
	 

	Nick Aaron

	 

	The Ghost Player

	 

	A Blind Sleuth Mystery

	 

	[image: C:\Users\Gebruiker\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Double lunula-c3.jpg]

	 

	Another Imprint Publishers

	Copyright © 2025 by Nick Aaron. All rights reserved.

	 

	 


The game started right after Nero’s suicide in AD 68, and his death was part of the game. He’d been tricked by the other players into taking his own life, opening the race, the free-for-all to seize power in Rome. What ensued went down in History as the ‘Year of the Four Emperors’.

	 

	But from the start the rivals vying for the top prize discovered that Nero had a half-sister, eighteen-year-old Antonia, the daughter of Claudius and Agrippina, and using her as a pawn became part of the game. Only, she didn’t want to be used—or eliminated—and managed to thwart them so well that in the end they called her ‘the ghost player’.

	 

	Then Antonia went back to being Desiderata, married and mother of three, a Christian, and a ‘Seeker of Justice’ by trade. Until one day, in AD 86, her old enemy Numa Manlius tried to revive the game, and Desi had to take up one more challenge.

	 

	“In this last volume of the six Blind Sleuth Mysteries dedicated to Desiderata, Nick Aaron gives us a nice summary of her significance: she was always a ‘ghost player’ in the exciting history of first-century Rome.” — The Weekly Banner

	 

	This is the last volume of the six

	Blind Sleuth Mysteries dedicated to Desiderata:

	 

	The Desiderata Stone

	The Desiderata Gold

	The Desiderata Riddle

	Desiderata’s Lost Cause

	August in Pompeii

	The Ghost Player

	 

	 


 

	Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I have not come to bring peace, but a sword.

	Matthew 10:34

	 

	“Put your sword back in its place,” Jesus said to him, “for all who draw the sword will perish by the sword.”

	Matthew 26:52
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	I   AD 68: Honeymoon at the inn

	 

	 

	— 1 —

	 

	Desiderata had been with Nero on the day he died. She was his long-lost half-sister, and he’d asked her to accompany him while he fled Rome in the middle of the night. She didn’t know the first thing about the complicated and deadly game that was causing him to panic, yet she did understand that standing by her brother was a risky proposition. But what else could she do? If only she’d turned him down and refused to help him she would have spared herself a lot of trouble… although that was simply not in her nature.

	Her problems began the next day, only moments after her brother had killed himself—or had he been stabbed by Epaphroditus, his trusted secretary? A group of soldiers on horseback could be heard outside the modest cottage where Nero had spent his last hours on earth, they irrupted into the tiny room where Desi and the three aides who’d accompanied him were still cowering, and they grabbed them. These were Galba’s henchmen. But just as the situation was becoming particularly sticky, Desi’s old friend Nerva had appeared on the scene as well. And this was when ‘the game’ had started in earnest.

	Nerva was an important man in his own right, he had a lot of power and influence within the imperial administration, albeit discreetly, behind the scenes, and because of some secret military missions he’d led in the past he was greatly respected within the Praetorian Guard as well. Therefore he could have become a player himself, vying for the ultimate prize after Nero’s death, but he was only interested in protecting his friend, the imperial princess Antonia Germanica, also known as Desiderata Pomponia. They’d been lovers quite recently, even if Nerva was almost old enough to be the princess’s father… Anyway, on that day he used his natural authority and all his acumen to extricate her from a perilous situation, and took her with him to the little town of Narnia, his birthplace, where his father still owned a villa rustica. But before hiding the princess away he’d exchanged a few messages with Galba, and made a deal: “Leave her alone, and I shall stay out of the game entirely. But if you try to use her as a pawn, I shall interfere every inch of the way.”

	That was how Nerva had stepped out of the game and stopped being a contender… or so he hoped.
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	Balbus Terentius was a retired soldier and looked the part, stocky and broad-shouldered, but so friendly and easy-going as a rule, that you could hardly believe he’d been trained to kill and had fought on many battlefields in the East as a legionary of the X Fretensis. When he’d been discharged with the rank of Centurion after the contractual twenty-five years of service, he’d used his pension money to buy himself a nice roadside inn on the Via Tiburtina, not far from Rome. The Rising Sun was a prosperous concern, Balbus was the ideal landlord, and what’s more, the freed slave he’d recently married, Amata, was such a hard-working housekeeper, that her husband could easily absent himself when needed, and leave the running of the place to her for a while. She understood well enough why the dear man tended to become restless and would take off from time to time on some mysterious assignments, often involving other veterans, or his blind niece Desiderata.

	Balbus had heard about Nero’s death on the grapevine, like everyone else. Running an inn on a busy road just outside the city gate, he was bound to catch the news earlier than most, but just like the people who’d told him about these dramatic events, he felt it didn’t really concern him. One emperor was just as good as another, although it made you curious to know who was going to be the next one and what he would be like. He was aware of his niece’s double identity, however, he knew she was Nero’s half-sister, but he had no idea she’d been by his side when he died. That part of the story he only found out when she turned up at The Rising Sun one morning, out of the blue, coming from Narnia, fifty miles up north. She told him what had happened, and why she needed to lie low for a while. Naturally she was welcome to stay with him, and she could count on his protection.

	What a story!

	But even more astonishing was the young man who’d escorted and guided his blind niece all the way from Narnia. She introduced him as Simplex Porcenna and told her uncle he was a freed slave from a farm near the Nerva estate, and that they’d recently got married. “Well, congratulations, Pusilla!” Balbus exclaimed, “and welcome to my modest establishment. It seems we’ve both just married a freed slave… but you two are still on your honeymoon!” Having said that he was just thinking that the young man didn’t have much to say for himself, when Desi told him that Simplex was deaf. “Completely deaf since birth.”

	“Really? So you’re back to using sign language, just like you did with Feli?”

	“That’s right, and Simplex happens to be Feli’s older brother, too. It’s a long story, I’ll tell you later.”

	And just then Desiderata began to interpret this conversation for her companion with rapid movements of her hands, a strangely familiar sight that brought back fond memories to her uncle. As far back as he could remember his niece had always been together with a deaf slave girl of the same age as her, that her father had bought for her when she was little. They’d been toddlers together and Desi had learned to sign at the same time as she’d started to talk. They used their hands to make all sorts of complicated signals, half mime, half military semaphore, and when the deaf girl wanted to say something she would make the blind one raise her hands and spread her fingers like a cage. Then she would perform her signs and miming between the other girl’s fingertips, or she would seize her wrists and use her friend’s hands like two puppets performing in between them. It looked a bit like hand games, but without clapping, which seemed odd. And they used to carry on like that for hours, chattering incessantly… in complete silence. As soon as they could walk the pair of them had gone out into the streets and played with the other Subura urchins all day long. “Feli is my eyes and I’m her ears,” Desi would explain a few years later, “and she looks out for me like a she-wolf.” And later still she told her uncle: “Feli is like a twin sister to me.”

	Balbus had been in the army at the time, and only came home on leave infrequently, after a long sea voyage from the East, but he’d always stayed with his sister Claudia and her husband Sextus. And during those rare visits he’d been a great favourite of his niece and her eternal sidekick. The twin sisters. And it was true that they’d been inseparable, forming a kind of unit, two incredibly smart girls who managed to combine their wits into a high level of cleverness, and a potential for endless mischief. The other kids either admired, respected, or feared them. And at Feli’s funeral, which Balbus had attended just after he’d been discharged and come back to Rome for good, Desi had pronounced a very moving eulogy. “As far back as I can remember, I have never walked or slept alone. But now that my twin sister is dead, the world has become a sad and lonely place for me.”

	So: Simplex. Balbus scrutinized him closely in the first days of his stay at the roadside inn. The honeymoon husband didn’t look much like his sister when she was still alive, but with farm slaves it was only natural that a mother could never be sure who the fathers of her kids were. Feli had been small for her age, mousy and slight, even scrawny. With her thin, wispy hair she’d looked ungainly, but her huge hungry eyes were always darting left and right, giving the impression that nothing escaped her. Simplex, on the other hand, was a lanky young man with the wiry limbs and the bulging biceps of a hard-driven farm slave, combined with a soft round face, a fleshy pug nose, full lips, and the wispy beard of a youth. Just like Feli he didn’t look like much, but in a different way, and just like her he had big brown eyes that seemed to be constantly scanning the world around him hungrily.

	And Desi had recently taught him to play latrunculi, the game of brigands, another thing that reminded Balbus of Feli and brought back fond memories. When they were young the two girls had spent hours crouching over a grid of eight squares by eight they’d carved into the wooden floor of the garret where they lived, playing endless games. Now the newly-weds did the same, still using smooth river pebbles and rough stone chips, but sitting at a table, deploying their pieces on a deeply grooved board they’d brought along from Narnia, a present from Nerva’s father made to order for the bride. It was fascinating to watch them play, totally absorbed, Desi probing the pebbles with her hands. And when Simplex silently made his moves, it was as if Feli had come back to life again.

	But when Balbus mentioned the uncanny similarity between Desi’s husband and her dead twin sister, she drew her uncle’s attention on the one big difference: Feli had only been able to communicate with her, there had been no one else in Rome at the time who used sign language. Simplex on the other hand had grown up and lived on a farm where everyone could communicate by means of hand signs. He came from a whole family of deaf slaves, from a small community where he could make himself understood effortlessly. And for her sake he had left behind the only place in the world where he really belonged and had accompanied her into an alien and hostile environment. He was on his own now, except for Desi herself.

	“You must be nice to him, Uncle, this is not easy at all for my darling husband.”

	“Of course, Pusilla, am I not always nice with everyone?”

	“Extra nice is what I’m saying.”

	Typically, when the young couple had arrived at The Rising Sun inn, Desi had been full of plans and full of energy. Before you knew it, she was trying to convert the public latrines a few hundred passi down the road into a Christian shrine. With a little help from her father, Sextus, who was a building contractor, she wanted to repurpose the shithouse into a place of worship dedicated to the saintly Plautilla, the martyred deacon of the Church of Rome, only it would look like a small temple of Minerva. It would become the first public shrine of the Christians, but only they would be aware of it. It would be a disguised, clandestine Christian temple. Wasn’t that a wonderful idea? And then there was the project of carving an inscription on a marble slab for Feli’s funerary monument, not an easy task for a blind girl. Desi spent hours sitting at a table in a corner of the leafy pergola at the back of the inn, scratching letters in the hard stone, with Simplex looking on. Sometimes Balbus joined them, and his niece would explain that she was also teaching the letters to her husband, that she’d already started to teach him Latin.

	“Now that Simplex has left the farm, I want you to show him the ropes of city life,” she explained, “Do you remember, Uncle, how you used to coach us, Feli and me, when we were young? Like that time you were home on leave and showed us how to find our way around in the sewers?”

	“Yeah, I know: ‘In an emergency, the safest place to be is where all the shit goes,’ I used to tell you.”

	“Exactly, and Feli and I applied that knowledge often enough, sometimes to escape from thugs and thieves, but mostly just for the fun of it… And now we need to coach Simplex too, he doesn’t know his way around the town, he’s never been into the Subura, there’s so much he needs to learn, you know?”

	Desiderata had put down her chisel and was interpreting this conversation with her hands.

	“I’d be delighted to help you and your husband, Pusilla,” the old legionary said, “but didn’t you tell me you had to lie low for a while?”

	“Yes, yes, you’re right, but as long as I don’t go home to my parents’ domus, and stay away from Nerva’s place, I reckon no one will be able to find me. So it shouldn’t be too dangerous to make a few sorties into the city, don’t you think? The chances that anyone will recognize me on the street are pretty slim. After all, only a handful of people saw me in the cottage where Nero died.”

	“If you say so I suppose it’s all right, precious.”

	Now Balbus looked the deaf young man in the eye, and asked, “What do you think about it, Simplex? Is it all right with you if the uncle coaches you and teaches you the ropes?”

	Desi interpreted his words, as he knew she would, and then gave him the answer her husband signed back between her raised hands.

	“I’d be delighted if you teach me some useful things, Uncle, I’m feeling a bit bored right now, I don’t have much to do.”

	“I can imagine,” the uncle chuckled, “as a farm hand you must have been kept pretty busy all day long!”

	“And of course he never got paid for his trouble,” Desi added.

	“Never mind about that,” Simplex signed, “please make me busy again if you can.”

	“All right, let’s try… To begin with I want to take you out for a nice, long run.”

	But first Balbus himself needed a horse. As you weren’t allowed inside the city with wheeled conveyances during the daytime, many travellers staying at The Rising Sun left their carriages behind while they visited Rome. The inn had stalls for the horses, and a pen for the donkeys and oxen. Balbus saddled one of his customers’ horses and motioned Simplex to follow him on foot. The horse’s owner was away for the day, and if he should have any objections, the innkeeper would answer that he was only keeping the animal fit. Anyway, Balbus was soon trotting down the Via Tiburtina with his new friend running by his side, pushing him to sprint from time to time while he spurred his mount into a short gallop. They rapidly covered ten miles this way, then they came back. All the while Simplex was smiling, looking up at his mentor as if to say, “Am I doing all right?” and Balbus smiled back and nodded encouragingly, as he didn’t know the first thing about sign language. By the time they reached the inn again the horse was panting, but ‘the lad’ was still smiling and didn’t even seem to have broken into a sweat at all. Remarkable.

	For the next test Balbus took his charge to the inner court of his establishment, with his niece in tow for interpreting. The building had two stories with the guestrooms accessible by way of wooden galleries and stairways.

	“Now, Simplex, I simply want you to climb onto the roof on the outside, without using the stairs. Got That?”

	The young man nodded eagerly as soon as Desi had finished signing these instructions, and shot up the facade of the building like a cat, climbing along the gallery’s pillars and balustrades, pulling himself up to the roof. Desi was just asking her uncle, “Is this a good idea?” when Balbus told her that her hubby was already standing on top of the building, waving at them. He motioned him to come down again, and the lad did so just as quickly and silently as he’d gone up.

	Finally the old soldier challenged his young trainee to a wrestling match, right where they were standing in the middle of the court. He didn’t need any interpreting to convey what he wanted, he just grabbed the lad and tried to tip him over. Suddenly Desi heard a tussle and smelled the dust that flew up as the two men rolled on the ground at her feet. She could also hear her uncle grunting, but not her sweetheart. Moments later the fight was over and Balbus announced, “He managed to pin my shoulders down, Pusilla, the slippery little rat just won the match!”

	“Wonderful! Or isn’t it?”

	“Well yes, although it only proves that I’m not at the top of my game.”

	They went back to their table under the pergola, Amata brought some wine, and Balbus commented about his findings. Simplex had great potential and was going to be an outstanding guide for Desi. “It strikes me how silent he is. Of course in part it’s because he has no shoes. Apparently he walked all the way from Narnia barefoot. Did you know that?”

	“It didn’t strike me particularly, no. How should I have noticed such a thing?”

	“No, I understand that, but apart from the fact that he doesn’t say a word and has no shoes, Simplex seems to do everything, like climbing, and even wrestling, without producing a sound. You wouldn’t expect that from a man who doesn’t even know what sound is.”

	“Yes, a bit annoying for me, that,” Desi said, “sometimes I can’t hear him at all. When we’re not touching, or close enough to smell each other, I can never be sure if he’s there or not.”

	“Then we must teach him to produce a special sound to signal his presence.”

	“Well I already have. And I also explained to him the big difference between seeing and hearing, that you can’t close your ears for a sound, that even if you produce a sound behind someone’s back, they’ll hear it anyway, whether they’re listening or not. So now, when Simplex needs to draw my attention, he snaps his fingers. Show him, beloved.”

	Desi had been interpreting the whole conversation, and her young husband demonstrated his finger-snapping, producing a few resounding clicks with a big smile.

	“All right, not bad,” Balbus said, “but can he also whistle through his fingers… no? Then I’ll have to teach him, so he can raise the alarm from a greater distance when needed.”

	“All right, excellent idea, Uncle.”

	“Speaking of which, there’s just one little activity where you and Simplex aren’t all that silent after all: your lovemaking. I’ve had some complaints from other guests… I’m just saying.”

	“Really? Then those ‘other guests’ must be jealous! The gall of some people… Remember what you told me once about how you recognize a good inn? It was in Ostia, we were looking for a place to spend the night, and you said that if you could hear people laughing inside, then you’d found a good place. Well, the same applies for the sound of lovemaking, it’s a sure sign that The Rising Sun is a happy place.”

	“If you say so Pusilla.”

	Dropping the subject as fast as he could Balbus now suggested that if ‘the lad’ wanted to exert himself and have something to do, he might help the stall slave to keep the place clean and care for the guests’ horses. He was even willing to pay him a modest wage for his trouble, as he was no longer a slave. Desi countered that wages were out of the question as they were his guests, and she offered to do something useful as well. She could help with the washing-up in the kitchen, for instance, but her uncle said no, that she already had her work cut out for her carving the inscription for Feli’s funerary monument.
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	For as long as the Romans could remember there had been tourists in town. They came from all the corners and backwaters of the empire, belonging to every nation and race imaginable, all of them as plainly out of place and visibly bowled over by the sights of the mighty city. Especially on the Forum and its various extensions along the Via Sacra you saw small groups of provincials and exotics rubbernecking at the jumble of high temples, monumental columns and massive victory arches, unreservedly gawping. Clearly they had never seen a profusion of so much splendour and power concentrated in such a small area. In the summer, when the wealthier citizens deserted the city to escape the heat, these travellers from afar were even more conspicuous, especially those from the eastern provinces, or from Egypt and North Africa. They were used to hot climes and the Roman ‘dog days’ hardly seemed to make a difference to them. On the other hand, the colourful clothes worn by these foreigners, even by the men, contrasted strongly with the plain white tunics and togas of the few remaining local citizens.

	Therefore the little group of three exotic sightseers that toured the main attractions of the city centre that day didn’t seem out of place, even though they appeared to come from a distant land. One of the three was a stocky man wearing a turban and a multicoloured robe, the two others were a demure young couple whose outfits were just as gaily patterned in spite of their dignified demeanour. The young man went barefoot and wore a very short, richly decorated tunic, the girl that never left his side was hidden under long flowing veils that covered her whole figure and most of her face. Even the passers-by who took a closer look at her couldn’t have seen that she was blind, and if they noticed how she kept gesticulating at her companion, they would have concluded that she was talking with her hands, like many foreigners tended to do.

	“Are you sure this is a good idea, Uncle?” Desi muttered under her breath, “I feel like we must be attracting a lot of attention.”

	“Relax, Pusilla, of course we’re attracting attention, but at the same time we’ve got the perfect cover, I can assure you.”

	The disguises had been Balbus’s idea. A Nubian family from North Africa had left their fanciest clothes behind at the inn before they’d run off without settling their bill. So this involuntary quid pro quo had finally come in handy, now that he and his two guests needed to explore the city incognito. They’d just spent a very enjoyable morning gawping at the temple of Juno Moneta on the Capitol Hill, from where you had a beautiful view over the Forum. Balbus had explained the layout of the city centre to his eager pupil, pointing out the landmarks from the temple’s forecourt. Then they’d visited the Forum itself, and followed the Via Sacra up the Velian ridge to Nero’s new palace, the Domus Aurea. Standing in front of it you could see the Colossus, a giant, gilded bronze statue of Nero in the guise of Apollo, looming large above the colonnaded vestibule. You couldn’t go inside, but Desi happened to know that it stood in the middle of an artificial lake.

	“Your brother made that thing?” Simplex marvelled, “he must have worked very hard!”

	“No, silly, he paid hundreds of skilled people to make it for him, and it cost so much money that it ruined him. In the end it caused his downfall.”

	“It sounds a bit like you still miss him, Pusilla,” Balbus remarked.

	“Well, he was the only brother I ever had.”

	They turned back, and veered towards the big markets near the river, the Boarium for cattle and meat, the Holitorium for produce. They passed in front of the mighty Marcellus theatre and took the bridge over to the Tiber Island. All the while Desi interpreted her uncle’s comments for her husband, and ‘the lad’, as Balbus called him, seemed to drink it all in with his eager, darting eyes.

	“I believe Simplex is really getting a load of the terrain, precious, no worries there.”

	“Good, I never doubted that my darling country boy would be a quick study… But what do you make of the mood in town right now, Uncle? In the middle of the summer I’d expect the streets to be awfully quiet, the people staying inside to avoid the midday heat and all that. But it seems to me there’s a lot of people around, they sound nervous and excited: I hear a lot of conversations everywhere.”

	They were sitting on the parapet above the river, taking a rest in the quiet shade of the Asclepius temple, and Balbus told his niece that she was right, nothing escaped her attention, as usual. “You see, there’s still a lot of soldiers in town, the people are nervous, like you say. There are many locals about, discussing the political situation.”

	“Soldiers? Aren’t they supposed to stay outside the city?”

	“You’re right, the old unwritten rule says: no armed troops in the streets of Rome. The fact that most of these jokers are carrying their side arms with them only proves that the situation hasn’t returned to normal yet, you know, after Nero’s death.”

	The soldiers ambled through the city centre in small, disorderly groups, idle and bored, although some of them were still gawping at the sights just like any other tourists. And although there were no standard bearers among them carrying any pennants or insignia, it was not hard to figure out that most of them belonged to the VII Gemina legion, the new emperor’s own, which he’d raised himself in Spain. They’d marched all the way to Rome and delivered the ultimate prize to their leader, and now they expected to be handsomely rewarded for it. Then there were also a number of strange-looking recruits from the I Adiutrix legion that Nero had created out of some navy units as a stop-gap army to keep the other contenders for his job at bay. It hadn’t worked, but Balbus happened to know through the veterans’ grapevine that now that their original sponsor was dead, these men were anxiously waiting for Galba to confirm their status as legionaries anyway—and to pay them their arrears. If they looked a bit lost, it was more because they were sailors on dry land, rather than country bumpkins from Spain visiting the imperial city for the first time.

	“Anyway,” Balbus concluded, “they don’t look dangerous, I don’t see any patrols of ‘special operatives’ checking on the populace or anything like that. They’re not interfering with the civilians at all.”

	“Good, so we can relax a bit… Turns out our disguises were not really necessary, then?”

	“No, but great fun all the same… What do you want to do now?”

	“How about teaching Simplex to find his way in the sewers? The outlet of the Cloaca Maxima is not far from here, on the opposite river bank. We’ve been to the Forum and the markets, so now we could show him how to get back to our starting point unseen.”

	“What? Wade through the shit and ruin our fancy outfits? I have a much better idea. When we passed in front of the Circus Maximus I could hear the charioteers training their quadriga teams inside.”

	“I heard them too!”

	“Which means the public is not welcome, but we can get inside through the Cloaca Circi, which also has its outlet further down the river bank, and which has the advantage of carrying a lot more water from the local brooks than refuse from the latrines.”

	“All right, let’s do that! We two can take off our shoes anyway, and we can bunch up our clothes around our wastes.”

	Simplex understood at once that they were going to have fun, because he recognized the mischievous complicity between his beloved and her uncle in the way they nudged one another, all smiles. The three of them crossed the bridge and went down the incline to the riverbank, which they followed downstream until they reached the entrance of the sewer tunnel they were looking for. The location of the famous racetrack a few hundred yards from the shore used to be marshland between the Palatine and Aventine hills. So for time immemorial there’d been a beautiful drainage sewer passing right under the whole length of the Circus Maximus.

	After taking off their shoes and pulling up their clothes like Desi had suggested, they stepped into the rivulet of slurry that trickled out of the stone arch neatly set into the embankment wall. Desi told Simplex, “From now on I can only talk to you if you hold up your hands like a blind person.” In the pitch-dark tunnel Simplex couldn’t see his wife’s signing, although she could still read him in the usual manner, between her raised fingers, so he needed to mirror her behaviour to understand her. This was an excellent exercise, and the two kept exchanging some reassurances: “Are you all right?—Watch your step here!” Both of them knew that being blinded by darkness was not an agreeable experience for a deaf man, to say the least, although it didn’t make any difference at all for Desi. Even Balbus kept up an uneasy banter with his niece, under his breath, to give himself some courage.

	Soon they came upon an access shaft, a steep incline branching off from the main sewer, with a little bit of light barely visible at the top. The two men could make out a narrow staircase ascending from the tunnel, and Balbus led the way up the narrow well. Then they had to lift a heavy wooden grate before they emerged in a deserted, poorly-lit basement under the hippodrome’s stands. This was a familiar place for the old legionary, who could lead them further upstairs to some excellent seats overlooking the racing track. The stands were almost empty, naturally, except for a few officials with their ‘special guests’, but fortunately a small delegation of Nubian toffs who’d suddenly appeared near them didn’t seem too much out of place.

	The spectacle was worth watching, by all means: impressive quadrigas going through their laps in an orderly fashion, one at a time, but the magnificent teams still galloping fast enough to kick up sprays of sand, especially in the turns at both ends of the track. Simplex was enjoying himself immensely, and even Desi was greatly impressed by the sound of it, the mighty beating of hooves, the panting and snorting of the stallions hurtling past. Not to mention the smell of horse manure.

	“How come the public isn’t allowed inside when they’re training, Uncle Balbus? I’m sure everyone would enjoy the spectacle as much as we do.”

	“Ah, no, Pusilla, it just wouldn’t do if people could see how the Reds, the Blues and the Greens train their horses and their charioteers in perfect harmony, without a trace of rivalry… and when they do practice tricks and strategies to beat the competition, snoops are even less welcome.”

	“I see!”

	Then, after a while, signing discreetly, Desi told Simplex that this racetrack was where Plautilla, the beloved Deacon of the Christians of Rome had been crucified, together with a number of other faithful women. “I lost a lot of friends that day.”

	“I believe that woman was like a mother for you, blind one.”

	“She was, and a mother for all the faithful of this city too… And on the day she died she told me that I’m the daughter of Claudius and Agrippina. ‘You’re Nero’s half-sister.’ Those were her last words before she died, nailed to a cross right in front of us, in the middle of the straight line of the track. Do you remember, Uncle?”

	“Yeah, I’ll never forget that,” Balbus said.

	There was a long pause after that, still punctuated at regular intervals by the sound and fury of quadrigas galloping past, and finally Desi told her companions, “At least what’s going on here, the training sessions and all that, it shows that life has more or less gone back to a normal daily routine.”

	Balbus smiled: “Are you getting a bit bored, Pusilla?”

	“Well…”

	“It’s all right, let’s go… They’re almost done anyway, I reckon. They don’t want to exhaust the animals.”

	So they went down to the access tunnel they’d taken to get in, and Balbus led them further upstream to a quiet little alley beyond the circus, where he knew they could find a manhole with a grate and emerge aboveground unobserved. It all worked like a charm. Then they had to make their way back through the narrow street between the circus and the Palatine hill in order to return to the Forum, and from there straight on to the Tiburtina Gate. The street was lined with shops and stalls that filled up the spaces between the pillars of the long building’s outer portico. As they walked past the colonnade the people around them were haggling, buying and selling stuff constantly, and Desi found she could easily navigate by ear, while Simplex enjoyed the riot of odours, mostly from the many food stalls. But he was also intently observing the silent but relentless movements of the people around him, he couldn’t help himself, this was in his nature.

	And that is how he spotted a purse snatcher fifty paces ahead of him in the act of cutting loose a money pouch from a passer-by’s belt with a tiny, sharp-looking knife, just after he’d bumped into him, ostensibly by accident. It all happened very fast, the quarry became aware of the theft a heartbeat too late, and he started yelling “Oi! Thief! Catch that man!” while the culprit was already running away.

	Every bystander in the vicinity turned around and looked up with alarm in the direction of the screaming victim, but obviously Simplex didn’t hear him yelling, from the start he’d seen what was happening and he focused entirely on stopping the thief. He saw him racing silently in his direction—in this narrow street he could only escape by running straight towards him or away from him. And as chance would have it our country bumpkin only needed to take a few steps to intercept the miscreant, and raise his foot just so to trip him. The man crashed to the ground in a little puff of dust.

	As quick as lightning Simplex pounced on him and tore the purse from his grip, before he scrambled up again, letting the thief scamper. Then he walked back towards the purse’s rightful owner, holding it in his raised hand, high above his head.

	“Your hubby has just thwarted a thief and made himself immensely popular,” Balbus told his niece as he led her towards the spot where a grateful citizen was thanking his rescuer profusely.

	“He can’t hear a word of what you’re saying, my friend,” the stocky Nubian said to the man, “this is my nephew-in-law, and he’s totally deaf.”

	“Really? All the more commendable, in that case, that he has put himself forward so selflessly to stop that criminal and recuperate my money… Do you think he would appreciate a little reward?”

	“Sure, why not? Everybody likes a reward.”

	The man probed with two fingers inside his purse, retrieved a sesterce, and pulling up Simplex’s hand, placed it in his open palm. The young man looked down at the big bronze coin with wide eyes. Misunderstanding the expression on his face, his benefactor quickly put a second coin on top of the first one, and after a short reflexion, a third piece on top of that. Finally the silent young ‘foreigner’ smiled broadly, and the donor concluded that the reward was now adequate. After looking admiringly at the shiny coins for a short moment, Simplex turned to his wife and tapped her shoulder to indicate that he wanted to say something. Still holding the coins in his hand he managed to sign: “Do you know what just happened, beloved? I’ve made some money! I’ve never done that before.”

	“Congratulations, clever husband of mine, you’ve just found a way for us to earn something extra when needed.”

	 


 

	II   AD 86: Eighteen years later

	 

	 

	— 1 —

	 

	“Soldiers!” the commander cried, “let us remember our comrades who were killed while transporting our supplies. Let us make these savages pay a heavy price for what they did. Let us take from them the most precious thing they have: their women! Let us do battle and let us collect our rewards. Tonight, if you fight well, you will all be holding some nice beauties in your arms.”

	“We’ll do more than just hold them,” someone sniggered in the ranks.

	“Chaaarge!” the commander screamed, and he spurred on his horse. His men loved this kind of thing. That crazy hothead galloped straight into the enemy line, wielding his long cavalry sword, opening a big hole in their formation. But he didn’t attack so fast that his officers couldn’t keep up with him. He made damn sure that their mounts stayed abreast with his, covering his flanks left and right as he swept down on the foe, and he’d paced himself so that the legionaries following on foot would push into the thick of the battle right behind him, before the scattered savages had time to regroup and overwhelm the horsemen. He wasn’t really risking his life, but that wasn’t expected of him, and still their assault looked glorious this way, following the lead of the commander.

	The barbarians facing them were no challenge at all. They were lined up in front of their village on even ground, the worst possible terrain to fight against the tightly-coordinated Roman formations. They’d hurriedly taken up their weapons against the foreign raiders, holding their tiny oval shields with their left arms and brandishing their crooked swords and primitive spears in their right hands. They wore no armour, no cuirass, for the simple reason that they didn’t have any. Most of them were even bare-chested, they seemed to think it was the manly thing to do, as if the sight of their beefy shoulders and hairy paunches would impress the attackers.

	The legionaries advanced at a steady pace, silently—except for their centurions’ hectoring, in perfect synchrony and impeccable formation. They held up their tall cylindrical shields in such a way that these enveloped their whole bodies and side by side formed an unbroken wall in front of them. As expected the savages ran forward in a disorderly way, shouting some battle cries at the top of their lungs, throwing their simple spears quite ineffectually at their adversary’s shields. Then wielding their crooked swords high above their heads they threw themselves at the Romans in misguided attempts to draw them into individual, hand-to-hand combat…

	What should normally have happened at that moment, would have been for the legionaries to throw their far superior javelins at the onrushing attackers, then deflect their hacking swords with raised shields and at the same time stab them in the stomach with upwards thrusts of their own short-bladed gladii. It was wonderful to see how easily you could disembowel an enemy from behind your shield while he brandished his weapon high above his head, exposing himself completely. These simple villagers didn’t stand a chance.

	But the commander had other plans. No javelins this time, and the gladii stayed in their scabbards. The legionaries were wielding truncheons and had orders to bludgeon the villagers without killing them. The swords were only to be used as a last resort, in case the enemy proved to be stronger than expected. It turned out to be great fun to fight this way, the men had fashioned the truncheons themselves from hardwood logs, covering them with iron strips to make them heavier and more effective. It was astonishing how easily you could shatter the villagers’ light shields, break their arms, and even bang their heads right through their ineffectual helmets and knock them out cold.

	It didn’t take long to rout the poor bastards. Being clobbered was apparently a lot less appealing, maybe even more terrifying than fighting to the death in hand-to-hand combat. At any rate, as the villagers scattered like rabbits, the agile horsemen of the auxilia took over. They galloped after them left and right all over the battlefield and captured them one by one. They were visibly enjoying themselves, probably reminded of how they hunted for gazelle on horseback in their native steppes. Meanwhile the legionaries swept down on the village like a swarm of locusts. Time to ‘collect their rewards’. There was not much of value to be found
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