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Chapter 1: Life Before the Arena
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The Village of Flames – Meet Marcus, a 12-year-old boy in a small Roman village.

⸻

Marcus had never known anything beyond the olive groves and dusty paths of his village. It was a small place, nestled on the edge of a Roman province where the fields met the wild forest. The village houses were made of sun-baked clay bricks, with straw roofs and small windows that let in golden beams of sunlight. At night, the distant howls of wolves sometimes echoed across the fields, but Marcus was never afraid. He loved his home and the routines of village life.

He was the youngest of three brothers, all of whom worked alongside their father in the fields. Their mother woke before dawn each day, baking bread in a stone oven and carrying water from the well. Marcus would help her sometimes, balancing a jug on his shoulder as they walked through rows of grapevines heavy with fruit. Life was simple, but it was filled with laughter, stories by the fire, and the constant buzz of neighbors sharing news and gossip.

Marcus’ favorite time was the evening, when the whole village would gather around the central fire. Old Lucilla, the village storyteller, would weave tales of heroes and monsters, of distant wars and gods who watched from the sky. Marcus listened with wide eyes, imagining himself as one of those heroes—brave and strong, fighting for freedom and justice. In these moments, his world felt safe and full of possibilities.

But things were changing in the empire, and even the smallest villages could not escape the long reach of Rome. Soldiers sometimes marched along the road that led to the city, their armor glinting in the sun. Traders and tax collectors arrived with news of unrest, higher taxes, and the constant demands for grain and olive oil. Marcus had heard his father worry in hushed tones, but he tried not to think about it. To him, Rome was a faraway place, as distant as the stars.

One evening, as the sky burned orange and the fields glowed in the sunset, Marcus saw smoke rising in the distance—thick and black, not like the gentle haze of cooking fires. He heard shouting. The village bell rang out, sharp and urgent, and people ran through the square, their faces twisted with fear. Marcus grabbed his younger sister’s hand and rushed to his mother’s side.

The air was filled with the crackle of flames and the clash of metal. Roman soldiers stormed the village, their red cloaks billowing behind them. They shouted orders Marcus couldn’t understand and swung their swords at anyone who got in their way. Homes that had stood for generations were set ablaze. The fire leaped from roof to roof, swallowing everything Marcus had ever known.

He tried to fight, but strong hands pulled him away. He looked back and saw his father struggling with a soldier, his mother crying out his name. In a moment, Marcus’ world was turned upside down. The warmth and comfort of home were replaced by fear, confusion, and the roar of burning flames.

That night, as Marcus was dragged away with other captives, he looked back at his village—the only world he had ever known—now a village of flames. In his heart, something new began to grow: a spark of determination that would one day make him a legend.

Captured by the Empire – A Roman raid changes his life forever.

⸻

The smoke still hung thick in the air as Marcus stumbled through the chaos, his ears ringing from the shouts and screams that had filled the village just moments before. The crackle of burning wood and the pounding of soldiers’ boots on the dirt blended into a nightmarish symphony. Marcus clutched his little sister’s hand as tightly as he could, her small body trembling beside him.

All around them, Roman soldiers herded villagers like frightened sheep. Their bronze helmets gleamed in the firelight, and their swords seemed impossibly large and sharp. Marcus searched desperately for his parents, his heart pounding, but everywhere he turned, there were only strange faces twisted in fear or masked by anger. Someone shouted in Latin—a language Marcus barely understood—and a group of villagers, including himself and his sister, were shoved toward the village square.

In the center of the square, the commander stood tall and stern, a red plume on his helmet marking him as someone important. He surveyed the scene with cold, calculating eyes. One by one, the villagers were separated—men to one side, women and children to another. Marcus tried to stay close to his sister, but a soldier grabbed her roughly, yanking her from his grasp. “No!” Marcus cried out, but the soldier ignored him, pushing him into the line of boys.

Tears stung Marcus’s eyes as he watched his sister disappear into the crowd. His parents were nowhere to be seen. He thought he caught a glimpse of his father struggling against two soldiers, but in the confusion, it was impossible to be sure. All he could do was hold back his sobs and stand tall, hoping somehow to stay brave.

Once the sorting was finished, the commander addressed the captives. “You are now property of Rome,” he said in a voice that brooked no argument. “You will be taken to serve the Empire. Any who resist will face the consequences.”

For the first time, Marcus truly understood what it meant to be powerless. The village, his home, was gone—devoured by fire and Roman greed. He had heard stories of children taken to the cities, sold into slavery or trained as servants, and now, the tales had become his reality. Soldiers bound the prisoners’ wrists and led them away, forcing them to march through the smoking ruins of their lives. Marcus tried to memorize every detail—the twisted olive trees, the toppled well, the charred remains of the old storyteller’s house—as if by doing so, he could somehow hold onto what he had lost.

The march was long and cruel. They trudged along dusty roads, watched by the soldiers’ stern eyes. If anyone slowed, they were met with a sharp word or a blow. Hunger gnawed at Marcus’s belly, and fear settled over him like a heavy cloak. Yet deep inside, something else grew—anger, and a silent promise to survive.

When they finally reached the city, Marcus knew nothing would ever be the same. But he also knew he would never forget who he was—or where he came from. Even as he was marched through the gates as a captive, a spark of hope burned quietly within him, refusing to die.

Sold to the Ludus – Marcus is sold to a gladiator training school (ludus).

⸻

Days blurred together as Marcus and the other captives were marched from the charred remains of their village to the city. The Roman roads were wide and hard underfoot, lined with towering cypress trees and crowded with carts, soldiers, and travelers. Every sight was strange, every sound unfamiliar. Hunger was his constant companion; he survived on stale bread and bitter sips of water. Yet the fire in Marcus’s heart did not fade. He watched, listened, and waited, clinging to memories of home.

When they reached the city, Marcus was taken to a bustling marketplace unlike anything he’d ever seen. There were stalls filled with fruits, spices, and cloth, but he and the other children weren’t there to buy. They were lined up for inspection—dirty, tired, and frightened. Wealthy men in fine tunics strolled by, looking the captives up and down like livestock. Some pointed, others haggled over prices with the slave traders.

Marcus heard a trader explain that young, strong boys could bring a high price, especially if they looked healthy and quick. The air was thick with the scent of sweat and fear. He swallowed hard as a tall man with sharp eyes stopped in front of him. The man was not dressed like the others. He wore a crimson cloak, and a gold medallion hung around his neck. He examined Marcus’s arms, asked him to turn around, and then nodded with approval.

“He’ll do,” the man said in rough Latin. Coins changed hands, and Marcus was led away, his wrists still bound, his fate now sealed by a simple bargain.

The man who bought Marcus was a lanista—a trainer and owner of gladiators. He brought Marcus, along with a handful of other boys, to the gates of a large stone building on the city’s edge. Over the entrance was a wooden sign painted with crossed swords: this was the ludus, the gladiator training school. As they entered, the clang of metal, the shouts of men, and the thud of wooden practice swords filled the air.

Inside, the world was harsh and strange. Marcus was given a rough tunic, a scrap of bread, and a straw mat in a crowded dormitory. The other boys and men eyed him with a mix of curiosity and suspicion. Some were barely older than Marcus; others were hardened veterans with scars and haunted eyes. He quickly learned that here, strength and cunning meant everything.

At dawn, a booming voice roused the new recruits. “Up! Training begins now!” barked a man with a scar running down his cheek—the Doctore, master of the ludus. Marcus and the others were herded into the practice yard, where they learned the rules of this new life: Obey the Doctore. Respect the arena. Fight, or be beaten.

Every day brought new challenges. Marcus practiced with wooden swords, learned to dodge and block, and built muscles he never knew he had. The food was plain, the training brutal, but he refused to give up. Though he was a slave in Rome’s most dangerous school, Marcus held onto hope. In the silence of the night, as he stared up at the unfamiliar ceiling, he promised himself: he would survive. And one day, he would find a way to be free.
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Chapter 2: Training Days
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Meet the Doctore – Marcus faces a strict trainer who once fought in the arena.

⸻

Marcus quickly learned that life in the ludus revolved around one man—the Doctore. From the moment Marcus arrived, whispers of the Doctore’s fearsome reputation raced through the dormitory. Some said he had won his freedom in the arena after a hundred battles; others claimed he had never lost a fight. He was a man with a scar running the length of his cheek, eyes like cold iron, and a voice that could silence even the loudest boasts.

The first morning, as dawn’s pale light crept over the training yard, Marcus and the other new recruits lined up in trembling silence. The Doctore strode into the yard, his shadow long and his steps sure. He wore simple armor—nothing for show—and carried a wooden staff. Without speaking, he surveyed the group, his gaze sharp enough to make even the older boys look down.

He stopped in front of Marcus. “What is your name, boy?” he barked.

“Marcus,” he replied, trying not to let his voice quiver.

The Doctore studied him a moment longer, then nodded. “In the arena, a name means nothing unless you earn it. Here, you obey, you learn, or you die. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Marcus said, swallowing hard.

The Doctore moved on, but Marcus could feel his eyes lingering, measuring him like a weapon being weighed for battle.

Training under the Doctore was unlike anything Marcus had ever
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