that if the time came for her to face defeat it was not because she was unprepared but because she had met a better fighter.


  The truth was, she did not think that likely —but she knew also that, now she had reached the top, there was but one way for her to go and she would not allow complacency to be her undoing.


  Her laps completed, she returned to the ludus to work on strength building exercises. Lifting iron bars was common practice amongst the male gladiators: it was a sure way of putting on muscle and increasing power. But for the gladiatrix, strength had to be tempered with speed and agility —and certain physical standards had to be maintained. She was not a barbarian and no one wanted to see a Roman woman carrying unsightly muscular bulk. Illeana was not so naive as to think that it was for her fighting prowess alone that she was admired.


  Aesalon Nocturna was regarded as one of the most beautiful women in Rome and indeed the entire empire, if some of her more besotted admirers were to be believed. She was not sure that was the case, but she knew that her face was as much of an asset as her fighting skill, more so because her features were so exotic to the Roman eye. Her lips were full, almost overly so and her green eyes gave her the sultry look of the Syrian or the Egyptian; she wore her dark brown hair long and paid a fortune for it to be kept in good condition, investing in all sorts of potions and unguents. Hers was not the look of the coldly beautiful Roman patrician: her husband had told her this. Hers, he had said, was a look that inspired both men and women to lust. And he had been right. Deadly and erotically beautiful, this combination had won her admirers that ranged from the lowest slave in the Subura to the emperor himself.


  As she began her set with the iron weight, she saw one of the trainers strolling over to her. She ignored him until her repetitions were complete.


  ‘Greetings, Illeana.’


  ‘Laenus,’ she acknowledged with a slight smile. She liked the powerfully built former murmillo; he was not quick with the vine staff and had an inherent skill at knowing just how far to push the new tiros without breaking them. She recalled that she had thought herself physically fit when she had first come to the Imperial School.


  Laenus had shown her the error of that assumption and Illeana believed that the foundation he had given her was responsible in no small way for her success.


  ‘I need a favor.’ He came straight out with it.


  ‘How much?’ she asked, wiping the sweat from her brow with a dirty cloth. Laenus might apply centurion-like discipline to his charges but the same could not be said for his habits outside the ludus, which ran to gambling too much at the Circus.


  He spread his hands, looking hurt. ‘No, I’m not after money.’


  ‘Not this time, anyway.’


  He ignored that. ‘We have some new female recruits, slaves and an auctorata,’ he used the professional term for a contract fighter.


  ‘There’s one that I’d like you to look over for me.’Illeana frowned.


  ‘Why me?’ she asked. ‘There must be… what… thirteen or fourteen gladiatrices here in the Magnus and more at the Dacius?’ She referred to another school nearby. ‘Can’t you use someone else?’


  ‘There’s something about this one,’ he explained. ‘She’s young but she’s had training: you can see it a mile off and I don’t want to risk one of my experienced girls getting knocked on her arse by a fucking tiro. Bad for discipline if one of these new girls gets above herself.’


  Illeana chuckled. ‘So you want the Gladiatrix Prima of all Rome to put on a show for your new beginners, is that it?’


  ‘You wouldn’t be Gladiatrix Prima if not for me,’ Laenus was wearing the grin of a man who knew he was going to get his own way.


  ‘And I won’t be much longer if I keep going on fool’s errands for you and not training properly! I’m supposed to be fighting a ‘champion’ soon. Or haven’t you heard?’


  ‘The emperor’s command performance?’ Laenus scratched his ear. ‘Everyone in the business has heard about it except your would-be opponent it seems. Not a word from her, or Maro would have told me,’ he referred to the Magnus’s lanista. ‘You know what these fucking provincials are like,’ he went on. ‘It’s all very well when they’re fighting half-starved tribals from the back of beyond. But put them up against a Roman and they find out it’s a different story altogether. Probably this… champion doesn’t want any part of it and is in the process of cutting off her thumb so she can’t fight.’


  ‘Are you appealing to my ego, Laenus?’


  ‘Naturally. But you really are the best.’


  ‘Come, then,’ she indicated that he lead on.


  Despite its location in the heart of the Capital where space was at a premium, the Magnus was still an impressively sized construction and it took some time for gladiatrix and trainer to weave their way across the palaestra, avoiding gladiators and trainers as they worked. As always a crowd of citizens had gathered to watch the day’s training and Illeana stopped and waved to a few devotees who called out to her before trotting after Laenus to where the new recruits waited.


  There were nine of them and it was easy to separate the slaves from the auctoratae; the six slaves were scrawny, filth-mired and sullen, the would-be contractors young, foolish or desperate. Except the one that Laenus has brought her to see. She stood apart from the rest and Illeana could tell at once what the trainer had been referring to. This one had a look about her, exuding a confidence and surety that belied her youth. Illeana could always read an opponent’s eyes, and this one was well aware she had the beating of all the women around her. There was an arrogance there —perhaps a debilitating one if she was going to make a success of herself in the arena. Yet it was strange —despite the confidence she exuded, it was almost as though this was a cloak she was unused to wearing.


  Illeana glanced at Laenus and nodded. He had made a wise decision bringing her into this. If this girl —she could not be more than twenty— was allowed to win too easily, overconfidence might consume her and that would not be the ideal start to her life in a ludus.


  ‘Get your clothes off,’ Laenus barked at the group. ‘I need to see what you look like underneath. We only have the most beautiful women fighting here in Rome, so I’m not yet convinced that you lot are of acceptable quality.’


  There was little reluctance from the slaves who did as they were told at once, as did, Illeana noted, Laenus’s girl. The other two hung back seemingly shocked by the order.


  ‘You two are probably freedwomen,’ she spoke out, causing all eyes to fall upon her. ‘You are unused to obeying orders as these slaves here. This the first and only time you will be told this. Despite your status as auctoratae, you are still bound to obey every order you are given, be it by the lanista, one of his trainers or the senior fighters here. If you are accepted into this ludus, you will take an oath that binds you to that on pain of death. If you cannot accept that, you should go now.’


  The two women looked at each other and then by unspoken agreement, stripped off their clothes so they stood naked with the others. They looked acutely embarrassed which, Illeana knew, would soon wear off. Female arena fighters were expected to show their bodies to the largely male crowd. It was one of the things that made the gladiatrix events so popular.


  Laenus went over to them, running his hands over flanks, legs and breasts, checking teeth and pulling down the skin under the women’s eyes, much as one would when examining a horse. ‘Illeana,’ he said. ‘You look over that one on the end, will you?’


  The girl stood proudly, her eyes locked straight ahead. She was a pretty thing, with dainty freckled features framed by a mass of dark curly hair. Her eyes were dark brown, almost black. She was not as tall as Illeana herself, the top of her head reaching to Illeana’s nose, but her physique was good. It had been worked on —more than worked on, she realized as she squatted down, squeezing the tight muscles in the girl’s calves and thighs. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.


  ‘Pyrrha,’ she answered at once.


  Illeana stood. ‘And your real name?’


  ‘Pyrrha,’ the girl said again.


  Illeana was prepared to let that drop: she was not being insubordinate after all, even though the name was evidently prepared. It was an excellent fighting name, a feminized one from history and myth that the crowds would recognize and remember. ‘You’ve had some training, Pyrrha. I can tell.’


  ‘I’ve had some training, yes.’


  ‘Fought in the arena before?’


  ‘No.’


  That was intriguing. ‘How so?’ she asked.


  ‘My former owner was a gladiator. He taught me.’


  ‘Really,’ Illeana arched an eyebrow. ‘What was his name? Perhaps I have heard of him.’


  ‘If you know the gladiators of Greece, you will have,’ the girl tried to inject some bluster into her voice. ‘His fighting name was Aristodemus. When he was granted the wooden sword, he moved here from Greece and bought me. He wanted to enter me into the games when I was old enough. Which I am now. Unfortunately, Aristodemus fell in love with the drink a little too much. A fight in the Subura and that was the end of him. First I knew about it was when the quaestor’s men came and took everything for the Imperial treasury. All I have is a few sexterces, the clothes on my back and what he taught me.’


  The story seemed to have a ring of accuracy to it but there was something in Pyrrha’s eyes that told Illeana that she was not hearing the full truth. She noted the girl’s dark eyes flare in defiance as she realized that she herself was being read in return. That almost false arrogance had returned. It was, she realized, time to knock it out of her.


  ‘What style did this Aristodemus teach you, Pyrrha?’ she asked.


  ‘I can fight as a thraex and dimachaeria,’ she responded with a slight smile.


  Illeana raised an eyebrow in surprise. ‘Dimachaeria,’ she repeated. ‘That’s a rare skill. The double swords are difficult to become proficient with.’


  ‘Yes,’ Pyrrha agreed. ‘They are. But I had a very good teacher.’


  The gladiatrix could not resist chuckling at that. Forced or not, Pyrrha’s cockiness had an endearing quality. ‘Come then,’ she gestured to a rack of wooden training swords. ‘Put on your tunic and we’ll see how good you are. Do well and you stay here. Do badly and you’ll be sent to one of the schools outside Rome —which really don’t have the facilities of the Magnus if you take my meaning. Life is hard —and often short.’


  As Pyrrha made her way to the swords, Laenus finished with his examination. ‘Well?’ he asked quietly as he approached her.


  Illeana’s green eyes narrowed as she watched the younger woman stretching and warming herself up. ‘No doubt about it. This one knows what she’s doing.’


  ‘But you can beat her, right?’


  Her responding glance was withering.


  ‘I was just making sure.’


  ‘Get me two swords, Laenus.’


  This was the reason that —day in, day out— the crowds gathered around the Magnus. It was an endless fascination for the Roman populace to watch gladiators at their work, training, exercising and light sparring. But often there would be a mock battle between two fighters. There would be no blood spilled but to be this close to the action was something that most people could never hope for in the Flavian. It was something that they could boast about in the taverns and some of the cannier would hope to use what they had seen to gain advantage from the bookmakers.


  As Laenus marked out an area in the sand, work on the palaestra began to slow down as gladiators and trainers watched with grinning interest, nudging one another as Illeana made her way to the circle.


  She glanced over at her male peers, knowing precisely what they thought of her. Despite the emperor’s support, they believed that gladiatrices were a fad of his reign and not to be taken seriously.


  Rome was for men and the world was Rome. It did not matter that, a few scant years before, the champion, Aristos, had been defeated by the Germanian tribeswoman, Auriana, before their very eyes. They had called her a sorceress and a witch and claimed that she used magic on their champion. Magic or not, Aristos was dead and Auriana had walked away alive, but it was a bout that was deemed churlish to mention these days. Aristos’s end had been less than honorable —Auriana had strangled him with her hair, which was both unique and humiliating.


  Illeana switched her attention to back to the miniature arena that Laenus had marked out. Pyrrha was now striding purposefully towards the fighting area, training swords held loosely in her hands.


  All work had stopped now. The other gladiatrices who trained at the Magnus were shoving their way to the front, their interest in the bout the keenest. Illeana noted that the new slaves and auctoratae, now clothed, were loitering at the periphery of the crowd unsure of where they should be.


  It was only a training bout, but Illeana still felt a thrill coursing through her as the contest neared. There was nothing to compare it to: alcohol, narcotics, even sex —nothing came close to the heady buzz of combat. The shouts and jibes coming from the crowd around her faded to a distant hum as the would-be gladiatrix Pyrrha became her sole focus. Sweat beaded on the girl’s forehead and Illeana was certain it was not from her brief warm-up: Pyrrha was nervous and was right to be. She was about to face Aesalon Nocturna before the eyes of those she would call her peers and the people of Rome.


  Training bout or no, it was a harsh test.


  Pyrrha stretched her neck from side to side and dropped back into a fighting stance. She held her swords in guard position, leading with her left, the right held back to counter strike. So far, Illeana thought, so good. She had not yet adopted her own stance, preferring instead to stalk around her opponent, seeking to make her even more edgy than she was. But to her credit, Pyrrha would not be drawn at this stage. Her narrowed eyes followed Illeana as she circled, shifting her stance to ensure that she was always face on.


  ‘Are you going to attack me or just stand looking aggressive all day?’ Illeana asked, her voice light and mocking.


  ‘I’m not a barbarian to chase you round the palaestra waving my swords,’ came the taut reply. ‘You want to fight, get into the arena.’


  Illeana chuckled. ‘I think this kitten has claws,’ she said, winking at Laenus who looked as though he was enjoying this immensely.


  ‘Come, Aesalon,’ he said. ‘Enough posing. Pugnate!’


  Illeana dropped into her stance, raising her wooden blades. Like Laenus, she was having fun with the situation and she smiled through her guard at Pyrrha. ‘Ready?’


  Pyrrha’s speed took her by complete surprise. Viper-quick, the tiro’s blade lanced out, spearing straight for Illeana’s throat. Her leading weapon parried the blow by instinct alone and the automatic riposte was met with the unyielding wood of Pyrrha’s rudis.


  The younger woman disengaged and stepped to Illeana’s left, striking out with a double attack, the left sword cutting towards her temple, the right aiming for her side. Again, Illeana parried the assault but this time Pyrrha gave her no chance to respond, upping the intensity of her attack, forcing the gladiatrix to retreat.


  Illeana was impressed.


  Pyrrha’s footwork was excellent as she pressed her attack. Most novice dimachaeria could not change their leading leg as they moved forward, but Pyrrha had clearly mastered the ‘circle-step’ as it was called. She bore down on Illeana at pace, her face fierce and alive with concentration. Using the momentum provided by her footwork she exploded into a violent attack, alternating between left and right hand blows that Illeana was hard-pressed to deflect.


  The girl, she decided, was almost the finished product.


  Almost.


  As Pyrrha tore in again, this time it was Illeana who stepped off to one side. The movement was only slight as she pivoted away from the other fighter’s blades but it was enough. Now it was she who owned the center-line of attack and she decided to end the contest before it got out of hand. Pyrrha must have known that she was in trouble and Illeana fully expected her to try to fight her way out of it, but the younger woman surprised her again by hurling herself away and executing a wrestler’s shoulder roll to carry her out of harm’s reach.


  Resisting the urge to grin at the audacity of the move, Illeana pursued her, allowing her no time to readjust as she regained her footing.


  Now it was Illeana who had the initiative and she was not about the relinquish it. Her attack was relentless as she lashed out at the tiro with both swords. She was aware only of the thrill coursing through her body, the staccato clack of their weapons as Pyrrha worked desperately to stave off the inevitable. The girl was good, but she was not the Gladiatrix Prima and Illeana determined it was now time to put an end to the bout. Like the cat toying with the mouse, she let her assault falter, offering Pyrrha an angle of attack which she took. The girl’s sword once again sought Illeana’s throat, but this time she stepped inside the attack as she parried it, bringing her close in. Too late Pyrrha realized her error and she froze as the tip of Illeana’s wooden sword pressed under her chin. The gladiatrix forced the issue a little and pushed her rudis up and making Pyrrha stand on tiptoe before she stepped away.


  Her body was wet with sweat and tingled with the singularly unique pleasure that she always felt after battle. The applause of the onlookers washed over her and she raised her arms in victory. It did not matter that this had just been a training bout against an untried novice. It had been a contest and she had emerged as victrix.


  ‘You fought well,’ she said to Pyrrha. ‘You have a future here, I think.’


  ‘I had a very good trainer,’ the girl said again.


  ‘I can tell. Come, we will bathe together and then I will show you around your new home. Laenus!’ she called the trainer who came sauntering over. ‘I trust that you can handle these other girls on your own?’


  ‘If you can handle this one.’


  Illeana ignored that as she led Pyrrha away. The girl had potential and she was determined that it would not be wasted.


  XVII


  The port of Brundisium was as chaotic as Halicarnassus and, after being used to the clean sea air, Lysandra was painfully aware that it stank even more. She leant on the side rail looking out over the crowded panorama of the docks, marvelling at how so many people could cram themselves into a seemingly small space and continue their work.


  ‘Well,’ Bedros wandered over to join her. ‘We made it, thanks be to Poseidon. I love the sea, Lysandra, but it is the finest thing to reach your port.’


  ‘I cannot argue with that, Bedros,’ she turned to face him. ‘Thank you for seeing me to a safe harbor,’ she said, hoping that it sounded nautical enough.


  ‘Thank you for saving my life,’ he offered her his arm in the warrior’s grip. ‘As I said before: if there is any way I can help you…’


  ‘I will be sure to take you up on that, Bedros —even if it is just to get home when my work is done.’


  He acknowledged that with a nod of his head. ‘Farewell, then.’


  ‘Farewell, Bedros.’ Lysandra turned away and shouldered her pack of belongings. As she staggered down the gangplank her legs felt as wobbly as a newborn faun’s. Still too used to the roll and pitch of the sea, the sensation of being back on dry land was disconcerting and almost alien.


  ‘Take it slowly,’ Bedros called. ‘I didn’t get you all the way here to watch you fall and break your neck.’


  Lysandra looked back and gave him a sarcastic half-smile which caused him to laugh aloud. He raised his arm, waved once and then turned away. As she forced her way through the crowds, Lysandra promised herself that she would keep her word and use the Galene for her return voyage.


  There was a part of her that felt nervous about being in this new place, far from her friends and the Deiopolis. She had become used to only speaking in Hellenic and hearing the Latin language in all its colorful diversity was unusual. Unlike her own tongue, it was vulgar, direct and lacking in subtlety —much like the Romans themselves.


  Not that she could tell who here was Italian and who was not.


  The port teemed with different colors and creeds, black skins, brown skins, sun-burned white skins like her own, everyone pushing, shoving and shouting: it was a scene of pure chaos.


  Despite the general confusion, however, locating the offices of Memmius Grumio was not difficult; if there was one thing the Romans did well, apart from warfare, it was functional architecture. The merchants’ offices set back from the port were clearly marked by signs written in Latin, Hellenic and several barbarian scripts that Lysandra did not recognize. She made her way along the promenade till she found her agent’s bureau and made her way inside, grateful that it was cool and dark —a welcome relief from the torrid mayhem of the docks.


  ‘You must be Lysandra!’


  Her eyes adjusted to the gloom in time to see a thin, admirably coiffed Roman bearing down on her.


  ‘I am Memmius Grumio, your agent here in Brundisium!’ he said, deftly sweeping her pack from the floor. He scrutinized her for a moment. ‘You look awfully tired and in need of a bath and some refreshment.’


  ‘Greetings…’ Lysandra was about to say more, but Grumio had seemed not to have heard her.


  ‘I will have a lectica brought at once to transport you from here to my home —I have made my slaves aware of your dining preferences which I know from my correspondence with your man, Telemachus. After dinner, I have arranged for a recital —a Greek recital of course…’


  ‘I am capable of riding to your home, Memmius Grumio,’ Lysandra interjected, taken aback at the aggressive fussiness of the man.


  That gave him a moment’s pause. ‘Ride…’ he blinked. ‘Oh, by Venus, Apollo, Jupiter best and greatest, no, we can’t have that! No, no, not at all! You wait there and I’ll have you sorted in a moment.’


  He snapped his fingers several times and a slave shuffled in from the back offices at once. Evidently, Grumio had been expecting her and was doing his utmost to make a good impression on his employer.


  ‘Thank you, Memmius Grumio,’ Lysandra said, accepting the drink from the slave’s tray. ‘I see that you are prepared for my arrival. Hellenic recitals and all.’


  Grumio nodded his head, evidently pleased that she had noted his tractability. ‘I am but your humble agent, lady. And,’ he risked a grin, ‘the wife and I are partial to a bit of Greek poetry, you know.’


  Lysandra could not help raising an eyebrow in shock. ‘You’re married.’


  ‘Yes, for twenty years now.’ he replied, looking a little puzzled at her surprise.


  There was a part of Lysandra that felt rather mean-spirited for assuming that he was as camp as a row of cavalrymen’s tents. ‘You look too young to be married, is what I meant.’ It was not at all what she had meant, but Lysandra had learned over the years that sometimes brutal Spartan honesty was not always the best way when dealing with Romans and other Hellenes. It was almost as if they expected to be lied to.


  It appeared the pulling of her original blow had the desired effect and Grumio patted his exceptional hairdo. ‘Well, I keep out of the sun,’ he explained. ‘It’s no good for the skin. I’m forty-two next birthday.’


  ‘One would never believe it,’ Lysandra smiled.


  ‘Ah.’ He looked over her shoulder. ‘The lectica is here. I look forward to dinner and the recital, my lady.’


  Lysandra turned and looked dubiously at eight hugely muscled slaves and the tiny box they carried. How was she supposed to squeeze herself into that? ‘I look forward to it as well, Memmius Grumio,’ she said, resigning herself to a long, uncomfortable journey.


  The villa of Memmius Grumio was some distance from the city and, as Lysandra had foreseen, the journey was indeed both unpleasant and excruciatingly boring. However, after she had been bathed and massaged by his well-trained house-slaves, she felt in much better spirits. To while away the time before the pater familias returned from work, Lysandra decided to take a walk through his gardens.


  She had noted as she made her somewhat ungainly exit from the lectica that Grumio’s estate was well-tended and had just the right amount of statuary that spoke of wealth but not excess.


  It was a balmy afternoon, the Italian sun softening its noontime glare and a cooling breeze drifted across her skin making the stroll all the more pleasurable. The grounds were quite beautiful, the flowers giving the place a wonderful scent. Lysandra realized that it had been a long time since she had been in so peaceful a place.


  And, she noted with approval, Memmius Grumio showed the correct acquiescence to the gods, each one of the pantheon represented.


  She paused by the image of Minerva —the Roman Athene— and looked into the painted marble face. She was about to open her heart to the icon and ask if she had chosen the right path when she heard soft footfalls from behind her. Lysandra turned to see a plump matron, clad in an expensive looking stola, approaching her.


  ‘Greetings, lady,’ Lysandra inclined her head. ‘I am Lysandra of Sparta, guest of Memmius Grumio.’


  ‘Greetings, Lysandra of Sparta,’ the woman responded formally. ‘I am Memmia Hortensia, devoted wife of the Memmius Grumio. The slaves advised me that you were admiring our garden and I thought I would walk with you… unless…’ she hesitated, ‘…you prefer to walk alone.’


  ‘I would be honored if you would join me,’ Lysandra lied in response. Memmia Hortensia had, she thought, used an interesting choice of words. Since she had decided to leave her home in the Deiopolis, Lysandra made the decision that she would indeed walk alone. She glanced at the statute of Minerva, reckoning that this was perhaps an answer to her unvoiced question. But she could not be sure.


  ‘You are enjoying our gardens?’ Memmia Hortensia said after a moment, becoming uncomfortable with the silence growing between them.


  ‘They are exquisite. The flowers give such a wonderful scent and your statues are quite beautiful.’


  Memmia Hortensia blushed in genuine pleasure. ‘I love to grow things,’ she said. ‘Let me show you.’


  Lysandra smiled and gestured for Memmia Hortensia to lead on.


  As they strolled, she began to explain —at length— the different types of flowers and shrubbery that she had planted and reared herself. ‘It must be a lot of work,’ Lysandra commented after a while. She had little real appreciation for the effort that went into this sort of exercise, but the effect was most impressive.


  ‘Not really,’ Memmia Hortensia replied, clearly pleased that Lysandra had acknowledged her efforts. ‘When you enjoy doing something, it can’t really be considered work. Besides, the slaves do the heavy digging.’


  ‘Of course. That is what slaves are for.’


  The older woman opened her mouth to say something and then flushed, embarrassed.


  ‘I was once a slave,’ Lysandra supplied, guessing the question that was on Memmia Hortensia’s lips. ‘But I did not work in a garden.’ There was something about the little woman that was endearing. She was all plump and giddy fussiness —innocent and full of frivolity.


  ‘You were…’ Memmia Hortensia looked both ways and dropped her voice to a whisper, ‘…a gladiatrix. Grumio told me of this, but I thought he was teasing me. I didn’t believe that there really were women who fought in the arena.’


  ‘Well,’ Lysandra smiled. ‘There are. It is all the rage in Rome now as well, or so I am told.’


  Memmia Hortensia’s button-nose wrinkled in distaste. ‘Rome,’ she said. ‘What an awful place. I imagine that sort of thing is very popular there.’


  ‘You disapprove of the Games?’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ Memmia Hortensia looked down. ‘I was being tactless.’


  ‘It is a very Roman trait,’ Lysandra responded, keeping her expression straight.


  Memmia Hortensia’s mouth worked for a moment, before she realized that Lysandra was joking with her and she began to laugh, a merry bell-like giggle that seemed somehow fitting in this garden.


  ‘Very Roman’ she tittered. ‘You were teasing me.’


  ‘Only a little, Memmia Hortensia. I can see why the Games are not to everyone’s taste. That said, for those women who fight in them, it is a paradoxical experience. I know that many of the slaves in my ludus had more liberty than their free ‘sisters’ in Hellas, for instance.’


  ‘Come,’ the little woman offered her arm which Lysandra took. ‘We shall retire to the house and await the return of my husband. I hope that you will regale me with tales of the arena and educate this sheltered matron with tales of glory.’


  ‘I am your guest,’ Lysandra replied. ‘It would be an honor.’


  Memmius Grumio arrived later in the afternoon, at once apologizing for his lateness but also stating ad infinitum that he usually worked longer hours but had made an exception and left work early on Lysandra’s behalf. For her part, she knew that he was in a difficult position: on the one had, she was his employer, on the other, she was a woman and, here in Italia —and indeed everywhere else save enlightened Sparta— she was not his social equal.


  In her younger days, Lysandra reckoned that she probably would have gone out of her way to remind him who was in charge, but there seemed little point to such posturing so far from home.


  She sat close by Memmia Hortensia and allowed Grumio to bore her with business details of how smartly he was running operations here in Brundisium for her. Doing her best to look interested, Lysandra smiled and nodded when it was appropriate to do so and waited in some desperation for the recital to begin.


  When it did, she was impressed and somewhat touched. The bard was extremely good and, despite being a Roman, his Hellenic was flawless —as such, he must have been ludicrously expensive even for a man of Grumio’s obvious means. The obsequiousness of the performance was both flagrant and endearing as the man recited the works of Tyrtaeus and of Alcman, the most famous of Spartan poets. As the recital progressed, Lysandra realized that she was feeling more and more well disposed to her hosts as the glorious lines of Spartan valor washed over her.


  She also realized that she had drunk rather too much wine but she felt strong enough to cope with the flow. Glancing at both Grumio and Hortensia, she could see that they were both flushed and glazed, which made her feel somewhat better about herself. She reasoned also that it would be rude to stop drinking before her hosts.


  The bard closed his performance with a work that he had been commissioned to write. As soon as he announced this, the Memmiae raised themselves up on their couches. As the bard began his opus about the ‘Glorious Gladiatrix,’ it became clear that the commissioners of the work were her hosts and Lysandra raised her cup in toast to them as her exploits in the arena were given the poetic treatment. It was overdone and wildly inaccurate, but for all that it was enjoyable and she applauded heartily at the conclusion of the performance, going so far as to promise the poet a handsome reward for his fine work.


  ‘You do me great honor,’ she said to Memmius Grumio as the poet departed.


  ‘As you have honored us by visiting our humble home,’ he responded blearily. ‘I have seen to your travel arrangements,’ he added, hauling himself to his feet. ‘My slaves will see to all your needs. But now —I must depart for my bed. I fear that I will have a sore head tomorrow. My ladies, I bid you a good evening —please enjoy yourselves.’


  Lysandra and Hortensia watched him go in silence. ‘Perhaps,’ Lysandra said as he disappeared around a corner, ‘we should follow your husband’s lead? You must be very tired.’


  ‘Nonsense,’ Hortensia beckoned to the wine-slave, a dusky-looking eastern girl. ‘It is early yet, and my husband has no head for wine. He works too hard,’ she added as though she had remembered an instruction from Grumio to remind Lysandra of his prodigious industry in her name.


  ‘I can tell that he does,’ Lysandra agreed. ‘We reap the benefits of Grumio’s hard work in Asia Minor. I thank you for the poem —it was a wonderful gift,’ she went on, changing the subject. She would write to Telemachus and ensure that Grumio’s prodigious efforts were rewarded, but she was now tired of being constantly reminded of his industry.


  ‘We’ve had it transcribed for you, of course,’ Hortensia said. ‘I am very pleased that you are pleased —it was Grumio’s idea to have it written for you and he was in pieces not knowing how you’d react.’


  Lysandra smiled. ‘Everyone likes to be praised. It has been a long time since I was praised for being —how did it go? Gladiatrix Prima, Regina Harenae —First Gladiatrix, Queen of the Sands? There was a time when I was used to all that, but no longer.’ She beckoned at the wine-slave. As the girl stooped and paused, Lysandra felt a twinge of heat in her loins and acknowledged that it had as much to do with the booze as with the comeliness of the slave.


  ‘How did you become a gladiatrix?’ Hortensia leant forward on her couch. Lysandra noted her curled, blonde hair was damp at the ends and she was now well flushed with wine. She doubted if the wife of Grumio could stay awake for much longer, but to be fair, she had promised to regale her with ‘stories of the arena.’


  ‘By accident is the honest answer to that,’ Lysandra began. ‘I was a priestess of Athene in my polis —my city— Sparta. It was a quasi-military order set up to honor the goddess for saving Sparta from the forces of Pyrrhus, hundreds of years ago. It is a warrior sect, and we honor Athene in our practice of weapons. But also, as part of our duties, some of us were chosen to leave the temple and travel amongst the people, teaching them of Athene’s glory: it was a Mission to bring the gods to those less educated than ourselves. I travelled with the Legions, thinking to teach the barbarians they encountered proper religious values. But… on a voyage across the Hellespont, we were caught in a storm. I lived, but was captured by men from a ludus —and made to fight.’


  Hortensia perked up a little. ‘Was it… terrible?’ she asked somewhat hopefully.


  ‘At first,’ Lysandra drained her cup and beckoned for more. ‘But in time I came to realize that I honored both the goddess and the Spartans by excelling in the arena. Of course, I had been trained in the Spartan ways of combat before I arrived at the ludus, which gave me distinct advantage over my peers.’


  ‘Did they hurt you, though?’ Hortensia evidently wanted the lurid details and Lysandra was drunk enough to give them to her.


  ‘When you are novice, you are beaten all the time —and humiliated. This is done to weed out the weak and make the strong stronger. It’s like iron —the more you beat it, the harder it gets— the same applies to the body and the will to some extent.


  ‘The trainers make you parade around in the nude and make sport of your nakedness,’ she smiled, remembering the horror of her friend Hildreth when she was first ordered to strip. Her friend Hildreth who she had killed in the arena. ‘They do this because when we fight we are there to entertain —our bodies are exposed to the watching mob. It is why they come to see the show. Naked women, swords, violence, sweat, blood and death —it is great sport.’


  Hortensia tried to look scandalized, but it was apparent to Lysandra that, despite her self-proclaimed distaste for the games, she still enjoyed hearing about them. ‘It must have been awful for you,’ she said.


  ‘Not at all. It was the finest time of my life. I was the best at what I did. I became rich and famous. The people loved me. I was a champion —all this I achieved by my own hand. And now I honor the goddess with the proceeds from my victories. I have built a temple in Asia Minor, a haven for women and a place where all can come to worship. But it did not come easily.’ With this, Lysandra started her tale in earnest, telling Hortensia of the fight on the beach that led to her capture, her first bout against the Gaulish woman and all the others thereafter. As the echoes of her last battle with Sorina faded, the night had grown old and far too much wine had been drunk.


  ‘So in the end, you were freed,’ Hortensia slurred. ‘You won out —what a marvelous story. Your parents must be so proud of you —first a priestess, then a champion and now matriarch of a temple!’


  Lysandra started at the mention of her parents. She had not thought of them for a long time, but now their faces came to her mind in stark relief. She recalled the granite-hard visage of her father, his ice-coloured eyes glittering with pride as she marched out from the temple on the festival days. Her raven-haired mother with skin so pale it was like milk; she had such a beautiful singing voice and Lysandra could hear it in her mind, floating over the fields as the helots worked. ‘I have not seen them in a long time,’ she said quietly. ‘I had thought that they would have been ashamed of me. Spartans should not be slaves and, for all of my glory, I was still a slave. Yes, I won free, but I feared that I would be looked upon by the Spartans as were the Tremblers of Sphacteria. I should have died fighting off my captors on that beach. I should have come home dead on a shield. Instead, I became a slave. It is a stain I can never wash away.’


  Hortensia’s head had dropped. ‘Nonsense,’ she mumbled. ‘If you were my daughter, I would be as proud as Cassiopeia. I wish I had a daughter…’ With this, she laid her head down and began to snore gently.


  Lysandra puffed out her cheeks and asked the slave to bring water. She knew that it was now too late to avoid a skull-crushing hangover the next day, but she could either try to mitigate the damage now or carry on drinking wine till she passed out. She knew from bitter experience that liquor would keep her awake till cock crow if she had not passed into a stupor, but thought that she should not allow herself to slip into old habits, as tempting as it was.


  Carefully, she got to her feet and took the water pitcher from the slave. ‘I’m going to walk in the garden before I retire.’ The slave did not respond but merely turned her hand to clearing away the detritus of the evening, seeming well used to cleaning up around her unconscious mistress.


  It was good to be outside as the cool night wind caressed her skin. Inwardly, she berated herself for getting drunk again. She had thought that this was a thing of the past —but she consoled herself with the thought that she had not drowned completely in her cups.


  No more after this, she promised herself, and took a hefty swig from the water jug. In the silence of the dark, she found her mind drifting once again back to her parents; would they be ashamed of her as she had so long believed? They thought her dead, and she had been content to keep it that way. For all the glory and wealth she had amassed, for all the honor her prowess did the legend of Sparta, she knew well that the Spartans themselves despised such theatrics and would look down upon her for indulging in the spectacle of the arena. Such was the Lakedaimonian conundrum.


  She sighed, aware that the drink had sent her into self-pitying maudlin. Perhaps, one day, she would return home and be able to look her parents in the face and not see shame there.


  But not today.


  XVIII


  Valerian looked at the house that had once been his.


  Beyond the gates, his former slaves carried the belongings of the new owners inside; it was all he could not to slam himself against the iron bars in bitter frustration. He had to see this for himself, yet the pain was almost unbearable. It seemed to take forever, but finally the last box had been moved inside and the owners took stock of their new home. A young family: he, all aristocratic pulchritude; his wife, plump and glowing with late pregnancy; about them, a young boy cavorted with a hound. The orange hue of the setting sun gave the scene an idyllic look, compounded by the aristocrat putting his arm around his wife’s shoulders as they walked inside.


  Valerian sighed and turned to leave; he had made a mistake by coming back to Rome. But there was a part of him that needed to see the last part of his former life pass away, to confirm that it had not all been some horrid nightmare from which he would soon awake.


  ‘Master!’


  A taut whisper stopped Valerian in his tracks and he whirled around, recognizing the voice at once. ‘Tancredus,’ he said to the ancient German house-slave. ‘It is good to see you.’


  Tancredus smiled back tightly. ‘And you, master. And you. This…’ he gestured to the house, ‘is a tragedy. A tragedy.’


  Valerian forced a cheerful note into his voice. ‘All will be well. I have just seen the new owners. They look to be decent sorts. You’ll be all right.’


  ‘That’s not what I meant, sir, and you know it. I can’t believe what they’ve done to you. It ain’t right.’


  His answering smile was bitter. ‘The price of failure, my friend. Rome doesn’t take to defeat too well and someone has to carry the latrine bucket.’


  ‘Wotan’s balls!’ the old man exclaimed. ‘You’re only a tribune, not the general.’


  Valerian walked back to the locked gate. ‘That’s why I’m still alive. The empire has inherited everything I own, has taken everything else as punishment. I think that Governor Vettonianus thinks me less of a man for not falling on my sword in shame. But,’ he tried to introduce some humor to his voice, ‘as you say —I am only a tribune.’


  Tancredus pressed his lips together in an expression that was somewhere between a smile and grimace of pity. ‘Sir, I’ve looked after you since your parents passed on,’ the old man said, his pale blue eyes moist and red-rimmed. ‘This is shameful what they’ve done, shameful. But…’ again he looked both ways. ‘Wait here.’


  Before Valerian could say anything else, Tancredus scuttled off.


  He was gone for some time and Valerian began to wonder if the old boy had got himself into trouble with his new owners. It might be best if he just slipped away before Tancredus returned. What the slave had said was true, he had taken care of him since the death of his parents. Roman law might say that on the passing of his father he became the pater familias but the truth was, whatever the law said, at thirteen years old, Valerian was ill-prepared to run a well-to-do household and its clients. Tancredus had schooled and cared for him. It would not do for him to be punished because Valerian was seeking self-indulgent melancholy at his old home. He took one last look at the house and was about to turn to leave when Tancredus returned.


  ‘Here,’ the old man thrust a weighty-looking sack through the gate, clinking with the unmistakable sound of coin on coin. ‘It’s not much, sir, but…’


  ‘I can’t take this,’ Valerian was both touched and appalled at the old man’s offer. ‘These are your savings! To buy yourself free!’ Guilt welled up within him. The German had been a good servant; he deserved to be manumitted years ago. But Valerian had always been ‘too busy’ to arrange it. And now it was too late. ‘I can’t take it,’ he said again, trying to push the money back through the bars.


  Tancredus stepped away, his chin thrust out. ‘You’ll take it or someone else will! Because I’m not going back with it in my hand. I don’t need the money anymore, boy,’ he added, his voice gentler. ‘You take it.’


  Valerian looked down, need, pride and honor warring within him. His own purse was virtually empty —the last few denarii of his army pay would not last him long. But how could he take his former slave’s life-savings? It was a deed so mean and base that no man with an iota of virtus could contemplate taking it. Even as he thought it, Valerian saw his own hand reaching out for the sack.


  He had left any right to virtus, to his manhood, back in that forest in Dacia. He met the old German’s gaze. ‘Thank you,’ he said simply. ‘I will pay you back ten-fold,’ he promised.


  Tancredus smiled. ‘I know you will, master. I will see you again.’


  ‘Yes. And soon. When I am back on my feet I will…’


  The slave held up his hand, cutting Valerian off before he could continue. ‘Until then.’ Without another word, he turned about and made his way back inside. Valerian watched him go, throat thick with emotion. Shame bore heavily down upon him, mingled with gratitude to Tancredus. The old man had given up any chance of freedom so that Valerian might have a second chance. He would, he promised himself, be good to his word, and repay his former servant.


  He turned away then, slinging the sack over his shoulder. It was heavy —heavy enough to buy a man’s life or indeed a new life for a man.


  Valerian offered a prayer of thanks to his ancestors and to Fortuna but knew well not to tempt the fickle goddess. Despite the overwhelming need for a bath, a change of clothes and a good meal, he ignored the urge and strode purposefully in the direction of the forum.


  It was a fair walk in the heat of mid-afternoon. The streets swarmed with people, pushing, shoving and selling. Valerian noted the distasteful glances he received from some of his fellow citizens.


  His red tunic, scars and unkempt appearance marked him as a newly discharged soldier. They glared at him. Some muttered insults and accusations, whilst others merely looked shocked and disbelieving.


  No one wanted to be reminded of the shame of defeat, and Valerian was walking testament to a Roman failure.


  Valerian ignored them as much as he could, embracing instead the chance to once again drink in the sights of the most beautiful city in the world. The Flavian amphitheatre now dominated the heart of Rome —it seemed as though the colossal building was visible from everywhere— as one approached from the Esquiline, it rose majestically from the earth; walking through the streets it was a constant presence that loomed over the bustling populace. It seemed that every glance down a side alley would reveal parts of its gigantic walls. A potent example of Rome’s might, it cast a shadow over the entire capital and only served to add to the feeling of wretchedness that hung around Valerian like a cold mantle. He tried to ignore it as much as he could, keeping his eyes to the ground until he finally reached the forum.


  As usual, all manner of business was being conducted, from the purchasing of sacrificial doves to offer in one of the many temples to the business of empire being transacted behind the great brazen doors of the Senate building.


  Valerian wove his way through the crowds until he found the section set up for the argentarii, the bankers who could safely look after the sum of money he carried. The area was dominated by Greek, Egyptian and Judaean freedmen working for their Roman masters.


  Easterners were famously parsimonious and their love for money meant that they could always be trusted to seek the most profitable transactions, which for Valerian meant a hard day’s negotiation. He was almost destitute and, though once he would not have given a fig for the best interest percentage, he could no longer afford such laxity.


  Fortunately for Valerian, his misfortune and bedraggled appearance could not rob him of his education: as such, he was able to barter and argue with the bankers about the finer points of profit —and was gratified by their surprise.


  Eventually, he placed his custom with a Judaean called Ezra. ‘You could ruin my employer,’ Ezra said, as he again weighed Valerian’s meagre fortune.


  ‘I’m ruined myself,’ Valerian admitted. ‘I had to drive a hard bargain, but I think a fair one.’


  ‘The Lord will forgive you even if I don’t,’ the banker muttered.


  ‘Legionary’s wage for the month,’ he said, counting out twenty-five denarii and sliding them across the table to Valerian. ‘You’ve got a good year’s pay left here but that’s all. It’ll slip through your fingers like sand if you keep coming back to me and asking for more, though. We’ll return a good profit on your investment, but it will take time. I’ll see you right each month, hopefully out of your interest and we can increase the value of your initial investment.’


  ‘Thanks. Have you got a purse?’


  ‘You want my scrotum, perhaps,’ Ezra clasped his hands together and lifted his gaze skywards. ‘I give you the best deal and you have the cheek to ask me for a purse to put your gilt in?’


  The Judaean’s pantomiming was endearing, and Valerian was unable to stop himself from grinning. ‘Yes.’


  Ezra shook his head. ‘Now I know why you bastards own the world. Where one man would be satisfied with the best deal, the Roman squeezes the last drop of blood from the honest man. Here,’ he tipped out a small pile of money from one of the bags on the table. ‘Take this.’


  ‘Thank you, Ezra. It was a pleasure doing business with you.’


  ‘A bit of advice, soldier,’ the banker offered. ‘Don’t spend it all at once on boozing, whoring and gambling. God hates a sinner.’


  ‘What about the gods of wine, love and chance?’


  ‘There’s only one God.’


  Valerian opened his mouth to jest some more, but then held his tongue. As a Roman, he had a healthy respect for another man’s religion, even of it was one as strange as the Judaeans’. ‘Yes, well, each to their own,’ he placated. ‘But don’t worry. I plan on getting myself some digs and sorting myself out. I’ve had a rough time of late, but we Roman bastards don’t own the world because we cry into our wine cups when things go tits up either.’ This effort at nationalistic bravado sounded forced even to his own ears.


  ‘Good for you…’ Ezra stopped and looked over Valerian’s shoulder at a sudden commotion that had sprung up in the Forum.


  Valerian followed his gaze to see a chubby fellow being hoisted up on a platform by several burly compatriots.


  ‘Citizens!’ the fat man shouted. ‘I am here to announce a clash of titans… a battle worthy for the arena on high Olympus… a contest fit for the eyes of Mars himself! In seven days time, Lykaios the retiarius will face the fearsome Canis, champion murmillo with seven clean victories on his slate. Who will triumph…’


  The hyperbole went on, but Valerian was not interested in gladiators and arenas. As he had said to Ezra, he needed to sort himself out. ‘I’ll see you in a month, then.’ He turned back to the banker.


  ‘As you say,’ Ezra nodded, and handed him a parchment. ‘Keep it as safe as you can. I’ll have copies of our transaction made, of course, but that’s yours in case you need it. Have a good day.’


  That was a clear dismissal: Ezra had bigger fish to deal with than an impoverished former equites, after all. Valerian secured his new purse inside his tunic and made off.


  The crowd that had gathered around the fight promoter was beginning to disperse, but there was still a sizeable knot of people now arguing the various merits and flaws of the two gladiators.


  ‘Tribune!’ someone called


  Force of habit caused Valerian to turn. As he did so, his eyes widened in shock. ‘Settus!’ he exclaimed. ‘By the gods, it’s good to see you, man. I thought you had stayed in Britannia!’


  With a gap-toothed grin, Settus disengaged from the gang of bruisers that he was with: Valerian realized then that he was part of the crew assigned to the corpulent fight promoter.


  Settus had changed since last they had met: his hair was sparser and his arms were decorated with barbarian tattoos. ‘Fuck Britannia,’ the former optio stated, showing that whilst his appearance might have changed, his language had not. ‘Bad weather, bad booze, poxy natives. Bastards got me in the end,’ he added, pointing to his knee.


  An ugly red scar ran upwards and into his tunic.


  ‘They didn’t…’


  ‘Thank the gods, no!’ Settus looked affronted. ‘They missed the jewels, but carved out a good chunk of my leg, the bastards. And then, you know what it’s like —the army doesn’t give a fuck about you when you’re no longer fit for active service, so I took my pay-off. How about you, sir?’ Settus’s face screwed up inquisitively.


  Valerian hesitated. ‘Well, you know how it is…’ he offered.


  ‘Yep,’ Settus was obviously prepared to take that. ‘I’m guessing that you’re not a tribune any more, though.’


  ‘Well… you know how it is,’ Valerian said again.


  ‘Dacia, was it?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Settus nodded, his expression grim. He had been a soldier, and he knew the realities of war: the civilians knew only what they heard in the forum or the trumped-up lies written by Greek correspondents. ‘It must have been shit.’ He pressed his lips into a thin line of sympathy. ‘Fucking shit,’ he added for emphasis.


  Valerian wanted to say that Settus had no idea; that Settus had always been on the winning side. Yes, it had been hard against the Silures in Britannia, but Rome was always going to win that fight.


  Valerian was in that most rare and unwanted clique of Romans who had lost a war. ‘It was fucking shit. I took the fall.’


  ‘Sir,’ Settus sighed. ‘All officers are cunts. You were less of a cunt than most, though. You could have a scrap, unlike most of the jumped up twats who run the army these days. And,’ he grinned, ‘you did skewer that spiky-haired bastard who almost had me when I lost my balance and fell over.’


  Just being with Settus made Valerian feel less wretched; recalling their time serving under Frontinus reminded him —just for a moment— that he was once a good soldier. ‘You fell over? The way I remember it was that he had you all day and you were lucky I was there to save your arse.’


  ‘I forgot to say,’ Settus clapped him on the shoulder, ‘that all officers are lying cunts.’ His face turned serious. ‘Sir, if you don’t mind me saying, you look like you don’t have a pot to piss in at the moment. You need some help?’


  For all his good nature, Settus was a plebeian. There was once a time when Valerian would have spat on his hand for all his well-meaning intent. But that had been before —when he was equites.


  But now? Now he was less than nothing. ‘Yes,’ he said, hating the admission. ‘I’m not sure what to do from here.’


  ‘What happened?’ Settus asked.


  ‘Settus, you lazy bastard! Let’s get going,’ the fat promoter interrupted, evidently deciding that the army reunion was over.


  Settus was a small man, but Valerian had witnessed him terrorizing raw recruits and ten-year veterans alike. He rounded on the promoter, his dark eyes glinting dangerously. ‘I’m busy,’ he hissed.


  ‘The men can walk you back to the arena, Roscius.’


  ‘Laenus will hear of this!’ Roscius snapped. ‘You’re not getting paid to socialize.’


  ‘My orders were to escort you to the forum. You’re at the fucking forum. Taking you back is a courtesy and the lads here will see that you’re kept safe. I’m going for a drink with my mate —we were in the army together.’


  ‘Touching,’ Roscius sneered.


  ‘Are you taking the piss?’ Settus took a step forward and Valerian had to suppress a laugh as the bigger man backed away. ‘All right then.’ Settus was suddenly all smiles. ‘Have a good afternoon, Roscius. Look after him, lads,’ he added, as the gang of enforcers began shoving a path clear for their charge.


  ‘Just like old times,’ Valerian commented.


  ‘I hate that fat cunt,’ Settus spat. ‘Should have just dragged him into an alleyway and kicked his fucking head in.’ He pantomimed kicking a man when he was down. ‘You know, till I was red in the face and couldn’t breathe.’ The last bit was added with a little too much relish. ‘Right then —a few cups of wine then, sir?’


  ‘Of course —and Settus… it’s just Valerian now.’


  ‘Sorry, sir. Force of habit.’


  The two made their way out of the Forum and headed towards the Subura where Settus promised there was a tavern that sold ‘the best and cheapest wine to be had this side of Latium’, though Valerian was inclined to take the claim with a degree of skepticism.


  ‘This place has really gone downhill,’ Settus observed. The Subura had housed the lowest echelon of Roman society, those who relied on the grain dole and crime to make ends meet, but the former optio was adamant that it had taken a turn for the even worse. ‘I blame the foreigners,’ he extrapolated. ‘Rome should be for Romans. But nowadays it’s full of fucking barbarians and easterners, all coming here looking to ponce off the empire. We’re taking in too many slaves as well —we should just kill them and leave them to rot in their own stinking countries. Ah,’ he stopped abruptly, ‘here we are. First jug on me.’


  Dingy was too grand a word to describe Settus’s preferred watering hole. Valerian could not recall ever having been in such a place, but yet he was reminded of the parties that he had attended when he had been equites. All the necessary accoutrements for entertainment were present —namely food, alcohol, women and even a half-sozzled ‘bard’ who was telling a dirty story about Venus and the gnarly satyr. Only the quality of the amusements and surroundings differed and the people here would ultimately end up doing the same as their aristocratic counterparts —drinking, humping, puking and passing out.


  He sat in a booth and was found by Settus bearing a jug as though he was Bacchus himself. ‘Here we are then.’ He poured for them both and Valerian was surprised to find that, despite his reservations, the booze was not equivalent to drinking horse piss. ‘What do you reckon?’ Settus asked.


  ‘For once, your taste isn’t in the latrine. It’s not bad at all.’


  ‘Told you,’ Settus took a draught, winced and exhaled. ‘It’s the good stuff.’ He helped himself to another.


  ‘So, Settus,’ Valerian said, indicating the intricate blue spirals that decorated the older man’s arms. ‘Tell me —how did you come by the tattoos?’


  ‘I’m fucking smothered in them,’ came the rueful response. ‘I’ve got the bastard things all over my chest and back as well. I got hooked up with this native bird —you know how it is— and I thought that taking on some of the local customs would please her. It did, I suppose —I ended up marrying her.’


  ‘But you’re not married any more, I take it.’


  ‘Nah,’ Settus took a hit of wine. ‘She died. The weather in Britannia is enough to kill anyone, even the natives. I fucked off as soon as her pyre had gone out.’


  ‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that, Settus.’


  Settus grunted and they sat in silence for a while which he would endure for only so long. ‘Last time I saw you, you were in your pomp,’ he said. ‘What happened?’


  Valerian sighed, wondering how much he should reveal. Settus was the hardest man he knew, a Roman’s Roman. Probably, like most, he would have expected Valerian to take his own life —if not for the defeat in battle then certainly for the perdurable shame of his treatment by the Dacian barbarians. He told the optio most of what happened, though he could not bring himself to say more than that he had received ‘a rough time’ at the enemy’s hands. He hoped that Settus would realize there was more to it, but think him more of a man for sparing the details.


  ‘And, as it turned out,’ Valerian finished the bulk of the tale, ‘I was so delirious, I ended up hiding from our own men.’ He was slurring a little and he eyed the second jug, realizing that it was almost empty. ‘Anyway, they patched me up and sent me to see the legate, who, in his wisdom, decided that the entire fuck-up had to be blamed on someone. As the highest ranking officer to survive, that someone was me.’


  Settus shook his head. ‘Funisulanus Vettonianus was it? He’s a cunt.’


  ‘Can’t argue with that.’ Valerian caught the eye of a slave and gestured for another jug. ‘Despite Vettonianus’s suggestion, I opted not to fall on my sword. But still, my property and everything else is forfeit.’


  ‘How come you were with the argentarius then?’ Settus might be a pleb but he was anything but thick.


  There was no point in lying anymore. The wine had made him mellow and anxious to unburden himself of the truth. ‘My former slave gave me his freedom pot,’ he said.


  ‘Fuck’s sakes!’ Settus looked impressed. ‘Good slaves like that are hard to come by.’ If he thought less of Valerian for the admission, he did not show it. ‘So, what now for you?’


  Valerian shrugged. ‘Get some work, I suppose. Maybe as a pedagogue… I’m sure that I can find something. I’ve got enough money to tide me over for now. But it won’t last forever —and I have to get the money back to my old slave. So I can’t just sit on my arse pouncing off the state.’


  ‘A man should pay his debts,’ Settus tipped back the wine cup and dived straight in the new jug. ‘I could help you out, you know.’


  Valerian was touched by the offer, but he held up his hands.


  ‘Thanks —but I can’t borrow from you to pay back Tancredus. I’d just be moving the debt.’


  ‘That’s not what I meant, you twat,’ Settus looked incredulous at Valerian’s lack of perception. ‘As if I had that sort of money, anyway. No, I meant I can sort you out a job at the arena. Security, like me.’


  Valerian hesitated. Like himself, Settus had drunk more than his fair share of wine and this could be the booze talking. Also, he doubted very much if he would fit in with the former optio’s rough crew. ‘I couldn’t ask you to put yourself out like that.’


  ‘Bollocks,’ Settus waved a dismissive hand. ‘It’s the least I can do. You saved my life once and, like I said, a man should pay his debts. It won’t even the score, but it’ll go some way, eh, sir?’


  ‘Valerian.’


  ‘What? Oh yeah. Force of habit. But what do you reckon?’


  Valerian smiled blearily, full of booze-filled appreciation. Despite his misgivings about the work, Settus was putting himself out to offer him a hand. It would be churlish to rebuff him. ‘I’d be grateful for any help, that’s the truth,’ he said.


  ‘Fucking brilliant!’ Settus gave him his chipped-teeth smile. ‘It’ll be great working with you —you’re army, after all. There are a few of us, but most of the cunts that work at the Flavian are ex-gladiators or would-be hard men. You know the type, they sit around getting pissed up and going on about all the rows they’ve had. The cunts,’ he added for good measure.


  ‘When should I start?’ Valerian wanted to get the practicalities out of the way as now the wine was starting to go down like nectar.


  ‘Not tomorrow, that’s for sure,’ Settus noted sagely, probably aware of the skull-crushing hangovers they would both be enduring the following day. ‘I’ll square it at the arena and get a message to you. Where are you staying?’


  Valerian spread his hands. ‘I’ve not covered that yet.’


  ‘Fuck’s sakes! All right, you can kip down in my room at the insula,’ he referred to one of the countless high-rise apartments that housed the poor and lower-middle classes of Rome. ‘Just make sure that you stick a cork up your jacksie before you pass out: the place is small enough and I don’t want to be breathing in your arse-gas all night.’


  Valerian was genuinely touched. ‘Thanks, Settus, but I couldn’t impose on you like that. I’ll find a hostel.’


  ‘Bollocks,’ Settus dismissed. ‘A hostel in the city will cost a fortune. Besides, it’s not forever.’ This, Valerian decided, was added as both promise and warning. ‘Once I sort you out at the arena, you’ll be fine. You can even stay there till you get on your feet.’


  ‘Settus, I don’t know what to say.’


  ‘That’s easy,’ Settus winked. ‘You say “next jug on me, and I’ll also pay for tonight’s whores.”’


  ‘Of course,’ Valerian grinned. He could not help but think of the argentarius’s admonitions about soldiers, booze and prostitutes.


  Still… this was a celebration of sorts. He had some semblance of hope at least, and that, coupled with the wine, made him feel a little less powerless.


  It was a start.


  XIX


  The steps were the killer.


  ‘Come on, Pyrrha!’ Illeana urged, as her young charge huffed and panted to the top tier of the Flavian. Illeana had, as usual, outstripped Pyrrha on the final tier and left her far behind. ‘It’s late in the day and I want a bath… Oh ho!’ Upon reaching the top step, the tiro collapsed to her knees and threw up.


  Illeana chuckled to herself and strolled over. ‘Pathetic,’ she said as she reached the stricken form.


  ‘I’ll be fine in a moment,’ the girl said, wiping dribble from her chin.


  Illeana regarded her critically: Pyrrha was all in and it would do no good to push her further. In the weeks that she had been at the Magnus, she had demonstrated her fighting skills admirably on the palaestra more than once —but it was her strength and stamina that the Gladiatrix Prima wanted to build up. ‘On your feet,’ she said, offering her an arm. ‘It’s enough for today.’


  ‘I can carry on.’ Pyrrha tried to be game, but the words came out in a choked rush as she doubled over and emptied what was left in her guts.


  Illeana stepped away as the puke pattered on the stones. ‘I don’t think so. There is such a thing as overtraining, you know.’


  ‘Is there?’ Pyrrha wiped her mouth. ‘I thought you could never be fit enough.’


  Illeana regarded her for a moment. ‘Your old owner teach you that, did he?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Illeana waited for more, but Pyrrha was always closed mouthed about her past. Illeana respected that and resisted the urge to pry.


  Like all mysteries, it was intriguing, but clearly the tiro was not going to reveal more at this time. ‘He’s right to a certain extent,’ she said, sitting on one of the stone seats. Looking down on the arena from the women’s seats, she realized how small the fighters must look; how the blood and death must not seem real from way up in the heights.


  ‘To a certain extent?’


  ‘Yes… it doesn’t do…’


  ‘Everything all right here, ladies?’ a man’s voice cut her off. Both gladiatrices looked up to see one of the ludus’s security men at the top of the steps. He carried a water bucket and a ladle. ‘I’ve just started my evening rounds,’ he said. ‘I thought you could use a drink… and that I should wash the steps.’ He smiled at Pyrrha, who turned bright red, and handed her the ladle brimming with clear water.


  The guard was in his thirties, lean, very, very Roman and very, very handsome. His smile was enough to make most women go weak at the knees. Illeana realized that this was no Subura boy; the man’s accent was cultured, the timbre enhanced by oration lessons.


  She glanced then at Pyrrha and read in the tiro’s eyes: here was trouble.


  ‘Thanks,’ Pyrrha took the ladle, virtually swooning, and not from exhaustion this time.


  The guard looked down, flushing with embarrassment —or something else, Illeana ascertained. He looked ashamed at the attention.


  He was probably into boys, she decided, and thus not a threat. Pyrrha would have to endure the disappointment. ‘Thanks,’ she said when he handed her the ladle. ‘You’re new, aren’t you?’


  ‘Yes,’ the man’s grin returned. ‘My name is Valerian.’


  ‘Illeana,’ she unleashed her own devastating smile on him, gratified to see the reaction —boy-lover or not, he clearly appreciated her looks. ‘Or Aesalon Nocturna,’ she added.


  ‘I have heard of you,’ he proclaimed. ‘Venus herself must have touched you at birth,’ he complemented. ‘Hail, sweetly-winning, coy-eyed goddess…’


  ‘Grant that I may gain the victory in this contest,’ she finished the line of the Homeric hymn. ‘It is my favorite prayer.’


  ‘And if you are Venus, this must be Diana?’ he turned his gaze to Pyrrha who turned even more red and looked down.


  ‘I’m Pyrrha,’ she addressed her toes, refusing to meet his gaze. ‘I’m a tiro. Gladiatrix. You know…’


  ‘Yes,’ Valerian took the ladle from her hand. ‘I know. I saw you at your training. You’re very good.’


  ‘A gladiator’s eye, Valerian?’ Illeana gestured to the guard’s scarred right forearm, the tell-tale mark of a swordsman.


  ‘Soldier’s,’ he corrected.


  ‘Of course.’ Whilst most of the men who worked at the Flavian were ex-gladiators, there were a few former legionaries and auxiliaries. Such men could be counted on to be loyal, steadfast, good at crowd control and well able to keep unruly fighters cowed if the need arose in the ludus. ‘Well, it was good to meet you, Valerian.’ Illeana rose to her feet. ‘Pyrrha and I must bathe and get a massage.’


  She regarded him with hooded gaze and saw his throat work as he imagined the scene. Perhaps he was not a boy-lover after all.


  ‘Vale, then,’ he offered, turning to the puddle of sick. ‘It was an honor to meet you. Both of you.’


  Illeana made her way down the steps, Pyrrha following in her wake. As they reached the bottom tier, the young tiro seemed to find her courage. She turned around and shouted ‘Vale!’ at the top of her voice, causing it to echo around the empty arena. Illeana turned to see Valerian emptying the bucket over her vomit. Pyrrha was cringing at this, but the new guard was now too far away to see that. He raised his hand in farewell and made off on his rounds.


  The two women walked in silence towards the tunnel that linked ludus to arena and were well inside before Pyrrha broke the silence.


  ‘He was nice,’ she commented.


  Illeana could not resist the urge to tease. ‘If you like that sort. I think he prefers boys, though.’


  Pyrrha’s panicked look was priceless. ‘Surely not,’ she squeaked. ‘No,’ added with more assuredness. ‘I’ve seen plenty of catamites and their lovers. He doesn’t look like the sort who likes it that way.’


  ‘Of course,’ Illeana nodded. ‘You spent time in Greece. It’s a wonder that there are any Greeks left —a nation of sodomites, aren’t they?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘You knew plenty then?’ Illeana probed.


  ‘Some. Training was good today,’ she changed the subject with an unashamed lack of elegance.


  Illeana’s laugh echoed softly through the tunnel as they walked.


  ‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘You did very well. Running the stairs is the worst thing. I love it and hate it at the same time.’


  ‘Discipline and fitness are your first weapons,’ Pyrrha replied. ‘How many times have you seen fighters falter when tiredness sets in? Next time when I think you are pushing me too hard, I will think about a sword in my guts. If I am fitter, more prepared, I will survive. We have all seen our friends die in the arena, choking on their own blood. That could be me. I can never have too much stamina. To go the extra lap is everything in life, not only in the arena.’


  Illeana regarded her for a moment. ‘You didn’t just make that up, did you?’


  Pyrrha glanced at her and laughed. ‘No. No, I didn’t. It sounds good though, doesn’t it?’


  They exited the tunnel and made their way across the palaestra to the bath house. It was one of the larger buildings in the Magnus, even having separate entrances for men and women. It was not grandiose —a simple wooden construct which was, like anything else in the ludus, designed more for function than form. Both women stripped out of their dirty tunics and handed them to the attendant slave before entering the frigidarium, sharing a glance before braving the cold water.


  Pyrrha hissed as she stepped in, easing herself into the cold water, whilst Illeana threw herself forward, immersing herself as quickly as she could. The water was invigorating and she felt it wash away the filth and sweat of the day’s training. She broke the surface in a shower of droplets, gasping for breath. Pyrrha was hesitating, knee deep, teeth chattering. ‘You’ll never learn,’ Illeana laughed. ‘Just get on with it.’


  Pyrrha cursed, held her nose and rushed into the deeper end, dropping under the water with all the elegance of a wounded duck.


  Moments later, she emerged coughing and spluttering, her curly hair plastered to her face. ‘Gods!’ she exclaimed.


  Illeana laughed. ‘Thus is the mighty gladiatrix, Pyrrha!’


  Pyrrha ducked her head again, this time slicking her hair back away from her forehead. ‘I’m going into the tepidarium,’ she announced and clambered her ungainly way out of the water. Shaking her head, Illeana followed on.


  The tepidarium was always pleasant after the jarring chill of the cold room. Female bath slaves lurked in the ante-room and, after a nod from Illeana, came into the warmth and attended the gladiatrices. Maro, the lanista of the Magnus was very particular about the sexual relations between the men and women he owned as well as those contracted to him, and made sure —as much as he could— that no illicit liaisons occurred.


  The bath slaves oiled both women and led them to the massage benches to begin work on tired muscles. Illeana closed her eyes as her girl kneaded her flesh, slowing her breathing and allowing her mind to drift.


  ‘I used to do this, you know,’ Pyrrha commented after a while.


  ‘Hmmm?’ Illeana turned her head towards the younger woman.


  ‘Massage. To help a fighter’s muscles recover.’


  ‘Part of your mysterious past, Pyrrha. You are quite the conundrum, aren’t you?’


  ‘I told you all there is to know,’ the girl responded. ‘Why do you think there’s more to it than that?’


  Illeana turned her head away. ‘It’s your business, Pyrrha,’ she said. ‘It’s obvious to anyone with eyes that you are supremely well trained.’


  Pyrrha remained silent and Illeana knew better than to push the issue. She lost herself in the pleasure of the massage, letting her mind wander. It was almost time, she thought, to test Pyrrha in the arena. Work on her strength and stamina would continue, but Illeana believed that too much training would stagnate a fighter —there was only so much you could do in the ludus. Only on the sands of the arena would the gladiatrix find out if she truly had the skills and the instinct to survive. Many failed, of course, but that was the way of things.


  She waved the bath slave away and sat up, making her way to the calidarium —the hot room— pausing to place wooden slippers on her feet so as not to burn them. The calidarium was very dark, lit only by a few sputtering oil lamps and the glowing brazier in the center of the room. Illeana poured water on the coals from a jug, making them hiss and belch steam. Then she placed a towel on one of the benches and sat leaning her back against the warm, wooden wall.


  Some moments later, Pyrrha came in, her slight form made ghost-like in the humid air. ‘That’s more like it,’ she commented, joining Illeana on the bench. ‘The girls did a great job on my legs. The stairs are the killer.’ Illeana said this last at the same time, making both of them laugh. ‘Nice of that guard to clean up after me,’ Pyrrha went on. ‘I almost died of embarrassment, though.’


  ‘Why?’ Illeana glanced at her, raising an inquisitive eyebrow. ‘He’s only a guard.’


  ‘Yes, but a very handsome one, don’t you think?’


  ‘As I said, if you like that sort. He’s not bad, I suppose. But he’s no Adonis, that’s for sure.’


  Pyrrha hesitated. ‘I’d like to see him again.’


  ‘I wouldn’t take things any further, Pyrrha,’ Illeana warned. ‘You’re too new here —Maro wouldn’t stand for it if you were caught screwing the hired help. Screwing anyone for that matter —you’ve not even had your first fight.’


  ‘Oh!’ Illeana could tell that Pyrrha was crestfallen. ‘You’re right of course. It’s just that I feel… you know…’


  ‘Well, sort yourself out then,’ Illeana admonished.


  ‘That’s all I seem to do nowadays.’


  ‘Then you need something to take your mind off your itch.’


  Illeana had thought to hold off on sharing this with the girl, but her enthusiasm for Valerian could land her in trouble. ‘I think that you should be concentrating on your first bout.’


  ‘What first bout?’


  ‘I think you’re ready for the arena, Pyrrha. I’ll tell Laenus. But the question is —do you think you’re ready?’


  Pyrrha did not reply at once, and this pleased Illeana. It proved that she was a thinker, weighing up her skills against the prospect of suffering a bloody, painful and very public death.


  ‘I have trained for a long time,’ she said after a while. ‘Even before I came here, as you know. Illeana —I am ready. This is what my life has been about for so long I can hardly remember anything else. If I die in the arena, then so be it, but I must prove to myself that I have it in me to be a fighter. If I don’t do this thing, my life will have been about nothing.’


  Illeana bit down the maddening urge to pry once more into Pyrrha’s past. ‘You won’t die,’ she said. ‘You’re far too good for most provincial tiros.’


  ‘Provincial?’


  ‘Yes. You’re not just going to walk straight into the Flavian, Pyrrha. Romans won’t put up with poor shows, even from women —unless it’s a comedy bout, of course. So we always send our fighters to the smaller arenas outside the capital first.’


  ‘Oh. I didn’t realize that.’


  Illeana could tell she was disappointed, and again this was a good thing. Pyrrha seemed to possess the right amount of confidence tempered with caution but was evidently keen to prove herself on the grandest of stages. In some ways, she reminded Illeana of herself.


  Illeana fought because she enjoyed it and because it bought her a social standing that was separate and apart from that of polite Roman society; Pyrrha, she suspected, had different motivations. ‘Just a few fights,’ she said. ‘It’s good preparation —gets you used to the crowds and everything else.’


  ‘When can I go?’


  Illeana got to her feet. ‘I’ll need to speak to Laenus, as I said. But he will not refuse. Come,’ she finished. ‘Let’s get the girls to strigil this oil off us and then take a dip in the cold pool.’


  ‘I can’t wait,’ Pyrrha responded as she too got up.


  ‘You’ll feel better for it afterwards and you know it.’


  ‘I’d feel better if it were Valerian with the strigil.’


  Illeana turned and placed her hands on the younger woman’s shoulders, looking straight into her eyes. ‘Pyrrha —listen to me. You can’t bed him —you’d face the lash or worse. Or Maro could just terminate your contract and throw you out —and then you’d never know if all this training was worth it. When you’ve won a few bouts and you’re worth something to him, the lanista will be more lenient and allow you to bed who you like —as long as you’re careful. Even so,’ she let her hands fall away, ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea to have relations with people you work closely with. If it ends badly…’ she trailed off, recognizing the look of stubborn denial in Pyrrha’s eyes —the girl believed that she had fallen in love at first sight. That would wear off in time, Illeana knew, but it would be pointless now to try and argue the case. ‘In any event, you’ll be leaving here soon. So try to forget about him for now. He’ll still be here when you get back, won’t he?’


  Pyrrha looked down at her feet, then met Illeana’s gaze. ‘Yes,’ she said, forcing a smile. ‘He will be. I can wait till then.’


  Illeana regarded her for a few moments and then clapped her on the upper arm. ‘Good girl,’ she said. As they both turned and made for the tepidarium once more, Illeana felt that she had done enough to dissuade Pyrrha from doing anything hasty for now. Despite her new-found crush on Valerian, the girl was too driven to let even that stand in the way. She was refreshingly guileless, which Illeana found endearing. And she had the makings of a great fighter. All that remained was to test her in the arena.


  XX


  Lysandra awoke with a thick head and dry mouth. As she let the daylight filter slowly in through gummy eyelids, she lay still for a moment, waiting for the crushing reality of her hangover to wash over her. But the once-familiar feeling did not come. She sat up gingerly, running a hand through her hair, relieved that she had been able to curtail, if not completely control, her drinking the previous evening. Everyone had drunk overmuch but she had not made a fool of herself, nor was there any evidence of the almost-suicide-inducing guilt that often followed a heavy session.


  Lysandra could not help but think that she had dodged the ballista bolt on this one.


  Slaves brought her a light breakfast and led her to the villa’s modest bath house: like the rest of Grumio’s home it was impeccably decorated, the friezes and murals depicting dancing nymphs and the goddess Fortuna Balnearis. Through the steam, they looked almost alive, giving the place a serene and relaxing atmosphere. It was easy to overindulge in such surroundings and Lysandra took full advantage, sweating out the booze from the previous night’s excesses and allowing herself more time than was strictly necessary.


  Her mind drifted back to Memmia Hortensia’s comment about her parents. Thinking of them again produced a stab of guilt, so Lysandra pushed their faces from her mind to concentrate instead on the journey before her. Paestum was two —perhaps two and a half days away on horseback. A pleasant ride in this weather, she thought.


  Once there, though, the real work would start.


  Having stayed overlong in the calidarium, dipping into the cold pool was a welcome and invigorating shock and, as she stepped out, she felt alive and ready for her journey. Once dressed and armed, she went in search of Memmia Hortensia.


  Grumio’s wife was in her garden, sitting under a sunshade. Two well-muscled slaves fanned her with palms, giving her the look of some despotic yet frumpish eastern queen. As Lysandra came closer, she could see writ across the matron’s features that her hangover was unmerciful. Yet, for all that, she smiled at her. ‘I can’t drink like I used to,’ she said ruefully.


  ‘We overdid it,’ Lysandra agreed. ‘But I had a most pleasant evening, Memmia Hortensia. Again, I thank you and your husband for your hospitality. But I must now depart. I have a long journey ahead of me.’


  ‘Of course,’ Memmia Hortensia smiled and then winced at the effort. ‘Grumio has left instructions that cater for all eventualities. Come,’ she rose to her feet. ‘All has been made ready.’


  Intrigued, Lysandra followed the little woman through the gardens and towards the villa. Passing the house itself, her nose told her that they were on their way to the stables. Good of Grumio to save her the embarrassment of asking for a horse. A groom awaited them, his head bowed, and again Lysandra was impressed at the relative opulence in which the country gentry lived.


  ‘You have your choice of mount, of course,’ Memmia Hortensia said. ‘I don’t know anything about the beasts,’ she added, wrinkling her nose in distaste. ‘Perhaps you would prefer travelling by litter, Lysandra? It must be more comfortable than riding.’


  ‘No,’ she shook her head. ‘No. A horse will be fine. You,’ she addressed the groom. ‘I need an even-tempered mount. Speed is not at issue —I just want a horse that won’t throw me the first time it’s startled.’


  ‘Yes, my lady,’ the groom responded. ‘I have just the one.’ He beckoned her to follow him to one of the stalls. ‘Old Ferox here is as steady as they come, aren’t you, boy?’ He rubbed the horse’s grey muzzle affectionately and the beast whickered in response. ‘He’s gentle, too,’ the groom added.


  ‘Excellent,’ Lysandra was pleased. ‘Make him ready.’ She turned to Memmia Hortensia, about to bid her a final farewell when she saw two men approaching from the corner of her eye. They were probably the roughest looking individuals she had seen anywhere outside the arena. They had to be former gladiators or soldiers; their gaits and bearing spoke of watchfulness and a taut readiness to fight, as did the weapons they wore with an easy familiarity.


  ‘This is Cappa and Murco,’ Memmia Hortensia introduced them. ‘Grumio was instructed to hire them. They’ll watch over you on your journey —the roads can be dangerous after all.’


  Murco was the taller of the two by a thumb, a hard-faced man of middling years, his black hair peppered with white. Cappa was no spry youth either, his broken-nosed visage reminding Lysandra of the boxers she had seen performing. Bald on top, he trimmed his remaining hair so short it was but stubble. Both men nodded at her in greeting and then made off to select their own mounts.


  ‘Bodyguards?’ Lysandra arched an eyebrow at Memmia Hortensia.


  ‘Your people thought it best,’ the little matron replied. ‘And they’re right you know. Besides —they know the way better than you.’


  ‘True enough,’ Lysandra could not argue with that. Looking at a map was one thing but there was no substitute for knowledge of the local terrain. They stood in silence for a moment and then Memmia Hortensia stepped forward and embraced her. It was unexpected and Lysandra was surprised to find her heart warmed by the gesture.


  ‘Take care, my dear,’ Memmia Hortensia urged. ‘I will be watching when you fight next, I promise.’


  ‘I would like that,’ Lysandra said. ‘Again, thank you for everything.’ As she spoke, the groom was leading Ferox towards her, supplies for the journey swaying on his flanks. Lysandra smiled tightly at Memmia Hortensia and accepted the groom’s assistance to mount the horse, stepping smoothly onto his cupped hands and swinging into the saddle. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Vale, Memmia Hortensia.’


  ‘Vale, Lysandra of Sparta.’


  Flanked by Cappa and Murco, she nudged Ferox forwards and the three began the ride to Paestum.


  As they rode, Lysandra could not help but admire the beautiful countryside. It reminded her of her home. Lakedaimonia was unlike other places in rocky, dry Hellas —nourished by the Eurotas, it was a place of lush greenery and rich soil. So it was in Italia.


  ‘The ground cries out for the vine,’ Murco commented when she mentioned this. ‘We have such rich soil. It’s why Italian wine is the best in the world,’ he added.


  ‘You’ve drunk enough of it in your time to be an expert,’ Cappa put in and was rewarded by a glower from his companion.


  The three chatted as they rode and Lysandra found the two men to be amusing companions, their friendly banter belying their hardened appearances. But for all that, Lysandra could see behind the smiles and jokes that these men were dangerous. Their eyes constantly flicked about, assessing the terrain around them as they rode, alert and watchful for trouble. Not that there was any indication there would be —the traffic on the road was of the slave or yokel variety interspersed with the odd merchant or two on their way from the markets.


  This, Lysandra realized, was the evidence of the Pax Romana.


  Years of internal peace and stability allowed the masses to prosper.


  Until now, she had never experienced this directly: her whole life had been dominated by the twin institutions of combat and religion and as such she rarely mingled with lesser, everyday folk. She found herself wondering how she would cope with a ‘normal life.’


  As she watched the peasants and slaves make way to and from their chores, she reckoned that it must be a sort of living Tartarus, even for those that were free. Toiling away at the soil to make ends meet did not seem a particularly entertaining way to spend one’s days, and even those non-menial workers like Grumio were locked into a life of endless repetition.


  ‘It’s going to be a nice night,’ Cappa observed. ‘But I reckon we should spend it at a caupona. I don’t fancy roughing it on the road but,’ he eyed Lysandra hopefully, ‘you’re in charge.’


  ‘A night at a hostelry would be preferable and it would be churlish not to give Murco here the opportunity to sample the local wine,’ she replied. ‘Given his expertise on the subject, I would hate to deprive him.’


  ‘You’re too generous, lady,’ Murco managed to look pleased and affronted at the same time.


  They made good progress and, as the sun began to sink, they followed the crudely written yet easy to follow sign to an inn that was set back from the main highway. The ambitiously named ‘Elysian’ was a large, squat, whitewashed affair with generous stabling facilities for the horses. Still, there were only a few stalls left and the noise coming from the inn proper was evidence that the place was packed to the rafters.


  ‘I’ll see to the horses,’ Cappa said, climbing from the saddle. ‘Gods, that’s better,’ he added, rubbing his backside. ‘Murco, check inside. You should stay right here, lady,’ he looked pointedly at Lysandra. She opened her mouth argue, but Murco’s eyes were telling her to let him do the job he had been hired to do, so she simply nodded and made a show of looking around the courtyard.


  Cappa kept a wary eye on her as he paid the stable hand and, as he returned to her side, so Murco emerged from the ‘Elysian’, shaking his head. ‘I don’t reckon we should stay here,’ he spread his hands apologetically. ‘Place is full of soldiers —mercenaries or auxiliaries by the looks of ‘em. It’s all good fun now, but once the booze really starts flowing, it’ll kick off. It always does. We should move on.’


  ‘It’s getting late,’ she observed. ‘Travel by night or stay here… I think being inside is the less dangerous. Cappa?’


  ‘Murco’s right,’ he said at once, which irritated her: she had expected solidarity between them but when it arrived it was still annoying.


  ‘I have been in these situations before.’ Lysandra had made her mind up. ‘I am not suggesting that we draw attention to ourselves. We go simply go in, keep our heads down, eat some hot food and get some rest.’


  ‘Lady,’ Cappa sighed. ‘You’re in charge, but my advice is that we just move on…’


  ‘And my decision is that we stay,’ Lysandra snapped. In all truthfulness, he was probably right, but she resented her authority being challenged. These men were working for her and they would obey her orders. As far as Lysandra was concerned it was as simple as that. ‘Clear?’


  ‘Clear.’ Cappa’s response was that of a man used to taking orders he fundamentally disagreed with.


  She glared at him, daring him to glance at Murco in disapproval, but he did not so she gestured to the door of the inn. ‘Let us go, then.’


  As soon as they entered the dingy, crowded confines of the inn, she realized that Murco had been right. The place was stuffed full of drunk and half-drunk soldiers, shouting, laughing and arguing.


  The stench of sweat, wine and oil hung heavy in the air, almost managing to smother the aroma of roasting meat from the kitchens.


  Serving girls wove their way through the dangerous avenues between the tables, trying to serve drink and food whilst evading the wandering hands of the men. It was typical drunken behavior, and Lysandra had seen it everywhere from the gladiatorial games to a senatorial banquet.


  ‘Nice place,’ Cappa muttered, and gave Lysandra an I-told-you-so look that she ignored.


  ‘We should get some food.’ Lysandra raised her voice to be heard over the omniscient rumble of male conversation.


  ‘You’re sure you want to stay here?’ Murco tried again. ‘It might get rowdy.’


  ‘I am sure it might,’ Lysandra responded. ‘But even if it does… with my very own Castor and Polydeuces to protect me, what does that matter?’


  ‘Who’s Polydeuces?’ Murco was puzzled.


  ‘Pollux.’


  ‘Oh.’


  The three made their way to the large bar, Lysandra flanked protectively by both men. ‘We need a room,’ Cappa said to the fat, hot and overworked-looking man behind the counter. There was, Lysandra realized, no point in her asking —she had learned the place of women in backward Italia.


  ‘Keep it moving there,’ the fat man bellowed at a slow-moving serving girl as she emerged from the kitchen. ‘I’ll have the skin off your back, girl. Now,’ he turned to Lysandra. ‘You three need a room.’ He leered at Lysandra. ‘To share?’


  ‘That’s right,’ Cappa’s voice was cold. ‘Is there a problem with that?’


  ‘Only if you keep my patron’s up all night when you’re fucking the shit out of your whore,’ the innkeeper responded, plainly not in the least cowed by the bodyguard. Lysandra surmised that he had seen his fair share of hard men already that day.


  ‘She’s not our whore. She’s… my brother’s daughter,’ Cappa improvised, but the innkeeper’s expression told all of them that he no longer cared. ‘One room, one night, with food and drink —plus stabling for three mounts.’ The bodyguard opened his purse.


  At the sight of the gilt-stuffed pigskin, the innkeeper grunted.


  ‘I’m Dulcis, by the way. And it’ll be two sexterces each,’ he said. ‘So twelve in all —the horses don’t stay free.’ As Cappa began to count out the money, the innkeeper went to his strongbox and returned with a key. ‘You’re room sixteen,’ he said. ‘I’ll take those weapons now.’


  ‘I don’t think so!’ Murco was incredulous.


  Dulcis sighed. ‘Look around you. The place is full of soldiers and the locals will be turning up soon. I can almost guarantee you that there’s going to be a punch up. I could do without it getting bloodier than it has to. So everyone’s parting with their blades, all right?’


  ‘No, it’s not all right. We’re looking after this girl, see.’


  ‘My way or the highway.’ Dulcis folded his arms, pointedly ignoring the coins on the counter.


  Lysandra sighed and lifted off her baldric. ‘There,’ she said, annoyed by the man’s attitude. He was, after all, only an innkeeper.


  Perhaps he was bolstered by the custom he was getting and thus was taking a chance to get his petty revenge against a group of faceless patrons. It was typical behavior of a common person, she decided. Any chance they had to exercise authority over their betters would always be taken.


  ‘I don’t know…’ Cappa began to reach out for the money.


  ‘Just give him your swords,’ Lysandra said tersely. ‘All will be well.’


  Cappa and Murco glanced at each other and then, with a great show of reluctance, handed over their blades.


  ‘You’re protecting her?’ Dulcis laced his tone with sarcasm. ‘Not often you see a woman tell her uncle what to do.’


  ‘It is not often you see a woman with a sword either, Dulcis.’


  Lysandra had had enough of playing the quiet, dutiful niece. ‘We’ll eat as soon as you can manage it. Meat —plenty of it. Barley if you have it. Wine and water. And some bread. See to it.’


  Dulcis looked like he was going to take umbrage at her manner but evidently decided it was not worth the effort. ‘Find a seat,’ he jerked his chin at the dining area. ‘We’ll get to you as soon as we can.’


  They did as instructed, weaving their way through the patrons till they found a booth that would seat four. At Murco’s insistence she slid in first, protected by the wall on one side and the bodyguard on the other. Cappa sat opposite, as always alert for potential danger. These men were much more than hired muscle and as a consequence would be proportionately expensive. She was surprised that Memmius Grumio would know where to hire professionals like these, but this was waved away when she brought it up.


  ‘Grumio isn’t paying us,’ Cappa explained. ‘He just told his wife that so he’d look important. Titus is bankrolling this job. We served with him years ago and he had Grumio look us up.’


  ‘So you were soldiers.’


  ‘Praetorians,’ Cappa grinned, allowing pride to creep into his voice. ‘Emperor’s own bodyguard. But at the time, there was a new emperor every other month. Lucky for us we were with the old man Vespasian. We backed a winner.’


  ‘Indeed,’ Lysandra smiled, touched that Titus had gone to such lengths to ensure that she was kept safe. ‘What are your instructions, then?’


  ‘To guard you,’ Cappa stated the obvious. ‘We understand that your people have rented you a dwelling for you to use whilst you get yourself fit for the ludus. We can help with that, too. The pair of us have trained enough legionaries in our time. After that, we’re to keep eyes on you even though you’ll be part of the school at Paestum. Of course, we can’t join you in there,’ he added hastily. ‘Becoming gladiators is above and beyond the call of duty.’


  ‘I think you would be quite good at it,’ Lysandra could not resist teasing him. She knew well that gladiators occupied an odd stratum in Roman society. They were at once revered and reviled —heroes and villains, they were to be admired but not aspired to. After all, most gladiators were foreign slaves.


  ‘Well, yes, I mean we can fight well enough, but you know we’re… old now and I’m not sure…’ Cappa trailed off and flushed whilst Murco burst out laughing at him, realizing that Lysandra was making sport.


  ‘Food’s here,’ Murco said, sparing his friend’s further blushes.


  He smiled and winked at the blonde serving girl that brought their meal, but did not reach out and smack her on the rear as she leant over to deliver their plates, something of which Lysandra was truly appreciative.


  She eyed the dark wine as Murco poured a strong measure for himself and Cappa, the back of her scalp tingling in maddening anticipation. However, as the lip of the jug hovered over her cup, she spoke up. ‘Just a touch —I’m on one to four from now on.’


  ‘One to four,’ Murco was incredulous. ‘Hardly worth bothering if you ask me.’


  ‘I did not ask you, but the reason for it is that a little wine strengthens the blood. So one part wine, four parts water. Barley,’ she gestured to her plate, ‘and a little meat keep the muscles strong and enable them to heal faster.’


  ‘Still,’ Murco swilled the contents of his cup around under his nose and breathed in deeply, ‘wine should be enjoyed with the full taste.’


  ‘Barbarian.’ Cappa shook his head.


  ‘There will come a day when people realize the folly of drinking watered wine,’ Murco prophesied.


  The conversations around them were becoming more loud and raucous now and Lysandra could pick out the Hellene accent under some of the men’s Latin. As more drink was consumed, the pretence was dropped altogether and some of the soldiers began speaking in their own language. Soon the inn was vibrant with the sound of many tongues —which was disappointing because it served to drown out the musical Hellenic lilt.


  ‘It’s like market day in here,’ Murco said sourly. ‘Everyone should speak Latin, it keeps things easier.’


  Lysandra glared at him. ‘Everyone should speak Hellenic. It is a much more expressive and beautiful language.’


  ‘Hellenic?’


  ‘Greek, you idiot!’ Cappa supplied.


  ‘Huh,’ Murco did not look convinced. ‘The Greeks are a bunch of…’ he trailed off as Lysandra continued to glower in his direction.


  ‘A bunch of what?’ she demanded, cross despite herself.


  Someone close by them spoke up. ‘Artists, architects, philosophers, poets, lovers, fighters and great generals.’


  Lysandra, Cappa and Murco all looked up at the speaker. He was not a young man, yet nor was he past his prime. Lysandra reckoned him about thirty-five. He wore an extravagant, sky-blue tunic which was decorated at the hems with the geometric patterns that one might see on a temple. He was, Lysandra reckoned, classically good looking in that shoulder-length blonde-haired blue-eyed way that some women liked.


  ‘You forgot sausage jockeys,’ Cappa sniggered, and was rewarded by Murco’s amused grin. ‘Fuck off, mate. We’re trying to eat our dinner.’


  However, the Hellene gentleman was not in the least shaken by this crude and typically Roman response. He smiled patronizingly at the bodyguard and then eyed Lysandra. ‘And how could I forget to mention, we have the most beautiful —and deadly— women in the known world. Tell me, good lady, do I have the honor of addressing Achillia of Sparta?’


  Lysandra stopped with a spoonful of barley halfway to her mouth, flushing in embarrassed surprise. She was absurdly pleased to be recognized this far from home, but as she was about to respond, Cappa spoke up again.


  ‘This is our brother’s girl, Lysandra,’ he said. ‘You’ve got the wrong person.’


  ‘Lysandra is not a Roman name,’ the man commented. ‘And if she’s not Achillia, why did she look right at me as I spoke?’


  ‘All right…’ As one, Cappa and Murco got to their feet, but the Hellene raised both hands in front of him.


  ‘There’s no need for that,’ his voice was steady and calm. ‘I’ve seen her fight before, that’s all.’


  ‘Is there a problem here, sir?’


  The confrontation between the three had attracted the attention of nearby soldiers and, seeing one of their own threatened, they put aside their drinks and rounded on the bodyguards.


  Lysandra realized that it was her obstinacy that had landed them in this situation and now she must take responsibility for it. She had no doubt in her mind that Cappa and Murco would fight for her if only out of professional pride, but they were hopelessly outnumbered. And besides, she was Achillia of Sparta. ‘No,’ her voice cut through the general hubbub. ‘There’s no problem here. These men are my bodyguards —I am Achillia.’


  The Hellene glanced at his men. ‘It’s all fine, lads —just a misunderstanding.’ The soldiers gave Cappa and Murco dirty looks which were returned in kind, but retreated back to their drinks at a jerk of their officer’s head. ‘Now, let’s start again, shall we? I am Euaristos of Larissa.’


  He punctuated this introduction with a dashing smile which Lysandra returned. ‘Will you join us, Euaristos?’


  ‘Delighted to,’ he replied, as Cappa slid reluctantly across to the bench to let him in. ‘And you are?’


  ‘Cappa. That’s Murco. Don’t get any ideas,’ he warned. ‘I could snap your neck before you had a chance to squeak a warning to your thugs.’


  Euaristos rolled his eyes. ‘I’m sure that if I had any ideas,’ he mimicked the Latin accent, ‘I’d have called my men in way before now. I saw the lady fight years ago and have never forgotten it. It was,’ he raised his cup, ‘like seeing art come to life.’


  Lysandra found herself coloring at the compliment. ‘You are too kind,’ was all she could think to say.


  ‘Not at all, not at all,’ Euaristos ran a hand through his blonde hair. Lysandra noted that it was greying at the temples. ‘I spent some time in Halicarnassus and I never missed your shows. Your confrontation with Amazona was epic —it was a privilege to watch and I think it will never be bettered.’


  At the mention of Sorina, Lysandra found that she still felt a stab of hatred towards the older woman, the weathered visage and rangy body of her former enemy still strong in her mind. She pushed the image aside. ‘It was a hard fight,’ she said. ‘It was a shame that I failed to finish it, however.’


  ‘But there’s something poetic in ending the way that it did, don’t you think? Do you know what became of her?’


  Lysandra shrugged. ‘After the bout, we were freed as you saw. She probably went back to whatever barbarian hole she crawled out of.’


  ‘And you retired a few years later: a terrible loss to the people who loved to watch you fight. Still,’ he added ruefully, ‘the people aren’t the ones putting themselves at risk, are they?’


  ‘Most people never see harm’s way, that’s for sure.’ After having scrutinized Euaristos in silence for a while, Cappa now seemed to have decided that this foppish fellow was not a threat. ‘You don’t look like much of a soldier on the outside, but you lead these men?’


  ‘Yes,’ Euaristos smiled like a proud father.


  ‘Auxiliaries?’ asked Murco, his voice laced with scorn.


  ‘Mercenaries,’ the Larissan corrected. ‘Mostly from Hellas and the Aegean Islands —but we have a few foreigners in the company.’


  ‘This is Italia,’ Cappa reminded him. ‘You’re the foreigners.’


  ‘Of course.’ Euaristos’s tone was mild, but there was now a hint of iron in his eyes indicating that he would not take much more Roman rudeness.


  ‘What would a company of Hellene mercenaries be doing in Italia?’ Lysandra interjected, hoping to curtail a confrontation.


  ‘We were serving in Judaea, seconded to the legions out there.’


  ‘What a shithole!’ Murco’s comment was full of meaning. ‘Maniacs, the lot of them.’


  ‘That’s the truth.’ Euaristos took hefty swig of his wine, squeezing his eyes shut as though banishing painful memories. Lysandra saw that, for the first time, Cappa and Murco were looking at him with something other than irritated loathing. ‘Our last job was to escort the taxes back to Rome, which we’ve done —and now we’ll all be on our way home,’ Euaristos added. ‘We’ve got full purses for a time, but you know what soldiers are like.’


  ‘Fighting, whoring, drinking and back to fighting,’ Murco grinned.


  ‘Yes —for some of them anyway. I’ll be all right, I’m an officer —and, I like to think, a gentleman. But some of the lads are getting a bit long in the tooth —you know what it’s like. Some of them will be the last ones picked by the misers and the desperate. But we’ll see —there’s always work to be had at Taenarum if you hang around long enough.’


  ‘That’s true,’ Cappa nodded. ‘That’s near where you’re from, isn’t it?’ he asked Lysandra.


  ‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘It is in Laconia —the Spartan heartland. When I was a Mission Priestess, I considered going there. But the Matriarch of my Temple advised —strongly— against it, counseling me instead to approach the Roman Army.’


  ‘She was right,’ Euaristos agreed. ‘Taenarum is the biggest man-market in the middle-sea, but there are many barbarians seeking work there now. Thracians, Gauls and —even worse— Germans. Whilst civilized men respect the gods and their priestesses, the savages don’t. A woman alone would be easy prey. Well, in your case, Achillia, not easy. But you see what I mean.’


  ‘The Matriarch alluded to such,’ Lysandra agreed.


  The four looked up as a huge cheer erupted from the main area of the caupona. Lysandra craned her neck to see over the bobbing heads of the soldiers. She saw two huge men squaring off, one of Euaristos’s mercenaries and a local —a blacksmith if his huge, burn-scarred arms were anything to go by. But, instead of a brawl erupting, both men laughed and swapped insults.


  ‘It’s started then,’ Euaristos said.


  ‘What has?’ Lysandra asked.


  ‘The fighting,’ Cappa answered for Euaristos. ‘That big mercenary bastard has enough grey in his hair to know that the youngsters will kick off soon. So he’s going to pick a row with the biggest, hardest local man in the caupona. Everyone will bet on the outcome. Then, a few more chancers will have a go, but there won’t be a mass ruck where things can get out of hand. It’s an old soldier’s trick, but it works every time.’


  Euaristos nodded in agreement. ‘I’ve already arranged for as many whores as I could to turn up later tonight. So, after the bouts, the men will have other things to divert them.’


  ‘You arranged this?’ Lysandra was impressed.


  ‘Of course,’ Euaristos flashed his dashing grin. ‘As Cappa says, it’s the oldest trick in the book, but I don’t want my men getting out of hand. If a local gets himself killed in a fight, not only does my man end up on a cross but every step of the march is dogged by angry, vengeful bastards who just want to kill you. No,’ he said. ‘Better this way. Besides —old Thallo there is big enough and experienced enough to win— but not so well that the other man will end up in the infirmary.’


  ‘It doesn’t always work, though,’ said Murco.


  ‘Your cup is always half-empty,’ Cappa chided.


  ‘At least I don’t go through life disappointed.’


  Both Cappa and Euaristos chuckled and Lysandra found herself smiling along with them. It felt good to be back in the company of warriors.


  ‘So…’ Euaristos waited until she had spooned down the last of her barley. ‘Achillia, would you do me the honor of watching my man in combat?’


  She glanced at Cappa and Murco. She could tell that they were torn by wanting her to refuse and wanting to see the action for themselves. People were all the same: they loved to watch a good fight. ‘I would be delighted to,’ she replied.


  Cappa cleared his throat. ‘Now would be a good time to retire,’ he reminded her.


  ‘I appreciate you are just doing your job,’ Lysandra replied. ‘But this will be fine.’


  ‘Look. We’re getting paid to keep an eye on you. If you’re going to insist on ignoring our advice, you’re making the job a lot harder.’


  ‘I am hardly in danger from footpads here, Cappa.’ She heard the haughtiness in her own voice and was not embarrassed by it.


  These men had been hired by Titus from her own funds. They worked for her and not the other way around.


  Cappa sighed. ‘It’s not footpads I’m worried about,’ he jerked his chin at the crowd of people now vomiting out of the caupona and into the courtyard. ‘Without putting too fine a point on it, lady, you’re a beautiful woman in the midst of a bunch of half-drunk soldiers. Even if they are Greeks, you still look appealing.’


  ‘I’ve already told you,’ Euaristos interrupted, ‘there are whores on the way. Besides,’ he smiled at Lysandra. ‘The lady is with me. The boys know better than to go anywhere near her.’


  Under his gaze, Lysandra felt her face go hot and she knew she was blushing furiously, which only made Euaristos’s grin more predatory. She swallowed: not since Catuvolcos had proclaimed his love for her had she been under such male scrutiny. ‘Thank you for your… protection, Euaristos,’ she began, ignoring the wink he threw in her direction. ‘I am sure you are correct. Even if I am not with you —and I am not with you— your men will respect our friendship.’


  If her rebuttal threw him, the mercenary did not show it. ‘Quite right,’ he replied, sitting back in on the bench. It was only then that Lysandra realized that he had been leaning closer and closer to her.


  She found his attentions were flattering if unwanted: she had never really found many men attractive, and those that she did were big and strong in the proper, Spartan way. Euaristos was charming and handsome for sure, but for all that, rather too Athenian in his demeanor.


  Cappa just looked resigned. ‘She’s paying our wages,’ he reminded Murco.


  ‘This could get messy,’ his companion warned.


  ‘Come on,’ Cappa tipped his wine down. ‘How could it? This is just close protection which we’ve done a thousand times before.’


  ‘Yeah, but we were backed up by a century of Praetorians then.’


  ‘For sake of the gods, Murco!’


  ‘I’m just being careful.’


  ‘You’re just being a twat.’


  ‘Bollocks,’ Murco too drained his cup, which Lysandra took as his request for the missio. ‘If anything happens, don’t say I didn’t warn you.’


  ‘All will be well, friends,’ Euaristos informed them confidently. ‘Come, we don’t want to miss the beginning of the bout —bouts,’ he amended.


  Lysandra knew full well that one brawl would not be the end of it. Whatever side lost would want a chance to redeem his side’s honor and so it would go on until they were all too drunk or too battered to continue. ‘Perhaps,’ she said, as the thought occurred to her, ‘you should tell your men that the whores are on the way. It would be waste of funds to hire them if the men are too inebriated or injured to…’ she trailed off, seeking the right word, ‘…perform.’


  Euaristos waved a dismissive hand. ‘I’m not paying for them,’ he said. ‘I just had a message passed to the whoremaster that there would be drunk soldiers here this night. It’s his loss if he turns up too late.’


  ‘Very mercenary of you,’ Murco observed.


  ‘I’m a professional. Come, let’s go.’


  Apart from the few hardened drinkers they passed on the way out of the caupona, both locals and mercenaries had found their way outside.


  An impromptu arena had been set up in a paddock set just off from the ‘Elysian’. The first bout between Euaristos’s man, Thallo, and the blacksmith was already underway, but Lysandra could not see any of the action due to the milling and bobbing heads between her and the fight. She glanced at the shorter Euaristos who was craning his neck and shifting from side to side. After a few moments, he tired of this.


  ‘Move aside there,’ he ordered, shoving the man in front of him.


  The mercenary turned to unleash a barrage of abuse on the person who shoved until he locked eyes with Euaristos and then stepped aside.


  His commander threw a half-smile in Lysandra’s direction as the sea of bodies parted before them. ‘Privileges of command,’ he said airily.


  Flanked by Cappa and Murco, Lysandra reached the front of the crowd and rested her forearms on the paddock fence, taking in the brawl. The fighters stood, two titans battling on a rather inglorious patch of mud and horse manure. As she watched the bout progress, Lysandra realized that it was a fitting setting. There was no skill to this, just brute force against brute force. It was bloody and, judging by the reaction of the crowd, entertaining. They were clearly not a sophisticated bunch, but she was surprised that the professional warriors thought this was something worth shouting about.


  ‘It is like they are taking it in turns,’ she commented to Murco as Thallo’s meaty fist smacked into the blacksmith’s cheek. The skin split and blood sluiced down into the bushy beard adding to its now soggy mass.


  ‘They’re not the fastest but they’re effective enough,’ was Murco’s diplomatic response as the blacksmith responded by landing a haymaker that staggered the mercenary. At this, the encouragement from the locals intensified.


  ‘It is about as effective as trying to put out Nero’s fire with a bucket of naphtha,’ Lysandra responded. ‘You could see that punch coming from the middle of last week…’ She winced as the blacksmith landed a vicious uppercut that sent Thallo to the earth. He tried to rise but slumped back, his glazed eyes looking up at the twilight sky. ‘If you hit anyone for long enough, they will go down,’ Lysandra shouted over the huge cheer. ‘But look at the Italian. He is a mess. The idea of unarmed combat is to hit without being hit. Frankly, I’m appalled.’As she said this last, there was a sudden lull in the noise. Euaristos shot her a glance.


  ‘Appalled?’ he repeated looking a little hurt. ‘It was close, but the blacksmith had more about him than anyone could guess.’


  ‘It is not as though he looks feeble,’ Lysandra replied as the victor took the applause of the locals, who had now begun to chant


  ‘Cynocephalus, Cynocephalus!’


  Cappa nudged her. ‘Good of them to remind you of that battle,’ he said. ‘We thrashed you Greeks at that one.’


  ‘Macedonians,’ Lysandra corrected. ‘Sparta was allied to Rome at the time of the Dog’s Head battle —clearly Rome knew that it was better to ask the Spartans to fight with them as opposed to against them. Most of Hellas was against Macedon once they saw that Sparta had allowed Rome to be her ally.’ She was cut off as a bloody and unsteady looking Thallo climbed over the fence and passed between them.


  ‘Sorry,’ he muttered as his fellows patted him on the shoulders and offered condolences —no doubt for the wounded fighter and their own purses.


  ‘There’s another bout now,’ Euaristos said as Thallo moved away, aware that Hellene pride was now at stake. ‘Ah,’ he smiled.


  ‘Galeopsis.’


  Galeopsis was clean-shaven and lithe, with dark brown eyes that were too close together and a large yet thin nose. He grinned to reveal teeth that only added to his moniker: Galeopsis was Hellenic for ‘Weasel.’


  The Italian locals opted —as was the Italian-Roman way— to go for blunt force. A tall, red-haired, lantern-jawed bruiser emerged from the throng and climbed into the ‘arena.’ Lysandra did not consider herself judgemental, but it was hard not to be so when looking at this specimen: his expression, his demeanor and the lack of spark in his eyes gave him the look of an idiot.


  ‘Galeopsis will take this fool,’ Euaristos informed her. ‘He’s a murderous cut-throat of the worse kind. A Cretan.’


  Lysandra nodded. Everyone knew that Cretans were not to be trusted.


  The Cretan took up a boxer’s stance whilst his opponent merely ducked into what he obviously considered was a fighting crouch.


  Both men circled each other for some time and soon the crowd began to shout teasing abuse at their seeming lack of willingness to fight. Egged on, the Italian lunged forward and Lysandra was mildly impressed with Galeopsis’s speed as he evaded the attack. But his response to this opportunity only served to show he was as inept as Thallo: the fast punch to the bigger man’s exposed ribs would be sore but hardly a crippling blow.


  ‘The Italian was wide open,’ she informed Euaristos. ‘Galeopsis should have made him pay far more than he did with that little tap.’


  The mercenary looked as though he wanted to retort but Lysandra was pleased that he did not. She knew he had seen her fight and as such knew well that she was more than qualified to comment on fighting technique.


  The bout lasted much longer than the first one, the classic encounter between the big man and the little man. Despite herself, Lysandra was impressed with Galeopsis: as the Cretan warmed to the task, his attacks became steadily more vicious and telling. But the Italian was like a rock, seemingly able to take any amount of pain before coming back with his own volleys. His method was slow and brutal but, in the end, undeniably effective. As the battle wore on, Galeopsis began to tire and move with less fluidity. Eventually, this bout ended as did the last, with the Hellene mercenary out cold on the deck and a chorus of taunting derision from the locals.


  So it was with the next match and the one after. The Hellenes were getting trounced and Lysandra was acutely embarrassed. Here, in microcosm, was what had happened in history: comparatively civilized and sophisticated Hellene soldiers being routed by uncouth, brawny Italians. It really was unendurable, and as the latest victor paraded around the arena, challenging ‘any Greek with the balls to face me’ to get over the fence, Lysandra made up her mind. Before the astonished Cappa and Murco could react, she vaulted over the fencing and landed with a soft thud on the paddock’s ground.


  As the crowd realized that a woman had entered the combat area, they roared with laughter and began screaming unsavory offers of what they would like to do with her —or, more accurately, to her.


  She had heard the suggestions many times before in Halicarnassus: it was the opening verse of the gladiatrix’s song.


  The Italian victor, realizing he was no longer the center of attention, rounded on her, his bruised eyes widening in surprise. ‘Are you my winnings?’ he leered in his provincial accent. ‘You’re a skinny streak,’ he appraised her, ‘but I’ll not complain when you’re greasing my pole!’ At this the crowd gave a loud cheer.


  Lysandra studied him: by the look in his eyes, he was fired by overmuch booze —more than enough to make him belligerent and feel as though he was indestructible. She raised her own voice above the jeers. ‘I will grease your pole if you can beat me in a fair fight!’


  The Italian roared with laughter thinking this a joke, but when Lysandra did not move, his thick eyebrows knitted in a frown and he advanced on her.


  Lysandra dropped back into a fighting stance as the shouts of the crowd washed over her, and she realized in that moment that she had almost come home. As he advanced upon her, her eyes went flat and something inside her stirred. With a growl, the Italian attacked and the gladiatrix Achillia stepped in to meet him.


  XXI


  ‘All right, shut up the lot of you!’


  Valerian grinned as Settus took up his position at the head of the men. The two had been working on improving the rotas and shift patterns of the slaves and workers.


  Well, Valerian had been working on improvements and the former optio was learning to repeat the instructions given him.


  Benches scraped on the stone floor and conversation died down as Settus began to dole out the tasks for the forthcoming day. Despite Settus’s damning indictment against the staff and slaves, Valerian had found most of them to be adequate for the menial labor at the Flavian: there were some fitness issues, he thought, for the ones who would be assigned to crowd control and he resolved to put them through their paces soon. That, he mused, probably wouldn’t go down too well.


  ‘Now then…’ Settus was saying. ‘The animal cells below the arena are a fucking disgrace. They need to be mucked out more regularly than they are at the moment.’ Voices started to rise in protest, but Settus raised a warning hand. ‘Don’t give me any excuses about work-load on show days, or my favorite —the-animals-will-die-soon-so-there’s-no-point and all of that old bollocks. The whole hypogeum stinks of shit and piss. Shit means insects and insects mean diseases. You cunts won’t be too happy when you’ve got some gods-cursed illness because you were too fucking dainty to shovel shit.’


  ‘That said,’ Settus glanced at Valerian a little self-consciously, ‘I’ve come up with an idea.’


  ‘This should be good,’ one of the ex-gladiators commented to the amusement of all in the room.


  ‘Shut your face. Now, where was I? Oh yeah. Shovelling shit is an unpleasant but necessary task. Let’s face it, even the slaves hate doing it and you can only beat them so often —and even then, they’re not likely to work harder. So, I’ve negotiated a deal on your behalf— this is Rome, after all, and even shit is for sale.’ This got a laugh and Settus looked a little surer of himself because of it. ‘Fertilizer is big business: there’s plenty of gardens on the seven hills. Gardens need fertilizer and we’ve got more fertilizer than we know what to do with. So, whatever team is shovelling shit —and that includes both freedmen and slaves— will get a percentage of the transaction, minus my cut for thinking of the idea in the first place. Obviously, the main bulk of the profit goes back to the Flavian —but we all stand to make a few sexterces out of this. What do you reckon?’


  The men nodded and made sounds of concurrence which pleased Valerian. Selling excrement was not how he had imagined that he would begin to make ends meet but necessity was the mother of invention. The meeting began to break up as the workers got ready to go about their tasks for the day. Valerian had found another excuse to make sure he was able to watch the fighters at their training —one in particular. The thought buoyed him and he made to shuffle out with Settus and the rest of the crews.


  He was stopped as Laenus approached them.


  ‘Just you two,’ he indicated Settus and Valerian. ‘Back inside, boys,’ he said. ‘The rest of you, get on with your work.’


  Valerian gave Settus a ‘what’s going on?’ look but the former optio could only shrug so he decided to just come out with it. ‘Laenus,’ he smiled. ‘What can we do for you?’


  Laenus sat on a bench. ‘It’s what you’ve been doing for yourselves that I’ve come to talk to you about. This place is running smoother than ever before. Now, either Settus here has been suddenly touched by Minerva and given the gift of command, or you,’ he stabbed a finger at Valerian, ‘have been running things from behind the scenes. Which is it?’


  ‘I’m a religious man,’ Settus offered.


  ‘And I’m a Vestal.’


  ‘What’s this about, Laenus?’ Valerian interjected. He had a feeling that he and Settus were about to lose their percentages to the trainer and the galling thing was they could do nothing about it. ‘Things are running smoothly, you’ve said so yourself. If this is about offering the men a little incentive to work harder, I thought you and your superiors would have been more than happy about that. This operation was a fucking disgrace —sorry, Settus— before I arrived.’


  ‘Fuck’s sake,’ Settus complained. ‘You’ve only been here five minutes and you’re already acting like you’re the legate of the tenth. We were doing all right before you arrived and don’t forget who got you the job in the first place.’


  ‘I’ve not forgotten,’ Valerian tried to sound placating but the whole situation was so upsetting. Here he had done his best to better not only his own circumstances but everyone else’s and now Laenus was going to flitch him out of his cut. ‘I’ve just made some improvements to your strategy,’ he said to Settus. ‘And let’s face it; you’ve benefitted financially —same money, much less work…’


  ‘Hey, hey…’ Laenus broke in. ‘You two sound like you’re married…’


  Settus rounded on the trainer. ‘Are you calling me a fucking tunic-lifter, Laenus? I’ll have you, you bastard!’


  Valerian could see that Laenus was a hard man, well used to holding his own in a brawl; he was bigger and stronger than Settus, but when the former optio was riled, he was more frightening than most men.


  ‘No, no! Fucking hell, Settus!’ the trainer exclaimed. ‘Don’t be so touchy —you don’t have to turn everything into a row.’


  Valerian saw that Settus was about to pounce and, once started, there was only one way this would end. ‘Settus!’ he shouted, injecting the almost forgotten authority of a military tribune into his voice. ‘Stand to!’


  Settus trembled with suppressed violence but years of ingrained discipline halted him. With a deep breath he stood back, the tension almost visibly draining out of him.


  Laenus puffed out his cheeks. ‘Jupiter, Settus,’ he shook his head. ‘Give me a chance to finish here.’


  ‘Go on then,’ Settus muttered, sitting back down.


  ‘Maro’s noticed the improvements around here.’ He referred to the lanista of the Flavian. ‘He’s also noticed that the improvements started soon after New Boy here joined us,’ he gestured to Valerian.


  Valerian could guess what was coming and it made him feel thoroughly wretched. He could not stand by and allow himself to super-sede his friend —the man to whom he owed much of his new start.


  ‘Laenus,’ he interjected. ‘Settus and I are a team —we’ve been working together.’


  ‘Yeah, well, of course.’ It was plain that Laenus found that hard to believe but plainer still that he was not going to provoke Settus again. ‘The thing is, with things working so well, Maro wants New Boy here promoted.’


  ‘The men won’t like that,’ Valerian said. ‘You keep calling me “New Boy”, I’ve not been here long enough to have earned a promotion in their eyes.’


  ‘The men know the score,’ Laenus waved the protest away. ‘Besides, even if they did give a shit who’s giving them orders —which they don’t— Maro’s made his decision and that’s the end of it.’


  ‘Are you giving me the sack?’ Settus’s voice was strangled with grief and fury at the same time.


  ‘No, he’s not,’ Valerian answered before Laenus could speak. ‘We’re working on this together, Settus, just like before.’ He raised an eyebrow at the trainer. ‘Isn’t that right?’


  ‘Yeah, just like before,’ the trainer agreed with some reluctance.


  ‘Good,’ Settus was relieved. ‘You had me going there for a minute, you bastard. Yeah,’ he nodded. ‘It’ll be just like it was in the army, eh Valerian? You thinking up the plans and me making sure it all runs smoothly.’


  ‘Exactly,’ Valerian had not thought of using the military parallel to blind Settus to his demotion.


  ‘Good, it’s all sorted then,’ Laenus’s smile was forced and utterly unconvincing. ‘Good work, lads.’ He got up and made his way to the door.


  ‘Laenus!’ Settus called. ‘Sorry about losing my rag just then.’


  ‘Forget it —I’d get the hump too if I thought someone was calling me a fruit.’


  ‘I thought you were a fruit.’


  ‘Don’t push your luck, Settus,’ the trainer responded, and strolled into the sunlight.


  As soon as he had gone, Settus turned to Valerian. ‘Fucking result,’ he enthused. ‘This’ll be great!’


  ‘Yes,’ Valerian agreed. ‘It will be. We’ll have to make sure we don’t tread on our own dicks, though.’


  Settus waved a dismissive hand. ‘Don’t worry about all that,’ he said. ‘I’ll batter anyone who gets out of line —not that they will.’ He paused. ‘Thanks for speaking up though —I really thought Laenus was going to tell me to fuck off.’


  Valerian grinned. ‘I’ll tell you to fuck off if you let us down on this one, Settus.’


  The former optio laughed. ‘Then I’ll beat you so badly that all you’ll have left below the neck will be memories.’


  There really was no answer to that.


  Valerian felt like a new man as he strode out onto the palaestra.


  Around him, the gladiators worked at their calisthenics or sparred with wooden swords, the clack of wood on wood seeming to beat a staccato rhythm to the training. It was much like an army camp, he mused. Strange that that could be a comfort after what he had experienced in Dacia.


  Thinking of that gods-cursed place chilled him as the memories floated to the surface of his thoughts like bloated corpses.


  ‘Why so glum?’ A female voice snapped him from his melancholy.


  ‘Oh!’ he exclaimed. ‘Pyrrha.’ His heart quickened as he looked at the young gladiatrix. She had been working out, her dark, curly hair plastered to her forehead, her skin glowing with the sweat of exertion. Valerian was both pleased and embarrassed by the sudden stirring in his loins, something he had not felt —whilst sober at least— since Dacia. But Pyrrha had awakened desire in him again. They had been surreptitiously meeting each other when they could, exchanging kisses but nothing more. Still, he found that she dominated his thoughts whilst waking and asleep —it was she who made this place and his new life more than bearable— it was becoming pleasurable.


  ‘Yes,’ she smiled. ‘Pyrrha. What’s amiss, Valerian?’


  She seemed to be full of fake bravado: he had seen a thousand times before when a legionary was trying to act large in front of a superior. Pyrrha had the same aura and despite her apparent geniality, he knew it was forced. ‘Nothing’s amiss,’ he said, a tad more shortly than he had intended. ‘I was just lost in thought.’ He turned to leave: that his past trauma had been so clearly written on his face was embarrassing and even if he had left his virtus in Dacia, he did not want her to think him less of a man.


  ‘What were you thinking about?’ she said to his back, halting him.


  ‘The war.’ He did not turn. There were a few moments of uncomfortable silence and again he made to move.


  ‘It must have been terrible to make you to look so sad. I had heard that you’ve been promoted —that’s good news, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It is good news and yes, the war was terrible.’ He turned around. ‘Is there something you need, Pyrrha? I am… here to serve the fighters as well.’ His shame was causing him to be short with her and he made to apologize but Pyrrha spoke before he could.


  ‘No,’ she replied, her expression hardening. ‘I was just asking after you because you looked sad. Don’t worry, I won’t bother again. You have more important things to do than waste your time talking to me, obviously.’


  ‘No, no, I’m sorry, Pyrrha,’ Valerian was grateful that she had not stormed off. ‘I’ve behaved appallingly. It’s just that sometimes I remember too much of what happened and it… it is most unpleasant.’ That was putting it mildly, he thought to himself.


  ‘It’s all right…’ she replied, the beginnings of a smile forming on her lips.


  ‘Pyrrha!’


  They both looked about to see Illeana, the Aesalon Nocturna, approaching. Despite his strong attraction to Pyrrha, Valerian felt his throat catch as she walked towards them. Illeana was beyond perfection: to look upon her, he thought, must be the same as looking upon the goddess Venus herself. Some women were beautiful, physical works of art so untouchable that they could not fire a man; others were sensual, their bodies offering the promise of endless pleasures in the night. Illeana, he decided, was singularly unique, in that she was possessed of both qualities. She was just the right height for a woman —slightly taller than average, but not too tall to be unusual, the form of her body peerless. Her swaying walk spoke at once of confidence and seduction. But it was her face that held him and, he knew, all men: glittering green eyes that needed no ochre to enhance them; those thin, almost angular eyebrows; the faultless nose; the over-plump lips that on anyone else would have been out of place but, on Illeana, made her all the more desirable. No matter how many times he laid eyes on her, he could not get used to her. Her presence seemed to fill him and deny anyone else his attention —and Valerian knew well that he was not alone.


  The whole of Rome worshiped this woman.


  He realized he was staring, and looked down quickly.


  ‘Hello,’ she said to him before turning her attention to Pyrrha. ‘Why are you standing around talking to this worker when I should have you flogged for loitering? You are leaving here very soon.’


  Her eyes flicked over to Valerian as if to emphasize this point. ‘You have no time to exchange pleasantries with the workers or anyone else for that matter.’


  ‘I’m tired.’ Pyrrha sounded petulant, even to Valerian’s ears.


  ‘I don’t care. To the pallus with you,’ she gestured to the wooden posts used for sword training. ‘You’ll hit it till I tell you to stop, is that clear?’


  ‘I’m tired.’


  ‘Good —then you’ll learn a valuable lesson about pushing your limitations. Go. Now.’


  Pyrrha looked for a moment as though she was going to protest before marching off huffily to the palaestra.


  Illeana shook her head and laughed softly. ‘A firebrand, isn’t she?’


  ‘She’s young,’ Valerian replied.


  ‘She’s not that young.’ Illeana arched an eyebrow, the act of which made Valerian feel week at the knees. ‘You like her, don’t you?’


  He swallowed. ‘Of course. She’s a nice girl. Who wouldn’t like her?’ he tried to inject a challenge into his voice, but it failed miserably against the onslaught of Illeana’s beauty and came across as whining as Pyrrha’s protest.


  ‘She likes you a little too much.’ Illeana switched her attention to the young gladiatrix who, to her credit, was striking the pallus with some gusto. ‘A girlish crush, I’m sure, but you shouldn’t encourage it, Valerian. She is contracted here and you…’ She turned back to him. ‘You are just a hired hand, promotion or no promotion. Don’t interfere with my fighter’s training.’


  Valerian was surprised at the earnestness in her tone. ‘Why are you talking to me like this?’ he asked. ‘You are worried that I am going to pursue Pyrrha, is that it?’ The silence of her response spoke volumes. ‘I will not deny that I am… attracted to her. But —as you say, I am just domestic help round here.’ He knew that Pyrrha would be in serious trouble if their liaisons, chaste as they had been, were uncovered.


  ‘You are an educated man,’ she offered. ‘You will not be domestic help for long, I think. I don’t know what happened to make you end up here, Valerian, but I do know that your star will rise fast. Pyrrha needs no distractions now. I am taking her away from here to fight in the second-tier arenas outside the capital. When she returns, she will be much changed and her status will allow her certain… leeway. But at this time, despite her skill, she is still only a tiro. I’ve told her and I will tell you the same thing: be patient.’


  Valerian was taken aback. ‘Thanks for your… concern,’ he replied.


  She smiled then and it seemed to him that for a brief moment she was the only thing in his world. ‘I like you, despite your pomposity. And I like her. I don’t want to see either of you flogged or worse. I’m sure that she’ll entertain your advances when she returns. Unless…’ Illeana stepped closer to him, her green eyes glittering… ‘you prefer women to girls.’


  In that moment, Valerian realized that no one could resist Illeana.


  At the back of his mind, he knew that she was teasing him and perhaps even testing him, but he did not care. His thoughts swum with visions of her entwined about him, her sweat-slicked skin sliding against his, the hardness of her nipples crushed against his chest… ‘I like women and girls,’ he croaked.


  Illeana’s chuckle was throaty and soft as rare silk and her eyes flicked down. ‘I can tell.’ She stepped back and Valerian felt like a drowning man who had just breached the surface.


  Illeana walked away and Valerian’s eyes drank in the sight of her till she was lost among the fighters in the palaestra. Then he felt other eyes upon him and he saw Pyrrha glaring at him. He raised his hand to wave, but she threw her wooden sword on the ground and stamped off, shoving —to their amusement— two burly murmillo’s out of her way as she went.


  XXII


  Lysandra swung her legs out of the bed and held her head in her hands. The familiar sense of shame welled up inside her as the fragmented images from the previous evening assailed her. Once again she had lost control and drowned herself in the bitter-sweet taste of wine, drinking until she could barely stand.


  She looked at the naked form of Euaristos laying face down on the bed. She cringed, remembering how she allowed herself to be charmed and flattered by the mercenary, how they had tumbled into his room, kissing and laughing in a Dionysian frenzy, tearing their clothes off and falling to the bed.


  Lysandra had never been with a man before —consensually at least— and her inexpert handling of the situation coupled with the excessive amounts of booze Euaristos had sunk ensured a slurred conversation filled with his apologies and claims of it ‘never happening before.’


  She blamed herself —her only experience of male lust had been the attack by Nastasen, so her ministrations had probably been as rough as they were clumsy. Euaristos rolled over in his sleep and she saw that clearly the effects of the drink had worn off. The mercenary’s erection looked almost painful as it throbbed against his skin. It was strange to look at man in arousal without the sickening feeling of fear and revulsion that she expected. Then again, the crushing of shame at her own lack of control probably dampened anything else she may have felt.


  Euaristos opened his eyes. ‘Ah,’ he said, his voice gummy and thick. ‘I have died and gone to the Elysian Fields, for I see before me one of Apollo’s nymphs.’


  ‘You only feel like you have died —the same as me,’ Lysandra replied and stood up.


  ‘Zeus, but you’re a beautiful girl,’ Euaristos grinned. ‘As you can see, my body doesn’t lie and, thank the gods, my cock has recovered from his bout of drunken lethargy. Come,’ he beckoned her. ‘I need you.’


  ‘Please,’ Lysandra shook her head. ‘My stomach feels as though Charybdis herself has taken residence.’


  Euaristos waved the protest away. ‘A tumble will sort you out,’ he insisted. ‘Sex is the best —and I might add— only cure for a hangover.’


  ‘Not in Sparta,’ Lysandra replied, forcing her tone to remain light and bantering. Inside, she felt pressured by the situation and needed to get away. ‘Where’s my tunic?’ She began to cast around the room for the garment.


  ‘You’re a virgin, aren’t you?’


  Lysandra retrieved the garment from the floor and threw it on.


  ‘No,’ there was no point in lying, she decided; but there was more to it than that. ‘Well, yes and no. Why did you think so?’


  He chuckled and then took on the look of a man who was about to say something and then thought better of it. ‘You’re very… innocent,’ he improvised.


  ‘Very kind of you to say so. I am used to the company of women. My only other experience with men was hardly pleasant.’


  ‘Ah,’ Euaristos rolled onto his side, pulling the sheet over his privates. ‘I understand of course.’


  ‘Do you?’ Lysandra felt a bite of anger at his presumption.


  ‘Yes, I think I do. I am a soldier, Lysandra. I have seen things in victory that have appalled me. Maidens dragged from their parent’s arms to be raped again and again on the bloody streets of a fallen city, murdered or taken as slaves when they have been used. Some men can be beasts —but not all men. I am not such a man: I have never forced myself onto a woman. And I never will,’ he added with meaning. ‘But I will say this: love between a man and woman can be a special thing. A beautiful thing, indeed.’


  She smiled at him. ‘Perhaps one day I will find out. But not today.’


  Euaristos chuckled then. ‘I am cursed!’


  ‘I am sure the whores you hired will be sleeping off their labors,’ Lysandra suggested helpfully. ‘Or if they have departed, the innkeeper will let you have one of his slaves —you’ve put enough coin in his purse, after all.’


  ‘Spartan practicality knows no bounds.’


  ‘It is one of our many virtues,’ she replied, picking up her sandals.


  ‘I hope we will meet again, Lysandra,’ Euaristos said as she opened the door to leave. ‘You are an intriguing woman.’


  ‘Perhaps,’ she said, and shut the door gently behind her. In the quiet darkness of the corridor, she puffed her cheeks out, repressing a shudder of guilt. Why, she asked herself, could she not control her drinking? Each time she thought the battle won, soon after a crushing defeat would follow. Never again, she vowed, making her way to her own room. It was empty.


  Cappa and Murco had seen her go off with Euaristos —as had everyone else for that matter. Doubtless everyone would have been making jokes about her licentiousness which only added to the horrid remorse coursing through her. She sighed and made to clean herself up as best she could.


  Her toilet complete, she made her way down to the caupona: she could hear the voices of her bodyguards chatting with Dulcis, the innkeeper.


  ‘How did the fighting go?’ Dulcis was asking. ‘I reckon they could have heard you lot cheering in Rome. And,’ he lowered his voice, ‘I heard that your woman got involved. What happened there?’


  ‘Broken ribs. Teeth smashed out. Two broken arms, one kneecap shattered and a cracked skull.’ This from Cappa.


  ‘Tragic. She was a lovely girl.’


  ‘What?’ Cappa was feigning confusion. ‘Oh no, Lysandra’s fine. I was talking about what she did to your lot.’


  ‘Fuck off,’ Dulcis turned sour.


  ‘I’m serious.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Yes. I wouldn’t have believed it either, if I hadn’t seen it myself.’


  ‘He’s telling the truth,’ Murco put in. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it. She was lethal, mate. Lethal.’


  ‘Bollocks.’ Dulcis adopted that inscrutable tone that only innkeepers who had heard every lie in the book could muster.


  ‘You’ll see for yourself when she comes down. Not a mark on her —well, apart from her knuckles of course. She fights like a man and she fucking drinks like one too,’ he puffed his cheeks out at the memory. ‘Jupiter, she can put it away.’


  Lysandra cringed at this comment and decided to make her entrance. ‘Good morning,’ she called loudly, deciding the best course of defense was attack. She would have to brazen it out.


  ‘Good morning, lady,’ Cappa tossed her a wave. ‘We were just telling Dulcis here how you battered the locals.’


  ‘And that’s all?’ she replied more sharply than she intended. They had probably already covered her liaison with Euaristos, which of course she could not deny. It would hardly be fair to report back that he had not been able to manage an erection —an unforgivable thing for any man and certainly a secret that must be kept.


  ‘That and you can drink the doughtiest legionary under the table,’ Cappa grinned. ‘How’s the head?’


  ‘I will be well after some food and water. See to it, Dulcis!’ she ordered. Dulcis grunted and made off. ‘I want to be on our way swiftly,’ Lysandra said to her bodyguards. ‘Are you both ready to depart?’


  ‘Yes, lady,’ Murco replied for both. ‘We can leave as soon as you are ready.’


  ‘Good.’ Lysandra was keen to put the scene of her drunken shame far behind her.


  Lysandra kept her head down for the rest of the day, letting Cappa and Murco assume that she was dreadfully hung over. Not that that was far from the truth, she thought bitterly. Thoughts turned and tumbled in her mind, over and over again. She had always been supremely disciplined: why was this weakness —this curse— upon her? It was almost Promethian. After all, she had been the greatest gladiatrix of her day, and would be again. Perhaps this fallibility was god-borne in case she stole too much of their fire. The thought buoyed her flagging spirits somewhat and by evening she was beginning to feel a little more human and a little less full of guilt.


  The three made camp close to the road and Murco caught and cooked several wild rabbits which were excellent. As she ate, Lysandra could not resist asking them if she had made a fool of herself the evening before. It was all part of the remorse she felt after a session, this need to know that she had not done or said anything she should regret.


  ‘Don’t be daft,’ Cappa soothed. ‘You deserved a good drink after fighting those local fellows. And no, you didn’t do anything out of order. And no one apart from me and Murco noticed you… er… retire for the evening.’


  Lysandra smiled at him over the orange glow of the fire. ‘Thank you, Cappa.’


  ‘It was all good fun. But still —you should turn in. It’ll be a long day tomorrow and I’m hopeful that we’ll reach Paestum ahead of time.’


  Lysandra nodded. ‘Good. I need to get into shape. No more boozing.’


  ‘Everything in moderation,’ the old soldier agreed.


  Lysandra rolled out her blankets, hoping that his words were a mantra she could keep to. Both men were respectfully quiet as she tried to find Morpheus, chatting only in very low tones before Cappa made off to patrol the surrounds. Murco, his back to the flames, began to hum and then sing in soft, rhythmic verse. The almost monosyllabic guard was, Lysandra thought, a very complex fellow under the surface —connoisseur of fine wines, bard and soldier.


  He, like his companion, had the ability to make her feel safe and comfortable. The song washed over her and Lysandra found that sleep pulled her under without a struggle.


  ‘You should like this place, Lysandra’ Cappa commented as they looked down on the city of Paestum.


  ‘How so?’


  ‘It was a Greek colony way back when,’ the bodyguard said before taking a huge gulp from his water-skin. ‘You ought to feel right at home.’


  ‘I have not been to Hellas for many years now, Cappa,’ she replied. ‘If I am honest with you, I have no idea of where home really is.’


  The bodyguard wiped his mouth on the back of his arm. ‘Sparta,’ he replied. ‘It’ll always be your home, Lysandra, no matter where you go.’


  ‘I’m from Capua,’ Murco said. They both ignored him, which did not seem to bother him in the slightest.


  ‘Your lodgings are near those temples,’ Cappa drew his sword and sighted along it as a legionary would with a spear. ‘See.’


  Lysandra peered into the distance, over the brown-roofed houses of Paestum to the white colonnades that Cappa had indicated. They were situated to the south of the city walls, a road clearly linking them to the town. ‘Close to the gods again,’ Lysandra murmured.


  ‘Old Titus thought it would be a comfort to you.’


  ‘Titus is very thoughtful.’


  The three nudged their horses down, skirting around the town wall and the heavy traffic that clogged the main road to the forum.


  ‘We could go into town later,’ Cappa suggested hopefully. ‘See the lay of the land.’


  ‘Perhaps,’ Lysandra replied absently. She was keen to get to her lodging and begin training. Eager to put her past failings behind her. The last thing she wanted to do was visit the town with its easy temptations.


  It did not take long to reach the lodgings that Titus had ordered prepared for her. Clearly, the old centurion knew the lay of the land. The lodge was built far enough away from the town to be secluded, yet close enough to be convenient. From afar, it appeared to be near the temples but the view from a distance was misleading, the lodge being much higher on the hillside. That was good, Lysandra knew —training at altitude strengthened the lungs.


  The building was newly constructed, a roughly-hewn log cabin that was long and wide, next to which was a neat horse paddock.


  As they approached, a man emerged from the cabin, raising his hand in welcome.


  ‘Greetings, friends,’ his weathered face creased into a smile. ‘I am Mundus, your agent here in Paestum.’


  ‘Mundus,’ Lysandra climbed from the saddle and handed him the reins. ‘Lysandra —my bodyguards, Cappa and Murco.’


  ‘I’ve been expecting you, lady. Everything is prepared as per my instructions,’ he said as he let her mount into the paddock.


  Lysandra arched an interested eyebrow. ‘Show me.’


  Clearly pleased to be given the opportunity to do so, Mundus led her to the back of the cabin. Here, the local foliage had been stripped away and a palaestra cleared. Lysandra was impressed: the exercise area featured many training tools including a pallus, chin-bar, iron weights and sandbags. ‘Impressive,’ she said to Mundus who inclined his head in acknowledgement.


  ‘I have contracted reputable men to guard the cabin,’ he said as Cappa and Murco joined them.


  ‘We’ll need to meet them,’ Cappa said. ‘The lady is our responsibility and we can’t afford to have any local wastrels with their brains in their arses.’


  Mundus looked a little affronted. ‘That can be arranged, of course. Now,’ his smile returned. ‘My slave has prepared a meal in anticipation of your arrival. It awaits you within.’


  The cabin was spacious and Lysandra was pleased to smell the familiar odor of cooking barley mingled with roasting meat. In contrast to the rustic surroundings and smells, several plush couches were arranged in the center of the living area, looking utterly out of place. Mundus’s slave was a pretty blonde thing who was of Gaulish or Germanic stock and Lysandra saw both Cappa and Murco eyeing her as she busied herself finalizing their meal.


  ‘Meat and barley,’ Mundus said as they sat to eat. ‘Wine?’ he gestured to the slave. Murco’s grin was enthusiastic and he made a show of smelling the liquid once it was poured, frowning and nodding as he appreciated the vapors. Cappa wasted no time in diving into a drink, but Lysandra held up her hand.


  ‘Just water,’ she said. The slave nodded and made off to fetch a jug. ‘Tell me, Mundus, what god resides in the temple here?’


  ‘Athene, my lady: it was dedicated by the Greeks on the founding of this city and has not been changed since.’


  Lysandra chuckled despite herself. ‘Athene indeed?’ she said quietly. ‘Who would have thought it.’ She said no more and the silence was filled by a uncharacteristically prolonged oration from Murco on the quality of the local wine. Lysandra did not really hear any of it. Lost in thought, she could not help but think that once again the goddess had taken a hand in her life. Whenever she fell, Athene always seemed to be there to pick her up again and propel her on with her Mission. A Mission that the comfortable years had caused her to forget. Just seeing the training panoply at the rear of the cabin had excited her, filling her with a strange kind of strength, both physical and that of purpose.


  She rose to her feet. ‘I will take some air,’ she announced. Without waiting for a response, she made her way to the door and walked outside. The night was quiet and balmy, a cooling breeze wafting across the heights every so often. Lysandra looked down at Paestum below, the yellowish flickers of lamplight from homes and businesses twinkling. And there, at the edge of town, was the obsidian circle of the amphitheatre, itself ringed with torchlight. Lysandra fancied that she could hear the faint roar of the crowd carried to her on the breeze and the distant report of steel on steel. The gladiators at their work.


  Footsteps from behind made her look round to see the reassuring form of Cappa striding towards her. ‘Sorry to intrude, but —’ he began.


  ‘—you are just doing your job,’ she finished for him.


  ‘It’s why you’re paying us the big sexterces. Look,’ he pointed. ‘You can see the arena from up here.’


  ‘Yes,’ Lysandra breathed in deeply through her nose.


  ‘You’ll be fighting there soon.’


  ‘There’s much to be done before that,’ she replied.


  ‘Always break a big task down into the sum of its smaller parts,’ he advised. ‘What are you going to do tomorrow?’


  Lysandra turned to him. ‘Make an offering at the Temple of Athene. And then I will run.’


  ‘Run?’


  ‘Yes, Cappa. Run.’


  XXIII


  Illeana could not suppress a grin at Pyrrha’s expression as the cart creaked its ponderous way down the road to Capua. The young tiro was ensconced with several other novice fighters in this traditional mode of gladiatorial transport and Illeana knew from experience that it was uncomfortable in the extreme. But it was something the girl had to live with —talented as she may be, she had not yet proven herself and should be treated like any other fighter.


  Like the other girls in the cart, she stared out disconsolately through the bars, watching the countryside roll past, clearly wondering when the journey would end. For her part, Illeana was riding —she enjoyed being in the saddle and had grasped the opportunity to escape from the claustrophobic city with both hands.


  Maro had taken a dim view of things at first, but she had sworn on every god she could think of that her own training would not suffer: indeed, she had told him, sparring with fighters from different ludi would only sharpen her skills. The lanista was too long in the tooth to believe that was her real motivation for wanting to escape for a few days, but she had never let him down before and she knew that he was indulging her.


  Not that she would take this trip lightly; Illeana loved to train and, with the prospect of this ‘champion’ coming across the sea to face her, she could not afford to become lax because of her side project with Pyrrha. ‘Cheer up, girls,’ she called to the tiros. ‘Capua is not far now.’


  ‘How far?’ Pyrrha voiced the question for everyone.


  ‘A couple of hours, no more. It’s a singular honor to fight there,’ she added. ‘It’s known as one of the best training schools in the empire.’


  ‘Doesn’t that mean that the best fighters come from there?’ Pyrrha cocked her head to one side, closing an eye against the bright sun.


  Illeana chuckled. ‘No, the best fighters are in Rome, Pyrrha. You should know that.’ She winked at her young charge before digging her heels into her pony’s flanks, setting off at the run; whooping as the beast made it to full gallop. She could feel the baleful stares of the tiros on her back as she sped away from their creaking vehicle.


  It was such good sport to tease them.


  Capua was a piece of gladiatorial history; it was from here, of course, that Spartacus had begun his revolt. Every fighter that trained at this place had to feel his ghost watching them, Illeana thought as she walked around the quiet palaestra, the silence only broken by the slow creak of the sandbag ropes as they moved in the night breeze.


  She wanted what he had. A legend. For people to speak of her, years after her death, not of course with the notoriety of the rebel but at as the greatest gladiatrix Rome had ever seen —or ever would see. After all, life was short but fame was enduring.


  She had trained hard that day, sparring with the best females the ludus could offer and they had fought all the harder when they found out she was the Aesalon Nocturna, wanting to get one over on the great champion from Rome. That was to the good as it kept her focused and at her peak.


  The girls from Rome did not train; their work was done, the preparations had been completed back in the capital. Freed from the incarceration of their journey they were now enjoying the gladiatorial privilege of the feast. It was a tradition that on the night before a bout the fighters could indulge in the finest food and drink that could be provided. Whores and willing women were supplied for the men, but it was frowned upon for female fighters to participate in that sort of behavior: a gladiatrix with child was no use to anyone. Illeana herself had always been careful and she had admonished her young charges to do the same.


  ‘You’re not joining us?’


  It was Pyrrha. Illeana was pleased to hear no slurring in her voice, evidence that even if she was holding a cup of wine she had not overindulged. ‘I’m not fighting tomorrow,’ she smiled. ‘Call it a superstition —I just think me being there would bring me bad luck.’


  ‘Here then,’ Pyrrha handed her the cup. ‘Enjoy.’


  Illeana took it and found the wine to be of fine quality. ‘They’ve given you good stuff,’ she commented.


  ‘Yes, and some of our girls are going over the top. But they’re barbarians, and barbarians always get really drunk before they fight.’


  ‘That’s true,’ Illeana took another sip and handed the wine back.


  As she watched the younger woman drink, she felt as though this sharing was bringing them even closer together.


  ‘It’s a fatalistic approach they have. They think that if they are marked to die then they’ll die, hungover or not. The gods are implacable.’


  ‘What do you think?’


  ‘I think that the gods help those who help themselves.’


  Illeana chuckled at this. ‘Such a wise head on young shoulders, Pyrrha. Tell me now. Do you fear what will happen tomorrow?’


  As was her custom, Pyrrha paused to think about the question.


  ‘Yes,’ she said after some moments. ‘The reality is that things can go wrong. Everyone should fear that —a slip, sand in the eyes, a lucky blow… call it the capriciousness of the gods if you will. But I am as prepared as I can be. I’m confident that I have the beating of all of them.’


  ‘I am too,’ Illeana nodded. ‘Pyrrha —why do you want to fight? You’re educated, I can see that. I know that your past is your business, but I’d like to know what drives you to do this.’


  ‘Illeana, you of all people should know the answer to that. I want to be great. To be known in my own right —not to live in anyone’s shadow. Even yours, if you don’t mind me saying.’


  ‘No, I don’t mind you saying. But you have a long way to go before that.’


  ‘I have time.’


  Pyrrha’s smile took the painful truth from her words. She was young, Illeana was older —and that was life. ‘You should get back inside —enjoy the feast.’


  ‘No,’ Pyrrha replied. ‘I’ve had enough of all that. I’ll ask to be put in my cell now. What about you?’


  ‘I think I’ll sit with Spartacus’s ghost a while longer.’


  In the half-light of the cell, Illeana applied the oil to Pyrrha’s body, kneading her muscles to looseness as she did so —the girl had already done her calisthenics but Illeana was anxious to ensure that she suffered no tightness or cramp. Above them, the muffled roar of the crowd ebbed and swelled like a distant ocean. ‘Be prepared for the noise,’ she advised. ‘It’s a lot different being in the middle than it is being part of the crowd. Don’t let it distract you.’


  ‘I wasn’t thinking about it till you mentioned it,’ Pyrrha replied with a grin. ‘Now it’s all I can hear.’


  ‘It’s not a time for jokes, Pyrrha. Focus on what you’re about to do.’


  ‘You sound more nervous than I am.’


  ‘Of course I’m not,’ Illeana lied. She eyed the young fighter’s nude body. It was firm, hard and free from blemishes. That, she knew, would change. Most fighters, no matter how good or fast they were, ended up with scars, though she herself had not yet been marked up, save for her forearms. ‘You’re done,’ she said. ‘Let’s get you dressed.’


  ‘You call going out in nothing but subligaricum dressed?’


  ‘Getting your tits out is all part of the show, you know that, Pyrrha,’ Illeana laughed, amazed at the girl’s calm demeanor. ‘Not that you’ve much to show.’


  ‘Thanks. I’ve read the graffiti about yours.’


  ‘It’s all true —I’m sure they are “gifts of Venus” or whatever it said.’ She sobered then, resting her hands on Pyrrha’s shoulders, looking her in the eyes. ‘Fortitudo. Contemptio mortis. Cupido victoriae.’


  Pyrrha nodded. ‘I will not let you —or myself— down, Illeana. I swear by all the gods. I feel… like I am in the womb. And that when I step out there, I will be reborn.’


  Illeana was about to respond when the cell door swung open, revealing the dark form of an arena slave. ‘It’s nearly time.’


  Illeana had been invited to sit in Vigilo’s, the Capuan lanista’s, box.


  She was at the back of course, but it was an unexpected gesture and one she was grateful for even if the man was probably trying to sweeten a path to lucrative matches with Magnus fighters in the future. She would, she promised herself, say good things about him if Maro asked.


  The Capuan arena was nowhere near the size and grandeur of the Flavian, but it was impressive and rustic enough for even the gentry to show their enthusiasm. In Rome, the games were something for many of the upper-class just to be seen at, but here it seemed that everyone in attendance was genuinely excited at the prospect of some quality blood-letting. Well, she thought, they would see quality today.


  Illeana saw a slave gesture from the Gate of Life and Vigilo got to his feet. ‘Right then,’ he said. ‘I’m on.’ The sun gleaming on his bald pate, he made his way into the middle of the arena. At the sight of him the noise of the crowd rose to fever pitch. The heavy-set lanista basked in the attention for a moment before lifting the vine staff over his head. At this, roars and shouts dropped to a hubbub and Illeana was impressed. Unlike their unruly Roman counterparts, the Capuan folk had a respect for the poor man who was trying to announce the fighters.


  ‘Capuans!’ he bellowed, the voice shockingly powerful even coming from his large frame. ‘You have seen criminals rightly executed! Beasts from all over the empire slain for your pleasure…’ he trailed off as a wave of wholehearted applause washed over him. ‘Worthy entertainments for the noisiest… and best… crowd in the world!’ More cheering. ‘Why, I could visit every arena from Judaea to Britannia and not hear a crowd like this one…’


  Illeana grinned at this sycophantic hyperbole —she, like the mob, had heard it all before. But it was expected and added to the fun.


  ‘Now, my good people,’ Vigilo went on, ‘one last appetizer before we begin our main course of the day. Like all of you, there’s nothing I like more than to see two men fight, toe to toe, blade to blade. It shows our Roman skill, our Roman courage, our Roman virtus! But let me say, my friends, that as a man of huge appetites —if you know what I mean…’ he was forced to pause as the mob threw good-natured jeers at him, many of them making obscene gestures, ‘…I like to see a hot, sweaty woman at her work —what do you say to that!’


  The lanista got the reaction he wanted as the crowd screamed at him again, punching their fists in the air and hollering abuse and exhortation to begin the bout. He was an accomplished showman, eking out the introductions, building up anticipation till it was at breaking point. ‘What’s that you say?’ He cupped a hand to his ear. ‘Get on with it, Vigilo? Let’s see the fight, Vigilo? Good people of Capua, I am yours to command! Citizens —I bring you a gladiatrix— trained by my own fair hand, victrix of two bouts… she is brave, she is strong, she is fearless… Capuans, I give you Audaciaaaa!’


  He extended the end of her name, roaring it out till it was drowned by the din of applause.


  The dark-haired Audacia strode out from the Gate of Life, her arms raised aloft. She was a thraex, armed with short sword and shield. Illeana studied her and was impressed. She was well-muscled and heavier than Pyrrha, her defined physique demonstrating hard training and her gait oozing confidence. The crowd hooted, always enthusiastic at the sight of female flesh —as she had said to Pyrrha, it was all part of the show.


  Vigilo allowed his fighter to soak up the applause before he came in again. ‘And her opponent, trained in the great Ludus Magnus of Rome… fighting in her first bout, named for the offspring of Achilles, people of Capua… the beautiful… the deadly… Pyrrhaaaaa!’


  Illeana had never before experienced the agony of a trainer.


  Now, for the first time, she felt what her own instructors must have felt when sending her into the arena for her first bout.


  It was easy for the fringe lunatics who criticized the games to generalize that all fighters were looked upon as mere kine by their owners, simple fodder for the arena. Nothing could be further from the truth of course: it was as ludicrous to assume that all lanistas and trainers were heartless sadists as it was to suppose that all fighters were criminals deserving of their lot. Ultimately, the bond forged in the sweat and toil of the palaestra was stronger than most friendships outside the ludus. After all —when a potter left the caupona for work, his friends did not wonder if they would see him alive again.


  Pyrrha strode out from the Gate of Life, the twin blades of the dimachaeria held loosely in her hands. Opposed to the rapturous welcome for the local fighter, the crowd hurled abuse and curses at her, some going so far as to make the sign of the twin horns —probably those who had bet heavily against her. For her part, Pyrrha looked assured and calm, though Illeana knew well that her stomach would be full of butterflies: there was no way of knowing how the hostile crowd would affect her confidence.


  As the thought occurred, Pyrrha answered the question. She stretched her neck from side to side and spun her swords in her hands as was her custom. But she did not stop there: she began to move, increasing the speed of the spinning weapons so they seemed to form a glittering web in the bright sun. Illeana raised an eyebrow as Pyrrha went through the basic advance and retreat drill taught to all tiros —but, with the added complexity of the dimachaeria weapons, she had turned the simple exercise into something of a display that all but silenced the crowd. All eyes in the arena —including her opponent’s— were on her as she danced with the blades. Illeana noted that Pyrrha was adding more steps to the pattern, turning, twisting and finally leaping into the air with a shrill cry. As she landed side on to her opponent, Pyrrha sank down on her right leg, her left extended, one sword held over her head the other pointing straight at Audacia.


  The crowd erupted in a spontaneous round of cheering as Pyrrha ended on this highly theatrical and utterly functionless stance. Illeana found herself joining in —clearly, nerves were going to be the least of Pyrrha’s problems. Her dance was both impressive and highly dangerous: the display must have leached some confidence from the impressive-looking Audacia, but if Pyrrha had slipped or dropped a sword, the result would have reversed itself ten-fold. If things went well, Illeana would have to speak to her about it. If things went well: the Roman found herself whispering a silent prayer to Fortuna.


  Vigilo called the fighters together, holding the vine staff out to separate them. Pyrrha rose into the classical guard of the dimachaeria as Audacia dropped back into her own stance. The audience began to clap —slowly at first but increasing in speed with each retort till reaching thunderous crescendo that filled the arena. Almost lost was the lanista’s call.


  ‘Pugnate!’


  At once, Pyrrha leapt into the attack, trying to spear her foe straight in the face with the first blow, but Audacia was experienced enough to parry the attack and in doing so open the dimachaeria guard. Her short sword licked out, seeking the flesh of Pyrrha’s belly only to be blocked. They disengaged, circling each other, shuffling backwards and forwards, both fighters looking for an angle of attack.


  It was Audacia who moved first, stepping in and executing a horizontal cut to Pyrrha’s ribs. Illeana rose to her feet, screaming for Pyrrha to see the move for what it was; but Pyrrha did not have her experience. The young fighter’s sword blocked the cut just as Audacia rammed the hard metal of her buckler into Pyrrha’s face.


  Illeana’s hands flew to her mouth as she imagined she could almost hear the dull ring of the blow landing.


  Pyrrha staggered back, blood sheeting down her cheek from a cut somewhere high on the side of her head. At least, Illeana thought, she had turned her face aside, but the blow was a telling one.


  Pyrrha’s legs were not strong as the thraex rushed into the attack, sensing an early victory. The onslaught came as it must as Audacia rained blow after blow down on the weakened tiro, using both sword and shield as weapons. Pyrrha’s responses were stiff and clumsy as she fell back in desperate retreat.


  The crowd, encouraged by first blood, roared on the home fighter, screaming for the kill. They roared again as the gladiatrices’ blades locked, Audacia’s diagonal cut blocked by Pyrrha; but the Capuan’s strength was greater and she pushed hard. Forcing the issue, her blade scraped upwards and came free, cutting into Pyrrha’s collar-bone. So near the bone, the flesh parted easily and the sands drank more Roman blood. With a strength that must have been born of desperation, Pyrrha shoved the bigger woman away and scampered back. Illeana knew she was trying to buy time to clear her head.


  The cut on her chest was nothing: it was the near knockout first blow that was troubling her.


  Audacia had a decision to make: she could continue to press and try to overwhelm her opponent or she could stay back and pick her attacks, eating the younger fighter a morsel at a time, hoping that the damage already done would be telling. Illeana would have opted for the former: Audacia did not.


  It was here that the hard hours of conditioning and training came to the fore. The endless miles run on the steps of the Flavian, the days spent toiling to exhaustion on the palaestra, thousands upon thousands of strikes to the wooden pallus would all now come into play.


  Given a few moments respite, Illeana could see the strength returning to Pyrrha’s legs. The crowd could see it too and urged on their champion: it was, Illeana realized, so much easier to be an expert when you were safe in the audience. These things were harder to see on the sands, but Audacia realized soon enough when the spring suddenly returned to Pyrrha’s step and she, in a display of cheek, spun her swords again. Despite their preference for the local girl, the crowd appreciated this piece of grandstanding and applauded politely.


  Pyrrha’s footwork became more assured as she opted to advance on Audacia using the circle-step, which allowed a fighter to move in and out with speed and power and added the advantage of a firm base. Her blades lashed out in a straight, three-strike combination, but these were deflected by the Capuan who then came back with a cut of her own. Pyrrha leapt back, wary now of the devastating shield punch. Both women stalked each other, but this let-up in the intense action soon caused the spectators to show their displeasure.


  They wanted more —they always wanted more, especially from female fighters. They would appreciate a Latrunculi match between two gladiators, but women were expected to bare all and give all.


  But it was apparent to Illeana that Pyrrha and Audacia were evenly matched, despite the bigger woman’s early success. Now they attacked each other in sporadic mêlées that seemed designed only to feel each other out and not do any real damage. ‘Come on, Pyrrha!’ Illeana called, wary that, should things go against her, the missio would not be granted after such a tepid affair.


  As though she heard her, Pyrrha rolled her shoulders and began to move, this time lightly on her feet, making the choice to sacrifice solidity for speed. She made to attack but it was merely a feint, causing Audacia to react. Pyrrha, however, made no attempt to follow up, content to merely make the other woman move. Clearly annoyed, the Capuan launched a thrust of her own and this time Pyrrha reacted, spinning away and cutting out at Audacia’s extended arm. The crowd hissed as the sharp iron tip of Pyrrha’s weapon sliced into their gladiatrix’s bicep making crimson fly in bright droplets.


  ‘Good,’ Illeana clapped her hands. ‘Good!’ The wound would be painful and —more importantly— debilitating: it would slow Audacia down and continue to worsen as the bout went on. Audacia knew it too and she cried out in defiance and laid in, cutting and hacking at her elusive enemy in fury. The sound of iron against iron rang out and then Pyrrha spun away once more, ducking low and dragging her blade across Audacia’s ribs. The Capuan yelped in pain but, as Pyrrha whirled past, she swung her blade, nicking the soft flesh of the Roman’s shoulder. It was hard to see from where she was standing, but Illeana did not think she had hit the critical tendons. She was proven right as Pyrrha showed no signs of severe hurt.


  Both fighters redoubled their efforts now, skin slick with sweat, oil and blood, their legs caked in arena sand. The crowd roared encouragement as the women tore into each other with fury. Illeana had seen it before —she had been there herself. No one, no matter how fit or strong, could fight at length without a break. The constant movement, the pain, the inner rush of blood, all conspired to sap energy from the body and instinct drove one on to finish before all strength had fled. In a drawn out contest such as this had become, it was all about will and conditioning. Pyrrha had trained hard but Audacia had the bigger frame, the stronger constitution —she could not know if Audacia had put in all the hours that she needed to.


  But this was legendary Capua, and they did not half-train their fighters here.


  Audacia was using her shield well, jabbing it out like a boxer to both confuse and create a barrier from behind which she could strike. Pyrrha was burning more energy, moving fast, trying to cut in at angles. The Capuan surged in and Pyrrha back-stepped frantically, fending off the bigger woman. A gap opened between them and then she did something that, in all her years in the arena, Illeana had never seen.


  Time seemed to slow before her eyes as Pyrrha ran —ran— forward.


  She launched herself into the air, blades poised.


  It was madness.


  It was suicidal.


  It had never been seen before.


  Like the mob, Audacia seemed to be stunned by the move for that split instant before the blow landed. Pyrrha came down like the war goddess herself, blade first, hacking the weapon into the flesh that joined the neck to the shoulder. Blood spewed from the wound and Audacia’s keening wail of agony could be heard even above the roar of the spectators. Locked together, both gladiatrices toppled to the ground in a spray of blood and sand.


  Pyrrha rolled away and scrambled behind Audacia, gripping her stricken foe by the hair and placing her sword at the other woman’s throat. All eyes in the arena now turned to the editor’s box. As sponsor of the games it would be he who ultimately decided the fate of the defeated Audacia, but as everyone knew, he would be swayed by the will of the mob. After all, like most editors he had made the heavy investment in putting on a spectacle to curry political favor with the citizens: it made no sense to antagonize them by turning his thumb on a fighter who they deemed had performed well.


  Audacia raised her blood-covered hand imploring the crowd for the missio and they voiced their support for mercy. She had fought well. Illeana, if she was being dispassionate, would go so far as to think she had been unlucky not to win. The editor was inclined to agree as he adopted a down-mouthed expression of magnanimity and pulled his thumb into his waist, indicating the sheathing of a sword —and deliverance for Audacia.


  Pyrrha released her opponent and raised her swords to some applause. These were not the ecstatic shouts of a satisfied throng: after all, it was their champion who had fallen, but the Capuan mob was erudite enough to appreciate a good fighter when they saw one.


  The young tiro waited for a moment before making her painful way back towards the Gate of Life.


  XXIV


  Lysandra’s senses swum as her feet pounded on the hard earth, calves burning as she plunged on up the hill towards the setting sun. Her heart thudded in her chest as she ran, sweat drenching her body and soaking through her tunic. The ground rose steeper, causing her to stumble and scrabble upwards, dust and lose stones forming clouds of dust about her, settling on her skin.


  She slipped, and slid back several feet. Gasping, she forced herself onwards, her rhythm broken. At the summit, Cappa called out to her in encouragement, urging her not to give in. Far behind, Murco labored after her, too weary even to curse.


  ‘Come on, lass —come on!’ Cappa jumped up and down on the spot like an excited child, beckoning her.


  Gritting her teeth, Lysandra dug deep and kept going. Exhaustion threatened to overwhelm her, but she refused to stop running. To walk now would be to admit defeat —and that she could not allow.


  She screamed, willing herself to go on, her tortured body nearly spent. The ground rose steeper still, forcing her to grab at shrubs and rocks to save herself from falling, but every agonizing pace brought her nearer to her goal. One final push and she would be there.


  The world began to judder each time her feet impacted with the earth, tilting crazily with abrupt suddenness as the ground rushed up to meet her. She struggled to her knees, trying to rise again, but could not, bile rushing to her throat and exploding out of her mouth. She puked until the dry retching began signalling the beginning of the end.


  She was dimly aware of Cappa’s hand on her back, his calming voice telling her she’d be all right. She rolled over and sat on her bottom.


  ‘Here,’ he said, tipping water into her mouth. ‘Rinse and spit. And don’t drink the rest down too fast.’


  ‘Merciful Athene!’ Lysandra gasped in frustration. ‘I was so close.’


  ‘Early days yet,’ Cappa consoled her. ‘And if you feel bad…’ he jerked his chin down the hill. ‘Look at poor Murco.’


  The other bodyguard was staggering up towards them so slowly it looked as though as he was moving under water. Eventually, he reached them, collapsing in a heap, chest heaving. ‘Not… paying… me… enough… for… this… shit…’ he managed, beckoning frantically for the water sack.


  ‘I told you. You do not have to run with me,’ Lysandra patted his back as he drank. ‘Either of you. Just wait along the route.’


  ‘We’re paid to guard you,’ Cappa replied. ‘Can’t do that if we’re too far away to help you if anything happens.’


  ‘She’s a gladiatrix, you idiot!’ Murco gasped, handing the sack back to Lysandra. ‘You think she can’t handle herself? I’m not doing this again —no offense,’ he offered to Lysandra.


  ‘I’ll run with you tomorrow,’ Cappa smirked. ‘Again. Your trouble, Murco, is that you drink too much wine. I’m still as fit as I was twenty years ago.’


  ‘That’s not what you said last time it was your turn. You complained all night about your aches, pains and blisters.’


  ‘Have you two finished?’ Lysandra cut them off before it degenerated into another round of bickering. Both Romans bickered like old crones and she was not in the mood to listen. She got to her feet. ‘Time to get back to the cabin. Come on, Murco,’ she offered him a hand up. ‘Up you get, old man.’


  The trio made their way back to their temporary home as the sun began to sink. Lysandra was furious at her abject failure to reach the summit. Too many years of booze-soaked inactivity had taken a greater toll than she had anticipated. To be a gladiatrix required a greater level of fitness than that of even the doughtiest Spartan warrior. Lysandra reckoned that she could not have out-fought one of the Three Hundred but she would wager her entire fortune that she would have been able to outrun any of them in her prime.


  In her prime.


  She should be in her prime now. She was the right age to reach her psychical peak. The old strength of body and will was still there.


  It would come, she told herself.


  It would come.


  The next morning, Murco awoke her before dawn as she had requested. Each day, before her training she went to the less-than-opulent Temple of Athene to make an offering and pray that Varia would return home to the Deiopolis in safety. The truth of it was that the headstrong youth had probably returned long since but still, she worried, and an offering would not hurt matters.


  She led in the pure white lamb, waving a greeting to the old priest who was busy sweeping the floor. He seemed as ancient as the building he guarded, all white-beard and scraggly hair. She had been coming for over two weeks now and she guessed he had become accustomed to her visits; at first, the old man had been genuinely put out at someone suddenly appearing to disrupt his indolent harmony, but he had come to realize that Lysandra knew her way around a temple and was thus not a threat to the lassitude of his semi-retirement.


  It was peaceful here. Quiet. Lysandra used the place to center herself even as she drew the sacrificial blade across the throat of the lamb, cutting deeply so she severed its larynx, thus allowing no sound to escape the beast. It thrashed pathetically on the altar, its hot blood coursing all over her hands as she whispered her prayers, beseeching the goddess to give her the strength of will she had once possessed. She let the animal bleed out, seeking answers to unknown questions in the crimson liquid.


  Her ritual finished, she rinsed her hands in the altar bowl and turned to leave. But for the first time, the caretaker spoke to her.


  ‘See you again tomorrow, girl?’ he said in strangely accented Hellenic.


  She smiled at him. ‘Yes. Tomorrow.’‘


  He said nothing more but went back to his work, whistling a broken tune. Yet the exchange, as brief as it was, left her feeling strangely lifted and light of spirit. And she was eager to begin the trials of the day.


  ‘Fifteen… sixteen… seventeen…’ Cappa counted as Lysandra pulled herself up on the chin bar. She alternated, first lifting her chin above the bar and then placing the back of her neck against it on the next repetition. It was excruciating, but it worked different muscles and built up endurance. ‘No pain!’ had become the mantra of the little household and each time Lysandra began to fail, Cappa, Murco or both invoked it. Now as she went into the forties, they switched roles: Cappa counting, Murco exhorting.


  ‘Forty-three…’


  ‘No pain!’


  ‘Forty-four…’


  ‘No pain!’


  And so it went on.


  Both men knew what they were about when it came to training.


  They had been Praetorians, well used to putting their subordinates through their paces and they now called upon that experience to aid Lysandra. Though they sparred with wooden swords on occasion, this was not specialized gladiatorial preparation: that would come in the ludus. All this was designed to make her stronger, tougher and faster.


  And as the days wore on, she began to love the toil and sweat once again.


  ‘That hill still has the beating of you,’ Cappa told her one afternoon as she worked on the wooden pallus, training her eye to strike at vulnerable spots on her “opponent.” ‘You need to be stronger.’


  ‘I will be,’ Lysandra replied, launching a furious attack on the pallus. The weight of the practice sword —the rudis— felt good in her hand.


  ‘We’ll get you there.’ Murco said, emerging from the house, a harness in his hands. ‘This used to be a punishment in the Guard. But for you, it’s good training.’


  Lysandra paused in her work. ‘What are you going to do?’ she raised an eyebrow. ‘Beat me with that?’


  Murco laughed. ‘No —everyone knows that is a national pastime in Sparta. Come with me.’


  The two bodyguards led her away from the house and to the foot of the hill. Here an unyoked chariot awaited them. ‘You are not serious,’ Lysandra protested, knowing already that they were.


  ‘Stop complaining or I’ll start making horse jokes,’ Murco tossed the harness to her. ‘It’s been altered, padded and all the rest. Get it on you.’


  Lysandra did as she was told, adjusting the leather straps so they were snug on her shoulders and waist.


  ‘Good,’ Cappa said, fitting the trailing end of the harness to the two-wheeler. Grinning he stepped on board, soon followed by Murco. They were enjoying themselves immensely by now, Murco even having remembered to bring a small flask of wine and two cups.


  ‘Cappa, my friend,’ he handed his companion a drink. ‘Time for a trip around the Paestum countryside. Lysandra, if you please.’


  Lysandra took a deep breath and stepped forward at the trot. The chariot was not as heavy as she had expected and she was able to increase her pace a little. Cappa and Murco made a point of admiring the scenery as she ran, making plans to visit the lake and perhaps do some fishing. This, she thought, was great sport for them.


  And, it seemed, everyone they passed. The sight of a woman bearing two grown men in a chariot was the cause of great hilarity to adult and child alike. But as time wore on, Lysandra found that she was too exhausted to notice. The muscles in her back and calves screamed in pain as she toiled on, sweat pouring from her body, her lungs working frantically, but never taking in enough air.


  The joking from behind had stopped now as her pace began to slow. ‘Keep it up, lass,” Cappa shouted. ‘No pain, now. Don’t give in… don’t give in!’


  She dug deep, deeper than she knew she could. Everything had gone now, everything but the agony of exhaustion and the need to carry on. She thought for a moment she was still running but realized that she was not —she simply moved on at a trudge which in its turn slowed to inertia. Lysandra heaved, but her strength was gone. She threw herself forward, trying to use the momentum of her weight to get the chariot rolling again. It was useless and she fell to her knees, gasping for air.


  ‘Fucking hell!’ both bodyguards were at her side, Murco emptying water over her head and cursing at the same time. ‘We didn’t think you’d get half as far! Good girl… good work!’


  ‘Well done, lass!’ Cappa undid the harness.


  ‘I think a small part of me is beginning to hate you two,’ Lysandra spluttered. ‘You are enjoying this a little too much.’


  ‘It’s for your own good,’ Murco reply was sagacious. ‘You can walk back, mind. We’ll take the chariot.’


  ‘Walk? I think not.’ Lysandra rose to her feet and staggered to the chariot.


  ‘I told you this would happen,’ Cappa said as he picked up one of the yokes. ‘I told you.’


  The chariot run now became part of her daily regimen and the tale of the ‘horse-woman’ spread quickly and their route was often lined with people who had come to see the curious sight for themselves, cheering on the strange woman and her trainers.


  As her strength grew, Lysandra began to enjoy the runs more and more, getting a thrill from the cries of encouragement. Soon, she was completing the round trip, revelling in her new-found endurance. Cappa and Murco were as unflagging in their support as they were unmerciful in their training methods. She began to realize why the Roman legions were so successful —with taskmasters like these, their men had to be the fittest soldiers the world had ever known.


  Their techniques were often agricultural, both literally and figuratively, but they worked. Lysandra found she had swapped sword and shield for shovel and axe as the Romans had her dig deep trenches with no regard for weather or the lateness of the hour. Three gladii deep by three gladii wide was what a legionary had to dig. ‘Good enough for them, good enough for you,’ Cappa had told her, and he would not tolerate an incomplete job —she was made to finish each ditch. The first time left her with blistered hands, aching back and a return home long after the sun had gone down. Accompanying her digs were frequent excursions —sometimes with the chariot— to the nearby woods. Here she would pit muscle and a steel axe-head against the trees.


  As with all things, at first it had been hard. But she found that this particular task was fast becoming her favorite part of her regimen. There was something calming in this work, the rhythm of the axe and the satisfying thud going up her arms as the head buried deep in the wood. ‘Almost as good as sticking your blade into your opponent,’ she commented one day, as a huge tree crashed to the ground.


  Cappa and Murco exchanged looks but did not comment. Lysandra supposed that they had different views to her on the matter of slaughter. She chose to fight, whereas for soldiers it was part of their job —and an unpleasant one at that. It was the same for some arena fighters too, she realized, those slaves that were forced onto the sands. But she had long since reconciled herself to the fact that she liked to win; and to win, more often than not, meant to kill.


  It was a simple as that. She turned to the Romans. ‘It is time for me to fight again —I am ready.’


  ‘You’ve not beaten that hill yet,’ Cappa commented.


  ‘I do not need to climb a hill to know that I am ready!’ Lysandra snapped. ‘I am Gladiatrix Prima. It is time.’ Her tone broached no argument and she was pleased that neither man chose to make an issue of it.


  XXV


  The ludus in Paestum was hardly a grandiose affair; situated at the western end of the town, it was surrounded by a rude wooden stockade of sharpened posts that were lashed together with thick ropes. A platform ran all the way around the perimeter allowing the interested or bored to climb up and watch the gladiators at the training. At Balbus’s ludus this had been a rare occurrence, largely because the compound was so far away from the city proper. Here, however, the ludus was within easy reach and the platform had more than a few citizens watching the proceedings within.


  Flanked by Cappa and Murco, Lysandra approached the main gate which was guarded by two shifty-looking men who were busy with a dice game they had set up on a makeshift table. As the trio approached they stopped their game and got to their feet, not neglecting to pick up their cudgels. ‘What can we do for you?’ the shorter of the two asked.


  Lysandra stepped forward. She was excited —the disjointed clack of the practice swords coupled with the shouts of trainers and fighters floated to her on the breeze, reminding her of the old days when she had been a novice with Lucius Balbus. She felt like a child on a festival day, anxious to get in and see what was happening. ‘I would like to see the lanista,’ she said, resisting the urge to crane her neck to look over their shoulders to catch a glimpse inside.


  The two looked her up and down for a moment. ‘You don’t look like his usual type,’ the shorter one commented. ‘He likes the big fat ones. Mind you, his taste is improving if you’re anything to go by. When you’re finished with him, do you fancy earning a bit extra? I get off shortly and I’ve got a right sackful.’


  It was, Lysandra supposed, a fair enough assumption, but it was still irritating. However, she was determined not to let her temper get the better of her and smiled at the two. ‘I’m not a whore,’ she replied. ‘I’d like to sign on as an auctorata here.’


  ‘Would you now?’ the man replied. ‘Fair enough —but what about these two geriatrics with you?’


  ‘They won’t be signing on,’ Lysandra said quickly as she could feel the annoyance emanating from both men at her side.


  ‘Hang on a moment, Carbo,’ the taller one broke in. ‘I know this girl —she’s the one I’ve been telling you about— the one that was running around with the chariot.’


  ‘Really?’ Carbo looked a little dubious. ‘Why would you do that?’ He directed the question at Lysandra.


  ‘It is good training,’ she replied. ‘Discipline and fitness are your first weapons. How many times have you seen fighters falter when tiredness sets in? If I am fitter, more prepared, I will survive. We have all seen people die in the arena, choking on their own blood. That could be me. I can never have too much stamina. To go the extra lap is everything in life, not only in the arena.’


  The two guards glanced at each other and shrugged. ‘Sounds like you know what you’re talking about,’ Carbo admitted. ‘You’d best come with me.’


  ‘A moment,’ Lysandra turned to her friends. ‘Cappa… Murco,’ she began. ‘Thank you for all your help. I have enjoyed working with you both.’


  ‘Likewise,’ Murco smiled at her.


  ‘We won’t be far away,’ Cappa added, throwing a glance in the direction of the guards. ‘And we’ll drop in from time to time to see how things are going, won’t we, Murco?’


  Murco nodded. ‘I’ve seen some good inns around her. Good wine, probably.’


  ‘You should write a book on wine,’ Lysandra observed.


  ‘I’ve been thinking of it, but who has time to write? Priests, politicians and the very rich —not the likes of me, that’s for sure.’


  ‘Perhaps you will be rich one day, Murco?’


  ‘Not the way he spends money, lass,’ Cappa chuckled. ‘You go on now…’ he jerked his chin at the ludus. ‘It’s your time.’


  Lysandra offered both men her hand in the warrior’s grip, first Cappa and then Murco who surprised her by pulling her close in an embrace, patting her back in a brotherly fashion.


  ‘Good luck,’ he said, sounding a little misty. He stepped back, looking somewhat embarrassed by his sudden display of affection.


  Lysandra was genuinely touched. She was surprised at how close she had grown to the two ex-Praetorians in the short time they had spent together. ‘I expect,’ she said, ‘that I will be fighting soon —I am certainly fit enough, thanks to you two. I hope that you will come and watch me when I step onto the sands.’


  ‘Count on it,’ Cappa promised. ‘I told you —we’ll still be keeping an eye on you. Right then,’ he switched his attention to Murco. ‘Let’s away! I want to see which of these inns you’ve marked out for us. Take care, Lysandra.’ With that, the two turned and ambled off, breaking into an argument almost at once about what kind of lodgings they ought to take up.


  Lysandra shook her head and then moved towards Carbo who, to his credit, had kept quiet during the farewells.


  ‘This way,’ he said, and led her into the ludus.


  Lysandra breathed in deeply through her nose as she stepped over the threshold, her senses drinking in the sights and sounds of the gladiators at their work. It was a similar setup to Balbus’s school, a central training area enclosed by small dwellings that would house the gladiators and the ludus workers. Of course, the interior was tiny compared to Balbus’s, but still Lysandra felt that this was like a sort of homecoming for her. It had been different at the Deiopolis. There she had been first Gladiatrix Prima and then matriarch of the temple. Here she would be just one fighter among many.


  Seeing so many men at their work was markedly different, however. Balbus’s ludus had been almost unique in that he trained only women: everywhere else, women were a minority, a sideshow attraction to the ‘real’ gladiatorial events. As she walked past, Lysandra noted a few of them stop and glance in her direction, but her arrival caused no more of a stir than that.


  ‘Lanista,’ Carbo raised his hand to a powerfully built bald man that Lysandra had assumed to be one of the trainers.


  He turned to reveal an astonishingly ugly, broken-nosed and pockmarked face. He squinted at them in the late afternoon sun.


  ‘What, Carbo? I’m busy here.’


  ‘An auctorata wants to sign on,’ Carbo gestured at Lysandra.


  The lanista eyed her for a moment and then ordered the two fighters he was working with to continue. ‘Does she?’ he wiped sweat from his gleaming pate. ‘We’ll see,’ he chuckled. ‘We’ll see. Come on then, girl, come with me.’ He made off, not bothering to check if she was following. Lysandra could not resist a half smile; it had been a long time since she had been treated in such a manner and a part of her rather enjoyed it. Thanking Carbo, she strode after the lanista who lead her to a small building set away from the rest. Inside it was dark and cool. Lysandra’s ice-coloured eyes flicked around the room —it was heavily shelved, cluttered with scrolls and a few cheap busts of the gods. The centerpiece was a rude wooden desk and bench covered in papers and wax tablets. With a grunt, the lanista sat down and appraised her once again.


  ‘I’m Hister,’ he said.


  Lysandra arched an eyebrow. ‘Hister the lanista?’


  ‘Funny,’ Hister’s sigh was tired. ‘I’ve never heard that one before. Maybe you should consider a career in the theatre.’


  Lysandra did not respond to that, knowing that she had already irked the man and it would not do to antagonize him further.


  ‘What’s your name?’


  ‘Lysandra of Sparta,’ she replied. ‘I have fought before under the name Achillia in Asia Minor. Perhaps you have heard of me?’


  Hister shook his head. ‘No. This is Italia —we don’t take much notice of what goes on in the provinces. Fighters there are all second rate. That’s why they’re in the provinces. All the best fighters are in Italia. Even the female ones.’


  Lysandra was affronted by the man’s presumption but held her tongue; he was probably testing her and she was not going to give him the satisfaction of gaging her that easily.


  ‘You’ve had some experience, you say?’ Hister queried. ‘How many bouts?’


  ‘Thirty-three in six years.’ Her response was prompt and delivered with not a little pride.


  ‘How many missios?’


  ‘None,’ Lysandra permitted herself a half-smile. ‘Thirty-two victories, one draw.’


  That got his attention. Hister leaned back in his seat and looked her up and down as if seeing her for the first time. ‘No defeats?’


  He tried to add a little incredulity into the question, but his eyes told her that he knew she spoke the truth.


  ‘None. I really am surprised you have not heard of me,’ she added. ‘To my knowledge I am the only gladiatrix to have a stele commissioned in honor of my career.’


  ‘Commissioned by whom?’


  ‘Sextus Julius Frontinus. Perhaps you have heard of him?’


  ‘Oh. Ho-ho!’ Hister laughed with genuine amusement. ‘You’re a cocky one, aren’t you, Lysandra of Sparta?’


  ‘I prefer to think of it as confidence. I have no cause to doubt my abilities.’


  ‘There’s a difference,’ Hister noted, ‘between confidence and arrogance. You would do well to remember that.’


  Lysandra refrained from comment; she had a fair idea of what would be coming next and decided that she had spoken enough.


  ‘Anyway,’ Hister went on. ‘Talk is cheap. I want to see what you are made of before we talk about signing any deals.’


  ‘Naturally.’


  ‘Ever fought a man before?’


  Lysandra assumed he had posed the question to unbalance her, but she did not allow her gaze to waver. ‘In the arena —no,’ she said, thinking it pointless to detail the unarmed bouts she had fought on behalf of Euaristos’s soldiers. ‘I was scheduled to fight a man once,’ she continued, pushing away the vile images of Nastasen that were spreading like cancer through her mind as she recalled the attack on her. ‘It was cancelled. I have trained for it, but I will admit that was a long time ago. However, male or female, big or small, I can match anyone. I have never known defeat and I do not plan to start now.’


  ‘We’ll see,’ Hister grinned. ‘What do you fight as?’


  ‘Dimachaeria or thraex.’


  ‘All right.’ Hister rose to his feet. ‘You talk a good fight. Let’s see if you can deliver.’


  ‘I will need time to warm up,’ Lysandra said.


  ‘You can do that outside. I’ll go and find someone worthy of your prodigious talent.’


  ‘Thank you,’ Lysandra replied, ignoring his sarcasm. ‘It would not do for me to demonstrate on an amateur.’


  Hister’s laugh was genuine. ‘You Spartans. You’re all the same, aren’t you?’ He shook his head with mock dismay.


  Lysandra thought that it was ignorant in the extreme to be portrayed with such a broad racial stereotype: all Spartans were not the same of course, but then she surmised that the uneducated masses of Italia were hardly to know any better. ‘I shall go and prepare myself.’ She turned abruptly and made her way outside.


  She began slowly, calming her breathing and going through some gentle stretching exercises to loosen her muscles. As she worked, she realized that her heart was beating faster than normal and her palms were damp. She was nervous. Despite all she had said to Hister, the truth of it was that she had not fought a professional fighter in a long time. Still —she had bloodied her sword recently and her tally in the pirate attack had been more than decent, even if that had been more of a frantic brawl than anything else. This, she knew, would be different.


  Loose now, she pushed herself harder enjoying the feeling of sweat tingling on her skin as her body began to thrill at the exertion. She thanked Cappa and Murco silently, thinking of the hard paces they had put her through. That would pay dividends now.


  ‘Lysandra!’ It was the gravelled baritone of Hister. She turned about to face him, keen now to see who she would be pitted against.


  Her opponent was indeed a man as Hister had hinted before.


  Thickly built and tall, his skin was dark brown and his features gave him away as an African. Lysandra stiffened at the sight of him, again reminded of Nastasen: but this man did not have the same demeanor as her former tormentor. His gait was easy, his expression open, friendly and handsome, and he smiled a greeting at her.


  ‘This is Iason,’ Hister introduced him as he handed her a wooden rudis and parmula, the small round buckle shield of the thraex.


  ‘A Hellene name?’ Lysandra was surprised.


  Iason spread his hands. ‘I’m a slave,’ he said it with no hint of bitterness. ‘It is the name I go by now. That or Gelus.’


  ‘Interesting choice,’ Lysandra was studying him as they spoke, seeking larger scars on his legs and arms that would indicate a weakness that she might exploit. There were none. ‘Why ‘Frost’?’ she asked.


  ‘I never lose my temper,’ Iason replied.


  ‘That is a good thing in a gladiator. An angry fighter makes mistakes.’


  ‘Is this symposium or a sparring match,’ Hister interrupted.


  Iason shrugged an apology. ‘Are you ready, Lysandra?’


  Lysandra put down her weapons and pulled her tunic off, tossing it to one side. It made no sense to fight in the loose and potentially encumbering fabric. She stooped and retrieved her armament. ‘I am now.’


  ‘That’s distracting,’ Iason winked at her and raised his own weapons. Hister had seen it fit to arm him in the same fashion, clearly wanting to this to be a stand-up fight and not the cat and mouse affair that could result from pitting the heavy armour against a lighter adversary.


  His comment did not rile her, nor did she think it was intended to: Iason’s tone was mild and bantering —almost friendly. She did not respond but dropped instead into her fighting stance, narrowing her eyes as Iason did the same.


  ‘Pugnate!’ Hister ordered and at once Iason began to stalk her like one of the big, striped cats she had seen the venatores fight in the arena. He held his parmula and sword closer together than usual, his arms raised almost like a boxer’s, the shield protecting, the sword ready to lash out and strike a killing blow: this told Lysandra that he intended —or had been told— to play the part of aggressor.


  So, she now had a choice: allow him the initiative and play the countering game, or disrupt his plan by bringing the fight to him.


  The thought took less than a heartbeat to go from mind to muscle and Lysandra was moving, stepping out diagonally to his left, trying to seize the center line and rob him of the offensive. Using her parmula as a bridge, she struck down on her opponent’s shield to open a gap through which she could stab and end the fight in one blow. But Iason was not to be taken so easily and he spun away with surprising speed for a man of his size.


  ‘Good!’ Hister said. ‘Continue.’


  Lysandra read the surprise in the African’s eyes and she smiled, a small taunt that she hoped would prick his masculine pride but, true to his name, Iason simply acknowledged her move with a slight inclination of his head and then it was he who leapt with a cry into the attack. Using his superior height, his rudis slashed down, forcing Lysandra to parry with her own blade. The force of the impact sent a numbing shock through her arm but she allowed herself to be carried down with it. As the energy of the strike dissipated, she twisted her stance and slammed her shield into Iason’s right side, aiming for his kidney. The blow did not land as she intended but hit with enough force to make the big man step back. He shook his head and puffed out his cheeks, keeping his eyes on her.


  She had to seize the initiative and she brought the fight to him using both sword and shield in a lightning-fast offensive combination. Teeth gritted, she struck out with a furious barrage of attacks that forced Iason to step back. Speed would win her the bout and she pressed in, seeking to land the ‘killing’ blow.


  When his counter came, she realized that he had let her over-extend herself: he had allowed his guard to collapse, drawing her in and for an instant, they were locked together. An instant was all Iason needed; he was far bigger and stronger and, like an angry bear shrugging off a wildcat, he shoved her away from him, sending her crashing to the sand, flat on her back. Frantically, she rolled aside just as his rudis scored the earth where her chest had been. He came at her again, but this time she was ready and slapped her sword down on his instep as he stepped into range. It was a sharp and painful blow, giving him pause and Lysandra used the moment to scramble to her feet.


  They were both sweating heavily now, their breathing deeper and more pronounced as they stalked each other. She had scored a hit but it was like knocking chips from the Colossus. Lysandra knew that her advantage lay in her speed and, she hoped, her fitness. His strength of arm was far greater than hers and he looked built for endurance, but could he sustain a high-tempo? She would see.


  Lysandra stalked him, her shield held closer to her than before, resting the tip of her blade on its rim. Then she skipped forward and lashed out a kick to his shin. She felt the blow land, a glancing one, but her intent was not to hurt, merely to distract and it served its purpose. She closed the gap between them and struck out with her sword —the straight thrust was always harder to counter than the slashing blows that many fighters preferred and killed just as efficiently. Iason took the strike on his shield and countered. Again, his sheer power rattled her, but Lysandra was no weakling. She was Spartan, a warrior trained, and she would prove it to both Iason and the watching Hister. She wore the blow and hit back, once again using her shield and sword to attack her bigger foe with combinations that made him give ground. Iason was like a rock before the storm, weathering Lysandra’s ceaseless attacks with implacable steadfastness.


  She pushed hard, but she could feel the slow burn in her shoulders that would creep down her arms and drain her strength away.


  He was too strong for her, despite all the training. In a sickening instant she realized that she would not be able to wear him down.


  She slowed her attack and Iason wrenched back the initiative. She could see in his eyes that he knew he had her.


  His rudis slammed into her shield, time and time again, like a battering ram at a city gate —it would not be long now. She stepped in to meet his next assault and they came together, swords locked.


  Iason shoved, but this time it was Lysandra who collapsed her guard.


  Turning her body, she snaked her sword arm around his neck and used his momentum against him in a classical wrestler’s hip-throw.


  Iason crashed to the sand and she jammed her foot onto his sword arm. Before he could respond, the rounded tip of her rudis was at his throat. His dark chest heaved with exertion as he lay on his back, head slightly raised, eyes wide in shock at the sudden reversal. Then, he let his head fall back and he raised his finger, an exhausted chuckle escaping him as he did so.


  Lysandra stepped off his arm and tossed her sword to one side, offering him a hand up. ‘You fought well,’ she offered him the consolation.


  ‘As did you,’ he acknowledged, rubbing his side where had struck him with the parmula. ‘That hurt.’


  ‘It was supposed to. Lanista?’ she turned to Hister. Lysandra tried —and knew that she failed— to keep the triumph from burning in her eyes. Her nostrils flared and a feeling of near ecstasy flooded through her. She had won.


  Hister just stared at her, rubbing his head as he did so. ‘I’ll sign you on,’ he said after a moment.


  ‘For two fights only,’ she replied. ‘But I think that I will do well for you.’


  ‘Two fights!’ Hister recovered his composure. ‘I can offer you a great deal —two fights is nothing. I’ll make you rich if you stick with me, girl!’


  ‘I am already rich,’ Lysandra pulled her tunic back on. ‘I do not need any more money.’


  ‘No one is ever too rich.’ Hister was indignant at the very idea, bringing Lucius Balbus to Lysandra’s mind. ‘I can’t just sign you on for two fights. That’s nowhere near long enough.’


  Lysandra could see the avarice in his eyes and realized that she would struggle to get the short-term work that she required to hone her skills. Honesty, she decided, was best. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘There is more to this than you think, lanista.’ She glanced at Iason. ‘May I speak freely?’


  ‘Of course,’ Hister gestured to the African, the motion full of irritation. ‘He’s been with me for years.’


  ‘Very well,’ Lysandra drew herself up. ‘I have been summoned by the Emperor to fight in Rome —the Flavian Amphitheatre, I am told. Against your champion —’


  ‘—Aesalon Nocturna,’ Hister finished her sentence for her. ‘Of course,’ he slapped his forehead. ‘You’re the champion from Asia Minor I’ve been hearing whispers about.’


  ‘So you have heard of me,’ Lysandra sniffed in annoyance. ‘You may as well have told me.’


  ‘Of course,’ Hister shrugged. ‘But your head is big enough already with me adding to your… what was it… confidence? So you want to use me and my ludus to get yourself ready before the bout? You should be paying me, not the other way around then.’


  ‘I will fight for nothing,’ Lysandra replied promptly. ‘I told you already, I do not need any more money. To sweeten the deal for you, after I have defeated her, I will tell everyone who cares to listen that my skills were honed here in Paestum. At your ludus. Fair enough?’


  Hister made a show of considering his options but it was clear that he had already made up his mind. ‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘I’ll go and write the papers now, we’ll sign you on and get it all registered. Of course, if you get killed between now and then, I’ll deny all knowledge of who you really are. I don’t want the emperor pissed off at me,’ he could not suppress a shudder. ‘They say Domitian’s got a temper on him.’


  ‘He is really quite civil when you meet him.’


  ‘You’ve met… pah!’ Hister made a dismissive gesture. ‘Nothing surprises me anymore. Iason! Show her to the women’s quarters!’


  Without another word, the stocky lanista stamped into his office.


  Lysandra turned to her sparring partner. ‘You have other women fighters here?’


  ‘Yes,’ Iason retrieved their fallen weapons. ‘Only four, though. Well,’ he added with a grin. ‘Five now. Come —I’ll show you where everything is.’


  The African led her back through the compound, pointing out the infirmary and bathhouse. Both buildings were rude and Lysandra was again reminded that, by comparison, Balbus’s old ludus were almost lavish. On their way to the women’s section, she saw a group of fighters hurling swords at a makeshift target.


  ‘It’s a great game,’ Iason replied to her unspoken question. ‘We bet on it —whoever gets closest to the center mark wins.’


  ‘A gladius is hardly designed to be thrown,’ Lysandra pointed out.


  ‘That’s what makes it such a good game. There!’ he pointed as one of the gladiators sent a sword spinning towards the center. With an audible thud, it hit the mark. ‘You see. With practice, it gets easier.’


  Lysandra pursed her lips thoughtfully. ‘Everything does.’


  They walked on for a short time until Iason pointed at one of the short buildings. ‘That is where the women stay.’


  ‘Thank you, Iason.’


  He spread his hands. ‘Not at all. I am just glad that Hister staged our sparring away from the palaestra. You are very skilled, but I’d still have been mocked for losing to a girl!’


  ‘You could just say that Hister instructed you to lose,’ Lysandra offered.


  ‘What do you think I’m going to tell everyone anyway?’ he gave a carefree laugh.


  A loud voice from nearby interrupted Lysandra’s reply. She turned in the direction of the speaker, her eyes widening in shock. A man stood in front of a small group of gladiators, flexing his pronounced muscles. ‘Now, boys,’ he said. ‘Look at these arms —arms that are older than you lot by a stretch, I reckon. But all my life I have kept myself in superb physical condition and now that my autumnal years are drawing in,’ he changed his pose, ‘you can see that it still may as well be springtime for me. And,’ again he changed position, ‘let me tell you that it is not the only muscle I keep in trim. If you know what I mean.’


  ‘That’s Kleandrias,’ Iason explained. ‘He’s —’


  Lysandra would recognize the accent anywhere. It was the same as her own. ‘He’s a Spartan.’


  XXVI


  ‘I don’t trust Judaeans. In fact, I fucking hate them.’ Settus’s eyes bulged with irritation as he and Valerian threaded their way through the crowded Forum. ‘They’ll skin you alive, those bastards.’


  ‘Settus,’ Valerian sighed, a man bored of saying the same thing. ‘You’ve got too much money to hide in the insula now. One chancer breaks in and finds your stash, you’ll lose everything. And it’s not as though you’ve exactly hidden the fact that you’re earning more these days,’ he indicated the loud tunic that his companion was absurdly proud of.


  ‘So you keep saying.’ Settus shoved a passer by out of his way; the man was affronted but silenced by a glare from the former optio. ‘But I still say we should give our loot to a Roman, not one of those immigrant bastards.’


  ‘This man is good and I trust him. He’s done all right by me so far, hasn’t he?’


  Settus shook his head because there was no rebuttal to that. Since Valerian had started passing his profits from the dung business to Ezra, the Judaean had invested the money with an astute professionalism that was now paying Valerian huge dividends. Settus was content with buying more expensive wine and classier whores. He had not even bothered to move out of the insula which Valerian was convinced was a fire waiting to happen.


  For his part, Valerian now rented a modest apartment —in the Subura, but that could not be helped for now. He had determined that he would rebuild his fortune, and if selling shit was the first step on that road then he would take off his sandals and walk it.


  But he also had debts to pay, not least to Settus, without whom he would have never had the chance to rebuild a life; Valerian determined that the best way to do that was to ensure that he did not fritter away his money.


  Ezra was at his usual stall and his swarthy face creased into a grin when he saw them approach. ‘Valerian,’ he smiled in greeting.


  ‘Ezra,’ Valerian sat on the client’s bench and was joined by a surly-looking Settus. ‘This is my friend —and your newest client— Settus.’


  ‘Greetings, Settus,’ Ezra’s smile turned a little oily as he could not fail to see the hostility etched all over the Roman’s face.


  Settus did not respond at first, but merely dumped his bulging money sack on the table. ‘I’ve counted it,’ he announced. ‘I know exactly how much is in there, Jew, so if there’s any funny… fuck!’ he yelped in outraged pain as Valerian kicked him under the table.


  ‘There won’t be any funny business,’ Ezra seemed to take the overt hostility in his stride. ‘I know that Judaeans aren’t always trusted by you Romans but, as Valerian here will testify, I only care about making money for my clients and myself. Money doesn’t have prejudice; it doesn’t care where it comes from or who it goes to. You’ll see a return on your investment.’ He turned his attention to Valerian as he too placed a sum on the table. ‘This is lighter than usual,’ Ezra observed with a frown.


  ‘I have a debt I must pay off,’ Valerian replied. ‘How are my funds doing?’


  Ezra began an extensive monologue of errata detailing the various investments he had placed and their subsequent profits and losses.


  All the while, Settus made a show of being bored by the whole thing, looking around, fidgeting and tapping his fingers on the table until the Judaean had finished his summary.


  ‘I’ve made some notes for you,’ Ezra slid over a writing tablet.


  ‘Just the top-level numbers. How is your work going?’ he asked as Valerian took the wooden book and dropped it into his satchel.


  ‘Good,’ Valerian replied. ‘More than good. My boss, Maro, has seen that I’m more useful to him as a planner and organizer than I am cleaning floors, so I’ve risen fast these past months. My wages and responsibilities have increased, as have Settus’s here. I feel like a new man if I’m honest, Ezra.’


  The argentarius looked at him from under his fierce brows. ‘You look like one,’ he said. ‘Not the same soldier that came to me those months back. Your wounds are all healed.’


  Valerian forced a smile. ‘Most of them anyway.’ The truth of it was that, though physical hurt usually went away, he feared that he would always relive Dacia in his nightmares. ‘My thanks to you, Ezra.’


  ‘God be with you, Valerian. And you, Settus,’ he added.


  Settus looked as though he was going to tell the Judaean where he could shove his god, but a warning glance from Valerian cut off any further rudeness. The former optio satisfied himself with a dismissive grunt and made off as quickly as he could.


  Valerian raised his hands. ‘I apologize for him, Ezra. He’s a simple man, but a good friend to me. He… is a Roman at heart.’


  Ezra chuckled. ‘We are all God’s children, Valerian. I take the rough with the smooth —and his money is as good as yours.’


  ‘There is one other matter I wanted to discuss with you,’ Valerian glanced over his shoulder to see where Settus was. He was lurking not far away and, as soon as their eyes met, Settus began to pantomime a rapid drinking motion. Valerian held up a hand indicating that he should wait before turning back to the Judaean.


  ‘Well?’ Ezra clearly wanted to get onto other matters.


  ‘I’ve met a girl,’ Valerian confessed. ‘She’s in my thoughts often, so I want to start putting a marriage pot aside so I can… buy her out of her contract. Just in case I decide to take things further.’


  ‘You’ve fallen for a prostitute?’ Ezra’s eyebrows shot up. ‘It’s your money, Valerian, but I’d advise against this. I’m sure she’s a nice girl, but really… you know that she probably tells you the same thing she tells everyone else.’


  ‘She’s not a prostitute,’ Valerian felt his face grow hot. ‘She works at the arena. And I’m not certain yet —just want to ensure that I have the money if it comes to it.’


  ‘I see,’ Ezra obviously did not believe that story but had decided not to push matters. ‘I’ll work it out for you then.’


  Valerian nodded his thanks and made after Settus. He had not shared his feelings towards Pyrrha with the veteran for fear of being mocked —not that that would be fair, seeing as how Settus had gone as far as to tattoo himself for his barbarian wife. But Settus did not play fair and would take the rise out of him mercilessly for pining over a girl he hardly knew.


  But Valerian knew himself well enough to realize that he did have feelings for her, a fact that had been emphasized since she had left the Flavian with Illeana. He kept thinking of their conversation and wishing that it had not ended on a sour note, even if it had been his own fault. Partially at least —the Venus-like power of Illeana would render any man her slave. Yet it was Pyrrha that dominated his thoughts, not the stunning Gladiatrix Prima. Of course, he knew that thinking of marriage was more than a little premature, but he had to plan for any eventuality.


  Perhaps it was just a foolish fancy of a man so down on his luck that he would look anywhere for solace and companionship. On the other hand, he had never thought about any woman so much as he did Pyrrha. Worse, he worried about her constantly: he knew that she was well trained, but the very idea of women fighting was scandalous in the first place and he had seen enough of the Flavian’s fighters come back from a spectacle mutilated to know that the danger to her was very real. He wished he could go and see her, just to ensure that she was safe, but Maro would never allow him the time and if he wanted to woo her, he had to keep his work and his prospects alive. For now, he had to be content with fretting.


  ‘I’m glad that’s sorted,’ Settus said as he caught up to him. ‘I’m off for a drink, are you joining me?’


  ‘I’d love to, but I need to attend to some business first,’ Valerian replied, pushing thoughts of Pyrrha from his mind. ‘You’ll be there all day I take it?’


  Settus just gave an extended and hugely exaggerated gasp like a man who had just supped on ambrosia. ‘You know me. I’ll be the last man standing.’


  ‘I’ll be along later if I can.’ Valerian clapped him on the shoulder and made off through the crowded streets, the way as familiar to him as the back of his hand. Like Settus, he had dressed well, but now that he came close to his destination he began to feel a little self-conscious. Despite the fact that he had recouped a small part of his fortune and was no longer teetering on the precipice of poverty, he was still little more than a plebeian who sold shit for a living. Still, better that than the grain dole.


  Valerian gathered his courage as he approached the gates of his old home, steeling himself as the doorman eyed his approach.


  ‘Can I help you?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes. I would like to see the dominus please.’


  ‘You’re not one of his clients,’ the man clearly knew his work well.


  ‘That’s true,’ Valerian replied. ‘But this is a matter of business regarding the slave, Tancredus.’


  The doorman looked vaguely surprised. ‘I’ll ask if the dominus will see you. He’s a busy man. Who are you?’


  Valerian gave his name and watched the fellow trot off and stared at the house he had grown up in, lost in thought. Things had gone so badly wrong because of the gods-cursed Dacians. Over the past months he had tried not to fall into bitterness, but seeing the old place again made him realize just how far he had fallen. It angered him that there was no way he could even the score. No matter what he did and where he went, the specter of that awful battle and its aftermath would always be with him.


  The doorman returned, key in hand. ‘He’ll see you,’ he announced, unlocking the gate. ‘But do try and keep it short —as I say, he’s a busy man.’


  Valerian nodded. ‘Of course.’


  The doorman led him across the small garden to the vestibulum, the entry hall, and into the house proper, Valerian noting the changes to the décor inside and the different statuary the new owners had put in place. The house smelled different, he thought.


  ‘In here.’ The doorman showed him into the tablinium where his father had once worked day and night. The desk was still the same one, ancient and sturdy.


  The dominus looked up as Valerian entered. ‘I cannot spare you much time,’ he said. ‘I am Quinctilius Spurius Nolus. You are…?’


  ‘Valerian, sir.’


  Nolus looked him in the eye. ‘Just Valerian?’


  ‘For now,’ Valerian replied, causing the other man to smile slightly.


  He was handsome and young, and in another life they may have been friends.


  ‘What business do you have with my slave, Valerian?’


  ‘I owe him a debt, sir. He… helped me recently, and I have come to repay him,’ Valerian patted his satchel.


  Nolus leant back in his seat. ‘I wondered why a slave as long in the tooth as Tancredus did not have enough coin with which to buy himself free —now I realize why. You don’t look like you’ve got any barbarian in you, Valerian— you’re not a relative, surely?’


  ‘No, sir. Tancredus…’ he trailed off, wondering how he could explain without shaming himself. But of course, his punishment was to endure shame; when they stripped him of his material wealth and title they had also stripped him of his dignity. The truth, then, would out. ‘Tancredus was once my house slave. This was… I used to live here. Before the recent war.’


  Nolus was of the equestrian class, schooled in the ways of politics and law; in those twin arenas, the slightest change in expression could be read and seized upon by an opponent and turned to his advantage. Yet Valerian’s admission caused him to raise his eyebrows in surprise. ‘This was your home?’


  ‘It was, sir.’ Valerian swallowed. ‘I was stripped of my rank and privileges after the disaster at Tapae. As the Fates would have it, I was the highest ranking officer to survive and as such had to pay the price of failure.’


  ‘I am surprised that they did not ask you to fall on your sword,’ Nolus said, evidently a man who had never had to face such a decision. Virtus was still his after all.


  ‘It was proposed, sir,’ Valerian replied. ‘But I chose to live,’ he spread his hands. ‘I was captured after the battle and subsequently escaped. The Dacians put me through the mill and then men who were not on that bloody field made the suggestion of my suicide. It was my feeling that they had no right to decide my fate. Dacia took enough away from me —almost everything. But not my life— and I will rebuild it.’


  Nolus steepled his fingers as he regarded Valerian. ‘Bureaucrats and play-play soldiers make the decisions that we must abide by. They’re often wrong.’


  ‘You’ve served as tribune, sir?’


  ‘In Germania, yes.’ He looked as though he was about to say more, but caught himself, once again putting up the wall that had just been ever so slightly breached. ‘Speaking of Germania, there is the matter of Tancredus.’


  ‘Yes, sir. I have his money here and would like to give it to him. I had thought to approach you about buying him free myself, but it occurs to me that he is old and may not wish to leave the house he has spent so long in. Even as a slave —this is still his home.’


  Nolus got to his feet, his expression grim. ‘Tancredus is very ill,’ he said. ‘The surgeon says he will not survive this day. I am sorry, Valerian.’


  The words hit like a hammer-blow in the chest. Valerian cast his eyes to the floor, seeing the mosaic of Perseus turning the Kraken to stone. He had played on it as a child and recalled Tancredus scolding him to leave his father in peace. Now Tancredus would soon pass across into his barbarian underworld and another piece of Valerian’s old world would die with him. He squeezed his eyes tight shut, composing himself. ‘May I see him, sir?’


  To Valerian’s surprise, Nolus put a consoling hand on his shoulder.


  ‘Of course. He is in his quarters. Though you know the way well enough, my staff do not know you. I shall take you there myself. Come.’


  In silence, the two made their way through the familiar yet different interior. Much had changed, the imprint of the Spurii slowly but surely blotting out that of the Minervinii. Before this news, Valerian supposed the inevitable erasure of his name would have bothered him, but now all he could think of was his failure to do right by Tancredus. If the old man had not loaned him his savings, perhaps he would have bought his freedom and now be in fine fettle. Instead, he had continued to work himself to the grave whilst Valerian had put his own interests first. As such, the shame he felt on entering the small room was almost unendurable.


  Tancredus lay on a pallet, his eyes half closed, his breathing slow and wheezing. The cubicle reeked of the sickly sweet smell of decay, the same smell that rotting corpses gave off on a three-day-old battlefield.


  ‘I’ll give you a moment,’ Nolus said and moved off.


  Valerian went to the pallet and knelt by it. ‘Tancredus,’ he whispered.


  The old man’s eyes flickered and then opened fully. He smiled, stretching the skin of his already taut visage. ‘Valerian,’ he croaked. ‘It is good to see you, boy. I knew you would come. I waited for you.’


  ‘I’m sorry, Tancredus,’ Valerian said. ‘I should not have left you like this. I should have come sooner. It is my fault you are sick, but I will ask Nolus if I can buy you free…’


  ‘It’s not your fault,’ Tancredus interrupted him. He seemed about to say more, but tensed suddenly in the grip of pain. His hands clawed the sheets and all Valerian could do was grip one of them, imagining that he could draw some of the agony into his own body by touch alone. The spasm passed but, in its wake, Tancredus seemed to have become smaller and shrunken on the bed, as though each wave was draining away the last of his essence. ‘It’s not your fault,’ the old man said again. ‘Valerian, the wasting sickness… has been with me for some time. I had it even when I saw you last. Nolus is a good man: he let me stay here when others would have cast me out. He even paid… for a surgeon.’


  ‘I thank the gods that he has done right by you when I have not.’


  The guilt was almost intolerable, even if Tancredus was just a slave.


  ‘Not your fault,’ the German’s voice became even lower. ‘The gods marked your path as they marked mine… the wheel turns, Valerian. Remember that. The wheel always turns. You came… to pay your debt, didn’t you?’


  ‘Yes.’ Valerian replied. ‘I gave you my word.’


  ‘A man… should repay his debts,’ Tancredus murmured. ‘Both kinds.’


  ‘Both kinds?’


  ‘Debt… and feud, Valerian. You borrow from a man, you pay him back. A man does wrong by you, you pay him back.’


  The words struck Valerian as hard as an iron rod. In the quiet of the cubicle, he thought once again of Dacia, of the battle and its aftermath. It was a scar on his soul, one that he would carry forever. Tancredus was right, and if it was in his power Valerian would pay the barbarians back for what they had done to him. But what the Dacians had begun, the Romans had finished —virtus, honor, title, money, career— all these things had been taken from him. So there could be no vengeance.


  Tancredus’s grip on his hand tightened. ‘Under the bed… a sword.’


  Valerian reached down and his fingers found the cold metal of a naked blade. He lifted it from the floor, its tip scraping slightly on the marble. It was a spatha —a Roman cavalry sword, which he placed into the old man’s free hand.


  ‘I wasn’t always a slave.’ Tancredus’s voice was barely audible now. ‘I was once a warrior. Valerian, I release you of your debt to me. But honor me in death —send me to my gods in the old ways.’


  Tears stung the Roman’s eyes, but he held his dignity. ‘I will,’ he promised. Silence fell across the room like a pall, broken only by the sound of Tancredus’s ragged breathing. Valerian kept hold of the old man’s hand until the sound stopped and the fingers entwined with his own relaxed. He had no idea how long he had knelt there, but it was over now. Gently, he disengaged his grip and rose to his feet, looking down at the corpse, realizing that this moment did indeed signify the passing of the last part of his old life. He stopped and kissed Tancredus’s forehead and left the room, making his way back to the tablinium.


  Nolus was still working, but put aside his stylus as Valerian was admitted. ‘Is he…?’ the equites asked him.


  ‘Yes sir,’ Valerian responded. ‘He asked a favor of me. He wished to be buried in the Germanic fashion. I said I would honor this request and I hope you will forgive my presumption in doing so.’


  Nolus waved that away. ‘I know from my time in Germania that they bury their dead in sacred groves. Even here, I imagine that they have their places outside the city walls. I own other barbarians and I will find out where and how we can fulfil your promise.’


  Valerian was at once taken aback and profoundly grateful. ‘My thanks, sir. If there is any way I can repay you, you only need ask.’


  He knew it was a meaningless offer to a man of Nolus’s status, but it would be rude in the extreme not to respond to the favor in kind.


  The equites, however, fixed him with a stern eye. ‘You are clearly a man who meets his obligations. If such a time comes, I will call on you.’


  ‘A man should repay his debts,’ Valerian used the words of Tancredus: it seemed fitting somehow. ‘I can cover the expenses for the funeral,’ he went on. ‘And I would like to see him into his underworld.’


  ‘The Germans won’t allow that,’ Nolus rose to his feet. ‘Their rites are secret —and you are not one of them. It is stupid, as you were probably closer to him than anyone I will be able to find for the task, but they are a primitive people. Do not fear, Valerian. I too am a man of my word —this will be done.’


  ‘Of that I have no doubt.’


  ‘And he was my slave. The cost of his funeral is mine to bear.’


  The equites offered him his arm which Valerian took and, for a brief moment, they eyed each other as equals —former soldiers who had shared a rank and served their emperor. Then Nolus broke the grip and the moment was gone. ‘I’ll send word to you when it is done.’


  ‘I work at the Flavian —your man need only ask for me and the news will reach me there. Thank you for your help, sir.’


  ‘Think nothing of it,’ Nolus moved back to his desk, indicating that the meeting was over. ‘Vale.’


  ‘Vale, Quinctilius Spurius Nolus.’ Valerian nodded his thanks and made his way back through the house. As the iron door clanged shut behind him, he turned and gave the place one last look before making his way back towards the Subura.


  XXVII


  It had taken some force of will not to bound over to her countryman at once. But Lysandra realized that not only would it be unseemly, it would also not be the Spartan way to show such lack of decorum in front of their inferiors. By demonstrating his musculature to the watching gladiators, this Kleandrias was simply showing them that Sparta produced the most perfect physical specimens in the world. Even in his middle years she could see that the man was a veritable titan, broad shouldered, defined and bearing many scars in front. His long, braided hair and tended beard was yet more evidence that he was a true Spartan of the old school.


  ‘Lysandra…’ Iason interrupted her study of Kleandrias.


  ‘The women’s quarters,’ she dragged her eyes away from the big warrior. ‘Thank you, Iason.’


  ‘Don’t take any nonsense from them,’ the African cautioned. ‘You know what it’s like —you’re new and there will probably be a good deal of territory-marking going on.’


  ‘Do not worry,’ Lysandra clapped him on the shoulder. ‘I am able to look after myself.’


  ‘I know that too well. You picked a good day to join us, Lysandra. Tomorrow is our rest day, so we will drink and feast tonight. I hope we can speak some more.’


  He ambled away and Lysandra indulged in another quick glance at Kleandrias before squaring her shoulders and making her way into the long, squat building that housed Paestum’s gladiatrices. As the door opened, the room’s occupants all stopped in their conversations and tasks to stare at her. She stood in the doorway for a moment, taking in the surroundings. The room was large with three well-spaced bunks on each side and a large table set in the center. At the far end, a strange cross-shaped device was nailed to the wall, beneath which was a small box that had a cup and some bread placed on it. Two women were sat at the table playing a game of Latrunculi whilst the other two lounged on their bunks.


  ‘Greetings, friends,’ Lysandra said as she stepped in.


  One of the Latrunculi players, a dusky-skinned easterner, offered her a smile. ‘Greetings,’ she replied; her accent was similar to Stick’s who had trained her in Balbus’s ludus, but not the same. Her opponent, however, just glowered. This one was pale-skinned and bore the blue tattoos that marked her as a barbarian. ‘I’m Ankhesenpaaten-ta-sherit,’ the easterner introduced herself. ‘Ankhsy for short. Or Isis —that’s my fighting name.’


  Lysandra gave her name. ‘Hister has signed me on here for a few fights,’ she said after introducing herself. ‘I can take one of these?’ she indicated one of the unused bunks.


  ‘Of course,’ Ankhsy replied. ‘Get that look off your face,’ she chided the barbarian with her. ‘Lysandra, this is Olwydd. Olwydd the Sour today by the looks of things.’ Lysandra met the barbarian’s gaze evenly then moved to her bunk. ‘Your neighbor on the next bunk there is Swanhilde,’ Ankhsy indicated the slim, long-legged woman who responded with a small wave. ‘And opposite is Varda.’


  Like Ankhsy, Varda had an eastern look to her, sharp nosed and dark-eyed. She watched Lysandra all the way to her bunk, her expression guarded.


  It was excruciatingly awkward. At Balbus’s ludus, she had been one of many tiros and there had been other Hellene women there with whom she could mix and converse. But this was a close-knit group and she was the interloper; the fact that there were two spare bunks was not lost on her. At one time they would have belonged to friends of these women and, despite Ankhsy’s apparently affable demeanor, Lysandra knew well that she was hardly welcome here.


  As if to confirm her thoughts, Olwydd spoke up. ‘Hister must be lowering his standards.’


  Lysandra glared. She knew that the barbarian was trying to get a rise out of her and it would only create an intolerable atmosphere if she took the girl to task at this early stage. She tried to contain her temper and shrugged. ‘Perhaps he is.’ But she could not leave it at that and let this woman have the advantage. ‘We will find out soon enough, I suspect.’


  ‘What do you mean by that?’ Olwydd got up and moved towards the bunk. Lysandra noted that none of the others made to intervene; and nor should they, she decided. A newcomer should expect to have her mettle tested.


  ‘I would have thought that was patently obvious,’ Lysandra decided to take the intellectual high-ground, adopting some oratory-style Latin. ‘Shall I use smaller words?’ Next to her, Swanhilde snorted in amusement.


  ‘You can talk,’ Olwydd came closer. ‘But I’ll bet you can’t fight.’


  Lysandra sighed and got to her feet. She eyed the barbarian who, despite her darker hair, reminded her of Eirianwen. She had had the same build, big-breasted yet compact, lithe and muscular: but this one was possessed of a belligerence that the beautiful Silurian had shown only in battle. ‘I have no desire to fight you unless I am so ordered,’ Lysandra said, as Olwydd stopped a few feet in front of her. Lysandra was more than a head taller than the other woman and she hoped that this advantage would curtail any violence —at least for now.


  ‘I’m not going to give you a choice.’


  ‘All right, all right,’ Varda swung her legs from her bunk and stood. ‘That’s enough, Olwydd. No one’s fighting in here.’ She threw Lysandra a black look. ‘There is a feast tonight, in case you had forgotten. We will all be punished if there’s trouble, and I for one would like to make merry.’


  ‘As if you make merry,’ Olwydd turned away from Lysandra and made her way back to the table. ‘Isn’t that against your ten commands?’


  ‘Commandments,’ Varda corrected. ‘And no, it isn’t.’


  Lysandra relaxed and sat back on her bunk, legs stretched out. She glanced at Swanhilde who wrinkled her nose and shook her head in Olwydd’s direction when the truculent barbarian’s eyes were on Varda. ‘So,’ Swanhilde said in thickly accented Latin. ‘You are slave or auctorata?’


  ‘Auctorata. I will be here for a short time only.’


  Swanhilde grunted as though to indicate that was of no consequence to her. ‘You’re a thraex,’ she identified.


  ‘How can you tell?’ Lysandra thought there was little point in adding that she could fight with two swords as well.


  ‘Too skinny to fight with heavy kit. Not like me. I’m a provocatrix,’ she added with no little pride. ‘They call me Medusa in the arena because the sight of me petrifies my enemies with fear.’


  ‘It’s because you’re so ugly,’ Olwydd called from the table, but both Lysandra and Swanhilde ignored her.


  ‘You Germans are good for the heavy gear,’ Lysandra acknowledged, enjoying the look of surprise on Swanhilde’s sharp features. ‘I recognized your accent,’ she explained. ‘Are you from the Chattian tribe?’


  ‘Do I look crazy to you?’ Swanhilde laughed. ‘That lot are all mad. No, no. I’m Cherusci.’


  Lysandra nodded. She knew that, despite appearances, the barbarian tribes were all different and these differences were counted important —at least to the barbarians themselves, though to the civilized people of the world there was little point in making distinctions.


  ‘How do you know of the Chatti? Is it because of Auriane?’


  ‘No, though I have heard of her,’ Lysandra replied. ‘I used to know a Chattian woman —Hildreth was her name. She was a gladiatrix.’


  She met the German’s eyes as she spoke, willing her not to press further on the subject. The memory of her sword slicing into Hildreth’s guts was still sharp despite the passing of time. They had been friends of sorts and she had not meant to kill her. Death was the constant companion in the arena and anyone who stepped onto the sands knew that one day they may be called upon to fight someone they held dear. But it was not something that was spoken about.


  ‘Ah,’ Swanhilde nodded, understanding the meaning in Lysandra’s gaze. She sat up and stretched. ‘There’s drinking to be done.’


  ‘I do not drink when I am in training,’ Lysandra stated.


  ‘Suit yourself,’ Swanhilde shrugged. ‘But it’ll be a mite boring in here on your own.’


  ‘She should stay in here on her own,’ Olwydd put in. ‘It’s not like she’s earned the right to drink with us.’


  ‘Hush, Olwydd,’ Ankhsy chided her. ‘You are welcome to make merry with us, Lysandra,’ she added.


  Lysandra knew from experience that not all barbarians were little more than animals with the power of speech. This Olwydd was doing her utmost to prove her wrong; she was everything that civilized people expected from her ilk. ‘Thank you.’ She nodded to Ankhsy. ‘That would be most pleasant.’


  Olwydd shook her head and stamped out, followed by Varda, who gave Lysandra a you’ll-get-used-to-her look. Even if Olwydd was going to make things difficult, it would give Lysandra a chance to move away from the women and to engage her fellow Spartan in conversation, a prospect that excited her greatly.


  As the gladiatrices strolled out of their hut, Lysandra found herself thinking again of her old ludus. It had been on a night like this where she had first come to be friends with Eirianwen, a friendship that had developed into something that she would hold dear for as long as she lived, even if she would never allow herself the indulgence of such feelings again.


  She looked around, taking in the proceedings. Hister had wisely brought in extra security in the form of some past-their-prime legionaries who were clearly locals, judging by the way they laughed and exchanged pleasantries with the gladiators and ludus workers.


  A heavy guard was also placed by the main gate, though these men seemed more interested in playing dice than keeping watch. Tables and wine amphorae had been set up on the palaestra and the smell of roasting meat floated from the kitchen adding to the atmosphere, whilst gaudily made-up women who would play the dual role of serving girls and whores deftly made their way through the gathering throng of fighters.


  ‘Eyes like a hawk, Lysandra?’ Ankhsy nudged her.


  Lysandra grinned at the easterner. ‘It is strange how familiar all this is —it makes me feel as though I am at home.’


  ‘Where is home?’


  ‘I live in Halicarnassus,’ Lysandra responded. ‘But I am from Sparta originally.’


  ‘I’m Egyptian,’ Ankhsy stated with some pride. ‘Like you, I am auctorata here. So are Olwydd and Swanhilde —Varda’s a slave, but she reckons that you can’t really make a slave of Judaean— so she’s one of us really.’


  ‘Olwydd is not a slave?’ Lysandra was surprised.


  ‘She was,’ Ankhsy laughed, showing her perfect white teeth. ‘But her first owner saw her fighting potential —sold her to Hister for a small fortune as everyone knows the Britons can fight hard. I can’t imagine her doing anything else, can you?’


  ‘No,’ was Lysandra’s honest reply. The image of the tattooed savage scrubbing floors flitted through her mind, an amusing flight of fancy. ‘Are all the men slaves then?’


  ‘No —only half of them are,’ Ankhsy took a cup from one of the serving girls. ‘It’s the same all over Italia, so Hister tells us. A good gladiator can make more money from one fight than a legionary can in a whole year.’


  ‘There are not that many good gladiators,’ Lysandra noted.


  ‘True,’ Ankhsy threw back her wine. ‘But there are plenty that think they’re going to be good gladiators and that’s what keeps the wheel turning I suppose. Sure you won’t have a drink?’


  It was as though there was suddenly a lamia —an evil spirit— inside Lysandra, throwing itself against the cage of her will; every fiber of her being demanded that divine first taste and the relief it brought. She swallowed and licked her lips —surely one or two would not hurt. She had trained hard with Cappa and Murco and had not had a drink in weeks —proving that she could go without if she wanted to. She was facing more weeks of hard work with sword and shield —by the gods, she deserved a drink. ‘Perhaps later.’


  The words came from her mouth, but it was though someone else was saying them.


  ‘Well,’ Ankhsy shrugged, ‘don’t take too long making your mind up or else you’ll be looking around for half-drunk cups before the end of the night and I reckon that’s beneath you. Talking of beneath you, you should see the medicus if you want some olive oil,’ she indicated a greying, hatchet-faced man engaged in conversation with Hister.


  Lysandra arched an eyebrow. ‘Why would I want olive oil?’


  ‘You know…’ Ankhsy’s grin was wolfish.


  ‘No. I do not know —are you making fun of me, Ankhsy?’


  The Egyptian peered at her. ‘You really have no idea what I’m talking about? Seriously?’


  The beginnings of annoyance began to prickle the back of Lysandra’s skull. She hated to admit that the easterner had her in the dark over so simple a thing as olive oil. ‘Seriously.’ ‘You put it up your mouni so you don’t get with child.’


  Lysandra recoiled at the gutter-Hellenic word that Ankhsy used for a woman’s private parts. ‘There is no need to be vulgar,’ she sniffed. ‘And I am not even sure that it would work, even if I was so inclined —which, by the way, I am not.’


  Ankhsy shook her head. ‘For a Greek, you’re quite the prude,’ she noted. ‘Everyone needs sex —it keeps you healthy.’


  ‘Nonsense,’ Lysandra retorted. ‘One should not be a slave to ones… appetites.’ Even as she said it, the specter of her hypocrisy rose within her; she had, after all, been a slave to her own desire for drink.


  ‘You don’t drink and you don’t have sex,’ Ankhsy helped herself to some more wine. ‘You’ll get on famously with Varda —she’s Christian and they’re a collection of prudes as well.’


  Lysandra sighed —it seemed as though the Egyptian was on a mission to educate her. ‘I have heard of them, but I don’t know much about them. Aren’t they just some kind of Judaean sect —one invisible god and all that nonsense?’


  ‘More or less,’ Ankhsy said, ‘depending which ones you meet —they all seem to believe something different. But they all worship the Judaean god and venerate some kind of priest-king who Varda calls the Anointed One. He was crucified by the Romans fifty years ago but Varda’s still waiting for the day that he comes back and kicks them in the arse… or something like that, you’d have to ask her. Maybe you two can discuss it when the rest of us are humping and drunk.’


  ‘The Judaeans are absurd,’ Lysandra ignored the jibe. ‘How can one god oversee absolutely everything?’


  ‘I don’t understand it either, but Varda reckons that our gods are false and hers is the only true one.’


  ‘What a load of nonsense,’ Lysandra scoffed, eyeing the amphora for a moment before turning her attention to the festivities. ‘Hister does not mind you having relations with the men here? Surely it could cause problems.’


  ‘Not if we’re careful and we avoid Cupid’s arrows,’ Ankhsy replied. ‘That would be out of the question and Hister wouldn’t stand for it. But it’s just a bit of fun and no one gets hurt. Changed your mind, have you?’ she nudged Lysandra in the ribs. ‘Seen someone you fancy?’


  ‘Certainly not!’ Lysandra shot back. ‘I was simply making conversation.’


  ‘Well, I have, and unless you want to stand here on your own all night you’re coming with me.’ She grabbed Lysandra by the hand pulled her closer to the busy palaestra, calling the odd greeting to gladiators she counted as friends.


  Lysandra allowed herself to be led, letting the atmosphere of the rough symposium wash over her. The laughter was raucous, the singing very poor but there was nothing threatening in the atmosphere. She would have thought that so many men drinking would have had the same result she had seen with Euaristos’s mercenaries —a huge brawl. But there was no evidence of anything other than joviality, and Lysandra reasoned that this must be because a fight would result in punishment and punishment in this case meant being kept from the whores. And the gladiatrices, she amended mentally.


  Ankhsy led her to a group set slightly apart from the rest, and Lysandra’s heart skipped a beat: Kleandrias was among them, regaling them with some tale. The men around him kept interrupting and shouting comments but Lysandra could only assume that they were attempting to hide their admiration and awe of his Spartan prowess.


  Standing in the golden hue of the lamps that lit the palaestra, he looked like an Olympian descended to the earth, a Heracles among mortals.


  ‘And then,’ Kleandrias was saying, ‘I really thought that our line was going to break. There were many Judaeans and only a few of us and of course, as I have told you, these men were not Spartans but mere Romans and some smattering of Hellene and even a few stinking barbarians.’


  ‘Come on, Kleandrias,’ one of the gladiators said, his long brown hair and accent marking him as a Gaul. ‘That’s a bit harsh!’ His comrades laughed at this and Kleandrias spared him a grin.


  ‘My apologies, Caturix,’ Kleandrias spread his hands. ‘A few filthy barbarians, I meant to say. Where was I… ah yes…’


  ‘That’s the one I’m after,’ Ankhsy whispered to Lysandra. ‘Caturix —he’s handsome, don’t you think?’


  ‘Not really,’ Lysandra said. But seeing the disappointment in Ankhsy’s eyes, she amended, ‘I mean to say he is not my type.’


  ‘What is your type, Lysandra?’ the Egyptian teased.


  ‘I am trying to listen to Kleandrias’s story,’ Lysandra hushed her pushy new acquaintance.


  ‘Oh,’ Ankhsy nudged Lysandra again, which was beginning to irritate her. ‘I see you found out his name, then. Are you sure you don’t want me to get you some olive oil? Do you think Kleandrias will stop talking about himself long enough to entertain you?’


  Lysandra deigned not to comment and turned her attention back to the story while Ankhsy brazenly sauntered off to sit next to Caturix. Kleandrias’s tale was an epic one of battle and bravery in which he —virtually single-handedly— held off an attack by rebellious zealots in the Judaean War. He ensured that his comrades were safe whilst he flung himself into the fight with no thought for his own flesh, thinking only of victory and honor. Indeed, he said that he would rather come home on his shield than without it.


  Clearly embarrassed by this display of Spartan courage, the other gladiators chose to mock him and act as though they thought he was making the whole thing up.


  ‘It was an excellent story!’ Lysandra raised her voice to be heard over the catcalls and good-natured jeering. ‘You men are too feeble-minded to appreciate that you are in the company of your betters. You should be honored that this Spartan has deigned to enlighten you by his example.’


  Everyone fell silent, Kleandrias included, their eyes falling upon her. For long moments they just stared at her, eyes wide in shock before Caturix shook his head. ‘Another one!’ he exclaimed. ‘Gods on high, save us from these Spartans and their lectures! Come on —let’s have a drink!’ With this he casually threw his arm over Ankhsy’s shoulder and she nestled into his side, grinning at Lysandra as though she had just won a huge prize. But, at the mention of drink, the gladiators gave a small cheer and raised their cups, the tension of the moment broken by the Gaul’s comment. Caturix winked at her, then turned his attention to Ankhsy, leaving her standing alone opposite the godlike Kleandrias.


  ‘Well,’ he said in his deep baritone. ‘A wildflower in our midst. And a Spartan no less,’ he walked towards her offering her the warrior’s grip.


  ‘I am Lysandra,’ she said in Hellenic, her stomach suddenly full of butterflies. ‘Of Sparta.’ He knew that of course and she felt foolish for adding it.


  ‘By the gods, girl,’ Kleandrias smiled at her. ‘It is good to hear the music of a Spartan voice once more. I had thought never to hear it again.’


  ‘Nor I,’ Lysandra agreed. ‘That was a grand tale, Kleandrias,’ she went on. ‘It is only a shame that it is wasted on the ears of these people who have no comprehension of the Spartan way.’ Now that he was closer, she could see the lines of maturity etched into his chiselled features and that his beard was flecked with white.


  ‘Ah, well,’ he shrugged. ‘We cannot blame those lesser than ourselves for the misfortune of their birth, Lysandra. The gods choose very few to be born of Spartan stock —I have often thought that this is to maintain some semblance of balance in the world. The gods surely would not have as many games with mortals if Spartans were as numerous as the barbarians or the Romans. Long would we have ruled the world and it would be at peace under our benevolent leadership.’


  Lysandra thought that she would swoon with joy at his words.


  Here, far from home, she had found a kinsman, someone who understood that the Lakedaimonians were the finest race ever to sanctify the earth with the imprint of their feet. Someone who would not question this fact because he knew the truth of it. There were times when she grew tired of explaining these matters to lesser Hellenes, Romans and barbarians, but with this man there would be no need for that. She cleared her suddenly dry throat. ‘How did you come to be here?’ she asked.


  ‘Come, walk with me,’ Kleandrias said. ‘I will pour wine for us and we shall talk.’ He picked up a small amphora and two cups.


  Lysandra pressed her lips into a thin line. How could she refuse —it would be rude, yet it would be disastrous if she drank too much and shamed herself in front of this paragon of Spartan manhood.


  Athene must be testing her, she thought, and she promised she would not fail her goddess or herself.


  They made their way through to the edge of the palaestra, just touched by the light of the lamps, and sat on the sand. As promised, Kleandrias poured for them but, before they drank, Lysandra was pleased that he tipped his first cup onto the sand as a libation.


  ‘Unto the gods,’ he said.


  ‘Unto the gods,’ she repeated, pouring her own wine into the earth.


  ‘You are not a slave, I am sure,’ Kleandrias commented after a moment.


  ‘Of course not,’ Lysandra hesitated for a moment. ‘I was once, but by my skill at arms I won my freedom on the sands. There was a frieze made to commemorate the bout which is held to be the finest combat ever fought between two women.’


  Kleandrias looked at her, his raised eyebrows showing his surprise.


  ‘You are the Lysandra? The one who fights as Achillia?’ he said.


  She flushed with genuine pleasure that he had heard of her. ‘Yes.’


  ‘You are famous,’ he acknowledged. ‘A heroine of Sparta: the gerousia ordered a statue of you built near Athene’s Temple so that your sisters may be inspired by your example.’


  Lysandra looked down, overwhelmed by this news. It was an honor she would never have been worthy of, even in her prime. But now, the ghosts of her past flittered through her mind, her drinking, the building of the Deiopolis —at once a tribute to the gods but, in her darkest heart, it was suddenly revealed to her that it was a monument to her own pride. In this moment that should have been acknowledgement of her greatest achievement, she felt unworthy and had a profound sense of shame.


  ‘That is a grand thing,’ Kleandrias stated. Her eyes flicked towards him and she saw that he was looking at the carousing fighters and so she was spared the shame of explaining her sudden melancholy.


  ‘There are no statues of me,’ he went on. ‘But it is my hope that I may get a gravestone.’


  ‘I pray to Athene that you will die in battle,’ Lysandra murmured.


  Spartan men were not afforded grave markings unless they died in combat.


  He looked over to her. ‘Thank you. It is well known that you are her handmaiden, Lysandra, and I am sure she will hear your appeal.’


  ‘Is that why you became a gladiator?’ she asked. ‘So that you will die with your sword in your hand?’


  ‘Yes,’ his weathered face cracked into a smile. ‘But the problem is that I was just too damn good for the people they put against me.’ His smile became a chuckle and Lysandra found herself joining in with him, her sadness buried by his infectious good humor. ‘I have been a mercenary, a gladiator —and now a trainer of gladiators. I am no longer a young man as you can see. But on the field of battle or in the arena, I have never met my match.’


  ‘It is the Spartan way to seek an honorable death and the Spartan curse that the gods have created us superior to all others —finding such a death is hard work!’


  ‘I am glad you have come here, Lysandra.’


  ‘And I. To find a piece of home so far from it is like a gift from the gods. But…’ she paused for a moment. ‘But I shall not remain at this ludus for long. I am here to hone my arena fitness only. Two fights, and then I go to Rome to defeat their champion.’


  ‘Ah.’ Lysandra hoped that he was disappointed, but he was too much of a man to show it. ‘But we will train and work together while you are here, of course,’ he said. ‘I have been wasting my talents far too long on these barbarians. Finally, the gods have seen fit to gift me with someone worthy to receive the experience I have to pass on.’


  Lysandra arched an eyebrow at that. ‘You are confident, Kleandrias, that you can teach me? You have not yet seen me fight. Perhaps the gods have gifted you further in sending you someone who is more than a match for you?’


  He laughed. ‘We shall see, wildflower, we shall see.’


  Together they sipped their wine and talked of home and she listened to more stories of Kleandrias’s great valor and the victories he had won. Lysandra did not notice the party die down as the gladiators took the whores to their beds, nor did she see the first pink hue of dawn touch the sky. She was aware only that she had found a kinsman, almost a long-lost brother or uncle. Someone who understood her and she in turn understood. Her eyes grew heavy at some point and she rested her head on his shoulder. When Morpheus came for her, the dreams he brought were sweet.


  XXVIII


  It had taken some time for Pyrrha to heal.


  The girl’s build was slight and wounds that more robust women would have shrugged off stayed with her. Nevertheless, she was young and, though the healing time was extended beyond what Illeana would have liked, once she had recovered she showed no detrimental effects, save the scars which she bore with an absurd pride.


  Illeana had not wasted their extended stay in Capua, using her time to train at what was regarded by some as the finest gladiatorial school in the world. She had no idea if the champion from Asia Minor would appear or not, but she had to be prepared for that eventuality. And, if she was honest with herself, there was something almost mystical about training in the same facility used by Spartacus himself. The man was akin to a lares —an evil spirit— but to Illeana’s mind, tapping into that force would bode well for any arena fighter. She pushed herself hard, to set an example to the tiros from the Flavian and to prove to fighters of Capua that their ludus did not in fact produce the best combatants, and she was helped by Pyrrha as soon as she was ready to train again.


  In fact, the young gladiatrix worked with an almost maniacal determination, taking her training bouts to the extreme.


  ‘You’re going at it too hard,’ Illeana advised her, after a particularly punishing session that had left one of Vigilo’s fighters in the infirmary with a broken wrist. The two were in the calidarium, the lavish hot room of Capua’s bath house. Pyrrha eyed her through her sweat-damp curls but did not respond. ‘You’re damn lucky that Vigilo doesn’t own you,’ Illeana went on, ignoring the youthful defiance in the younger woman’s dark gaze. ‘You’re damaging his merchandise.’


  ‘It’s a dangerous business,’ Pyrrha’s response was surly. ‘Would you rather it was me who had a broken wrist?’


  Illeana raised an eyebrow at her tone. ‘I’m just saying that you’ve just come back from an injury and you should watch yourself. You don’t have anything to prove, you know.’


  ‘I’m fine —I’m fully healed and I want to fight again.’


  ‘You will be fighting again soon. We’re behind schedule as it is, so I’ve sent word to Avella that we won’t be at their show. We’ll go straight on to Paestum —I’ve sent to Rome for more money so we can take passage on a ship there.’


  ‘I don’t care how we get there and where I fight, just as long as I fight.’


  The girl’s churlish attitude irritated Illeana. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ she demanded. ‘You’ve won your first bout and you’ve healed up. You should be happy.’


  ‘Well, I’m not.’


  Pyrrha got up and stalked out, leaving Illeana staring after her.


  It was unlike the girl to act in such a way and this sudden change in attitude worried her. Then again, training had dominated Pyrrha’s life for a long time now: she had not had any time off and, despite her keenness to exert herself further, there was such a thing as overtraining. Pyrrha, Illeana decided, needed to relax and she determined to make that her priority before they got back on the road.


  The rooms in which Vigilo had billeted her were well-furnished and comfortable and clearly for visiting clients of the Capuan lanista.


  Only the finest gladiators would be housed in such luxury —the meritocracy of the ludus always ensured that the best rooms were taken, but as Illeana was Gladiatrix Prima of Rome, Vigilo was at pains to impress her. He acquiesced to her every whim, and his latest offering was the summoning of two gladiators that had caught her eye in training.


  They stood before her now, clad only in their subligaricum, their oiled, muscular torsos gleaming in the lamplight. The first was like a young Achilles, coppery haired and blue-eyed. She approached him slowly, admiring his physique. Reaching out, she ran her fingers down his chest and the hard ridges of his stomach. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked, noting that at her touch, his body had already begun to respond.


  ‘Hylas, lady,’ he replied.


  ‘A Greek?’ she arched an eyebrow. ‘I hope that you don’t only have eyes for young men, Hylas.’


  Hylas swallowed, sweat beginning on his forehead. ‘No,’ the response was throaty and thick with lust. She was well-used to this reaction; in predatory mood, Illeana knew that there were very few who could resist her.


  ‘Good.’ Illeana moved to the next man, appraising him. He was taller and broader than Hylas, seeming almost to fill the room with his presence. His long, flaxen hair was tied in a Suebian knot and his sea-green eyes regarded her with undisguised hunger as she approached. ‘And you?’ she said, stepping close to him, close enough to the smell the oil on his skin.


  ‘I am called Voicon,’ he responded, his voice deep and powerful.


  Illeana’s loins grew hot as she admired him, her own body betraying her anticipation. But she could not indulge herself —not yet. She stepped away from them and made her way to one of the room’s well-padded couches. ‘Voicon will pour wine for me,’ Illeana arranged herself on the couch, propped up on one arm in the dining fashion. ‘Hylas will rub my feet —there is oil here,’ she indicated a bronze amphora in a stand by the couches. She reclined as the Greek knelt at the end of the divan, removing her sandals. He dipped his hands into the oil and began to massage her feet, ankles and calves, his rough calloused fingers adding an edge to the delicious ministrations.


  Voicon poured for her and handed her the cup; the wine was excellent vintage, warm and rich on her tongue. ‘Is there anything you require me to do now, lady?’ the big Suebian asked her. She could see that his penis was already half erect, seeking to escape the confines of the subligaricum. Yes, she thought to herself, there was plenty she wanted him to do.


  The door opened and Pyrrha stepped in. Seeing what was going on, she made to leave but Illeana called out to her. ‘Come, Pyrrha, sit,’ she indicated another couch close by her own.


  Eyeing the two gladiators, the young woman did as she was told, sitting somewhat primly on the edge of the couch. ‘You wanted to see me,’ she said.


  ‘Yes,’ Illeana favored her with a smile. ‘I thought we could share a drink and some… entertainment. You’ve been working too hard, as I said before, and you need some diversion. Voicon —a drink for my friend.’


  Pyrrha took the wine and drained it in a single draft. ‘That was very nice,’ she said. ‘Thank you, Illeana. I apologize for being rude earlier. It is just that I am feeling a little tense these days.’ She stood up. ‘I’ll leave you to your evening.’


  ‘Nonsense!’ Illeana retorted. ‘I’ve picked them out for us —you can have whichever one you want,’ she added as Voicon topped up Pyrrha’s cup. Aside from looking like a formidable gladiator he also was an excellent house-slave —a man with many talents.


  ‘Oh!’ Pyrrha smiled. ‘No, thank you. I mean to say they are very fine and I’m grateful to you for thinking of me… but I must decline.’


  ‘Why?’ Illeana almost purred as Hylas continued his work, his hands moving a little higher up her legs. ‘Stop,’ she commanded suddenly, rising to her feet. She unfastened her stola, letting it slip down her body with a whisper, revealing her nakedness. Hylas gasped, taken aback by her beauty. Even Pyrrha, who had seen her unclad many times, looked a little awestruck. It was one thing to see the naked Aesalon Nocturna in fierce battle, but quite another to see Aemilia Illeana flushed and eager with desire; with hooded gaze, she regarded the younger gladiatrix as she settled back on the couch, motioning for Hylas to continue. His hands, she noted, were trembling a little.


  ‘I’m saving myself for someone.’ Pyrrha sounded embarrassed. ‘Thanks,’ she added, as Voicon refilled her cup. Illeana fancied that he was hoping the booze would loosen the girl up and get her involved in what was to come.


  ‘Who?’ Illeana queried. ‘No, let me guess.’ She bit her lip as Hylas continued his ministrations higher up her legs. ‘Gaius Minervinus Valerian, former military tribune, now rising star in the Flavian’s underclass?’


  Pyrrha took a sip of her wine, making no comment.


  Illeana chuckled. ‘Pyrrha, I know you have feelings for our handsome ex-soldier but, really… there is nothing between you yet —a few stolen kisses when you thought no one had seen you, perhaps?’


  Pyrrha flushed as the arrow hit home. ‘You, my girl, need to relax and take a step back from your training. Have some fun. Hey!’ she directed her gaze to Hylas who had moved his hands to the soft flesh of her inner thighs. ‘Not yet.’


  ‘Yes, lady,’ the Greek was contrite. Illeana rearranged herself, laying on her front, chin propped up on her forearms as she looked at Pyrrha who wore the face of the most prudish Vestal.


  ‘I’m really not in the mood for… this.’ Pyrrha motioned for more wine. ‘I appreciate what you’re trying to do for me.’


  ‘Very well,’ Illeana made a show of being disappointed. ‘Voicon will massage you then. And when you are refreshed you may take your leave. Fair enough?’


  ‘Well, thank you, but really…’


  ‘Fair enough?’ Illeana felt the pique flash in her eyes and it was enough to silence the girl.


  ‘Fair enough.’ Pyrrha eyed the big Suebian the same way a mouse looked at a cat that was about to have it for dinner. ‘Can I have some more wine first?’


  Voicon smiled at her. ‘Yes, little lady. And don’t worry,’ he added as he poured for her. ‘I can see that you are in no mood for love so I will simply knead away your palaestra aches.’ He glanced at Illeana. ‘And then we shall attend the Gladiatrix Prima.’ That seemed to placate Pyrrha and she disrobed —somewhat awkwardly— and reached for the wine cup to give herself a little more barbarian bravery, as if she knew that —despite her protestations— things would go further than she originally intended. ‘New scars,’ the German observed as she lay on her back. ‘Neatly avoided, though,’ he added as he smeared a copious handful of oil on her belly. ‘Could have been a crippler.’


  ‘Go for the cripple before the slow kill,’ Pyrrha murmured as Voicon began his work. ‘Remember, a slow kill might have enough left in her and kill you before she dies. With a cripple, you know you’ve got her, if you keep your distance and wear her down.’ His big hands worked down her body to her legs, making her thighs slick with oil.


  ‘That’s true,’ Voicon said. ‘Your opponent knew her stuff. But not well enough. Audacia is a canny fighter but you… your strange dance of blades defeated her before the fight even started.’


  ‘You saw me fight?’ Illeana could hear the thrill in Pyrrha’s voice.


  ‘Of course,’ the German said. ‘It was well done.’


  He had begun to massage her feet now and Illeana allowed herself a soft smile of satisfaction as Pyrrha laid her head back and gave in to the pleasure of his touch. As she did so, she felt Hylas move higher, and this time she parted her legs slightly. His sigh was one of pure relief: he paused a moment and then she felt his lips kissing her lower back and buttocks, his hand touching her now soaking furrow. Slowly, with infinite care, he pushed a finger into her, making her sigh. As he did so, his other hand pulled gently on her bottom for a moment before she felt the wet touch of his tongue on her anus.


  Just like a Greek, she thought, as the waves of pleasure flooded through her. Always going for the arse first. But, by the gods, he was good at it. She raised her hips up, exposing herself to him, and then he began to lick up and down, his mouth exploring the most intimate parts of her with delicious thoroughness.


  Across the room she heard Pyrrha gasp and she turned her languid gaze towards her. The flaxen-haired Suebian knelt between her splayed legs, his head moving slightly as he made love to her with his tongue. Pyrrha twisted his golden locks in her small fists, her breath hissing through gritted teeth. ‘Oh gods,’ she whispered. ‘Oh gods…’ He did something then that caused Pyrrha’s back to arch in ecstasy, forcing Voicon to hold her tight as she bucked in his grip, her orgasm ripping through her like a tidal wave.


  That, Illeana thought as she rolled on to her back, was just what the girl needed. She hooked a leg over the top of the couch, allowing Hylas full reign to demonstrate his own skills; head tilted back, she continued to watch Pyrrha and Voicon. Pyrrha sat up, fingers scrabbling to loosen the Suebian’s loin cloth; his cock sprung forth from its confinement, like some great gnarled oak, pulsing with life.


  Pyrrha looked at it with something close to adoration before sinking her mouth over it, causing the gladiator to moan with pleasure.


  Valerian would be the envy of his peers, Illeana thought, if this girl got her way. Pyrrha stopped then and lay back on the couch, her legs opening wide for him. His broad back arched over her, pausing for the briefest of moments before he sank his engorged length inside her and began to thrust hard.


  Illeana felt her own peak beginning to build, her own pleasure heightened by being able to watch that of others. She pushed Hylas away from her and rose, moving over to Pyrrha’s couch. Putting one foot on the head of it, she lowered her tingling sex towards the young woman’s mouth and she responded with exquisite kisses that sent a spike of fire into Illeana’s core. ‘Hylas,’ she said, her voice dripping with lust. The Greek threw aside his subligaricum and made his way behind her. Gripping her hips, he slid his cock inside her, filling her. As he pushed in and out, Illeana felt herself teetering on the edge just as Pyrrha whirled her tongue on the exposed nub at the apex of her sex. But she did not want to peak yet.


  By unspoken agreement, they broke apart; Voicon rolled to the floor and onto his back, his massively engorged phallus throbbing on his belly. Illeana grinned hungrily and swung herself towards him, straddling his thighs and guided him into her. She cried out in surprise: it went on and on, spearing into her, spreading her wide. Illeana bit her bottom lip and began to ride him; on the couch Hylas was fucking Pyrrha hard, his buttocks tensing as he rammed in and out. Pyrrha’s nails clawed at his back as he took her, moaning and biting his shoulder.


  Illeana was lost as Voicon ploughed into her, her body soaking with a mixture of sweat and oil. Somewhere in the back of her mind she was reminded of the arena —it was the same there, the same exertion, the same sweat and oil, the only difference that between pain and pleasure. Suddenly, she felt strong hands pushing her shoulders, forcing her down. She looked over her shoulder to see Hylas positioning himself behind her.


  ‘Just like a Greek,’ she said, aloud this time.


  Hylas did not answer; she felt the head of his cock searching for her anus and sweet seconds later he was in her. Illeana moaned, the sound deep and low as the two men began to thrust hard, taking their own pleasure from her body as they gave it. Illeana saw that Pyrrha watched from the couch, fingers moving over her glistening sex, hips thrusting in time with those of the gladiators. But as the men began to ream her with increasing speed her eyes squeezed tight shut, blinding her to everything but the intensity of her own pleasure.


  Both gladiators began to gasp in that uncontrolled way that was the precursor to orgasm and the sound of it pushed Illeana over the edge. She cried out, shuddering in ecstasy as they pumped their seed into her, and was dimly aware of Pyrrha gasping in the midst of her own excitement.


  Heart thudding hard, Illeana rested her face in the neck of the German as the fire of their pleasure was slowly doused. For a few moments, she rested, her body entwined with his and that of Hylas’s before she reached around and patted him on the thigh. ‘All right,’ she said. He pulled out of her; it had hurt just the right amount and now she felt both sluttish and fulfilled. She raised herself from Voicon and stood, enjoying the feeling of their issue gently leaking out onto her inner thighs; she glanced over at Pyrrha and grinned.


  ‘Well?’ she said, reaching for a cloth.


  Pyrrha blew a sweat-drenched curl from her face. ‘All right,’ she laughed. ‘I needed that.’


  ‘Of course you did.’ Illeana sat languidly on her couch. ‘More wine!’ she ordered the men. They had, for now, served their purpose. ‘I needed that too,’ she conceded as Hylas poured for her. ‘Those of us who fight live on the edge, Pyrrha. There has to be a balance, though. It’s not all about training and hard work. Like I said —there is such a thing as over-training and there is more to life than just killing on the sands. If you don’t appreciate life’s pleasures then —when you’re pushed hard— you might forget what else there is in life.’


  ‘Yes.’ Pyrrha looked at Voicon a little guiltily and flushed when he winked at her. ‘But despite what just went on, I do have feelings for Valerian.’


  ‘And what just happened doesn’t change that one iota. Women have needs, just as men do —we just show more decorum.’


  Pyrrha laughed. ‘You weren’t showing much decorum from where I was sitting,’ she commented. ‘Two men at the same time! Really, you are just like Julia Augusta,’ she referred to the daughter of Rome’s first emperor.


  ‘Hardly,’ Illeana snorted. Then she too laughed. ‘Well, maybe a little, but I don’t plan on taking on the whores of Capua in a competition anytime soon.’


  They lapsed into silence for a while; Pyrrha, Illeana noted, was gazing at her a little tipsily, her expression that of someone who wanted to say something but could not find the words. ‘What is it?’ she asked.


  ‘I think… no… you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. You’re perfect in every way.’


  ‘Of course I am.’ Illeana made light of the statement, taken aback and, despite herself, a little embarrassed at this sudden declaration.


  ‘What’s it like?’


  ‘What is what like?’ Illeana motioned for more wine.


  ‘Being you. Gladiatrix Prima. One of the best in the world and the most beautiful as well. Everyone loves you, Illeana. You’re like a goddess made flesh.’


  ‘Pyrrha, I think that you’re a bit drunk,’ Illeana said quietly, realizing that that was true of herself as well.


  ‘In vino veritas,’ the young gladiatrix tried to sound sagacious which made both women laugh. ‘But really —what’s it like?’


  Illeana reflected for a moment, fuzzed with booze and post-coital warmth. ‘It’s good,’ she said after a few moments. ‘Look —it’s not as though I go through life marvelling at my own good looks. But I know that I’m not Medusa by any stretch of the imagination. And it happens that, along with my looks, I have a talent for survival.’


  ‘Or killing.’


  ‘If you like,’ Illeana shrugged. ‘I came from humble enough beginnings, Pyrrha; but I was lucky in marriage and, when my husband died, I was left with enough money to do what I wanted with my life. This is what I wanted to do: the fact that I’m beautiful helps.’


  Illeana felt somewhat awkward talking about herself in this way.


  ‘I wish I was more like you,’ Pyrrha said. ‘Beautiful, I mean. I know I’m a good fighter.’


  ‘You’re very beautiful, Pyrrha,’ Illeana replied. ‘And you’re more than good: if you weren’t, I wouldn’t be wasting my time training you. Some day, you’ll be as good as me. Not better,’ she grinned. ‘But just as good. You do need balance, like I said —so I find evenings like this helpful in maintaining some perspective. Not to mention that it feels damn good,’ she glanced at the two men who were beginning to revive, their eyes on the flesh of the gladiatrices.


  ‘I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy myself,’ Pyrrha admitted. ‘Even if it’s all a bit extreme.’


  ‘Ah. Well, we live an extreme life,’ Illeana explained —almost to herself as much to the younger woman. ‘We experience things that few others do. It’s not like being a soldier, say, where it’s you and thousands of other people fighting to survive. You step out onto those sands and it’s just you and your opponent. You survive because of your skills. There’s no shield mate there to help you if you’re in trouble, no centurion to help you with your nerves when you’re afraid. But when you win the high is enormous —you know this now. My appetite for victory is insatiable —I love winning. I love it more than I’ve ever loved anything in my life. As such —my other appetites are equally as intense. I don’t often drink like the barbarians do, I don’t gamble like some and I don’t let myself grow fat between fights. But I enjoy sex. I can be pleasured in many ways and I consider it my right to experience those pleasures. Men, women, two men, three… it doesn’t matter. It matters only that I’m satisfied and my lusts are sated so I can focus on my first love: winning, as I said.’


  ‘I’ve never been with two men,’ Pyrrha noted.


  ‘That,’ Illeana said, ‘looks as though it’s about to change.’ She lay back, her hand moving to between her legs as Voicon and Hylas advanced on Pyrrha, stiff and eager once again. For her part, Illeana decided that she had participated in one bout already and this time she would watch and take pleasure from her young charge’s performance.


  XXIX


  Sextus Julius Frontinus was tired. He was no longer a young man; no, by the gods, he was an old man! He should have retired years ago and finished that treatise about aqueducts he had started. Frontinus was an engineer at heart, but Rome was a demanding mistress and she still had need of him. Funisulanus Vettonianus had made a pig’s ear of his governorship in Moesia, turning a semi-stable province into a hotbed of rebellion. No one had yet quantified the damage that had been done —but it was huge.


  Domitian had summoned him to the palace for ‘a final meeting on the Dacian issue.’ Frontinus had a fairly good idea of what would happen to Vettonianus and an even bet on who would be replacing him as governor of that gods-forsaken shit-hole. That, Frontinus mused, was the problem with successfully defeating barbarians. You got a reputation as a man who could be counted upon in a crisis and, after Britannia, Frontinus was known as such a man. Pity the uprising could not have been in Crete, Greece or even Judaea again: somewhere temperate that would be easy on the bones. One could not even trust the barbarians to rebel in the right places.


  ‘I’ll make sure that I take all the notes,’ his freedman Diocles said for the umpteenth time that day. The Greek was in a state of excitement, having never been to the Palatine before. ‘I won’t miss anything out, sir, I guarantee it.’


  The two men were in a lectica being borne at a fair speed to Domitian’s new palace. ‘Diocles, you’ve worked for me for how many years now?’ Frontinus asked.


  ‘Twenty-three, sir, thirteen of those as your freedman,’ the Greek’s response was exact and prompt.


  ‘And in that time, have you ever not taken down all the notes?’


  ‘Of course not, sir —my meticulousness is one of the things that you value about me, is that not so?’


  ‘Yes,’ Frontinus agreed, ‘but not your constant nagging and need to state the bloody obvious. Yes, it’s the emperor, but it’s just another meeting in another big room stuffed with soldiers, sycophants and half-wit advisors. I know that you’ll take all the notes. Now stop acting like a bride on her wedding night.’


  ‘Just as long as it’s only soldiers, sycophants and half-wits, sir, I’m sure we’ll be fine,’ Diocles replied primly. ‘I just hope there aren’t any senile old curmudgeons who let their peevishness get in the way of seeing a good thing when it comes by.’


  Frontinus chuckled. ‘You’re not so far ingrained in my good books that I can’t have you executed for insulting me, Diocles.’


  ‘Of course I know that, sir. If you’re able to find out how to contact the executioner and what paperwork needs to be done, I’ll happily walk to the cross on my own.’ The Greek grinned at him. Frontinus relied heavily on Diocles to ensure that his affairs were in order. As a freedman, he had every right to pursue his own career, but had opted to stay with his former master. Frontinus was rich and Diocles liked the finer things in life; thus the arrangement suited them both. And, Frontinus supposed, working with a ‘senile old curmudgeon’ was infinitely preferable to acting as pedagogue for a snotty little brat.


  With a soft bump, the lectica was put down by the slaves that bore it. ‘Ah,’ Frontinus said. ‘We’re here. Try to keep your tongue in your mouth at the amazing wonders you are about to see.’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ Diocles said, easing himself out of the carriage. ‘I trust you’ll be able to get out unassisted.’


  ‘Just give me a hand,’ Frontinus muttered. The Greek did so, and Frontinus fancied that he could actually hear his joints creaking in protest as he was hauled out of the carriage. ‘You’d think they’d make those things bigger.’ He glared at the lectica in disgust. ‘I could have ridden here, you know.’


  ‘Yes, but then your toga would have been ruined. Let me see…’


  Diocles stepped closer, rearranging the folds of the heavy garment so it would sit just right. ‘There,’ he eyed Frontinus critically. ‘You look like a most venerable consul, sir.’


  ‘Let’s go, shall we?’ Frontinus said, as a squad of Praetorians approached them. After they had seen the necessary paperwork —provided by Diocles— they escorted the two men into the heart of Domitian’s palace. It was beautiful by any standards, but a little too opulent for Frontinus’s taste: it was even larger than that monstrosity he had lived in during his tenure at Halicarnassus and that had been big enough. Perhaps being Emperor just made you want everything to be bigger than it needed to be. Even Vespasian —a sensible chap from humble beginnings— had ordered the building of the huge amphitheatre in the heart of the capital —the biggest of its kind in the world. It was a shame that he had not lived to see its completion.


  What, Frontinus wondered, would Vespasian have done about Dacia? The truth of it was, if the old emperor had still been in power, Dacia would never have happened —he was too much the canny warrior to have allowed things to slip. But his sons were not soldiers of his prowess, even if Domitian was wise enough to keep the army sweet. Titus might have grown into a fine general, but had died young: some said that Domitian had murdered him, but Frontinus refused to give that any credence. The boy’s grief was too sincere —as was his fear of taking a role for which he had been ill prepared. No one could have expected that Titus would keel over in his prime and thrust his younger brother into the purple.


  They were led through the palace to Domitian’s private quarters —which were as large as the governor’s house in Halicarnassus. The Emperor and some twenty officers likely to take part in the forthcoming campaigns were in the tablinium. Domitian was seated on a curile throne in front of the men who made do with stools and benches.


  The only other comfortable chair was occupied by a wizened, white-haired stick of a man with skin the texture of ancient parchment. He smiled at Frontinus and nodded a greeting. This was Quintus Vibius Crispus, the ultimate survivor of Rome’s body politic, an octogenarian of supreme wit and cunning. Crispus was the only member of the senatorial classes to have outlived every single one of Rome’s eleven emperors save only Domitian himself.


  He was now half-way through his third term as consul, Rome’s highest elective office. That his first and second terms had been served under emperors as different in character as Nero and Vespasian was a remarkable testament to his versatility and skill at adapting to the winds of change. Crispus was Domitian’s most trusted counsellor and administrator and, though the official reports of the empire’s provincial governors were nominally addressed to the emperor, it was Crispus who received them and devoured every detail assiduously before advising Domitian of the state of the empire and of what needed to be done.


  A huge map dominated the tablinium, the most up to date one of Dacia that they had. Arrayed around the room also were tables groaning with fine food and wine, the smell of the former making Frontinus’s mouth water. In his supposed Greek wisdom, Diocles had him on some sort of diet that forbade him eating anything he actually enjoyed. But he could have murdered a fat, greasy ham just then.


  As he was announced, he snapped to attention and raised his right arm in salute. ‘Ave, Caesar!’


  ‘Frontinus!’ Domitian walked towards him, arms extended in greeting. He had managed to keep the weight off, Frontinus noted, and it looked good on him, though his face still had that actorish softness that women seemed to like. ‘Good of you to come at such short notice, my friend.’ He embraced him briefly, kissing him on both cheeks.


  ‘I am but the instrument of Caesar’s will,’ Frontinus said diplomatically —there was nothing wrong with a bit of flattery after all.


  ‘Tish,’ Domitian turned away. ‘You were slaying monsters when I was still a mewling babe. Peace, General —be at ease. You are among friends here and I won’t have any sycophancy —my Imperial Order is that we dispense with formality and speak plainly— if that’s not too much of a contradiction.’


  Frontinus laughed, covering Diocles’s ironic cough at the mention of sycophancy. ‘No, Caesar —I can be counted on to speak plainly.’


  ‘Excellent, excellent. Come —join my council of war.’ Domitian turned and made his way back to the map, but inwardly Frontinus groaned. He would have to stand for the duration of the whole damned meeting.


  Domitian introduced all the men present, some of whom Frontinus had met before, but it would be impolitic to remind the Emperor of that. Those that knew him —the older ones— nodded appreciatively at him, the younger ones regarding him with expressions that ranged from curiosity through to condescension and some to outright hostility. New blood brought in to hear a strategy to be devised, no doubt, by himself and Tettius Iulianus, to whom he nodded briefly.


  Hawk-faced, dark-eyed, with his black hair close cropped to hide a bald crown, Iulianus resembled the Divine Julius in more than just his physicality. He was a military man through and through, a skilled tactician and harsh disciplinarian whose devotion to Rome was unquestionable.


  Domitian now stood with one hand resting on the curile throne ready to introduce the business of the day.


  ‘Gentlemen, I am sure that none of you need to be possessed of the talents of augurs to know why we are here. In the ensuing weeks since the disaster at Tapae there cannot be anyone from Nabataea to Britannia who is ignorant of what transpired there, nor any loyal citizen of Rome who does not burn with the desire for retribution and to see her honor fully restored.


  ‘It’s said that the loss of Quintilius Varus’s army in Germania sent our predecessor, the Divine Augustus, to an early grave. Whether or not that is true, it would appear that, after the passing of more than seventy years, that dismal episode has finally been surpassed in its ignominy. Now… I don’t intend to die any time soon…’


  Domitian smiled as he acknowledged the laughter that rippled around the tablinium. One of the young tribunes shouted ‘Vivat Imperator!’ and Domitian nodded as the assembled company roared their assent.


  ‘…but five legions, gentlemen…’ The emperor’s face was stern now. ‘Never before in the annals of the empire has such an army suffered defeat. The Fifth Alaudae is no more: slaughtered almost to the last man; its eagle taken. The Fifth Alaudae… a praetorian legion… my legion… a legion so old and distinguished that it served the Divine Julius on his conquest of Gaul! And now it is gone forever…’ Domitian paused as his audience murmured angrily to one another.


  Frontinus noted that there was one ignominy of which Domitian had been careful not to remind them. Domitian had been in nominal command when he and Fuscus had initially defeated the Dacians and pushed them out of Moesia. As such, the emperor, eager to enjoy the same military honors of his late father and brother had hurried back to Rome to award himself a triumph, leaving Fuscus and his five legions to pursue the retreating Dacians across the Danube. When Domitian, crowned with laurel and riding a gilded chariot, basked in the adulation of the crowds on the Capitoline Hill, nobody was aware that the crows were already feasting on the bodies of Fuscus’s legionaries —but everyone in the empire knew it now, and how Domitian must have burned with shame and fury at the hollowness of his achievement.


  ‘Now, sooner or later,’ the emperor continued, ‘I am sure that you expected us to determine how best to exact our retribution, regain our military honor and bring long term stability to our north-eastern provinces. But though I have thirsted for these things as much as all of you —perhaps even more so— I had supposed that we would need more time to gather sufficient men and material to make our victory an absolute certainty —a victory substantial enough to deal with the Dacian problem once and for all. But it would seem that time is no longer on our side. Please enlighten us, Crispus…’


  The old consul cleared his throat and tapped a bundle of scrolls that lay on the table before him. ‘Here are summaries of the latest provincial reports from Moesia, Pannonia and Illyricum. I won’t trouble you with the details. The senators among you will hear them read out the day after tomorrow. But they make grim reading, let me assure you. The province of Moesia is in complete disarray, and indeed the situation there is beginning to destabilize neighboring provinces. Though there has been no full invasion by the Dacians, the incumbent governor, Vettonianus, admits to being no longer in control of the northern part of the province.


  ‘There have been frequent and devastating raids and rumors that some settlements along the Danube —in Pannonia as well as Moesia— have started paying tribute to Decebalus to secure the protection that Vettonianus claims he can no longer provide. Too many of his troops, it seems, are engaged in the south of the province simply trying to keep order among a frightened and angry population. There have been bread riots in both Odessus and Nicopolis. Many of the farmers have started hoarding grain. This has not only created immediate shortages —it means that nothing is being planted and therefore there will be nothing to harvest this autumn. We have started to divert surpluses from Thrace and Macedonia into Moesia but I need hardly tell you that this is revenue that typically would come to Rome.


  ‘So you see, gentlemen, our policy of building up necessary resources prior to embarking on a major campaign in Dacia is simply unworkable. The longer we wait, the bigger the task before us becomes and the lesser the funds we have to support it. Caesar has now concluded that we have to do what we can with what we have —and we have to do it now.’


  ‘Thank you, Crispus,’ Domitian acknowledged. ‘And there is, of course, another dimension that we must also consider. I said that all loyal citizens in Rome yearned for this campaign. But of course there are those who will have been heartened by what happened at Tapae and by every week that passes without us having taken our revenge. When I think of what my esteemed father and brother had to struggle to achieve in Judaea… when I consider what Gnaeus Julius Agricola won for us in Caledonia last year… the service that the noble Frontinus, here, performed against the Silures not so very long ago… may the gods forbid that we have to do it all again because our lack of a swift response is an inspiration to our enemies. Let there be no further delay. Our campaign for the full conquest of Dacia begins this day and in this hour!’


  There was an immediate wave of cheers and applause and those officers standing near where the maps were laid out banged their fists rhythmically on the tables. Domitian held up his hands.


  ‘Indeed, it has already begun. By now Vettonianus will be in receipt of my order that he relinquish Moesia to the temporary command of his subordinate and then take his own life.’ There were growls of approval from every corner of the room.


  ‘Sextus Julius Frontinus!’ Domitian called out. ‘… My noble friend… your long and loyal service deserves better reward than the post I must now ask you to accept.’ Frontinus knew exactly what was coming; knew too that asking wasn’t really what the emperor had in mind. ‘We appoint you our governor of Moesia with full and discretionary imperium for the affairs of the province with immediate effect.’ Frontinus was at least gratified by the resumption of the applause and the table banging. He bowed to the assembled company. A poisoned chalice was being offered and he would have no choice but to drink down the bitter brew and smile as he was doing it. ‘… And our most accomplished and resolute general, Tettius Iulianus, shall command the army.’ There was more applause and Frontinus joined in politely. ‘The senate will formally ratify both appointments when it meets the day after tomorrow —our consul, Crispus will make sure of it.’ Crispus grinned conspiratorially while many of the officers cheered. It was well known that Domitian had neither time nor patience for the senate or for constitutional niceties —and the army loved him for it. ‘And so, my friends, we have begun,’ he announced. ‘What’s to be done?’


  Iulianus turned his attention to the map. ‘Decebalus is not your usual hairy-arsed barbarian oaf: he’s intelligent, cunning and ruthless and tactically astute, as we have discovered. Now, I knew Cornelius Fuscus. He was not, despite rumors that have circulated, some modern-day Quintilius Varus. He was a cautious commander, mean as Cato with his men’s lives. From what scant reports we have it seems that the Dacian army would not be drawn out. Perhaps he thought to bottle them up in there and lay waste to the countryside until they were forced out to fight?


  ‘But the Dacians did what Fuscus could not have suspected: they actually offered battle. It was too good an opportunity to miss. With the benefit of hindsight, we’ll all say that Fuscus should have realized something was amiss. But the truth is, if I had been offered a similar chance to knock them out with a single blow, I’d have taken it too.’


  ‘And I,’ Frontinus agreed. ‘We have learned a harsh lesson here, gentlemen. The barbarians are learning to think. This is not a trend to be encouraged.’ He gestured to Iulianus to continue.


  ‘Once Fuscus was fully engaged,’ Iulianus said, looking a little bit put out at Frontinus’s interruption, ‘it transpired that the Dacians had allies who destroyed his rearguard and caught his army between hammer and anvil. Fuscus and the Fifth Alaudae were totally annihilated.’


  ‘Hmmm… not quite…’ the old consul piped up. Trust Crispus to engage in pedantic details, Frontinus thought. ‘There was a handful of survivors,’ Crispus continued, ‘the highest ranking of which was a tribune… wait a moment —I have his name somewhere…’ As Crispus pored over one of his scrolls, Iulianus looked over towards Frontinus and then lifted his eyes to the ceiling to register his impatience —Frontinus shrugged sympathetically. ‘Ah… yes… here it is!’ Crispus announced at last. ‘The tribune was one… Gaius Minervinus Valerian —yes… that’s him.’


  Valerian. ‘By all the gods!’ Frontinus muttered to himself. Well, well, well. Now, this was interesting. Bless you, Crispus, you fussy old bastard, you!


  ‘It seems,’ Crispus added, ‘that the said tribune, Valerian, received a dishonorable discharge from Vettonianus —with all his virtus and property forfeited— as punishment for being the highest ranking survivor.’


  ‘A tribune?’ the emperor queried incredulously, ‘Is this what we’ve come to? We suffer far and away the worst military disaster in living memory and the only poor bastard we can find to take the rap is a fucking tribune!’ Domitian was incandescent with rage as the tablinium fell silent. ‘Well…’ he said at last, ‘One can only hope that, as his lifeblood seeps into his bathwater, Vettonianus finally develops a sense of responsibility. Now… thus far, we have established that this Decebalus and is no slouch and that Fuscus was perhaps not entirely to blame for this unmitigated disaster —well, I won’t debate the point. We believe that Decebalus is reluctant to march south in numbers and seeks to draw us across the Danube and into the Dacian interior where he will have all the advantages. And yet, Iulianus, we cannot give you anything like the five legions that proved so woefully inadequate for Fuscus. So, where does that leave us, and what is our strategy?’


  ‘Caesar… May I speak openly?’ Iulianus asked.


  ‘Of course,’ Domitian looked slightly affronted. ‘I’ve said that already, Iulianus —really, you shouldn’t believe what you read. Have I asked anyone to prostrate themselves in my presence?’ Everyone chuckled at this as the emperor referred to the particularly scurrilous rumors that he was turning into some sort of Caligula. The literary types, Frontinus mused, loved to demonize anyone that wore the purple and Domitian had received the sharp end of many of their pens. ‘Everyone here needs to know the realities: I’m not interested in being told that all will be well only to find out next year that you —along with thousands more of my soldiers— are dead. Let’s go into this with our eyes open, aware of the risks. I’m a fair commander, it’s true. But all of you here are professionals —act like it.’


  Iulianus nodded. ‘There’s no reason for Decebalus to change his tactics. And there’s no question of us launching a ‘surprise attack.’ He knows that we have to respond and therefore he will be using all the time he has to gather more allies —who will flock to him now that he has crushed a Roman army. We don’t have the resources to throw another five legions at him —we can’t risk a critical weakness of other frontiers— and, by now, he will have an even greater force ranged against us. In short, Caesar, we are outnumbered, outmanoeuvred and, given the terrain, we’re liable to be outflanked. There is only one recourse…’


  ‘Summa extinctione,’ Frontinus expanded, both expecting and acknowledging the gasps and shifting of the gathered officers. ‘Total annihilation. In normal circumstances, conquest is all about profit. But this is a punitive expedition and we cannot afford another defeat. So…’ He let his eyes sweep across the face of every officer in the tablinium as he continued, ‘…we invade and kill everything. Starting with the civilians. Men, women and children. I know that the profits we will lose in slaves will be huge, but we have to win this war. All other priorities are secondary.’ War, he thought to himself, was a game for younger men. If this was Iulianus’s strategy he couldn’t argue with the logic. But the thought of it made Frontinus sick to his stomach, Even barbarians were human, capable of love, pain and at least a degree of higher thought. It was wrong. But at the same time it was right.


  ‘What about hiring mercenaries?’ one of the tribunes asked. ‘Isn’t that preferable to summarily executing an entire people in a quest for victory? How would history judge us?’


  Iulianus rounded on him. ‘Who the hell are you?’


  ‘Quinctilius Spurius Nolus, sir.’ Tribune Nolus seemed to wilt under the dark gaze of Iulianus. The boy reminded Frontinus of Valerian, who he had always liked —Valerian, who must now be found at all costs.


  ‘I rather think, tribune,’ Iulianus spat, ‘that you should keep your mouth shut unless asked to speak.’


  Frontinus coughed. ‘Just so, Iulianus. But Caesar has put him on your staff and the question is valid —if very, very naïve. But the lad won’t learn unless we teach him.’


  Iulianus looked as though he was about argue, but Frontinus gave him the look —the look that said that, whilst he may be in charge of military operations, he, Sextus Julius Frontinus, was now governor and hence his superior.


  ‘Boy,’ Iulianus began, ‘the majority of our mercenaries are made up of barbarians. Cavalry in the main, as I hope you know. Barbarians cannot be trusted —especially in this climate. They fight for pay, it’s true, but this operation is of such high risk that we can only afford to count on Roman troops. If a smart German or Gaul decides that his lot is better thrown in with the enemy and betrays us at a critical point, we will lose the war. And then…’ he trailed off.


  ‘And then we’ll be beset on all fronts,’ Frontinus directed his gaze at Nolus. ‘We’ve virtually lost five legions already. We lose…’


  He looked at Domitian.


  ‘Three more,’ the emperor supplied.


  ‘Then we’ll have lost thirty five per cent of our standing army. We need men that we can count on to stand and fight to the last. And summa extinctione requires Roman soldiers —we can’t rely on barbarians for that kind of work— they’d be killing their own. Now —summa extinctione is a dirty business. I hate it with every fiber of my being and if there was another way, I’d seize upon it. But Iulianus is right: the only way to draw Decebalus out is to kill everyone in our path. Essentially, we will methodically attempt to exterminate the Dacian race, town by town, village by village, person by person. That won’t quite happen, of course —so posterity may look more kindly upon your legend, Nolus.’ That got a laugh, and Nolus sat down, chagrined and red-faced. ‘But,’ Frontinus continued, ‘if we follow this policy, eventually civilian casualties will get so high that Decebalus will be forced to meet us in battle —on ground of our choosing this time. And with three legions, we will destroy him.’


  ‘Are you satisfied with that explanation, tribune?’ Iulianus glared at Nolus who nodded his head and did his best to disappear into the ground. Iulianus turned to the emperor. ‘I presume, Caesar, that this manpower will be taken from garrison forces and other non-frontline troops?’


  ‘General,’ Domitian sighed. ‘Though they would have it that I am a god, I am not Mars or Minerva —sadly I cannot conjure legions of battle-hardened veterans for you. You are correct —we must siphon men from all over the empire and get them over to Dacia.’


  ‘Caesar, we must ensure they are battle-ready first.’ Iulianus informed him. ‘Which of course will take time and that time will give Decebalus an even greater advantage. That responsibility will fall on the shoulders of these men gathered here. But still… with only three legions…’ Both he and Frontinus had expected four.


  ‘Iulianus,’ the emperor sounded suddenly weary. ‘Are you trying to tell me that we can’t win here?’


  ‘No, Caesar,’ Iulianus’s response was instant. ‘We can win. But…’


  He looked at Frontinus, who knew that the price of Iulianus accepting his authority was now being exacted; forcing him to be the one to tell hard truths to both to the emperor and the army at large. Shit rolling uphill, in this case.


  ‘But we may not,’ Frontinus said. ‘This campaign will take skill and judgement —both Iulianus and I are experienced enough to know when to push and when to run. Caesar, the truth of the matter is this: we may have to abandon Moesia if we fail.’


  That drew a response from his audience. Loud protests followed: these tribunes would never allow such a thing to happen; they would die first —all good, chest-thumping stuff and excellent for morale.


  But all the chest thumping in the world would not get them away from the fact that they could well lose Moesia.


  Domitian delivered his verdict. ‘In that unlikely eventuality,’ he pronounced, once the hubbub had died down, ‘we would simply continue summa extinctione as we retreat, and leave nothing of value to our foe. But, I don’t anticipate failure. Fuscus, Vettonianus and the rest were driven by the need for tax monies to be returned to Rome —rightly so, it is the right of conquest. Iulianus, Frontinus and the men in this room are not constrained by such concerns. We will be merciless in our pursuit of victory. Dacia delenda est.’ The emperor paraphrased the old Catonian cry against Carthage: Dacia must be destroyed. He then picked up his wine cup and strode over to the map. ‘Dacia delenda est!’ Domitian shouted, before hurling his wine at the Carpathian Mountains. ‘Bloody constraint. Slaves! Bring more wine for my soldiers!’


  As soon as his cup was filled, Frontinus splashed it over the map.


  ‘Dacia delenda est!’ he repeated, as did Iulianus and every officer present until the representative features of Moesia and Dacia became as a bloody, sodden pulp.


  XXX


  At the end of the day’s training, all the women from the ludus had joined Lysandra in the bath house, save Varda whose ludicrous religion claimed that the sight of naked flesh was somehow corrupting.


  ‘Isn’t your back sore?’ asked Ankhsy of Lysandra as she eyed her recently acquired stripes. ‘Kleandrias really let you have it with the vine staff, the bastard.’


  ‘It is the Spartan way,’ Lysandra replied. ‘It is much more exacting than the training you undergo. I am fortunate that Kleandrias is here to train me, as he is fortunate to have me to train.’


  ‘Cernunnos!’ Olwydd invoked one of her barbarian gods. ‘You sound just like him. Does your Sparta produce nothing but swell-headed braggarts?’


  ‘Sparta produces warriors,’ Lysandra replied. ‘Braggartism would imply that we are unable to back up our words, which clearly is not the case.’


  Olwydd shook her head in disgust before plunging it under the water, robbing Lysandra of the chance to make a snide comment about the quality of conquered Britannic warriors compared to their Spartan counterparts.


  ‘He’ll lay off you now, though,’ Swanhilde commented. ‘There’s a spectacle coming up —can’t have you too badly beaten to fight.’


  Lysandra tutted. ‘For gladiatrices, you two seem remarkably shocked over a little pain. It is not as though Kleandrias’s reprimands are savage —rather they are designed to ensure that everything I do is as perfect as it can be.’


  Olwydd came up for air. ‘There’s a spectacle coming up soon!’ she announced, which made both Lysandra and Swanhilde chuckle.


  Olwydd of course thought they were laughing at her. ‘You won’t find it as funny if you have to face me!’ she exclaimed.


  ‘We’ve been in the ludus two years, we’ve never once fought each other,’ Swanhilde snorted. ‘Well, except in those mock fights —remember we had to do one when an orgy was going on around us the one time. Agh, the Romans have some funny habits don’t they?’


  ‘I’m surprised you didn’t join the orgy, Swanhilde,’ Ankhsy’s comment was dry.


  ‘I’d rather finger myself —all Roman men have small cocks, so what’s the difference?’


  ‘There is no need for vulgarity,’ Lysandra complained. ‘Really, Swanhilde.’


  ‘It’s only the truth.’


  ‘That is as maybe,’ Lysandra felt herself blushing at this talk, but pushed on. ‘All civilized people know that large penises are evidence of barbarity —that is why you never find sculptures of men with big… parts.’


  ‘In Britannia there’s a carving on a hillside of a man with a massive one,’ Olwydd added her denarius to the conversation. ‘It comes up to his chest almost.’


  ‘That is anatomically impossible…’ Lysandra was about to deride her but stopped short. ‘Is it not?’


  ‘Fuck a barbarian and find out,’ Ankhsy’s expression was sagacious. ‘Once you’ve tried it, you’ll never go back. Unless… these thrashings and punishments are part of Kleandrias’s ploy to get you into bed. Is it some kind of Spartan mating ritual? You beat each other to a pulp before you rut?’


  ‘You people are disgusting,’ Lysandra muttered, but her eyes danced with laughter. ‘It would take me too long to explain the superiority of Spartan culture to the likes of you —I will wager that you cannot read, so I cannot even direct you to a good book on the subject.’


  ‘The subject of Spartan mating rituals,’ Ankhsy raised her eyebrows. ‘I didn’t know that they were so fascinating that whole books have been written on them, did you Swanhilde?’


  Lysandra was about to explain that she had meant a book on the superiority of Spartan culture, but Swanhilde spoke first.


  ‘Who has time for books?’ she said, laying back in the water. ‘I’m always too busy being barbaric.’


  ‘And me,’ Olwydd added, which was as close to genuine good humor that Lysandra had ever seen her get.


  ‘Well, I shall leave you two to your barbarism and Ankhsy to her eastern indolence, then,’ Lysandra hoisted herself out of the bath.


  ‘Where are you off to?’ Ankhsy wanted to know.


  ‘Just back to quarters,’ Lysandra replied. ‘Kleandrias says I should explore any areas for improvement, and I must think on this.’


  ‘I’m sure there’s one area of yours that Kleandrias would like to explore,’ Swanhilde called out. ‘Maybe you two should leave the ludus and produce some little Spartans that you can beat, indoctrinate and train to fight.’


  Lysandra picked up a towel. ‘That is the Spartan ideal.’


  ‘From what I’ve heard of Spartan men, though, Lysandra has no chance!’ Clearly, Ankhsy was going to push home her jibing no matter what. ‘They’re all boy-lovers, and though Lysandra’s tits are so small she could be a boy, I think that once Kleandrias gets her subligaricum off and he sees her mouni, his vine staff will wither.’


  ‘Boy-loving is perfectly natural,’ Lysandra retorted. ‘Hellenic culture is superior to all others and pederasty has long been established as a way of an older man passing on his experience to a callow youth. And you are probably only upset that Kleandrias has not condescended to spend his seed in your unworthy bodies.’ All three women began to jeer and catcall at her, making obscene gestures that indicated she would soon be having relations with her trainer.


  She shook her head, knowing that to deny anything had happened —or for that matter, ever would happen— between them would simply invite further ribbing. But she could not resist one last comment. ‘My breasts are not small —they are perfectly formed!’


  She made off, the shrieks of derisive laughter from her stable-mates bouncing off the walls of the bathhouse. They were similar to her old friends of Balbus’s ludus: of course, she had not spent as long with them but she realized that, if she did, she would come to count them as friends —except for Olwydd who was far too cantankerous for her own good. If anyone needed sex to loosen her up, it was the overly pugnacious Briton.


  She dressed in clean clothes and her mood was light after the jollity of the bathhouse. Lysandra made her way across the compound, surreptitiously glancing at Kleandrias’s quarters, thinking back to the taunts of the other women: it seemed clear to them that she and Kleandrias would end up having some sort of tryst and a part of her wondered if she should act on it at some stage. It was a Spartan woman’s duty to bear strong sons, after all. That she had been a Mission Priestess had exempted her from that rule, but now things were different.


  Too different, she decided. She had no feelings towards Kleandrias that excited her: he was too much like an uncle, an old comrade in arms passing on his skills; certainly not someone she could imagine herself kissing and holding close like she had done with Eirianwen —who, of course, did not sport a beard like Kleandrias; that would surely be itchy.


  The thought made her chuckle as she swung towards the makeshift target that Iason and his friends had set up. It had become Lysandra’s custom at the end of each day to hurl a few blades at the mark. It was not that she was a poor shot: indeed she hit the target most of the time, but she had begun to enjoy the challenge of this seemingly simple task. Hitting the wooden board was one thing, but nailing the center-circle was something else again. ‘Carbo!’ she waved at the guard assigned to the armory —the same man that she had met on her entry to the ludus. ‘Please bring me…’


  Carbo, by now used to her habits, waved before she could finish and made his way into the weapons-store, emerging after a few moments with a bucket full of short swords. ‘Don’t worry if you miss, these are all fucked and blunt anyway,’ he informed her. ‘They need to be re-smithyed.’


  ‘Thank you very much,’ Lysandra pulled a sword from the cache, weighted it, sighted the target and hurled the weapon. It spun impressively but hit woefully high on the board.


  ‘You’d have killed him,’ Carbo noted. ‘Head shot.’


  ‘I was not aiming for a head shot.’


  ‘Dead is dead.’


  ‘That is not the point, Carbo,’ Lysandra drew another weapon. ‘The point is that I must hit the mark that I am aiming for.’


  Carbo shook his head. ‘Sometimes you have to settle for less than perfect.’


  Lysandra thought about that for a moment and decided that his attitude was indicative of why she was better than him. She took aim and hurled the sword which hit the center of the target with a satisfying thud. ‘No,’ she grinned at the guard. ‘I think not.’


  ‘Jupiter’s balls,’ Carbo laughed. ‘Talk about luck! You couldn’t have timed that better, could you?’


  ‘Timing is everything, Carbo. And luck is nothing.’


  Carbo shook his head and ambled off, leaving Lysandra to concentrate on the work at hand. She worked for some time, adding movement to her throws, making the task doubly difficult. Tucking and rolling, spinning around and throwing the gladius was difficult and she was a little disappointed with her results but vowed she would continue to work at it till she could hit the mark at will from any angle. This pact made, she put the swords back in the bucket and made her way to the women’s quarters.


  The sun was hot on her back the following morning as she ran her circuits of the palaestra. Iason had taken to running with her and, truth be told, she enjoyed his company. He was an amiable fellow, almost too amiable to be a fighter. But experience had taught her that he was handy enough when push came to shove.


  ‘Are you looking forward to your bout?’ he puffed.


  ‘I am beside myself with impatience,’ Lysandra answered honestly. ‘I came a long way to fight here and I have trained long and hard. I have been away from the arena for too long and my absence has done both myself and my goddess a disservice.’


  ‘Your goddess?’ he glanced at her. ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘A long time ago I realized that when I fought in the arena I did so for something greater than myself,’ Lysandra replied. ‘When I fight, I fight for Athene and she makes her strength my own. That is why I have never been defeated —and never will be as long as she walks by my side. Somehow, in the past few years, I forgot that.’


  Iason slowed his run to a trot and finally a walk. ‘It is good to have faith,’ he said a little grimly. ‘It’s a hard thing to hold on to when you’re made a slave, taken thousands of miles from your home and forced to fight for the pleasure of others.’


  ‘I used to think the same way,’ Lysandra admitted as they made their way to the water trough. She handed him the ladle first. ‘I was once a slave and wracked with the misery and shame of it. But then I realized that the gods have a plan for us all and I should play my part in that plan. And,’ she nodded her thanks as Iason gave back the ladle, ‘I do so enjoy proving to others the superiority of the Spartan fighter.’


  Iason chuckled, the brief darkness of his expression lifting. ‘We used to think Kleandrias was a one-off, but you people are all the same, aren’t you?’


  People kept saying that to her, Lysandra realized, so perhaps it was true. Then again, Kleandrias was admirably heroic so to be compared with him hardly seemed derogatory. ‘I suppose that we are,’ she said, deigning not to give Iason a lecture on why this was a good thing. He probably would not understand anyway.


  ‘Lysandra!’ Kleandrias strode towards them, swinging his vine staff. ‘The sun is high in the sky and I see that you have hardly broken a sweat!’


  ‘We ran some circuits,’ Iason placated.


  ‘Good enough for you, Iason, not good enough for her! You, Lysandra, are fortunate that your bout is soon or I would take the skin off your back!’ He jabbed her in the stomach with the staff. ‘Get your weapons. It is time for sparring.’ He stalked off leaving almost palpable disapproval in his wake. Lysandra thought back to the friendship they had shared the first night that they had met and now how differently they acted towards one another. She was in training and he was training her. They could be friends away from the palaestra but, inside it, there had to be respect and absolute obedience.


  ‘A bit harsh,’ Iason muttered.


  ‘Yes, but…’


  ‘It’s the Spartan way. I know, he’s told me before. Go get them, Lysandra.’


  Lysandra trotted after her trainer, grabbing two wooden swords as she did so. He led her to the far side of the palaestra where Swanhilde waited. The German was leaning on her huge scutum, grinning at them both.


  ‘Fighting men is all well and good,’ Kleandrias said. ‘But we think differently to women. Lysandra, you have proven that you can defeat most of the fighters here and can hold your own even against me —though I will admit to not pressing you with my full skills.’


  ‘Of course, sir,’ Lysandra presumed this to be the truth and, even if it was not, she was hardly going to push the matter with someone she regarded as her superior.


  ‘Sir?’ Swanhilde drawled. ‘Are we in the legions now and no one’s told me? Shit!’ she looked around. ‘Where are the barbarian hordes? Ah, wait —I’m the barbarian hordes…’


  ‘Shut your mouth and port your shield,’ Kleandrias ordered.


  Swanhilde raised her sword and hefted the big provocatrix shield, still grinning at Lysandra over the top of it. Lysandra returned the smile, stretched her neck from side to side and spun her swords twice. ‘What are you going to do with those little sticks?’ the German asked. ‘Tickle me to death?’


  ‘You will never know,’ Lysandra responded, beginning to circle the other woman.


  ‘How’s that?’


  ‘Because you will be killed so fast, you will not see it coming.’


  Swanhilde chuckled, the laughter reaching her eyes. ‘Lysandra, I think I am beginning to like you. You and Kleandrias here live in a world of stories and that is an endearing quality.’


  ‘Hoc habes, Germana!’ Someone called from the platforms that surrounded the palaestra —‘you’ve had it, German!’


  ‘Kill her, Lysandra! Put her on her arse!’


  Lysandra stepped away from Swanhilde, raising her sword to indicate a halt. She scanned the crowd of people till she saw Cappa and Murco waving frantically at her. ‘Smash her head in!’ Murco encouraged further.


  ‘Friends of yours?’ Kleandrias enquired.


  ‘Yes, sir. They trained me before I arrived here. Got me fit.’


  ‘They did a woeful job. I have seen fitter nine-year-olds than you back in Sparta. Get to work.’


  Lysandra raised her swords once again and closed in on Swanhilde who rushed in with enthusiasm. Lysandra could hear the cheers of encouragement from Cappa, Murco and some sections of the crowd.


  A familiar excitement filled her veins, making her heart pound and her skin sweat; with a cry, she attacked the German and lost herself in the discordant clack of weapon on weapon.


  XXXI


  After their session with the gladiators, Illeana was pleased to see that Pyrrha’s terse mood had lifted, though she made a point of not teasing her about it. She was still working harder than any of the other tiros, but her demeanor was not as intense.


  ‘Come on,’ Illeana exhorted the women from the Flavian as they ran circuits of the palaestra. ‘This is where you really have to dig deep.’ She picked up the pace to emphasize the point and only Pyrrha kept stride with her. ‘Are you racing with me, Pyrrha?’ she asked.


  ‘If you want a race, you’re on,’ the younger gladiatrix grinned at her.


  ‘All right… when we reach the pallus, once around the ring?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Illeana noticed Pyrrha fix her eyes on the wooden striking post, clearly intent on getting the best start she could. She would need it, Illeana thought with a smile. They drew closer to their mark and then, as it was reached, both women exploded into motion, their bare feet churning up sand as they sprinted around the palaestra.


  Those gladiators that were training in the main area at once saw the two split from the pack and at once began to call their encouragement to both women.


  Pyrrha could move fast, this Illeana knew, but that was the speed of the arena. She had never seen her run flat out before and, as they raced, a part of her wished that she had. The young woman ran like a female Mercury, her light build making her perfect for the middle-distance sprint. Illeana gritted her teeth and dug deep as the gap between them began to widen. She would not lose! Head down, she pumped her arms, willing herself to run faster than she ever had before: the mind could push the body to near impossible feats —it was all down to willpower in the end.


  Heart pounding, she pushed harder and began to gain back her lost ground; she knew Pyrrha could hear her and perhaps feel her coming. The younger woman glanced over her shoulder —a fatal mistake. Illeana drove herself hard and came neck and neck with her charge who now sought that last effort that would see her victorious.


  But that, Illeana could not allow. The pallus drew nearer and Illeana found something within her as she always did; part will, part body, part spirit and perhaps with the aid of some god, she found the way to win. Her stride ate up the last few paces, leaving Pyrrha in her wake as she flew past the post. The crowd cheered. Aesalon Nocturna Victrix. As it was meant to be. She slowed to a stop and turned to see Pyrrha bent over, hands on her thighs, gasping for breath.


  ‘I thought I had you there,’ the younger gladiatrix gasped.


  ‘But yet I knew I had you,’ Illeana too allowed herself to bend and suck in air. ‘Remember that, Pyrrha,’ she tapped her forehead. ‘It’s up here that counts as much as your sword arm.’


  ‘I will remember it,’ Pyrrha looked up through her sweat-soaked curls. ‘I will beat you next time.’


  ‘No,’ Illeana rose to her full height. ‘You won’t.’ She smiled taking the bite out of her words, but inside she was irked that she had come so close to defeat. ‘But you ran well,’ she added by way of conciliation.


  ‘Great race, ladies, great!’ Vigilo trotted up to them. ‘Nice entertainment to round off the day’s training.’


  ‘We’re here to entertain?’ Illeana joked. She turned her attention back to the other tiros. ‘The rest of you —keep running!’


  ‘You have visitors,’ Vigilo said. ‘From Rome —the Flavian.’


  ‘Ah, that will be our money,’ Illeana said to them both. ‘Vigilo, can you arrange escort for my team to the coast? We will pick up a ship there and sail down to Paestum.’


  ‘As you wish,’ Vigilo tipped a finger to his forehead. ‘I’ve had the messengers sent to your quarters,’ he added. ‘They’ve got refreshments.’


  ‘You are too kind.’ Illeana favored him with a smile and was pleased to see even this grizzled old trainer blush as she turned her full attention to him. ‘Come on, Pyrrha —let us bathe and greet our people.’


  They did not tarry long in the bathhouse and soon were on their way to the guest quarters. Illeana entered first and the sight that met her raised her ire. Sitting on the couch, the couch where Pyrrha had so recently been pleasured by the gladiators, was the handsome Gaius Minervinus Valerian. With him was one of the other men from the Flavian —the tattooed one— Settus, that was it. Both men rose as she entered.


  ‘Valerian!’ Pyrrha squeaked in shock.


  ‘Pyrrha…’ the handsome former tribune gazed at her a moment, emotions written clear on his face. ‘It is good to see you… are you well…?’


  ‘What are you doing here, Valerian?’ Illeana cut him off. ‘Settus. Wine.’ The balding ex-soldier looked as though he was about to complain, but Illeana raised an eyebrow and he got about the work in the surliest manner possible. ‘Well?’ she turned back to Valerian.


  The Roman tore his eyes away from Pyrrha and cleared his throat. ‘Maro received your message and we were instructed to bring the funds to you.’


  ‘Instructed? Or volunteered?’


  ‘Volunteered the both of us,’ Settus supplied. ‘Here’s your wine.’


  He shoved a cup into her hand, causing some of it to slop onto her skin and irritated her further by not even bothering to apologize.


  ‘Pyrrha, Settus,’ Illeana said. ‘Leave us.’


  ‘I’m fine.’ Pyrrha was doing some gazing of her own.


  ‘Out!’ Both Settus and Pyrrha looked as though they were contemplating rebellion but after a few moments Settus broke the uncomfortable silence with an oath. He necked a cup of wine and stamped out, followed by Pyrrha whose expression and gait spoke volumes.


  Illeana turned her attention to Valerian as soon as the door shut behind them. ‘I thought we had an agreement.’


  ‘I’m just doing my job here,’ he replied. ‘I work for Maro and Maro wanted the money brought to you. I wanted a break from the Flavian, so here we are.’


  ‘I’m not a fool, Valerian, don’t treat me like one. I asked you to stay away from Pyrrha until her training is complete!’ Illeana prided herself on her self-control, but the sudden and unexpected arrival of this would-be paramour had irked her.


  ‘I mean to ask for her hand,’ Valerian shot back, his dark eyes full of challenge.


  That took her by surprise. ‘You what?’ Illeana could scarcely credit it.


  ‘I mean to marry her,’ Valerian said firmly. ‘If she will have me. This is no life for her and I would see her living in comfort. Having everything she wants.’


  ‘On a fortune you’ve built by selling shit?’


  ‘Money is money. It doesn’t care where it comes from or where it’s going. Besides this has nothing to do with you, Illeana. It is up to Pyrrha.’


  Illeana put her cup down and sighed. The former tribune was full of earnest intent —she could read it in his eyes that he was in love with the girl. ‘She wants to fight, Valerian.’


  ‘Only because she has no choice.’


  ‘You know that isn’t the case. I don’t know why she wants to fight either, truth be told, but there is something that drives her. There is a need in her to be acknowledged as her own woman. She once said to me that she didn’t want to live in anyone’s shadow. I’ve pressed her on her past and I’ll tell you this —she’s told us all a pack of lies. There is more to this girl than you and I know.’


  ‘I don’t care about that,’ Valerian was obstinate. ‘Her past is her own business —and it’s a business that I don’t care about. I won’t judge anyone on their past, it’s how they are now that counts —not what happened to them before!’ His eyes shone suddenly with repressed tears which shocked Illeana to the core. ‘I left my past behind,’ he continued, voice taut. ‘I won’t let it ruin my future.’


  She wanted to remain angry with him but could not. She understood love —and understood that there was no place for it in the life of an arena fighter. ‘Valerian,’ she said after a few moments. ‘Don’t do this now. Not now.’


  Valerian gathered his emotions with visible force of will and poured a stiff cup of wine. ‘I must. I don’t want to see her get killed. I love her,’ he added as though to affirm it in his own mind.


  ‘I can see that you do,’ Illeana looked down and then raised her head to meet his eyes. ‘Then you must listen to me, Valerian. If you ask her and she says yes and you take her away from all this, there will always be a part of her that resents you —and herself. She needs this —I don’t know why, but she does.’ Valerian made to speak, but she held up a hand, cutting him off. ‘Let me finish. You’ve been around the Flavian long enough to know that women who fight are not like… normal women. There is a need in all of us to compete —the ones that don’t have that… that spark within them die very quickly. You know, the slaves that are taken and made to fight? They are just offal. Sacrifices to whet the sand’s appetite for what is to follow. Those of us that choose to fight do so because we need to. Men want to prove themselves —and there are women like that too. Don’t take this away from her, Valerian. Wait till she has fought her next bout and then ask her —don’t fill her mind with things other than staying alive. I beg you —she must focus on her next fight or she will get hurt— or worse. Will you promise me this?’


  ‘And what if I do as you say and in her next bout she is…?’ he could not bring himself to finish. ‘What then?’


  ‘She will win,’ Illeana assured him. ‘I’ve seen her in action already. She’s a natural —these provincial arenas don’t have the class of fighter we produce in the Flavian. She has already fought and beaten the best Capua has to offer, and Capua is second only to Rome. Though it pains me to say it, Valerian, she pushes even me hard when we train. Trust me —all will be well.’


  Emotion warred with good sense across his face and finally he capitulated. ‘I will not speak of marriage, then,’ he affirmed. ‘But I will not pretend that I don’t have feelings for her. And I will accompany you to her next fight so that when it is over I can ask her.’


  Illeana wanted to push it but could tell he would not be moved.


  ‘I don’t think that’s wise,’ she said resignedly. ‘And you’ll lose your job. If you don’t return, Maro will replace you.’


  ‘I don’t care about that. I just want to be with Pyrrha.’


  Illeana chuckled then. ‘Clearly. Very well, you can accompany us. Send Settus back with word —I’ll write a message to Maro that I want you here. Even if I do not,’ she added. ‘I’m trusting you on this, Valerian. Don’t speak of it to her.’


  ‘I give you my word,’ he replied stiffly. ‘What you say makes sense, even if I hate the fact that it does.’


  ‘Then we’re done here,’ Illeana placed her cup down. ‘Just tell her that you’ve been assigned to scout out fresh prospects for the Flavian —that’s why you’re accompanying us.’


  Her eyes followed him as he left the room. The meeting had left her tired and drained —and there was something else. She poured herself another cup of wine and sat in thought for a moment, realizing that it was a tiny spark of jealousy in her heart. What must it be like, she wondered, to have someone so in love with you that they would risk everything they had just built up to be with you.


  Of course, everyone loved Aesalon Nocturna —the Midnight Falcon had a list of admirers so long that the walls of the Flavian could be filled with their names. From the Emperor of Rome to its lowest Subura cut-throat, she had won all their hearts. Her beauty, her skill, her grace —it all made her something to be desired, something more than mortal perhaps.


  But what of Aemilia Illeana? Since her husband had died, there had been no one for her and, until that moment, she had needed no one. But now she wondered if perhaps it would be good to quit the arena, find a house away from the capital, drink good wine, eat rich food and grow fat and content with a man at her side.


  She stood and went to the full-length bronze mirror, looking at the demigoddess in its reflection. ‘What then of your legend, Aesalon Nocturna?’ she asked it. ‘They don’t make statues of fat country wives, do they?’ Illeana laughed aloud at her own moment of melancholy. There would come a time when she was too old to fight. Her tits would sag and no amount of calisthenics would keep her arse taut and her belly flat. Then the crowd would no longer chant her name and all she would have would be the memories of her glory.


  Time enough for retirement then.


  Valerian composed himself as he stepped out of Illeana’s room. He had come here with an intent but now he saw that the Gladiatrix Prima was right. Straightening his shoulders, he made his way over to Pyrrha who was giving Settus an impromptu tour of the Capuan ludus.


  ‘Well,’ he began, ‘it is good to see you again, Pyrrha.’


  She smiled at him, tilting her head and closing one eye as the sun shone in it. ‘And you, Valerian.’


  ‘Yeah, well, this is great,’ Settus put in. ‘Let’s get into town, have a few drinks and head off back to Rome in the morning.’


  ‘You know that I’m here on a scouting mission,’ Valerian fixed Settus with a look, imploring him to understand.


  ‘What?’ Settus said. ‘I thought that we were just supposed to drop off the money and head straight back. That’s what Maro said.’


  Valerian sighed. ‘Yes, and also that I was to continue on with Illeana to the next arena and report back on the talent —if there’s any to be found. I’m to negotiate with lanistas and see if we can’t buy some new stock.’


  Settus frowned. ‘Why didn’t you mention this on the way down?’


  ‘I thought Maro would have told you.’


  ‘That cunt never tells me anything. So we’re going on a trip are we?’


  ‘Well, I am —you’ve got to go back and tell Maro that Illeana agrees that I should go with her…’


  ‘I thought…’ Settus stopped and looked first at Pyrrha and then Valerian. Like the sun on a winter morning, understanding dawned on his face. ‘Right. Back to fucking Rome on me tod. Fuck’s sakes.’ He shook his head. ‘All right then. I’m going into town to get pissed out of my head, then I’ll go back tomorrow. On my own. Thanks a lot. See you then, Pyrrha.’ The former optio turned about and stalked off.


  Pyrrha watched him for a moment and then turned back to Valerian. As soon as she did, Settus spun around, making a shuffling gesture with his hand, mouthing the words ‘you fucking wanker’ at Valerian, his expression full of glee. No doubt the Flavian would be alive with gossip if they returned there.


  ‘So we’ll be spending some time together then,’ Pyrrha said.


  ‘Yes, yes,’ Valerian cautioned himself not to be too enthusiastic.


  He wanted her to know that he cared for her but, as Illeana had warned him, he did not want her distracted. ‘I don’t really enjoy gladiatorial shows,’ he added. ‘Maro thinks that because I won’t get caught up in the action, I will have a dispassionate view.’ He was starting to believe the fantasy himself.


  ‘Well, I certainly hope you’ll watch me fight,’ she stepped a little closer to him. Valerian was struck by her beauty and he sensed a change in her. She was more confident, sure of herself and he reckoned that being in the company of Illeana was teaching her to use her sexuality as a weapon.


  He cleared his throat. ‘Of course, I’m looking forward to that. Illeana tells me that you’re very good.’


  ‘She’s right,’ Pyrrha said. ‘I am very good.’ Her eyes made it clear to him that she was not speaking only of fighting. This was not like the girl that had left Rome so recently and the change in her both excited and perturbed Valerian.


  He was, however, not above a little teasing of his own. ‘I can’t wait to find out for myself.’


  ‘It’ll be worth the wait,’ she said and, before he could react, she raised herself on her tiptoes and kissed him lightly on the mouth.


  It was fleeting, brief, but the sensation jolted through him. Pyrrha laughed and made off, leaving Valerian staring after her.


  XXXII


  ‘Jupiter is angry,’ Murco commented; even here in the fighter’s cells at Paestum’s arena, the crash of thunder could be heard through the thick walls. It had been raining heavily all day and a storm had now come —not that that would serve to douse the enthusiasm of the crowd.


  ‘Zeus,’ Lysandra corrected absently. ‘More oil please, Kleandrias.’


  ‘If it is Jupiter, he’s angry because a Hellene is going to defeat a Roman on her own patch,’ the Spartan trainer said as he kneaded the sweet-smelling unguent into Lysandra’s chest and belly. ‘No offense, lads,’ he glanced at Cappa and Murco.


  ‘None taken,’ Cappa supplied.


  ‘Nervous?’ Kleandrias asked her as he crouched down, applying more oil to her legs.


  Lysandra thought about that for a moment. ‘Somewhat,’ she admitted. ‘It has been a long time. And I have never fought in the rain before.’


  ‘Goes without saying that you should watch your footing, lass,’ Cappa said. ‘The sand will be greasy and slick.’


  ‘Just take your time,’ Kleandrias advised. ‘Make her fight your fight, not the other way around.’


  Lysandra smiled slightly. ‘I think that my opponent will be in for a surprise.’ Kleandrias had told her all about the arrangement between the Flavian amphitheatre in Rome and the provincial arenas.


  The fighters from the empire’s capital were regularly sent out to blood themselves on supposedly inferior troupes of Italia but this time they would find the roles reversed. Lysandra was well aware that she needed to shake off some rust and fighting a novice offered her a relatively safe way of stretching her muscles.


  There was a knock on the cell door and one of the arena slaves poked his head around it. ‘It’s nearly time,’ he said.


  Lysandra nodded and then turned her attention to her trainers.


  ‘Leave me now,’ she said. ‘I must pray.’ They filed out, each one offering a nod or a word of encouragement.


  Alone in her cell, Lysandra closed her eyes and raised her palms.


  ‘Hear me, Athene, hear the words of your handmaiden, Lysandra the Spartan, who will fight in your honor. I have strayed from the path, strayed from your sight and surrounded myself with comfort. I became weak. I forgot that it is you and you alone who gave me everything. I misused those gifts and abused your generosity. But you opened my unworthy eyes and set me straight. Athene, I have trained hard and long. Grant me victory so that I may dedicate it to you. Be with me.’ She stood thus for some time and her body became warm and she knew then Athene had smiled upon her once again. ‘Thank you, lady,’ she whispered. With that she left her cell and began the walk to the Gate of Life.


  The crowd roared its approval as the two gladiatrices hacked at the criminal, the driving rain doing nothing to dampen the mob’s ardor for slaughter. Valerian did not enjoy the arena —it was base entertainment and he had seen enough blood and suffering to have had his fill. Nevertheless, he could not argue with the fact that this bastard deserved his fate. There were enough cheap whores in the world for any man to empty himself into, so the crime of rape was a needless one. That they had turned the fellow over to these amazons was an act of ironic justice that even Valerian appreciated.


  The two women, one an Egyptian retiaria called ‘Isis’ the other a Britannic secutrix were certainly eking out the entertainment. The Egyptian had brought down their quarry with the net and now they were taking it in turns to stab him piecemeal —and were clearly relishing the task. His screams of agony were almost drowned out by the jeers of the mob, but the wails were so high-pitched and keening that they cut through the omniscient roar.


  Valerian glanced at Illeana who was rapt with attention, her plump lips slightly parted as she watched the show. ‘What do you think?’ he asked her, pushing away thoughts of those lips working their way down his stomach. He loved Pyrrha, but by the gods, Illeana was more erotic than Venus. On their way to Paestum they had agreed that even though the whole ‘scouting trip’ had been made up, it was such a good idea that they should capitalize on it.


  ‘I like this Isis,’ she replied. ‘I will request a fight with her, I think. I’ve been in training but there’s nothing like a real bout to keep you at your peak.’


  ‘They’ll love you for that,’ he said. ‘These yokels won’t have seen Rome’s finest gladiatrix in action, so it’ll be a treat.’ He winced as the retiaria drove her trident into the rapist’s groin.


  ‘Classy,’ Illeana clapped her hands politely as the man flopped about on the sand, blood gouting from his ruined genitals. The secutrix let him live a while longer before putting an end to his suffering by ramming her long Gallic sword into his face which caused raptures in the audience. Illeana rose to her feet. ‘Pyrrha fights next,’ she said. ‘I must attend to her.’ With that, she made her way across the seats and away, the eyes of every man she passed suddenly alive with hunger.


  Pyrrha fights next.


  Valerian’s stomach churned with fear at the thought of his love fighting for her life: it was akin to what he felt before battle. A part of him wanted to run to her now, tell her that they should be married and drag her away before the bout. It was a conversation he had had with Illeana ad nauseam on the voyage and subsequent ride to Paestum, but she was adamant that Pyrrha would hate him for doing it and, moreover, the Gladiatrix Prima was right. Having spoken to her, he realized that there was a need in her to fight: to deal with the ghosts of her past —whatever they were— in the same way he sought to put Dacia behind him. A man should pay both kinds of debts, Tancredus had said to him. He could not revenge himself on the Dacians but with Pyrrha he knew that he would find peace.


  ‘Jupiter best and greatest,’ he whispered, ‘let her win so that we may quit this place and make a new life.’


  The lanista of the Paestum ludus had made his way onto the sand, nodding appreciatively as one of the arena workers clad as Charon, ferryman of the dead, dragged the corpse of the rapist away. His feet left deep gouges in the wet sand, making a track towards the Gate of Death. ‘Citizens!’ he shouted, waving his hands for silence.


  It took a while in coming, by which time the poor fellow was soaked to the skin, rain hammering on his bald head. ‘Citizens!’ he began again when the mob finally allowed him. ‘Criminals have been punished, animals slain for your entertainment. The gods are pleased!’ He could not have timed this better as a flash of lightning illuminated the arena followed by a crash of thunder. ‘At least I think they are —Jupiter is watching!’


  At this the crowd erupted into applause and began to hail the king of the gods, caring little that they were now as drenched as the lanista.


  ‘But now…’ The lanista had to wait for a moment until the impromptu religious frenzy had abated. ‘But now I bring you the first of the day’s contests! Gladiatorial combat is what you crave, is it not, Paestum!’ The mob roared its agreement and, thus buoyed, the lanista pushed on. ‘Our men will fight later,’ he shouted. ‘But first our women will whet your appetites for the battles to come! There’s nothing like seeing a girl with a sword in her hand fighting for your entertainment. You’ll take the visions home with you, Paestum, and you’ll wonder what it would be like to have the victrix take your sword in her hands!’ There was some laughter at this, but the lanista now pushed to the end of his pitch. ‘I bring you a battle of myth!’ he shouted. ‘A battle from beyond history! Imagine, if you will, the greatest warrior in history pitted against his own son —Achilles taking arms against the mighty Pyrrhus! Today I bring you… from Greece… Achilliaaaaaa!’


  The first Gate of Life clanked slowly open and the gladiatrix stepped onto the sand and as she did so, Valerian’s eyes widened in abject horror.


  ‘…Today I bring you… from Greece… Achilliaaaaaa!’


  The Gate of Life lifted and Lysandra left herself standing in the shadows as Achillia stepped onto the rain-sodden sands. The sky was a furious grey, the rain driving hard. It was cold on her skin; she felt goose bumps rise on her flesh and her nipples tighten almost painfully. Cold, like fear, was just a feeling. You feel hot, you feel cold, you feel afraid —but those things she had left behind the Gate of Life. Lysandra raised her two swords to the heavens and the crowd roared its approval.


  ‘… And her opponent,’ Hister called out, when the noise had subsided enough to allow him, ‘from the mighty Flavian Amphitheatre in Rome, a tiro with one fight and one victory to her name, she seeks now to add a second notch to her sword. Citizens of Paestum, I bring you the brave, the mighty, the Roman… Pyrrhaaaaaaa!’


  Illeana patted Pyrrha on the shoulder as the lanista announced the other fighter, but as he did so, the younger woman started a little.


  ‘What,’ she asked. ‘What is it?’


  ‘Nothing,’ Pyrrha shook herself and grinned. ‘I’m looking forward to this,’ she added.


  ‘Not too much posing,’ Illeana advised, her heart beginning to thud in her chest with anticipation. ‘The sand is wet —you don’t want to fall on your arse.’


  ‘Don’t worry,’ Pyrrha was all confidence now. ‘I’m ready, I’m ready.’


  ‘Good.’ Pyrrha’s eyes were alive with excitement; she was like a hound straining at the leash, anxious to be out there and about her work. Illeana knew the feeling well —no fear, only eager excitement at another chance to prove one’s worth.


  ‘And her opponent,’ the lanista shouted from the arena, ‘from the mighty Flavian Amphitheatre in Rome, a tiro with one fight and one victory to her name, she seeks now to add a second. Citizens of Paestum, I bring you the brave, the mighty, the Roman… Pyrrhaaaaaaa!’


  With infinite slowness, the Gate of Life began to clank upwards and Illeana stepped into the shadows, all too aware that there was nothing else she could do now. She had delivered her training and her counsel. Now it was all up to Pyrrha.


  The other gladiatrix was also armed with two swords —a contest, then, of the dimachaeria. Lysandra grinned, nerves forgotten now —she was keen for the contest to begin. She stretched her neck from side to side and spun her swords twice as was her custom. Through the driving rain, her opponent moved closer and there was something familiar in her gait. Then, she too stretched her neck and spun her swords in exact replica of Lysandra’s own signature move. Then she began to dance, spinning her blades in intricate patterns as she leapt about on the sands. Realization hit Lysandra like a hammer-blow.


  Varia.


  She had changed in the months they had been apart. Like Lysandra she was clad only in a subligaricum and she could see that not only was her body well-muscled now but it was scored with fresh scars: she had pursued her path and fought in the arena, then. Lysandra watched aghast as her friend went through her blade-dancing routine, her swords hissing as she spun them. She leapt up with a cry and then came to the earth sinking down on her right leg, her left extended, one sword held over her head, the other pointing straight at Lysandra.


  ‘I didn’t think we’d meet this soon,’ she said, as Lysandra walked towards her.


  ‘Varia,’ Lysandra’s mind was a confused morass of thoughts and emotions, at once relieved to find her safe and well but stunned by the circumstances. ‘What in Athene’s name are you doing?’


  ‘Fighting. Fighting you.’ Varia came up from her crouch and dropped back into her fighting stance —the stance Lysandra had taught her.


  ‘Do not be absurd. Put down your swords at once, you stupid child! Do you think this is a game?’


  ‘What the fuck is going on here!’ Hister’s face reddened with anger.


  ‘Hister, I know this girl —I trained her. This is not a contest. Send her away and I will fight someone else —anyone else.’


  ‘I can’t do that, Lysandra. Pugnate! Fight!’


  ‘I will not fight her!’ Lysandra said, her own ire rising. Varia wanted her independence, Thebe had said, but this was no way to go about it.


  ‘I’ll fight you, Lysandra!’ She could tell that Varia was tensing to attack.


  ‘Just put your swords down. Now!’


  Varia smiled at her. ‘There was a time when I worshipped you, Lysandra. Then I watched you grow older, grow fat and sodden on wine, blinded to everything but your own ego. You kept me down, made me think that I wasn’t good enough, that I would never be better than you. You wouldn’t even give me the chance. So I took the chance myself and the gods have seen fit to grant me my heart’s desire. Don’t worry —I’m not going to kill you. I’m just going to humble you. Make you feel like I’ve felt. So that you know.’


  ‘You will do nothing of the sort!’ Lysandra screamed at her. ‘You will put down those fucking swords now and walk away.’


  ‘Those fucking swords,’ Varia taunted. ‘My, my. How perturbed must the mighty Lysandra of Sparta be to resort to vulgarity? I thought such things were beneath you. And you don’t tell me what to do anymore.’


  The crowd had begun to boo and jeer at the lack of action and Hister once again shouted ‘Pugnate!’


  Lysandra ignored him. ‘Do not do this,’ she implored. ‘Varia, I am begging you —I do not want to hurt you.’


  ‘Worry about yourself!’ Varia snapped and then she leapt into the attack.


  Valerian recognized the Spartan gladiatrix at once: Achillia, who he had insulted at Frontinus’s party; Achillia, who was Gladiatrix Prima of all Asia Minor; Achillia, who had a statue carved in her honor. Achillia, the killer —he knew that no matter how good Illeana thought Pyrrha was, she was only a novice, a tiro and would be no match for this seasoned veterana.


  He leapt to his feet and began shoving his way through the crowd, heedless of anything but the need to get down there and stop the fight. Buffeted this way and that, he became frantic as he tried to force a way forward, ignoring the blows that were aimed at him from disgruntled supporters. A punch caught him on his head and he felt a sharp pain and then the heat of blood as it began to pour down his face, but he pushed on, surging through till he reached the cordon of guards that separated the mob from the arena.


  ‘We have to stop this!’ he yelled at one of them, voice straining above the crowd and the crash of thunder.


  ‘It’s a fight, mate,’ the auxiliary said. ‘No stopping it till one of’em’s dead or gives up. Get back to your seat, eh, there’s a good fella.’


  Valerian lurched forward, trying to leap over the balustrade and onto the sands, but the soldier was ready for him. His pilum shot up and smashed, butt-end, into Valerian’s stomach. Air whooshed out of his lungs and the pain made him collapse to his knees.


  ‘That’s enough of that, all right,’ the soldier said. ‘Get back to your seat, mate, or I’ll fucking have you.’


  Valerian was desperate now and again he made a try for the arena.


  Too slow. The soldier kicked him down and began calling for help.


  Kicks from hobnailed boots began to rain down on him. ‘Please!’ he screamed. ‘Please stop the fight…’ He kept shouting it over and over until there was a roaring sound in his ears and blackness descended upon him with sickening abruptness.


  Illeana watched in confusion as Pyrrha faced off against Achillia.


  The other gladiatrix was tall and strong, carrying herself with a casual arrogance that was frightening. But when Pyrrha began her sword dance, Illeana saw that the other fighter was taken aback. Shocked even —and that was good, because though this routine of Pyrrha’s was dangerous, it did leech confidence from her opponents.


  But the bout did not begin as Illeana —and everyone else in the arena— had expected. Instead of getting down to business, Pyrrha’s tall, pale-skinned opponent began shouting first at Pyrrha and then the lanista. Illeana could not hear her words, but it was clear she had no desire to do battle. There was more to this, she realized, than a simple lack of courage or desire to cross swords with her opponent.


  Pyrrha, however, was not to be deterred and, after a few more moments of angry gesticulating from Achillia, she took matters into her own hands and forced the fight to begin. The crowd roared its approval and then laughed as the sudden start caused the lanista to leap out of the way and slip, loosing his footing on the wet sand.


  Pyrrha attacked Achillia with gusto, laying in with a furious combination of blows that would have taken any other fighter apart.


  But the Spartan, despite being taken by surprise, was able to fend off the furious assault, almost as if she knew what Pyrrha was going to do before she did it. The young gladiatrix gamely kept up the pressure but, to Illeana’s experienced eye, it was clear that she was outclassed and, even more troubling, she could tell that Achillia had had more than one chance to break through Pyrrha’s defenses and score her own hits —chances she seemed unwilling to take. As the fight unfolded, understanding began to dawn on Illeana and with it the totally unexpected and unfamiliar feeling of fear.


  With a snarl, Varia leaped towards her, swords blurring as she tried to hit home and it was all Lysandra could do to raise her own weapons in response. With a sharp clash, blade met blade as she deflected the downward cut of Varia’s right hand and the vicious horizontal slice from her left. She followed by turning full circle, leaping into the air as she spun, then delivering a powerful downwards strike. The whole thing seemed to happen as though it were underwater, Varia flying towards her, the sight made hellish by the driving rain. As Varia landed, Lysandra was forced to stay her hand which, on instinct alone, snaked out to punch her blade through her guard and end the contest with a single blow.


  Unaware of how close she had come, Varia seemed to take Lysandra’s hesitancy as weakness and redoubled her efforts. Lysandra was forced to give ground, forced, she realized, to fight not only Varia who seemed intent on killing her but also herself as she battled her natural impulse to seize upon and exploit an advantage.


  Varia cut low with her left and again spun about, her right-hand sword screaming towards Lysandra’s neck. She ducked and twisted away, coming up in a fighting stance and, despite the stinging cold rain, she could feel sweat coursing over her body. The skin on Varia’s neck and chest was red with exertion, her curls plastered all about her face. ‘Enough, Varia!’ Desperate now to end this before it got out of hand, Lysandra implored her friend who had become like a daughter to her. ‘You have proven your point! I was wrong to stop you, I was wrong! I am sorry!’


  Varia did not respond but again jumped in with a frenzied attack: by the gods, she was fit —whoever had trained her must have put her through the mill. Lysandra always liked to wait for her opponents to tire themselves and take them when they were weakened.


  But as hard as she had trained, she could tell that Varia had equalled her. There was no lessening in the force of her blows, no tell-tale signs of slowness —the girl was just warming up.


  Again, Varia attacked and again Lysandra back-stepped, fending her off; somewhere, far away, she could hear that the crowd had begun to boo and hiss at her as she broke the unbreakable rule of gladiatorial combat —you had to fight.


  Varia too was showing signs of fury and frustration. ‘Fight me, Lysandra, fight me!’ she snarled. ‘Your avoidance mocks me!’


  ‘Varia, I…’


  The pain was quite sudden and intense. Lysandra leapt away and glanced down, seeing a thin line of blood well into view from the point of her shoulder down to the soft flesh of her left breast. It was not deep but it began to bleed copiously, the rain causing it to slick in brownish rivulets down her torso. Varia cried out in triumph at first blood and redoubled her efforts, desperate now to humble her. She could read it in her eyes, this desperate need to win. But Lysandra knew now that she could not submit —she had run and played the mouse to Varia’s cat. The crowd would not show her any mercy, thinking her a coward.


  No, she would have to win and take Varia out of the fight and pray that she had done enough for the mob to grant her life for this impressive performance. She had to make them think that she would only win by luck alone.


  She stopped running and she read the surprise in Varia’s eyes: the girl knew that ‘Achillia’ was on the retreat no more and, despite her bravado and evident skill, Varia knew well that she had not become Gladiatrix Prima for no reason. Varia made to attack again but Lysandra anticipated her aggression and was moving before the younger woman. Her foot lashed out, smashing up between Varia’s legs, thudding into her pubic bone. She gasped in pain and was sent reeling as Lysandra struck her on the left side of her head, using the flat of her blade. As Varia staggered, Lysandra attacked again, this time her blade smacking the girl on the right side of her skull, drawing blood. Varia’s eyes glazed for a split second but it was all Lysandra needed. She stepped in and kicked again, a powerful front kick that would have taken the door off a barn. It impacted on Varia’s small sternum and the blow sent her crashing to the ground, flat on her back. In a rush, Lysandra was on her, sword pressed against her throat. She was about to instruct her to raise her finger when she felt the cold wood of Hister’s vine staff press against her.


  ‘Step back,’ he ordered.


  ‘What…?’


  ‘Step back or I’ll have you dragged from here now and killed. Call this a fight?’ he hissed as she complied. ‘Get up, you,’ he ordered Varia.


  ‘The fight is over,’ Lysandra was furious. ‘It is over!’


  ‘It’s over when I say so. Pugnate!’


  Lysandra raised her blades once again as Varia charged in. Her legs looked unsteady, but she had no time to think of that now as, with a scream of pure rage, Varia leapt skywards once again, clearly determined to punish her for taking her out of the fight with apparent nonchalance. Blades poised, she descended like Nemesis herself.


  It was all so clear now. Pyrrha had lied to her, lied to everyone about her past. This woman, this Achillia, was the one that had trained her. Their styles were too similar for it not to be so, though the Spartan wasted no effort with Pyrrha’s signature jumps and pivots; she simply blocked and moved, not affording the young gladiatrix any chance to win the contest. The crowd hated it, but Illeana knew well that it took a greater amount of skill just to evade than it did to engage fully in the fight.


  The Spartan was fast —Illeana was sure that she had never seen a gladiatrix move so well, especially when it was obvious that she was holding back. This had to be the champion from Asia Minor; this was the woman she would meet on the sands of Flavian. For the first time since she had begun fighting she felt the insidious worm of doubt crawl through the back of her mind: she was unsure if she could beat the tall, raven-haired warrior from Greece.


  One thing of which she was certain: Pyrrha had no chance in this fight; it was only a question of how Achillia chose to end it.


  She could not submit —the mob was making it clear that they were displeased, so the Spartan would have to wound Pyrrha to put her out of the fight. Just as the thought occurred to her, Pyrrha struck home, the tip of her blade slicing Achillia from shoulder to breast.


  Hope flared briefly in Illeana’s heart. She had become close to Pyrrha, closer than she realized and now, as her friend and protégé fought back, she cried out her support, willing her to somehow overturn the odds. But moments later she saw that cutting Achillia had been a mistake. Now the Spartan set herself and Illeana could see that she would turn defense into attack. When it came it was swift, stunning and merciless. A swift kick between the legs, two strikes to the head and another kick and Pyrrha was flat on her back.


  Illeana cursed silently. Achillia should have put her out of it, but instead she had done the worst thing she could if she wanted Pyrrha to come to heel. She had humiliated her and that would prick the fiery gladiatrix’s temper and drive her on.


  After a brief respite called by the lanista, Pyrrha was up and flying at Achillia once again, leaping into the air, using the same move that had so successfully dispatched the Capuan fighter, Audacia.


  But Lysandra was not to be so easily defeated and she made to step into the attack and bring Pyrrha down mid-leap. But as she moved, the sand betrayed her and she skidded, falling backwards as she collided with the falling Pyrrha.


  If she allowed Varia to complete the manoeuvre, Lysandra realized in that moment that the younger woman would kill her. The need to survive seared through her and she closed the distance between them, aiming to smash Varia to the ground and finish this before either of them got badly hurt.


  Her foot slipped on the rain slick sand, taking her legs from under her.


  In horror, Lysandra fell back as Varia’s full weight crashed into her and together they fell hard to the ground. Varia made a noise, somewhere between a cough and yelp and Lysandra felt hot, slick warmth all over her chest, belly and then her legs.


  ‘Varia!’ she shouted. ‘Varia!’ But Varia did not move or respond, her weight pressing heavily on Lysandra. Her dead weight. ‘No!’


  Lysandra’s throat constricted and tears sprung to her eyes as the awful realization hit her. ‘No…’ This time it was a whisper as she slowly eased the slight body from her own.


  Varia rolled onto her back and there, like a guilty conspirator, Lysandra’s sword protruded obscenely from her chest; it had sheared through her, straight into the heart. Rain fell onto Varia’s dead face and into her eyes, eyes that did not blink as the heavy droplets spattered them.


  Lysandra put her face into her hands, pressing hard against her eyes as she dragged her fingers down, praying that this was not true but knowing it was. ‘Varia!’ she called again, kneeling at her side.


  Lysandra lifted her head skywards and screamed, screaming till her throat was raw, begging Athene, Zeus, Hera and all the gods to change what had happened, but when she looked down again, Varia was still there, her beautiful curls still about her dead face. Lysandra bowed her head, putting her face into the girl’s still-warm neck.


  ‘Why?’ she whispered, her voice cracked and hoarse. ‘Why, Varia…? I love you so much.’ As she spoke, she was sickened by the realization that this was the first time those words had passed her lips. ‘I am sorry,’ she whispered, ‘I am sorry.’


  Illeana put her forehead against the cold iron bars of the Gate of Life, closing her eyes lest anyone see her tears. She had allowed herself to become close to a fighter and that was a mistake no one who plied their trade in the arena could afford.


  She willed herself to look up and saw the Spartan screaming to the gods before throwing herself onto Pyrrha’s body, cradling it as would a mother her babe. Achillia was deaf to the commands of the lanista and to the furious booing of the mob. Illeana had always loved the crowd, the sound of fifty thousand Romans chanting her name, but for a brief moment she saw them as the condemned of the arena must, a rabid, merciless and cruel beast who lusted only for blood.


  The lanista was waving for quiet and eventually some semblance of order was restored. ‘Good people of Paestum,’ he shouted. ‘I can only apologize for this… this… débâcle! This one,’ he pointed his vine staff at Lysandra who still sobbed at Pyrrha’s side, ‘came to me claiming to be a champion, claiming that she could fight. Let’s see if the bitch’s blood runs yellow.’ He waved frantically at the Gate of Life. ‘Bring me Gelus! Bring me Hercules!’ he commanded. ‘We’ll carve her up for your entertainment and then get on with the games proper!’


  Lysandra started as she felt the familiar impact of a vine staff on her back, the pain dragging her back from the black precipice of grief. She turned her head slowly to see the furious face of Hister looking down at her. ‘You fucking bitch!’ he spat. ‘Call that a fight? You’re fucking dead —dead, do you hear me? Get on your feet!’


  Lysandra heard the Gate of Life clank open and she looked to see two gladiators step out in to the rain. One was thraex and despite the ornate headgear, the dark brown skin gave him away —Iason.


  The other, tall and rangy, wore the heavy gear of the secutor, his long hair flowing down his chest from beneath the full-face helm.


  Caturix, she guessed.


  She felt as empty as Hades as she watched them come towards her, wondering if she should just kneel here till they put an end to her pain. As she thought it, thunder crashed above her and a spark of lightning illuminated the stadium, casting the mob in a hellish light. It was a sign from the gods, a sign that she must fight and live on. She looked around, unable to bring herself to pull the sword from Varia’s body; she picked up the girl’s own swords instead.


  Rising to her feet in one fluid movement, Lysandra felt strangely removed from herself as though she was now sitting in the stalls watching the events unfold before her. She bounded across the sands towards the two men, the speed of her approach causing them to pause.


  And that was all she needed. Still running, she raised her right hand sword and hurled it with all her force at Iason in a terrible imitation of the game he had shown her back at the ludus. The blade spun wickedly, and in the split second that the African gladiator considered whether to move or to raise his shield it had already hit him just under the chin. Fountains of blood erupted from his ruined throat and he collapsed, dead before he hit the ground.


  Caturix raised his shield and set himself as Lysandra charged him, sword raised. The distance closed between them and then the Gaul began his counter-charge. As he did so, Lysandra hurled herself to the ground and skidded across the wet sand, taking his legs from under him. Caturix cried out as he flipped over, crashing down in a tangle of sword, shield and helm. She could hear his curses, muffled by his helmet, as he made to rise.


  But, like a tigress, she pounced on his back before he could turn, and rammed Varia’s sword into the nape of his neck, just beneath the protecting metal of the helmet. Gritting her teeth, she twisted the iron savagely, separating the cords that connected spine to brain.


  Blood sprayed up, coating her once again with its hot, viscous stink.


  She rose and turned on Hister, advancing slowly, deciding whether she should kill him as well.


  He could read the intent in her eyes and raised his hands defensively. ‘It’s all right, Lysandra, listen to the crowd! Listen!’ this last was laced with shrill hysteria. ‘They loved it. You killed them both in a heartbeat… I’ve never seen anyone so fast… Please… don’t kill me.’ He began to back away, waving his hands in front of him.


  She halted and let the sword fall from her grasp and turned her back on him, walking slowly to the small, still form of Varia.


  Crouching, she lifted the child from the ground and carried her to the Gate of Death, her cheeks burning once again with tears of grief and shame at what she had done.


  XXXIII


  In the silence of the surgery, Lysandra wept.


  She knelt by the side of the cooling corpse that had once been Varia, clutching her hand, her head buried in her side.


  She still could not bring herself to remove the sword, the mark of her guilt and shame.


  This was the judgement of Athene, she decided, a sacrifice she was marked to pay for her years of indolence and neglect. Not only self-neglect but also her disregard of the goddess. Building temples and monuments was no substitute for the reverence that lived in the heart. She had lost that, drowned it in a sea of wine, petty indulgence and pride.


  Too proud to let the girl grow her own wings, too proud to tell her that she loved her, too proud to acknowledge that the child had become a woman. This was not the assuredness of the Spartan ways being superior to all others —she had slipped into vainglory and this was her punishment.


  Whoever Lysandra loved would be taken from her. First, Eirianwen at the hands of Sorina and now Varia, killed by her own sword: it was, she thought bitterly, a fitting Olympian irony. Sorina had loved Eirianwen as though she had been her own daughter and, through Lysandra’s actions, Eirianwen had died by her surrogate parent’s hand. Now, one who Lysandra herself saw as the child of her blood had perished by her sword.


  Medusa had once been a priestess of Athene and she had suffered at her hands. Arachne too paid the price for her pride —now Lysandra of Sparta, who considered herself chosen by the goddess, felt the weight of her displeasure. It was a bitter lesson.


  ‘Gods, no!’


  A voice from behind her snapped her from her reverie. Lysandra turned slowly to see a man standing in the doorway. He was bruised and beaten, his tunic spattered with blood —he seemed somehow familiar to her, but she could not place him.


  ‘You killed her,’ his eyes glittered with grief and accusation. ‘You killed her.’


  Lysandra rose to her feet. ‘I did,’ she replied. ‘But hear me when I say that I wish by all the gods that it was me laying there. I…’ she trailed off, still not able to believe what had happened. ‘I slipped. I slipped and she…’ Lysandra fought hard to stem the well of tears; it was not the Spartan way to show weakness before others but her will was no match for her guilt and, like liquid fire, they spilled over to burn her cheeks. ‘I slipped,’ she said again.


  The man walked slowly over to the body, his face a mask of anguish. ‘I loved her,’ he said. ‘I was going to ask her to marry me. She would have been my wife and we would have left all this,’ he gestured, ‘behind us.’


  ‘I am sorry.’ It was all Lysandra could think to say. ‘I can see in your eyes that you loved her very much. As did I.’


  ‘Pyrrha was never going to be a match for you, Achillia. I know your… quality. I have seen you before.’


  ‘Varia.’ Lysandra corrected. ‘Her real name was Varia.’


  ‘Varia,’ he touched her curls. ‘She never told me.’


  Recognition suddenly dawned in Lysandra’s mind. ‘You are the tribune,’ she said. ‘Valerian —friend of Frontinus.’


  He looked up and smiled, his face bleak and bitter. ‘Once,’ he replied. ‘But no longer. Rome took that from me and the gods, it seems, have not finished toying with me yet.’ He clenched his jaw, eyes imploring her to leave him to his grief.


  It would be wrong to shame him and allow a woman to see his tears. She smiled tightly and strode away. She heard him break down behind her but did not turn back.


  Lysandra made her way back to her cell and could not help giving the small statue of Athene an angry glance. Its tiny, painted eyes glared back at her and she heard the voice of the goddess in her mind as clearly as she heard her own thoughts. ‘You brought this on yourself, Lysandra of Sparta. You fight in my name and I grant you victory for honoring me. But you were in need of lessons and I have provided them for you. Do not reach for the wine flask in this hour.’


  Lysandra nodded and sat on the bunk, her back pressed into the cold stone wall, rubbing her forehead and eyes. Wine would make it all go away for a while, but the goddess had forbidden her even that comfort. She heard footsteps and looked up angrily, about to send whoever it was away, but the words died on her lips.


  The woman who stood before her was the most beautiful she had ever seen. Lysandra’s mouth went dry and fear leapt into her heart —was this Aphrodite herself come from Olympus to mock the fallen priestess of her sister? It must be —everything about her was perfection: no mortal could be blessed with such beauty. Lysandra just stared at her in abject shock, her fraught mind unable to deal with this supernatural occurrence.


  ‘You knew Pyrrha?’


  So, this was a mortal after all, for an Olympian would know that ‘Pyrrha’ was simply an obfuscation, but a mortal so gifted by the gods that she must be a favorite. ‘Yes,’ Lysandra replied. ‘Her name was Varia, not Pyrrha. I brought her up. Trained her. Killed her.’


  ‘She was my friend.’ The woman sat on the edge of Lysandra’s bunk. ‘I too trained her. My name is Aemilia Illeana, but you will know me as Aesalon Nocturna.’


  ‘Ah,’ Lysandra nodded, too weary and drained to feel anything other than numb at this revelation. ‘We are to fight in Rome.’


  ‘Yes, we are.’ She met Lysandra’s gaze. ‘That’s why I came to see you. You fight very well, but it is my hope that you will not come to Rome yet. I think we have much in common, you and I and…’ she hesitated for a moment, ‘I have no wish to kill you.’


  Lysandra chuckled, a low scratched sound that bounced off the walls of the cell. ‘That is a pity,’ she replied and left it at that. ‘You trained her, you say?’ She shook her head. ‘That child was never a killer —surely you —Gladiatrix Prima— must have seen that! Why did you put her in the arena! Why!’


  The perfect face turned pensive: it was like looking upon the finest sculpture made real, so heartachingly beautiful were her features. ‘Because it is what she wanted. Needed, in fact.’


  ‘You should have refused to train her.’


  ‘If I had, she would have gone elsewhere,’ the gladiatrix replied. ‘She meant a lot to me, Achillia —more than I knew, until you… until it happened,’ she amended.


  ‘She meant more to me, Aesalon Nocturna. More than you can know.’


  ‘Your grief is written all over your face. That is why I don’t want to fight you. You will not be right up here,’ she touched the side of her head and then smiled. ‘Once, Pyrrha —Varia— said to me that I was ‘one of the best gladiatrices in the world’. I see now that she meant you were the other, but Achillia, you have been through too much. If this had not happened, I would revel in the chance to test myself against you. But know this. I have seen you fight and, even with an unclouded mind, I know I would probably beat you. After this… I know I can. Don’t do this. Postpone till next year when you are… healed.’


  Lysandra looked straight into her beautiful eyes, the ice-blue of hers locking with the emerald perfection of Aesalon’s. She held her gaze for long moments and then she saw it, a ghost in the depths of the Roman’s soul. She was afraid. Lysandra knew that fear: it was a fear she had shared with Varia before her fight with Sorina; the fear that she was not up to the task, that the other woman was a better fighter; that, despite all her confidence and all her victories, she may have finally met someone who was more than a match for her. Aesalon Nocturna had reigned supreme in the arenas of Rome, vanquishing all who stood before her. But Aesalon Nocturna had now seen Achillia and she knew that here was someone who could kill her.


  ‘It is the will of your emperor that we fight,’ she said at last.


  ‘I will speak to him; he will not want to be cheated out of a good spectacle, after all.’


  ‘I thank you for your concern, Aesalon Nocturna, but it is wasted. I lost my love and now I have lost one who I considered a daughter to me. I have nothing to live for now, save serving my goddess, Athene. You know that the most dangerous opponent is one who cares nothing for her own life. You, Aesalon, must be prepared to stand in front of me and to do that, you must be prepared to die. I do not think you are —and that is why you will lose.’


  Fire sparked in her eyes but was quickly doused by something other than fear. She looked away quickly. ‘I offered you a chance at life.’


  ‘No,’ Lysandra replied. ‘What you tried to do dishonors you, and I can see you feel the disgrace of it. You saw me fight and you saw that I could beat you —probably the first time you have seen anyone come even close to your skill. You came here hoping to profit from my grief and sow seeds of doubt in my mind so that the scales might be equalled. Both your fear, and your actions because of it, shame you.’


  She did not bother to deny this. Instead, Aesalon Nocturna stood and made her way to the door as if to leave but then she hesitated, turning her head slightly so her profile was half-illuminated by torchlight. It was a sight that Lysandra would remember as long as she lived. ‘In Rome, then,’ Aesalon said.


  ‘In Rome,’ Lysandra replied.


  XXXIV


  Illeana made her way straight to the trainer’s enclosure, her face burning with shame. Achillia had seen straight through her and had been right in everything she said. For the first time in her career, Illeana was afraid and the fear had made her act without thought. It was beneath her to try to undermine the other woman’s confidence —she was Gladiatrix Prima!


  Or was she, the fear whispered in the back of her mind. She had fought countless bouts, won countless victories, some harder fought than others, but she knew that none of those women were in Achillia’s class. The Spartan gladiatrix had the scars that proved she had been tested sorely in the past and emerged as victrix. Illeana had very few and they were mild, mere scrapes: she had often said that the marked-up fighter was a poor one because it showed that she could not defend herself properly. But the display that Achillia had put on destroyed that theory: she held Pyrrha off with consummate skill and sickening speed.


  There was, Illeana knew, only one way to purge the doubt in her mind —and that was to fight.


  As she drew closer to the lanista’s rooms, she heard raised voices and paused to listen.


  ‘If she was my slave, I’d have her crucified for that!’


  ‘Lanista, it is clear that she knew that girl —I have not spoken to her on this yet, but I will.’


  ‘I don’t want her back at my ludus!’ the lanista shouted. ‘She dances around… what was her name… Pyrrha, and then puts out two of my best fighters like candles! They’ll cost a fortune to replace, Kleandrias!’


  ‘With respect, sir, you put them out there to fight her. There is always a risk…’


  ‘Don’t you patronize me, Kleandrias. Are you boning her, is that it?’


  The other man sputtered a hasty denial, but even from outside the room it was clear to Illeana that if he was not in a relationship with Achillia, the thought had more than occurred to him. She took a deep breath and stepped into view. ‘Gentlemen,’ she said by way of announcement.


  ‘Who the fuck…?’ the short, bald lanista began —but then recognition dawned in his eyes. ‘Aesalon Nocturna,’ he acknowledged her with a nod. ‘We’re honored by your presence.’


  The other man simply nodded. Illeana appraised him. He was old, approaching middle-age, but still well-built and he carried himself with a fighter’s easy grace. An ex-gladiator, clearly.


  ‘I won’t take up too much of your time,’ she said. ‘Pyrrha was my fighter, but I have discovered that she had a very close relationship with your fighter. Achillia, it would appear, brought the girl up from childhood. Cared for her —like a mother, I suppose. It’s no wonder that the fight went as it did. But, whatever their relationship, that’s not my concern. My concern is that my fighter performed poorly —and I realize that this could damage your reputation… Hister, is it?’


  ‘Yes, it is, and yes, it could. Will, in fact.’ Hister glared at Kleandrias as though all this were somehow his fault.


  ‘I will turn things around for you. I feel responsible for this poor show. In reparation, I will fight for you.’


  Hister’s eyes lit up, avarice burning through his irritation like flame on dry parchment. Clearly, this was an offer that would save his reputation and he was going to take it with both hands. ‘I’ve got two fighters I can match you against,’ he murmured after a moment’s thought. ‘Provocatrix and thraex.’


  Illeana’s eyes narrowed, holding him in her gaze. ‘I want the Egyptian retiaria. Isis.’


  Hister squirmed for a moment and then came to a decision. ‘No,’ he replied, surprising her. ‘I can’t do that. She’s already fought today —and if she fights again, especially against you, people are going to call foul play. After all, you’re Gladiatrix Prima —they don’t want you out there fighting someone who’s already been softened up. Especially after what’s gone on today,’ he added, glancing again at the impassive Kleandrias.


  Illeana decided that it did not matter who she fought: the Egyptian looked challenging, but Hister was right, the crowd would not stand for it. ‘Very well. The provocatrix.’


  Hister turned his mouth down and inclined his head. ‘She’s good, Aesalon,’ he advised her. ‘Big, strong and tough. German, you know. Very dangerous.’


  Illeana stiffened with indignation. ‘Are you trying to intimidate me?’ she snapped, aware that he was playing the same game she had played with Achillia. ‘I’ll reimburse you for your loss: there will be no missio, Hister, the mob will be baying for blood. Get her ready. And have a slave sent to me, I need oil.’ With that she turned on her heel and left the two men staring after her.


  They had washed her and dressed her wounds, but they could not scour away the blight on her soul. Athene’s judgement weighed heavily on her and though it was the Spartan way to acknowledge the will of the gods, Lysandra was finding it hard to stomach and it was only with an effort of will that she did not rail back at the goddess —because, after all, this was her own fault.


  She looked up as she heard footsteps approaching and sighed.


  She had no wish for further conversation —speaking first with Valerian, then Aesalon, had drained her utterly. ‘Go away!’ she snapped as the familiar form of Kleandrias filled the doorway.


  He ignored her. ‘There is something you should see, Lysandra. Come with me.’


  ‘Kleandrias, please,’ her eyes implored him. ‘You do not understand. Just leave me be.’


  The big warrior sighed and looked down. ‘I understand,’ he replied. ‘I know what the girl meant to you. But she is dead —and that is life.’


  His words sparked fury within her, all the more so because she heard the Spartan pragmatism in them. How many times had she offered similar statements when her friends were in pain —now, Athene underlined her punishment further by reflecting her every arrogance before her. She leapt from her bunk, ignoring the pain from her wound. ‘Get out!’ she screamed into his face.


  ‘You dare call yourself a Spartan,’ he shouted, eyes black with fury. ‘I just gave you an order!’ He punctuated this by slapping her around the face. ‘Stand to attention… Not fast enough!’ He slapped her again.


  There was a rush from behind him and through tear-fogged eyes, Lysandra saw Cappa and Murco burst in, running at Kleandrias. He whipped around, his huge fist slamming into Murco’s jaw, sending him flying into the onrushing Cappa. Both men went down in a tangle of limbs, Cappa cursing and flailing, trying to disengage from the unconscious Murco. Kleandrias did not seize the advantage.


  ‘Cappa,’ he raised his hands. ‘This is not what you think…’


  The precious seconds had allowed the enraged Roman to get up and he balled his fists in a boxer’s stance. ‘I’ll fucking kill you,’ he spat.


  ‘Wait,’ Lysandra gasped, pressing her hand to the freshly opened wound on her abdomen. ‘Cappa —it is all right. Kleandrias was disciplining me… trying to snap me from my grief. It is the Spartan way.’


  ‘Disciplining you?’ the ex-Praetorian’s hard eyes did not leave Kleandrias. ‘He was giving you a beating —what sort of man does that!’


  ‘It is the Spartan way,’ Lysandra said again, leaning her back against the wall. ‘I was out of line and disobeyed an order,’ she addressed this to both men. ‘Really, Cappa —I am fine.’


  ‘The Spartan way,’ Cappa repeated, slowly lowering his fists. ‘It’s insane, if you ask me —what did you do to warrant that?’


  ‘Aesalon Nocturna has volunteered to fight,’ Kleandrias spoke first. ‘She is taking on Swanhilde, Lysandra. You will take this chance to see her —despite what has happened to your friend.’


  Lysandra knew he was right even if she could not bear the thought of returning to the arena. Discipline. Duty to the goddess and the Spartan way. These things were more important than her personal grief. ‘Of course,’ she replied. ‘I am sorry for my dereliction, Kleandrias. It will not happen again.’


  Murco groaned, taking everyone’s attention. Cappa knelt by his side, gently tapping his face. ‘Murco… are you all right? Can you hear me?’ The stricken bodyguard’s eyes flicked open and shut a few times, then he looked around without moving his head. ‘Murco,’ Cappa tried again. ‘Do you know where you are?’


  After a few moments’ consideration Murco spoke. ‘I’m on the floor,’ he replied.


  In the relative silence of the tunnel, Illeana waited as Hister went through his hyperbole. The crowd, already disgruntled, were giving him a hard time, jeering and booing, making his voice sound like that of a man calling for help in a stormy sea. But a few in the front seats picked up the words ‘Aesalon Nocturna’ and turned to their companions. Word spread and finally Hister was able to deliver his content. It was typical bombast that Illeana had heard many times before, but when these provincial bumpkins heard that she would be fighting for them, they went berserk, leaping from their seats and screaming her name to the heavens.


  It was good to be the best.


  Hister gave up on his announcement and simply beckoned to both Gates of Life; the iron before her began to rise and Amelia Illeana stepped out into the place that most felt like home to her.


  As she did so a crack of light fought through the angry sky above and the rain began to peter out. She did not put much faith in the gods but it seemed they were indeed watching at Paestum —but be that as it may, she would win without their interference. Gods were fickle and untrustworthy —she had always believed it was better to rely on the strength of her own arms and not hope that a divine hand would sweep in to save her.


  As she stepped out, the crowd seemed to calm like the sky above.


  Illeana knew that there were comely fighters out there: she had met them and finished them in the arena. But she knew also that there was never one as beautiful as she. Oiled and naked save for her subligaricum, she raised her swords in salute to the crowd. The yokels seemed too stunned to respond, but after a moment they began to clap and cheer, their voices rising in a tumult that shook the stone walls of the arena.


  Across the sands, her opponent stamped forward, seemingly put out that the home support was against her. Illeana sized her up: she was tall, rangy and tough-looking, and pretty enough in that straight-forward German way. She carried herself well and was clearly no tiro; her body was, like Achillia’s, well scored from previous bouts.


  Illeana’s heart began to beat a little faster, her senses trilling as they always did before stepping into combat. Death was close and when it was, everything in life was enhanced. Finer than any narcotic, the thrill of battle was the ultimate high.


  Her opponent —Medusa— raised her big shield and set herself, eyes flicking to Hister. The lanista raised his vine staff. ‘Pugnate!’ he barked. Illeana smiled and raised her swords.


  Murco, aside from sporting a bruised chin, was none the worse for wear and Kleandrias apologized profusely —he had just reacted and Lysandra guessed that, as a former soldier himself, Murco would understand that.


  The big Spartan kept glancing at her as the four made their way to the stalls, seeming to beg forgiveness with his eyes, but the truth of it was that he had reacted in the right way; losing Varia was no excuse. She tried and failed to push thoughts of the girl from her mind and Kleandrias seemed to pick up on this and spoke up. ‘Just focus on Aesalon,’ he advised.


  Lysandra pressed her lips into a thin line and nodded. She would have to fight this woman and anything she could learn from her performance might save her life when they met. She had made a promise to Athene that she would fight in her honor —no matter that a part of her now wished for death, she could not go willingly to Hades.


  ‘Bit of a surprise, though,’ Murco commented, rubbing the bruise on his jaw. ‘Why do you think she put herself up for a bout?’


  ‘Because she wants to prove to me that she is the better fighter,’ Lysandra answered. ‘Mind games, Murco. All fighters do it —I learned that a long time ago,’ she added, thinking of Sorina and the psychological war they had waged on each other before their bout.


  ‘I’d say it’ll be all for nothing if she gets skewered,’ Cappa observed.


  ‘She might,’ Kleandrias put in gingerly, as though he were trying to edge his way back into the circle of friends. Lysandra knew that the Romans would not understand that he had only been acting in her own interests so she decided to help him.


  ‘That is quite correct, Kleandrias. Swanhilde —Medusa,’ she elucidated for Cappa and Murco, ‘is very skilled. And strong.’


  ‘You battered her when I saw you spar the other day,’ Murco noted. ‘You really hurt my face,’ he added to Kleandrias.


  ‘I am sorry for that.’


  ‘It is past,’ Lysandra said, with an air of finality. ‘Cappa, Murco. I am a Spartan as is Kleandrias. Our ways are different to yours and I am used to what you would consider harsh or unfair treatment. I asked Kleandrias to train me in the Spartan way —it is not an easy path. Often it appears cruel and unnecessary to those uneducated… I should say, unused to it,’ she amended. ‘But these methods make us great warriors. You are my bodyguards, assigned to protect me, correct? Kleandrias is training me to survive —it amounts to the same thing in the end. So I would have you take each other’s arms and put the incident behind us.’


  Cappa grunted and looked as though he would rebel, but Lysandra arched an eyebrow at him, her gaze one of warning and command.


  He capitulated and offered Kleandrias his arm for the warrior’s grip.


  ‘I’ll never understand you people,’ he muttered as Murco too shook with the Spartan.


  ‘Good,’ Lysandra nodded. ‘Now —Hister is here.’


  They turned their attention to the arena as Hister struggled to make his announcement, eventually winning through at the merest mention of Aesalon Nocturna. The Gladiatrix Prima stepped out onto the sands and silenced the crowds with her beauty. Lysandra wondered why the gods had chosen to gift this one mortal with such splendor —and she was not even Hellene. Perhaps it was an admission that the Romans would eventually eclipse Hellenic achievement and they had given them a Helen of their own.


  Swanhilde looked more annoyed than awed by her stunning opponent however, and Lysandra hoped that she would not fight with anger. It was not her style —she was laidback and cool and it worked for her.


  The German provocatrix set her shield and, at Hister’s barked command of ‘Pugnate,’ closed in on the grinning Aesalon. Lysandra saw that they were standing close to where she had slipped and her heart lurched again. She looked down, fighting to control herself —she had to focus on the fight.


  Aesalon moved across the sand like a dancer, circling the bigger Swanhilde, looking for an opening. She carried her swords in a classical guard, Lysandra noted, leading with the left —her shield in effect— with the right held back for the counter strike.


  Swanhilde decided to close the distance and punched out with her shield, hoping to knock Aesalon from her feet and finish the contest early. But the Roman gladiatrix moved with liquid fluidity, the muscles in her thighs and calves tensing as she spun away from the blow, her lead blade lashing out in response, forcing Swanhilde to turn as she did so. She took the first attack on her blade and brought the shield to bear just in time. The crowd gasped as Aesalon’s blade scored its lacquered front.


  Swanhilde gritted her teeth and drove forward like an infantry soldier, shield up and attacking from behind it but, instead of falling back, Aesalon threw herself forward, ducking low under the German’s line of sight for the briefest of instants. She swayed to Swanhilde’s right, her sword lancing out and up, bisecting her guard. Swanhilde jerked back but she was too slow and Aesalon’s blade sliced up her chest to the side of her face. Blood gushed and the crowed screamed its approval.


  The wound was not serious, but Lysandra knew it would be excruciatingly painful: the side of Swanhilde’s face and neck was sheeted red —she had lost part of her ear in the exchange. Furious, she lashed out, her sword slicing down but Aesalon had already moved away and the iron hissed at empty air. Calling on her gods, she waded forward, throwing everything into an all-out attack that this time did force the Gladiatrix Prima back and, for the first time, the sound of iron against iron rang out as the Roman deflected the furious onslaught of sword and shield. Swanhilde, it seemed, had forgone the idea of using the shield for protection and turned it into a weapon, trying to batter the lithe Roman over.


  She hacked down again. This time, Aesalon trusted her strength and met the blade. For a moment they were locked together and the Roman’s right-hand weapon arced over Swanhilde’s shield and plunged into her shoulder. Red ichor spurted up and she staggered back, the shield falling to the ground with a thunk.


  ‘Habet,’ Murco said, shaking his head.


  Swanhilde’s upper arms, neck and breasts were slick with rivulets of blood —there was no rain now to wash away the marks of combat. Gamely, she gripped the longsword in both hands and made ready once again.


  Aesalon scented victory and, viper-quick, her swords spat out.


  Swanhilde deflected the left thrust, but the right opened a gash on her belly. She cried out in pain, but this time Aesalon had strayed too close and the German barged into her, her greater weight taking the Roman champion’s balance and knocking her onto her back.


  Swanhilde rushed forward and swung her sword down.


  It scored the sand as Aesalon rolled away and made to regain her feet, but Lysandra could tell that Swanhilde knew she had to keep on top of her now and she lashed out again as Aesalon rose to one knee. The Roman raised both weapons in a scissor-block. The German’s heavier blade would otherwise smash through and split her skull. Metal screamed on metal as Swanhilde tried to force through but, despite the beguiling softness of her body, Aesalon was strong. Lysandra saw the muscles in her shoulders bunch as she met force with force and began to push back. Swanhilde’s face turned scarlet with effort as slowly, inexorably, Aesalon Nocturna rose to her feet.


  Despite herself, Lysandra began to be caught up in the battle along with the rest of the ravening mob. The two women on the sands were now locked together, two titans straining against the other, so close that the blood from Swanhilde’s wounds stained Aesalon’s chest. She heaved, back muscles tightening, and shoved the German away from her.


  Swanhilde staggered but did not fall. Holding her weapon two-handed, she leaned forward a little, her hair hanging about her face in bloody locks. This time it was Aesalon who initiated the attack, cutting towards Swanhilde’s neck with her right blade. The German did not parry, but instead dropped to one knee and sliced her blade across Aesalon’s belly as she spun past.


  The two women stood opposite each other and the crowd stilled, and Lysandra fancied she could almost hear the patter of blood as it dripped from the wound to be drunk by the insatiable sand at Aesalon’s feet. The Roman looked down as the flawless white of her subligaricum began to stain pink and touched her finger to the wound. She raised it to her lips and her tongue flicked out, tasting her own blood.


  The crowd screamed in approval at this, chanting her name as she dropped back into her fighting stance and beckoned Swanhilde on. She held the mob in the palm of her hand, Lysandra realized, like a lamia feeding off their energy, using it to strengthen her resolve, and they in turn loved for her for it —because she never forgot that as well as surviving she had to put on a good show.


  Swanhilde charged in, blade moving fast. She made as if to cut down, but it was feint —and she twisted the arc of the attack, hacking at Aesalon’s neck, but the Roman was too canny and took the blow on her left sword, pivoting her feet as she did so. This served to guide Swanhilde’s weapon aside, leaving her open and she cried out as Aesalon struck home, plunging her blade hilt deep into the German’s exposed side, just over the kidney. Huge gouts of blood erupted from the wound as Aesalon dragged her sword free and Swanhilde stumbled forward for a few steps before falling flat on her face. Her conqueror knew there would be no more resistance and grasped her by her hair, pulling her to a kneeling position.


  Swanhilde did not even have enough strength left to raise her finger for the missio. That, or she knew it was pointless, her life emptying out onto the sands. The crowd screamed for blood and Aesalon ended it cleanly, ramming her blade into the base of Swanhilde’s skull, spearing her brain, the tip of the weapon exiting from the top of her forehead. Aesalon let her fall and raised her arms aloft as the mob hailed her as victrix.


  Lysandra stood up. ‘I have seen enough,’ she said.


  ‘Enough to beat her?’ Kleandrias asked as he too rose.


  ‘If Athene wills it, I will win,’ Lysandra replied. ‘She is skilled and very strong —deceptively so. But her speed is phenomenal. It will be a hard match.’ She said no more, but made her way from the stalls, her trainer and bodyguards in tow. The fight had not shocked her because she had expected Aesalon Nocturna to be good.


  What she had not foreseen was that the beautiful Roman was a far better fighter than Sorina herself. Younger, stronger and faster, she would have destroyed the Dacian as she was when Lysandra fought her. But —that had been years ago. Lysandra had matured and was in her prime now.


  Athene was testing her again, pitting her at her full powers against someone who could equal her. A test that would define her, Lysandra realized. Win or die, that would be her credo from now on. There would be no missio. Not for her, not for Aesalon —because both of them knew that there was room for only one Gladiatrix Prima.


  XXXV


  The procession made its way up the hill towards the Temple of Athene, the sound of the mourners wailing loud and incessant. Lysandra had paid large numbers of them well enough to ensure that the funeral dirge would be heard in Hades.


  The night was cold, and rain fell in misty, irregular flurries that soaked through clothing and skin, seeming to penetrate to the very bone.


  The torches carried by the mourners crawled upwards like liquid fire on the hillside with a slow inevitability. She glanced at the man next to her: like herself, Valerian was clad in black, a funerary veil over his head. She could not tell in the darkness whether he wept but she was grateful that the night and the rain hid her own grief.


  Her eyes were drawn once again to the pyre. It was stacked high and soaked in pitch, the aroma not dampened by the rain. On the pallet, Varia was laid out, arms across her chest, eyes closed as though she were sleeping. She was so young, Lysandra thought, and the accusing ghosts of her memories filled her mind. She recalled when they had first met in Balbus’s ludus. She had been little more than a child then and they had become friends when Lysandra spared her from the wrath of Greta, one of Balbus’s scrubs.


  More than friends to Varia. Lysandra had always known it —Varia had looked up to her, worshipped her almost. She was everything that the child had wanted to be. Tall, strong, hard and able to stand up to the Gretas of the world. It had flattered Lysandra’s ego to have Varia in tow and amused her as the girl trained alongside her.


  But the child had grown to womanhood and Lysandra had curbed her ambition, for her own safety: she had always known in her heart that Varia was not a killer. Her nature was too gentle. Even as they had fought, Varia’s harsh words had seemed forced —as though she was trying to justify her own actions.


  You should have let her win, the ghosts accused her. It should be you lying there.


  The mourners reached the summit and their dire increased in its intensity, high-pitched and keening. When she could stand it no longer, Lysandra raised her arms and waited as the howling died out. She stepped forward, clearing her throat: Only-begotten, noble race of Zeus, Blessed and fierce, who joys in caves to rove: O, warlike Pallas, whose illustrious kind, Ineffable and effable we find:


  Magnanimous and famed, the rocky height, And groves, and shady mountains thee delight: In arms rejoicing, who with Furies dire And wild, the souls of mortals dost inspire.


  Supple virgin of terrific mind,


  Dire Gorgon’s bane, unmarried, blessed, kind: Mother of arts, impetuous; understood, Rage to the wicked, wisdom to the good: Female and male, the arts of war are thine, Fanatic, much-formed dragonness, divine: Over the Phlegrean giants, roused to ire, Thy coursers driving, with destruction dire.


  Sprung from the head of Zeus, of splendid mien, Purger of evils, all-victorious queen.


  Hear me, O Goddess, when to thee I pray, With supplicating voice both night and day, And in my latest hour, give peace and health, Propitious times, and necessary wealth, And, ever present, be thy votaries aid, O, much implored, art’s parent, grey-eyed maid.


  As Lysandra sang, the old priest made his way from the temple, leading a magnificent bullock: so well-drugged was the beast that the rain did nothing to rouse it. ‘Athene!’ she shouted, her voice cracked and heavy with emotion. ‘Hear me! This was my fault. Mine! I am your handmaiden and this is my punishment for turning from your path. I ask forgiveness and I will pay in blood if that is your will.’


  She had given voice to her shame and her punishment, she knew, would go on till the day she died. It was guilt from which she could never be expunged. Athene would broke no deals: Lysandra could not throw herself onto the swords of Aesalon Nocturna and hope to end her pain so easily. The goddess would not allow it. So she must fight to win and honor the goddess that she had turned her back on. She had strayed unknowingly, perhaps, but ignorance was no excuse and Athene could be cruel to her priestesses as Medusa’s dire fate had shown.


  Lysandra stepped back and the old priest began the Hymn to Hades:


  Beneath the hills and wrapped in night, the cavernous plains below, the realm of Hades.


  Mystic Hades, Holder of the Keys of Earth, Incline Thy sacred ear, unlock Thy deep and adamantine gates, and bring abundant fruits to bear.


  All needy mortals pray to Thee, and You reply with riches from your hidden chambers.


  The seat of Gods, the basis of mankind is fixed upon Thine Avernean throne in the Underworld,


  Distant, unknown to rest, where darkness reigns, and destitute of breath, pale specters dwell.


  In dread Acheron, whose depths are shrouded, and Earth’s stable roots are held secure,


  Thou determines the fates of the dead, heeding the council of Queen Persephone, Thy wife.


  In Thy black chariot, by sable horses drawn rapt over the deep, in the wondrous cave of Atthis, the wide gates display the entrance to Thy realm devoid of light.


  Thou shelter mortal souls in the comforting heart of Gaia, in the dark womb of Earth.


  Father of Dionysus, of subtle works, Thou alone are the author, visible and known.


  Teacher of Mysteries, Rapturous Lover, Power All-Ruling, Holy Giver of Hope, who delights in the hymns of sacred poets, grant favor to the work of Your Sister’s Priest


  And rejoicing come, for Holy rites are Thine.


  Lysandra made her way to the pyre and retrieved the sacrificial axe that that had been placed there. The priest poured oil and then wine over the bullock’s head as Valerian stood by with a bowl.


  Gritting her teeth, Lysandra swung the weapon with all her strength.


  It struck the animal at the base of its neck, nearly severing the head from the body.


  Blood sprayed up from its ruined arteries, spattering them with hot, stinking fluid as the bullock’s legs went from under it, dead before it hit ground. Valerian leaned forward, allowing the bowl to fill, body shaking with suppressed grief as he did so.


  ‘Gods on Olympus,’ he cried. ‘Accept our offering and accept… Varia… to the Fields of Elysium!’ At this, he emptied the contents of the bowl onto the pyre and stepped away.


  Lysandra took a torch from one of the mourners, steeling herself.


  Once again, her eyes were drawn to the pale corpse on the pallet.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, her words carried away on the wind.


  Perhaps, she thought, Varia would hear them in Elysium and forgive her.


  Lysandra thrust the torch into the kindling and fire leapt up, bright and hot, hungrily consuming the pitched-soaked wood, edging closer and closer to Varia till at last she began to burn, the smoke carrying her anima away. There was nothing left for Lysandra to do but kneel and smear her face with the dampening ashes.


  The house was silent and dark.


  Lysandra had asked Cappa and Murco to stay away from her and, for once, the two bodyguards did not argue, though she suspected that they were probably lurking somewhere outside in the cold night.


  Valerian had come with her —she had not invited him, but as she had walked away from the smouldering ruin of the pyre, he had followed and she had neither the meanness of spirit or the strength to send him away. His face, like hers, was smeared with black ashes, his hands and forearms dark with dried blood.


  ‘Sit,’ she said as she struck a flint to one of the lamps. It caught and soon the room was bathed in a gentle light. ‘Drink?’


  Valerian nodded as he sat at the table, looking about the place.


  ‘I thought you lived at the ludus,’ he said after a while.


  ‘I did whilst I was training. I am not convinced that I will be welcome there anymore. Also, it was Hister that forced Varia to fight on when I had her beaten. Part of me knows that he was only doing what he thought right. Yet… I want to kill him for doing it. It is best that I stay away from there.’ They drank in uncomfortable silence for long moments before Lysandra broke it. ‘You loved Varia, you said. How did you come to know her?’


  Valerian hesitated. ‘I met her at the Flavian. I work there now. She was training under Illeana —Aesalon Nocturna,’ he qualified. ‘I don’t know… the first time I saw her… I just knew. Even if she was being sick at the time.’ He looked up and met Lysandra’s eyes, a sad smile playing about his lips. ‘She was training… too hard, and she was ill on the steps. Not the most romantic of circumstances, but even next to Illeana, she stood out to me. Illeana’s like a goddess. You know, she told me that she had met you… and that she was wrong to say what she said.’


  ‘Yes, she is. And yes, she was —but I could tell that she also cared for Varia. In her own way.’ Lysandra tipped back her cup, knowing where it would end and not caring. Athene had her blood price, she had her handmaiden back and she would serve her in the arena and pay bloody tribute. This night she had walked with Hades and would sleep in the embrace of Dionysus.


  ‘She did,’ Valerian agreed. ‘More than you know.’ He must have seen the spark of anger in Lysandra’s eye. It irked her that these Romans were laying some sort of claim to Varia’s memory and as though he had read her thoughts, Valerian went on. ‘We didn’t know about you, but a lot of the things she said now make sense to me. She claimed to have had a Greek trainer, though she pretended it was a man. She kept her past hidden, buried under half-truths and outright lies. Illeana says…’ he stopped. ‘It doesn’t matter any more anyway.’


  ‘What does Illeana say, Valerian?’ Lysandra asked. ‘That Varia wanted to forge her own way in life and I prevented that? That if I had allowed her to fight in Asia Minor none of this would have transpired? That this is all my fault?’ She heard the weary resignation in her voice.


  ‘Something like that,’ the Roman agreed. ‘I’m sure there’s more to it.’


  ‘There is. But she is right —I tried to do what I thought was best. Varia was never a killer, Valerian. Never. She did not have it in her… that cold fire inside that makes you carry on when your blood is soaking into the sand and your arms are so tired you can barely hold your sword.’ She drained her cup and poured another. ‘I should have let her win.’


  Valerian opened his mouth to speak but stopped and drank instead.


  She knew what he wanted to say —that she was right and it should have been her on the pyre. They drank in silence for a long time, sinking cup after cup. ‘It was an accident,’ he offered eventually. ‘Illeana told me that you held back when you were fighting her… you held off. And that you slipped as she fell.’


  ‘Athene is punishing me,’ Lysandra said, gulping back wine and refilling their cups. ‘I was her priestess and then I fought for her in the arena. Valerian, I have never been defeated —and I should have been. But Athene always fought by my side. Somewhere, somehow, I forgot that. This is the price I must pay, and it would seem my indolence has caused suffering for you as well.’


  ‘The gods,’ Valerian too was sinking the wine as quickly as it would come. ‘Achillia, the gods have had their fun with me too. Sometimes I wonder if they made us to be their toys. It doesn’t seem fair that one man goes through life with Fortuna smiling on him and another does not. I am such a one. I thought they had had their fill of me —after Dacia.’


  ‘Dacia?’ Sorina land. ‘A bastion of barbarism.’


  ‘It took everything from me.’ He was drunk now, more so than she, doubtless her history of boozing holding her in good stead. His eyes filled with tears. ‘You see!’ he wiped at them angrily. ‘You see! My virtus gone. My career gone, my home… gone. Then —when I try to build again, to make good, when there was a possibility for me to know joy…’ he gestured hopelessly.


  ‘What happened in Dacia?’ Lysandra asked, fearing that she should not, but inside she desperately wanted to know.


  Valerian began to speak, telling her of the horrors of the war, his rape at the hands of the barbarians, bringing to mind her own ordeal with Nastasen after Eirianwen had been killed. He rambled on, the story going in circles, retreading paths and then revealing new ones as was the wont of the drunk. ‘I even saw Amazona there,’ he said.


  ‘Sorina.’ The wine coursing through her made the stab of hatred all the more sharp. ‘She lives, then?’


  ‘Yes,’ Valerian replied. ‘She is a leader amongst them. She remembered me well enough,’ he added, going on to tell in as much detail as he could recall of their meeting. Lysandra pressed him for a while but in the end gave up. That Sorina was still alive sickened her —Dacia, it seemed, was a land that they both wanted to revenge themselves on and were both powerless to do so. She felt a strange kinship towards him as they drank, this man who had so insulted her once. They had both endured horrors that should not be endured and their experiences had marked their souls indelibly. Rape, she thought, was the one experience that you could not look back on and draw strength from and she said as much to Valerian.


  ‘I still think about it,’ he admitted. ‘Not all the time now, but it’s always with me. I wish that I had died with some honor on the field.’


  Lysandra was silent for a long time, her wine-fogged brain working slowly. ‘The gods,’ she said. ‘The gods have a plan for you, Valerian —they must have.’


  ‘As I said…’ He tipped back the last of his wine and banged the cup down on the table, much harder than he should have. ‘…They treat us as playthings. If there is any plan, it is the plan of vicious and cruel children.’


  ‘Perhaps,’ Lysandra replied. ‘But I still believe that whom the gods love they test sorely.’


  ‘Your test is yet to come,’ Valerian murmured. ‘In Rome. They say that your fight with Amazona was the finest bout ever performed by women. Illeana is worth ten Amazonas. I think that you will lose, Achillia.’


  Lysandra rose to her feet, swaying as she did so. They had finished the krater and there was no more wine in the house, though she felt that she could drink an ocean. ‘If it is the will of the gods,’ she replied. ‘There’s nothing left to drink: we should sleep now.’ She made her way to her room. After a few moments she heard the door open and then bang shut. Valerian, she thought, would deal with things in his way, she in hers.


  The sun was high when Lysandra regained consciousness, the house full of a familiar smell. Gummy-eyed, she allowed herself to think for a moment that it had all been a terrible dream, but the pain from her wound and the funeral filth that still caked her body were mute evidence that it was not.


  Gingerly, she made her way from her room to see Kleandrias in the main room, cooking. He turned and grimaced at the sight of her. ‘You should get cleaned up,’ he said. ‘I have made food.’


  ‘Blood soup,’ Lysandra identified the staple Spartan dish.


  ‘What else?’ he tried a smile. ‘Lysandra…’


  ‘Do not say anything about it,’ she cut him off. ‘I will bathe now and join you presently.’ Without another word, she made her way outside to the water casket, casting aside her clothes. She felt the familiar, crushing depression that always followed a heavy night but, though her emotions were fraught, she knew that the booze on top of everything was intensifying her melancholy.


  The day was warm, the water cold and it served to revive her somewhat. She kept emptying the ladle over her head, never wanting the feeling of purification to leave her, wanting her grief and pain to be as the ashes that now pooled at her feet. Eventually, the casket was empty but the grief still remained —it would fade in time, she knew.


  She had lost Eirianwen and survived. She had lost Varia and she would survive that, too. Naked, she padded back into the house, aware suddenly of Kleandrias’s eyes upon her. ‘What?’ she asked. ‘What are you looking at?’ Surely he was not entertaining any inappropriate thoughts of her?


  He looked away quickly, almost as though he was ashamed. ‘I was just seeing how your wound was healing,’ he replied.


  ‘Oh,’ Lysandra was relieved. ‘It will heal. Look,’ she walked over to him so he could see it closer. ‘It has clotted well enough.’


  Kleandrias gave her nothing more than a cursory glance. ‘Yes, it has. Get dressed and we will eat.’


  After throwing on a tunic, she joined him at the table and sniffed the bowl of blood soup. ‘By the gods,’ she said and tucked in. ‘It is good, Kleandrias.’


  He smiled in genuine pleasure at her praise. ‘Thank you. A soldier must know how to cook well —though this dish is not popular amongst Romans and other barbarians.’


  ‘It is for a Spartan palate,’ she agreed.


  ‘I have spoken to Hister,’ he said as they ate. ‘He was furious —but impressed. The way you disposed of Caturix and Iason was remarkable. I have never seen the like. And nor has Hister, for that matter.’


  ‘Iason, yes.’ Lysandra was ashamed that her grief and remorse over Varia had stifled all that she might have felt for the African gladiator who had only ever been kind to her. She had killed him without compunction, a sacrifice on the altar of her guilt. ‘I imagine that I am no longer welcome at the ludus and I am sure that Hister wants recompense for the loss of his fighters? Tell him not to come anywhere near me, Kleandrias. Though I struck the blow, Hister should not have forced Varia to fight on. He should also… pay. You understand what I mean.’


  The big man nodded. ‘Yes. I understand. That is your grief and anger talking, Lysandra. Hister could not have known the situation. No one knew. He acted as he thought best. You are a gladiatrix. You know the way of the arena… it would not be just to strike him down for what he did.’


  Lysandra looked down, trying to think of an argument that would justify her revenge and could find none. Kleandrias was right.


  ‘In any event, Illeana has already paid him,’ Kleandrias surprised her with this. ‘And for Swanhilde as well. But you were right, Hister did want you gone, Lysandra. That was until Olwydd went to him on your behalf.’


  ‘Olwydd?’ Lysandra raised an eyebrow. ‘I thought she hated me. Why would she speak up for me?’


  ‘Because she believes that if anyone can defeat Illeana, it is you. She wants revenge for Swanhilde.’


  Lysandra inclined her head. ‘Ah. Of course.’


  ‘It makes sense for you to stay here.’ Kleandrias seemed a little too enthusiastic. ‘The facilities are good and, after all —where else will you find a Spartan to train you? And Cappa and Murco are insisting that they help too. They did a good job before you arrived,’ he added grudgingly.


  Lysandra sighed, the practicality of it warring with her reluctance to return. But she was Spartan. Pragmatism had to win out.


  ‘It does make sense,’ she agreed. ‘I will stay.’


  The black beard split into a white grin. ‘Good. Good! You will heal fast and then we will set about our work. I will make sure you win in Rome, Lysandra. I swear by Athene I will!’


  She smiled at him, reaching out and placing her hand on his.


  ‘You have been a good friend to me, Kleandrias, my brother Spartan.’


  He did not reply for some time, looking down at their hands before pulling away and clearing his throat. ‘You will not be saying that when training begins. I will make you hate me. Hate every waking breath, make the only thing you want in your life the comfort of a hard bed and the embrace of Morpheus.’


  ‘That is the Spartan way.’


  XXXVI


  Illeana had left Paestum as soon as she had paid the lanista for his trouble. Accompanied by Valerian, she had left the rest of the troupe behind to be transported in carts by reliable guards.


  She had to get back to the Flavian, desperate to start her training.


  Valerian was silent for most of the trip, trying to deal with the death of Pyrrha. Illeana too found her thoughts too often drifting to the little fire-brand, but in the main it was the girl’s mentor, Achillia, who occupied her thoughts. She was ashamed of how she had acted, but the Greek had seen to the heart of the matter. Illeana was afraid: yes, there had been hard fights in the past, but no one to truly test her. But Achillia was different, and Illeana knew that she was coming to Rome with one purpose only —to kill her.


  Even as she thought it, a thrill of fear coursed through her, but there was something else there as well —almost a lusting to face this greatest of challenges. Now that she had seen the Greek fight, she had to face her to prove that she was better. As she approached the great arena in the heart of the capital, she realized that nothing else mattered to her anymore: not the money she had earned; not the death of Pyrrha, her friend; not the adulation of the Roman mob. All that counted was to beat Achillia of Sparta: that would be her legacy and then perhaps they would erect statues of Aesalon Nocturna in Rome as she had heard the Spartans had built one to Achillia in their primitive little backwater.


  They left the crowded streets behind and entered the cool calm of the Flavian. Odd that this place alternated between frenzy and serenity; on the day of the fight, it was vibrant, full of life and death. Now, empty and majestic, it exuded a quiet power that bathed and nourished her. This was her home.


  ‘I’m going to find Settus.’ Valerian snapped her from her reverie. ‘See what’s been going on.’


  ‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘Valerian,’ she put her hand on his arm. ‘I am sorry for what happened.’ He smiled tightly and was about to speak when they were interrupted by a shout.


  ‘Hey, you fucker! About fucking time you showed up!’ They both turned to see Settus strolling towards them, grinning all over his face. ‘I’ve been working my fucking balls off whilst you’ve been on holiday. Come on, you bastard,’ he added. ‘I’ve bought some good wine and found these couple of whores in the Subura that will suck you dry. Sorry —’ he nodded to Illeana. ‘But you know how it is.’


  ‘Of course, Settus,’ Illeana smiled indulgently. ‘I have to see Maro,’ she said, referring to the Flavian’s lanista. ‘You enjoy yourselves.’ Settus flung an arm around Valerian’s shoulders and led him away, launching into a story about the two whores. Illeana was not convinced that there would be any whoring going on, but Settus would be someone with whom Valerian could share his grief.


  She made her way across the arena and through the tunnel that led to the Ludus Magnus. The calm was shattered as she emerged, and the sound of wood on wood and the exhortations of the trainers seemed to welcome Illeana home. Waving a greeting to Laenus, she marched purposefully to Maro’s rooms. The lanista was a big man, his once taut physique now covered by a layer of fat but he still looked formidable. As ever, he was surrounded by parchments and wax-tablets and looked both annoyed and pleased to see her at the same time. He eschewed a greeting. ‘You’re back late. And you’ve been fighting. Don’t bother to deny it,’ he stabbed a finger at her. ‘I hear everything that goes on, Illeana. You and I have a contract, and that contract is that you fight for me —and the emperor, of course.’


  ‘Yes, lanista,’ she agreed, knowing that that was as far as it would go. ‘Pyrrha didn’t make it,’ she decided to get the bad news out of the way.


  Maro’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Really? I’m surprised —she had real talent.’


  That, then, served as Pyrrha’s obituary as far as Maro was concerned.


  ‘Yes, but there’s more to it. Her past was not as she would have had us believe. Her trainer was a woman —Achillia of Sparta…’


  ‘… the champion from Asia Minor. News travels fast, Illeana. Sounds to me like you have your work cut out. You can beat her, of course.’


  ‘I think so,’ Illeana injected confidence into her voice and it fell flat.


  ‘You think,’ Maro leaned back in his chair. ‘That’s not like you, Illeana —you always know you can beat everyone.’


  Illeana pouted. ‘That’s true, but I’ve never seen anyone like this before. She’s fast. Deadly —Maro, she took out two men like that,’ she snapped her fingers. ‘The woman is a born warrior.’


  ‘No one is a born warrior!’ Maro snapped. ‘Every warrior is a trained warrior. And every gladiator —or gladiatrix— is trained in the same way. There are only so many cuts, feints, parries and thrusts to learn and you’ve only got two arms and two legs. The difference is how you apply what you’ve learned. I don’t have to tell you that.’


  She bit her lip. Maro was long in the tooth and had seen more fighters go through the arena than anyone, herself included. He had been here before she rose to fame and would remain here long after she was too old to fight. And she knew that if she tried to lie to him, he would see straight through her. ‘I want to fight her, but I am a little afraid too, Maro,’ she admitted, sitting down on the bench in front of him. ‘I’ve won every bout, destroyed everyone that I’ve faced. But this woman… she’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. I’ve never seen —’


  Maro held up a hand cutting her off. ‘It is good that you are afraid. Fear is like pain, Illeana, it lets you know that you’re alive. I shouldn’t have to tell you this but I will anyway. If your fear runs away with you, then, yes, it’s an enemy and will destroy you. But if you allow yourself to use the fear and let it work for you, then you are sharper… faster… better. More focused. You know this —but keep telling yourself, just the same. You will beat her, Illeana —you fight in front of your home crowd and Caesar himself. All the advantages are with you. Imagine how she will feel when she comes through the Gate of Life to the sound of fifty thousand Romans baying for her blood —that’ll drain the confidence right out of her, you can be sure.’


  ‘She claims that she fights for her goddess, Minerva.’


  Maro chuckled. ‘Then she puts too much stock in religion. I’ve seen fighters praying to the gods and seen the same fighters dragged out on Charon’s cart. The gods will aid those that are prepared to aid themselves, Illeana. And in all my years as a gladiator, and now lanista, I can tell you —before the gods— that I’ve never, ever seen one of them fly down from Olympus to get involved on the sands.’


  He fixed her with a calm gaze, looking into her eyes. ‘When the Gate of Life closes, it’s just you and her, Illeana. And you are the finest fighter of your age —there is no one to match you. Still, you should be well prepared. I’ll assign Laenus solely to you,’ he winked at her. ‘Personal trainer. That’ll mean you’ll also have your pick of the gladiators to spar with. All of the gladiators,’ he added pointedly. ‘Including Taurus.’


  Illeana’s eyebrow rose in surprise. Taurus was renowned as one of Rome’s finest gladiators —if not the finest; but he was also ludicrously vain and choosy about how he trained and with whom, a fact she pointed out to Maro.


  He waved this away. ‘Taurus will do as I tell him,’ he assured her. ‘Besides, I think he secretly wants me to ask him to work with you.’


  Illeana smiled like a daughter at her indulgent father. ‘Why is that, Maro?’


  ‘Take a look in the mirror, girl. Now —get some rest.’


  Despite everything that had happened, Valerian felt some of the weight lift from his soul as he and Settus weaved their way through the crowded streets of the city. He was home.


  ‘…and then they’ll even gobble you after Greek-style,’ Settus was enthusing about his new-found whores. ‘I think I’m in love. Trouble is, I can’t decide which one I’m in love with…’


  ‘You, there! Masters!’


  A powerful voice interrupted Settus in mid-story. They both turned, soldiers still, dropping back slightly into a neutral but ready stance as a big slave strode towards them. Clad only in a loin-cloth, he was wet with sweat and a glance over his shoulder told Valerian that he was a litter-bearer. An ornate lectica sat on the street behind him, guarded warily by his fellows.


  ‘What can we do for you?’ Valerian asked carefully.


  ‘My master wishes to speak with you,’ he indicated the litter.


  ‘We’re just on our way to the wine-shop, mate,’ Settus put in, holding Valerian by the arm and trying to lead him away. ‘I don’t hold with the nobility just stopping us for no reason,’ he said to Valerian. ‘There’ll be trouble in it for us, let’s just fuck off, eh?’


  ‘It’s fine, Settus,’ Valerian soothed. ‘Who is your master?’ he addressed the slave.


  ‘Sextus Julius Frontinus,’ the big man supplied.


  ‘Fuck me,’ Settus breathed. ‘The old man’s back in Rome!’


  Valerian smiled and began to walk towards the lectica, but the slave held up an arm. ‘Not here in the street,’ he seemed affronted. ‘Follow us to the master’s residence.’


  ‘What, we don’t get a lift?’ Settus grinned and did not look in the least bit phased by the withering glare the slave gave him.


  ‘The master requested only this one, not you.’


  ‘We’re a package deal. Besides, this could be a scam. You and your mates there might have just painted up that old cart. You could lead my naïve young friend here down a dark alley and whack him on the head. I’ll be coming with you —make sure that nothing untoward happens.’


  For a moment, the slave looked like he was going to argue, but he was only a slave after all. His expression spoke volumes: let the master deal with it. He made his way back to the litter and, on a count, lifted it and began a brisk walk, Valerian and Settus in tow.


  ‘What do you reckon?’ Settus’s eyes gleamed. ‘You think that this might be a way back into the legions for us?’


  Valerian glanced at him. ‘I doubt it,’ he said after a moment. ‘You were invalided out of service, I was disgraced —there’s no way back for us. Maybe he just wants to see how we’re doing. I mean, we chewed on the same mud in Britannia and he and I were close once.’ Once, but no longer, Valerian thought to himself. He did not resent Frontinus. The old man probably thought him long gone from Rome and he could have approached his former sponsor at any time and asked for succor. But, in doing so, he could have compromised him. As he had said to Settus, he was in disgrace and it would do Frontinus no good to aid a disgraced man.


  The house of Frontinus was huge, far grander than even the old home of the Minervinii, a reflection on the old man’s status and his own father’s. Valerian and Settus were told to wait outside and were left cooling their heels whilst the lectica was taken into the house.


  Settus kept Valerian’s mind occupied with all sorts of theories as to why Frontinus wanted to see them, ranging from secret missions to a sudden inheritance of which they had both been hitherto unaware. The fact that Settus and he were not related did not seem to occur to the former optio and it seemed churlish to Valerian to point this out: his friend was clearly enjoying the speculation.


  Eventually, a house-slave led them into the cool magnificence of Frontinus’s abode. It was hard for even Valerian not to gawp at the opulence, but he knew well that the old man liked to surround himself with fine things whilst all the time protesting that he hated it. As they entered the tablinium, Valerian smiled at the familiar figure of Frontinus’s long-suffering freedman, Diocles, who stood by the couch of the General himself. Without thinking, he and Settus stopped short and snapped to attention, saluting him as they had done in the old days.


  ‘Valerian,’ Frontinus seemed genuinely pleased to see him. ‘And…’ he frowned for a moment, ‘Optio Settus, if I’m not mistaken. By the gods, man! Where did you get all those tattoos? You look like a fucking Briton!’ As he cursed, Diocles rolled his eyes and, despite his melancholy, Valerian found his lips twisting in a half-smile.


  ‘Yes, sir!’ Settus responded in the military monotone. ‘Smothered in ‘em, sir. Got in with one of the local girls over there —you know how it is, sir. She died, though.’


  ‘Sorry to hear that Settus.’


  ‘That’s all right, sir, I’m over it. I’ve found these two excellent whores in the Subura, which, if you’re interested, I could take you to. They’ll make any man forget his problems.’


  It was Valerian’s turn to roll his eyes, but Frontinus smoothed over it by offering them both a place on his guest couches. He turned to Valerian as they reclined. ‘It is good to see you, my boy. It’s been too long.’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ Valerian replied, now wondering himself what this was all about. ‘It is good to see you too, though I am surprised to find you back in Rome. Your stint in Asia Minor is over?’


  ‘Yes, it is,’ Frontinus was about to say something else, but then turned. ‘Leave us, Diocles —but get some cup-bearers in here! And some flute-girls, eh Settus!’ he winked.


  ‘Sounds brilliant, sir,’ Valerian saw Settus’s dark eyes light up at the prospect of fine drink and women that were unlikely to come with an itching reminder of their affections —though they would probably not be able to boast the same if Settus had his way with them.


  ‘You ought to watch your intake,’ Diocles tutted. ‘I will send them, but remember, sir, four-parts water to one-part wine…’


  ‘Leave us, Diocles!’ Frontinus barked in his campus voice which did not faze the Greek in the slightest. From experience, Valerian knew that the freedman would have harangued his master more thoroughly if not for the presence of Settus. Appearances had to be maintained.


  ‘Fucking servants,’ Frontinus said as Diocles exited. ‘Sometimes I think that Greek thinks he’s in charge.’


  ‘All Greeks are like that, sir,’ Settus observed. ‘Can’t get over the fact that they used to run the world and made an arse of it so now we rule it, sir. And we always will, sir.’


  ‘Spoken like a true Roman, Settus,’ Frontinus said, and the former optio almost glowed at the praise.


  The wine —and flute-girls— arrived but Frontinus continued to chat to Settus, virtually excluding Valerian from the conversation.


  He marvelled at the way the old General was able to use camp argot on one day, yet on another advise the emperor himself. It made both those who served him and those he served love him. Everyone knew that Rome’s political arena was far deadlier than its gladiatorial counterpart and Frontinus had survived it —more, he had flourished in it.


  ‘This is really good stuff, sir,’ Settus commented after a few cups of wine had gone down. ‘And the birds are really fucking tasty —if you don’t mind me saying so, sir.’


  ‘I take it as a compliment, lad,’ Frontinus smirked, taking a sup of wine himself —which, Valerian noted, he had watered to Diocles’s specifications.


  Valerian assumed that this was just what it appeared to be: Frontinus had spotted two old comrades-in-arms and had decided on the spur of the moment to laud them with a good time and then send them on their way. It was, he thought, as good a way as any to help him push aside thoughts of Pyrrha —Varia, he corrected himself. He beckoned one of the cup-bearers forward. As he did so, Frontinus caught his eye and gave him a barely perceptible shake of the head.


  Valerian allowed the cup-bearer to pour, but placed the wine aside. Settus, however, was showing no such reserve and seemed intent on drinking Frontinus out of house and home. Soon, he had got around to regaling the general with his opinions of how the army should be run. Frontinus listened along politely to his critique.


  ‘And anyway,’ Settus was going on, ‘the army’s gone soft as it is, not like when we were under the eagles. You heard about Dacia, didn’t you, sir? Five fucking legions! Valerian here was in that battle, weren’t you, mate? Eh? Dacian fuckers.’


  ‘Optio,’ Frontinus interjected, quelling a drunken rant. ‘I didn’t bring the flute-girls here just to dance. Take your pick and we’ll join you presently.’


  ‘Very good, sir,’ Settus eyed the beautiful slaves. ‘You and you,’ he pointed at two of them. ‘And you,’ he added, selecting another. ‘I’m all man, Sepoy’s.’


  ‘Clearly,’ Frontinus grinned. ‘Take a krater with you, Settus.’


  Grinning like someone who had just discovered a map to the Elysian Fields, Settus made off, wine in hand, beauties in tow. No sooner had the door to the tablinium shut behind them did Frontinus turn to Valerian. ‘What happened, son?’ he asked. ‘The battle, the Dacians… tell me everything.’


  ‘Forgive me, sir, but why? My report was logged…’


  Frontinus waved that away. ‘I’ve read it, Valerian, but I want to know what it was really like —the ground, the enemy… everything. The emperor has ordered a punitive mission —I am to govern the province, Tettius Iulianus is to command the legions —what legions we can spare, that is. Five legions should have been enough to crush this Decebalus, yet he managed to mastermind the greatest defeat Rome has ever suffered! I need all the information I can get.’


  ‘Of course, sir.’ Valerian realized that he was disappointed: Settus had placed a seed in his mind that perhaps this was a way back into the legions, but clearly Frontinus simply saw him as a useful commodity. He had something the old general wanted —and it would be unpatriotic not to give it to him. ‘Everything that Fuscus did was by the book and correct,’ he began. ‘But as you know, sir, he was not an aggressive commander. Perhaps if we had moved faster and taken the fight to Decebalus, things would have run differently. But, as it was, the Dacians had time to prepare and position their allies. The legions could have matched the barbarians —but the rear attack did for us. There were vast numbers, sir. We were… crushed.’


  ‘And now,’ Frontinus said, ‘we don’t have the manpower to fight an aggressive campaign. There is nothing to stop the barbarians from repeating the same tactic, because all Decebalus has to do is refuse to give battle and let us chase him around till he has us precisely where he wants us.’ The old man rose and made his way to an ornate chest, opened it and gathered several scrolls. ‘Maps,’ he said as he dropped them on the table. ‘Now… from the beginning again, Valerian. Details, lad, details. You,’ he addressed one of the cup-bearers. ‘Fetch Diocles and have him bring wax tablets. Lots of wax tablets.’


  Frontinus listened as Valerian went over the specifics of the Dacian campaign, Diocles frantically writing down every word as it was spoken. It had been fortuitous in the extreme to happen across the former tribune, but serendipity was all part of war. If there was an advantage to be gained from listening to the senior surviving officer, then Frontinus would exploit it. As the young man spoke, Frontinus interjected the odd question to assess his command competence. It was still clear to Frontinus that Valerian was both a capable and talented officer. He would have made a fine general himself one day. A pity, then, that he had taken the fall for the disaster, but he was someone who Frontinus would keep in his purse if the need arose.


  The hour had grown late and Frontinus moved from the battle itself to the aftermath, but on this subject, Valerian blanched visibly.


  ‘The Dacians aren’t renowned for the good treatment of their prisoners, sir,’ he said, his eyes imploring Frontinus not to push him on the matter.


  ‘Scars heal, Valerian,’ Frontinus offered, unwilling to make the boy relive his experiences.


  ‘Some do, sir.’ Valerian rose to his feet. ‘I am overstaying my welcome —it is very late. I will fetch Settus.’


  ‘Nonsense,’ Frontinus snorted. ‘Sit down —I can’t order you to do so, but please,’ he gestured and was pleased when Valerian complied. ‘You work with Settus now?’


  ‘Yes, sir, at the Flavian. It’s not honorable work, but the money is good and I live comfortably enough.’


  ‘Ah,’ Frontinus nodded. ‘And are you married now? Any little Minervinii?’


  Valerian looked down and then raised his eyes, masking again some hidden anguish. ‘No, sir, I’m not married.’ He seemed about to say more, but stopped himself.


  Frontinus did not know the circumstances, so he brushed over that and they spoke of Britannia and other, safer, matters until eventually, he felt his eyelids drooping. The last thing he recalled was the rough sound of Settus’s off-tune singing and Diocles scolding him all the way to the door.


  XXXVII


  ‘Do not worry,’ Kleandrias assured her as they arrived back at the ludus. ‘All will be well.’


  Lysandra nodded wordlessly, unsure that would be the case. It was, after all, her fault that Iason and Caturix had been called into action and she reckoned that Illeana had only taken on Swanhilde in a fit of bravado to prove that she too was not a prospect to be undertaken lightly. And she was right, Lysandra mused —the Roman was deadly: more so than Sorina who had been well past her prime when they had fought.


  She bade Kleandrias farewell and steeled herself as she marched towards the women’s quarters. Even if Olwydd had spoken up for her, she still had no idea what sort of reception she would receive.


  As she entered, Varda was kneeling at her cross whilst Olwydd and Ankhsy played latrunculi as was their custom; they looked up as Lysandra’s own eyes were drawn to the empty bed of Swanhilde.


  ‘Greetings,’ she said simply.


  ‘Lysandra,’ Ankhsy was neutral.


  ‘Welcome back,’ Olwydd offered.


  Varda crossed her chest and rose from her praying position, turning to face Lysandra. ‘We are glad that you survived, Lysandra —but we know there was something between you and the girl you fought. She was kin to you?’


  Lysandra wanted to tell them to mind their own business and, at the back of her mind, she realized that she would have done in her greener days. But they deserved better than that —even if they did not know that it was largely her fault that Swanhilde had died at Aesalon Nocturna’s hands, a fact she decided to keep to herself.


  It was bad enough that she had finished off Iason and Caturix, the latter of whom she knew Ankhsy was keen on.


  ‘She was kin in a manner of speaking,’ Lysandra answered, making her way to her bunk. ‘I met her when she was very young —brought her up as my own. Or perhaps I was more like an older sister as Kleandrias is an older brother to me. In any event, I loved her very much. But I realize now that I was overprotective. She left me —now I see— to come to Italia and do what I would not allow her to…’ Lysandra trailed off. There was no point in explaining further and the truth of it was that she did not have the stomach to relive it. ‘I am sorry that Swanhilde was killed,’ she changed the subject. ‘And I thank you for speaking up for me, Olwydd.’


  The Briton shrugged. ‘Anyone can see that Aesalon Nocturna is almost unbeatable. Almost. You, out of all of us left, might be able to exact vengeance so that Swanhilde’s shade will be content. It doesn’t mean that I’m your friend, though,’ she added, almost as though everyone expected she should.


  ‘Of course,’ Lysandra turned her eyes to Ankhsy. ‘I had no choice,’ she said. ‘But I am sorry for Iason and Caturix.’


  Ankhsy’s response was a sad smile. ‘I told you,’ she said. ‘We’re not allowed to fall in love, Lysandra. I liked them both —and I know you were friends of sorts with Iason.’


  ‘It is past,’ Varda broke in. ‘We are gladiatrices. We live by the sword and die by it too. That’s all there is to it —don’t forget, you’re all here by choice. Death is part of the job, isn’t it?’


  ‘I don’t see you staying your hand too often —you’re merciless.’ Olwydd commented. ‘Isn’t that against your religion?’


  ‘I simply render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s.’


  ‘Has anybody even the faintest idea of what she’s on about?’ Olwydd asked.


  ‘Render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s, the Lord Yeshua taught us, and to God that which is God’s,’ Varda explained. ‘Unlike some of you, I’m a slave. I didn’t choose to be here. Varda follows God’s law and the Messiah’s teachings. It’s Celerana the gladiatrix who trains in the ludus and steps into the arena.’


  Here was something with which Lysandra could identify and she nodded.


  ‘Back in Alexandria I knew some of your religion who’d accuse you of being a hypocrite,’ Ankhsy said, trying not to sound too accusatory, ‘who’d claim they’d sacrifice themselves before killing another.’


  ‘Easy enough for them to say!’ Varda snapped. ‘I’m here and they’re not. And I bet they’re damned Greeks! —Sorry, Lysandra.’


  Lysandra decided not to make an issue of that.


  ‘They’re not true believers at all…’ Varda continued her harangue. ‘Eaters of unclean meat and ignorant of God’s laws. Their men aren’t even circumcised! Many of them even claim that Yeshua was either God’s own son or God himself come down to earth —what kind of blasphemy is that? Shema Yisrael —Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is One…’ Varda intoned as Olwydd, catching Lysandra’s eye, made a subtle twirling gesture at her temple with her finger. ‘As for the blood I’ve spilled and the vain pride in my victories… Yes…’ Varda’s head dropped and she closed her eyes. ‘Yes, some day I will answer for it. ‘But not now and not to you lot!’ The brief appearance of guilt and shame fled and Varda’s eyes shone with fervor and defiance. ‘Some day I’ll have Abraham, Moses and Elijah the Prophet as my heavenly judges… and the Baptiser… and Shimon the Fisherman. And I’ll put my soul into the hands of the Almighty God and the merciful Yeshua, the Anointed One… and Miriam, his pure and sacred mother…’


  ‘Sounds like quite an audience,’ Lysandra observed.


  Varda remained silent, lost in her own thoughts as, for the first time, it occurred to Lysandra that the Judaeo-Christian beliefs were not so unique and fathomless after all, nor half so threatening. And here was evidence, if ever it was needed, of the absurdity of a belief in a single god. A heavenly pantheon of gods and demigods each with their own special powers, affinities and responsibilities was logical, right and proper and it had to evolve sooner or later. And though she had little clear idea who Elijah or this Shimon the Fisherman was or had any notion of whatever qualities this mother goddess possessed, they sounded like a fairly dull band when stacked against the golden splendor of Apollo, the power of Zeus or the wisdom and beauty of her own beloved Athene. Varda was, in all likelihood, making up the part about Hellenes converting to her religion. The truth of it was, Hellenes were just not stupid enough to join such a preposterous cult. Not even the Athenians.


  ‘But let me be clear about one thing,’ Varda announced. ‘I mean to survive and I won’t despise the talents God has given me. But I’m not like you, Olwydd —or you, Lysandra. On the day I earn my… on the day God sets me free, I’m gone from this damned charnel house… I’ll shake every speck of bloody dust from my feet and I’ll never set foot in an arena again. Ever.’


  There was a long pause before Olwydd clearly decided it was time to change the subject. ‘Do you think you can beat Aesalon, Lysandra?’


  Lysandra laid back on her bunk. ‘I do not know, Olwydd,’ which was the truth of it. ‘She is better than anyone I have ever seen and she is extremely fast —faster than me, I think. But she fears me, this much I know.’ She went on to explain Aesalon’s visit to her cell after the bout.


  ‘That’s good,’ Ankhsy commented. ‘But she’ll get over that. She’s not Gladiatrix Prima for no reason.’


  Lysandra smiled tightly. ‘Neither am I.’


  * * *


  The sun was hot on Lysandra’s back as she stood on the palaestra, having reached its zenith some hours before. Kleandrias had insisted that training start later in the day, which was not what she was used to.


  ‘It is late,’ she said, as he strolled up to her. ‘We have wasted much of the day already. I am supposed to be training for the Gladiatrix Prima, Kleandrias, not catching up on my sleep.’


  The Spartan swished his vine staff. ‘It’s still early enough to give you stripes for your insolence!’ he snapped.


  ‘All the same, sir,’ Lysandra remembered her manners: this was not her friend Kleandrias now; this was her trainer and superior and she must act accordingly. ‘I would know why.’


  ‘Your bout with Aesalon Nocturna is being billed as a main event. You will fight by torchlight —in the evening. Better that you get used to fighting in the dark now. Or do you disagree?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  ‘In any case, you need to work on your fitness first. Now, Lysandra, you are fast —very fast. But Aesalon is faster. You are taller than her and, I suspect, stronger. You are also a highly skilled pankratatist —and I think that Aesalon is not accomplished in unarmed combat. These will be our advantages: your strength and your endurance. But we will surprise her as well, Lysandra —from now on, we will work on your speed. We will make you faster than you have ever been.’


  Lysandra nodded, thinking again of the sickening speed that Aesalon displayed in her fight with Swanhilde.


  As though he read her thoughts, Kleandrias spoke again. ‘Lysandra, your biggest advantage is your Spartan blood —she is a Roman, and thus inferior. But first, we must get that blood pumping. You will run,’ he gestured to the gates of the ludus. Lysandra smiled as she saw the familiar figures of Cappa and Murco walking towards her. ‘And they will help.’


  ‘Hello, lass,’ Cappa grinned, holding up the chariot harness. ‘Remember this?’


  * * *


  Lysandra’s lungs felt like empty wine sacks as she ran with the chariot.


  Kleandrias had added his not inconsiderable weight to the carriage and he, like Cappa and Murco, was making sport of her efforts, pretending once again that they were on a sightseeing trip. As she did with the crowd, so she pushed their noise out of her mind and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other.


  Sweat drenched her tunic: it may have been well past noon, but the Italian sun still beat down with Tartarian intensity, sapping her strength. ‘We are slowing down!’ Kleandrias shouted. ‘Faster, Lysandra, faster!’ Gritting her teeth, she put her head down and ran on. They had passed five milestones, then six. At the seventh, she was no longer able to count —she was aware only of the heat and the exhaustion.


  And that she was in pain.


  For a moment she was unsure what had happened, but as water splashed on her back, she realized that she must have collapsed.


  ‘Up!’ Kleandrias was on his hands and knees, screaming into her ear. ‘Get up! You are not finished yet!’


  ‘She’s exhausted,’ Murco put in from behind her.


  ‘I will tell her when to quit!’ Kleandrias sounded furious. ‘If you have no stomach for this, Roman, then leave. Now!’


  Lysandra got onto all fours and vomited on to the road. She wiped the puke from her chin and spat. ‘No, Murco, he is right,’ she croaked.


  ‘Get her out of that harness,’ Kleandrias ordered the two bodyguards.


  ‘You’re doing well,’ Cappa whispered as he untied the clasps, giving her a quick wink.


  ‘Here,’ Murco gave her flask. ‘Have some water —not too much at once though.’


  Lysandra took it gratefully from him, first rinsing the vomit from her mouth and then taking a draught. It was warm but it tasted divine.


  Kleandrias smacked the flask from her hands. ‘That is enough water and rest. Run to that tree line,’ he pointed west. ‘Beyond is a lake. You will swim.’


  ‘Swim?’


  He slapped her hard around the face. ‘No talking —run. Do as you are told!’


  Lysandra puffed out her cheeks and took off as fast as she could.


  Her legs were unsteady and numb with fatigue, but she would not allow herself to stumble. Entering the tree line was blessed relief from the burning sun and beyond she could hear the lake water lapping the shore. She slowed and sat down, untying her sandals as fast as she could before rising again and casting her off tunic.


  She hated the water.


  Setting her jaw, she rushed forward and ran into the lake, screeching at the sudden chill: it never seemed to matter how hot the sun was —water was always freezing cold. But it did much to send a jolt of strength through her and she splashed into the depths.


  She knew her swimming style was ungainly —the dog’s paddle— but it was effective enough.


  ‘Swim to the other side!’ she heard Kleandrias shout. ‘And then back here again!’


  After the torrid run, swimming was much harder work and, as the initial invigoration wore off, Lysandra’s arms and legs began to grow heavy as though she had stones tied around her wrists and ankles, but she pushed on. After all, she had no choice —keep going or die; that was the lesson Kleandrias was trying to ingrain in her, one that every arena fighter must learn. She knew it well enough, but in training she had never been tested in this way.


  The opposite bank seemed to draw no closer and Lysandra felt the last of her strength beginning to ebb and the sound of her gasps were loud in her ears. She craned her neck, desperate to keep her head above water, remembering the storm that had made her a gladiatrix, the endless fury of the sea and the desperate pleas of the soldiers who were dragged to Poseidon’s dark realm. She was reliving it and panicking now, her strokes becoming frantic as the last of her strength faded away.


  Her toes touched mud.


  Lysandra flung herself forward and her feet found purchase on the ground beneath. Coughing and spluttering, she staggered out of the lake and fell forward onto her hands and knees, gasping for air, her heart smashing against her breastbone. She stayed there for long moments, ignoring the distant exhortations of Kleandrias on the other bank as she tried to recover.


  The trainer would be furious and she would probably be beaten for not trying but, as she turned and faced the water once again, she realized that to plunge straight back in was to invite death.


  Across on the other bank, she could see Kleandrias, shaking his fists and beckoning her over. With a sigh, she struggled to her feet and made her way back into the water. He had been right —she was beginning to hate him already.


  Several weeks of conditioning passed. Interspersed with the gruelling biathlon of the chariot run and swimming, Kleandrias introduced new exercises that involved sprinting, jogging and sprinting again for long distances. And he would only allow light sparring to supplement this.


  At their meal one evening, Kleandrias deigned to explain. ‘All fights ebb and flow,’ he said to her, ‘just like war, in fact. There is a lot of manoeuvring and feinting before a commitment to attack. But when the attack comes, it is frantic and hard-pressed —so your body is learning to be under high stress for extended periods of time. Fitness is one thing,’ he went on, ‘but there are different types of fitness.’


  ‘Yeah,’ Murco put in. ‘No point in training for the Marathon if you’re going to run a mile, is that what you’re saying, Kleandrias?’


  He smiled then and Lysandra marvelled at how he could be a monster during the day and this kind, knowledgeable man at night.


  He was a true Spartan, she thought once again, and the tests he was putting her through were only for her own good. ‘Yes,’ he answered.


  ‘In a manner of speaking. But when we are done, Lysandra will be able to win the sprint, the mile and the Marathon.’


  ‘Too bad there isn’t a race up a hill, eh, Lysandra?’ Cappa chuckled.


  ‘Hill?’ Kleandrias looked inquisitive.


  ‘There’s a big hill outside of town…’ Cappa began.


  ‘Like a small mountain really,’ Murco interrupted, receiving an annoyed look from Cappa for his pains.


  ‘Before Lysandra joined the ludus here, she was unable to make it to the top at the run,’ the bodyguard finished.


  Kleandrias smiled again, but this time with a playful malevolence as he looked at her. ‘Is that so?’ he said, and then laughed.


  Lysandra flushed, embarrassed by this reminder of her failure.


  ‘Hills are one thing, Kleandrias,’ she said. ‘But I need to fight as well. I need more sparring.’


  ‘I agree,’ he said. ‘Your fitness is not where it needs to be but that will come. Tomorrow, we begin the training in earnest. You should get some rest.’


  ‘Yes, of course.’ Lysandra realized that this made sense. She drank down her cup of water and made her way back to the women’s quarters.


  ‘You look exhausted,’ Ankhsy commented as Lysandra came in.


  ‘I am a little tired,’ she conceded. ‘Training is always the same, is it not? You seldom realize just how fit you are getting because you are always too tired to feel good.’


  Olwydd snorted. ‘There’s truth in that.’


  Lysandra started at the expression: it must have been a Britannic saying, because Eirianwen often said the same thing.


  ‘Come on, it’s not that bad,’ Olwydd laughed.


  ‘What do you mean?’ Lysandra asked as she sat on her bunk.


  ‘You looked really sad for a moment,’ Varda said.


  ‘I was just thinking about someone I loved once. She’s dead now.’


  ‘She?’ Varda raised a disapproving eyebrow and looked as though she was about to launch into a pious speech.


  ‘That’s awful, Lysandra,’ Ankhsy interjected before the Judaean could speak.


  ‘It was a long time ago,’ Lysandra took off her tunic and sandals, and lay back, staring up at the ceiling. ‘She was from Britannia, Olwydd. Born of the Brigantes but raised with the Silures —she said that the Brigantian queen went across to the Romans and her father —a druid— would not countenance that, so he fled to Siluria.’


  ‘Huh,’ Olwydd grunted. ‘Even we Iceni think the Silures are savages.’


  ‘She was very beautiful and kind,’ Lysandra murmured. ‘Except in the arena, then yes —she was savage…’ She trailed off: thoughts of Eirianwen brought thoughts of Varia with them, both women she had loved in different ways, both women were dead because of her selfishness. Her love for Eirianwen had caused her to be ostracized from her clanswomen and her overprotectiveness of Varia had made her hate her in the end, and that hatred had driven her to her death.


  It was bitter to think that Varia so despised her and that she had not had the chance to make things right between them.


  A part of her wanted to hate Aesalon Nocturna for training Varia and allowing her to step into the arena, but she could not. Aesalon was a fighter and she had seen potential in the girl —it was that simple. She could not have known Varia in the way Lysandra did —that she would never be a killer.


  Varia had not been like them —Lysandra and Aesalon were molded from different clay. It was a perverse thought, but Lysandra realized that, in a different life, she might have been friends —perhaps more— with the beautiful Roman. They had much in common, more so than even she and Eirianwen. But the goddess would not allow that, Lysandra knew.


  If Lysandra of Sparta was to find peace it could only be in the service of her goddess. She felt herself drifting off to sleep, knowing that her dreams would be of blood and the screams of the mob.


  Ankhsy had once asked her where her home was and, as Morpheus claimed her, Lysandra realized that it was not Sparta or even Asia Minor. Her home was in the arena: it was the only place that she felt truly alive. Her destiny was to fight for Athene. There was nothing else now.


  XXXVIII


  ‘Nice to see you back in training, Illeana,’ Laenus’s voice echoed around the empty Flavian. ‘Now that your little provincial excursion is over, maybe you’ll get down to some work.’


  His words made her cheeks grow a little hot. ‘I lost a friend on that ‘excursion,’ Laenus,’ she snapped.


  He chuckled. ‘Yes, I heard. Who was to know that your Greek nemesis would be waiting for you in Paestum? The gods, probably. Anyway, that’s in the past. Pyrrha may have been a fine girl, but she’s now supping it up with Pluto and you have more pressing things to worry about —so get that ‘oh-it’s-all-my-fault’ crap out of your head. Fighters die all the time —you’ve sent enough across the River, haven’t you?’


  ‘Yes, but it’s a little different when you’ve trained them yourself…’ she trailed off, meeting Laenus’s gaze. ‘Of course you know all about that.’


  ‘Yes, I do. And I hate it when it happens. So let’s make sure that you’re not the next one I have to make an offering for. Go on, then.’ He smacked her gently on the thigh with his vine staff. ‘Run. And don’t forget the steps, eh?’


  Illeana took off, running easily around the arena as she had done thousands of time before. Doing laps on the sand helped the body become accustomed to fighting on the soft, yielding surface that could sap the strength of the unprepared fighter as quickly as a deep wound.


  ‘A little faster, please!’ Laenus had seated himself in the imperial box and was drinking wine from a flask. She grinned and threw him an obscene gesture before picking up the pace —two fast laps and she would start the step-run.


  Taurus the Numidian was not a handsome man. His face was pockmarked from a childhood illness and he bore a deep scar that ran across one cheek —Illeana had seen that bout. Taurus’s opponent had nearly cut his face away with that blow but the Numidian had fought on, beating both the pain and the man in front of him. It was one of the reasons why he was the finest gladiator in Rome. Tall and lean, he fought with two swords and was as quick —if not quicker— than the Spartan Achillia.


  Illeana stood across from him, stripped down to her subligaricum: Taurus made no secret of the fact that he was ogling her breasts, his eyes full of suggestion, but he cried out in angry surprise when Laenus slapped him across the stomach with his vine staff.


  ‘Yes, she is beautiful,’ he said. ‘Magnificent —we know this, Taurus. But all of Rome has seen her tits, so can you put your tongue back in your mouth.’


  ‘All of Rome hasn’t seen them up this close,’ Taurus’s grin was lewd.


  Illeana bore it with good humor, well-used to this sort of talk.


  ‘My opponent is a woman, Taurus. It’s unlikely she’ll be interested in my tits —magnificent as they are.’


  ‘Quite right,’ Laenus said. ‘Now —you two may consider yourselves the best but this is sparring, not a death match. And…’ he fixed Taurus with a hard look, ‘she’s fighting next, you’re not. Any injuries and I’ll have you down with Settus and the others shovelling shit or whatever it is they do. I mean it, Taurus —you’ve got nothing to prove here, and neither have you, Illeana. So no egos —I want to see speed, accuracy, aggression… take the angles if you can.’ He put his vine staff in the space between them. ‘Ready?’ his eyes flicked to them both. ‘Pugnate!’


  Illeana skipped into her stance and began to move, circling Taurus who responded in kind: he could not take her lightly and they both knew it. ‘Come on,’ she grinned, ‘let’s see what you’ve got, Taurus.’


  ‘I’ll give it to you,’ he teased back. ‘Laenus said you wanted it hard, fast and aggressive. I can manage that.’


  ‘Not from the graffiti I’ve read, Cupid.’


  His eyes widened in surprise and it was all the opening Illeana needed, her lead sword stabbing out like a viper’s tongue. But Taurus was not Gladiator Primus for no reason and he deflected the strike and struck back hard. With abrupt suddenness, the game had turned to deadly earnest, their wooden swords blurring as they attacked, parried and countered. The sound of wood on wood echoed around the empty arena as they fought and, even from the early exchanges, Illeana could tell he was trying to keep her at range and bring his longer reach into play.


  Laenus picked up on this. ‘They tell me your Achillia is a tall one,’ he called. ‘See how Taurus is using that… that’s it, mate,’ he encouraged the gladiator. ‘Keep her away, pick her to pieces… Ow!’


  Taurus had landed a painful blow to Illeana’s forearm.


  She cursed as one sword spun from her grip and she retreated, trying to fend Taurus off with the other. But he was as aggressive as he had promised, cutting off her angles till he had her back to the arena wall and his sword under her chin. Illeana swore again and pushed the weapon away, anger rising in her. She threw her second sword to the ground and turned her back on both trainer and gladiator, clasping her fingers behind her head.


  ‘What’s the matter with you?’ Laenus shouted. ‘What did you expect him to do? Roll over and have his belly tickled? He’s fucking Gladiator Primus, Illeana!’


  ‘I saw it coming but I couldn’t stop it!’ she shouted, frustration bursting over. She hated to lose —she should have won! ‘Achillia would have had me too. Jupiter!’ she exploded, whirling on an altogether-too-pleased-with-himself-looking Taurus. ‘Come. Let’s go again.’


  ‘Don’t fight with the hump,’ Laenus cautioned and almost withered at the glare she gave him. He shrugged then. ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’


  She would show them both. Illeana stooped and retrieved her swords, forcing the fury back down to boil in the pit of her stomach.


  Laenus was right: fighting angry only resulted in a swift defeat.


  ‘Ready?’ she asked.


  No sooner had he nodded and raised his swords than Illeana attacked. She guessed that Taurus would have been expecting her to charge in and in this she did not disappoint, but she controlled her aggression, letting her fury fuel it rather than consume her utterly. Using the circle-step, she moved in close, forcing him to fight her fight. At this range, it was impossible for him to get leverage and bring his greater strength into play. She thrust low with her right, going for the groin shot, but Taurus anticipated this and intercepted and countered, cutting high to take her neck. She blocked the swipe and their blades were locked together.


  Illeana felt the pressure lessen on each of her swords and she went back a half-step: this was an old gladiatorial drill. When two blades became locked together the worst thing to do was force the issue —Taurus would only have to allow her to push too hard and he would take her balance. It was now about footwork, speed and sensitivity. Blades barely touching, they circled almost like dancers, each of them seeking that slight wavering in defences that would allow them to push through the other’s guard and win.


  Taurus stamped on her foot.


  Illeana’s eyes widened in surprise at the move but it was already too late and, with ease, he twisted his blade and tapped between her breasts with his sword. ‘Sorry,’ he winked at her.


  ‘There are no rules, Illeana, you know that,’ Laenus approached them, nodding at Taurus to step back.


  Illeana knew what was coming and decided to curtail it there and then. ‘I don’t need a lecture from you, Laenus…’


  ‘Then stop fighting like a fucking tiro!’ he screamed at her, putting his face so close to hers she could smell wine and food on his breath. ‘This woman has got you so worked up that you’re trying too hard. You’re Gladiatrix Prima for fuck’s sake —I don’t care how good this grecula is.’ He used the Roman derogative ‘silly little Greekling’. ‘You’re better. You are Aesalon Nocturna! Is she in there?’ He tapped her forehead with a rock-hard fingernail. ‘Is she?’


  He was right and she knew it. Thinking back over the last two bouts, she realized that Achillia had been lurking in her subconscious mind, affecting her confidence. She was not fighting her natural fight but was overcompensating with too much aggression or too little.


  ‘I need to focus,’ she said. ‘But, Laenus… she was so fast.’


  ‘So is Taurus,’ Laenus stepped back. ‘And so are you. Forget her —she’s just another… victim.’ He looked into her eyes. ‘All right?’


  Illeana nodded. ‘All right.’


  ‘Good,’ Laenus looked at her for a moment longer before nodding, satisfied. ‘Let’s go again.’


  Lysandra eyed the little man that stood before her. He was compact, handsome as the Italians measured it, dark eyed with straight black hair. ‘This is Faustinus,’ Kleandrias introduced him. ‘He’s an athlete.’


  They were away from the ludus, on the flats beneath her hilltop home. Some distance away from them, Lysandra reckoned about a hundred yards, Cappa and Murco were stretching a rope between them. ‘That is a finishing line?’ she turned to Kleandrias. ‘You want me to race against this man?’


  ‘Sprinting will teach your muscles to move faster,’ he replied.


  ‘To be fair,’ Faustinus rose from touching his toes, ‘it won’t really be a race. Just try to keep up with me.’


  Lysandra gave him a dirty look which made Kleandrias laugh.


  ‘Take your marks, you go on three.’ he chuckled. She and Faustinus walked to stand adjacent to the big Spartan and adopted their starting positions. If this Faustinus thought that she had never run a foot race before, he was in for a surprise: in the priestesses’ agoge, athletics was something the girls practiced every day and she —as in all things— had excelled at it. She was tall, her long legs always giving her the advantage as they would here. ‘One,’ Kleandrias raised his hand, ‘two… three!’ Like an arrow from a bow, Lysandra sprang forward, arms pumping hard, feet thumping on the soft grass.


  ‘Come on.’ She heard Faustinus call from her left. ‘Run faster!’


  Gritting her teeth, Lysandra pushed harder but, as they came within ten yards of the finishing line, Faustinus streaked in front, passing the rope way ahead of her; he continued running for some distance as he slowed to a trot and finally turned around.


  To her surprise, Lysandra found herself a little winded. ‘You run well,’ she acknowledged.


  ‘It’s a living,’ Faustinus acknowledged with wink as he strolled back towards her. ‘Keep your head up,’ he advised. ‘And use your toes. Here, run on the spot.’


  She did as she was told as he eyed her critically, crouching by her side. Faustinus stuck a hand out. ‘Get your knees up to there… no, on your toes… that’s right. That’s good. Enough.’


  Lysandra stopped and took a breath. ‘Knees high, run on my toes.’


  ‘It’ll make you faster,’ he said. ‘I know you’re a fighter, not an athlete, but what your trainer says is right. You have to train your whole body to make it like a…’ He looked skywards. ‘…like a ballista. Muscles are taut like the ropes and then —’ He clapped his hands with a sharp retort. ‘… you fly.’


  Lysandra chuckled. ‘A ballista bolt. If you were a gladiator, that would be your name —Ballista.’


  ‘Catchy,’ he smiled back. ‘Listen, I was thinking… after your training is over, maybe I could show you around Paestum?’


  ‘She’s leaving for Rome soon,’ Kleandrias strode up, his expression dark. ‘She has no time for sightseeing. Or anything else.’


  ‘It wouldn’t take long,’ Faustinus pushed back. ‘It’s a lovely town, you know.’


  ‘I am sure that would be…’ Lysandra began.


  ‘I said no and that is the end of it!’ Kleandrias interrupted, rather harshly she thought. Faustinus was only being friendly —a professional courtesy as she was a fellow athlete of sorts. ‘No more talking,’ Kleandrias barked. ‘Back to your marks! You will run again.’


  She was pushed hard. Every afternoon, she started with the biathlon and, as each day passed, she found that she came to look forward to the swim. What had begun as a torture was now something that revived and strengthened her. From there, she would run back to the flats for sprints against Faustinus, and then back into the woodlands to chop down trees and dig ditches. Cappa and Murco were making a handy profit selling firewood to the notables of Paestum.


  She should be charging them a percentage, she mused, as another giant crashed to the ground. Let Thebe argue with her business sense on that issue.


  Only as the sun sank did she begin her sparring. Varda had been drafted in to train with her since the Judaean slave was trained as a dimachaeria, but it soon became apparent she was not in Lysandra’s class.


  ‘Just use her to practice on,’ Kleandrias advised her. ‘Try things out to see if they will work. I will get you better partners.’


  True to his word, he managed to convince Hister to allow some of the men to train with her. The fee the wily lanista asked for was exorbitant but Lysandra was pleased to pay it, even if she knew that she was being exploited. One of the gladiators, a Thracian who went by the ostentatious fighting name ‘Superbus,’ proved to be the best of the lot and it was to him that Lysandra went when she wanted to be severely tested. His big nose and buck teeth reminded her of Stick, the Parthian trainer from Balbus’s ludus: though, unlike Stick, Superbus had kept his hair —if the thick, clumpy substance on his head could be identified as such. Lysandra thought that it would look better if he had gone bald.


  Like Aesalon Nocturna, Superbus was shorter than she, quick, wiry and —she discovered— dirty. In the flickering torchlight of the evening it was harder to see and harder to time her attacks, and Superbus was always quick to exploit any advantage. As they came together in a clinch, he once bit her on the shoulder —not hard, but hard enough to let her know that in a real bout he would have taken a chunk out of her, much as the Caledonian gladiatrix, Albina, had done years ago.


  ‘There aren’t any rules in the arena, Achillia,’ Superbus told her. ‘You should know that. Fight dirty if you have to. I’ve never heard any complaints from those that I’ve fought, you know. That’s largely because I’ve beaten everyone I’ve ever fought.’


  Lysandra felt a river of fire —of confidence— flow through her.


  ‘I too have never been defeated,’ she replied raising her swords. ‘Let us try again. This time as though it were real.’


  ‘Yes!’ Kleandrias exhorted from the sidelines. ‘Yes. Kill him, Lysandra!’


  Lysandra breathed out sharply through her nose, stretched her neck from side to side and spun her swords twice. Then she attacked.


  By the gods, Taurus was good!


  Illeana ducked and spun away as the Numidian’s rudis hissed above her head but he was on her in a flash, pressuring, not allowing her any respite. She struck back with a combination of blows which he parried and eluded: his response was lightning fast and she had to jump away again, backing out to the range that Taurus preferred.


  ‘He’s making you fight his fight!’ Laenus shouted. ‘Don’t let him! Get into him, Illeana, get into him!’


  Superbus cried out in shock as Lysandra side-kicked him in the chest, sending him staggering back. Exultant, she moved in for the kill, but the tough little Thracian recovered faster than she expected and deflected her attack, steering her thrust to one side and ramming his sword into her guts. It was hard and knocked the wind from her.


  ‘You’re dead, Achillia,’ he leant over her as she gasped for breath on all fours. ‘Mind you, if I’d have been a woman, that kick would have put me on my arse.’


  She spat on the sand and got up. ‘I thought you were a woman.’


  ‘Are you sure you’re not a man? I’ve got bigger tits than you,’ he observed.


  ‘Mine are perfectly formed, Superbus. Come…’ She gestured with her blades. ‘Again!’


  Taurus was relentless; like an avalanche made flesh, he overwhelmed Illeana with combination after combination. His greater strength and reach was telling, each parry juddering the muscles in her arms, each of his attacks coming closer and closer.


  Illeana allowed herself to be driven back, keeping in his range, stepping away till she felt the sand beneath her feet thin somewhat.


  She backed off a little more.


  ‘You’re nearly at the wall!’ Laenus shouted. ‘Stop running, Illeana! Fight!’


  As he spoke, Taurus thrust at her neck.


  Illeana twisted aside, letting his blade smack into the wall where her head had been. She stepped and shoved him in the back before he could turn. Illeana crossed her swords at the back of his neck, the fire of victory surging through her.


  ‘Yes!’ Laenus leapt into the air, punching his fists. ‘Yes! You did it, Illeana, you beat him!’


  Taurus dropped his swords and turned, a smile writ large on his face; clearly he was as pleased as Laenus. Unbidden, he embraced her, lifting her from the ground and spinning her around. ‘Roma Victrix!’ he exulted. ‘Roma Victrix!’


  ‘You’ll kill her!’ Laenus bounded over as Taurus put her down. ‘You’re going to kill the Greek, Illeana!’


  Illeana closed her eyes, letting the afterglow of victory warm her. In her mind, she could hear the crowd chanting her name, feel the emperor’s eyes upon her and see the body of her foe at her feet.


  She was Gladiatrix Prima of Rome —the best in the world.


  The wooden blades slammed together with such force that Lysandra knew it was only the metal rods inside them that kept them from breaking. Weeks of chopping trees and swimming had made her arms stronger than they had ever been and she found that she was able to match Superbus’s strength. She shoved him away from her and she read the surprise in his eyes.


  There was no banter now; he was all about ending the fight and his blades spat out with venom, testing her defences. Lysandra moved in to meet him, closing the distance between them as her own blades sped to deflect his attacks. Superbus collapsed his guard to take her balance, to steer her aside and take the victory. But this Lysandra would not allow. As he gave in to her pressure, she shifted her weight and slammed her forehead into his nose. Blood erupted all over his face and she followed up by kicking him in the testicles to drop him like a stone.


  She crouched by him as he bled and retched. ‘There are no rules, Superbus,’ she reminded him, refusing to let the sense of triumph be heard in her voice. ‘You should know that.’


  The sun beat down, almost cooking the top of her head as she looked up at the hill. High above, she could see the tiny figures of Cappa and Murco. Both men were sporting ridiculous sun hats, the pick of which they had promised her —if she made it to the top.


  ‘You can do this,’ Kleandrias told her. ‘It is not the hill,’ he went on. ‘It is here, in your mind. You are fitter and stronger than you have ever been, Lysandra. More deadly. You can beat anyone put in front of you. Or any thing. The goddess is with you.’


  She looked over to him. ‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘I believe that she is.’


  Steeling herself, she began to run, pitting her body against the unyielding rock and clay of the hill.


  It was high and steep and, as she half-ran, half-clambered onwards, she felt the strain earlier than she had expected. Her feet went from under her and she slid down a few feet, dust clouding around her.


  Not this time, she told herself and sprang up, forcing herself onwards.


  As with the early biathlon, the sun was conspiring against her, her fair skin seeming to draw heat from the air to cook her from the inside out. Under her tunic, she was drenched in sweat, her hair plastered to her head in sodden locks. Her throat was dry and she risked a look to the top and was crushed to see that she was not even halfway. She resolved to push harder now and sacrifice every drop of strength she had to reach the summit, but as soon as the decision was made, she slipped again and went down, tearing the skin from her knees as she did so. ‘Come on,’ she hissed. ‘Come on!’


  Gritting her teeth, she surged forward once again, ignoring the pain that seeped through her limbs like poison. The hill had become so steep now that she was forced to grab hold of boulders and shrubs to haul herself onwards. Every muscle in her body shrieked in protest at the exertion, but she would not heed it. It was a matter of will now, hers against the hill’s. Her senses began to swim as the moisture left her body, burned away by the unmerciful sun, and her breath came in ragged, choking gasps made foul by the dust and scree she was kicking up.


  Now, with omission of thought, her limbs began to move faster.


  Her heart pounded in her chest as though it would burst, but still she forced herself upwards. Win or die.


  Her vision began tunnel, but she could hear them now, all of them, screaming for her to get to the top. Hands and knees now bloodied, she reached down deep inside herself and forged ahead unsure if she was awake or dreaming. Her heart was in her throat and she thought at that moment she might die, when strong hands gripped her wrists and pulled her up.


  Lysandra collapsed, exhausted and almost deaf to the cheers of her friends that told her that she had done it.


  She had won.


  ‘Rome,’ she gasped. ‘Let us go to Rome.’


  XXXIX


  The gladiators’ feast was an ancient tradition. For some it would be their last night to experience the earthly pleasures of music, good food, fine wine and sex. Lysandra had been to many but never anything on the scale laid out in Rome’s great Flavian Amphitheatre. The gigantic arena had been given over to the fighters, table upon table groaning with delicacies and exotic drink from all over the empire. Torchlight bathed the area and the sound of lyres interspersed with laughter drifted over her.


  ‘I’ve never seen anything like this.’ True to her word, the fussy little Memmia Hortensia had made her way to Rome to bid Lysandra good luck for her fight with Aesalon Nocturna. She was touched by the gesture as she had all but forgotten the woman’s promise to her.


  Lysandra smiled at the older woman. ‘Nor have I,’ she agreed. ‘I have been to such festivities before, but this is certainly grander than most.’ The Flavian was the biggest building she had ever seen, huge and imposing. Her eyes flicked around to the empty seats.


  Tomorrow, the rows would be stuffed full —fifty thousand Romans baying for her blood. She would be happy to disappoint them.


  She, Memmia Hortensia, Cappa, Murco and Kleandrias had found a small table on which to share their meal, Murco making the most of the wine.


  ‘It’s the good stuff,’ he commented, sniffing his cup.


  ‘How can you tell from just smelling it?’ Kleandrias wanted to know.


  ‘You just can,’ the bodyguard replied. ‘It takes practice though.’


  ‘It’s a waste of time if you want to know,’ Cappa muttered. ‘Just drink the stuff, Murco.’ He kept looking over his shoulder as though he was expecting someone. Or, Lysandra mused, perhaps he was looking out for famous gladiators. After all, he and Murco were former Praetorians, based in Rome, and they had probably been to this arena plenty of times since its grand opening by Domitian’s elder brother, Titus.


  They made light conversation, speaking about anything but what was to follow the next evening. Everyone at the table knew, and there was little point in bombast and premature declarations of victory. Every so often, Lysandra caught sight of the beautiful Aesalon Nocturna. Their eyes met once and they acknowledged each other with a nod. There was nothing more to be said between them: tomorrow, she would have to kill this beautiful creature and it seemed somehow wrong to destroy something so perfect.


  A slave came to the table and leant close to Cappa, whispering something in his ear. ‘Lysandra,’ he said. ‘Please go with this slave, there is a message for you.’


  Lysandra arched an eyebrow. ‘What message?’


  ‘How should I know? The message is for you.’ Cappa shrugged but she could see in his eyes that he was lying.


  She excused herself and wove her way through the crowded tables, wondering what this was about. Then she saw Titus, Telemachus and Thebe standing some way back from the gathering.


  Lysandra’s heart leapt for joy at the sight of them and she pushed past the slave, trotting over. Thebe ran to greet her, throwing her arms about her neck and kissing her on both cheeks.


  ‘By the gods, Lysandra’ she cried. ‘It is good to see you!’


  ‘And you, my sister, and you,’ Lysandra squeezed her tight before breaking away and embracing Titus and Telemachus in turn. ‘How is it that you are here?’ she asked.


  ‘Cappa and Murco,’ Titus said. ‘They wrote to me and here we are. Besides, we would not miss this, Lysandra. You will be Queen of the Gladiatrices tomorrow and —though it pains me to say it— a Spartan will humble Roman honor.’


  Telemachus winked at her. ‘You look…’ he paused, trying to find the right words… ‘sleek.’ He pantomimed flexing his muscles.


  ‘Chopping down trees will do that for you,’ she commented.


  Inside her, joy at seeing her friends again warred with apprehension. She would have to tell them about Varia. About what she had done.


  ‘Where are those two bastards anyway?’ Titus asked.


  ‘They are at my table. Come.’


  ‘Lysandra, a word if we may,’ Telemachus put a restraining hand on her shoulder as Thebe hovered close by.


  ‘I’ll find them myself,’ Titus made off without further comment.


  The three made their way to a table occupied by a sleeping barbarian.


  Lysandra dragged him off the bench, allowing him to crash to the floor. ‘Idiot,’ she muttered. ‘He will be dead on the morrow.’ Barbarians always got mindlessly drunk before a bout, something —even with her weakness for liquor— she had never done.


  ‘It is so good to see you both,’ she said as they sat.


  Thebe reached across the table and clasped Lysandra’s hands in her own. ‘We know what happened,’ she said, simply.


  Telemachus reached across and put his hands over theirs. ‘Your friends, Cappa and Murco, told us everything in their letter,’ he added. ‘Lysandra, Varia’s death was not your fault. You must know this.’


  Their words caused a physical pain in her chest and she felt her eyes well up with tears. ‘Yes. It was my fault.’


  ‘It was an accident,’ Thebe insisted.


  ‘In the arena, yes. I know that it was. But everything that happened before was all me. My drunkenness, my hubris.’ She met Telemachus’s eyes. ‘The goddess punished me by making me kill her…’ Lysandra trailed off, reliving the awful moment when she had slipped, the dark shape of Varia’s body crashing down on top of her, the choking sound she had made as the sword took her life. ‘Athene has forgiven me now, I think, but Varia’s blood is on my hands. I took her from us.’


  ‘She was a grown woman,’ Thebe’s voice was gentle. ‘Headstrong, like those of us who raised her. But as much as I loved her, Lysandra, it was her choice to run away, her choice to do this thing and, in the end, her choice to fight you. What else could you do?’


  ‘Let her win.’


  ‘She was skilled, Lysandra, but she was never a killer. You knew this better than anybody.’ Thebe squeezed her hand, not needing to add that if Varia had won their bout she would not have lasted much longer on the arena.


  ‘It is past,’ Telemachus said. ‘Sometimes, the good die young. Eirianwen did,’ he reminded her. ‘Varia did. We cannot know the agenda of the gods, Lysandra. You are and have always been Athene’s handmaiden. Sometimes, that has made me envy you. But you know as well as I that she is a jealous goddess. Whatever offenses you committed against her, you have paid for them in blood. Now you will fight for her again —here, in Rome, as we said those months ago. It is your destiny, Lysandra.’


  Lysandra looked him straight in the eye. ‘I know it is. Once I thought that to fight in Athene’s honor was all I needed. I realize now that it is not, yet that is the pact between us. I honor her in blood, but I must walk the goddess’s path and not my own. Do not fear for me, my friends. I have hardened my heart before —when Eirianwen was killed. And I have done so again. I am scarred, yes. But I will not carry Varia’s death into the arena with me. Tomorrow, I will kill Aesalon Nocturna and we will return home.’


  Telemachus gazed at her intently, reading her eyes. She thought that he was as surprised as she not to find a lie there.


  Varia was gone. It was over. It was as it had been when Lysandra was a child —she lived only for Athene and no other. Thus it would be until the day she died.


  Illeana watched the tall Spartan greet her new friends, a shiver of anticipation going through her as she saw how well the woman moved. In torchlight she could see the hard yet lean muscles on her pale arms and thighs as though she were a statue come to life. Tall, long-limbed and clearly at her physical peak, Achillia would be the ultimate test for her. The fear had gone and had been replaced with an almost unbearable anticipation. Illeana wanted to fight her so much she could almost taste it.


  ‘She looks ready,’ Taurus came and sat next to her. ‘But you will win, Illeana.’


  ‘Of that I have no doubt. You forget, Taurus, I trained for a long time with her prodigy. This gives me the advantage because all the ‘tricks’ that Pyrrha used were taught to her by Achillia. She will not surprise me —I’ll read her like a scroll and finish her just as quickly.’


  ‘If you fight her like you’ve been fighting me, she’s got no chance,’ Taurus nodded. ‘We are equally matched, you and I.’ Since her first victory over him, they had sparred many times and now Illeana could more than hold her own. It was this that had burned away her apprehension. To equal Taurus was to equal the finest warrior in the world: there was no man to match him and now no woman to match her.


  ‘Do you ever regret having to kill your opponent?’ she asked him. ‘Sometimes,’ Taurus admitted. ‘Men that you know, especially. But that’s not what you mean, is it? You mean when you see another fighter and you think them a great warrior… and that, if circumstances had been different, you might have been friends —for there walks someone who has taken the same path as you.’


  Illeana nodded. ‘We are cut from the same stone, she and I. Perhaps she will fight well enough to get the missio.’


  Taurus snorted. ‘Two things. One, the emperor will want a blood-bath in these games —they’ve been advertised for months, as has your fight with the ‘Greek Champion’. Rome is like a hound at the leash waiting for this bout. So the second thing: don’t go in there with any other thought in your mind than of killing her. Because if you do, Rome’s going to be very unhappy and the Greeks will be celebrating. Kill her, Illeana. Or she’ll kill you.’


  ‘First rule,’ Illeana murmured. ‘You get a kill on the red. Go for the red first because if you don’t, your opponent will.’


  ‘That’s what they say,’ Taurus tipped back his wine. ‘Get some rest,’ he clapped her on the shoulder. ‘Tomorrow night, we’ll celebrate. Perhaps you’ll invite me to your rooms and I can show you that the graffiti is not true.’


  ‘Don’t even suggest it!’ Illeana laughed. ‘Or Maro will be trying to breed us so that we may produce invincible gladiators.’


  ‘Now that’s an idea I hadn’t thought of. I’ll go and find him.’


  Laughing, Taurus sauntered off and Illeana returned her gaze to the Spartan. She was deep in conversation with her friends and, once again, Illeana thought it would be a pity to kill her.


  But kill her she would.


  XL


  ‘How do I look, Diocles?’ Frontinus lifted his chin, assuming the air of an advocate in mid-flow.


  ‘Sir, if the creases in your toga were any sharper, I’d have cut my fingers on them.’


  ‘The fuller did a good job,’ Frontinus sniffed. ‘But a bit more patchouli oil is needed —I can detect a slight whiff of piss. It should have been left to air longer, I think.’


  ‘I’ll have the slave responsible flogged, sir,’ Diocles promised as he sprinkled a liberal amount of perfume on the heavy cotton.


  ‘Not too much,’ Frontinus complained. ‘I don’t want to smell like a whore.’


  ‘I’m not sure there’s a market for such mature whores, sir,’ Diocles said, leaning in and sniffing him as though he were some sort of flower. ‘There —at least you don’t smell of piss now. We couldn’t have that —not with you being in the Imperial box and all.’


  Frontinus laughed. ‘Diocles, you seem absurdly pleased at this prospect, but it’s nothing special. I’ve sat in plenty of royal boxes in my time.’


  ‘True, sir, true. But mostly with the old emperor. His son is affording you some status, meaning your star continues to rise and that means we’re all better off.’


  ‘Are you looking for more money?’ Frontinus asked, irritable at the freedman’s presumption, but also a little contrite because he should have thought of offering him a raise once the governorship of Moesia had been confirmed.


  ‘The thought never occurred to me.’


  ‘Just pay yourself what is fair, all right?’ There was little point in trying to dictate terms, given that Diocles was in charge of the finances in the first place.


  ‘Of course, sir.’


  ‘Frontinus!’ a voice sounded from outside the room.


  ‘Ah, Tettius Iulianus is here, forging ahead of the slaves as usual. Why can’t the man wait to be announced like everyone else, eh, Diocles?’


  ‘He’s probably keen to get on with killing Dacians and would rather not be at the Flavian watching Romans kill Greeks.’


  ‘Well, he’ll have to wait —for both,’ Frontinus rubbed his hands together. ‘I’ve seen Achillia fight, I’ve seen Aesalon Nocturna fight —and I know who’s going win. Aesalon is good but Achillia is unbeatable,’ he gestured to the door, indicating that Diocles show his visitor in.


  ‘I imagine that you’ve put your money where your mouth is, sir?’ Diocles was all disapproval.


  ‘Tettius Iulianus is putting patriotism before pragmatism, Diocles. He’ll be a poorer man come tomorrow… ahhh!’ He raised his voice as the young general entered, ‘Tettius Iulianus! Good to see you, lad. I trust you are looking forward to the games.’


  ‘I can hardly wait,’ Iulianus said. ‘Slave, bring wine.’


  Diocles made a show of looking around for a slave before Frontinus gave him the slightest of nods, willing him with his eyes to be indulgent. The last thing he needed was a disgruntled freedman writing his own pay-rise. The Greek made off, disapproval hanging about him like a cloud.


  ‘I’ve had the reports in from Taenarum.’ Iulianus spoke of the Greek hub for mercenaries. He hurled himself onto a couch, heedless of creasing his toga, his hawk’s face pinched with frustration. ‘Plenty of mercenaries to be had all right, but they’re Greeks or barbarians in the main. All affordable Italians are well-past their prime. Word’s got round that we’re in trouble and the price has risen accordingly. Greeks,’ he shook his head. ‘They can’t be relied on in a fight.’


  ‘Don’t be too hasty to dismiss them,’ Frontinus soothed. ‘They do good auxiliary work and,’ he tapped his nose, ‘give a Greek a cause or a leader he believes in and he’ll fight to the death.’


  ‘Yes, but we’ve got a Roman cause and they hate us, the effete bastards. And the rest are Germans or Gauls and I’d rather put my cock on a chopping board than trust them. Given the chance, they’d join the Dacians —go back to their old ways of living in shit and humping each other or whatever barbarians do.’


  Frontinus sighed. They needed men and they did not have the luxury of choice. ‘Iulianus,’ he said, ‘there’s no way on earth of holding two fronts with the legions you have. We’ll need to buy in troops. And if that means geriatric Romans and bunch of greculi, then so be it. It’s not as though they have to win, is it?’


  ‘That’s true,’ Iulianus grunted as one of Frontinus’s slaves arrived with some wine —Diocles, he thought, was probably sulking.


  ‘Quite right,’ Frontinus soothed. ‘All they need to do is hold off the Dacian flanking attack long enough for you to put this Decebalus to the sword. If they’re all massacred, so be it. The defensive position we’ve picked out is strong enough —we just need the men to hold it.’


  ‘What about a legate? I’d prefer someone Roman, but that’s not going to happen. It’s hardly a glorious command, is it? But I’m also unwilling to put my trust in a mercenary commander —they can be bought, you know.’


  Frontinus grinned. ‘I have a solution. This mission won’t take a tactician of Alexandrian proportions —it’s just holding a line, after all. The ideal situation would be to have a Roman, as you say. Someone we can laud if all goes well, someone we can blame if it all goes sour.’


  ‘Roman legates aren’t mercenaries,’ Iulianus snapped.


  ‘No, but we can create a legate. I have just the man in mind. He was disgraced in the previous campaign but was the highest ranking officer to survive. We can put him in command to give this mission some sort of legitimacy if he does well… and we can also claim that he’s a simple mercenary —and a failure to boot— if it goes wrong. Left the army after the Battle of Tapae, signed on as a mercenary thereafter, was useless and led his men to defeat… et cetera, et cetera…’


  ‘And who is this imbecile?’


  ‘He’s not an imbecile, Iulianus.’ Frontinus’s ire was raised by this assumption despite the fact that his introduction had been less than flattering. ‘He was a good officer once and he is down on his luck. But it’s true that he’s also rather expendable. His name is Valerian. Gaius Minervinus Valerian.’


  XLI


  Lysandra stood in the semidarkness of her cell, eyes closed as Telemachus whispered prayers to Athene. As the Athenian priest spoke, so Kleandrias muttered exhortations as he applied the oil to her body. Their voices mingled in a hypnotic buzz that she let seep into the deepest part of her mind, the part from which she would draw strength if the fight became desperate.


  ‘Leonidas is watching from Elysium…’


  ‘I celebrate the powers of Pallas Athena, the protectoress of the city…’


  ‘The Three Hundred are with you…’


  ‘Dread, as Ares, She busies herself with the works of war…’


  ‘You will not disgrace your goddess, Lysandra…’


  ‘With the sack of cities, with the battle-cry and with the combatants…’


  ‘You will not disgrace your Sisterhood…’


  ‘It is She also who saves the warriors that go to war and come back alive…’


  ‘You will not disgrace your Spartan blood.’


  ‘Hail, Athene, give us good fortune. Give us victory.’


  Lysandra opened her eyes. ‘Hail, Athene,’ she whispered. Then to Kleandrias she said ‘We bow to no one,’ as Leonidas had uttered to the Persian, Xerxes. ‘I am ready.’


  The chanting of the crowd could be heard through the thick stone walls of Illeana’s cell. She allowed the muffled roar to wash over her, warming her like the sun on a chill day. Laenus kneaded oil into the muscles of her shoulders, his strong hands pressing hard.


  ‘They’re cheering for you, Illeana,’ he murmured in her ear. ‘For Rome.’


  She did not respond as he moved in front of her to work on her legs, letting him focus on his task as she focused on hers. She had trained hard and well. She was Gladiatrix Prima and this, she knew, would be the biggest test she had ever faced. Victory would be hers, but she could not afford to take the Spartan lightly. Achillia was taller and, in all likelihood, stronger than she. They were both fast, but Illeana reckoned it was she that now had the edge in quickness.


  And the crowd was on her side: she could not imagine what it did to a fighter to have fifty thousand people screaming for your death the moment you stepped foot onto the sands.


  Laenus continued to speak, telling her that she was the best, that she would win and that the emperor would honor her. She let his voice fade away, retreating into herself, going over her training, thinking of the long hours running up and down the steps of the arena, allowing the knowledge of her strength and fitness soak down to her limbs. Her body would not fail her; her will to win would not fail her.


  This was the defining moment of her life. Eternal glory was hers for the taking. The thought of it made her shudder and her eyes flicked open. ‘Shut up, Laenus,’ she said and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Let’s do this.’


  Lysandra had never forgotten her first time. There had been many fights since then, but that first walk to the arena in Halicarnassus was burned indelibly on her mind like a slave’s brand. She felt the same now as she did then, a mixture of fear and the desire to face her opponent.


  She had spoken much of Varia’s nature, that Varia was not a killer.


  She and Aesalon Nocturna most surely were. There was a part of the Roman that needed this: the blood, the screams of the crowd, the ecstasy of victory. And there was a part of Lysandra that needed it too. She fought for Athene’s honor but it was also true that she was only complete when she held a sword in her hand. Years of indolence and drunkenness had been burned away when she had leapt from Bedros’s ship and cut down the pirate captain; she made him a sacrifice and through his death she had taken her first step on the road back to who she truly was.


  Gladiatrix.


  It was as dark as the womb in the tunnel, the walls about her seemed alive with sound, the roar of the crowd permeating the rock, seeping into her flesh and bones. The hatred they felt for the ‘Greek Champion’ was palpable and she found that it nourished her.


  She would silence them and hold her bloody sword aloft and scream Athene’s name so loud that it would be heard on High Olympus.


  She reached the Gate of Life and peered out into the torch-lit arena beyond. On the sands, the Roman lanista, Maro, was going through his pre-fight speech, but even with the horn he was using to amplify his voice, he was all but drowned out by the dissonance of the mob. She thought she heard him say ‘Achillia’ and then he gestured to her Gate. With infinite slowness, it clanked open. Lysandra took a deep breath and stayed behind as Achillia stepped out onto the sands of the arena.


  It was impossible not to be taken aback at the sheer scale of the Flavian Amphitheatre. Empty, it was impressive enough but now, stuffed full of people screaming their hatred for her, it was as if the arena had become some faceless god roaring with fifty thousand different voices.


  She remembered her vision then, at the foot of Athene’s statue back at the Deiopolis. This is what she had seen and the knowledge of it armored her. If there was a part of her that doubted the goddess walked with her, reliving her vision was ample proof that her debt had been paid in full and Athene would guide her hand.


  Alone, she walked forward into the half-light of the arena, her pale skin made bronze by the flickering torchlight, ignoring the crude comments and insults the sight of her near-naked body brought from the mob. She was used to it, and if they thought to cow her with harsh words, these Romans were sadly mistaken. And, every so often, she could hear a shout for her cut through the din —there were pockets of Hellenes in the audience and they chanted ‘Sparta, Sparta, Sparta!’ but were continually drowned out by the supporters of Aesalon Nocturna.


  Though Maro had announced her, Aesalon Nocturna had still not arrived in the arena. Lysandra knew that it was a ploy, a mind-game that the beautiful Roman was employing to unnerve her.


  Lysandra thought it weak on her part and that fear was still with the Gladiatrix Prima of Rome. As the thought occurred to her, the Gate of Life opened and the clamor in the arena became an almost overpowering cacophony.


  Lysandra could not help but be taken aback by the spectacular beauty of the Roman Champion. It was unearthly, everything about her was perfection; her body naked save for the subligaricum.


  Oiled and smooth like a poet’s fantasy, she was the embodiment of the Roman Aphrodite —Venus. Raising her swords to the heavens, she acknowledged the adulation of her people, head tilted back and eyes closed as she drank it in.


  Slowly, she lowered her weapons and as she did so, the crowd became silent and still. Aesalon walked towards Lysandra, a half-smile playing on her over-plump lips and Lysandra stepped forward to meet her. They stopped some six feet from each other and turned to face the emperor’s box. It was hard to make out all of the figures therein, but Lysandra recognized Domitian and was pleased to see her old sponsor, Sextus Julius Frontinus, next to him.


  Both women raised their right sword and, as she had been instructed, Lysandra spoke at the same time as Aesalon: ‘Ave, Caesar!’


  Domitian gestured his approval and she turned to face the Midnight Falcon. Lysandra breathed out sharply through her nose, stretched her neck from side to side and spun her swords twice, the sound hissing in the near silence of the arena. Then she settled back —very slowly— into her fighting stance: left sword slightly extended, right sword held back and high.


  Aesalon did not raise her weapons, simply turning side on to Lysandra as Maro placed his vine staff horizontally into the space between them. His shout of ‘Pugnate!’ echoed in the silence and he drew the staff back in haste.


  There was no hesitation —Lysandra leapt forward like a ballista bolt, swords raised at a strange angle. She saw Aesalon move to counter, a flicker of confusion in her eyes. Lysandra did not strike with her weapon, but used her fist, smashing it into the side of Aesalon’s face. The weight of the blow was doubled by the iron gladius and the beautiful Roman reeled away, blood pouring from the cut that had opened on her cheek. Lysandra seized the initiative and, as the Roman tried to regain her balance, she skipped in, her foot lashing out, catching Aesalon hard in the ribs, knocking her over.


  Lysandra rushed in to finish the fight there and then, but Aesalon rolled aside as Lysandra’s blade scored the sand. She whirled to face the Roman who was up and closing in. Aesalon’s left blade cut towards Lysandra’s ribs and she intercepted, absorbing the force of the blow and she counter-attacked, stabbing out with her own left which was in its turn deflected.


  They broke apart, circling warily. Around them, the arena seemed to be an almost living thing, seething with noise and excitement and screaming for Hellene blood. But it was the Roman who bled.


  Aesalon circle-stepped on the attack, a sword scything in with vicious intent; it was too fast for Lysandra to evade the blow and she was forced to parry both this strike and its follow-up. The two women came together for a moment and Lysandra made to shove the Roman back. But Aesalon simply gave with the pressure and took Lysandra’s balance. She fell forward and rolled onto her back as Aesalon charged in, this time she sought to end the issue.


  As Lysandra twisted to one side, she snaked out her legs to entangle Aesalon’s feet, sending her also into the dirt. Both women scrambled up, Lysandra an instant quicker, and now she was on the attack.


  She was the stronger and she exploited this now, the endless hours of cutting down trees in Paestum paying dividends. Her arms coursed with strength as she rained blow after blow on Aesalon, forcing her to give ground, backing her up towards the wall of the arena. Aesalon tried to change her angles, but the ploy was obvious and Lysandra worked harder now, determined to back her up and finish her off on the wall.


  She saw a gap in Aesalon’s defences and seized upon it, thrusting her blade out to take the Roman in the throat, but as she moved she was horrified to see that Aesalon was waiting for this. She twisted away and Lysandra was forced to pull her blow lest she break her sword —and her wrist— on the wall. Aesalon’s speed was her ally and she moved around, shoving Lysandra hard, smacking her into the wall and, in that moment, panic welled up inside her. She did the only thing she could.


  As she hit the wall, she pushed herself straight back out again, catapulting herself into the closing Aesalon. The familiar liquid fire of blood and an open wound lanced through her as she felt the Roman’s blade score up her shoulder. They crashed to the sand in a tangle of limbs, Lysandra laying atop the smaller Aesalon: she felt her arm coming across to snake around her throat but the oil on their bodies helped her and she slithered down, away from the killing grasp.


  Lysandra scrambled up, trying to ignore the pain from the wound in her back. It was deep —she could feel it hampering her movements already. Aesalon knew it too; she could see it in her eyes, and this time it was the Roman’s turn to take the initiative. Her attack came so fast that Lysandra barely had time to raise her weapons to defend herself. Aesalon’s swords became as Zeus’s lightning, flashing out in life-taking bursts that she was hard pressed to deflect.


  In the half-light, Aesalon looked like a goddess, alive with fury. She cut down with her right, but as Lysandra raised her sword to defend, Aesalon spun her weapon in her grip, slicing it across Lysandra’s torso, just beneath her breasts.


  She hissed in pain as the blood burst out, sluicing down her body in hot rivulets. Aesalon did not stop to admire her handiwork but kept her momentum going, clearly hoping to overwhelm her.


  Lysandra back stepped frantically, suddenly aware of the rising tide of fear and panic within her: this was the first time she had felt such fear in a bout because she knew now that this woman had the beating of her. She was too quick, too canny, and this was no Sorina whose age would eventually catch up with her. This was the Gladiatrix Prima in her prime.


  But, as she fought desperately to live, Lysandra heard faint voices carried to her on the breeze. ‘Hellas! Hellas! Hellas!’ The Hellenes in the crowd were urging her on, as though somehow their voices could lend her strength. She would not disgrace her Spartan blood and she yelled in fury, leaping back at Aesalon, paying no heed to the thud of iron on flesh as Aesalon once again hit home, this time on her upper arm —Lysandra simply forced herself to come back at the Roman and she saw the shock in the other woman’s eyes as she wrested back the initiative.


  Their blades weaved, liquid fire in the torchlight, the discordant clash of iron on iron piercing the omniscient roar of the crowd.


  Lysandra struck low with her left and exulted as bright blood sprayed up from Aesalon’s sweat-drenched thigh. Gasping, the Roman tried to step back but Lysandra continued on, her right blade cutting in a vicious arc. Aesalon jerked her head back but the tip of the sword slashed down her left cheek, opening a shallow wound.


  Aesalon staggered back, her hand coming to her face and touching the blood there. For a moment, all was still but then it was Aesalon who screamed with rage and charged into the attack. You are also a highly skilled pankratatist. The words of Kleandrias came to Lysandra. And I think that Aesalon is not accomplished in unarmed combat. These will be our advantages.


  Lysandra decided to risk all and trust to the training of her youth.


  As Aesalon rushed in, Lysandra cast her swords away, ducking inside the attack and grasping the Gladiatrix Prima’s lead arm with her two hands. Twisting her body, she executed a hip throw, flipping Aesalon over and to the sands, her swords skittering away as she too hit the ground. Keeping her grip, Lysandra followed her down, left leg over Aesalon’s throat, right knee braced against the Roman’s body.


  Lysandra pulled, knowing that it would only be a few moments before either Aesalon’s shoulder or elbow broke. She gritted her teeth, head back, cords on her neck standing out as she exerted crushing pressure. ‘Come on!’ she heard herself shout. ‘Come on!’


  There was a sudden sickening, agonizing pain in her calf. Lysandra screamed and jerked back, releasing her grip. Aesalon Nocturna sprang from the earth, her mouth a mess of Spartan blood. Snarling, she leapt forward and crashed into her and they rolled about on the sand, smashing blows into each other’s faces. The oil on their bodies made purchase difficult as it became a gutter war, both women striving to batter the other into submission. Aesalon ended up on top. Hair hanging about her face, she used her fists like twin hammers.


  Senses reeling, it was all Lysandra could do to cover up.


  She had to escape or it would be all over.


  She twisted about as though in panic, giving her back to the Roman, praying that Kleandrias had been right in his assessment that she was no pankratatist. She could almost feel the confusion passing from Aesalon’s body to her own as she turned, but it was now that the strength training came to the fore. Lysandra forced her knees up and heaved, hurling the Roman from her.


  Both women leapt up, Aesalon raising her fists like a boxer, Lysandra dropping back into the pankratatist’s stance. Lysandra staggered, unable to put her weight on her right leg where Aesalon had taken a chunk out of her and the Gladiatrix Prima seized the moment, darting in with a furious combination of punches. There was no order to it: she was milling but it was effective, and Lysandra covered up as the Roman’s fists thudded into her body and forearms.


  As Aesalon took a breath, Lysandra struck back, a straight left that snapped her opponent’s head back and a right cross that sent her down to one knee. Lysandra’s eyes flicked about, looking for their swords, but the brawl had taken them far from where Aesalon’s swords glinted in the torchlight —her own were lost in the darkness— and before she could run to them, Aesalon was up again.


  They were both covered in blood and arena filth, Aesalon’s once-beautiful features a mask of gore, one eye beginning to close. Lysandra too could barely see as the pounding she had taken began to swell the flesh around her eyes. Her body was becoming numb with exhaustion and blood loss, the muscles in her back seizing from the early wound. But Aesalon too was suffering and Lysandra could tell that she was realizing the extent of the damage as her eyes sought a weapon.


  Lysandra stepped towards the fallen blades of the Roman champion, but Aesalon matched her and then came forward, weaving like the boxers she must have seen in combat. Steeling herself, Lysandra raised her guard and went on the attack. They came together like weary titans, almost using the other’s body to keep upright as they slammed blow after blow to head and body.


  ‘Worth the wait, wouldn’t you say, Frontinus?’


  The emperor was enjoying the fight immensely. It was, Frontinus thought, more savage than Achillia’s encounter with Sorina and the skill level on display far higher. But like all fights, when tiredness set in, the action slowed and it became siege warfare, each woman seeking to batter down the defensive wall of the other.


  He could hear the Greeks in the crowd screaming for their champion and he recalled the conversation with Iulianus earlier that evening. Someone the Greeks would fight for… He recalled that Achillia had once been a priestess of Minerva —or Athene, as the Greeks called her. She was a champion and she had led an army in battle, albeit a staged one. He remembered their conversation —six or seven years ago in Halicarnassus, where she had embarrassed Valerian and debated military tactics with him— Sextus Julius Frontinus, conqueror of the Silures. She was perfect.


  ‘Caesar,’ he leaned closer to the young emperor. ‘I beg you —if the Greek raises her finger at the end of this— save her.’


  Domitian glanced at him. ‘If that’s what the crowd wants, Frontinus. I’m not going to risk upsetting them, mind. But if it’s any comfort to you —and your purse, as I’m guessing you’ve wagered that she’ll live— I think they’ve both done well enough for the missio. I’ve never seen anything like this. But, as I say, it’s not up to me.’


  Frontinus opened his mouth to argue, but this was not Vespasian who would give him a hearing and see to the heart of the matter.


  All he could do was pray that Achillia emerged from this victorious.


  Breath exploded from Lysandra as Aesalon sank a vicious punch into her solar plexus; she was forced to try and hold on to gain respite and they staggered like two drunks as she did so. Lysandra jerked her head back and slammed it forward, catching the Roman above the right eye, opening a nasty cut and Aesalon broke away, hand coming to the wound.


  Both women looked again for the swords and found that the battle had carried them towards the weapons. As one, they made for them, with the tired, exhausted stagger of drunkards. Lysandra scrambled in the sand to grasp one of Aesalon’s blades, unable to see clearly, but she heard the rasp of iron on sand and knew that the Roman had already retrieved the other.


  Lysandra reached inside herself, hearing the words she had once spoke to Varia —pain is a feeling. You feel hot, you feel cold— all such things are simply a state of mind. Whatever she had left, she would use it now, and as she advanced on Aesalon she could tell that she too had reached that same critical watershed.


  Win or die. It was the way of the gladiatrix.


  There was no time for skill now —it was just blunt force as they fought like barbarians, hacking and slashing at each other with a desperate fury, both landing blows to arms and torso, both too numb to feel the pain. Bleeding from a dozen wounds or more, Lysandra’s strength began to fail —but inside she knew that this was her edge and, as desperate as she was, Aesalon was in worse shape, the Roman’s attacks coming slower and with less bite.


  There!


  Lysandra saw the gap and her sword speared out, sinking deep into the flesh that joined Aesalon’s shoulder to her neck, all but severing the muscle there. Aesalon screamed in agony and staggered back, crashing into the wall, her bloodied sword falling from her grasp.


  Too tired to feel anything, Lysandra made to step forward, hoping that this courageous woman’s pride would allow her to raise her finger and seek the missio.


  Her legs would not obey her and suddenly she became very aware of the noise and the torchlight around her. And there was pain, a sickening agony in her side. She looked down and saw a gaping wound there. Blood gouted from it, drenching her legs and soaking into the dark sand.


  She had been stabbed in the last exchange and she had not felt it until now.


  The world tilted crazily as she saw Aesalon speed past her vision, her bloodied fist raised to the heavens, then the ravening mob, and finally the stars of the night sky. As her head hit the sand, blood bubbled from her mouth, crawling down both cheeks. She could not breathe, her chest working but to no avail.


  Lysandra could see images flickering before her eyes as though she were underwater: her mother and father looking after her as she was led away to the Temple of Athene; then standing in line with her Sisters, singing the paen to the goddess, swimming with her friend Deianara in the Eurotas River… all seemed to merge into one. Then she saw Varia, little Varia who she had loved as her own, little Varia who she had killed. She saw her Eirianwen, her beautiful blue eyes full of tears. ‘Do not cry!’ she whispered. ‘Do not cry!’


  Around her, Lysandra could hear the crowd chanting ‘Roma Victrix, Roma Victrix, Roma Victrix…’


  And then there was nothing.


  Illeana slid down the wall, the rush of victory leaving her and, with it, the last of her strength. The wound in her shoulder was bad, the muscles gone, and she knew in that moment that she would never fight again. As the crowd chanted her name, she crawled over to Achillia.


  The Greek woman had given her what she most desired, the fight of her life and the proof that she was indeed Gladiatrix Prima.


  But the sweetness of victory was marred: Achillia was a warrior —the daughter of warriors— and she had honored her goddess with this fight. The gods could not be so cruel as to take her from the earth. But as she reached her side she knew the truth.


  Achillia of Sparta was dead.


  EPILOGUE I


  As Charon lifted Achillia’s body onto his cart, Frontinus cursed under his breath.


  Iulianus nudged him in the ribs.


  ‘I think,’ he grinned, ‘you owe me some money.’


  ‘I’ve lost more than money!’ Frontinus snapped.


  ‘Don’t be a bad sport, old boy,’ Iulianus chuckled. ‘Win some, lose some, as they say. I’d never back a Greek against a Roman —but you live and learn.’


  Frontinus forced himself to smile back. There was, he thought, no point in explaining his plan now. There was no victorious Achillia to inspire Greek mercenaries to fight for Rome. There was just a corpse who would soon be forgotten. It was a shame, he thought, as the arena attendants helped the badly wounded Aesalon Nocturna away. He had rather liked Achillia and she had been useful to him in the past. A pity she could no longer serve his —or Rome’s— designs.


  That burden would now fall squarely on the shoulders of Gaius Minervinus Valerian.


  Sorina awoke with a start.


  Around her, the camp was alive with noise. Twenty thousand she had found and twenty thousand were ready to march with her.


  The Sarmatians she had convinced to join Decebalus’s banner were eager for Roman gold and Roman blood. For too long, the tribes had lived in fear of the empire: now they would have their revenge.


  ‘Are you all right?’ Teuta opened a sleepy eye.


  ‘Yes… no… I don’t know.’ Sorina replied. Something from the dream goddess had unsettled her and she could not quite remember what it was. ‘I was dreaming,’ she said, trying to force the memories back as though she was squeezing a near-dry sponge. ‘I was dreaming of Eirianwen. She was crying. And I was dreaming of… vengeance.’


  ‘Oh, we will have our vengeance, Sorina. Listen…’ she gestured to the activity of the camp beyond their tent. ‘This is not even half the forces that Decebalus can muster. Your tribe, my tribe, the Sarmatians, the Dacians, the Getae and more. All are poised and ready. We’ll wait for the Romans to come and when they do, we’ll trap them and finish them. This will be their last battle, Sorina. And one day, the head of their emperor will ride one of our spears. And the young women will sing songs of Sorina of Dacia who brought the tribes down on the empire and trampled the eagle beneath her horse’s hooves. This is prophesy. This is destiny.’


  It was not the Spartan way to cry, but Kleandrias could not help himself.


  He looked down at the corpse, tears spilling over his cheeks.


  Cappa and Murco were there, as were Lysandra’s friends —Titus, the priest Telemachus, the gladiatrix Thebe— all openly weeping over the body of the slain.


  ‘I will take her home,’ he gasped. ‘I will take her to Sparta and she will have a gravestone. I will take her home.’ He spoke then the words that he dare not utter whilst she had breath in her body lest they shame her. The words that he had wanted to say since the first moment he had laid eyes upon her. He knelt and held her hand that had not yet cooled and kissed it, whispering his love for her over and over as though she would somehow hear him.


  He prayed that, in Elysium, perhaps she would.


  EPILOGUE II


  Shale crunched under the woman’s bare feet as she walked along the beach.


  To her right, the grayish river churned listlessly, hissing as it washed up to the shore. In every other direction stretched an endless plain of shingle, as far as the eye could see.


  The sky was as barren and featureless as the desolate landscape it looked down upon. It was devoid of cloud, moon or sun. Or life.


  No birds flew here, and no animals grazed along the riverbank. She could not remember how she had come to this place.


  The woman caught a flicker of movement from the corner of her eye. She squinted at the river. She could see a small boat in the distance, its tall pilot obviously poling the little craft towards her.


  Perhaps he could tell her where she was.


  The boat drew nearer and she saw the pilot silhouetted against the stark sky. He was clad in a heavy black cowl, its hood pulled up to conceal his face. Her eyes were drawn to his hands: where the flesh of a normal man should have been, the chalky white of bone gripped the pole.


  This was Charon, the ferryman of the dead.


  She remembered then: the amphitheatre, Aesalon Nocturna, the roar of the crowd and the burning agony of the wound in her side.


  Dead.


  Lysandra wanted to run away, or find a sword; to do something —anything— to avoid her fate. But she just stood, rooted to the spot, watching the inexorable approach of the figure in the boat.


  The boat slid sluggishly up onto the beach and Charon disembarked. With morbid fascination, Lysandra watched as the skeletal hands moved up to the cowl, seeking to pull it back.


  ‘Do not look upon his face.’


  Lysandra whirled around to confront the speaker.


  Before her stood a tall and impossibly beautiful woman. Her luxuriant hair cascaded in golden waves down her back, her raiment was of pale white silk and her flawless skin was the color of alabaster.


  But it was her eyes that held her. They were grey, a deep grey; those eyes held wisdom. They were the most beautiful eyes she had ever seen.


  And in her right hand she held a spear.


  In awe, Lysandra dropped down onto one knee, averting her eyes. She had seen her image a thousand times, her statues adorned the Deiopolis, her name invoked in daily prayer.


  Athene, Goddess of Wisdom and War; child of Zeus, the God-King.


  She spoke again. ‘Rise, Lysandra, daughter of Arion and Kassandra. Look upon me. I come to offer you a choice.’


  Lysandra swallowed and got to her feet. She stared at the goddess, unable to speak, such was the presence radiating from her, intoxicating in its power.


  Athene gestured for her to come away from the silent ferryman.


  She was quiet for a few moments as Lysandra walked with her, as if in a dream.


  ‘Lysandra, you stand in the netherworld between life and death. The Moirae ordained that this day would be your last. There lays the River Styx,’ she swept her arm, ‘and beyond, the Realm of Hades.’


  ‘Yes, my Lady.’ It was all she could think to say.


  ‘The path for you in death is to Elysium. Your life deeds have earned you the right to enter Paradise and share ambrosia with your forefathers. You have ever been my handmaiden and I love you as once I loved Odysseus.’ She glanced at her. ‘And, like those heroes of old, you have been headstrong and errant. I punished you for this and you bore my judgement with a fortitude that honors you.’


  ‘My lady honors me with her gracious words.’ Lysandra felt foolish. How was a mortal woman supposed to converse with a goddess?


  ‘How indeed,’ Athene’s mouth turned up slightly. ‘It is customary to obey. But what I ask of you now is not a command, for it is forbidden for me to make it so. I risk the wrath of my father as I stand before you. So I ask of you: will you serve me once again, Lysandra of Sparta?’


  Lysandra made to reply but the goddess cut her off.


  ‘I mentioned a choice. You can return to the world from whence you came or you can take your place in Elysium.’ She stopped, turned towards her and placed her hand on Lysandra’s arm. The touch was somehow warm and cool at the same time, and it made the skin on Lysandra’s biceps tingle.


  Athene’s magnificent grey eyes bored into hers, making her head swim. ‘If you choose to return to the mortal world, I can promise you three things: firstly, that what remains of your life will be one of hardship, pain and loss; second, that you will raise your shield in defense of your homeland; and third, that the name of Lysandra will be lost to the sands of history —but that of Achillia will be known many thousands of years hence, when everything Rome has built is naught but ruin and men have themselves become as gods. So, Lysandra of Sparta. Life or death? Choose.’


  Author’s Note


  Roma Victrix is a work of fiction and should be read as such, though, where possible, I’ve tried to weave in real people and events into the story.


  Sextus Julius Frontinus, Quintus Vibius Crispus, Tettius Iulianus, Decebalus, the unfortunate Cornelius Fuscus and of course Domitian are all historical figures.


  We know that at least one legion, the Fifth Alaudae, was totally destroyed in Fuscus’s invasion of Dacia. What we don’t know precisely is what happened to the others. The consensus is that Fuscus took five legions across the Danube. Were all five destroyed? Probably not. But the Dacian defeat was certainly a bitter pill for the Romans to swallow.


  Domitian is an interesting character. Like many emperors, he starts off well enough but succumbs to paranoia toward the latter part of his reign. Though he didn’t have much time for the Senate, the army liked him well enough and his twelve years weren’t a bad innings for a Roman Emperor in the first century.


  Suetonius says that he: presented many extravagant entertainments in the Colosseum and the Circus. Besides the usual two-horse chariot races, he staged a couple of battles, one for infantry, the other for cavalry; a sea-fight in the amphitheatre; wild-beast hunts; gladiatorial shows by torchlight in which women as well as men took part.


  That the women fought by torchlight suggests late afternoon/evening —the time of the main events. So Domitian, as sponsor, was giving female gladiators top billing.


  Lysandra was inspired by the Halicarnassus frieze of ‘Amazona and Achillia’, but these names are all we have. Aesalon Nocturna —the Midnight Falcon— is fictional and some astute readers might have spotted the homage to David Gemell, the late master of the fighting fantasy genre. A celebrated gladiatrix prima of Rome could have arisen in the reigns of Domitian or Nero, who also liked the gladiatrix shows.


  There are some excellent histories of the gladiator and one, Gladiatrix, by Amy Zoll, is devoted to the female warriors of the arena. I heartily recommend it, as well as one by Philip Matyszak called Gladiator: The Roman Fighter’s (Unofficial) Manual.


  I really hope you enjoyed Roma Victrix and would like to thank you for reading.


  Russell Whitfield, April 2011
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