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      Author’s Note:

      The first time a word in Latin appears in the book, it is in italics. Although each one is explained within the text, here is a glossary, just in case!

      Thereafter, unless it was an endearment or a greeting, I reverted to normal type.

      

      
        
        lanista - manager/director of a Gladiatorial School

        fossa bestiaria - the enclosure from where animals were released into the arena

        domus - home

        dominus/domina - master/mistress

        cubiculum - bedroom

        tablinum study/office

        triclinium - dining room

        medicus - doctor

        salve - a greeting, like ‘hello’ (pronounced salwe)

        legatus - the commander of the garrison

        taberna - shop

        mare nostrum - Mediterranean Sea

        mi dilecte - my love, sweetheart, darling - an endearment

        decumanus maximus - main road running east west through a Roman town

        cardo maximus - the main street, which ran north to south through a typical Roman town

        insula (pl. insulae) means island, but was also the name given to Roman tenements

        stamen - horizontal threads on a loom - quite stiff in texture

        trama - vertical threads on a loom - softer and more malleable than the stamen

        thermopolium (pl. thermopolia) - ancient fast food outlet

        popina (pl. popinae) - a local wine bar, whisk also served simple foods (often associated with gambling and prostitution)

        scholae bestiarum or bestiariorum - where the animals who were trained to fight were housed

        bestiarii - the men who trained, and fought with the wild animals

        spoliarium -where dead and dying gladiators were taken

        saniarium - the treatment rooms for wounded gladiators

        armamentarium - where the weapons used in combat were locked away

        compluviums - opening above the atrium in a Roman house, through which rainwater fell and was collected in a pool (called an impluvium) underneath.

        laniena - butcher’s shop

        mulsum - honeyed wine

        calda - spiced wine (similar to modern day mulled wine)

        ientaclum - breakfast

        prandium - lunch

        cena - dinner

        tunica recta - straight, hem-less tunic worn on special occasions, such a marriage for girls and coming of age for boys

        stola - a dress-like garment worn over a tunic. Characteristic of married women, it was considered a privilege to wear.

        flammeum - orange coloured, rectangular veil

        nodus Herculanus - an intricate knot in a belt worn by the bride, which represented virility and could only be untied by the bride’s new husband

        nova nupta - bride

        toga praetexta - ceremonial toga

        decumanus maximus - main road running east west through a Roman town
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            Prologue

          

          Northern Tarraconensis, Hispania AD 14

        

      

    

    
      “Lucius Caedicius! Lucius Caedicius!”

      The shout went up across the garrison, startling a group of soldiers bustling around the compound. They stopped what they were doing to stare in astonishment at the man who, while continuing to yell, dodged around them at a fair pace — given he did not look to be in the first flush of youth.

      About to step inside the stables, Lucius Caedicius Pacilus, upon hearing his name, turned to see someone haring across the quadrangle towards him. He squinted at the figure but dazzled by the bright sunlight, did not recognise who hailed him. Sighing with frustration, he paused and waited, rather impatiently. He had much to organise. Tomorrow, he would begin his long journey home to Emerita Augusta, more than a week’s steady riding away, and there was still plenty to do prior to his departure.

      The man all but skidded to a halt in front of him, and Lucius was surprised to see it was Vel, the elderly man he had saved scant weeks ago.

      Smiling, Lucius greeted him. “Vel, how are you, my friend? You are looking much better than the last time we met and have speed enough to put some of these laggards to shame.” His eyes twinkled with mirth.

      The man, Vel, grinned, remarking that he had never felt better, and that it would take more than a mere dunking to finish him off. The friends chuckled in recollection.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Almost two months previously, Lucius rescued Vel from a raging flood. The elderly man had been crossing the rickety wooden bridge into one of the neighbouring villages, when it collapsed, tossing him into the fast-flowing river, which was in full spate following heavy spring rains. Lucius, who happened to be standing chatting to some locals, witnessed the accident.

      He reacted immediately, running along the edge of the river until he spotted Vel who was desperately trying to reach the bank. With no thought for his own safety, Lucius jumped in and swam to the hapless Vel who was tiring, the powerful torrent quickly sapping his strength. They were towed some distance downstream before Lucius was able to drag them both out, by which time Vel had swallowed half the river and was unconscious.

      Lucius carried him back to the village, where he was met by the headman, and directed to Vel’s abode. Willing hands helped Lucius strip Vel out of his saturated garments, doing what they could to get him dry and warm until their healer arrived to treat the lacerations he sustained from being thrown against the rocks. In his turn, Lucius was borne away to the headman’s hut, where he was provided with dry clothes and a hot drink.

      Vel had succumbed to a fever and, for a time, his condition gave Lucius grave concern, fearing his friend would die. Not only would he lose a dear and esteemed companion, but also Vel was a champion of closer ties to the fort, encouraging the native Celtiberi to try to work with the Romans rather than against them.

      The garrison had taken great pains to assimilate in this remote part of Hispania. The recent wars still rankled in the memories of many of the older generation, and Lucius, along with his fellow soldiers, had done everything in their power to maintain the precarious truce.

      Vel and Lucius had been friends for over four years, the former acting almost as a father figure to the young soldier, who had been assigned to the isolated Roman outpost fresh from army training. Fortunately, the gods smiled on Vel and he recovered, albeit more slowly than anticipated. Lucius visited whenever his duties permitted and had informed Vel of his imminent departure a week ago, presuming their goodbyes had been said.
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      Now here he was, and almost quivering with what Lucius suspected to be suppressed excitement.

      “This is an unexpected pleasure, Vel, what brings you here today?” Lucius asked as he steered his friend into the relative peace of the stables. He indicated Vel should take a seat on one of the wooden benches alongside the loose boxes and joined him there.

      

      Vel took a breath and began to speak, “We have known each other but a few years, yet you have become like a son to me. Our improbable friendship has held fast through troubled times and knowing you has enriched my life. It saddens me that after tomorrow I shall never see you again, and I will miss our comradeship.” He paused, as though collecting his thoughts. “We have a tradition in my village. If a child chooses to take a pilgrimage they are presented with a token. Something which we hope will both remind them of home and protect them in their travels.”

      Lucius felt a wry smile curving his lips. The various superstitions of these ancient peoples were not far removed from his own religious practices. He forbore to comment, it was clear Vel had more to say.

      “I was not blessed with children, and the woman of my hearth died many years ago of fever. Then you came along, and our friendship revived something in me I thought long dead. Recently, you saved my life, granting me a few more years and is a debt I can never repay. I am honoured to have known you, Lucius Caedicius, and on this, the eve of your own journey, I give you a token of my undying affection and gratitude.”

      Vel handed Lucius a leather pouch.

      Although small, it was quite heavy, and when Lucius tipped out the contents he was thunderstruck. In his hand, a large ruby, not quite an oval not quite a teardrop, something in between and, in the low light of the stables, it seemed to glow.

      “Vel, my friend,” he breathed. “I cannot accept this, it is too valuable.” He tried to hand it back but Vel simply curved Lucius’ fingers around the gemstone and pressed his hand.

      “This was presented to me by the wise man of my birth village — I moved here when I was handfasted.” Vel sought to clarify, at Lucius’ raised brow “He said it would protect me while in my possession, that my ownership was temporary, and that the ruby would touch seven lives before it enters the keeping of the person for whom it is intended, whereupon it will become a treasured heirloom. My heart tells me you are the second recipient but, remember, we are merely guardians, Lucius, and you will know when it is time to entrust it to the next custodian.”

      Again, Lucius tried to return the gem, spluttering a denial. He did not wish to be responsible for such a costly jewel. Vel ignored his protests.

      “We do not get to choose Lucius, this is our fate and Fortune will smile on those who shield the stone.” His tones were both reverent and implacable. “Farewell, my friend. Keep it safe.”

      Distracted by the perfection of the ruby, Lucius turned it over and over in his palm. Then Vel’s words registered, but when he looked up to say goodbye, his friend had gone.

      

      Lucius hurried to the door of the stable; Vel was nowhere to be seen. Slightly unnerved, Lucius held up the ruby until the sun caught its facets, mesmerised by the tiny shards of red light scattered over the ground.

      “So, I am to guard you, am I?” he murmured, feeling heat steal up his cheeks as he realised he was talking to a gemstone as though expecting it to respond. “I wonder what Fate has in store?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Emerita Augusta AD 37

        

      

    

    
      The noise was deafening, the roar of hundreds, maybe thousands of people boomed around her. Where was she? Her mind wouldn’t focus, everything was hazy, and the cacophony made it worse. Aghast, she became aware she was tied to something and a deadly foreboding ratcheted through her. She struggled to free herself, but the movement exacerbated her dizziness worse and, unable to help it, she vomited. Cackles of laughter reached her. Why were they laughing? What was going on?

      Taking several deep breaths, she tried to concentrate, slowly opening her eyes onto the most terrifying sight of her life. She was in the arena, not in the seating area — actually inside the arena. A horrified moan fell from her lips as she looked around. There were several others in the same state of incapacitation as she. What…?

      Desperately searching her mind for the explanation, she came upon a blank. She recalled being in her home — well, it was more a shelter really — on the edge of the town just inside the forest and away from prying eyes. The thunder of horses’ hooves, the sounds of men shouting, her friends screaming, metal clashing. Peering out through the flap she saw three men coming towards her, and she had no chance of escape. A harsh voice yelled something at her in a tongue she recognised but his words made no sense, then nothing.

      The Romans! That was who had done this to her, those bloody Romans. She thought herself safe. She lived on her own, away from the rest of the Vettones, on the perimeter of everything. She made enough coin to feed herself by selling woven cloth in the town. She created beautiful pieces and all the ladies of high status wanted her wares. She was always busy, she kept out of trouble and she did nothing to call the wrath of the Romans down on her head. So how in Hades had she ended up here?

      The hot sun was high above; it must be around the sixth hour. She was tied to a stake in the arena at midday. That could only mean one thing. Executions! Biting off a crude profanity, she attempted to gather her scattered wits, but her head throbbed, and everything remained fuzzy.

      Pushing herself upright, she stared across the huge circular space. The ground beneath her feet was covered in sand — the better to soak up the blood she presumed, cynically. Odd rock formations were spread around the arena and she could see people shackled to chains pinned to these rocks, and there were others, like her, tied to wooden stakes. All looked demoralised, heads sagging, and clothes shredded.

      She glanced down and to her undying shame, noticed her own dress was ripped and barely covered her thin body.

      Her humiliation was complete.

      The roar went on unabated but as she listened, out of the random bawling came a sort of chant, whatever was going to happen was about to start. A strange smell began to permeate the air and she knew what she was about to face. A pack of wild animals. She inhaled deeply, detecting wolf and bear, maybe even boar, at which point she knew she was doomed.

      She knew what the Romans did, how they loved to watch people being torn limb from limb by starving animals. Even with her gift — the gift she kept so well hidden in dread of precisely this kind of situation — she did not think she would be able to stop animals driven to madness by lack of food. Distractedly, she wished she was still unconscious, that way she would not know what was happening until it was too late.

      Tears began to roll down her cheeks, what had she ever done to deserve this?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A tall man leaned against the cool stone at the entrance to the arena. He hated these spectacles but as a veteran soldier he was included in the company of men tasked with keeping the peace. Keeping the peace on a day like this? Ridiculous! The morning bouts had been fairly tame, a few injuries but no deaths.

      This, the lunchtime entertainment never failed to turn his stomach. It was all very well killing on a battlefield, generally both sides had an equal chance to fight, they had weapons, tactics, and, for the most part, their numbers were balanced. Even gladiatorial combat had its place, participants carefully matched to give both a fair chance.

      Shackling people to rocks or posts was not balanced or fair, it was barbaric and, to the veteran, worse than any crime committed by the victims, some of whom were not even criminals — just anti-Rome.

      Sickened, he was about to turn away when he noticed a small figure at the far side of the arena. Blinking to make sure he wasn’t imagining things, he recognised Lucia, the girl who sold those glorious pieces of cloth. He had purchased one for his mother.

      Shock hit him like a punch to the gut. This could not be right. What had she done to warrant such treatment? Rushing around to where the lanista — the manager of the Gladiators’ School — stood with his charges, the man barked a question.

      “From where did you acquire these miscreants?”

      “Ah, Gaius Rufius, good day to you. They were rounded up out at the forest this morning. A patrol came upon them and, because they are known to be part of a subversive faction, they were brought in. It was no more than good timing that we already had an execution planned for today’s event,” Marcellus Aculeo, the lanista, replied.

      “In that case how do you know they are guilty? There has been no trial. Have we stooped to executing people on the possibility that they might be engaging in seditious behaviour now?” Rufius was perplexed, this did not sound right at all. Fair enough, most criminals never really had a proper trial, but it seemed rather precipitous to snatch a group of people, and immediately have them killed without offering any chance to explain or defend their actions to their accusers.

      Marcellus shrugged, “It is not my job to question the Watch, Rufius. These malcontents were brought to me, and because the games already included an execution, I simply boosted the numbers. It adds to the enjoyment of the crowd, and I fail to understand why this bothers you.”

      “You think that slip of a girl is a malcontent, a subversive?” Rufius spluttered, incensed, nodding towards Lucia. “She weaves cloth. From what I have heard, she lives on her own and has never shown any sign of being seditious. You must release her.”

      The greying lanista shook his head. “Too late, Rufius, the animals are about to be freed. Anyway, what is one less Vettone? They are no loss.”

      Rufius gawked at the man; stunned he could dismiss life so callously. All the more inexplicable because Rufius knew Marcellus had seen battle also. Most men, certainly those over the age of thirty, in Emerita Augusta were either soldiers on active duty, or veterans. To kill without reason seemed iniquitous and made them as culpable as the criminals in the arena.

      “Surely someone has time to save her?” Rufius countered. “It will take mere seconds to get her out. I agree some have been causing trouble, but to let a young girl die for no other reason than it is easier than saving her is beneath us.”

      “Why do you care so much?” Marcellus asked curiously, “she is nothing to you.”

      “She is a person, and an innocent person at that. An artist who creates the extraordinary from the mundane, adding a little colour to our humdrum lives. She is well known in the markets, and respected for her work ethic. Besides, she is scarcely more than a child. Does she sound like someone who is part of a rebel group?”

      “Too late, Rufius,” Marcellus repeated. “Forget her, she will be dead before you have time to think about it.” As the lanista spoke, the roar from the crowd would have lifted the roof, had one covered the amphitheatre. Rufius could not believe it. He started to run into the arena but several guards — at a shout from Marcellus — stopped him, gripping his arms, and holding him against the chilled stone of the tunnel.

      Rufius let loose with a string of expletives, calling into question Marcellus’ family, his heritage and his legitimacy, which didn’t bother Marcellus one jot.
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      Lucia, almost fainting from terror, frantically tried to break her bonds. It was hopeless, they were too tight. Whoever secured her to this post made sure there was no possibility of a last minute escape. The noise from the crowd reached hysterical levels as a pack of emaciated wolves slunk into the amphitheatre, snarling and drooling.

      Lucia bit back a despairing wail, and the ground seemed to pitch and roll, fear overwhelming her. The creatures paused, getting their bearings, sniffing the air, inhaling the scent of their wretched victims. Slowly, they padded towards those prisoners closest to the fossa bestiaria — the enclosure from where animals were released into the arena.

      Immediately the wolves moved away from the fossa, three bears were loosed, followed shortly thereafter by half a dozen or so wild boar. Lucia was sobbing now. To see your own death, to look into the eyes of the crazed beasts who would inflict that death was a savagery she would not wish on her most hated enemy. Neither, in her worst nightmares, could she have imagined it would be she who faced such a death.

      Blood-curdling screams rent the air as the so-called entertainment began in earnest. Lucia was one of the furthest from the fossa and witnessed the trauma of those taken down before her, the beasts circling closer and closer. She would never forget the sounds, they would haunt her forever — suddenly realising her forever was less than half an hour.

      

      She had one chance. Lucia let everything fade out, forcing herself to focus solely on the animals. For as long as she could remember she had shared an affinity with wild creatures. Her own tribe thought her some kind of mystic or at least under the protection of a deity — although in view of her current predicament, that appeared unlikely.

      It was not that she could bend animals to her will, or converse with them in the recognised sense — as some believed her capable — more she seemed able to understand and soothe them. If an animal was sick or hurt she was usually able to heal it; if any were beyond help, she could ease their passing.

      Thrusting her fright aside, Lucia drew what she hoped was a calming breath, and cleared her head. The noise of the crowd became muted, as though she was hearing them from a vast distance. She stared out over the arena, silently calling the creatures to her side.

      The alpha female of the wolf pack — resisting the summons, lifted her head testing the air, a low growl rumbling through her. Lucia ignored it, reaching out with her mind.

      Her spirit connected with the bears and they dropped onto all fours, shambling towards her, at the same time as the boars stopped gouging at their prey — grunted, appeared to falter, and trotted meekly after the bears.

      Last came the wolves. The alpha, surrendering to Lucia’s call, padded regally across the sand, followed by the rest of the pack, the juveniles nipping at each other — to them this was just a game.

      Soon all surrounded Lucia.

      

      A hush fell over the crowd. Their anticipation a tangible thing, the sudden quiet almost as deafening as their roars. Rufius held his breath, his head refusing to accept what his eyes were seeing, his gaze fixed on Lucia who seemed to grow taller, her bearing now proud rather than defeated.

      One by one, every single beast lay down, jaws caked with blood and flesh, panting a little from their exertions, but without aggression, and within seconds became as passive as lambs.

      Lucia gasped, trembling with the effort. She had done it. She was not safe, she was not free, this was simply a reprieve, but for a moment she could breathe.

      

      Rufius marched back to Marcellus. “The gods have smiled on Lucia, even the wolves lay down before her. Would you risk their wrath by killing her now?”

      Marcellus was dumbfounded. Never in all his long years had he seen such a thing, and he was not prepared to anger the gods by flouting their very clear indication that Lucia should be allowed to live. “You must get the approval of the sponsor. If he agrees to her release, you will assume all responsibility for her?” the lanista demanded.

      Rufius nodded. “I will take her into my home and she will be under my protection, but you must give me your word she is free. You will not seek her out to try to finish what you started.” Rufius pinned Marcellus with a fierce gaze. The lanista nodded, and the two clasped hands firmly and shook. A soldier’s agreement was binding. If the sponsor agreed, Lucia was saved.

      Taking every care, Rufius walked into the arena, raising his hand to keep the audience quiet. He paused for precious seconds making eye contact with Quintus Antonius Valerius; procurator, sponsor of today’s games, and a man Rufius knew relatively well. While he waited, motionless, he hoped his judgement of the man was correct. The official inclined his head, a slight smile on his lips. Relief poured through Rufius, and he continued steadily, but with haste across the arena towards Lucia.

      The animal handlers followed at a reasonable distance. If the beasts decided to attack, they would not linger to save any but themselves. As he neared Lucia, Rufius called her name softly. She swung her head in his direction, and Rufius noticed her face was expressionless, her eyes empty.

      “Fear not, Lucia. I come to release you,” he said quietly, hoping she understood him. “Are you able to keep your friends placid while I remove your bonds?”

      She nodded, biting her lip as he approached with a healthy degree of caution. Coming around behind her, he sliced the twine from around her waist, wrists and ankles. The threads falling away, blood dripping from where the restraints had scored her skin.

      He could see she was trembling, but her mind held the animals quiescent. Rufius lifted her into his arms, presuming, correctly as it happened, her legs would likely buckle if she tried to walk from the arena.

      Lucia held herself stiffly at first, until they were into the tunnel from where the gladiators entered, at which point she relaxed her mind, relinquishing her control over the animals. Her head lolled against his shoulder and she knew no more.
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      Wolf, bear, and boar slowly got to their feet, shaking their heads as if waking from a trance. The alpha wolf went to the stake and sniffed, then she turned and walked to the centre, her yellow eyes scanning the arena. Once there, she stopped and lifting her magnificent head, bayed — a long mournful howl, the unearthly sound sending the hairs up on the backs of the necks of each member of the audience. Then, as though released from a spell, they continued with their killing spree.

      

      The crowd erupted.
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            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Oblivious to the commotion in the amphitheatre, Rufius was striding along the dusty streets leading to his home. It concerned him that Lucia weighed nothing; she seemed naught but skin and bone. Her hair, a rich, glossy brown, spilled over his arms, dark curls bouncing as he walked. He wondered, absently, what it would be like to run his fingers through it. He couldn’t see her face for she was tucked against his neck, and he had to suppress a sudden urge to rest his cheek on her head. Good grief, he admonished himself, she is a child, and you have been standing in the sun too long.

      Shortly thereafter, he reached his home, his domus, shoving open the heavy wooden door and yelling for his slaves. Two women scuttled into the atrium, jaws dropping when they saw what their dominus, their master, carried.

      “She needs fresh clothes, food and water. Hurry!” he barked, aware his tone was less than polite, but concern for Lucia far outweighed his need to be civil. They fled to do his bidding while Rufius carried his burden through the atrium and along the peristyle courtyard to a small cubiculum next to his own.

      Fortuitously, the bed was made ready for its next occupant, and he placed Lucia on it. She tossed a little but didn’t wake, muttering something under her breath as she settled against the covers.

      Seconds later, Flavia, one of his slaves, appeared carrying a platter on which lay flat breads dried fruit and some roasted vegetables. It smelt wonderful, and Rufius could feel his stomach growling in response.

      “Thank you, Flavia. Please would you and Tullia fetch a bucket of warm water and some cloths? This woman needs to be cleaned, she has been in the arena.”

      Flavia gaped at her master although she knew better than to question his orders or his sense. Why on earth he would want to be bringing some miserable lowlife brat into his lovely home was beyond her comprehension, but she was not there to worry about such things. Flavia went to do his bidding, returning a little later with a pile of soft cloths, Tullia trailing behind carrying a large bucket.

      Thanking them, Rufius stood aside while they began to remove the remnants of clothing still clinging to Lucia’s body. Rufius noticed ugly bruises marring her tanned skin, anger gripping him at the thought that anyone, soldier or civilian, would deliberately inflict such damage on a child. When her clothes fell to the floor, however, it became blatantly obvious, Lucia was no child for, although petite, her figure was all woman.

      Rufius backed away, suddenly uncomfortable, leaving Flavia and Tullia to minister to his guest. Advising them he would be in his tablinum — the study, which doubled as an office — and to find him when they had done all they could, he left the cubiculum, the image of the fragile young woman on the bed imprinted in his mind. Shaking his head trying to dispel it, Rufius headed for the tablinum, and submerged himself in household finances.

      It wasn’t too long before Flavia came to advise Rufius that Lucia hadn’t woken, but they had washed and dressed her, and administered a healing balm to her cuts and bruises. Rufius thanked the slave, remarking that he would be along shortly.

      Leaning back in his chair, he ruminated about the day, drawn back to the conversation with the lanista. What was it about Lucia that made him want to save her? Marcellus was correct, she was nothing to him, just another Vettone woman — well he thought her little more than a child. Was it simply that she didn’t deserve to die or was it something else, something he could not articulate?

      Unable to answer his own questions, and deciding he was being fanciful, Rufius shoved his musings aside, tidied his desk, and made his way over to the cubiculum where Lucia rested.

      He paused at the door, studying the woman lying on the bed. She was tiny, he had never realised this. Every time he saw her at the markets, she was behind the little table on which she displayed her wares. He had always presumed she was sitting on something but, looking at her now, she could well have been standing. Making himself comfortable in the chair Flavia had placed at the side of the bed, Rufius observed his unexpected guest.

      Lucia’s breathing was shallow and her face pale. Not surprising really when he considered what she witnessed that day. The shock of watching people being torn apart would be enough to kill a person, to know you were also on the menu… Rufius could not finish that thought, it was too horrific. Without knowing why, he took her hand, and began to talk to her, trying to bring her out of her stupor. Lucia had been unconscious since he rescued her and in his limited experience, he believed this to be a bad sign.

      “Lucia, please wake up, I would like to hear your story. Why are you alone? What happened to your family? How did you learn to weave such beautiful pieces of cloth?”

      He continued in this vein, and when he ran out of questions, started to tell her about himself, for no other reason than it was something to talk about. He told her about the places he had lived, wars he had been part of, battles he had fought, and friends he had lost.

      “We are not dissimilar, you and I,” he told her. “It seems likely we have both lost people close to us and have had to fend for ourselves. Being a man, I assume my life is much easier than yours, but maybe we can help each other overcome the loneliness.”

      Rufius stopped abruptly. What was he saying? He did not know Lucia; it was mere hours since he rescued her. He was losing his mind. He didn’t need a mistress or, worse a wife, considering himself too old and set in his ways for such nonsense, and certainly had no desire to be answerable to anyone other than himself. Ignoring the peculiar sensations Lucia evoked, Rufius went back to talking about inconsequential matters, willing her to wake up.
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      Hours passed. The household had eaten, and all save Rufius were in bed.

      Lucia stirred. She came awake slowly, her eyes studying the room, her surroundings unfamiliar. She was so comfortable, never in her life had she slept on anything so luxurious. She must be dreaming.

      A lamp burned in the corner, its flickering flame not bright enough for her to make out where she was. Turning her head, she saw a man sitting next to the bed, and she realised he was holding her hand. Lucia frowned, that could not be real — definitely dreaming.

      She ached all over. Why would that be? She tried to recollect, but everything was blurry. She shifted onto her side.

      The movement disturbed Rufius who was dozing. Bewildered, he sat up. Why he sleeping in a chair and not his bed? A diminutive woman was regarding him, her head tilted, the better to see him, and he was holding her hand. Memory flooded in. The woman was Lucia and she was finally awake.

      “Lucia, do you understand me?” Rufius asked quietly. The woman nodded

      “I speak your tongue, my father was a Roman soldier,” she husked, the words dragged through her aching throat. “What happened? Why am I here? Who are you?” She hesitated, the man seemed vaguely familiar. “Wait, I have seen you before,” she rolled it around, then it came to her, “you bought one of my pieces.”

      Rufius inclined his head. “Yes, for my mother. My name is Gaius Rufius Atellus. Lucia, can you tell me how you came to be in the arena today.”

      She gaped at him. The arena? Why would she be in the arena? “Was there a festival?” she queried.

      Rufius’ brow creased in concern. It seemed she could not remember, but he did not know whether that was a good or a bad thing. “Lucia, you were tied to a stake, left to be butchered by wild beasts, it was only your ability to calm them that saved you,” he explained gently.

      She lifted her eyes to his, and he sucked in his breath. She had the most incredible eyes, a sort of grey green, like moss on the stones at the river’s edge, and they seemed huge in her pale face.

      “Please, would you say that again?” she asked her voice quaking, holding his gaze while he repeated his words. “Why? What was I…?” As she spoke, images began to fill her head, and she motioned desperately for the bucket Tullia had placed near the door. Just in time, Rufius held it under her chin as wave after wave of nausea hit her. Eventually she had nothing left and was able to control her need to retch, wiping a trembling hand over her mouth.

      Rufius handed her a goblet of wine, it was quite acidic, but it did the trick, rinsing away the sour taste.

      “I-I am so s-sorry,” she stammered. “That was not polite, when you have been so hospitable.”

      “Lucia, please do not apologise. You were nearly killed today, you saw people being torn apart, which I suspect is enough to make anyone sick.”

      She leaned back on the pillow, staring at him in confusion. If she was tied to a stake, how was she here in this comfortable bed?

      Rufius watched as several emotions flickered across her face. “When you calmed the animals, I persuaded the lanista the gods were smiling on you, and if I was not allowed to free you, they might heap their wrath on him. He did not warm to that idea, so here you are. He agreed you would not be sought out, and I agreed to become your protector.” An odd expression darkened her eyes, but it was gone before he could read it. “Your wounds needed tending to and, as your clothes were cut to ribbons, a fresh tunic.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she said, exhaustion clear in her voice. “I do appreciate it, but my head does not seem to want to work with the rest of me. Everything is muddled. I know I should check my home, my cloths and my threads. If you are my protector does that mean I can no longer live in the wood?” She was tiring now, her words slurring.

      “We will discuss it in the morning. Sleep now, Lucia. You are safe here.”

      As slumber claimed her, Lucia smiled a sweet smile and murmured something Rufius did not catch, so he just squeezed her hand, the hand he suddenly realised he had yet to relinquish.

      Unwilling, for reasons he could not explain, to release his grasp, Rufius settled himself back in the chair and hoped to sleep out the remainder of the night. He surmised it must be already into the third watch; soon dawn would break. Maybe he could snatch sufficient rest to see him through what he knew would be a busy day.

      

      He felt as though he had only just closed his eyes when he was catapulted awake by heart-stopping screams. Lucia was thrashing on the bed, presumably tormented by some inner demon; her sleep ravaged by whatever terror stalked her. Flavia appeared in the doorway, her clothes rumpled, and her hair tousled.

      “Thank you, Flavia, it is Lucia. She is in the throes of night terrors. Go back to bed, I will take care of her.”

      Flavia grumbled something about inconsiderate guests and stumbled back to her bed. Rufius grinned after her. His servants were more friends than slaves. Yes, he had purchased them, but he could not manage on his own, he had no clue how to cook, and although he could clean he detested that particular chore. All his staff, as he preferred to call them, were treated exceptionally well and maybe this meant that sometimes they were not quite as respectful as they should be, and maybe he was rather more cordial with them than was appropriate, but it worked for his household, and for that he was very grateful.

      Meanwhile, Lucia was shrieking in panic, words tumbling out of her mouth, but all were just babble to Rufius. It was probably the local Vettone tongue, but he did not have enough knowledge of their language to work out what she was yelling. Unsure how to break through her fear, Rufius lifted her into his arms and started talking to her. He didn’t raise his voice, more he spoke in a kind of singsong manner, the way he recalled his mother crooning to him when he was a child.

      Lucia continued to fight him, but slowly it seemed his voice was reaching inside her head. Eventually, her cries lessened, her hands stilled and at last she was calm. Rufius moved to lay her back on the bed but that seemed to alarm her even more, her slender fingers gripping his arms.

      Nonplussed, and knowing they would not be comfortable in the chair, Rufius stood, carrying her over to the bed and, without letting her go, carefully settled onto the wooden frame. He lay on his side, tucking the fragile woman against his chest and, resting his chin on her head, tried to sleep.
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      The day was already in full swing when Rufius finally woke the next morning, the smell of food making his stomach rumble and he made to get up, only to find he was hampered by something. He felt peculiar, as though a weight was lodged against his belly and as he tried to move one arm appeared to be trapped. Blinking in the bright light, he tried to work out what was going on. This wasn’t his cubiculum, where was he? Something shifted against him and he stifled a groan as whatever it was pushed against his full bladder.
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