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CHAPTER I 
 
   Rome, March AD 61
 
    
 
   ‘I’m sorry Father, but I don’t understand.  How could this have happened?’
 
    
 
   Romula sat on the couch; arms braced to either side of her. Her eyes were fixed momentarily on the water in the atrium’s pool. Dappled by sunlight from the opening in the roof, the calm surface helped her focus while she tried to fathom what she was hearing. 
 
    
 
   ‘Your clothes, your trinkets, keeping you under my roof...all of these things cost money, my dear.’
 
    
 
   She clasped at the folds of her plain woolen, lilac tunic, and looked up at him. ‘I hardly see how my attire has contributed to our current predicament? And, the few trinkets I possess I bartered well for at the market?’
 
    
 
   ‘Don’t question me Daughter.  In addition to keeping you, there are certain responsibilities and practices a man of my position must be seen to be maintaining. It all adds up.  It all costs money.’
 
    
 
   Romula watched as he strutted up and down in front of her. His flabby cheeks had taken on a ruddy hue and his thinning hair was unkempt from constantly raking it in irritation.
 
    
 
    ‘But 500 pounds?  That’s 20,000 aureas!  I –’
 
    
 
   ‘For the love of Jupiter, child!  The issue at hand is not what is owed but how it is going to be paid back!’ 
 
    
 
   Romula swallowed her retort and lowered her gaze. She decided against questioning him further about the debt’s accrual. In the meekest voice she could manage she asked, ‘How are you going to pay it back then, Father?’ 
 
    
 
   Her words brought his pacing to an abrupt stop.  He turned slowly to face her.  A sickening smile spread across his face. ‘That, my dear, is where you come in.’
 
    
 
   Her head snapped up in bewilderment. ‘Me? But what can I do?’  
 
    
 
   The smile, that she found so disquieting, seemed to spread further. 
 
    
 
   ‘Well it would seem that there were a few options for me to ponder...’  
 
    
 
   The pause that followed had the effect of twisting a knot in her stomach. She glanced at the water again in an attempt to calm herself in readiness for what was coming next. 
 
    
 
   The previously clear pool had taken on an opaque sheen. And now, small ripples broke up what had moments before been a smooth surface. She gathered her lightly embroidered shawl tighter around her shoulders to guard against the chill from the wind that was now blowing down on her. She looked up to the heavens and the gathering clouds. 
 
    
 
   A storm was coming. 
 
    
 
   ‘Firstly, it would appear that you could marry Midias and in return he would “wipe the slate clean” so to speak.’
 
    
 
   ‘What!’ she said, jumping up off the couch in alarm.
 
                 
 
   ‘Sit down!’
 
    
 
   Dutifully she sat back down but nonetheless continued her petition. ‘Please Father. No! I know that Midias is unusually young for a man of his profession and I admit fairly good looking and that you’d therefore think that I wouldn’t mind. But, really Father, there must be an alternative?’
 
    
 
   To her astonishment her father let out a full-bellied laugh at her outburst. ‘Child, I never realised quite how simple you are. Do you really think I would care if you should find marriage more palatable to a man of my choosing, based on youth and fairness of face? Make no mistake, daughter of mine; any marriage you may make will be based on the status your husband brings to me.’
 
    
 
   ‘But I’m only eighteen,’ she said evenly, trying not to show any reaction to the effect his heartless words had on her.              
 
    
 
   ‘Eighteen? Your mother was twelve when we wed! It’s little wonder no one else has ever offered for you when you take so little care over your appearance. Had you not been so grasping of life perhaps she would be here with us today? No doubt she’d have taught you well the duties of a daughter and wife and how to attract suitable candidates.’
 
    
 
   The remarks about the mother she’d never known and the accusation that she, merely a babe in the womb at the time, was responsible for her mother’s death wounded her like a million lacerations to her heart.
 
    
 
   It took incredible force of will not to crumple up into a ball at that instance and cry eighteen years of tears for the mother she’d spent a lifetime missing.
 
    
 
   She looked across the hall to the marble statue of Vesta and sent her a silent prayer.  Oh Vesta, goddess of Hearth and Home, please give me strength. Please heal my father’s heart. She wiped a tear from her face, which despite her best efforts to contain it, had managed to escape.  
 
    
 
   ‘Father, what about Bratvus Claudius Maximus?  He has been calling on me you know and I think perhaps he may ask you for my hand. Maybe, soon?’
 
    
 
   He looked down at her with an expression somewhere between amusement and impatience. 
 
    
 
   ‘Bratvus is hardly likely to ever have control of his father’s purse! He is the youngest of three sons, child. Not to mention he trades as a merchant. Hardly a profession a temple priest or his family would want to be associated with now, is it?’
 
    
 
   Romula felt herself blush and looked away as if studying the intricate mosaics that adorned the atrium floor. She hadn’t wanted to marry Bratvus anyway, or any man for that matter! She just simply wanted to point out that she was not beyond the notice of the male populace. 
 
    
 
   It was always so difficult to please her father or be good enough for him. She knew he resented her coming into the world at the cost of her mother’s life. She was always striving to find ways to make up for this but it never seemed to be to any avail. 
 
    
 
   She loved her father, but, she wasn’t so sure he loved her back. She was constantly trying to find ways to win his favour. Nonetheless she thought, despite wanting to please him, there must be a way to avoid marrying Midias…
 
    
 
   The sunlight had completely abandoned them now and the room was increasingly becoming cast in shadow.
 
    
 
   ‘Don’t look so crestfallen my dear.’
 
    
 
   Her chain of thought was broken not so much by his words but by the strange tone of his voice. A chill crept up her spine. Head still lowered, she waited for him to continue.              
 
    
 
   ‘As you well point out child, I don’t think marriage to Midias is a serious consideration.  After all, he’s a money lender, no more and no less. It’s an association I’d rather not be made public. No. I have decided upon a better solution. You will be joining the local gladiator school on the ‘morrow.’
 
    
 
   Mouth agape, Romula momentarily stared at her father in stunned silence. Surely he’d lost his mind! ‘T-tomorrow?’ was all she finally managed to say.
 
    
 
   Her father came to stand directly in front of her, his fisted hands resting securely on his hips. ‘Yes, it is all arranged. The contract has been signed and your monthly fee will be paid directly to me. Mind you learn fast and do well child, your efforts could earn me a tidy sum. It’ll be more than enough to fill my purse. And pay Midias back.’
 
    
 
   B-But..I could die!’ she exclaimed in disbelief.
 
    
 
   ‘Well then, mind you don’t. You have a debt to pay,’ he stated coldly.
 
    
 
   Romula felt stunned to her core. She couldn’t breathe. She needed to put some distance between herself and her father. She tried to move sideways along the couch but couldn’t without physically pushing him out of the way. 
 
    
 
   All she could do was inch her feet back as the hem of his toga brushed against her open-toed sandals. He stood towering over her. 
 
    
 
   There was no escape.  
 
    
 
   As if in accord, there was a brief streak of lightning. Then, a clap of thunder cracked right above the house, startling them both. Another flash of lightning followed. The darkened room suddenly glowed in a blue eerie light appearing to make the statues move and dance before her eyes.
 
    
 
   The effigy of Fortuna to the right of the couch, goddess of fortune and luck, seemed to stretch over and tip the contents of her horn out onto Romula’s lap. The apparition lasted for the briefest of moments and then the room was immersed, once again, in the dim light of the sky. 
 
    
 
   Romula gasped. Even though it had only been a trick of the eyes, she didn’t know whether to take it as an omen of ill-luck or one of promised protection.
 
    
 
   Regaining her composure as best she could, she leant back to look directly up at her father. She tried to keep the tremor out of her voice as she spoke. ‘You indicated there was a third option Father?’              
 
    
 
   Her father paused before replying. ‘Yes. If you disobey or question me on this; you know where I keep my dagger.’
 
    
 
   ‘What?’ 
 
    
 
   Her father merely looked at her pointedly before turning his back and walking out of the room. 
 
    
 
   Suddenly, understanding dawned on her. She was useless to him…Worthless. If she refused him in this, he wanted her, no ordered her, to kill herself! With the realisation came unbearable pain. She doubled up under the weight of it. She’d never realised. He must hate her! Truly hate her. A paralysing fear came over her. 
 
    
 
   Had she lost him forever?
 
    
 
   Curled into a foetal position on the couch, her rigid body jerked spasmodically as she wept uncontrollably for all the years she’d tried to ignite and maintain a spark of love for her in him. 
 
    
 
   The storm raged overhead and the only beings to hear or witness her grief were the silent images of the gods. 
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER II
 
    
 
   ‘I can’t believe it,’ Octavia whispered, leaning over and clasping Romula’s hand which was resting beside hers on the wooden bench. ‘Surely he didn’t actually mean it? Any of it. God be with you Romula!’
 
    
 
   ‘Octavia! Shush!’ Romula looked around in alarm. The steam hung thickly in the air. It was impossible to see much of the bold, gold-leaf designs on the wall or floor let alone if anyone else was about.
 
    
 
   She leant forward to see past the wide marble pillar obscuring her view. Her eyes strained while she scanned the room. She just made out the hazy figure of a slave girl near the entrance, clad only in a loin cloth, in the process of pouring another ladle of water over the hot stones. She’d thought they’d been alone when they first entered the bath-house’ steam room. Obviously she’d been mistaken. Maybe the slave couldn’t hear their conversation from that distance, but she didn’t want to take any more chances.  
 
    
 
   ‘Slave, come here,’ she called out, as she opened her draw-string purse. ‘take these two sesterces and wait outside. Make sure no one else enters whilst we’re in conversation.’ The girl took the offered coins and obediently left the room. 
 
    
 
   When she was sure they were alone, Romula turned her attention back to her companion.     ‘Octavia, how many times do I have to tell you not to talk of your God as you do? If anyone were to overhear you, I dread to think what would happen to you!’
 
    
 
   ‘He will protect me.’
 
    
 
   Romula looked at her friend’s upturned, earnest face. She shook her head in annoyance and disapproval.  ‘He, did not protect the fifty Christians slaughtered last week now did he?’   
 
    
 
   ‘That is our way Romula. Our deaths merely serve to proclaim his name and honour him as the one true God.’
 
    
 
   ‘Well I’m sure you wouldn’t be quite as exultant and pious when it’s your sorry self being nailed to a cross. Or, worse - thrown to the lions - all in the name of your God!’ she exclaimed in a tone mixed with exasperation and love. ‘Please Octavia have a care what you say. For me at least, please.  I would be lost if anything ever happened to you.’
 
    
 
   Romula watched as Octavia brushed her pretty blonde ringlets off her damp face, inhaled deeply and straightened her spine.  A brief look of resignation flittered across her features. 
 
    
 
   ‘Well, enough about me anyway. Your predicament is more pressing right now. What are you going to do Romula?’
 
    
 
   ‘Well I’m certainly not going to kill myself that’s for sure!’ she said with forced joviality.
 
    
 
   ‘Please, Romula, this is really grave. If you join the gladiators you will be a pariah! What is your father thinking? It’s simply unheard of!’
 
    
 
   Romula leant back nonchalantly against the wall stretching out her legs in turn as if admiring their long, toned, length. In reality she was thinking hard of what to say. 
 
    
 
   After a moment it came to her. ‘Actually you’re wrong.’ She returned her legs to their former position. ‘There have been a number of high-born women who have joined the games. And, of their own volition.’
 
    
 
   ‘Yes, Romula, bored patricians looking for a thrill who’ve brought nothing but shame and ridicule upon themselves and their families. Not to mention the risk of being maimed or killed for their vanities.’
 
    
 
   Romula actually was of the same mind as her friend, for once. However, in an attempt to make herself feel better she felt compelled to take an opposite stance.
 
    
 
   ‘No one will know. Besides, Octavia, times are changing. Since Nero’s reign the games and those who participate in them are revered and honoured by Rome. Nero places great worth on the arts and gladiatorial combat, and indeed insists on participating himself at every opportunity.  He has set quite a trend amongst the nobility from what I hear.’  
 
    
 
   Octavia’s glaring at me. Romula pretended not to notice and busied herself with scooping her hair back off her face and twisting it into a low pony tail to trail down her back. When she’d finished, she leant forward to take a sip of wine from the goblet on the dais in front of them. 
 
    
 
   ‘Oh that’s better,’ she breathed, fanning herself with her hand as she sat back. She risked another quick sideways glance from beneath her dark lashes. Octavia’s face was a mask of disbelief.  
 
    
 
   Oh dear what’s coming next, she thought.
 
    
 
   ‘Nero is unhinged. Unpredictable at best! I daresay half the nobles you refer to are the poor spectators Nero himself has thrown into the arena on a whim, for his own entertainment – or, to simply please the plebeian crowd!  Emperor he may be but, by all accounts, he is a diabolical man.  The plebs may love him but not so the nobles,’ she said harshly. ‘Have no doubt, anyone that emulates the emperor’s “interests” does so out of fear or duress and not admiration.’ 
 
    
 
   Romula’s previous attempt at self-delusion was short lived. There was simply no point in denying the truth of Octavia’s statement. ‘Well be it as you say, I will no doubt find out the truth of the matter shortly.’ Romula gave a resigned shrug of her shoulders.
 
    
 
   She would just simply have to deal with the life the gods chose for her.    
 
    
 
   Octavia glanced at the proud profile of her friend. The stubborn jut of her chin, the long sweep of her nose and the full mouth now set in a tight line. She’d always admired her beauty and inner strength of spirit. However, she couldn’t imagine how Romula was managing to deal so well with such a turn of events.   
 
    
 
   ‘Sorry, but I just can’t comprehend what kind of father Titus must be to place such a cruel fate on you? And all for want of money!’ she said, whilst gently stroking the length of Romula’s hair to soften the effect of her words.
 
    
 
   Romula looked briefly at her friend. But, she couldn’t bring herself to comment. She merely squeezed her hand in recognition of her loyalty and looked away. 
 
    
 
   They sat in silence for a while, each occupied with their own thoughts.
 
    
 
   ‘I know!’ Octavia exclaimed finally. ‘We could adopt you! Mother and Father love you as if you were their own. I’m sure they would agree! You can come and live with us! You don’t have to do this!’ she said laughing and shaking Romula by the shoulders, before enveloping her in a big hug. ‘Oh Romula, it’s going to be fine!’
 
    
 
   Romula managed to gently disentangle herself. Although she was overwhelmed by Octavia’s kindness she was also much too hot for such demonstrations. 
 
    
 
   Instead, she held Octavia’s hands clasped to her chest, a small smile on her lips.  ‘Octavia, you are such a true friend but my father would never agree to the ceremony –’
 
    
 
   ‘He would. He would, surely if we paid the money owed, he would. It would be a legitimate way! Don’t you see? No one would even need to know of your father’s circumstance.’
 
    
 
   Romula gave a bitter laugh. ‘I’m afraid it’s not a sum easily obtained. No, this is something I must do. It is an honour that you offer me such a blessing to be part of your family.’ 
 
    
 
   She saw a flicker of pain cross her friend’s face. 
 
    
 
   ‘But, I mean to cause no offence…I cannot accept.’ Romula paused. She knew the effect her words would have but she had to say them anyway. She mentally braced herself before continuing. ‘My father needs me –’
 
    
 
   ‘What!’ I don’t believe my ears!’ Octavia was momentarily speechless after her initial outburst. 
 
    
 
   Romula looked down at the ground waiting for what would come next. A few moments passed before she heard Octavia sigh deeply. 
 
    
 
   Octavia’s hands came to rest on Romula’s shoulders. She looked up to see that her friend was studying her as if she were a child whose pet had died.   
 
    
 
   ‘He doesn’t need you,’ Octavia said softly. ‘He is using you in a most cruel, heartless way, because he doesn’t need you. He is a sad, selfish, twisted man and you do not have to obey him in this.’
 
    
 
   At some level she knew it was the truth. She felt the tears welling up in her eyes and she couldn’t stop them spilling over. Nonetheless, she pressed on. ‘I know you can’t understand, but I love him and I want him to love me.’ 
 
    
 
   Her voice sounded small and her words pathetic, in the circumstances, even to her own ears.
 
    
 
   Octavia brushed the tears from Romula’s face. ‘He asked you to kill yourself...’ she said gently.   
 
    
 
   ‘I know,’ Romula said; her voice breaking. ‘But I need to do this for him. Perhaps in this I will not be a disappointment. Besides, the gods have already spoken to me Octavia. My life, is now in their hands.’  
 
    
 
   Romula reached forward and clapsed her goblet of wine tightly before taking a good measure of it. She felt the warm liquid easing her inner tension as it trickled down into her belly. 
 
    
 
   Returning the cup, she leant back against the wall, wiped the fresh tears and perspiration off her face, and looked over at her companion. ‘Please can we talk of this no more today? Let us just enjoy ourselves now? And please, can we get out of here and go and cool off in the water? This heat has become unbearable!’ 
 
    
 
   ‘It has hasn’t it?’ Octavia agreed, and then added, on a more sombre note, ‘But I will pray for you Romula. My God will be with you also. You will not be alone in this.’
 
    
 
   Romula looked at her friend and smiled. ‘Thank you,’ she said, and meant it.
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER III
 
    
 
   Romula reclined on the bed in her cubicula. The sounds of the banquet drifted in despite the heavy purple and crimson drape hanging over the doorway. The walls of the sparse room seemed to close in on her as she looked around. It seemed unimaginable to think this would be the last time she retired here of an evening.  
 
    
 
   Her life had been so simple. So normal. Each day had been very much like the last; hours spent at the baths with friends chatting, laughing, relaxing; excursions to the markets to buy trinkets, perfumes and makeup; trips to the theatre to see the latest play or recital; lunches at the local arcades and the monthly run of banquets to host or attend. Everything had been predictable, reliable and welcome. Life had been good.  
 
    
 
   Now it seemed that Janus himself, the god of endings and new beginnings, had decided to slam the door shut on all she’d known and throw her headlong into a new world of sweat and blood. What of the hours spent learning the lyre, or writing poetry on her illustrated tablets, or the delight of adding elaborate embroidered detail to her shawls and garments? 
 
    
 
   Now, she’d have to put aside her former childish pleasures. And concentrate instead, on learning the skills necessary to avoid an untimely death!   
 
    
 
   Had she angered the gods in some way? She looked over to her larni shrine and the remnants of the sweet honey-cake and wine offerings she’d made to her personal gods earlier.  She’d asked for forgiveness for any offence caused and the blessing and guidance of each one, in turn. She hoped they had heeded her. 
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, she’d received no sign from any that they had. Only time would tell. 
 
    
 
   The sweet aroma of food and the music of the instruments, drifting through the weave of the drape, pulled her thoughts back into the events of the evening...  
 
    
 
   The banquet had started at 8 o’clock.
 
    
 
    ‘Daughter, a word.’ 
 
    
 
   Romula turned from the guests she’d been welcoming and glanced toward her father.  He stood regal in his priest’s apparel. Excusing herself, she followed him out of the entrance-chamber, through the atrium, and into his study. 
 
    
 
   ‘Be seated.’ He gestured toward the opulently stuffed crimson couch nestled in the recess. ‘I want you to make it known that you will be staying with your Aunt Venetia in the country for a while. Make sure you circulate well tonight and prattle to as many as you can. This should allay any talk as to your absence in the months to come.’ 
 
          
 
   ‘Yes Father, of course, but isn’t it the wrong season to be sojourning to the country?’  She asked in all innocence.
 
    
 
   Mouth pursed, her father stopped his customary pacing and looked down at her with his all too familiar, exasperated frown.
 
    
 
   ‘You are not going to the country to avoid the heat of summer, child. As you point out, it’s not yet upon us! If asked, you are going for the female company and instruction that your upbringing so far, has been lacking.’
 
    
 
   ‘Oh.’ she said, wishing it were true.  She’d always particularly enjoyed Aunt Venetia’s short visits. She especially liked the feeling of being enveloped in her Aunt’s warm embrace. Indeed, it seemed that the stout lady took similar pleasure at every opportunity to clasp her to her ample bosom and squeeze her close in a hearty hug. 
 
    
 
   She thought with fondness of the excursions and idle hours they’d spent together in easy companionship and laughter. 
 
    
 
   Most of all she relished the stories she’d recount about her sister, Romula’s mother.  Listening to Aunt Venetia talk about their youth helped her form a vivid picture of her mother. In spite of never having known her, Romula was always left with a sense of her presence after one of Aunt Venetia’s visits.  
 
    
 
   She loved her for it.
 
    
 
   She suddenly became aware of the loud silence in the room. Her father was glaring at her…again. ‘Sorry, I was thinking of Aunt Venetia. I –’
 
    
 
   ‘We don’t have time for your childishness. Pay attention!’ he snapped. ‘You will be leaving tomorrow shortly after noon-’
 
    
 
   Romula felt horrified. ‘Noon, but surely I might be seen? Can’t I leave at night?’ 
 
    
 
   ‘No, I want you to travel in the litter so that you’re not seen. The roads will be too congested in the evening with the merchant’s carts.’
 
    
 
   Before Romula had a chance to reply a slave entered. Bowing first to his master he then extended the courtesy to Romula. ‘Sire, Midias Domino Claudius has arrived.’
 
    
 
   Her father acknowledged the words with a nod. And then returned his attention to her. ‘Return to our guests.  I have business to attend to.’ 
 
    
 
   And, with that, he was gone. No farewell, “luck of the gods be with you,” or similar expression of good will or concern. 
 
    
 
   She felt at once both dazed and in a state of panic. She’d assumed she’d at least be granted a reasonable period of time to prepare for her new life.  It was almost too much to comprehend. 
 
    
 
   How can one’s life change, so drastically, in little more than a day!  
 
    
 
   She spent the rest of the evening in the manner her Father advised.  After three tedious hours of the same topic of conversation and twelve courses of pig, lamb, ostrich, entrails, sweet cakes and numerous other dishes, she’d had enough. She just wanted to put this day behind her.   
 
    
 
   She walked back through the candle-lit atrium toward her cubicula. Her bones were weary. Her head hurt. She rubbed her temples trying to ease the ache. Suddenly her wrist was grabbed in a firm grip. Her startled cry was snuffed out seconds later by another hand clamped across her mouth. She was pulled into an adjacent room. Panic constricted her chest. She suddenly found it hard to draw breath. Her eyes darted around. Wildly, she looked for some means of defence, or escape. She saw neither.  
 
    
 
   ‘Whoa, whoa, Romula, it’s me Midias! Ouch! Romula, stop! It’s me, Midias.’
 
    
 
   Eventually, his pained whisper managed to reach her ears despite the blood roaring in her head. Heart still pounding, she stopped her frantic struggle.
 
    
 
   ‘I’m going to release you now. Don’t run away, and please, don’t try and decapitate me with the candelabra!’ he laughed. ‘I just want to talk to you.’
 
    
 
   True to his word he released her from his grasp. Romula whirled round to face him. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ she hissed. Her body still poised for fight or flight. ‘How dare you man-handle me!’ 
 
    
 
   Scowling up at Midias, she was disconcerted to see a wry appraising smile on his face.  
 
    
 
   Romula blushed in spite of her anger.  
 
    
 
   ‘I never realised just how truly magnificent you are.’ He smiled warmly, as he reached out and took hold of her hand. 
 
    
 
   His touch was like a fire-brand against the naked flesh of her palm. Confused, she snatched her hand out of his light grasp. She busied herself with smoothing out the rucks in the silks of her gown. She took a moment to regain her composure whilst studying him from below her lowered lashes.  
 
    
 
    
 
   He was a good head taller than most. His slim but well-built frame was adorned in a simple yet well-cut tunic. His boots, laced high up his legs, accentuated his muscled thighs. The cloak, draped off his broad shoulders, was a similarly understated, quality cut. His fair hair fell carelessly around his angular face and into the nape of his neck. And, to her horror, his chiselled mouth was curved in a grin... as if he were aware of her assessment! 
 
    
 
   ‘Why are you here?’ she snapped, choosing to ignore his last remark. ‘I’m sure my father would not have invited you to mingle with the guests?’
 
    
 
   ‘No, you’re right. He didn’t,’ he said, with what sounded like an amused chuckle. ‘Hence I had to find another way to see you. I’ve been waiting for some time I might add.’
 
    
 
   The cheek of him! ‘Well I was hardly to know my presence was required.’ Romula said in an irked whisper.  ‘I can’t recall visitors ever taking to sculking in the shadows waiting to snatch my person should the opportunity arise!’ 
 
    
 
   ‘No, probably not.’  Midias laughed. ‘Please, accept my apologies.’  
 
    
 
   Romula watched as his face and tone took on a more serious manner.  
 
    
 
   ‘I was wondering, did Titus tell you of the conversation we had last week?’ 
 
    
 
    Ah, the matter of the debt or the proposal of marriage? ‘I’m afraid I do not know of any such matter,’ she lied.  Neither of them were a subject Romula cared to discuss.  
 
    
 
   ‘A pity, I would have liked to know what you thought,’ he said slowly.
 
    
 
   ‘Well I’m sorry,’ she lied again, ‘but I do not know what you’re talking about.’ But she didn’t quite manage to stop her eyes sliding away from his steady gaze as she said it. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me I am tired and I need to go to bed. I have a long day ahead of me.’ This time, she looked directly at Midias.
 
    
 
   ‘So I hear - a visit to Aunt Venetia? A strange time of year to be visiting the country isn’t it? Mmmm, and such a sudden decision too. I was quite surprised when your father informed me. Still, I’m sure I will learn of his real plans in time.’
 
    
 
   Romula suddenly felt very unnerved by the turn of the conversation and was lost for words.   She racked her brain for a reply but nothing came to mind. And then she remembered Aunt Venetia’s most recent bit of wisdom: 
 
      
 
       “A noblewoman is not expected to have an answer to everything. One can simply choose not to comment, or alternatively excuse oneself and leave!”
 
    
 
   Well she’d already tried to excuse herself. So, she would simply leave! Thank you Aunt Venetia! 
 
    
 
   She went to sweep past, but Midias chose that moment to casually lean his shoulder against the ornate pillar of the alcove. Romula’s hands flew up against his chest just in time to prevent herself from hurtling headlong into his solid frame. Before she could push herself away, his arm came up behind her back and pulled her close into the warmth of his body. A mixture of alarm and some other, unknown, sensation flooded through her limbs. 
 
    
 
   She tried to protest but found that her vocal chords had abandoned her. Her breath caught even further in her throat as he placed a finger briefly to her lips.
 
    
 
   ‘Shush love, you don’t need to justify yourself to me.’ One hand was now lightly caressing her back, the other still held her in a tight embrace as he whispered into her ear, ‘I know you don’t know me well, but believe me when I say it. I hold you in high esteem. I wish only for your happiness. If  you find your new arrangements aren’t to your liking I want you to know I will help… I live on the rise of the Aventine hill. Send word and I will come.’ 
 
    
 
   Romula felt overwhelmed by his proximity, the tenderness of his voice and his languorous caress. She could barely focus on his words. Her body was awash with unusual tingly sensations.
 
    
 
   And she liked them! 
 
    
 
   She found herself pressing her body closer into his as if it were the most natural thing to do. Her head similarly tilted back of its own accord. Her heavy lidded eyes were drawn to his sensuous mouth just inches away from her own. Her moist lips parted in an invitation to the kiss that was to come. And then… 
 
    
 
   Nothing?  
 
    
 
   Confused, she raised her eyes to meet his. She saw the fire in them suddenly go out. And then, the kiss was finally delivered. 
 
    
 
   On top of her head! 
 
    
 
   The spell was broken. 
 
    
 
   Bewildered she pushed out of his embrace. Realisation dawned. She felt her body flush scarlet from head to toe. By the gods! She had just behaved like a one-denarii trollop from the alleys! 
 
    
 
   Midias reached out toward her. She slapped his hand away.
 
    
 
   ‘Romula love. Please, I don’t want to steal a first kiss in the shadows that’s all. I-’
 
    
 
   By the gods! He does think I’m a trollop! Her shame and mortification were quickly replaced with anger.  
 
    
 
   ‘How dare you!’ She had been merely going about minding her own business. He’d been the one lurking in the shadows! 
 
    
 
   She pushed angrily past him. ‘And, don’t call me “love”!’ she spat as an after-thought over her shoulder, as she hitched up her silks and ran off toward her room…
 
    
 
   A loud bang and the sound of clay smashing brought her out of her reverie and back to the present.  The cat landed lightly on the foot of the bed.  
 
    
 
   ‘Oh, Ulysses, what have you done!’ The cat gave her a brief look of apology, made a couple of tight turns and then nestled down onto the bedspread. 
 
    
 
   She briefly ran her hand along his back before getting up to see what was amiss with her shrine. 
 
    
 
   Vesta, one of her favourites, was lying face down on the mantle. Apprehension prickled through her body. She wasn’t sure of the portent but every Roman knew it was always wise to treat the representations of the gods and goddesses with the highest respect. And here she was, lying face down in the dirt, so to speak! She picked up the figurine and examined it for any damage. 
 
    
 
   Thankfully nothing was broken. 
 
    
 
   She carefully placed her back where she belonged.
 
    
 
   ‘Ouch!’ Romula gasped and clutched at her injured foot. Wiping away the blood she removed the shard of clay that she’d just managed to step on. Surprised, she looked at the floor to see a number of small pieces, sprayed around a prostrate figure. The apprehension of moments earlier turned to alarm. With a shaky hand she reached down. It was smashed beyond recognition! Glancing at her larni, she saw that the damaged effigy must be Cupid, god of love! 
 
    
 
   What can this mean? Have I angered the gods, again? she thought, dismally, for the second time that day.  
 
    
 
   She stared at the remaining gods, willing them to answer her silent questions. Without exception, their fixed expressions just stared right back. A tremor of foreboding set her body a shudder.  
 
    
 
   She had the feeling, tomorrow was going to be a bad day.
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER IIII
 
    
 
   The travel litter swayed and tilted as the eight male slaves, four at the front and four at the back, picked their way across the raised stepping stones.
 
    
 
   The occasional grunt accompanied their efforts.
 
    
 
   She looked out from behind the opaque silk curtains. They were in a particularly nasty part of town, Romula noted. Sewage swilled ankle deep in some places. 
 
    
 
   She pressed her scented cloth harder against her nose and mouth in a vain attempt to mask the unbearable stench.     
 
    
 
   As litter trundled along she saw people throwing more effluence, of one description or another, into the alleyways or streets, from the many ramshackle tenement blocks that lined the area. 
 
    
 
   One poor fellow had the contents of his up-stair neighbour’s piss pot tipped all over him.      ‘Ugghh! Oi, you stupid sod! Why don’t you watch what you’re doing! I’m covered from head to toe in your bloody piss! Just you wait. I’ve got a good mind to come up and smear the contents of my next pot all over your bloody head! Then we’ll see how you like it! You...’
 
    
 
   Romula briefly laughed aloud at the spectacle in spite of herself. But, she managed to stop. Judging by the sound of the bellowing as they passed by, she didn’t think the poor fellow would see the humour.  
 
    
 
    
 
   She looked over at Octavia. Her friend was pale and seemed to be in a state of shock. She was no doubt regretting her offer to accompany Romula to the School.
 
    
 
   Romula immersed herself again in the sights and sounds of the streets. Amazingly people were still going about their daily business, heedless of the squalor. Shop keepers selling pies, pastries and sweet meats called out their wares as they continued by. 
 
    
 
   She tried to smile as she saw the children pointing at the litter as it moved on through the town. But, her mind, once again, was too occupied with anxiety as to what lay ahead. Nonetheless, she could see that they appeared unaffected, as they played happily on the raised platforms running along the streets narrow edge. Romula marveled that they, like everyone else, seemed oblivious to the foulness of their home. 
 
    
 
   Their shouts and laughter added yet another level of noise to the din of the city.  
 
    
 
   What looked like the occasional trollop emerged, every now and then, from the depths of darkened archways and alleys. She watched with interest as they swished their gaudy coloured garments at potential clients, expertly revealing a thigh, calf, or partially exposed breast. 
 
    
 
   With their brightly painted faces, they cooed and coaxed willing customers, into the dark, to sample the merchandise on offer.  
 
    
 
   ‘Oi luv, why don’t you come ova ‘ere?’ called one of the harlots to a possible customer.
 
    
 
   By the sound of things, she was apparently fed up with the girl in the fornice before hers’, getting all of the interest. 
 
    
 
   ‘She ain’t ‘specially good. And, she always charges three times the coin o’ the rest of us!’  
 
    
 
   ‘Oi, you spiteful tart!’
 
    
 
   Romula just had enough time to see the maligned prostibula strut up to the tart in question and grab her by the hair, before the litter passed on by. Judging by the cheers and increasing bawdiness of the gathering crowd she could only assume that they’d soon be having a full-on fight.  
 
    
 
   All in all, Romula was stunned by the noise, sights and meanness of her surroundings. She’d known that places like this existed but had never, prior to today, witnessed them first hand.  
 
    
 
   Life goes on, she thought. 
 
    
 
   However, contemplated in light of her own, soon to be experienced, change of circumstance, she wasn’t sure if the realisation filled her with hope or with dread.
 
    
 
   ‘Really, I have no idea why your father insisted we come this way,’ Octavia muttered, as if reading her mind. 
 
    
 
   Romula’s reply was matter of fact and brief. ‘He felt I’d be less likely to bump into any acquaintances.’  She quickly placed the fragrant cloth back to her face. She couldn’t bear to breath any more of the rancid air than was absolutely necessary.
 
    
 
   ‘Hmm, a wise man after all!’ Octavia said, with a look of distaste still on her face. ‘Well thankfully we will be going up the slopes of the Esquiline shortly. The air will be fresher and there’ll be proper sanitation the further we get up the hill. Should I be allowed to come and visit you, I won’t be coming this way again!’ Octavia hastily lifted her cloth to her face again.
 
    
 
   And, the two of them spent the remainder of the journey in strained silence.
 
    
 
   Romula occasionally watched the passing scenery. The rest of the time she was occupied with her thoughts…Her mind kept wandering back to Midias. 
 
    
 
   She felt herself flush at the memory of his hands on her. His body pressed tightly against her own. Her pulse fluttered in her throat as she recalled his breath caressing her skin when he’d whispered into her ear. Then, she remembered the “kiss” and his parting words. 
 
    
 
   The heat that had been ignited in her loins by her recollections was suddenly doused.  
 
    
 
   Aunt Venetia had warned her of men who would try to “lead her astray.” She’d never really known what she meant, until now! 
 
    
 
   Tricky bastard. Well, at least I won’t have the misfortune of being manhandled by him again! 
 
    
 
   So why did she suddenly feel disappointed by that thought?
 
    
 
   ‘Hmmm.’ Romula said to herself in indignation. She would think on the matter no more. 
 
    
 
   The litter came to an abrupt stop. 
 
    
 
   ‘What’s going on?’ Not waiting for an answer, she pulled back the curtain and they both looked out.  
 
    
 
   ‘Oh,’ they said in unison.
 
    
 
   A massive gated arch spanned at least 20 passus in each direction. Suspended from bronze linked chains, a huge sign hung from its apex. Gaping up at the large, blood-red, letters, Romula read the words aloud in a cracked whisper.  ‘Ludus Gladitorii.’
 
    
 
    They had arrived.  
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER V
 
    
 
   Romula sat huddled in the corner of her cell. She had been given nothing for warmth and the chill, emanating from the cold-stoned confinement, bit cruelly into her skin, and added to her overall feelings of misery. 
 
    
 
   The room was bare save for a piss pot and a raised stone tablet to sleep on.  Her view of the outside was through bars to the dimly lit hallway that ran the length of the new arrivals housing area. As an auctorati, a voluntary gladiator, her housing was apparently more comfortable than the less fortunate damnati ad ludos – the slaves and criminals who’d had no choice in the matter. 
 
    
 
   She felt completely drained and shocked by the day’s events. Nothing could have prepared her for the experience, or the stark understanding, of what her life would now entail. 
 
    
 
   The Dominus had made sure that there was no room for doubt.
 
    
 
   She replayed the day’s events in her mind…
 
    
 
   She had barely alighted from the travel litter, was about to turn to Octavia to thank her for her company, when two men had appeared at her side. 
 
    
 
   ‘Romula Pompeius Drusa?’
 
    
 
   ‘Yes?’
 
    
 
   ‘You are now a charge of the Ludus Gladitorii, come with us.’
 
    
 
   She just managed to throw Octavia a glance over her shoulder before her upper arms were held in the clasp of each man. She was abruptly escorted away, through a side gate and into a stone corridor inside the school. And then, she was virtually hoisted through a heavy oak doorway and plonked unceremoniously in a barely lit room. 
 
    
 
   The guards had left without a backward glance…  
 
    
 
   Romula stood paralysed for a moment in the middle of the floor, confused as to what was happening or what would happen next. 
 
    
 
   Her body clenched and braced as if she were expecting a bucket of ice water to be thrown over her imminently. Or worse still, a spear to be gouged into her back. 
 
    
 
   Her eyes darted from side to side looking for any sign of life or attack. 
 
    
 
   The seconds, or minutes, stretched by in silence, without incidence. A gnawing feeling of anxiety started to tug at her gut. She felt completely lost and alone. For the first time in her life, she was truly scared. The reality of what was happening to her seemed warped and incomprehensible. 
 
    
 
   Yet, at the same time, she felt an incongruous flicker of hope that she’d been brought here to be told there’d been a terrible mistake and she was free to go back home.  
 
    
 
   ‘Come sit down, girl.’
 
    
 
   Romula, jumped at the sound of the unexpected voice. Her head whipped left and right and left again, looking for the source of the baritone.  
 
    
 
   ‘Here, Now.’
 
    
 
   She slowly turned, peering into the shadows…
 
    
 
   She took a step closer toward the seeming darkness beckoning her from the corner of the room. And then another. 
 
    
 
   The void slowly took on the nebulous shape and form of a large, seated, figure, behind what looked like the outline of a sturdily-built bronze table. A low burning torch on the wall behind him made it impossible to discern his features. 
 
    
 
   She felt oddly exposed and vulnerable. In the circumstances. She felt disinclined to take up his offer.
 
    
 
   ‘I’d rather stand if you don’t mind?’
 
    
 
   ‘Sit.  Or you may find you will not be able to stand for a week!’ the voice bit out.
 
    
 
   Romula practically threw herself onto the bench in front of the desk. She found herself having to grasp the seat to both break her fall, as well as steady the unfamiliar shaking that had taken a grip of her person. 
 
    
 
   In her haste to be seated, her robes hitched on her thigh – exposing the sweep of one leg - and rucked at her chest - accentuating the curve of her breasts.  
 
    
 
   The undefined bulk braced his hands on the desk. ‘As it is your first day here I will explain how things are to you…this once. Any instructions given to you are commands to be followed. Without hesitation. They are not suggestions or choices to be questioned or pondered upon.’ 
 
    
 
   He leant towards her, casting a monstrous shadow over the back wall and across part of the ceiling.  What little light the small room held was all but lost. 
 
    
 
   ‘Do you understand?’
 
    
 
   Romula involuntarily pressed her back into the support of the bench but managed to nod her agreement. She kept her eyes pinned to the patch of darkness she thought might be level with his face. But, she dared not risk her voice. She knew beyond doubt, this man of shadow and dark would cut out her tongue, or slice off an ear, if he detected any note of insolence or dissention. 
 
    
 
    
 
   She had never given much thought before to the lives of the men and women who fought in the games. Whose blood sprayed across the arena. And whose deaths, were but passing titillations to the insatiable roars of the crowd. 
 
    
 
   She herself had been part of that hungry mob, baying for blood, delighting in the skill and violence of the latest gladiatorial stars’ victories or betting a small purse on this or that outcome. And, like so many others, trying to influence the throng by starting the call for mercy or death and squealing in delight with her friends when their gambles paid off. 
 
    
 
   A wash of nauseating shame, coursed through her. And now here she was – about to join the entertainment! She felt sick to her stomach and irreconcilably, almost hysterically, amused, by the pathetic irony - at the same time! 
 
    
 
   Cold perspiration trickled down her spine and the air in her lungs felt like it was being crushed by some unseen vice. It was becoming increasingly difficult to breathe. She could hear her own ragged breaths cutting into the silence of the room… like a knife.  
 
    
 
   The true reality of her situation was starting to dawn on her. 
 
    
 
   Marcus leant further back in his chair. He studied the young woman in front of him.  He’d read her brief file before she’d been brought in. He was of the opinion that she would be a spoilt, over-indulged, insolent young patrician of questionable breeding. 
 
    
 
   He briefly opened and surveyed the scroll again. There was little more to be gleaned. She was of noble birth and hence not subscripted into the profession. Her fees were to be collected monthly by a servant courier and held by her father.
 
    
 
   It was invariably the same with any of the foolish nobles who presented themselves to the school for training and went on to swear the gladiatorial oath. Most were motivated by vanity, or boredom, and he had no intention of pampering to either susceptibility. Let alone overly indulgent parents!
 
    
 
   He let the scroll curl back on itself and set it to one side on the table. He resumed his scrutiny of his latest recruit. 
 
    
 
   His eyes narrowed…
 
    
 
   He thought he noticed a slight flicker of barely concealed amusement, or was it excitement, momentarily cross her face despite her pathetic attempt to appear contrite and even timid in his presence. 
 
    
 
   Another actress he thought dryly. He silently snarled in response. 
 
    
 
   His school was one of the best in Rome, noted for the quality of its training and gladiators. Not to mention the tourism and honour it brought to Rome. He’d be damned if some little chit of a girl was coming here to find fame, fortune or notoriety at his expense. His fist clenched in irritation. This was the second one today. 
 
    
 
   At least the other one had been honest about her reasons for joining. 
 
    
 
   But this one, with her bold features and sun-kissed golden olive skin, expertly revealed, he noted, by her skillfully-disheveled gown, obviously had some other agenda in mind. 
 
    
 
   His gaze roamed over her tall, slender, frame. He imagined stripping her bare and pushing her face down on the table. His fist knotted in her hair to hold her there while he explored her exposed, helpless, but willing body before rutting her from behind like a beast. 
 
    
 
   He didn’t bother to stifle a derisive snort as his eyes came to rest on her heaving chest. Then he moved up to her wide, clear, seemingly bewildered, eyes. He sneered. It was an obvious attempt to appeal to a man’s basic nature whilst appearing vulnerable and innocent at the same time. She’s so transparent…
 
    
 
   He shifted slightly to allow his erection more room to grow. 
 
    
 
   It wouldn’t be the first time, a woman had sought out a gladiatrix’ life, purely to satisfy their own depraved sexual fantasies without censure or limitation. Well he was more than willing to be that brute she craved. But she would, no doubt find, as others had before her, that no amount of sexual manipulation would lead to any form of special treatment or dispensation. 
 
    
 
   She was his property now, for the foreseeable future. To be trained, hired out or used in whatever way he saw fit. Solely, for his own personal and financial gain. If she enjoyed the ride then fine, but, if not, too bad. She should have thought of that before signing up. At least she’d certainly have a licentious tale or two with which to entertain her friends – if she survived. Her popularity would be ensured, along with an endless supply of invites to the most prestigious feasts…
 
    
 
   His lip curled again in distaste at the direction his thought were takings. He was so fed up with these shallow, vain, glory-seekers. And, to Pluto and the Underworld, with her barely concealed, feminine curves and false allure.  His arousal died. But he couldn’t quite tear his eyes away from feasting on her feminine delights a few seconds more. 
 
    
 
   Time to focus on business.
 
    
 
   Romula gave a startled gasp at the scraping sound of chair against stone. The figure swiftly rose and strode out from behind the desk. 
 
    
 
   Her whole body jerked back in response. 
 
    
 
   She found herself having to crane and twist her neck to look up at the towering frame of the man, who was, now circling her, like a bird of prey. Her heart hammered in her chest. Her legs involuntarily flexed as she fought with her natural instinct to flee. 
 
    
 
   He came to rest again in front of her. Only this time, he perched on the table edge staring down at her. The raw power radiating from this man at such close proximity was palpable. It felt like a furnace, burning her skin...and sucking the very air out of the room.  
 
    
 
   ‘I am Marcus, the Dominus of the School. You will call me Master. You’ll address me only if it is permitted. You will obey me without question.’ He stopped briefly as if he expected her to say something.
 
    
 
   But, she could hardly draw breath, let alone speak. 
 
    
 
   Untroubled by her lack of response, he continued. ‘For the next four years I own you. As you come to me as an auctorati you will be afforded your own quarters. That is one of the few privileges bestowed on you. But in the main, you will be treated no differently from the slaves and criminals who find themselves brought here.’ He shifted his weight as he spoke and then paused as if to let his words sink in.  
 
    
 
   ‘Any freedoms, that may from time to time be granted, have to be earned from the sweat of your labours training as a gladiatrix. And, by showing me a return on my investment in the arena.’ 
 
    
 
   She noticed at this point, he seemed to be speaking over her head as if he was recalling by rote the speech he had made to so many others before. The others she’d watched die for her own entertainment without a moment’s thought...     
 
    
 
   ‘If you survive your tenure you are free to go at the end of the period. Any coin you personally accrue during this time is yours to keep. If you die during your servitude, then be sure to die well, as you will be shown in training. Your death honours Rome and my school.’ 
 
    
 
   His shadowed gaze came to rest on her again as if to remind her of her helplessness in the matter.  ‘Do you understand?’
 
    
 
   There was nothing she could do other than nod.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER VI 
 
   Romula paused under the archway of the training pit. The arena was alive with activity and a barrage of noise. 
 
    
 
   Groups of men and women were engaged in combat moves. Some huddled around various gladiatorial doctores learning the techniques of the individual types of gladiator they would be performing as, and, or pitted against. Others were working in teams. Still more were individually using various items of equipment to build strength, stamina and anticipation. 
 
    
 
   Today was the first day of the rest of her life. This was what she had told herself when she woke in the early hours of the morning. She felt like she’d never cried so much in all her life as she had in the last two days. Not even to fill the emptiness left from not knowing her mother or lacking the love of her father.  
 
    
 
   She took a step forward. 
 
    
 
   She curled her feet in the sand feeling the texture of the grains in between her toes. She gazed around the training arena again, soaking in all the sights and sounds of her new life. 
 
    
 
   She was a warrior in the making. 
 
    
 
   The emerging warmth of the sun penetrating gently into the topmost granules, felt strangely comforting. She pushed her feet deeper into the ground, as if to draw strength from all the greats who’d trod the sands here, before her.  
 
    
 
   If this was the means by which the gods answered her years of silent prayers to help her gain her father’s affection, or at least forgiveness, then so be it.  
 
    
 
   She remembered the image of Fortuna in the storm. 
 
    
 
   The goddess had spoken to her. She saw it now as a sign of her support and hand in all of this. Romula had made the resolve to embrace the opportunity. To be the best she could be. 
 
    
 
   And… to survive. 
 
    
 
   But, if she died...then at least she’d be ensured a good afterlife. And, her mater, with pride in her eyes and arms open wide, would be waiting to welcome her. 
 
    
 
   She lifted her face to the sun, savouring the dream, feeling as if the building heat of the rays could lift her soul to the heavens, right now, to be enveloped in the awaiting embrace of her mother. 
 
    
 
   ‘Get a move on...flower.’ Romula stumbled forward from the shove to her back. She managed to keep her balance. She glared over her shoulder at the perpetrator but, perhaps luckily for her, he seemed too amused by his joke to notice. Romula lifted her chin and marched in the direction of the other women who were now gathering in a semi-circle ahead. 
 
    
 
   Although she looked back over her shoulder once or twice, she tried to ignore the banter behind her…
 
    
 
    ‘Flower. Ha ha. That’s a good one Jed.’
 
    
 
   Ha, I know. Could have said ‘petal’ even but no, I said ‘flower.’  Jed doubled over, laughing.  ‘Well I mean there she was, feet planted in the ground, arms wide and head lifted to the sun.  Just like a flower -’  
 
    
 
   ‘Hey Honey, don’t let it bother you. We’re all new here and yet to prove our mettle. At least you’ve already been noticed – even if by only being inappropriately named!’ Romula looked up at the slightly stocky woman who’d fallen into step beside her. She seemed older than the others. She had a broad open face. 
 
    
 
   Romula liked her. She relaxed and smiled. ‘Yes, I suppose you’re right.’ 
 
    
 
   ‘I’m Marthita. You have the look of an auctorati, same as me? After my husband died, it was either this or marrying my odious cousin so he’d support me. What is your name?’ 
 
    
 
   Romula hesitated, she didn’t really know how all this worked and didn’t want to reveal too much about herself - bearing in mind the circumstances of her admission. 
 
    
 
   She looked back at Marthita in what she hoped appeared to be a light-hearted manner and said, ‘Just call me ‘Flower’ if you like.’ As suspected, Marthita took it good naturedly.
 
    
 
   ‘Well, it takes a rare and hardy flower to grow in sand you know. I’m honoured to make your acquaintance.’ They both laughed and Romula felt strangely uplifted that, perhaps, she’d made a friend.  
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER VII 
 
   ‘Gather round.’ 
 
    
 
   The strong clear voice put an end to any further banter. Romula and Marthita joined the other women whose eyes and attention were now keenly focused on the tall, well-built, man standing in front of them.  
 
    
 
   ‘I am Augustine Primodius, your Master Trainer. Welcome to the Ludus. From this day forward you will focus on becoming warriors worthy of Rome and Nero.’ 
 
    
 
   His slate-grey gaze scanned the small crowd, scrutinising each of them in turn. 
 
    
 
   ‘You will follow every instruction without question. And, you will lay down your life with honour if required. Who you were, where you came from or why you are here, are no longer relevant. You now belong, mind, body and spirit to the school and its Dominus, Marcus Quintus Ceaser. We are now your familia.’
 
    
 
   Romula shifted unconsciously at his words.  
 
    
 
   ‘Do you all understand?’
 
    
 
   A few clear ‘yes’s’ and a number of audible mumbles answered in return.
 
    
 
   ‘Good. Remove your clothes and throw them in a pile here.’ He tapped the sand in front of his feet with his staff. 
 
    
 
   Romula’s mouth dropped open in alarm. What! She jerked her head round to Marthita. But, Marthita was already in the process of unclasping her stola.
 
    
 
   ‘What’s the matter child? Just do it!’ Marthita rasped between clenched teeth.  
 
    
 
   ‘Never. I am not some slave being paraded at auction!’ Romula looked around at the other women for support or agreement but most were either in the process of disrobing or already nude. 
 
    
 
   Other than one or two annoyed or sympathetic looks, most avoided her eyes. 
 
    
 
   ‘I think perhaps you and I are the only auctorati here.’ Marthita pointed out in a strained whisper. At the same time, her hands reached out to undo the sash at Romula’s waist. ‘You are not only risking death but insulting the others...’  
 
    
 
   Romula stepped back out of her grasp and stumbled against the girl beside her.
 
    
 
   ‘Hey watch it.’ The girl snapped, shoving Romula back. ‘Better toughen up, Flower’, or you’re going to wilt and die.’ 
 
    
 
   She threw her travel-worn clothes into the growing pile and returned her derisive gaze to Romula. ‘I was an auction slave. I’ve spent most of my life serving the likes of you.’ 
 
    
 
   She eyed Romula up and down as if she looked and smelt like squashed dung under a cart’s wheel. 
 
    
 
   ‘It was a relief when I was sold here. The gods have finally seen fit to give me the chance to prove myself and stand as an equal. What makes you think you’re better than me – better than the rest of us?’ she said turning and indicating the rest of the girls who’d all started packing round them, intently watching and listening to what was going on.
 
    
 
   Marthita went to step forward. But, the slave girl put a restraining arm to Marthita’s shoulder.
 
    
 
   ‘What’s your problem?’ she said, eyeing her questioningly. ‘Are you planning to be wielding her sword for her too when she fights in the arena?’ Some of the other girls chuckled at the remark. 
 
    
 
   Marthita gave a resigned sigh and stopped in her tracks. 
 
    
 
   ‘I didn’t mean any insult. I-’ Romula began.
 
    
 
   ‘Lysandra, come on, that’s enough.’ A petite blond had managed to press her way through the tightening throng and place a gentle restraining hand on the slaves arm.
 
    
 
   ‘Enough? Enough...’ said Lysandra, brushing the girl’s hand away, without taking her eyes off Romula’s drawn face ‘...Yes it’s quite enough to be treated as befitted a slave in my former life by my owners, but it’s quite another thing to be ridiculed for it amongst my peers, now.  So, strip off like the rest of us!’  
 
    
 
   She lunged at Romula. 
 
    
 
   Romula’s tunic tore at the neck. But, she managed to turn sideways against the attack and wrench herself free from Lysandra’s grasp. Instinctively, threw her right arm over the side of her assailant as she turned. She brought her elbow down hard on her back. Lysandra went crashing into the sand at her feet. 
 
    
 
   A surprised gasp rose from the girls. 
 
    
 
   Romula just stared down at Lysandra in amazement. She had no idea what had just happened. Her body had just seemed to move of its own volition when threatened with attack.
 
    
 
   ‘What is this!’ 
 
    
 
   Romula froze. She’d never forget the debilitating power that steel-worn baritone seemed to have over her. Her legs, suddenly hollow, somehow, turned her towards its sound. She found herself staring across the heads of the women at a giant man. 
 
    
 
   She now knew… had to be Marcus. 
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER VIII
 
    
 
   ‘Why are you still dressed?’ he boomed.
 
    
 
   ‘She forgets she is no better than the rest of us slaves…now.’ Lysandra interjected, slyly, as she dusted herself off. ‘She also thinks she’s above anyone’s bidding.’ 
 
    
 
   ‘Silence!’ he snapped without bothering to spare Lysandra as much as a glance. The rest of you go over to the Doctores now for inspection.’
 
    
 
   Romula heard everyone scurry off, but she couldn’t drag her paralysed eyes off Marcus. 
 
    
 
   And then suddenly she saw that his features, though hard and scarred, were surprisingly handsome. His black locks of curling hair accentuated the penetrating quality of his dark eyes and set off his square jaw and the fascinating dimple in his chin.
 
    
 
   The sun, rising behind him, almost blocked from view by the immensity of his frame, seemed to illuminate the outline of his body in a glowing aurora of light. Romula felt that she may well have been looking at the embodiment of Mars, the god of war. Raw strength, beauty and barely checked, pulsating, anger, radiated from him. 
 
    
 
   Again, she felt his emanating power like a physical heat. This time penetrating through her skin and igniting an answering fire from within. In dawning horror, she realised that she felt overwhelmingly and inexplicably attracted to this monstrous man. 
 
    
 
   By the gods! What has become of me! First Midias… and now this…this brute? 
 
    
 
   She was perhaps at this very moment about to be cut down for her rebellion but all she could think of was wrapping her limbs round this unknown man - to let his heat, beauty, passion, anger and raw masculinity invade her very soul, entirely. 
 
    
 
   She felt like a moth, mercilessly being drawn to a burning flame.
 
    
 
   With strength of will she hadn’t known she was capable of, Romula broke her gaze. She wrapped her arms around herself and concentrated briefly on gaining control of her trembling body. 
 
    
 
   The rest of the world intruded into her senses again. 
 
    
 
   The clanging of weapons, shouting of orders, even the quieter grunts and exertions of the trainees, became audible over the pounding sound of her blood pumping round her head. Whatever curse had afflicted her mind and body a moment ago was now gone. 
 
    
 
   Marcus was just a man again. Albeit her ‘Master’.  
 
    
 
   And he was waiting for an answer.  
 
    
 
   ‘I can’t strip. I just can’t,’ Romula blurted out, looking at him beseechingly.  
 
    
 
   ‘You know I could have you flogged - or worse - for disobeying orders?’ said Marcus dispassionately, staring at her coldly.
 
    
 
   ‘Yes,’ she gulped, ‘but I’ve never heard of such a thing at the games.’ 
 
    
 
   ‘Weren’t you already told and forewarned to obey without question?’ 
 
    
 
   Romula nodded.  ‘It-it just seemed so unnecessary,’ she offered by way of explanation.
 
    
 
   ‘Nothing we do here is unnecessary.’ He ground the words out between his teeth as he strode toward her.  
 
    
 
   Romula unconsciously found herself taking a number of steps back in response. She raised her arms as if to ward him off. Her heart started pounding again, in fear this time, and not attraction.  
 
    
 
   Marcus continued his advance. ‘You strip to be inspected for flaws, for ability and to determine the gladiatorial style of combat you are best suited for. You strip to discard the identity of your former life.’ Romula noticed his stride was lengthening to close the gap between them. She doubled her efforts to retreat. 
 
    
 
   But still he pressed forward like a gathering tornado. 
 
    
 
   ‘And, you strip because the unmistakable form of a woman fighting in the arena horrifies and erotically excites the crowd. It never fails to fill my purse…’ 
 
    
 
   Romula anticipated his move as his went to grab her. She raised her arm and deflected his grasp with her elbow. She was amazed at her own stupidity but her response had been automatic. She saw a moment of surprise on his face before it was quickly replaced with a mask of sheer anger.
 
    
 
   ‘And, you strip simply because you are told!’ he barked, as he lashed out and swiped the back of his hand hard across her face. The blow sent her spiraling towards the sand. Without thinking she started to clamber off on her hands and knees determined to somehow get away.  
 
    
 
   Marcus was at her side in a moment. He grabbed a fistful of her hair and tugged her head back until she was up on her knees. Romula cried out in pain, her hands trying to dislodge his hold in vain. 
 
    
 
   ‘Carry on like this and the only use I’ll have for you will be as lion feed!’ he rumbled into her ear, before yanking her to her feet.  
 
    
 
   ‘Jed!’
 
    
 
   The man she recognised as Jed came running over. ‘Yes Dominus?’
 
    
 
   Romula gasped in shock as Marcus rent the clothes off her back. Then, he threw her at Jed’s feet.
 
    
 
   ‘Take her to Primodius for training.’ Marcus said, his eyes never leaving Romula’s face. 
 
    
 
   ‘Yes Dominus.’
 
    
 
   Romula glared straight back at Marcus. 
 
    
 
   Never had she felt such humiliation, rage, and, gods be damned, desire! Her whole body was thrumming with it. She could feel her anger battling with an inexplicable longing to be totally consumed by him. The vying emotions coursed through her veins like hot coal. They seemed to physically burn a trail to the very core of her being, culminating in a knot of pain pulsating with need at her very centre. 
 
    
 
   With shock, she suddenly realised she’d spent her whole life apologising for her existence, cowed into obedience and desperate for her father’s approval. 
 
    
 
   Yet this man, despite the callous indifference he’d shown her, made her feel alive! She’d never known who she truly was or what she was capable of until the gods had conspired to bring her here. 
 
    
 
   She felt the power of her spirit welling up to the surface of her being, in response to this brutishly handsome man.  
 
    
 
   Marcus leveled his gaze on Jed, ‘And, if she gives you anymore trouble…flog her.’
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER VIIII
 
    
 
   Romula couldn’t believe her ears! She was not going to be treated like some slave, to be punished on the whim of a master!
 
    
 
   If it was the last thing she did, Marcus was going to see her as an equal worthy of his notice or, by Pluto, she would die trying! 
 
    
 
   She jumped to her feet. Howling with rage, her nudity forgotten, she grabbed the two short swords from Jed’s scabbard belt. She elbowed him hard in the gut before he could react. 
 
    
 
   He doubled over from the unexpected blow.
 
    
 
   Anger, mixed with a passion she’d never known, sent her hurtling toward a momentarily surprised and somewhat amused looking Marcus. 
 
    
 
   ‘Hah, so you’re not the wilting ‘flower’ you were first mistaken for,’ said Marcus with a hungry, admiring look in his eye, as his hot gaze blatantly examined her. 
 
    
 
   He raised his hand in a signal to stay as Jed and some of the other guards came running over to restrain her. 
 
    
 
   ‘I am Romula. I am not a slave! I did not choose to come here. But, I intend to be worthy of my fate. And, the respect that is due!’ she yelled. With a flurry of blades she charged as if she intended to separate his head from his shoulders. 
 
    
 
   Marcus casually stepped to one side. Turning to avoid a further blow, he brought his staff round hard on her back. She landed winded and spread-eagled on the sand at the feet of the gathering crowd. 
 
    
 
   Picking herself back up, she stood facing Marcus again. She mentally blocked out the gasps of surprise, Lysandra’s snigger and the look of disbelief and horror she’d seen, only moments earlier, on Marthita’s face. 
 
    
 
   ‘You seem desperately keen to start your training,’ Marcus laughed. ‘Stand with your feet apart then girl. Wider!’ he commanded, with a heavy tap to her ankle. Her leg was forced to shift. ‘..And get your shoulders back. Back. Back more.  Watch the rod!’
 
    
 
   Romula staggered, and almost fell, as the wooden staff hit her across the right side of the face. 
 
    
 
   ‘Silly girl!  If that were a sword, you’d be dead. A gladiatrix worthy of the name does not leave her defence completely open like that. Do you want to die on the day at sunset?’
 
    
 
   Stars exploded in her vision. But, refusing to break, she recovered her stance quickly.
 
    
 
    Romula squared her shoulders.  
 
    
 
   ‘I’ll most definitely remember to act like a true gladiator when I’m in the arena,’ she said, as she lunged forward and swept the flat side of one sword up into his groin. ‘Perhaps it’s a class you might care to repeat, Master?’
 
    
 
   Marcus stumbled to one knee, briefly clasping his injured member. With some apparent effort, accompanied with some muttered swearing on his part, he pushed himself back up onto both feet again. 
 
    
 
   Audible sniggers from the side-lines were quickly snuffed out when he turned his scowling face toward the perpetrators. Snarling low in his throat, he turned his attention back to Romula.  
 
    
 
   Every line of his body emanated menace. 
 
    
 
   ‘Do not mistake a momentary lapse of attention as an indication of any skill, girl. Simply see it for what it is, merely - a moment longer to live.’ 
 
    
 
   ‘Nor... underestimate.... the will .....of the... gods,’ Romula managed between grunts, whilst parrying his advancing blows. ‘... To do so.... is ...to ...forget...even.... the mighty...fall.’
 
    
 
   Romula involuntarily swallowed as she watched Marcus’s features tighten and darken in barely constrained anger. She ran her tongue over her suddenly dry lips and took a quick step back. 
 
    
 
   But…too late. 
 
    
 
   Marcus closed the gap between them.
 
    
 
   In one swift movement, he twisted her sword out of her grasp with a flick of his wrist.
 
    
 
   ‘Let go of me!’ she cried as she struggled to release her hand from his vice-like grip. 
 
    
 
   Instead, he yanked her bodily to an inch below his lowered face. His hooded eyes were devoid of light as they narrowed on her startled gaze. 
 
    
 
   ‘You’ve turned your back on your kind. You have the status of a slave. And yet, you think to mock and challenge me?’ 
 
    
 
   ‘Uuh..uuhh…’ Her retort was cut short by a strangle hold to her neck.
 
    
 
   ‘Don’t presume to know the will of the gods, slave. You will first learn to know and accept the will of your Master!’
 
    
 
   Gasping for air, Romina futilely clawed at the hand around her throat. ‘M-M-Marcus?’ 
 
    
 
   Tears stung her eyes and blurred her vision. Nonetheless, she thought the last thing she saw, before she passed out, was a look of utter astonishment on the face of Marcus. 
 
    
 
   The man she felt destined to love.
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER X
 
    
 
   Marcus sat on the edge of the sumptuously stuffed sofa in his cubicula. His arms rested on his knees; his hands buried in his hair, either side of his head. 
 
    
 
   He looked up again to stare at the limp body of Romula, unconscious on the bed. His mind was a tumult of anguish, shame and remorse. 
 
    
 
   What was it about this woman that inspired such desire and anger?
 
    
 
   He remembered seeing her for the first time in the sunlight - her display of spirit, masking and bolstering her physical frailty. She’d seemed like a warrior maiden, bravely facing down a pack of wolves (himself, as it turned out, chief amongst them). 
 
    
 
   Something inside him had cracked at the sight. And, he’d meant to somehow go to her aid. Her beauty when she fully turned to face him had made him falter in his tracks. The sun shining directly on her had illuminated her from within. 
 
    
 
   Everything else had fallen away. Time had seemed to slow down, and for that briefest of moments, it was just the two of them on the sands. No clamour of weapons, rabble of voices or people. Just the two of them, communicating at a soul level in the stillness of silence. 
 
    
 
   And then what had he done!  
 
    
 
   He’d threatened her, humiliated her, slapped her, thrown her around and throttled her! 
 
    
 
   ‘Argghh!’ Marcus let out an audible groan of disgust. He’d actually wanted to take her with an intensity he’d never even known it was possible to feel. Right there on the ground, the moment she’d stood up to challenge him. 
 
    
 
   Naked and bold, she was enticingly beautiful.  
 
    
 
   Instead, with no way to slate the almost uncontrollable urge threatening to take over his mind and body, he’d channeled that energy into a rage that could have almost killed her! For some reason, he’d needed to punish her for making him feel that way.  
 
    
 
   Romula started at the sound. 
 
    
 
   Her eyes widened in alarm as she saw Marcus hurriedly striding toward her. She couldn’t read the expression on his face. She leapt off the bed, and, braced her arms against it to face him - as if it were a weapon that would hold him at bay.
 
    
 
   ‘What am I doing here?’ She stole a quick glance around his surprisingly well-decorated room. ‘I would have thought having me flogged would be next on your agenda,’ she said, her indignation rising at the memory of his treatment of her.
 
    
 
   To her amazement, Marcus laughed.
 
    
 
   ‘Well if you think my training is lacking in some way I can certainly have a flogging arranged…if you like?’
 
    
 
   To her surprise she found herself flushing in response to his words. A frisson of excitement shot through her abdomen. An image of him hoisting her over his knee, her bare, pliant, round bottom being alternatively caressed and masterfully slapped, came unbidden to her mind.  
 
    
 
   An almost quizzical look flittered across his face, to be replaced by what she could only describe as unveiled lust. His eyes now seemed to be devouring her. 
 
    
 
   By the gods, it’s as if he’s reading my mind!
 
    
 
    Romula’s hand flew to her chest to ensure the bed sheet she was wrapped in was still secure. Confused for a moment by her turn of thoughts, she looked away. 
 
    
 
   Why did this man make her feel this way? Even in the direst of circumstances, all she could think about was the arousing effect he had on her emotions and traitorous body. Perhaps, as a result of the fact that her life now would always be only a hairs’ breadth away from death, all her other senses associated with living were somehow heightened?     
 
    
 
   Romula didn’t know the answer.
 
    
 
   Whatever the reason, the craving she felt for him was like a physical hunger demanding to be fed. 
 
    
 
   In that moment of enlightenment, she decided she could no longer ignore it.
 
    
 
   She stared defiantly back at him, her gaze matching his in intensity. ‘It depends whether or not it would be you giving me the flogging…my Dominus.’ 
 
    
 
   Her heart hammered in her chest at her audacity. An answering heat flared in his eyes. 
 
    
 
   There was no going back now.
 
    
 
   For the barest of moments, Marcus almost dropped his jaw in shock. He could not believe the boldness of the brazen goddess in front of him. There was no mistaking the invitation. His member, already stirring from the moment she’d awoken, thickened and straightened in an instant. He ran his hand along the shaft, demonstrating his acceptance of her invitation, his eyes never leaving her face.  
 
    
 
   He was as stiff as a rock. 
 
    
 
   Romula, stood transfixed, her entire body quivering with desire. Her eyes followed the movement of his hand as it stroked up and down the outline of his arousal. The knowledge that she affected him, perhaps as thoroughly as he did her, deepened the throbbing sensation building between her legs. 
 
    
 
   She looked back to his face. The fire burning in his eyes seemed to command her to abandon herself to her carnal desires.  
 
    
 
   Without further thought or hesitation, Romula slowly unwound the sheet she’d previously been clutching to her body. She let it fall unwanted to the rug-strewn floor.  She paused for a moment to bask in his smoldering gaze as he drank in the planes and curves of her dusky form. 
 
    
 
   Then, she climbed back onto the bed…All the time, keeping her eyes on him.
 
    
 
   She slowly made her way on her hands and knees, as if in supplication. An intentionally wicked smile teased her lips. Marcus’ hand shot out to bury itself in the silken mass of her raven hair as she approached; his other hand was already working at the clasps of his tunic. 
 
    
 
   With a guttural groan his mouth claimed hers in a bruising sensual kiss, his tongue alternating between thrusting and probing deep in her mouth and twirling around in frenzied exploration.  
 
    
 
   Romula gave herself up entirely to sensuous abandon and moaned ecstatically.   
 
    
 
   ‘So you’re happy to accept me as your master now are you?’ he chuckled, as his hand swept up and down her back from the nape of her neck to the base of her spine.
 
    
 
   ‘Yes,’ Romula murmured, her body shuddering in uncontrollable pleasure.  
 
    
 
   ‘Yes…what?’ he said nibbling her ear as his other hand came round to cup and caress her swollen breasts.
 
    
 
   ‘Yes, Master,’ she huskily breathed whilst giving his lip a playful nip. She sat back on her heels, her hands sliding up the contours of his taut stomach and chest. 
 
    
 
   ‘No.’ He gently clasped her hands in his. ‘I preferred you as you were,’ he said, putting her back in her former position of being on all fours on the bed. ‘I believe a flogging was called for…’  
 
    
 
   Although Marcus’s voice sounded roughened but sexy, Romula, nonetheless, stiffened in surprise. A chill of uncertainty trilled through her body. 
 
    
 
   ‘Uh, uoooooo…’ The protest she was about to make turned into a purr of appreciation as he continued stroking, massaging and caressing her shoulders.
 
    
 
   His attention moved to her back and buttocks, his fingers tracing along the valley to rub the heel of his palm into the creamy wet heat of her most secret centre.
 
    
 
   Romula, found herself grinding her pubis against his hand desperately needing something more but not knowing what. 
 
    
 
   ‘Oh!’ she suddenly yelped in ecstasy as his other hand gave her exposed behind a firm slap. 
 
    
 
   The first was quickly followed by another and another. And…Romula, was soon writhing and panting in delight at her ‘flogging’. 
 
    
 
   Marcus placed a trail of kisses along her lower back. Then, he ran his hands round the full swell of her rear kneading and pulling at the soft flesh. Just when she thought she couldn’t take anymore, Marcus moved on down to the slick warmth between her legs. 
 
    
 
   His fingers delved inside while his other hand resumed a slow rhythmic thwacking, once again, on her rump. What felt like exquisite bolts of lightning jolted through her each time the erotic contact was made.
 
    
 
   Romula suddenly cried out as the rising ball of tension, that’d been relentlessly building inside her, finally exploded in release. Her entire body was racked with a paroxysm of spasms causing her limbs to give way, as she collapsed, feeling totally debilitated, on the bed… 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER XI
 
    
 
   But, Marcus had no intention of letting her rest. 
 
    
 
   His manhood was engorged to the point of agony. Never had he felt such a craving for another. His nerve endings felt flayed raw from the burning need to bury himself entirely in her and lose all sense of separateness in the union. 
 
    
 
   With a feral cry he rolled her over and thrust into her hot wet darkness. 
 
    
 
   Romula screamed in shock and pain. Her whole body went rigid. Her nails bit cruelly into his skin. He felt her muscles clamp around his throbbing staff as it tore through an internal barrier. Marcus froze.  Every muscle and nerve strained with the effort.
 
    
 
   ‘Romula! I never meant to hurt you! I..I assumed..I’m sorry.’ Marcus was horrified. 
 
    
 
   For the first time in his life, Marcus found himself apologising for his behaviour as well as being lost for words. He slowly withdrew from her moist warmth and gently pulled her into his side. His hand caressed her face as he wiped away her tears.
 
    
 
   Everything he’d originally thought about her was wrong.
 
    
 
   Romula, lay curled within his arm. Her mind trying to understand what had just happened. Was this how it was supposed to be? So much pleasure…and then…excruciating pain? 
 
       
 
   Despite the soreness and bruising she felt inside, her body was still awash with heightened sensations from their lovemaking. Marcus’s gentle stroking was making her feel like butterflies were dancing and flittering around her tummy. She burrowed deeper into his side. 
 
    
 
   She found herself thinking again of Midias. It was the first time since she’d vowed not to. The attraction she’d felt towards him was nothing in comparison to her feelings for Marcus. Her reaction then had just been an innocent response to his touch awakening the sensual side of her nature. But, it never evoked anything like this…this scorching desire and primal need that she felt for Marcus. 
 
    
 
   She suddenly realised she would rather die now than be without him. And, she would endure any amount of pain to keep him!
 
    
 
   Romula hesitantly trailed her fingertips across his muscled chest. She felt his instant arousal knock against her belly in response. 
 
    
 
   ‘Romula, my love,’ he rasped between gritted teeth, ‘you need to stop what you’re doing. Right now, or, the gods so help me!’
 
    
 
   Romula gave a throaty chuckle as she started planting tender kisses on his chest, where her fingertips had been just moments earlier. Her eyes locked with his - challenging him to make his move.
 
    
 
   Half laughing, half groaning, Marcus swept her into his arms. His mouth hungrily sucked and kissed and nipped her neck, her lips, stomach and breasts. And then, he positioned himself at her entrance. 
 
    
 
   Romula unwillingly tensed in anticipation of the searing pain to come. 
 
    
 
   ‘It won’t hurt this time…I promise…’
 
    
 
   Romula could hear his laboured breath as he rested his head against her cheek. She could feel his whole body was now rigid with restraint.
 
    
 
   ‘Please let me in.’ he whispered in her ear.
 
    
 
   Romula’s heart leapt in her chest. I would give this man anything! Her taut thighs relaxed in submission. She spread her legs wider to welcome him as she ran her hands up and down his back and tentatively kissed and nibbled the base of his neck. They groaned in unison as Marcus gently slid into her all enveloping heat. 
 
    
 
   She could not believe the intensity of the sensations fanning out from her core into the rest of her body. They seemed to grow and grow with each slow, powerful thrust. 
 
    
 
   Marcus let out a growl of appreciation as she wrapped her legs around him and tilted her hips up to him. She desperately needed to feel him sheathed as deep as he possibly could, inside her. 
 
    
 
   He started to grind his pelvis in slow, sensual, circular motions against her entrance sending bolt upon bolt of mindless pleasure shooting up into her centre.
 
    
 
   ‘Marcus… please!’ she cried out, not knowing what it was she wanted. 
 
    
 
   He immediately pulled her up onto his lap as he repositioned himself into a kneeling position on the bed. He knew exactly what she wanted. 
 
    
 
   Romula arched her back, her head thrashing from side to side in ecstasy as he repeatedly pulled her by the hips onto his pounding erection. She cried out in wonder as a series of deep rippling contractions gripped his shaft and coursed through her body.
 
    
 
   Marcus threw back his head and cried out her name. His body suddenly went rigid inside her then violently shuddered as he joined her in stupendous release.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

 CHAPTER XII 
 
   Romula felt like she’d died and gone to the Elysium Fields. She felt awash in a sea of pure bliss, her shade gently floating in a boat of perfect happiness. She’d never realised that such a feeling of completeness and utter contentment could be attained in one’s mortal life. 
 
    
 
   Marcus held her close. He gently stroked his hand up and down her back. The look of shining love he’d seen in her eyes as she turned to him had knocked the breath out of his chest.  He squeezed her closer and mentally thanked the gods for sending him such as gift. 
 
    
 
   There was one thing that troubled him though.
 
    
 
   ‘Romula, my love, tell me honestly. Why did you come here?’
 
    
 
   Romula’s euphoria evaporated. She bit her bottom lip wondering whether or not to tell him.
 
    
 
   ‘Tell me.’ he commanded gently, tipping her chin so she had to look him in the face.
 
    
 
   ‘My Father signed me up so I could pay off the…the substantial debts he’d accrued with a…with a money lender.’ Romula hesitated as she saw the look of utter shock on Marcus’ face.   
 
    
 
   ‘What kind of man does that to his child?’ Marcus said in disbelief. A nerve jumped in his jaw.
 
    
 
   ‘The kind of man, who ordered me to kill myself if I chose to disobey,’ she muttered, as if talking to herself. 
 
    
 
   Realisation had unexpectedly dawned on her as they’d been speaking. Her father was truly a monster! His behaviour unforgivable, his treatment of her despicable!   
 
    
 
   Shame, anger, and then a feeling of relief washed through her. She owed him nothing and she never had to see him again!  
 
    
 
   Marcus witnessed the array of emotions she was feeling as she talked. He himself was boiling with anger. He felt like tearing the man from limb to limb if he could bring himself to ever meet him. He couldn’t even begin to wonder at what kind of childhood she’d had. 
 
    
 
   His heart tightened in his chest as he looked at her. He wanted her to know that she deserved so much better from life. That he could give her a better life!
 
    
 
   ‘You need never see him again,’ he said slowly.
 
    
 
   Romula felt as if he’d read her mind.  She nodded, her emotions still reeling.
 
    
 
   ‘I want you to stay here with me,’ he continued. ‘You have a natural talent. I’ll train you. We can run the school together.’
 
    
 
   Her head snapped up. She stared at him in wonder. Fortuna had truly blessed her.
 
    
 
   ‘As for your father,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘I’ll see that his debts are paid. He will have no more hold over you. You’re mine now.’
 
    
 
   Romula’s chest constricted – was he saying he loved her? 
 
    
 
   Her mind turned briefly again to her Father. She thought for a moment before speaking. 
 
    
 
   ‘Let him take the debt with him to the gates of the Underworld. Cerebus can have him for all I care!’ 
 
    
 
   Romula felt at peace with herself for the first time in her life. She looked at Marcus - at his masculine beauty. His power. She felt she could see into the depths of his soul. 
 
    
 
   Stretching up, she kissed him and then contentedly wrapped herself in his warm embrace. She had the only man she needed now…
 
    
 
   A man who promised her his heart, hearth, home…and a whole new world, that would be forevermore, filled with love…
 
    
 
   

 
   

AFTERWORD
 
    
 
   This is entirely a work of fiction. Please don’t rely on it for any historical accuracy of facts. 
 
    
 
   Having said this, life in Rome in AD 61, was truly brutal and quite dramatic. Fathers did and could, abandon, sell and kill their children. 
 
    
 
   As to whether, female gladiators really did exist, the evidence was mixed. But for the purposes of this story…they most certainly did.
 
    
 
   I genuinely hope you’ve enjoyed Gladiatrix Romula. This was my first ever novella and I’m looking forward to penning many more. 
 
    
 
   Many thanks,
 
    
 
   Suzanne Ravelle
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Coming Soon…
 
    
 
   VESTA’S VIRGIN
 
    
 
   Adorabella Achillea has a dilemma. Destined from a young age to tend the sacred flame and remain forever chaste in service to the goddess Vesta, she finds herself inexplicably drawn to Helios - her sworn protector.
 
    
 
   Despite her intention to remain true to her oath, preserve the soul of Rome and avoid her own untimely death, in her tortured heart, she knows, just his presence alone threatens to obliterate her defences - consume her essence – her whole reason for being and claim her very soul. 
 
    
 
   There is no doubt left in her mind. Helios has to go!
 
    
 
   ********
 
    
 
   CHAPTER I
 
   Rome, AD 61
 
    
 
   ‘If there’s one thing I love about serving Vesta, it’s having my own box in the front row of the Colosseum!’ 
 
    
 
   Despite the din and roar of the crowd around her, a number of surprised faces turned to look her way. 
 
    
 
   Adorabella Achillea inwardly cringed at her own exclamation. What a stupid thing to say! 
 
    
 
   She sweetly smiled back at everyone and acknowledged them all with a few nods and a wave. She ostensibly returned her attention to the chariot race between the greens and blues in the arena. 
 
    
 
   The ruse obviously worked. 
 
    
 
   Everyone went back to shouting encouragements for their favoured team, her outburst seemingly forgotten.
 
    
 
   The statement was wrong on so many levels.  It was undoubtedly an insult to Vesta, the goddess of hearth and home, implying she only served her to enjoy the benefits that could thereby be gained. Moreover, it was an insult to her own ears to be the owner of such an empty-headed remark!  
 
    
 
   ‘Arggh,’ Archillea groaned to herself for the fifth time that day. What was it about Helios that made her behave in such appalling ways?  
 
    
 
   Whenever she was in his company, which was often, she either suffered from inane babble, profuse bouts of blushing or was rendered incapable of stopping herself from uttering ridiculous statements like the one she’d just made. 
 
    
 
   She looked over at her bodyguard. Despite everyone else’s apparent lack of interest now, he still had a somewhat assessing look on his face. Achillea felt herself blush. 
 
    
 
   He obviously thought she was moronic or a heretic, or both. 
 
    
 
   Not that his opinion should overly matter. After all, he was barely more than a slave. Still, slave or no, Helios’s opinion did matter to her…for some reason. 
 
    
 
   She averted her gaze again, embarrassed.
 
    
 
   ‘I would have thought, as an honoured Vestal, you’d be far more concerned with preserving the soul of Rome by tending to the sacred flame of Vesta,’ he said looking down the length of his bronzed, slightly crooked, nose.
 
    
 
   ‘But no, you seem to think it more fitting to be shouting about your good fortune to be afforded a front row seat at the arena, to whoever will listen.’ 
 
    
 
   He gave a derisive laugh and then resumed scanning the howling mob, for any sign of unrest or danger.
 
    
 
   By Vesta, she hated this man! He always had an annoying habit of stating the obvious and hence made her blunders look even more glaringly inappropriate. Her eyes swept up and down the Greek’s solid, surly frame. 
 
    
 
   She hated that smirk now curling his full lips. She hated the barely concealed arrogance in his aquamarine eyes. She hated the subtle cinnamon and musk scent that pervaded her nose whenever he stood too close. And, above all, she hated the way he strutted around half naked! 
 
    
 
   Maybe it was time to see if she could get rid of him. She would talk to the Vestal Maxima at the first opportunity about his impertinence.  Perhaps that would be a start…
 
    
 
   Achillea tore her eyes off his broad, chiselled chest and the way the sinking sun cast the length of his pectoral cleft in shadow. She narrowed her gaze and stared him directly in the face. ‘I will be tending the fire tonight –’
 
    
 
   ‘Habet, hoc habet! Lugula!’  
 
    
 
   Her reply was cut short by an explosion of cursing and catcalling from the masses. Everyone was on their feet.  Half the stadium was crying, ‘He’s down. He’s had it now. Kill him!’ and flailing their arms around or hugging their neighbour and jumping up and down for joy. The rest were beating their chests or pulling at their hair, wailing in disappointment and grief, shouting out pleas for mercy and to let him go.  
 
    
 
   Achillea saw amidst the dust being kicked up by the racing chariots that a hand to hand fight had broken out between two opposing drivers. Their chariots now lay mangled and battered in the sands. Their horses were tangled in the leathers, thrashing around on the ground neighing and whinnying. She watched as they struggled, desperate to try and find a way of release and avoid the hooves of the still racing horses which were tearing up the ground and anything in their path as they circled round and round, lap after lap of the arena.  
 
    
 
   The blue charioteer lay sprawled in the sand his little finger raised in supplication and the sign of mercy. Both he and the green charioteer, with his sword tip pressed to the base of his opponent’s neck, were looking up towards Nero. 
 
    
 
   Achillea, like everyone else in the theatre, looked at once to Nero too.  
 
    
 
   The Imperial box was just opposite hers on the curve of the arena so it was easy to see and hear what he was going to do.
 
    
 
   ‘Citizens of Rome… What say you? Is it mercy or death that you seek?’ The Emperor’s questions were met with a crescendo of noise. ‘Speak up my people. I can’t hear you!’ bellowed Nero, laughing, as he cupped one flabby hand to his ear. 
 
    
 
   She watched as he raised his right arm in a fisted salute, his thumb sticking out sideways, waiting to give a ‘thumbs’ up or down to signify the grant of life or death for the poor charioteer in question.     
 
    
 
   ‘Ah it’s no good. I don’t know what you’re saying!’ The thunder of the mob became inaudible and deafening. ‘Yet again, it seems the will of the people is left to me to decipher.’
 
    
 
   Achillea continued to watch the show unfold as Nero gave a theatrical gesture of angst. Then she saw the Emperor’s thumb flicker as if he intended to turn it down. ‘Wait, my Emperor, my Lord Pontifex Maximus. Let me assist,’ she shouted over the din.
 
    
 
   She held her right hand and arm aloft in a sign of abeyance.
 
    
 
   The auditorium fell almost silent.  The racing chariots came to a stop in their tracks. ‘Sshh, Achillea our Vestal Virgin is speaking,’ were the only audible whispers that broke the silence.
 
    
 
   Even the cloying, humid, air seemed to hold its breath waiting for her next words.
 
    
 
   Achillea shot Helios a withering glance before addressing the multitude.
 
    
 
   ‘All our brave charioteers have entertained and enthralled us with their skill and daring this day.’ 
 
    
 
   She stretched her arms out as she spoke as if this would carry her words forth to the ears of those at the furthermost corners and highest tiers of the stadium. 
 
    
 
   ‘We have been honoured to witness such valour. We have cried tears of joy and tears of sorrow at such display.’ 
 
    
 
   She turned and gave a sweeping bow to Nero before continuing. ‘Our most esteemed Emperor, I beg for your mercy and wisdom. Let no blood be shed in waste I say, lest we deprive ourselves of such spectacle on future days less thrilling then today’s.’ 
 
    
 
   The walls and floor of the auditorium reverberated with applause.  
 
    
 
   Achillea turned her attention back to Helios. ‘It seems my presence is also needed here.’ She met his answering scowl with a smirk. ‘Just as well I have prominent seating so that all may benefit from my visage and decree.’ 
 
    
 
   Again, Achillea inwardly grimaced at her conceited remark.
 
    
 
   ‘Your vanity never ceases to astound me,’ Helios scoffed.
 
    
 
   Achillea couldn’t help herself. ‘I am a Vestal Virgin,’ she spat. ‘The earthly embodiment of Vesta herself and virtually a deity in my own right! My counsel is sought by the senate, kings and even the Emperor. I can free condemned criminals merely by happening across their paths. I am astounding!’ she shouted, her hands clenched in fists at her side.
 
    
 
   Arghh, damn him, I’m doing it again! 
 
    
 
   ‘Never a truer word spoken,’ exclaimed Nero gleefully clapping his hands. ‘What a magnificent creature!’
 
    
 
   Achillea snapped her head round in horror. The auditorium was once again almost silent, save for the whispers of spectators, no doubt relaying her words to the rest of the masses!  It felt like 50,000 faces with various looks of shock and surprise were one by one staring up at her. 
 
    
 
   Well perhaps only 49,998. Helios looked infuriatingly amused she noted and Nero looked positively elated.  
 
    
 
   As one of the six serving vestal’s, she was expected to be the embodiment of modesty. Moreover, she, like the rest of them, was supposed to represent and exemplify the morality of Rome - in fact, the entire Empire. 
 
    
 
   With the exceptions of being found to be unchaste, or somehow extinguishing the sacred flame, she could not have committed a more grave or public sin!
 
    
 
   Helios leant over and whispered in her ear, ‘I think we ought to go.’ 
 
    
 
   For once she found herself agreeing with him. She gave everyone a tight smile and a wave for good measure and made to leave. 
 
    
 
   But, Nero’s next words had the effect of freezing her to the spot.
 
    
 
   ‘Isn’t she lovely?’ he said to no one in particular. 
 
    
 
   An uncomfortable looking senator took it upon himself to answer, ‘Uh, well, she is a Vestal Virgin my Eminence. They are all meant to be exceptionally lovely are they not?’ 
 
    
 
   The poor man was clutching at his white and purple-trimmed robe in obvious agitation as his worried face scanned the crowd for signs of any untoward reaction. 
 
    
 
   Although it was illegal to shed the blood of a virgin, Achillea, nonetheless, wondered in horror whether she was about to be stoned on the spot.
 
    
 
   ‘Yes but she is undoubtedly the prettiest. Aren’t you my dear?’ said Nero, giving her a conspiratorial look. 
 
    
 
   It sounded like the crowd gasped in unison. Achillea stared at him, mortified.
 
    
 
   But Nero hadn’t finished…
 
    
 
   ‘Off you run then.  I’ll be seeing you tonight, my naughty little virgin.’ 
 
    
 
   And then, just when she thought things couldn’t get any worse, he, plain as day, gave her a wink!
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