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“We are all slaves,
until we are all free.”
–Dr. Martin Luther King

  

B urning sand whipped at her legs, pushed by the desert 
wind. Her weary feet, broken and scorched, a reminder of 
how far they’d come. She ran her tongue over her cracked 
lips, trying to find enough saliva to calm their sting. But it 
was no use, she hadn’t had water for two long days. 

The rope around her neck restricted her ability to breathe. 
Hours ago it broke through her skin, warm liquid now 
trickled down her throat. Despite her rising desire, she could 
not pause to inspect if it was blood or sweat. She had to keep 
walking. 

One foot after another, trudging forward, she and the train 
of women followed blindly behind the guards.  Each step
taking her farther away from her shadowed past and one 
stride closer to whatever it was the future held. 

No matter how hard she tried to think of something else, 
nothing—not even the pain— could keep her from 
remembering the night that brought her to this place… 

…”Where is it?” her father ordered as he dug his uncut 
fingernails deeper into her arm, pressing her further into the 
ground. 

 
She turned her head trying not to breathe in the spoiled 
wine fumes that now wafted in her face. “Where is what?” 

His sweaty chest rose and fell in a fury alongside his 
unsteady breath. “My wine. My vessel is not where I left it.”

“You probably sold it for coin to gamble on the gladiator 
games.”

“I know you or your whore of a mother took it.”

Her blue eyes iced over with hatred for the man before 
her. How dare he talk of her mother in such vulgar terms. 

“My mother,” she spat. “Poured your precious wine into 
the culvert.”

Without warning his soiled hand came crashing down 
across her face, followed by the coppery taste of fresh blood 
as it poured into her mouth. She waited and watched as her 
father stumbled out of the room, no doubt in pursuit of her 
mother. 

With a sigh of relief, she brought the hem of her sleeping 
cover to her lip, in an attempt to stop the bleeding. For now 
he was gone, and she might be able to get a few hours of 
sleep. 

The rough fabric against her wounded lip stung. It had 
taken a long time for her injury to heal from their last 
incident. Pulling back the cloth, she looked down at the dark 
crimson stain.

The muffled sounds of an argument began to slowly 
increase in volume and echo through their small home. She 
lay back down, pressing the cloth to her mouth as she tried to 
tune out her parents angry shouts. 

Soon the boldness in her mother’s tone dwindled into 
pleas begging for understanding. Instead, she listened as her 
father shouted profanities and sent her mother’s body 

 

crashing into a wall. This argument, by the sounds of it, had 
gone too far.

Without concern for decency, she leapt from her bed and 
ran to their room. The first thing she saw as she turned the 
corner was her mother’s body lying crumpled, half against 
the wall and half propped over an empty barrel. Blood oozed 
rapidly out of a fresh wound on her head. The only sign of 
life was the slow twitching motion of her hand. By the time 
she realized how serious her mother’s condition was the 
movement was so faint she had to strain her eyes to see it. 

“Mother!” she screamed, diving forward.
Strong arms wrapped around her waist and held her back. 
She struggled and kicked. “She needs me, she’s dying. For 
the love of the gods let me to her side!” No mercy was 
granted. Instead, she watched as the movement ceased and 
her mother’s spirit left their tormented world and traveled 
away from her, forever….

… Struggling to free her arms, she fought against her
slave bindings, it felt as though it were her father holding her 
back once more. 

One of the guards noticed her attempt and slammed the 
hilt of his sword into her stomach. The blow forced her 
backwards, knocking the wind from her lungs. She thrust her 
leg out attempting to maintain her footing, but instead of the 
hot sand, she landed on the leg of another. Losing balance, 
she toppled to the ground, causing the chain of girls to come 
crashing down after her.

Rough hands grabbed at them and forced them back on 
their feet. The cries of the others filled her ears as the guards 
took the opportunity to use violence on the women.

“On your feet,” one of them grunted. 
 
Another kicked a small girl while she struggled to stand.  

He knew she was not able to force herself up with her hands 

bound behind her back and with a rope around her neck. But 

he didn’t care. A feeling of brute power coursed through his 

veins as he beat the girl.

Anger and guilt pounded on the drums of her heart as she 

watched the poor girl struggle. It was because of her actions 

that the girl was suffering. Just as it was her fault, for hiding 

her fathers wine, that her mother had died. The weight of the 

burden was too great, and she knew that she could no longer 

endure loss on her account.

“Leave her alone!” she yelled in a foolish act of bravery. 

Somehow managing to shift onto her knees and stagger up to 

a standing position. Tangled, dirt incrusted locks of her once 

fine auburn hair fell across her face and hid the hesitant look 

of fear in her eyes. No doubt the guards would punish her for 

being defiant. But all that concerned her now was helping the 

girl.

“What did you say?” He snapped his attention away from 

the battered girl and started toward her.

The other guards snickered to themselves as they stood 

back to watch the new drama unfold. Upon seeing the way he 

preyed upon her one of the men warned, “Easy Kaeso,” 
“What is her status?” Kaeso barked in question, ignoring 

the warning and not even turning to address the man.
A young guard ran forward with a slate tablet firmly in his 

hands. Each of his steps set off an awkward clatter of banging 

metal as his armor floated about his weak form. Next to 

Kaeso’s magnitude he looked to be a child, but in truth he 

was no less in years than she was.

The guard hurriedly read over the tablet, not wanting to 

 

risk Kaeso’s wrath for keeping him waiting. His eyes scanned 
over the inventory list until he found what he was looking 
for. “She is named Sellah. A Vindobonian girl from the house 
of Katarius, and she is 18 years.”

Kaeso held his head high as he looked over the girl that 
refused to cower under his towering stance. “Well Sellah
Katarius, I do believe you owe me an apology.” He hoped to 
humiliate her for the humiliation she had brought upon him.

Sellah bit nervously on her cheek as she tried to keep her 
courage. He was big, perhaps the largest of all the men 
escorting them. She considered her options, to do nothing 
would grant her the same fate as her mother. If she were to 
fight she could keep her pride. And if she were lucky enough 
to die, she would do her best to make sure the guard would 
join her. 

As she looked to the girl struggling to stand, she found the 
strength to do what was needed. She would no doubt die. But 
if she had her way, this poor innocent girl would live.

“I…” she cleared her throat, squared her shoulders and 
raised her voice. “I never understood the term dumb brute
until now!” 

The guard’s eyes were hardened with anger, yet he did not 
lash out. Rather, he towered over her in an act of 

intimidation. The women and other guards stood eerily quiet 
as they awaited his reaction. 

Sellah’s heartbeat rose, she was certain he could hear it. 
“Dumb brute,” she all but whispered. “Were those words too 
hard for you to understand?” 

“Enough!” he growled, as he dove toward her.  His weight 
pulled her down, triggering a chain reaction that once again 
toppled the other women.

 
Sellah struggled under a body that held her hostage by its 
girth alone. While she fought for freedom, he attempted to 
secure her arms. 

It did not take long for her to realize that she had no hope 
against his strength. She was weak physically from their 
march and emotionally from losing her mother. When she 
finally surrendered, her motionless body lay pinned under 
him.

Much to her relief, he pushed his weight off. Despite the 
freedom to breathe once more, Kaeso held her arms, keeping
her captive. She could do nothing but watch his eyes rip 
through hers, and trail down her form. 

In the absence of his stare she realized that her legs were 
free. It was the opportunity she was waiting for, and she took 
it, slamming her knee into his groin.

Pain glazed over his eyes as he collapsed, once again 
falling on Sellah. He clutched himself as anger filled threats 
spewed out of his mouth. His weight was crushing her leg, 
but she fought to hold back a cry. After a few moments other 
guards pulled him to his feet and stood him, towering over 
her.

The slave women pulled as far away from the scene as 
they could. Sellah caught the eye of the girl huddled closest 
to her, and surprisingly the girl smiled. It was an odd gesture,
but it gave strength to Sellah. She watched as the girl’s eyes 
widened as she looked at the guard and then quickly back at 
Sellah.

Sellah turned in time to see Kaeso, slamming his fist 
toward her face. Twisting to the side, she avoided full 
contact. His assault only grazing her ear before smashing into 
the dirt.

 
“You little....”

“Kaeso!” a smaller guard yelled in warning. Kaeso paused 

with his fist in mid-swing. “Don’t mark her. You heard the 
orders. The Vindobonian girl arrives untouched.” Despite his 
small stature he spoke with authority. Sellah could tell by the 
way Kaeso obeyed that the small guard held power. 

The brut let out a low throaty growl of frustration as he 
roughly pulled Sellah on her feet.  His eyes rolled over her 
features and down her body. He looked her over, his 
expression changing from one of anger to one filled with lust.

“Well, if she is to be untouched…” he licked his lips and 
raised his mouth in a grin, “then we shall remove her stola,” 
Before she could respond, his meaty hands greedily ripped 
off her garment, leaving her exposed before the other men 
and women.  The women gasped in shock, Kaeso puffed his 
chest and hooted, holding the garment above his head 
victoriously as the other guards offered groans of approval.

“Jupiter’s cock, her true color is red!” one of them shot 
forth, causing the others to laugh. She grit her teeth, stood 
fully erect, and stared boldly at him. Hiding the humiliation 
she felt with calculated self-assurance. He could take her 
garment but he could not take her pride.

The words of the smaller guard had surprised her. She was 
to arrive untouched. A crafty smile spread across her face, 
knowing those words offered her something the guards had 
not realized—she could act out and have no punishments.

“Kaeso, is it?” she said bravely. “I did not realize women 
were to your taste.”

Kaeso flinched at her words and his grip on her arms 
tightened. She fought to hold back her smile when he did not 
retaliate with the force she saw him hesitate to offer. Some of 

 

the guards muffled their laughs as Kaeso turned to glare at 
them. 

“It is rather hot out,” she continued. “Being so fair 
skinned, I’ll certainly come ablaze in the sun. If you plan on 
selling me, or giving me as a gift, a burnt offering will not be 
well received.” 

Kaeso hesitated and glanced down at the tattered stola on 
the ground. 

“She has a point,” another guard offered. 

Sellah could see the anger in Kaeso’s eyes. He did not like 
being disrespected in front of the other men. She wondered if 
she could use that to her advantage. 

“Kaeso.” She lowered her voice so the other guards 
couldn’t hear. “If you give me my robe, and give us all some 
water, I promise I will be no further trouble to you.”

He studied her face, a look of understanding forming on 
his. He brought his mouth close to her ear, “If you go back on 
your word, I will have my way with you. Orders, or not. 
Understood?” 

She nodded her head in agreement prompting Kaeso to 
pick up her stola. He threw it to her and she twisted her body, 
in an effort to catch it, but as her hands and neck were tied, 
she missed and it fell to the ground. Kaeso hissed under his 
breath as he roughly grabbed her hands and worked to loosen 
the knotted rope.

“I better not regret this decision.” 

She nodded again and hurried to pick up her things and 
cover her exposed body.

“Get the women some water and let’s keep moving!” he 
ordered.

“But we still have a day’s march and only half a day’s 

 

supply,” the young guard protested, as he looked over the 
tablet.

“Look at them. Do you feel like carrying a dried-out slave 
the rest of the crossing? Give them some water, and we will 
get there sooner.” 

No other dared argue with Kaeso, and the one who had set 
to watering the women. When he finished, they packed up 
and continued walking.

“Thank-you,” the girl in front of Sellah whispered, as she 
glanced cautiously around.

“Of course,” Sellah smiled.

“I’m Accalia,” she said as she stretched her bound hands 
as close to Sellah as she could. 

Sellah returned the smile and reached forward to grab her 
hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Sellah.” 

Accalia’s large dark eyes watched Sellah with fascination. 
Sellah smiled at the curious girl. Over the years she had 
grown accustomed to people staring at her— her bright 
auburn hair and pale ivory skin made her stand out in a 
crowd. Especially when everyone looked like Accalia, dark 
skin, dark eyes, and dark hair.

“Why are you here?” Accalia asked.

“My father sold me to pay off his drinking debt. And 
you?”

“My husband died and we could not afford to pay the fee 
of our land. It was either my son or me...” She cast her eyes 
away from Sellah, but it did not hide the faint trace of a tear 
that rolled down her cheek. 

“I’m sorry,” Sellah replied. It was one thing to be forced 
into this situation, it was another to choose this to spare your 
child.

 
“He is just eight years old,” Accalia continued. “I hope to 

work off my debt and earn my freedom so I can return to him 

one day.” 

Sellah had a feeling that Accalia would never be able to 

reach her dream, but she held her tongue. All the girl had left 

was hope, and Sellah was not going to take that from her too.
“Do you think they are taking us to serve in someone’s 

home?” Sellah asked, trying to change the topic.

She watched Accalia look around, no doubt to see if any 

guards were near. The girl behind Sellah smiled, but it wasn’t 

enough to keep Accalia from answering. “I heard a rumor 

that they will take us to Roma and that we will be auctioned.”
“Of course,” Sellah thought out loud.

“No talking!” a gruff voice barked from behind the girls. 

Accalia offered one last smile to Sellah before turning around 

in compliance.

As they continued their march, large buildings began to 
rise over the horizon and small clusters of people could now 
be seen. They were close, too close for comfort. 

One building stood unsurpassed by others. Its very sight 
caused Sellah to shake. Rumors of the slaves it consumed had 
made it to her homeland of Vindobona. In fact, her father had 
often gambled the little denarii they had on sport within its
arena. 

The buildings were a lot different than what she was used 
to. They were constructed with stone and mortar, unlike 
home, where wood and grass were used. Horses and supply 
carts, full of people and their spoils, drove up and down the 
stone roads. Some stopped and stared as she passed. Others 

 

continued on their way, too busy to notice her uncommon 
look.

They came to a clearing on one of the streets, the guards 
lined them along the side of a stone wall. The littlest guard 
walked up and down the women, carefully inspecting each 
one. 

He would often pause and lift the stola of a girl to examine 
her body. He took particular care when examining Accalia. 
As he poked and prodded her, he muttered to himself. She 
shifted uncomfortably and choked back tears. Sellah wished 
she could help her new friend, but before she could think of 
something to do, the little guard began to speak.

“I want items one, three, six, seven, and eight brought 
immediately to the Graecostadium. Send the others to the 
baths and then have a tonsor attend to them.” 

Girls were screaming as they were untied and forcefully 
dragged away, leaving Accalia, Sellah, and another girl 
behind. Kaeso and the small guard, who gave the orders, 
stayed with the three women. All the other men left, each 
with a struggling girl in tow.

“Where are you taking them?” Sellah asked, no longer 
able to control her tongue.

“You deal with her, Flavius!” Kaeso grunted, turning his 
back. 

Sellah noticed Accalia stiffen as Flavius approached the 
three girls.

“Those women were a waste of time,” he spat. “They were 
sent to the Graecostadium. There they will be auctioned and 
no doubt end up in a whorehouse or as temple prostitutes.” 
He showed his crooked grin as he trailed his finger over 
Sellah’s cheek.

 
Sellah clenched her fists but held back her tongue. That 
had been her worst fear, being sold to use for a man’s 
pleasure. She was thankful that was not her path, but at the 
same time a great sadness filled her. Some of the girls were 
young, too young for their fate.

Kaeso pointed across the street to a man approaching a 
dark wooden door. On the door was a tablet with a name 
written on it. The man flipped the tablet over before going 
inside.

“Watch closely girls, for you will soon see the names of 
your friends written on those slates,” he snickered while 
patting Flavius on the back.

Sellah looked away in disgust. She did not agree with how 
women were treated as objects, and the thought of what was 
happening behind that door made her feel ill.

“What will happen to us?” she summoned the courage to 
ask.

Flavius approached her and ran his hand down her cheek 
once more. “You will be cleaned up and offered for sale at a 
private event. No doubt you will share the same fate as the 
other girls. Your owner will at least be privileged.” 

He pulled her hair back with force and pressed his mouth 
dangerously close to hers. “If you ask me, it’s a waste of 
money. What you have to offer is no different than the other 
girls, other than your color.” 

He shoved her head away and turned his back. She wanted 
to lunge at him and strangle him, but something inside told 
her that now was not the time.

“It’s too bad,” he continued, “we have to follow orders. It 
would have been a sight to see all the dirty Venalitii slave 
traders vying to buy you,” he finished as he turned his back 

  

and moved a few paces away.
She jolted forward, stretching her arms to get hold of him, 
but the rope fastened around her neck held taut when the two 
other girls stood their ground. Accalia shot a wary look at 
Sellah, motioning with her eyes for her to calm down.

She knew Accalia was right; the fight she needed to fight 
would not be with Flavius. She needed to save her energy. 
Begrudgingly, she returned to her place against the wall. 
Barely making it back before Kaeso took hold of the lead 
rope and started pulling the three girls through the streets, 
with Flavius following close behind.

After being led thorough various streets and alleyways, 
they came upon an ornate white stone building. Its beauty 
stood-out against the dark walls surrounding it. Kaeso pulled 
to the side and beckoned Flavius to take the lead. They 
followed after him through a large archway in the white 
stone. As soon as they crossed the threshold a plump older 
woman shuffled up beside them.

“Greetings my Lord, I am Orla. What services may I offer 
you today?” 

He pointed to the girls. “They need to be cleaned and 
perfumed. Also, send for a tonsor. Something needs to be 
done with their hair.” He flicked a dirt encrusted lock off 
Accalia’s shoulder.

Orla slowly raised her eyes and looked over the girls. 
When her gaze landed on Sellah, her eyes widened and her 
mouth dropped in shock.

“Is that her true color?” she blurted out.

 
“Hmm?” Flavius asked as he turned to see what she was 

talking about. “Ah yes, our Vindobonian girl. She is 

extraordinary isn’t she? Believe me, there is not a drop of dye 

on her head,” he boasted.

“I know just the tonsor to send for,” she said. “He will be 

thrilled with the job, and I will have three goddesses ready 

for your return.” 

Flavius brushed her aside as he surveyed the building. “Do 

you have security? Or should I leave Kaeso to insure the girls 

do not attempt escape?” 

“We have but one way to enter or exit. You can sit at the 

tavern across the way and watch while you partake in the gift 

of Bacchus and Rome’s best wine.” She laughed when the 

two men eagerly nodded their acceptance. 

Without waiting for them to leave she escorted the girls 

into the bathing room, closed the door and ushered them onto 

a stone seat. “I figured you three could use some time away 

from them,” she offered with a polite smile.

Her gesture surprised Sellah.  

“Thank you. That was kind,” Accalia spoke up.
“I know how you must feel. I myself was sold at 

Graecostadium when I was around your age,” Orla explained.
“We will not be auctioned there. We are above the worth 

of common slaves,” the unknown girl spoke.

Sellah and Accalia glared at the girl and the older woman

smiled and shrugged. 

“No, I suppose you are not. That is why you are here.” As 

she spoke she diligently untied the girls bindings then turned 

to Sellah.

Sellah rubbed at her raw neck. The open flesh stung, but it 

felt far better than it had when bound.

 
“Now please, take off those dirty rags and clean 

yourselves.” Orla pointed to a long, steaming bathing pool.
Sellah could not wait to be in the water—her muscles were 

sore and her skin almost black with dirt. Without a worry 

about modesty, she did as Orla instructed, pulled off her 

stola, and jumped into the pool.

The water quickly relaxed the girls, and thoughts of where 

they came from or where they were going were now far from 

their minds.

“I’m Accalia,” she said, sticking out her hand in greeting 

to the unknown girl.

“Nadria,” the girl replied without opening her eyes or

taking Accalia’s hand.

Sellah shook her head and offered Accalia a shrug of 

confusion.

“I could get used to this life,” Nadria groaned as she 

stretched her arms in the warm waters.

Neither Sellah nor Accalia responded to the girl, but for 

some reason she continued.

“I will you know. I am young and beautiful. A man of 

status is sure to fall for my charms,” she said, nodding toward

her chest.

Sellah shook her head at the girl and Accalia politely 

replied, “I wish you the best.”

“I do not need your wishes,” the girl snapped as she swam 

to the other side of the pool.

Sellah opened her mouth to speak but closed it when she 

heard Orla’s feet slapping against the polished stone floor. 
“Ladies, wash this into your hair. The tonsor is waiting in 

the other room.” Orla handed the two girls vials of oil before 

heading over to Nadria.

 
Sellah opened her bottle, the sweet aroma of myrrh filled 
her nose. “I hate that we are cleaning ourselves just for those 
interested in buying us,” 

“I feel that way too,” Accalia admitted as she looked 
longingly toward a window that poured soft light onto the 
pool. “We must take advantage of this moment and enjoy it, 
we do not know what our future holds. This may be our only 
chance to be treated so fine.” 

“Unless you’re Nadria,” Sellah teased, causing Accalia to 
giggle out loud. It warmed Sellah’s heart to see Accalia 
smile. She knew this woman had made a huge sacrifice for 
her son, and yet she was still willing to offer kindness to 
those around her. Sellah wished that one day she could be as 
good hearted as her.

“Let me help you with your hair,” Accalia offered as she 
made her way over to Sellah.

The girls laughed together as they rinsed each other’s hair 
and waited for their turn with the tonsor. Sellah had never 
had a person of profession do her hair, and if it were not for 
the reason why, she would have been extremely excited.

  

T he lavender oil felt heavenly as it was massaged over 
Sellah’s body. Her skin greedily sucked it in, taking 
advantage of moisture after the long fast that had been forced 
on it. When they finished, they draped her in blue silk and 
tied gold bindings around her waist. Never in her life had she 
felt such fine fabric against her skin. She looked to Accalia 
and Nadria and smiled as she smoothed her hands down her
robe.

Nadria raised her nose and scowled at Sellah. “I wouldn’t 
get used to it if I were you. No doubt you two will be sold to 
a lowly street merchant.” 

“What have we done to deserve such foul treatment from 
you?” Accalia asked, genuinely upset that she was not able to 
befriend the girl.

“You exist, that’s all,” Nadria retorted as she left toward
the tonsor room. 
 
Accalia stood frozen in shock at the rudeness of the girl. 

She had endured the same fate as they, and yet instead of 

being bound in a sisterhood, as Sellah and Accalia were, she 

had separated herself and elevated herself above them.
“I am growing weary of her attitude!” Sellah snapped.
The two girls followed after Nadria to the tonsor. When 

they entered his room, he dropped what he was doing with

Nadria and shuffled over to them. His wrinkled hands went to 

Sellah’s cheek and gently stroked her soft skin. 

“Skin like pearls and hair like a ruby. Who is this jewel 

before me?” He smiled a warm, fatherly smile that made 

Sellah instantly like him. “Orla, you have outdone yourself. I 

can now die a happy old man for having the privilege of 

seeing Venus in human form.” He winked at Sellah and made 

his way to Accalia. “And you, what a Babylonian beauty. I 

have never seen such perfect women as I have today!” he 

beamed.

Sellah looked over the tonsor’s shoulder at Nadria. Her 

arms were crossed and her features firm; no doubt she didn’t 

like anyone directing attention away from her. Taking the 

opportunity to school the girl, Sellah offered a large smile 

and turned to the tonsor. 

“Thank you, sir, for calling myself and my friend Accalia 

beautiful. Your words are too kind,” she said, purposefully 

leaving Nadria out.

“Finish my hair, tonsor!” Nadria demanded, having had 

enough of an exchange she was not a part of. With a flick of 

his hand, the tonsor sent one of his attendants to see to her. 

She was not pleased that he himself did not go, but to 

Sellah’s relief Nadria didn’t bother arguing.

After giving quick instructions on how to pin up Accalia’s 

 

hair to another attendant, the tonsor turned to Sellah. “Come 
child, let me tame your mane.”

Grabbing her hand, he escorted her over to a seat and 
began pulling a comb through her long red hair. “It would be 
a shame to put your hair up,” he said, mostly speaking to 
himself as he continued working away. When he was 
satisfied that there was not one knot left in her hair, he 
walked over to a table and retrieved a box of brightly colored 
ribbons. 

“Although your hair is perfectly colored on its own, I 
thought it would look nice to weave a ribbon in the front, 
pulling it off your beautiful face. Would you like to pick 
one?” He offered a box with a range of colors. 

Without answering, she reached into the box and pulled 
out a blue ribbon, almost the exact match to her silk robe.

“Good choice. Not only does it match your garment, but it 
will make your eyes shine!” He beamed as he took the ribbon 
and went back to working on her hair.

Sellah felt like a princess. She had been lost in the 
kindness of the tonsor and had completely forgotten the 
purpose of her royal treatment. When she looked up, she saw 
Flavius and Kaeso standing in front of her, with Nadria and 
Accalia’s hands bound in iron shackles. 

Accalia offered her a quick smile of understanding. Sellah
had not even heard them enter, and seeing them now snapped 
her back to reality. The tonsor exchanged greeting with the 
men and turned back to Sellah. She was sure he noticed the 
look of sorrow that replaced her childlike wonder of a mere 
moment ago. When he spoke it was confirmed.

 
“Don’t worry child, a rare jewel like you will not be 

squandered. You are a treasure without measure, and 

someone will see that,” he whispered in her ear. 

She looked up into his kind old face and smiled. “Thank 

you, for everything,” she returned, hoping he would 

understand the full meaning of her words. As she stood and 

prepared to make her way over to the guards, the tonsor’s soft 

old hands gripped her arm. 

“Wait, I have something for you,” he said, reaching into 

his pocket and pulling out a worn cloth. After unwrapping the 

object, he held the cloth out to Sellah. Inside was a beautiful 

silver and alabaster amulet, in the shape of an eagle with a 

flower in its beak.

“Oh, I cannot accept this. It is far too valuable,” she said 

as she gazed at the precious object before her. 

“What is it?” Nadria huffed in a jealous pout. No one 

bothered to answer her, so Nadria crossed her arms and 

turned away from the exchange. 

“You cannot rob me from blessing you!” the tonsor 

smiled. “It is a simple amulet. I am afraid it will never be able 

to match your beauty,” he finished.

“It is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen!” she 

replied in genuine infatuation.

“It was my daughter’s, and you remind me of her.” 
At his last words she took her attention off the amulet and

rested her gaze upon his face. The grief from losing a child 

was ever present in his eyes. Sellah wished she could 

somehow give relief to this man who had just offered her a 

moment of freedom in her life of captivity. 

Even though it was inappropriate for a woman to touch a 

man uninvited, Sellah could no longer hold back, and she 

 

threw her arms around the tonsor. “Thank you, I will always 
treasure this gift.”

He held her and then took the amulet and with shaky 
hands worked to pin it to her robe. When finished he leaned 
forward and kissed her forehead.

“Enough of this. We need to be on our way!” Kaeso pulled 
Sellah to him. Speedily the guards worked to bind her hands, 
and as they did Sellah never took her eyes off the tonsor 
before her.

“Goodbye precious jewel,” he waved as they were forced 
out of the room and escorted at a fast pace through the 
bathhouse and onto the stone street where an open supply
wagon awaited them. Flavius lowered the platform and Kaeso 
shoved the girls in. 

“We are in a hurry now, thanks to your little exchange 
with the tonsor.” Flavius ripped the amulet off Sellah’s robe. 
“What do you think this will fetch us?” He asked Kaeso as he 
mounted his horse.

“That was a gift to me. You cannot take it!” she 
demanded, not caring what his response would be. 

He waved the wagon driver into motion and turned to 
Sellah. A low growl of a laugh escaped his throat. “When 
will you learn that you cannot demand things of me. You are 
but a slave!”

Nadria snickered to herself, happy that Sellah was now 
upset. When the wagon hit a bump in the road, Sellah took 
the opportunity to jab her elbow into the girl’s side.

After a few moments of fondling the amulet, Flavius lost 
interest and called for the wagon to stop. He leaned from his 
horse to the cart and pinned it back on Sellah’s robe, taking 
an extra moment with his hands near her chest. She did not 

 

care for  his disgusting act but was thankful that her gift was 
returned to her. She sighed in relief when Flavius and his 
horse rode to the front of the wagon and they were back on 
their way.

They pulled in front of an unmarked building with a long 
queue of people waiting to gain entrance. Kaeso tugged at the 
rope, dragging the girls from the protection of the cart into 
the open street. Bitingly cold air whipped at Sellah shoulders.  

He escorted them through a side door to avoid the line and 
led them into a large open room. Despite its warmth, Sellah
much preferred the street, for it had a friendlier feel about it. 
In the room men in chains lined up against the far wall, and 
stone pedestals with half naked women on them flanked the 
opposite one.

“You girls will be placed here,” Flavius said as he pointed 
to the row of pedestals. As if on command Kaeso unfastened
Sellah and lifted her up onto one of the pillars. He then did 
the same for Accalia and Nadria. 

Another man entered the room and went straight to 
examining the women. “You men did a fine job preparing 
them. This one will bring in a nice sum.” He pointed to 
Sellah and rubbed his chin in thought. “In fact, I want to do a 
sealed bid on her. Fetch me a slate tablet!” he yelled to his 
servant.  

“Sealed bid?” Flavius asked.

“Yes, those interested in purchasing her will write their 
name and the sum bid on a tablet around her neck. This way 

there is more competition, as everyone will want to highly 
outbid the one before them. With this method I got twice the 
 

worth of a breeding calf last week. We use this technique on 
all our most treasured items,” he explained.

Sellah shuddered at his use of the word treasure. She did 
not like being called this by a strange man. She much 
preferred the old tonsor’s use.

“I will be ushering in the clients in a few moments. Please 
go to the host and submit your information,” the man 
instructed as he turned and walked away from Flavius.

The men followed his command leaving the girls alone 
atop the pedestals. Sellah took a moment to comfort Accalia. 
She had been eerily quiet since the bathhouse, and Sellah 
assumed it was nerves—their fate would be determined 
tonight after all.

“Accalia, are you all right?” she asked.
Accalia opened her mouth to answer Sellah but was 
quieted by a mass of people entering the room. Most of them 
looked around, taking in the items for auction, and when they 
saw Sellah, they stared in amazement.

“Tonight, we have many treats available for purchase,” the 
host announced as he gestured around the room. “Please take 
a moment to view the items and then join us in the auction 
room.” 

The strange man from earlier approached the host and 
whispered in his ear. The host listened intently and then 
threw up his arms to make another announcement. 

“Excuse me, Lords and Ladies, tonight there is also one 
sealed bid on our lovely Vindobonian girl.” He pointed to 
Sellah, giving the attendees time to take her in. “I assure you 
that is her true color, not a drop of dye has touched her hair!” 
he added. 

 
There were many gasps, and most of the crowd made their 
way over to her pedestal so they could look her over more 
closely. Some even went as far as to write their names, and 
what they were willing to pay for her, on the slate around her 
neck. 

It felt surreal being treated as an object not a person, and 
Sellah did not know if she should smile at those interested in 
her or glare.

Men and women across the room raised their voices and 
began to applaud. This distracted Sellah from her small 
crowd, and she looked toward the sounds to see two men 
enter.

“Thank you, Thank you!” one of the men replied.
She wondered who he was and why they cheered. She 
noted that he was handsome and held himself with an air of 
authority. And she watched as he scanned the items for sale. 
When his eyes came upon her, he stared with a look no 
others had offered. It still bore intrigue and confusion, but for 

some reason Sellah thought it also offered pity. 
He stayed frozen, staring into her blue eyes. Women 
approached him, frustrated at his lack of acknowledgement, 
and the one who escorted him to the auction pulled at his 
arm, trying to drag him away from Sellah’s gaze. 

After a few moments of struggle, he gave in and followed 
the man over to the wall where the male slaves were chained. 
She watched him as long as she could until he disappeared 
into the crowd.

* 

“Calista, look at our luck, that’s Thaddius. He is the very 
 

image of Eros himself!” one of the girls in attendance giggled 
to her friend.

“Don’t lie Guya, he is much easier on the eyes than Eros!” 
the other replied.

“I have to meet him. I’ve dreamt of this day ever since he 
won the Ludi Magni race!” She clapped her hands in 
anticipation. “Look at that, the gods favor his domus as even 
his manservant is handsome!” Guya swooned.

“Guya, I have an idea,” Calista whispered to her friend. 
“One that will merit Thaddius’s strong arms to wrap 
themselves around my body and his eyes to dance with 
mine!” She smiled as she loosened the strings of her silk 
tunic and took off in a determined march toward him. Just as 
she was about to cross his path, she feigned tripping and 
gracefully fell into him.

Guya giggled as she watched the scene unfold. Just as her 
friend predicted, Thaddius wrapped his arms around her and 
pulled her to her feet. “Careful my lady,” he grinned as his 
eyes worked over her body, landing on her now overly 
exposed chest. 

“I am called Calista my lord. How will I ever repay you?” 
she teased, wagging her chest and biting her finger.

*
Thaddius wrinkled his brow and shook his head. It was as
obvious an attempt to get him to bed her as any he’d ever 
saw. He laughed to himself, women will have to start being 
more creative than that to win his heart.

“Calista, no need. It is what any gentleman would do,” he 
smiled as he made attempt to walk away. She bolted after 
 

him, trying to grab his arm, but was intercepted by his 
servant, Simeon. 

“My master needs to carry on with business. However, if 
you wish to continue this conversation,” he said mockingly, 
“then come to our villa at sundown. He usually chooses 
someone to take to bed from the throngs of women begging 
at the gate.” 

It was obvious to Thaddeus that Calista  was insulted by 
Simeon’s words. But she maintained her confidence as any 
woman of quality breading would do. 

“I am not some whore who will beg for a man’s bed,” she 
snapped.
Simeon raised his eyebrows at her before allowing his 
eyes to wander down to her half exposed chest. Growling at 
him, Calista clutched her silk tunic, covered herself and 
stormed away.

Thaddeus chuckled at the scene, he had no doubt she 
would be among the women at the gate this evening. They 
almost always came. And he knew if Simeon saw her, he 
would make sure to remind her of her words. Simeon loved 
taunting the woman. No doubt because he was jealous he did 
not have such a following.

He watched Simeon escort the girl away then run through 
the crowd to his side. As his friend neared Thaddeus grabbed 
two cups of wine off a servant’s tray, offering one to Simeon.

“Tell me again, Simeon, why did we attend this event
tonight?” 

“There are skilled drivers for auction, and now that you 
are Dominus, it is unwise for you to compete in the next 
race.” 

“It is what I live for Simeon. It is how I am known!”

 
‘Thaddius the great charioteer, approached the Grande 
Maximus with no fear. Robed in the blue of the Veneta 
team, he is Thaddius the champion of Rome!’

He sang as he wrapped his arm around his friend and 

vigorously tousled his hair, spilling some of his wine on him 
in the process. Those who were close in proximity to the 
young men joined in with Thaddius’s song.

Simeon struggled to free himself, and once loose of 
Thaddius’s iron grip, rubbed down his unruly curls. “Jokes 
aside Thaddius, you are Dominus now. And who better to 
train the new drivers than yourself, a past victor? Your 
drivers can race for the honor of your family’s trigarium and 
team Veneta. Your face can be seen carved into stone and 
painted on buildings, and when your new drivers become 
victorious, they will continue to bring you honor,” Simeon 
explained.

“You are not helping. In fact you argue for me. The people 
will never allow their champion to resign!” Thaddius  
motioned to those still singing his song.

“If you do not take seriously the responsibility of 
Dominus, then Barachius,” Simeon spat as he pointed at the 
man across the room. “He will ruin everything your father 
worked hard to achieve. Not only does his domus have 
drivers on the Prasina team who are rivals to our drivers on 
team Veneta, but he tries to buy your land. You cannot leave 
it unmanaged in order to keep up with training,” Simeon 
reasoned.

“I am not my father! You are starting to sound like his 
advisor Acestes, he already reminded me of my duties 
tonight. The problem is I do not wish to own land and to be a 
magistrate or member of senate. All I wish is to race, to keep 

 

team Prasina enjoying the taste of second place.” Thaddius 
clasped his arm over his chest to further prove his love to his 
friend.

“It is not a matter of wish, it is a matter of responsibility. 
And you are now responsible to keep up your family name,” 
Simeon instructed.

“Wish, I wish you were his bloody son, so that you could 
run the estate and I could race!” Thaddius jested.

“I am but your humble servant, my lord!’ Simeon laughed.

“And one who runs his mouth far too often at that!” 
Thaddius smiled as he grabbed Simeon and put him in 
another headlock and walked over to inspect the drivers for 
sale.

*
On the far side of the great room, Barachius studied each 
of the girls on auction with keen intent. His meaty hands 
taking in their forms as much as his sight had. Sellah watched 
as he licked his plump lips. His chins swayed with his 
movements. She had seen how he treated the other women 
and it sickened her. Now he was before her, and it took every 
ounce of strength not to kick the man. He grabbed a cup of 
wine from his servant and gulped it back, spilling some of the 
contents down his face and chest. She shuddered in disgust; 
this man was a pig in every sense of the word.

When he drained the cup, he threw it to the ground, 
making his servant bend down to pick it up. His fleshy arms 
wagged as he reached up to touch Sellah’s exposed leg. 

“Hands off my Lord,” a guard ordered. “I have been 
instructed to see that this one’s petals remain un-bruised,  

  

until she is sold. They wan’t top denarii for her.” 
“Is that so?” He waddled over to Accalia. “And what of 
this one, are her petals ripe for the plucking?” As he spoke, 
he traced his hand up her thigh. Accalia fought back tears and 
stood bravely as he threatened abuse with his movements.

The look on Accalia’s face made Sellah flash back to her 
mother, lying dead on an empty barrel.“Don’t touch her!” 
Sellah screamed, unable to control herself any longer. She 
jumped down from her pedestal and quickly manoeuvred 
through the crowd to Accalia’s side.

“Please, do not risk yourself for me,” Accalia cried as she 
wiggled back on her stand. 

But Sellah ignored her warning and stood firmly between 
the man and her friend. 

Barachius laughed as he wobbled forward. He pressed 
himself so near to her that she could smell his sweaty stench.
“And who is going to stop me?” he grinned, flashing his 
crooked smile.

He took another step closer, and Sellah met his advance 
with a knee to his soft belly. He grunted and fell back, 
landing on his rear. The echoing sounds of startled onlookers 
faded and the room fell silent as they awaited what fate 
Barachius would bestow upon the girls.

With great effort he forced himself back onto his feet. 
Pausing a moment to catch his breath before grabbing a 
sword from a nearby guard. Barachius then raised it, tip to 
Sellah’s throat. 

* 

 
Thaddius turned when he heard the commotion and caught 
the last of the exchange between the unusually colored girl 
and Barachius. He did not want Barachius to punish the girl. 
He couldn’t bear to see her perish. Yet he did not know her. 
She was a simple slave, and slaves needed to stay in their 
place.

He hesitantly stepped forward, his body willing him to 
stop what his mind reasoned to let happen. He struggled to 
control his calm when the words Simeon recited replayed in 
his mind. “You are Dominus now.”

Simeon was right. He was a Dominus now, and he needed 
to act the part. Pushing his emotions aside, he stood by, 
waiting to watch the curiously colored girl fall to her death.

Barachius flicked at the slate board around her neck as he 
read the names of those interested in buying her. “My, my 
you are a popular choice this evening,” he announced. She 
did not flinch but held his gaze.

“Just know I will own you, and you will work very hard 
to repay the debt for your actions tonight.” He snarled at her, 
spit spewing from his mouth.

“I would rather die than be in service to a monster like 
you!” 

Thaddius’s stomach tightened— he knew what would 
come now. Barachius would not stand for such disrespect. 
Just as he thought the words, Barachius lifted his arm 
wielding the sword.

“Do not harm her!” Simeon warned.

Thaddius snapped his attention to his servant. As had
Barachius, who wanted to see the man who dared oppose 
him. Barachius’s eyes worked over Simeon’s garments and a 
sly smile appeared on his face.

 
“You are but a mere slave. You have no command here. I 

will spill her blood and pay her seller her worth. There will 

be no loss, except to one who dare’s defy me. You best not

add your name to that list boy.” Barachius once again lifted 

his blade to the throat of the uncommonly colored girl.
Thaddius knew that Barachius was not offering an empty 

threat, though Simeon did not seem to be concerned. The 

look in Simeon’s eyes worried Thaddius. Would his friend 

risk punishment? Thaddius watched him walked over to the 

girl and push away Barachius’s blade. He could sense the girl 

gasp in air and relax her stance. He too gasped, but his stance 

was anything but relaxed. He was sure Simeon would now 

die.

“I said, do not harm her!” Simeon firmly repeated.
Thaddius’s jaw dropped open. He had known Simeon his 

entire life; they were raised together and were practically 

brothers. Except one bore the title Lord and the other Servant. 

Yet until the passing of his father, they had treated each other 

as equals. He had never seen Simeon act so bravely or so 

foolishly for that matter.

“What is this, that slaves dare to defy me today?” 

Barachius threw his hands up in frustration and looked about 

the room. “I will show you why it is not wise to do so,” he 

grunted as he raised his sword, intending it for Simeon.
Thaddius reached out and gripped Barachius’s fleshy arm, 

causing the man to pause. “He was speaking on my behalf,” 

Thaddius announced. “I wish to buy these women, and I do 

not want them marked.” His voice was calm and demanded 

attention.

Hatred seeped out of Barachius as he regarded Thaddius. 

Thaddius, once again, publicly humiliated him. The first 

 

when he refused his offer to buy his land in front of the 
counsel last week and now this. By the look in the man’s 
eye’s Thaddius knew this would be the last time he would let 
himself be openly defied. Thaddius would pay, and Barachius 
would make sure it was costly.

“What would a charioteer want with two slave girls? Do 
you not have enough women freely offering themselves to 
you?” Barachius taunted.

Thaddius ignored the jest and turned his attention back to 
the host. 

“They are not for sale. They are to be auctioned,” the host 
announced.

“What would you get, ten, twenty denarii? I will pay you 
one hundred for the pair!” Thaddius threw a pouch of coins to 
the man.

The host greedily eyed the coins as Thaddius looked about 
the room at the shocked patrons. After taking some time 
revelling in the angered look of Barachius, he let his gaze 
drift over Sellah’s face. Her blue eyes locked with his as she 
curiously studied him.

“No women has sold above thirty denarii!” Barachius 
snapped. This drew Thaddius’s attention away from Sellah.

“Is there a problem, Barachius? Had you hoped to add 
these women to your brothel but do not have coins to surpass 
one hundred denarii?” 

“I do not want those bitches. I want to buy her,” said 
Barachius as he pointed to Nadria.

* 

Sellah couldn’t believe what was happening, she had been 
 

saved and Nadria cursed. Nadria sent a frightened look to 
Sellah. Despite the earlier attitude of the girl, Sellah felt sorry 
for her. No one deserved to go to Barachius, not even her.

  

T he ride to Thaddius’s villa was a long and quiet one. 
Sellah clutched tightly to Accalia’s hand, thankful they would 
be together. Despite their curiosity to the passing world, the 
girls kept their gazes to the floor of the supply wagon.

Sellah was afraid to lock eyes with Thaddius again. The 
first time had stirred up a series of emotions in her that were 
unfitting.

Plus with her eyes down she did not have to look upon the 
manservant Simeon. She could feel his eyes on her, and she 
wasn’t sure how to act. After all he had saved their lives. She 
glanced up to offer him a smile and noticed him looking at 
her amulet. It reminded her of the valuable treasure she was 
given. She ran her fingers over the eagle and it helped to calm 
her nerves. 

As they neared the gate, loud screams filled her ears. She 
 

slid across the seat so that she could peer out the side of the 
wagon.

A dozen or so woman were struggling to get to the front 
of the group, and guards worked hard to push them back. She 
pulled Accalia to her so that she too could see what was 
before them. 

Simeon smiled as he watched the girls try to piece together 
the scene. “They come for Thaddius; he is very popular with 
the ladies,” he laughed. “This is why we must ride like 
produce in an supply wagon. It offers much needed 
concealment from the girls.”

Sellah turned in time to see Thaddius glare at his friend, 
warning him with his eyes to silence his tongue. She smiled 
and returned to Accalia, watching in disbelief at how 
unbecomingly the women behaved. As the cart enter the 
gates, the guards struggled to push back the now desperate 
women. Hands and various items were tossed into the wagon 
and the women threatened to rip Thaddius out. Simeon 
diligently pushed back every advance, and the wagon slowly 
made its way into the domus with Thaddius unharmed.

As soon as they were through the gates, Thaddius jumped 
out and stormed off toward the horse stalls.

“My apologies,” Simeon said. “Give me a moment while I 
go talk to him.” He ran off after Thaddius, with the guards in 
toe, leaving the girls unattended. Sellah turned to Accalia and 
gave her a look of invitation.

“Oh no, we should stay here and wait for them to return!” 
Accalia warned. 

But Sellah did not listen to her friend’s caution; instead 
she took off after the men. She passed Simeon who had 
stopped to talk with another man and continued silently after 

 

Thaddius. When she came upon sounds of frustrated arguing, 
she hid behind a fig tree.

*
“My Lord, how was your time at the auction?” an older 
gentleman asked as he approached Thaddius.

“Not now, Acestes, I require a moment of peace.” 

Ignoring Thaddius, Acestes pressed on, “Did you acquire 
any men tonight?”

Thaddius sighed and turned to the man. “I purchased two 
women,” he answered as his hands worked hard at massaging
his brow.

“Women? But my Lord we already have seven servant 
girls. This is a waste of your coin.”

“Do not tell me what I already know.”

“Did you procure them for sexual reason? Because my 
Lord, there is a multitude at the gate who will freely satisfy 
those needs?” 

Thaddius was furious with Acestes’ assumption. He 
clenched his fists and came face to face with the man. “I did 
not buy them for self-gratification. I purchased them to free 
Simeon from an altercation he got into with Barachius!” His 
frustration was obvious.

“I see. Well, my Lord, I understand your connection with 
the boy. But I must warn you, as your father’s most trusted 
advisor, your father’s success was based primarily on the 
obedience of his servants. He was a bold and relentless 
Dominus at times but well respected by all. Simeon 
frequently disrespects you in public. You must not allow him 
to go unpunished for this.”

 
“Thaddius?” Simeon’s voice called out from behind. The 

men turned to his approach, the words of Acestes weighing 

strongly on Thaddius’s mind.

“Simeon, how dare you act so disrespectfully tonight. You 

are a representative of my name. I had to spend one hundred 

denarii to clear this incident.” He clenched his fist and took 

hard steps towards Simeon. “You will repay this! I should 

have you lashed,” he yelled. “I cannot look as though I favor 

you to the other servants.” Thaddius’s face reddened as he 

shouted in irritation at his friend.

Simeon dropped his eyes in shock until understanding 

washed over his face and he glared at Acestes. “Then lash 

me. I do not care. I did what was right and you know it!” 
His anger caught Thaddius off-guard; he had never heard 

Simeon like this before. He looked to Acestes for an answer

and saw him motion toward the nearby guards.

“Fine! Take him to the court yard!’ Thaddius announced 

with a flick of his wrist. 

Simeon glared defiantly at him as the guards grabbed his 

arms and dragged him toward the exit.

*
Once again unable to control her impulse, Sellah ran from 
her place of hiding and threw herself to the ground in front of 
Thaddius. “Please Dominus, rebuke me instead. This man 
saved my life and the life of my friend. I will gladly take his 
punishment.” 

She kept her eyes on the ground. Fear kept her from 
looking into Thaddius’s dark eyes— they held so much 
emotion, so much confusion she couldn’t bear it. 

 
*
He looked at the girl, unsure of what to do and frozen in 
wonder. She was brave and bold, and he was beginning to 
admire those things about her. But she had publicly 
humiliated Barachius and he could not allow this behavior to 
continue. 

“You! You would risk life to defend a stranger?” Acestes 
spewed in anger.

“It is the same as he did for me,” she confessed as she 
boldly turned her gaze to Thaddius. His eyes locked on hers, 
and for a moment he had forgotten the extent of how serious 
her actions truly were.

“But now his sacrifice has been in vain as our Dominus 
cannot have servants approach him without permission. You 
understand the predicament you have put him in?” Acestes 
spoke with the confidence of his privileged position.

“Leave her out of this Acestes!” Simeon snarled as he 
struggled against the grip of the guards.

Acestes raised his hand to strike the girl. 

“Acestes!” Thaddius said in warning.

“My Lord, you cannot forget what we have discussed 
tonight,” Acestes reminded, his eyes gesturing towards 
Simeon. 

Upon hearing his words Thaddius’s face dropped and 
sadness consumed him. “Let it be as you say,” he said in 
defeat. He turned his back, unable to watch what was about to 
happen.

With each resounding crack of Acestes’ fists upon the girl, 
Thaddius flinched, his back tensed and his own fists 
clenched. He strained his ears, listening carefully for her 

  

response. But not one sound from her could be heard. 
Instead, his ears were met by Simeon’s persistent shouts of 
anger and his struggle against the guards as they dragged him 
away.  

Perhaps Acestes had not hit her. Thaddius turned around 
in anticipation over the girl being left untouched. In place of 
seeing his expectations realized, he found the girl’s freshly 
bruised and bloody body lying unconscious at Acestes’ feet.

Anger raged in him. He and he alone held the 

responsibility for this abuse. Yet he could see no other way. 
Acestes was right. He needed to regain control of this revolt 
before all of his servants regarded him with no respect. 

Until Simeon’s actions that night, he had thought things 
were in control and that he could be both friend and leader. 
But now he knew he was wrong. He could not be both.

The cracking sound of the whip began, followed by 
Simeon’s shouts of pain. Thaddius could not bear to hear his 
friend’s cries so he turned to leave. 

He would drown out tonight with a fresh pitcher of wine 
and the company of a woman. It was what he knew, the only 
way to forget his internal pain. 

“Acestes, see my quarters well outfitted with wine and 
women,” Thaddius instructed as he marched away.

“Any girl in particular my Lord?” he yelled after him.

Thaddius paused, the dull ache of guilt picking at his soul. 
How could he be with a girl, when one he worried about lay 
hurting on the floor behind him? 

“Yes, have that slave girl sent to my room, and send some 
others to clean her and tend to her wounds,” he instructed,
forcing his words to sound strong even though they were 
filled with sadness.

 
“But my Lord, I am afraid she will be of no use to you this 

evening.” 

Thaddius stopped midstride and turned back to the man, 

the sounds of Simeon’s lashings ringing in his ears. He grit 

his teeth and worked to ignore the cries. “Acestes, she does 

not need to be awake to please me. And do not forget that 

you are also my servant and are not to question my 

instructions!” He spoke with the authority of a true Dominus.
Seeing his mistake, Acestes bowed his head and signaled 

that he would see to the demands. Thaddius was filled with 

confusing emotions. If what he did was right, then why did he 

feel so upset? 

He stormed past his servants and ignored each of their 

greetings as he made way to his quarters. His room was not 

large; it consisted of a bed and a settee. He refused to move 

into his father’s wing of the domus. He felt as though that 

would be admitting his absence, so instead he had to suffice 

with his childhood room.

Thaddius sat rigidly on the settee and waited for his 

servants to bring him wine. It wasn’t long until one

announced their approach and he beckoned them in. 
“Would you like a cup my Lord, or your usual request of 

the vessel?” she asked.

“Leave the vessel and fetch another. I will drown my 

thoughts this evening,” he instructed.

With a bow of her head and a nod of acknowledgment, she 

left the room to see to his request. He remained on the settee, 

his shaky hands clutching tightly to the vessel of wine. 
Pulling out the cork, he placed the opening to his lips and 

greedily drank, finishing almost all the wine before the 

servant returned with the next vessel. When he saw her enter, 

 

he took a moment to pause and breathe, choking on some of 
the wine in the process. 

He smiled at her and motioned the new bottle to be placed 
next to him. She did as was instructed but offered a worried 
look before turning to leave. Ignoring her regards, Thaddius 
turned back to his drink.

The warm glow of the wine began to seep over his body 
and acted to drown out some of his guilt. With each passing 
moment he found a new sense of acceptance to what he had 
ordered done. There was another sound of approaching 
servants, and he once again beckoned them in. “We have the 
girl my Lord. Where would you like her?” 

He had forgotten his request to have the girl brought to his 
room and was unprepared to see her. He motioned them to 
place her on the bed and watched intently as his maidservants 
washed her wounds. 

Even though Sellah was in an unconscious state, whenever 
one of their garments moved over her swollen cheek, she 
flinched. Thaddius quickly uncorked the next bottle and 
began drinking, hoping to ease the feelings he got when he 
watched her in pain.

The wine soon made its way to his head and all rational 
thoughts left him. Instead of guilt over Sellah and Simeon, he 
found himself marvelling at how Sellah’s beauty was still 
unmatched despite her now swollen form.

“Leave us,” he slurred as he struggled to stand.
The room cleared and Thaddius swayed over to the bed. 
He gazed down at Sellah, squinting his eyes to properly see 
her face as his sight was blurred by the wine.

 
She was beautiful, breathtakingly so, and tonight he would 
let all thoughts leave him and enjoy her. He was Dominus 
after all, and he deserved what he wanted.

  

W ith the jug of wine clutched to his chest, he lurched
back and forth, watching as Sellah’s bosom rose and fell with 
her steady breathing. The anticipation of touching her soft 
ivory skin sent his head spinning. He took a step closer, but 
his legs collapsed under the heaviness of the wine, toppling 
him face first onto the foot of the bed.

He cursed as the last of the drink spilled out around him, 
staining the white coverings. With great effort he turned his 
head and focused his eyes toward Sellah. Much to his relief 
his weight crashing upon her broken form had not stirred her. 
He remained as he was. The wine clouded his mind, and he 
soon fell fast asleep.

*
Hours passed before the warmth of the sun streaming 
through the window touched Sellah’s cheeks pulling her back 
to consciousness. For the first time in her life she lay on 
something other than the hard floor. Its softness was 

 

engulfing. Yet, the more alert Sellah became, the less she 
could enjoy her comfortable bed. 

Searing pain pulsed in her joints almost to the point of 
tears. Hoping that a simple adjustment in her position would 
help dull the pain she tried to roll over.

Panic clutched at her resolve when she could not move her 
legs. Temporarily blinded by the morning sun, she rubbed her 
eyes as she took in her surroundings. 

Confusion consumed her as she looked over at the man 
sprawled face down on the bed. He was fast asleep with wine 
stains on his face and on the coverings around him.

When she finally recognized him, the events of the night 
before made their way to the forefront of her mind, 
transforming her confusion into fear.

How did she end up in bed with her Dominus?

He wouldn’t have, would he?

Surely she would remember being forced into the arms of 

a man. But try as she might, her memories of the night before 
ended with the fist of Acestes. Eager to be free from the 
situation and free her legs, she struggled but to no avail. His 
weight was pinning her to the bed.

“What wretched merchant stirs me this early?” he groaned 
in a mounting anger while tossing his free arm in the air. 

He kept his eyes tightly shut, no doubt afraid that the light 
of the morning sun would bring him stabbing pains in his 
current state.  Clutching the coverings close to her body, she 
dared not speak, afraid to endure his wrath again.

“Vettius!” he called in a voice hissing with anger. When 
he received no response, he turned his head toward the door 
and shouted once more, “Vettius!”

Sellah was relieved that she no longer had to look upon his 

 

face, but she would be even more comforted if she could be 
free from his bedchambers. 

As she tried to think of a way out of her predicament, an 
elderly man entered the room. Upon seeing Sellah, the man 
offered a familiar smile. She gasped as she recognized the old 
tonsor from the bathhouse standing before her.

“The rumors are true, it 
is you!” Vettius beamed as he 
looked upon Sellah with much affection.

“Of course it’s me! Apollo’s ass, you are slow this 
morning, Vettius.” Thaddius mistook his old man’s words as 
directed to him. “And, why does a whore remain to wake me. 
You know my orders; they are to be removed before I awake. 
I do not want to be tainted from my memories of our evening 
with forced pleasantries.  The only pleasantries they offer me 
I have already tasted,” he moaned as he tried to roll over onto 
his back but was hindered by the empty wine vessel.

If it were not for her fear of further punishment, Sellah
would have given him a strongly worded retort. How dare he 
disregard a women’s gift so. 

What kind of monster was lying at her feet? 

Vettius must have noticed the look on Sellah’s face and 
how her knuckles blanched from her firm grip on the 
coverings, as he chuckled to himself.

“This is no jest, Vettius. Remove this whore!” Thaddius 
continued to struggle to free the wine vessel.

With tongue clicking and head shaking disapproval, 
Vettius yanked free the vessel wedged behind Thaddius, 
causing him to fall on his back. 

“The wine has tainted your eyes, Thaddius. She is no 
whore; she is a rare jewel.” He offered Sellah one last smile 
before leaving her to the mercy of the other.

  

*
“She is but a whore. Did she not wait at the gate to taste 
my offerings? I instructed Acestes to choose the finest....” 
And then it dawned on him. He had, in fact, told Acestes to 
place his new purchase in his bed chambers, not one of the 
women at the gate. 

Forgetting his splitting headache and disheveled 
appearance, Thaddius turned his attention to the unusually 
colored girl in his bed.

His heart sank when he saw that the fire that once burned 
strong in her eyes was absent. He knew he was partially to 
blame for the loss. “My apologies,” he muttered, hoping she 
would hear the depth of what he implied.

“You did not... We did not....”

“Calm yourself. I did not force myself upon you. I have no 
need for that,” he coolly retorted, his tone surprising even 
him.

“Right, with all the whores awaiting your bed at the gate,” 
she replied. 

He couldn’t help smiling as she regained her inner 
courage. But when her words sank in he was taken aback. For 
some reason he did not like her picturing him as did the 
others. Her view of him caused anger to burn in his chest. He 
twisted off of her legs and pushed his body dangerously close 
to hers.

“That’s right, and don’t worry your pretty little head. I 
won’t let you sample my pleasures until you beg as they do.”

* 

 
Sellah could smell the stale wine on his breath and feel the 
warmth of his body. He was just like her father. She had once 
thought he was different, and that the offering in his gaze 
held more than most other men. But now she knew she was 
wrong. Thaddius was as much of a monster as they come. 

“Your pleasures are not to my taste. So that will not be a 
concern.” Her chest rose and fell at a rapid pace; she was 
scared at the closeness of their proximity. And even more so 
by the way Thaddius studied her with his eyes.

“Not to your taste? I can honestly say that is the first time I 
have heard that.” He pinned down her arms and brought his 
lips dangerously close to hers.

“You sick, narcissistic, bast...”
His warm, sticky hand covered her mouth, cutting short 
her insult. “Now, now, do not say words you will later come 
to regret.” 

She tried to tell him she would never regret it, to yell it at 
him. But his strong hand only muffled her words.

“Now, I am going to get cleaned and dressed and check on 
Simeon. You will ready yourself and come with me,” he 
demanded.

She shook her head in disagreement. “I am Dominus, and I 
was not asking, I was ordering. So see my will done, and no 
further harm will come to you,” he advised.

Memories of Acestes’ fists raining down reminded her of 
what Dominus implied. She did not wish another beating, nor 
did she think she could survive another. She nodded her head 
in agreement, and Thaddius released his grip on her arm.

“Vettius!” he called once more.

 
This time the old tonsor came quickly to his Dominus’s
call. Upon seeing the position of Thaddius on top of Sellah, 
he offered her a brief look of worry before attending to his 
master.

“Help me up, Vettius. Then see that honey wine is 
delivered to my bathing room. And for god sakes see that this 
one is cleaned up,” he said as he offhandedly motioned 
toward her.

“Sellah,” she whispered.
“What?” Thaddius asked, caught off guard by her random 
contribution.

“My name is Sellah Katarius, not whore, or this one.”

*
As Vettius helped him off the bed, Thaddius played her 
name over and over again on his tongue. It was a royal 
sounding name, one he felt suited her.

Despite his desire to not look a complete fool, the wine he 
had consumed still seemed to affect his abilities. He stole one 
last look at Sellah before puffing his chest and teetering 
toward his bathing room.

*
“My dear jewel, I hoped we would meet again. Yet I 
imagined it under better circumstances.” Vettius walked over 
to the bed and sat next to her.

“I am glad to know your name, Vettius. Now I can stop 
referring to you as tonsor.” She smiled, took his hand, and 
squeezed it.

 
His fingers slipped away and went toward Sellah’s 
shoulder. Finding the familiar amulet, he stroked its smooth 
edges. “I see you have kept your gift!”

“Of course. It is most treasured!” She studied his gentle 
face. “Are you also a servant of this domus?” 

“I was once, but now I stay by my own hand,” he replied.

Her eyes skirted up to the metal collar secured around his 
neck. He watched her look over it with confusion, and then 
he watched as her hands drifted up to touch the cold metal of 
the one bound permanently to her own neck. 

He smiled and unfastened the clamp at the back of his 
collar, pulling the metal band away from his neck. “Mine has 
been cut open, and I can remove it anytime I like.” He held 
his collar out for her to see. 

It was the sign of a slave who had been granted freedom 
yet chose to stay with his master. 

“You could be free. Why do you stay and serve him?”

“My son, Simeon, remains servant to this domus. I cannot 
have true freedom if my child is captive. So I remain, 
contracted into service by my love for my son.”

“How is Simeon?” Sellah diverted her eyes and fumbled 
with her bed coverings as she asked.

“I am afraid he does not fare well.” Vettius hung his head, 
the sadness in his eyes causing Sellah to tear up.

“May I go see him? I wish to thank him for saving my 
life.”

“Yes, that is agreeable. And in fact, he has asked after 
you,” Vettius replied with a cunning smile. A smile that held 
information Sellah did not understand.

 
“He asks after me?” The intimacy of Simeon’s gesture 

brought a heated blush to her cheeks. Hoping that Vettius 

would not notice, she quickly covered them with her hands.
“Yes, as does Accalia,” Vettius answered.

The events of this morning had forced her thoughts away 

from her friend. She now wondered how Accalia had fared in 

a new place. Sellah hoped she had not crossed paths with 

Acestes. If he had laid one hand on her, Sellah would make 

him regret it.

“Is Accalia well?” she asked as she fought to restrain her 

worst fears.

“Yes, thankfully. She attends to the horses. Shall we see 

her as well?”

“Could we, Vettius?” Saying the old tonsor’s name 

seemed odd to Sellah. She was so used to calling him the old 

tonsor that it felt as though Vettius was an unsuitable name.
“But of course. First, let us get our jewel all shiny and new 

once more. Then we can be on our way to visit our loved 

ones.”

He helped her sit up and was patient with her as she 

struggled to slide her legs over the side of the bed. Her body 

protested with jabs of pain, not wanting to move from its 

cloud-like resting place. 

But Sellah was driven to push on; she had to see Accalia 

and Simeon. So she put on her brave face and made sure no 

sign of her true discomfort was evident.

  

W ith Vettius’s arm wrapped protectively around her 
waist, Sellah limped toward the stables.
A beautiful creature with a mane of dark curls pushed 
open the stable doors. Sellah’s heart swelled with relief; 
Accalia seemed unharmed. She walked with confidence and 
determination, and Sellah wondered how in just one day 
Accalia could seem so settled.

The sounds of their feet on the stone ground attracted 
Accalia’s attention. She turned to them and on seeing Sellah
threw her bucket to the floor and ran toward her.

“Sellah! Oh thank the gods you’re all right!” Accalia’s 
hands fluttered as she looked over her friend.

“A few bruises, but other than that I fare very well.” Sellah 
smiled in relief at seeing her friend.

“I see you have been reacquainted with Vettius,” Accalia 
beamed as she exchanged a look with the tonsor. “Come let 
us go to Simeon. I was just on my way to fetch him fresh 
water.” Accalia wedged herself in support under Sellah’s 
arm.

 
The trio made their way through the stables to the 
medicos’ tent where Simeon was recovering. As they pushed 
back the heavy fabric door to enter, Sellah was met with a 
damp smell of old blood. 

Simeon twisted his head, straining to see who it was. 
“Sellah, I didn’t know you would be coming,” he said as he 
struggled to pull the covers over his damaged back.

“Simeon, please, leave it. You are hurting yourself,” 
Sellah pleaded. “I have seen such wounds before; my 
stomach is strong,” she lied as she gripped her side to steady 
her nerves.

He smiled at her and dropped his arms in surrender. “I am 
relieved to see you well, Sellah. I was afraid that Acestes had 
caused irreparable damage to you.” His eyes studied her with 
a kindness and sincerity she had not anticipated from 
someone so recently a stranger. 

But despite the fact that they had only known each other 
for only handful of days, Sellah felt a kinship with Simeon. 
They had been broken together, and he had saved her from 
her worst fear, Barachius.

She pulled away from Vettius and Accalia and went to 
Simeon’s side. She squeezed out a wet cloth from his bedside 
table and gently placed it on Simeon’s exposed wounds. He 
flinched at the pain but held back his cries as his eyes were 
locked on hers.

“I am so sorry you endured this on my account,” Sellah
whispered as she studied his back.

“It was nothing really. Anyone would have done the 
same.” Simeon struggled to speak despite the sting of pain.

“I fear Simeon, that you are mistaken,” Accalia said with 
the hollow eyes of a woman who had experienced great 

 

suffering. “It has been a long time since I or Sellah has been 
given such kindness from a man.”

In an effort to lighten the mood for Accalia, Sellah turned 
to Vettius. “He is very much like you isn’t he?” 

Vettius returned her jest with a smile and a firm grasp of 
his son’s hand. “I dare say that despite my best effort, Simeon 
has turned into quite a young man.” 

“I take it you two have met prior to this domus?” It was 
obvious that Simeon tried to hide his embarrassment from his 
father’s praise by changing the topic. “I wondered of it when 
I noticed my sister’s amulet on your tunic. Now, hearing you 
two speak so comfortably, I know it must be true.”

“Yes, your father was most kind to me,” Sellah answered.

“I but merely did her hair. See Simeon, I told you, if you 
want to surround yourself with beautiful women, you must 
learn their areas of interest. What woman does not like her 
hair attended too?” 

“None I can think of,” Accalia offered.

Sellah smiled at Accalia’s lightened disposition. She 
reached into the bowl, fetched a fresh cloth, and returned to 
soothing Simeon’s wounds.

“What is the meaning of this?” an aggravated voice 
snapped form the entrance to the tent. Startled, Sellah
dropped the wet cloth.

“Thaddius, we visit with Simeon,” Vettius explained.

“I see that,” he said in a clipped, harsh tone, switching his 
attention to Sellah. His eyes landing on her hand, which 
rested on Simeon’s back. Anger danced in his gaze causing 
Sellah’s heart to race in response. She diverted her eyes to the 
floor, hoping it would help calm her nerves.

 
“Did I not tell you to wait for me and we would see to 

Simeon together?” he snapped.

A firm grasp on her arm shook her attention from the 

ground. 

“Answer me!” 

“Apologies Dominus, I hadn’t realized you were 

addressing me,” she stuttered in confusion, her shaking hands 

clutching tightly to the fabric of her tunic as she looked to 

Simeon for help.

Simeon wrinkled his brow. “Thaddius, let her go. You are 

hurting her. She is here, you are here, all is how you 

requested.” 

“If I requested your opinion in this matter, I would have 

asked,” Thaddius snapped. “You have caused great trouble 

for me. Now even my common slaves do not obey my simple 

command.” He openly snarled as he kept his narrowed eyes 

fixed on Sellah.

“Dominus, it was my fault,” Vettius interjected. “I 

encouraged the girl to attend to my son with me.”

“Vettius, you are a most trusted friend. And because of 

that, and that alone, I will overlook your disobedience.”

*
Thaddius gripped harder on Sellah and yanked her to her 
feet. He saw the flash of pain in her eyes but overlooked it. 
All that mattered now was settling the unnerving feeling that 
had welled up in him when he saw her gentle ivory touch 
upon Simeon’s back.

“You will come with me to the trigarium while I train,” he 
demanded, as he pulled on Sellah’s arm and led her outside.
 
“Thaddius, please. She is still unwell,” Vettius pleaded.
“I will determine the state of my servants.” Thaddius 

switched his attention to Vettius. “Your good standing will 
not keep you from punishment if you continue to defy me,” 
he warned.

Out of the corner of his eye, Thaddius saw Sellah become 
unsteady and watched as her legs collapsed. He managed to 
move his body to catch her before she crumbled to the 
ground. The pain in her eyes was mixed with fear, a fear he 
had put there.

“I’m sorry Dominus. I will try harder,” she begged as her 
fear now outweighed the pain.

What was he doing? Vettius was right, she was too fragile. 
But now he had to force her alongside him. He couldn’t show 
her favor. They would think of him as weak, easy to forget 
his resolve. Acestes’ words rang through his mind: “Your 
father’s success was based primarily on the obedience of his 
servants. He was a bold and relentless Dominus at times, but 
well respected by all.” Thaddius had to gain that respect—it 
was his duty to do so.

“You will join us.” He pointed to Accalia. “Attend to 
Sellah,” he instructed as he flicked his wrist in demand at the 
girl. Accalia’s support was all he could offer Sellah. He 
hoped she would recognize the gesture. But when he looked 
into her eyes, he saw that the only thing she recognized of 
him was his relentlessness.

He choked back his offense. It was appropriate for her to 
view him as such. It was what he wanted, wasn’t it? But try 
as he might, he did not like the feelings of loss he felt.

He watched as Accalia struggled to support Sellah’s 
weight and escort her out of the tent. When the women were 

 

out of his sight, he turned to Simeon. The look of pure 
disgust on his friend’s face caused him to falter in his step. 

“You wouldn’t understand,” he said as he cast his eyes 
from Simeon’s face.

“Nor do I want to understand what brings you to act such a 
fool!”

“Simeon!” Vettius scolded, “He is your Dominus.” He 
squeezed his son’s hand in protective warning.

“You are right, father. Until yesterday he was my brother. 
Now he is only my Dominus!” Simeon struggled to turn 
himself away.

Thaddius stood frozen as he worked over Simeon’s words. 
It pained him to think of losing his closest friend. At times 
Simeon was all that helped him get through his new 
responsibilities. But now, Simeon threatened to distract him 
from them. He couldn’t choose a friend over his family’s 
name. It was a painful sacrifice but one he did not think twice 
about making.

“That is correct. I am not your brother nor am I your 
friend. I am your master! And unless you chose to obey me, 
you will receive many more nights like the last!” He turned 
sharply and stormed out the door, ignoring Vettius’s worried 
look and Simeon’s broken expression.

Accalia and Sellah had not made it far. Sellah could barely 
place her weight on her legs, and Accalia was too small of 
form to hold her steady. Thaddius ran to them and wrapped 
his arm around Sellah’s waist and took her weight off 
Accalia.

“Run ahead of us and tell the men to prepare the biga,” he 
instructed Accalia.

“Apologies Dominus, I do not know what this is you 

 

speak of.” Accalia’s voice cracked, and she shifted her 
weight from one foot to the other.

“The biga is a two-horse chariot. The men know what I 
speak of. Just go now.” 

*
Accalia lowered her head in acknowledgment before 
taking off in a sprint toward the trigarium. She was thankful 
to gain some space between her and the Dominus, but she 
worried how Sellah would fare.

Soon the large charioteer training facility spread out 
before her. She had never seen a trigarium before; the 
magnitude of it stopped her midstride. Her son had wanted to 
grow to be a charioteer; he would have loved seeing the 
trigarium.

“Can I help you miss?” a low voice asked from behind.
“Yes, our Dominus approaches and wished the biga 
readied,” she replied as she turned toward the man.

“Ready the biga!” he shouted toward a group of men in the 
distance as he turned to leave.

*
Sellah and Thaddius had made it to the ridge overlooking 
the trigarium. The sight of the grand chariot track before her 
took her breath away. Thaddius smiled at her reaction to the 
sight.

“It is magnificent isn’t it?” He smirked as he watched her 
eyes light up in wonder. 

 
She hesitated to answer him, but finally found the words 
to do so. “I had heard of such places, but never imagined 
them to be so, so… well, as you say, magnificent.”

Her eyes studied the newly harnessed horses as they took 
in a practice run around the track. The beasts worked 
perfectly together, moving as one and carting the chariot 
behind. It was a beautiful sight to behold, man and beast 
working seamlessly.

The horses picked up speed around a corner, raising two of 
the wheels from the ground. Sellah gasped and flinched into 
Thaddius.

“Do not fear,” he laughed. “See, my horses expertly 
corrected their alignment.” He pointed to the chariot that 
continued unharmed around the track.

“You do this?” she asked as she pointed to the trigarium.
“I don’t just do it, it is a part of me. I am the undefeated 
champion of Rome,” he bragged.

She found the strength to look up into his eyes. Hoping 
that the lightened tone in his voice reflected a lightened 
change in his mood.

The passion with which he talked about charioteering 
intrigued her. It was the most humanity she had seen him 
radiate since she had met him. For a brief moment she forgot 
the monster that held her and thought only of the man. The
man she liked—the monster she had come to loathe.

 

“W ould you like to meet the love of my life?” Thaddius 

asked. The ease with which he offered his words made Sellah
wonder who this maiden was that had captured Thaddius’s
heart.

“Yes, I would like to meet her,” Sellah replied as she cast 
her eyes away from his intent gaze.

Wrapping his arm around her, he escorted her past the men 
and straight to the biga that had been readied. He sent Sellah
a knowing smile before spreading his arms and directing her 
attention to the horses fastened to the cart.

“Here is my heart’s home,” he theatrically announced as if 
on stage.

“The chariot? I had thought you were hinting at a woman.” 
Sellah blushed at the directness of her words.

“Ah, that is where you are wrong. It is a woman who has 
captured my heart. Sellah meet my love Diana, Diana meet 
Sellah.”

 
Sellah had thought he had gone mad until she saw him 
approach the large black mare hitched to the chariot and 
whisper into her ear. The horse kicked its foot and nuzzled 
into Thaddius. A horse. He was in love with a horse? She 
smiled to herself over the foolish assumptions she had made 
and limped over to Diana. In a friendly gesture she held out 
her hand for the horse to smell.

“Nice to meet you, Diana.” Sellah beamed as she ran her 
hand up the coarse hair on the horse’s nose. The black mare 
snorted, blowing hot steam out of her nostrils and causing 
Sellah to chuckle to herself. 

*
Thaddius watched as Sellah got lost in her interactions 
with Diana. There was something so special about the girl, 
and Diana must have sensed it too. His horse normally didn’t 
let anyone but him pet her.  

“Diana is a peculiar name for a horse. Do you not find it 
inappropriate to name her after the goddess of the hunt?” 
Sellah asked.

“You have never seen her race.”
“I just witnessed her around this track,” Sellah said as she 
turned her attention to him.

“This? This is nothing compared to what is required when 
there are dozens of chariots on the track, all vying for first. 
That is where Diana shines, that is where her hunter instincts 
kick in. She is the true champion. I owe all I am to her.”

 
The way he lovingly stroked her side and spoke of her 
confused Sellah. At first she had mistaken his excitement and 
love for this sport and his horse as a glimpse of his humanity. 
Now, she saw his genuine care for the horse as more than she 
had witnessed him give his own servants. Was she wrong? 
Was what she thought compassion really another way of him 
celebrating himself?

“Surely you don’t mean to tell me that without this horse 
you could not win a race.” Sellah had hoped to stir a reaction 
in him to prove her theory that no goodness could reside in 
his heart.

*
He studied her, noticing a change. What was once full of 
wonder now reared its cynical head. “I suppose it is true. 
Without Diana I am but a man standing in a cart with 
wheels.” He hoped this would soften her demeanor.

But to his dismay his humor did not work. Instead, she 
arched her eyebrows and the corner of her mouth turned up 
just a hint. It was enough to convey that she did not find his 
wit humorous. In fact, she seemed politely annoyed by him.

He sighed before offering her an honest response. “The 
first rule in charioteering is to choose a lead horse. One you 
trust with your life. She leads the other horses and I lead her. 
I am a champion because I trust Diana’s instincts. I do not 
direct with a whip as most do. I let her drive for the win and 
direct the cart. It frees up my hands for other things.”

 
The honesty of his reply encouraged Sellah’s curiosity. 
“You mean to say you do not lash or steer your cart?” Her 
eyes widened in wonder.

“Yes, it is a foolish tactic if you do not trust your lead 
horse. But Diana has saved my life more times than I can 
count. See here,” he said as he picked up Diana’s front leg 
and pointed to a long jutting scar. “This is where she took the 
jaws of a tiger. As he attacked me she reared upon him to free 
me from his grip.”

“A tiger? What does a tiger have to do with a chariot 
race?” Sellah wrinkled her brow in confusion as she began 
noticing scar after scar on Diana’s legs and underside.

“You have never seen a chariot race, have you?” He 
watched her as she rand her hands over a scar on Diana’s 
belly. Sellah shook her head, confirming his suspicions.

“That scar is from an arrow Diana took. I thought I had 
lost her that day.” The sadness of his memories graced his 
dark eyes. Sellah watched in wonder as he mentally replayed 
the event. Why would he risk so much for a title, just to be 
the Victor of Rome?

“Races are not always just chariots and horses. They are 
often bloody battles of skill, speed, and wit. You must 
overcome obstacles that are designed to spook the bravest of 
horses and the bravest of men.” He placed his forehead to 
Diana’s and stroked her neck as he continued explaining what 
it was they did.

“It is too dangerous for a man with responsibilities to 
compete. That is why I must step down. I must find another 
driver to represent my family’s trigarium and to lead Diana.” 
He turned to her and appeared pleased to find her 

inquisitively watching him interact with his horse.

 
“You do not wish to step down?” Sellah whispered, as she 

realized the sacrifice Thaddius was making in order to follow 

in his father’s path. 

Once again he studied her face, it was as though he was 

trying to gauge if she held any care for him or if her words 

were merely ones of understanding.

“Every ounce of every dream I have ever had directs me to 

this path. Yet my responsibilities bind me to another.” He 

stared off in longing as he watched a chariot make its way 

around the track.

“I don’t understand. Can you not do as you wish? You are 

Dominus.” 

“Yes, I am Dominus, and that means if I do not attend to 

my father’s estate, men like Barachius can swindle it away. 

The Gracchus family line had its foundation in Rome, a name 

like mine can not be bought. Title is a game of politics and 

breeding. If I do not uphold my inherited title, another can 

forcefully remove it if they are in the counsel of higher 

ranking men. So you see Sellah, we are not so different. Both 

of us are destined to serve something we loathe!”

Her eyes flashed with fear; she realized she had 

overstepped. It was hard to find balance with Thaddius. 

Sometimes he treated her with kindness and other times as 

though she were not worthy to be in his presence.

“Come, let me force my wishes upon you once more. Let 

us experience all that the biga has to offer.”

He pulled her after him as he stomped off down the hill 

toward the cart, forgetting the state of Sellah’s health. She 

tried hard to maintain footing but had no strength and soon

her legs gave out and she toppled to the ground.

 
Accalia witnessed the whole event and came running to 
her side. Forgetting to address her Dominus, she pushed him 
aside and focused solely on Sellah.

“Accalia, I am well, leave me.” Sellah’s eyes darted 
toward Thaddius as she tried to signal Accalia to be wary.

When Accalia finally understood what Sellah was 
implying, she fell to her knees in front of Thaddius. “Forgive 
me Dominus, I was driven with the need to care for my 
friend. I did not mean to show disrespect. This is all so new 
to me, I am learning….” 

*
Thaddius placed his hands on her cheeks, tilting her face 
up to his and silencing Accalia’s panicked apology.

“Your heart is in the correct place, although your head is 
far from it. You must be cautious as to how you act. Now, I 
will overlook your behavior. But in the presence of certain 
company, I will not grant such mercy.” Although his words 
were kind, his tone and demeanor conveyed the aggravation 
he felt. Accalia shuddered under his touch and was eager to 
be released.

He watched as Sellah, who was still on the ground, went 
from being visibly consumed with her pain to being 
consumed with fear for her friend. He hated that his actions 
made her fear him so. All he was trying to do was offer 
kindness, to overlook Accalia’s inappropriate behavior. Even 
so, he still frightened her.

“Accalia, take Sellah to Vettius at once. Tell him to take 
her to the salt baths until she is well.” He then turned his back 
to them.

  

*
Sellah closely observed her Dominus. His back was as 
straight as a spear pole, and he held his fists clenched tightly  
at his sides. Had he just offered to care for her in an unselfish 
manner? Could he really value her life?  But how could she 
accept such a kind gesture when Simeon, the man who had 
saved her, remained wounded and in pain?

“And what of Simeon, would such baths not help him 
too?” Sellah called out, braving Thaddius’s wrath in order to 
help the man who saved her.

“Leave me!” he shouted over his shoulder, his angry tone 
returning. 

Accalia hurried to help Sellah off the ground. It took 
Sellah great effort to hold back her cries of pain.  

*
He knew she was trying to be brave and his arms ached to 
help her. But his head rationalized it was inappropriate for 
him to do such things. So instead, he kept his back to her and 
hoped they would leave. And that any ounce of jealousy he 
had felt, when Sellah petitioned for Simeon, would erase in 
their absence.

*
As Accalia struggled to support Sellah’s weight and drag 
her away from Dominus, Sellah’s heart sank. Could she 
really leave without pressing the matter of Simeon further? 

 

She knew it would be easy to do so, but her heart would not 
let her.

“Accalia wait!” Sellah begged as she pushed herself out of 
Accalia’s grip. 

“No Sellah, don’t do this,” Accalia pleaded as Sellah

hobbled toward Thaddius.

*
Turning toward the women, Thaddius watched as Sellah
stumbled toward him. He noted that a small part of the fire he 
had once seen in her burned once more with purpose in her 
eyes. He stifled the feelings that momentarily swelled. She 
was beautiful when she was stubborn.

“Dominus, please. Consider Simeon. You were once such 
dear friends. Do not let me come between that. He needs 
further care, his lashings are very deep.” She struggled to get 
to her knees in front of him. The pain from her bruised ribs 
and inflamed joints were evident in her eyes with her every 
move.

He wanted to scream, to beg her not to do such things. Not 
to kneel before him, not to cause herself such pain. But all he 
could do was stand and listen as she petitioned for Simeon.

Thaddius glanced over to Accalia. Tears streamed down 
her face, and her hands covered her mouth so that she would 
not cry out. Was he really such a monster that they feared 
him so?

“If there is only one space in the baths, Dominus, then I 
beg you to send Simeon in my place.” 

Sellah took a chance to look up into Thaddius’s eyes as 
she spoke. He turned his head so she could not see the pain, 

 

anger, and sadness that flashed before her. He cleared his 
throat and tried to find words. A minute passed in an 
awkward silence; finally a sound came forth.

“Leave me. Go now and never dare petition me for another 
again!”

As her shoulders crumpled in defeat, Thaddius regretted 
the words he had spoken. He wanted to say, take Simeon. He 
had. But when Thaddius opened his mouth to speak, it was 
not he who controlled the words. No, it was Dominus who 
had decided.

 

“O rla, so good to see you,” Vettius greeted with arms 

spread wide as he entered the bathhouse.

“Vettius? Have I sent for you? I do not recall. We must 

have a mix up as I have no one requiring your services.” Orla 

wrinkled her brow in puzzlement.

“Do not worry yourself. Thaddius sent me. One of our 

girls needs your expert care.” He signaled the guards to bring 

Sellah forward.

Orla watched as the unusually colored girl was escorted 

into the room. Her eyes widened and she turned to Vettius as 

if to ask what had happened. Diverting his eyes from her 

inquisitive face was all the answer she needed. Something 

had been afoul here.

“Oh my dear, it is good to see you again. But I wish it was 

not under such circumstances.” Orla rushed to Sellah’s side.

*
 
“It is good to see you too, Orla,” Sellah returned as she 

forced a smile through her pain. The ride into the city had 

been a painful one. Every time the cart hit a rock she would 

lose balance and smash into its side, punishing her already 

bruised body.

“She will be requiring the salt baths and perhaps some of 

the extras you give Thaddius when he attends,” Vettius 

instructed.

“Thaddius comes here?” Sellah was unable to control her 

curiosity.

“Yes, after almost every race. He pushes himself too hard 

and someone must nurse him back to health.” Orla spoke this 

in a maternal manner.

“Orla is a miracle worker. There is no reason that boy 

should be alive. But, enough of this morbid talk, I must be on 

my way.” Vettius marched over to the women. First, he 

wrapped his hands around Orla’s plump cheeks and planted a 

kiss to her forehead. Then he did the same to Sellah, yet with 

a gentler touch.

“You’re leaving?” Sellah bit down on her lip and tried to 

calm her nerves. She did not like the thought of being away 

from Vettius. He made her feel safe, and, right now, that was 

what she wanted more than anything.

The old tonsor smiled at her and looked knowingly into 

her eyes. “Do not worry precious jewel. You will be in good, 

kind hands with Orla. I will return every day to check on your 

recovery.”

His words were reassuring, and Sellah felt herself coming 

to ease. As Vettius turned to leave, Sellah noted how his 

sandals made a slapping sound on the stone ground. It echoed 

around her in steady rhythm to her every breath. 

 
He would be missed, but being away from the domus and 
being cared for by Orla wouldn’t be that bad. In fact, she 
might actually enjoy herself.

“Orla, do not hold back any care. Cost is not a priority, her 
health is. Just send your bill to the Dominus.” Vettius smiled 
and then walked out the door and into the busy street. 

The two women quietly walked through the bathhouse to a 
large wooden door. Sellah hadn’t remembered seeing it from 
her last visit here. Orla pushed it open and ushered Sellah in. 
Unlike the bathhouse, which until now Sellah had thought 
beautiful, this room was suited for kings. 

The ceiling opened to the sky, allowing the sun’s rays to 
light the pool. And the entire ground around the salt bath was 
covered with hand painted green and yellow tiles.

Orla smiled as she watched Sellah take in the space. “It’s 
beautiful isn’t it?”

“Yes, I have never seen such a lavish place,” Sellah
confessed.

“The salt bath is only accessible to our most elevated 
clients.” Orla tried to find the words to explain without 
insulting Sellah’s status. “I am not sure what you have done 
to merit your Dominus sending you here, but you certainly 
could use it. In fact, I would not have thought this possible, 
but you may look worse than when we first met.” 

Sellah laughed at Orla’s jest, resulting in a stabbing pain 
to her side. With a worried look Orla rushed to help Sellah
out of her stola and into the salt pool.

“Rest now, I will go prepare a poultice.” Orla managed to 
support Sellah’s weight while lowering her into the salt 
bath’s healing waters. “And Sellah, if someone approaches 
you, please do not reveal to them that you are a servant. It 

  

will save us both some trouble.” 

***
What do you mean, Diana refuses to pull any of the new 
drivers?” Thaddius screamed into the face of a very nervous 
stable hand.

“Dominus, we have put forth great effort. Believe me we 
have, and every time she refuses to take step. Even after 
receiving the motivation of a whip she remains still.”

Upon hearing they had brought whip upon his most trusted 
horse, Thaddius lost all restraint. He grabbed the man by his 
neck and slammed him into the stable door.

“If I ever hear of you lashing that horse again, I will return 
the favor. For every one lash Diana receives you will receive
two. Do I make myself clear?”

The man bobbed his head in understanding, and Thaddius 
released his grip, dropping him to the ground. “Now go, 
ready the men. We will meet on the circus grounds and 
discuss our problem.”

Without hesitation the man ran off to see to Thaddius’s 
demands. Taking this moment to rest and reflect on the past 
few days, Thaddius slumped onto the hay bale beside him. 
With his head rested on his hands he focused on breathing, 
long deep breaths. 

His head was a swarm of thoughts: Sellah, new drivers, 
Simeon, being Dominus. He couldn’t focus; he needed to 
take his mind off everything. He could try wine and women, 

 

but for some reason he had not had a taste for either lately. 
But he did need the mental release, and he knew of only one 
other way to do so—Diana.

It wasn’t wise for him to race now that he was Dominus. 
But it wouldn’t hurt taking a biga or a quadriga out for a 
couple of laps. Having made up his mind, he strode 
purposefully toward the circus. The anticipation of once 
again standing in a chariot and commanding Diana and the 
team quickened his pace. It had been four months since he 
had done so, and four months since his father’s death.

As he rounded the stable walls, a scene of disaster spread 
out before him. Men cried out in pain and fear as they 
desperately clung to the leads of a rearing horse. Even though 
it was fastened to the chariot, it bucked wildly, pulling men 
off the ground and kicking at anyone within range. 

Thaddius quickly surveyed the area and noticed some of 
the men bandaging fresh wounds. The other two horses 
pulled to the side as they tried to be free of the ties that bound 
them to the cart and to the wild horse. This only acted to 
block the men from securing the right side, and it caused the 
cart to tip precariously high.

“Stop!” Thaddius yelled as he ran down the hill toward the 
men. “Let go of the line, the cart’s tipping!” In their panicked 
focus the men did not hear Thaddius’s warning and continued 
their attempt of pulling down the rogue horse. 

This fuelled Thaddius’s need to get to the track and save 
the cart from tipping completely over and injuring one of his 
prize horses. He ran faster than he had known possible and in 
no time made it to the heart of the calamity.

“Stop!” he repeated as he ripped the lead out of the hands 
of the man beside him. Instantly, man and horse submitted 
 

and an eerie stillness fell upon the circus. “Get the cart before 
it tips,” he directed to the men as he turned toward the center 
of this struggle. The horse.

“Diana?” His eyes widened as he realized the wild horse 
had been his most trusted and best trained.

“What happened here? Why does she react so?” Not for 
one minute did he believe the problem had anything to do 
with Diana. The fault lay with the men who tended to her.

Hoping to keep her state of calm, Thaddius ran his hand 
over her strong neck, comforting her as he waited for an 
explanation.

“Apologies Dominus,” one of the stable hands said. “This 
is what I meant by she refuses to pull any drivers. As soon as 
one sets foot in the cart she begins rearing. Of the three new 
drivers brought here this morning, we have only one who is 
undamaged.” 

Taking in a deep breath, Thaddius absorbed the words and 
looked about him. His men were frazzled, worn out. But 
instead of letting his anger take control, he couldn’t help but 
smile. “Leave us!”

“My Lord?” one of them asked, unsure of the us Thaddius 
was referring to.

“All of you, return to the stables and pick two new horses. 
We will test our last driver with a fresh biga.”

The men hurried toward the stables, eager to be away from 
their surprisingly well tempered Dominus and his angry 
horse. When they were out of his vision, Thaddius turned to 
Diana.

“Let me guess. Not one of them is good enough to ride 
with you?” he asked. 

 
The mare answered by stamping a hoof and shaking her 
dark mane. She was an intelligent horse, and he did not doubt 
that she understood the gist of what he was asking.

“Diana, I need you to work with me. I must have a driver 
in the next games. This trigarium is well esteemed in Rome. 
And to keep it as such, we must continue to put forth good 
competition and a good show. If you will not cooperate, then 
we will have to replace you with another lead.” 

Diana lifted her nose into the air and let forth a screeching 
whinny. 

“Are you calling my bluff?” Thaddius gave the horse a 
mock glare. “I can’t even be sure you still know what to do at 
a circus,” he jested.

The temptation of the empty chariot all ready to drive 
gripped at his resolve. He looked longingly toward the cart. 
He rested his eyes on his favorite place in the world, the 
helm. As if understanding the matters of his heart, Diana 
shoved her head into his back and pushed him toward it.

This slight nudge was all he needed to revive familiar 
movements. His hand grabbed at the handle, its worn leather 
embracing him with greeting. Using it to leverage his weight, 
in one gliding motion he hopped onto the platform.

His feet were drawn like magnets to their traditional spot. 
The paint below them was worn down to raw wood from the 
numerous times he had stood in that very place. Somehow the 
leather reins made their way into his grasp. And as usual, he 
wrapped it three times around his left hand and with his right
clung tightly to the wooden frame.

Tilting back his head and closing his eyes, he predicted 
every move he would make. His heart beat in unison with 
each gallop he imagined the horses taking. He could no 

 

longer deny what his body thirsted for, so he opened his 
mouth and gave Diana the command.

“Hijah!” 

  

D iana and the other horses took off down the circus track 
with the same ferocity as if on show before thousands of fans. 
Dust. stirred by their hooves, flew into Thaddius’s face. His 
hair and tunic flapped about him as he stood his ground. 

Man and beasts and cart worked as one, a balance of wit 
and speed. A deadly trio.

They were reaching the first turn, and instead of pulling 
back on the reins to slow their advance, he loosened his grip.

“Hijah!” he screamed, signalling the team to increase its
speed into the curve. 

Instantly the outside horses leaned into Diana. Shoulder to 
shoulder the three beasts pushed on. With each thrust of their 
hooves, they dug in deeper propelling the chariot forward.

Thaddius bent his knees and readied himself to balance 
through the bend. The speed at which they entered caused the 
right side wheel to rise slightly from the ground. Ignoring the 
pressing need to balance his weight, he trusted that Diana 
would align the horses and steady their advance once 
through.

 
Thaddius leaned into the tilt just enough to shoot the cart 
through the turn. Most other riders would have steadied the 
cart sooner, making sure both wheels were on the ground. 
But not Thaddius. He knew this would lose precious seconds, 
and in a race, each second defined your life or death. 

The team had gone around the track another two times 
before Thaddius noticed the growing crowd of onlookers. 
The men returned from the stables and lined up and down the 
circus grounds to watch Thaddius do what he was famous 
for: becoming one with the horse and cart.

Deciding to end his adventure in style, Thaddius pulled 
back on the reins and skidded the cart to a stop, mere feet 
before the crowd. The dust from the sudden stop cloaked the 
men around him. They coughed, trying to free it from their 
lungs, and they batted at the air. Thaddius bounded off the 
chariot and sauntered over to them.

“That is how you command a cart!” he bragged.
Out of the corner of his eye he spotted Acestes walking 
toward him. 

“Apologies Dominus, but you have a visitor. And seeing 
as you were occupied, I took the liberty of inviting him in.” 
Acestes was careful to bow his head while approaching his 
Dominus.

Thaddius squinted his eyes at the man, trying to gauge 
who the visitor could possibly be. But when a voice spoke, 
Thaddius required no introduction. He knew the visitor all 
too well. He would recognize his ear-scratching voice 
anywhere. Barachius.

“With a display like that, it really is a shame you will not 
have a driver representing this trigarium in the Grande 
Maximus tournament.”

 
The look of concern on Barachius face was obviously 
planted. He did not care that Thaddius would not have a 
driver representing the blue Veneta team. In fact, it made him 
happy. Blue and green had been rivals for years, and without 
blue to compete, the fans’ affections would be given to the 
green Prasina team, Barachius’s team.

“Barachius, how unexpected of you to visit. Where do you 
get your information?” Thaddius was trying to act civilly 
before the men.

“I only assumed, since the blues have missed the last three 
games, that they would also withdraw from the tournament.”

“Assumptions can be misleading,” Thaddius said straight 
faced.

“Yes, I suppose they can be. Tell me Thaddius, will you 
find a driver to compete on behalf of the blue Veneta team?”

Both men stood ready to battle, but they were frozen in 
politics. Barachius’s obvious taunt caused Thaddius to thrust 
his jaw forward. Barachius knew Thaddius had not found a 
suitable driver, but yet he still came to make sure. That must 
only mean that Barachius was nervous. Nervous that the blue 
team may come back and defeat the green yet again.

“Of course we have a rider,” Thaddius offered without 
thinking of the consequences of his lie.

“You do? Well then, before these witnesses shall we make 
a little wager?” 

Barachius turned and spoke to the men as if he were 
giving an address to the senate. He was working the crowd, 
and Thaddius was worried as to what he had planned. But he 
could not back down now. Letting Barachius best him in 
front of his men would be humiliating. He could not have his 
men think him weak, an unfit Dominus. No, he must prove he 

  

had courage.
“There is nothing you could wager that would bring me 
fear.” Thaddius spoke the words in hopes of discouraging 
Barachius. However, his words did just the opposite; they 
seemed to fuel his purpose. 

“Good. I wager that a rider of the green will defeat a rider 
of the blue in the Grande Maximus tournament. It is the 
empire’s largest and most difficult tournament. And this year, 
they have raised the arenas from three to six. It is not for the 
weak at heart, so therefore it is only fitting that a green shall 
win.” Barachius held his plump chins in the air as he spoke, 
his eyes smiling in victory.

Thaddius could not stand to see him so smug, and once 
again without thinking, let the impulsiveness of Thaddius 
overpower the sensibility of Dominus. “That is an easy wager 
to accept. Why not sweeten it with a cost?” 

Instantly the forced smile on Barachius’s face turned 
genuine. Thaddius couldn’t help but swallow the knot 
forming in his throat.  Why had the offer of sweetening the 
pot with a cost pleased Barachius so? He was afraid to find 
out.

“My dear Thaddius, that is a grand idea. And I suggest the 
ultimate of costs to wager. Your land, your title and your
trigarium for mine. If the blue wins, you take everything I 
own. But if the green wins, you, this domus, your servants 
and this trigarium will be mine. But of course, if you feel that 
blue will lose, feel free to decline this wager even though it 
was made before your men. I will let you back out. Only your 
word will be tarnished. No one will trust it or you again. So 
take the bet or lose your good name, what shall it be?”

 
*
Barachius paused as he watched the color drain from 
Thaddius’s face. The boy was stubborn though, he had to 
give him that. If he had not noticed the change of color, he 
would have thought his words did not wound. Thaddius had 
held his fear well.

*** 

Sellah sat at the edge of the salt pool, wearing nothing but 
her bathing stola. Her legs dangled in the warm salt bath, 
swishing around as she held the latest poultice Orla had made 
to her sore neck. Leaning back against the rock wall that 
separated the woman’s pool from the men, Sellah heard the 
door to the men’s chambers open and the sound of feet 
slapping against the tile floor. 

At first she did not pay any attention to the new guests, 
men and women had been coming and going all day. But as 
she sat quietly and tended to her rapidly healing body, she 
couldn’t help but overhear their conversation.

“It all worked out far too well. With the blues out of the 
way, the green team will be unbeatable. How did you 
possibly convince Thaddius of such a wager?” one of the 
men asked the other.

Upon hearing Thaddius’s name, Sellah’s curiosity was 
aroused. She stilled her legs and leaned back to better listen 
in on their conversation.

“It was a simple task. In fact, I manipulated the foolish 
boy so that he made the offer himself. It is precisely why I 
 

should be in command of his land and trigarium. He has 
proven that men’s business is best left up to men.”

The voice was so familiar. Sellah worked hard to try and 
place where she had heard it before.

“The blues are known to be fierce competitors. Are you 
certain it is a safe wager?” the first man asked.

“It is more than safe. Since his father’s passing, the boy 
has not set foot on a circus. And my sources tell me that he 
only recently acquired new drivers. I went to his domus two 
days past to see for myself. Two of the new drivers have 
already injured themselves. At most he will have one 
unskilled man competing in the tournament. And despite the 
skill of his lead horse, it will not withstand what I have 
orchestrated.”

Sellah worked quietly to push herself closer to the wall so 
that she could catch a glimpse of the men talking. She had to 
know who it was that threatened Thaddius.

“What have you planned?” the first man pressed.

“What the blue team does not know is that the green team 
has acquired new drivers. Ten drivers to be exact, the best of 
the world. Including Jiao Xen from the Republic of Seres.”

“Jiao Xen! But he is a legend. It is said that he is equal in 
skill if not surpassing that of Thaddius himself.”

“Yes, it is true, and with ten competing against only one, I 
will soon own Thaddius’s land, title, and everything else that 
belongs to him including those bitches he stole from me at 
the auction. I will have my way with everything he holds 
dear.”

Instantly Sellah knew it was Barachius behind the wall. 
How had he convinced her Dominus to wager his entire 
estate on a race that was sure to be fixed? She had to warn 

 

Thaddius. The door was only a few feet away. She could 
crawl there slowly and quietly, but the extra time it took 
would risk them catching her. No, she knew she needed to 
run, to run to Orla and to somehow make it back to the house 
of Thaddius before Barachius knew she had overheard his 
plan.

She pushed her body up off the ground, crouching down 
so as not to be seen by the men over the wall. Just then the 
door to the men’s chambers burst open, and the sounds of 
slapping feet on the tile floor announced more visitors. This 
gave her a much need distraction to get to the women’s 
quarters unnoticed. She did not hesitate but bolted for the 
door, slamming it behind her once she made it through.

“Heaven’s child, what has disturbed you?” Orla asked. 
“I must return to my Dominus immediately!” Sellah went 
about the room frantically gathering what few belongings she 
had together.

*
“Hush child, you are not fully recovered. Another day 
would do your aches wonders.”

“Orla, I must return. Please trust me, I need your help.”
Seeing the desperation in Sellah’s eyes, Orla agreed to help.

Sellah threw her arms around the old woman in gratitude.
“Thank you, Orla. Now please arrange transportation for me 
back to the villa. So little time remains.”

Even though she was still confused at Sellah’s change in 
disposition, Orla rushed off to hire a cart to take Sellah back.
After finding her a means to return home, Orla returned to 
Sellah, stopping only to grab a handful of fresh poultices to 

  

send with her. 
It worried Orla to see her leave when she was not fully 
healed. But she knew, no matter how much she tried to 
convince her to stay, she would not. Sellah had such a 
determined, even desperate, look.

In the short time she had known Sellah, the girl had been 
honest, humble, and selfless. So whatever it was that 
bothered her must be serious, and Orla would be damned not 
to help.

 

“G ratitude Orla, you have been most kind to me.” Sellah

threw her arms around the woman and held her close. She 
had become very attached to Orla and would miss her.
“Of course child, be safe, and I hope to see you soon. Not 
as in past times but in good health!”

A smile made its way to Sellah’s face. How she would 
miss the maternal manner by which Orla addressed her. It 
was something she had not experienced for a long time.

“I will do my best! Oh and Orla, please do not tell any of 
your guests that I have been here. It is of utmost importance.” 
There was a trace of confusion on Orla’s face, but she did not 
press further. Sellah loved her even more for that.

“I will keep your presence unknown. Now take these,” she 
said as she placed three small cloth packages in Sellah’s 
hand. “When you feel pain, just chew on one of the pouches. 
I have stuffed them with healing herbs. It is bitter but it 
works!”

“Thank you Orla.” Sellah smiled as she swayed on her 
feet, eager to get going, yet wishing she could stay.

 
*
Orla sensed the tension in the girl. “You had best be on 
your way, the cart awaits you out front.” Taking one last look 
at Sellah, Orla pulled her back into her arms. Something told 
her that this was not the last time she would see the girl. But 
the same something warned her that when she saw Sellah
again, it would not be under happy circumstances. 

She wanted to never let her go. But she knew that Sellah
was made for more than a common bath attendant. The girl 
was going to achieve great things.

*
Sellah took a moment to shove the pouches into her 
satchel and turned to leave. She allowed herself one last look 
at the building before she ran out the door into the busy 
street. As usual, people stopped and stared at her uncommon 
coloring. But she paid them no attention. She was on a 
mission. A mission to save Thaddius. Tossing her bags into 
the cart, she hopped in after them and gave the driver 
directions to take her to Thaddius’s villa and to do so 
promptly.

Despite the speed of the cart, the trip was not as 
uncomfortable as the last one had been. Although she was 
still sore in places, her body had mended remarkably well. 
Orla really was good at her trade.

As they passed the Coliseum, Sellah turned her head so 
she would not have to look upon it. But even passing under 
its shadow had made her stomach turn. When the sunlight 

 

again warmed her exposed shoulders, she felt great relief. She 
would stay focused on her mission to warn Thaddius.

As they came to the front gate of the villa, Sellah gasped 
in disbelief. The throngs of women had more than tripled in 
size since her first encounter with them.

They screamed Thaddius’s name, pleading for him to 
come to the gate and greet them. Their calls were so loud she 
could hear them clearly even though she was still a ways 
down the road.

“We cannot enter this way. It’s too dangerous. They will 
rip the cart apart!” The driver yelled this over his shoulder as 
he pulled back on the reins and slowed the horse.

“Pass them by and go to the entrance for the Trigarium. 
The person I seek is most likely there anyway!” 

The driver did as instructed and drove around the women. 
Both he and Sellah watched in awe as they passed them.

“Is it always like this?” he asked.

“I’m afraid so,” Sellah answered as she watched one 
woman lose all her dignity as she tried to climb the gate.

“What do they come for?”

“Thaddius,” she sighed in frustration. Her cheeks blushed 
from her response. Why should she care if all these women 
wanted her Dominus. She didn’t care, did she?

“I really must take up charioteering,” he mumbled under 
his breath.

She tried to ignore his comment, but it had bothered her 
that a man would desire such attention. And she wondered if 
all men thought the same way.

The cart came to a sudden halt, pulling Sellah from her 
thoughts.

“Why do we stop?” 

 
“We have arrived,” the driver answered.

“Oh.” Sellah looked around and was embarrassed to see 

Thaddius and a group of men motionless before the cart,
staring at her in anticipation.
She wanted to hide, to turn around and go back. But now 
was not a time for cowardice. She needed to tell Thaddius 
what she had heard. She grabbed her satchel and jumped 
down from the cart. Her need outweighed her manner, and 
she forgot to thank the driver for getting her there so swiftly.

“Sellah? Why have you returned? I did not send for you!” 
Thaddius shoved the rope he was holding into the hands of 
the man beside him and made his way to her.

“I need to talk to you,” she said, forgetting to address him 
respectfully.

“Watch your tone and your demands,” he warned.

“Thaddius, this is not a time for pride. I am trying to save 
your life!” The words came off her tongue before she could 
filter them, and instantly she regretted what she had said. 
Even more so when she noticed the strain of anger building 
on his brow.

He raised his hand to strike her, but before he had time to 
lower it, she fell to his feet. Her sweaty hands stuck to the dry 
ground. She licked her lips and paused, giving herself a 
moment to find the right words.

“Apologies, Dominus. I am driven with my need to protect 
you. I spoke out of turn. Please, before you punish me hear 
what I have risked to tell you.” She did not take the chance of 
looking up to see how he reacted to her now. She hoped her 
apology was enough for him to put trust in her.

Thaddius turned and addressed the men. “Go to the stables 
and tend to the horses. Leave us in privacy.”

 
Relief flooded over Sellah, and the tension in her body 
melted away. He had given her another chance. Strong arms 
gripped her shoulders and pulled her up off the ground. His 
eyes met hers and searched for understanding. All traces of 
anger had disappeared, and in his eyes she saw genuine 
concern.

*
“You must learn to properly address me in front of the 
men,” he said. His words meant more than they offered. He 
was trying to tell her that before others he must be respected 
as Dominus. But when alone with her, he was an equal. He 
was just Thaddius.

“I am…”
He placed a finger to her lips to silence her. “I do not need 
to hear more apologies. Tell me why you have returned 
before you are fully healed?” His eyes surveyed her body, 
taking extra pause upon each faded bruise.

“Please tell me you have not made wager with 
Barachius?” she said, finding the resolve to approach the 
topic.

“How could you have heard of such things? You have just 
returned.”

“Then it is true, you have. You have wagered us all to 
certain death!” She cast her eyes from his and studied the 
ground.

“Your confidence in me is astounding,” he replied bitterly. 
But there was more in his words than sarcasm. There was 
also hurt.

 
“This has nothing to do with how I feel about you,” she 
said as she looked down at the ground. “When I was at the 
baths, I overheard Barachius and another man talking about 
the wager.” 

He put his hands on her shoulders and shook her gently, 
forcing her to look upon him. “What did you hear Sellah?”
Her eyes gave him all the answer, but he needed to hear her 
speak the words.

“Sellah, tell me what you heard!”

“He fixed the wager. He told the man that he had hired ten 
of the very best drivers to compete for the greens, including a 
well-known charioteer from the Republic of Seres.” Her 
words came in a rush and then she collapsed into his arms, 
tears now streaming down her face.

*
His body shook as he held her and worked over what she 
had confessed. If it was true, then he had made the most 
foolish wager any man could. He had let his pride blind him 
to the risk.

“Jupiter’s cock, I should have known he would not play 
fair. What do we do now?” he asked, not expecting an 
answer. Truthfully, he had forgotten Sellah was there. She 
had melted so perfectly into his arms, it was as though she 
were an extension of his body.

 
But now, Barachius stood to win the Grande Maximus. 

And that would mean everything that was Thaddius’s by right 

would become his enemy’s. Everything.

 

“S ellah, I know you are not fully recovered, but can you 

find Vettius and Simeon and have them meet me in my 
quarters?” It was not Dominus who had asked her, it was 
Thaddius. She could tell the difference in the kindness of the 
request.

After wiping her tears she nodded in confirmation. The 
look on his face held so much care and concern for her that 
she could not stand looking upon him. Just a few days ago he 
had become her savior, then a man who condemned her to the 
cruelest of beatings. She wasn’t sure what she thought or felt 
for him. But being there, in his arms and seeing his care for 
her, that baffled her even more. 

“Thank you, please go now,” he said as he offered one last 
smile before turning toward the stables in pursuit of 
something.

She watched him for a few moments before heading off to 
see to his request. Find Vettius and Simeon. But where could 
they be? 

 
After wandering aimlessly for far too long, she finally 
came upon a familiar face.

“Accalia!” she yelled as she ran toward her friend.

“Sellah?” Accalia turned to the familiar voice as she saw a 
streak of red rush toward her. 

Accalia dropped the bucket of water she was carrying and 
threw her arms around her friend nearly soaking Sellah in the 
process. The girls laughed at the awkward exchange as they 
pulled back from their embrace. 

When Accalia’s eyes came upon the fading bruises that 
still covered Sellah’s arms and legs, a frown made its way to 
her face. “You are better are you not?” she asked.

“I feel much better, do not worry about me. Listen, I need 
your help. Do you know where Vettius and Simeon are?”

*
“Why have you returned so soon?” Despite the smile on 
Sellah’s face, Accalia began to piece together that something 
was not right. 

“I will explain everything this evening, I promise. But I 
must find Vettius and Simeon. Please, do you know where 
they are?”

“Simeon is still in the medicos tent. I am sure Vettius will 
be near to him. Sellah, what is going on?”

“I must go. I will explain later.” She took off in a sprint 
toward the medicos. 

Accalia stood frozen in confusion with her bucket 
dangling limply at her side. She had not even registered 
Sellah’s goodbye. Instead, she wondered what on earth was 
happening. She couldn’t help but feeling that something was 

 

very wrong. And the ferocity with which Sellah ran toward 
Vettius and Simeon only acted to confirm her fears. 

*
When Sellah made it to the top of the hill, she saw Vettius 
exiting the tent. 

“Vettius, Oh Vettius thank the gods I found you!” She put 
her hands on her knees and waited to regain her breath.

“Sellah? What are you doing back? I checked on you 
yesterday, and Orla said you still had another week’s worth 
of recovery.” 

“There is trouble afoot, and Dominus has requested that 
you and Simeon meet him in his quarters. All will be 
explained.”

His eyes worked over her face and searched for 
understanding.

“All right, I will get Simeon and meet you there. Please do 
not push yourself; you are still not fully recovered.” 

She smiled at him before turning and heading toward the 
main domus. Even though she had only been there once 
before, she had no trouble finding Thaddius’s chamber. 

Her sweaty hands smoothed out her stola, and she adjusted 
the satchel that she still carried before reaching up and 
knocking on his door.

“Enter,” a low voice commanded.

Sellah pushed open the door and entered his room. It was 
exactly how she had remembered it, yet this time was it was 
lacking all the empty wine vessels.

“Vettius, Simeon?” he asked, when he saw her enter alone.

 
“They are on their way,” she said as she took a seat across 

from him. She brushed her hair out of her face and found the 

courage to look up into Thaddius’s eyes. They were filled 

with pain and fear. She wished she could do something to 

comfort him. 

His eyes met hers and instantly she looked away. Warmth 

spread to her cheeks and tinted them with a rosy hue, 

betraying her feeling of embarrassment. 

*
Thaddius couldn’t help smiling at the change in her state. 
He opened his mouth to tease her about it but was interrupted 
with a knock at the door. 

“Enter,” he responded with a sigh.
Vettius bowed his head in respect as he came into the 
room. Once through, he closed the door and turned to 
Thaddius.

“Where is Simeon?” Thaddius asked.

Vettius lowered his eyes. “He refuses to come.”
Thaddius clenched his jaw, grit his teeth, and nodded his 

head in understanding. Although he was frustrated with 
Simeon, it still hurt that they had fallen out of good graces 
with each other. He could use a friend right now. 

Thaddius pointed to the empty space next to Sellah. He 
was afraid to speak, afraid of his voice cracking or the wrong 
words escaping, not having Simeon beside him had hurt more 
than he had anticipated.

Vettius took the cue and made his way to Sellah’s side. 
Shortly after, the door opened and in walked Acestes. 
Snapping his attention to Sellah, Thaddius watched as her 

  

fists tightened. She straightened her back awkwardly.
Of course, how foolish of him. He should have known she 
would be uncomfortable in the same room as the man who 
had beaten her. He was surprised she could stand being 
around her Dominus as he was the one who had permitted it. 

Maybe Simeon was right; maybe he had taken matters too 
far. As soon as they were done here, he was going to go 
apologize to Simeon and then to Sellah. 

“Sellah, you may be excused,” Thaddius offered.
The relief that washed over her was evident, and it brought 
a smile to Thaddius. He would do right by her, one little thing 
at a time. He would.

Sellah stood and lowered her head. She was 

procrastinating leaving the room, and Thaddius wondered 
why. 

He could tell by the extra time she took in each of her 
movements and by the way she shifted her weight on her feet. 

He looked to Vettius for understanding and was met with a 
slight head tilt in the direction of Acestes, who was standing 
in the doorway, blocking her exit.

“Acestes please take a seat.” Thaddius motioned to the end 
of the bed. Acestes did as instructed, and his absence in the 
doorway allowed Sellah to leave without having to pass by 
the man she feared.

“What is all this about?” Vettius asked, no longer able to 
contain his curiosity.

Thaddius rubbed his head and paced back and forth in 
front of the men. After a few awkward moments he stopped 
and turned to them. “I have it on good authority that 
Barachius has rigged our wager.”

 
“Whose authority?” Acestes demanded as he rose to his 

feet.

“That is not of importance. What is, however, is that we 

need to think of something and quickly or we all stand to 

lose.” Thaddius continued his pacing, not even bothering to 

note the reaction the men were having to his news.
“What are we up against?” Vettius asked, calming the 

other two men by redirecting their focus to the problem.
“Barachius has hired ten of the world’s best drivers to 

compete in the Grande Maximus. That is ten against our one 

incompetent driver. Unless.…”

“No, I know what you are thinking,” Acestes interrupted. 

“It is not an option. Your father’s dying request was that you 

give up your foolish fantasy of charioteering.” His nostrils 

flared and spit flew out of his mouth as he scolded Thaddius.

“You must focus on being the Paterfamilias and Dominus to 

this domus. It has only been four months, and you already fill 

your head with the notion of racing. Do you wish to say you 

will deny your father his dying wish? Do you wish to put end 

to the Gracchus name?” Acestes stood as he scolded 

Thaddius. With each of his words he took a step forward, 

driving Thaddius back. 

“Enough!” Vettius commanded as he stepped between 

them. “We must work together and find another option.”
“We will have to purchase and train new drivers. There is 

no other option.” Acestes spoke with confidence.

Thaddius and Vettius looked at each other, surprised that it 

was Acestes who had had proposed a possible solution.
“Yes, tomorrow you and Vettius will go to town and buy 

as many drivers as we can afford. We have one month before 

the tournament, and we must begin training now! Acestes, 

 

see to it that my driver understands what will now be required 
of him. Have him do a few more laps tonight and see if he 
can increase his record. He is not to eat or sleep until he does 
so. And Vettius, I want you to find Sellah and tell her to 
come to me. For now we sleep. Come tomorrow, we cannot 
afford such a luxury!” 

  

A fter Sellah took her leave from Thaddius, she made her 
way to the medicos’ tent. Simeon had not been present at 
their meeting, and she wanted to check in on him. His health 
had been on her mind many times over the last few days. She 
had had a hard time relaxing in the salt bath as her mind often 
dwelt on his injuries.

“Simeon?” she whispered as she pulled back the cloth 
door.

The tent was musty and dark except for a single candle 
burning on a wooden box next to the cot. Simeon turned from 
his seat on the cot. He squinted his eyes as he focused on the 
figure at the door.

“Sellah, is that you?” Traces of pain could still be heard in 
the effort it took him to speak. But other than that he sounded 
better. 

“Yes. Can I come in?”

“Of course, please take a seat.” He patted the spot next to 

 

him on the bed. “I didn’t expect to see you for a few more 
days. My father said you would be staying at the baths.” His 
eyes lit up as he looked her over. 

“You were asking after me?” she teased as she offered him 
a good natured grin.

“I uh, well, yes I guess I was.” 

The honesty and awkwardness of Simeon’s response made 
Sellah chuckle to herself. In sympathy to his embarrassment, 
Sellah decided to change the topic of discussion. 

“Turn, let me see your back.” 

It took him a few moments to bring his back to her. Each 
move he took was painfully slow. And when she saw his 
back, she understood. While it was not as red or swollen as it 
had been, most of the lashings were still open and they still 
bled.

“Oh Simeon, I had hoped by now it would be better than 
this.” 

“It isn’t as bad as it looks. It only hurts now when I 
move.” He was making an effort to be brave.

Sellah reached into her satchel and pulled out the things 
Orla had given her, taking extra care to lay them out on the 
bed next to him. She took one of the poultices, and dipped it 
in the bowl of water at his bedside. 

“This will feel good,” she said before she placed it on the 
worst part of his back. He tensed at her touch, but within 
seconds the healing poultice soothed him.

“I told you it would feel better!” She tied a long strip of 
cloth around him to fasten the poultice in place. When she 
was finished she picked up the small pouches of herbs and 
handed them to him. “When you feel pain, chew on one of 
these. They should help.”

 
It took him a moment to turn back around, but he did so 
far quicker than the first time. He stared at Sellah, taking her 
in. When he noticed the amulet pinned to her stola, he 
reached out and stroked its glittering metal surface.

“Do you miss your sister?” Sellah asked as she watched 
him become lost in a personal moment. 

Her words brought him from his thoughts and he returned 
his eyes to Sellah’s face, she couldn’t help but wonder what 
he thought. His features usually held a softness about them, 
yet this time they seemed to harden at some distant memory.

“Every day. I miss her every day,” he confessed as he held 
her gaze.

Sellah didn’t say anything. She allowed silence to comfort 
him. And truthfully she did not know what to say. 

The door to the tent opened and Vettius walked in. It was a 
welcome distraction for Sellah. “Sellah, I was hoping I would 
find you here. When you are done, Thaddius has requested 
your presence in his quarters.” 

He smiled at Simeon and received an awkward look, then 
turned and left.

“You are a lot like her Sellah,” Simeon said, returning to 
thoughts of his sister. He reached up and brushed a stray hair 
from her face. His work-hardened hand scratched her as it 
lingered on her soft cheek. 

Instantly, she felt the closeness of their bodies and 
couldn’t help but worry about the dangers that could bring.

“Esther died protecting another servant. I was just a young 
boy and I couldn’t help her.” He stumbled over his words,
and Sellah could tell that he was unable to explain in more 
detail about what happened. The pain was still too deep.

“When I saw you stand up for Accalia at the auction, you 

 

reminded me so much of her. It was as if her soul returned to 
me, but in you. And I knew it was my chance, my chance to 
stick up for my sister. Sellah, I cannot tell you how much it 
meant to me to be able to do something. And then to see her 
amulet on you, well, it feels right. I can think of no better 
person for it.”

Not knowing what to say, she smiled and lowered her eyes 
from his penetrating stare.  

*** 

Thaddius paced back and forth, wondering what was 
taking Sellah so long. Finally, he decided he would look for 
her and on the way stop by Simeon to apologize for what had 
happened. He knew this would not restore their relationship 
completely, but it would be a start.

He left from the back of the villa to avoid any of the 
women at the gate noticing him and causing a scene. There 
had been enough of that over the last week. Word had gotten 
out that he had not taken anyone to his bed in a while. Now 
they fought to be the first to break his celibate fast. 

The sun was setting and a cool breeze danced over the hill. 
It was refreshing and helped clear his head so that he could 
focus on what to say to Simeon. He rehearsed the words over 
and over as he walked to the medicos’ tent.

Just as he was about to push open the flap and enter, he 
thought he heard Simeon speak. Curious about who was with 
him, Thaddius quietly opened the flap and peeked in. He was 

 

taken aback when he saw Sellah and Simeon sitting so close 
together. 

The breeze from the door pushed some of Sellah’s hair 
across her face. Thaddius thought for sure it gave his 
presence away. When neither of them turned toward him, he 
was puzzled. 

“Your hair keeps falling in your face,” Simeon said as he 
reached up to push it back. 

Thaddius watched, waiting for Sellah to pull away. When 
she didn’t move, anger threatened to override his resolve. 
However, he remained at the door and watched undetected as 
Simeon left his hand at the back of Sellah’s neck with his 
fingers tangled in her hair. 

Seeing them together made Thaddius ill. The apology he 
had been rehearsing was no longer in his mind.  

Simeon, leaned forward. Thaddius felt his breath catch in 
his throat. Sellah stayed motionless

*
Interpreting her lack of movement as fear, Simeon reflexively 
pulled her closer to him. Moments seemed to freeze in time 
as the pair came ever closer to meeting lips. Electricity of 
anticipation burned within Simeon’s chest. 

*
Anger burned within Thaddius as he watched the scene 
unfold. He could not stand seeing Simeon and Sellah kiss. If 
they did, he knew he would do something he would regret. So 
instead, he turned and he ran.

 
Blind rage fueled his steps, and they led him straight to 

Acestes. “Get me four jugs of spiced wine and two of 

honeyed. I want them in my room now!” he demanded as he 

stormed on by.

Acestes watched him leave, not sure what had happened. 
“Where are you headed?” 

“I am going to the gate. I need a distraction!” Thaddius 

yelled over his shoulder.

“The gate? But you have not had wine or whore for a 

week.”

“Damn you, Acestes! Do you not remember your station 

here?” Thaddius stopped midstride and turned around to 

finish. “It is odd you forget as you constantly remind me of 

my title. I am Dominus. Now ready my wine!”

 

“L adies of pleasure, allow me to speak!” Thaddius 

projected his voice over the screaming women who continued 
nonetheless.
“If you do not listen to me, I will leave!” He turned and 
took a few teasing steps away from them. 

“Stop it, let him speak!” one of the girls hissed to the 
others.  

He flashed them a toothy smile. They had taken his bait.

“Now listen,” he said as he turned back to the anxiously 
silent girls. “Tonight, I will be in need of a distraction, a 
really good distraction.” 

“I can help!” one of the girls at the front cooed as she 
twirled her loose hair in her fingers.

“Like hell you will. I am more to his taste!” another 
interrupted.

Soon every girl began shouting pleas for Thaddius to 
choose her. They were a ruthless bunch, and some even 
fought the others, pulling at their hair and scratching their 
faces. Thaddius threw his hands up in defeat and turned to 
leave. 

 
“He’s leaving!” someone cried. 

The fighting and shouting slowly dwindled as the girls 

stopped what they were doing to watch Thaddius leave. 
“Please come back,” a familiar voice begged from the 

gate. 

He had had enough of their annoying ways, but he was 

curious as to who spoke, and why she sounded vaguely 

familiar. He took another step away, then suddenly turned 

around.

“You, why do I recognize you?” he asked.

“I am Calista, my lord. You saved me from falling a few 

days past.” She batted her eye lashes seductively as she 

pushed her way forward.

Thaddius remembered the event. It was at the auction and 

she had conveniently tripped into his arms with her bosom 

practically exposed. 

“You, a women of status and good breading, wait at the 

gate among these women?”

“I came here to thank you again my Lord, but your guards 

would not let me pass. I was about to leave when you came.” 
The guard laughed under his breath at her statement and 

Thaddius could only assume it was a lie. But he pretended 

not to notice his response and turned back to the girl.
“And your friend? The one with you at the auction. Where 

is she?” he asked.

“Guya, she is here.” Calista pointed over her shoulder to a 

girl who stood behind her. 

When Thaddius caught Guya’s eyes, she offered him a shy 

smile. He couldn’t help but wonder why she was there; she 

didn’t seem the type to wait at a gate like the others. Calista 

must have dragged her along. 

 
The other women were becoming restless. They did not 
like the attention that Thaddius was giving Calista and Guya. 

Noticing his mistake and not wanting a riot on his hands, 
he stepped back to address the women. “You who wait at my 
gates, listen to my offer. Over the next few weeks I will be 
requiring all of your services. I will choose two to take with 
me tonight. If you agree not to rush the guards at the gate, I 
will have them take down your names and prepare an orderly 
list.”

The guards next to Thaddius whispered their gratitude. 
Every time Thaddius wanted them to bring in one of the girls, 
they would have a huge protest on their hands. The women 
left behind became an angry mob, and they took their 
vengeance on the hapless guards. At least now the guards 
could retain their dignity and maintain order.

When the women nodded in agreement to his proposal, 
Thaddius ordered the guards to escort Guya and Calista to his 
quarters. With a smile that consumed her face, Calista 
elbowed her way to the gate opening followed by a timid yet 
excited Guya.

*
She ignored the angry stares and venomous comments of 
the women around her. They didn’t matter. Soon she would 
have Thaddius to herself, well to herself and to Guya. The 
thought of Guya coming along frustrated her. But if Thaddius 
wanted to be pleasured by two women, then Calista would 
make sure he would get that request. In fact, she planned to 
make him forget about any of the women at the gate.

“Guya, this is a once in a lifetime opportunity. So I want 
 

you to do exactly what I say when I say it, understand?” 
Calista firmly whispered. 

“I understand,” Guya nodded as she stared wide eyed and 
unknowing

They made it through the gates remarkably unscathed. The 
women believed Thaddius’s promise and lined up to have 
their names taken down. Calista smoothed out her hair, 
dusted off her cloak, pinched her cheeks, and licked her lips. 
She wanted to look good for Thaddius, the best she could. 
Bedding Thaddius was one thing, but marrying him would be 
another. He had title, status, and land. He was the talk of 
Rome, the most eligible bachelor. But after tonight she would 
make him see that she was meant for him. Her heart beat in 
happy anticipation as she followed after the guards to 
Thaddius. 

 

“E nter,” Thaddius yelled from within his room. 

Calista shook with eagerness and focused hard to steady 
her breathing. She allowed Guya to enter the room before her 
as she wanted to be the last face on Thaddius’s mind. 
Holding her head up high and sticking out her bosom, she 
walked gracefully into his room.

When Thaddius did not acknowledge her entry she huffed 
in frustration. For some reason he was seated on the side of 
his bed and was fixated on the floor. 

A few awkward moments of silence passed before Calista 
cleared her throat and gained his attention.

“Would you like some wine?” he asked as he lifted his 
head and pointed to the jugs lining his settee. “I asked for 
some honey wine to be sent. I hear women like the sweeter 
wines.” He went back to staring at the spot on the floor.

“Yes, that would be lovely.” Calista walked over to the 
wine and helped herself to some. It would be harder gaining 
his attention than she thought. He wasn’t taking the lead; in 

 

fact, he looked like he had his mind in other places. She 
would have to do something about that.

“Here,” she said as she held out a cup of wine to Guya.
“Thank you, but I do not drink,” Guya smiled.

“Tonight you do,” she said in a sweet tone accompanied 

by a glare of disapproval. 
Guya quickly picked up on Calista’s frustration and took 
the cup. She placed it to her lips and took a tiny sip. This did 
not please Calista, and she tipped Guya’s cup, causing her to 
choke as the wine poured into her mouth.

Thaddius glanced up at Guya, and Calista pretended to 
comfort her friend by rubbing her back. Satisfied that she was 
all right, Thaddius looked back down at the floor.

When Calista was certain that he was not looking, she 
handed Guya another cup of wine. Guya shook her head, but 
when met with Calista’s glare, she reluctantly accepted it.

“I’m afraid I will not be such good company after all,” 
Thaddius said as he took another mouthful from his jug.

Calista responded by removing her cloak to reveal a tight 
gold stola that clung to her body and displayed her generous 
curves. She then sauntered over and sat next to him on the 
bed. 

“Let us take your mind off that which bothers you,” she 
breathed into his ear.

When Thaddius did not move, Calista crawled on the bed 
behind him. Pressing her body close to his back, she began to 
rub his shoulders. 

“You are very tense,” she purred into his ear as she flipped 
her head forward, causing her soft golden hair to fall over his 
shoulder.

 
“It has been a difficult time,” he explained as he diverted

his eyes to watch Guya, who now teetered side to side on his 

settee. “Is she all right?” he asked Calista as he nodded 

toward Guya.

“Ah yes, she just does not hold her wine well.” Calista 

smiled as she worked hard massaging his back. “Now what 

can I do to make you forget these difficult times?” Calista 

breathed into his ear once more.

“This feels nice; you can continue to ease my aches.” 
It was not the answer she had hoped for, but she would 

give that time. For now she was with him and that was all 

that mattered. She worked diligently rubbing his shoulders 

and back, taking extra care to see how his body responded 

and to focus on his places of pleasure. He moaned as he sat 

his jug down on the bed and pressed into her touch.
“Your jug is empty. Allow me to get you another,” she 

said as she slid her body around his and off the bed. She 

made sure to accentuate the swinging motion of her hips as 

she walked in front of him and over to the jugs.

Guya was now lying on the settee, her head spinning from 

the effects of the wine. In an show of sisterly concern, Calista 

grabbed a cover and lovingly pulled it over Guya, making 

sure to rub her head a few times for Thaddius to see.
“Maybe we should place her in the bed,” Thaddius 

suggested as he stood and walked over to the girls.
“She is fine.” Calista hoped he would leave the bed to the 

two of them. 

Thaddius bent down to Guya and pushed back the hair that 

was in her face. “Guya, are you comfortable?”

Even though she did not answer, he slid his arms under her 

head and knees and carried her over to the bed. Calista tried 

 

to hide her look of disappointment by seeming to be helpful 
and pulling back the bed covers.

Once Guya was settled and tucked into the bed, Calista 
turned to Thaddius and traced her finger over his chest. “Now 
where were we?” she asked.

A sly smile spread over his face as he realized the 
intentions of Calista. “Where do you want to be?” he asked as 
he teased her by pulling her body closer to his.

Tilting her head up to his, she closed her eyes and opened 
her lips just a touch. She was begging him with her body to 
bring his lips down to hers. She held her breath awaiting his 
response; it seemed like forever before she felt his touch.

When she opened her eyes to take in her prize, it was not 
his lips but his finger placed against her mouth. His eyes 
directed towards the door. It was then that she heard a knock 
and sighed in defeat.

“Enter,” Thaddius instructed as he held her tight to him 
and stared into her eyes.

The door creaked open and Thaddius stole a look toward 
the person entering. She felt his body tense beneath her grasp. 
When his eyes did not return to hers, she realized it was not a 
simple slave at the door, but someone else. Someone much 
worse by the look on Thaddius’s face.

Calista turned to look and saw a beautiful creature 
standing in the door frame. Her body was as rigid as 
Thaddius’s was. And it was obvious by the look on her face
that she was shocked and maybe even disappointed to see 
Thaddius in such an intimate position. 

Calista made sure to add insult to injury by rubbing 
Thaddius’s body and locking her arms around his torso. 

 
He gave her a brief questioning look before turning to the 
girl at the door. 

“Sellah?”

Anger slowly replaced the look of shock on the girl as she 
looked about the room, taking in the empty wine vessels, 
tossed clothing, and Guya passed out in Thaddius’s bed. 

*
“You requested me to come to you.” She stumbled over 
her words as fear of what was required of her took control of 
her tongue. “For this!” she shouted in angry exasperation as 
she pointed at Guya. “I will not be so easily persuaded by 
wine!”

“How dare you question me,” Thaddius retorted as he 
pushed Calista from his arms and strode over to Sellah. “How 
many times do I need to remind you who I am!” 

“I am not your whore, Thaddius. Punish me if you must, 
kill me if you must. But I will not partake in this.” Sellah’s 
chest rose and fell at a rapid pace as anger and fear poured 
into her.

“Do not flatter yourself. I told you once before I would 
only bed you if you begged me to. Slaves are not my type!” 
He looked upon her with disgust. “Get out of my sight. Go to 
the stables and take up quarters there. I have no use for you 
other than to tend to horseshit!” He yelled as he slammed the 
door shut in her face.  

Both of them stood frozen before the door, barely able to 
recall the words they had been exchanged.

Thaddius slammed his fist into it wooden frame before 
turning back to Calista. “Now where were we?” he asked as 

  

he shook his hand trying to rid it of the pain.  

*
Sellah could hear every word as she stared at his door. 
Tears threatened to escape. Not wanting him to give him the 
satisfaction of hearing her cry, she turned and ran.

 

“W hy is Sellah sleeping in the stables? She is lying on 

the hay with a horse cover on her!” Vettius questioned as he 
ran up behind Thaddius.
“That is an excellent question. She should be awake and 
working by now. Why are you here? You and Acestes were 
ordered to go to town first thing and acquire drivers.”

“He is bringing the cart around for me,” Vettius said with 
a wave of his hand. “Thaddius answer me, why is Sellah in 
the stables?”

The hardness of Thaddius’s face and the way he held his 
head erect and puffed out his chest worried Vettius. It was 
something he had seen Thaddius’s father do many times 
when he led with his pride.

“I told her to sleep there,” he offhandedly replied.
“You instructed her?” Vettius ground his teeth and worked 
to steady his breathing. “What could she have possibly done 
to be treated so?”

Thaddius paused and turned to Vettius. He narrowed his 
eyes and wagged an accusatory finger. “Now that is an 
excellent question. Perhaps you should ask your son.”

 
“Simeon? What does he….” When realization washed 

over Vettius, he took a step back. “Wait, Thaddius, you misunderstand….”

“Vettius, I do not have time for this,” Thaddius interrupted. “I 

am on my way to begin instructions with our driver. Now go 

on your way. I am eager to see our new prospects. Much 

depends on the men you purchase today.” Just then the cart 

arrived and Thaddius roughly shoved Vettius toward it.

*
Thaddius stormed off before Vettius could retaliate. It had 
not been a good night for him. He had not slept well and was 
too tired to argue. Calista had smothered him, Guya’s snoring 
was aggravating, and Sellah, well, he was frustrated with how 
their conversation had gone.

“Why are you still asleep? The sun has been out for an 
hour or so!” He barked as he kicked at Sellah’s foot. She 
slowly opened one eye, and when she saw it was him, she 
panicked and sat up. After a moment of fear rendering her 
useless, she quickly folded the horse blanket and jumped up.
Nearly tripping over her own feet as she ran to the stable 
shelves to put the blanket away. 

Yet Thaddius did not leave; he stayed and watched her 
every move. 

She lowered her head and addressed him. “Apologies, I 
am still accustomed to the schedule of the bath house. I will 
tend to the horses now.”

She picked up a rod in her shaky hands and set right to 
work cleaning out the first of the horse stalls.

 
“If you will be staying here, we had better get you a proper 

blanket.” He watched as she fumbled with the rod, barely 

able to keep it in her grasp. Sellah tightened her grip with her 

other hand braced herself against the side of the stall. Taking 

three deep breaths, she turned to address him. 

“Yes, that would be nice.” 

Satisfaction caused a smile to creep over his face as he 

studied the tension in her form which betrayed her forced 

smile. “When you are done here, come to me. I have another 

task for you.”

“Yes Dominus.”

“Good, you have finally remembered my title,” he chided 

as he turned to leave.

*
It took every ounce of reserve Sellah had not to throw the 
rod at him. Oh how she would love to see him pay for his 
rude behaviour, just once. When she was certain Thaddius 
was gone, she went over to Diana, who had her muzzle over 
the gate of her pen. 

Sellah’s newly blistered fingers found comfort in the 
mare’s course mane. “Diana, I do not know how you put up 
with that monster.”

Just as she had when they first met, Diana blew hot air out 
of her nostrils and into Sellah’s face.  Sellah laughed as she 
wiped her face into the mare’s neck. 

“Thank you, I needed that.” 

It took her until the sun was high in the sky to clean out 
the remaining pens. It was a disgusting job, especially in the 
 

heat of the day. But Sellah didn’t mind, the horses made 
better company than most of the people in the domus.

She rinsed her hands in the water trough and splashed 
some water on her face. She was dirty and smelly, sleeping in 
the hay with the horses hadn’t helped that. However, she was 
much cleaner than she would have been if she had been 
forced to spend the night with Thaddius and his two escorts.

A laugh escaped her throat as she realized how lucky she 
had been to be banished to the stables.

After taking a few moments to rest, she left to find 
Thaddius. He was exactly where she thought he would be, at
the circus training his driver. He had spent the whole morning 
there since leaving her to muck the stables. When he saw her 
approaching, he walked across the track to meet her.

“See those sacks over there?” He pointed to a pile near the 
gate. “I want you to carry them into the stables and stack 
them in an empty stall.” 

He had not even taken the time to greet her or offer her 
water. It was straight to the point with him. Sellah couldn’t 
decide if he was distracted with training or just being 
discourteous, he was distant and his eyes never met hers.

“You want me to carry all those sacks?” she finally asked.

He did not respond to her and instead ran to the driver and 
his cart as they swerved off the track. “No, you are holding 
the reins wrong!” Thaddius yelled as he stormed over to the 
driver. “How do you expect to control the cart if you lose 
your balance?” He waited for the man to answer but was met 
with a nervous stutter. 

Sellah watched him for a brief moment before turning to 
the mound of grain sacks she had been instructed to move.

 
*
“Here let me show you,” Thaddius snapped as he snatched 
the reins out of the man’s hands and pulled himself up into 
the cart. The familiarity of the worn wood and viewpoint over 
the horses caused his heart to beat in excitement. He paused, 
taking a moment to steady his growing desire and focus.

“See, you grip them with your left hand and you hold onto 
the cart with your right. You try,” he instructed as he hopped 
down, trying to put some distance between himself and his 
body’s ache to drive.

As he watched his driver improve his technique around the 
circus, his level of hope increased. If the man continued to 
grow in ability each day, they would stand a chance against 
the greens. He was a better teacher than he had thought he 
would be.

The sounds of horse and cart approaching brought 
Thaddius out of his trance-like focus. He turned to see 
Vettius and Acestes move the horses to the side and watched 
as Vettius stepped down from the cart. As he walked around 
the back, Thaddius felt his pulse once again quicken with 
excitement. His new drivers were here, and he was mere 
moments away from meeting them.

When only one man followed after Vettius, he began to 
feel a knot grow in the pit of his stomach.

“What is the meaning of this? You only have one driver? 
Does he even have experience?” Every remnant of his 
positive mood was now gone. 

“My Lord, it was as if the Venalitti traders had been paid 
not to sell any men to us. Everyone we asked said they had 
no one suitable. We were lucky to come across this man. He 

 

was the one who drove Sellah from the bath house. He heard 
us inquiring around town for drivers and volunteered his 
services. He has no chariot experience, but he drives a twohorse cart for a living,” Vettius explained.

Thaddius threw the leather strap he was holding to the 
ground. “A two-horse cart is not comparable to a chariot. 
They are nothing alike!” He stomped his foot like a little 
child as he shouted.

Vettius waited patiently for Thaddius to finish his rant. 
Finally he stopped stomping about, and a wave of serious 
concern washed over him. “What am I to do? We all stand to 
lose if the blues are not victorious.”

“I know, Thaddius. It concerns me also. But battles are not 
won on concern. They are won on action. We must do all that 
we can and hope that our men will be ready, come four 
weeks’ time.”

Thaddius studied Vettius as he spoke. The man was right. 
He must take his efforts from worry and put them into action. 
He smiled at Vettius, thanking him with his eyes for settling 
his spirit. 

Despite how horribly Thaddius acted, Vettius had always 
been kind. And it was times like these that Thaddius realized 
what a gift a man like him was.

“What is Sellah doing?” Vettius asked when he noticed 
her struggling to drag a sack of grain. “That must weigh more 
than she does!”

Thaddius followed Vettius’s gaze to see Sellah using her 
whole body trying to pull one simple sack. It was a humorous 
sight to behold as girl wrestled with bag. “She is moving our 
supplies into the stables.”

 
“Thaddius, you must realize that this is an impossible task 

for her. She is not fully recovered from her beating.” 

Vettius’s concern-filled eyes never left Sellah.

It seemed as though he couldn’t even take two breaths 

before Vettius turned from aiding him to doubting him. And 

it was always around the girl, his son’s girl. 

“She does as I instructed. Either you stand back and watch 

her struggle or you aid her. Those are your options,” he said 

as he kicked at the leather strap on the ground, trying to avoid 

Vettius’s disappointed gaze.

The sound of soft footsteps on the dirt caused Thaddius to 

look up. Vettius had left him and was headed toward Sellah. 

Of course he chose to aid the girl. He turned awkwardly to

his new driver who stood left alone before him.

The man did not look like much, but he was all Thaddius 

had. “Come let us pick out a lead horse and a cart for you. 

We have much work ahead of us.” Thaddius let out a sigh as 

he walked toward the stables. 

He did not turn to see if the man followed, his attention 

was elsewhere. It was focused on Vettius and Sellah

struggling together with one sack.

  

T he sun had long since set, and with its absence a bitingly 
cold evening breeze seeped into the stables. No blanket had 
been delivered to her, so she huddled into the corner with a 
horse cover draped around her shoulders. 

The door opened, bringing with it another dose of the cold 
wind. Soft footsteps pressed upon the hay floor as a small 
form made its way toward her.

“Sellah?” Accalia called out as she searched the moonlit 
stables for her friend.

“I’m over here!”

“Oh Sellah, Vettius told me you have been instructed to 
stay here. I was worried when you did not come to the 
women’s quarters last night — and then I didn’t see you all 
day. I thought that Thaddius might have…. Well, I can’t 
believe this, Sellah, I just can’t.” Accalia sat on the bale of 
hay next to Sellah and wrapped a blanket around her 
shoulders.

“Has he given you any food or water?” 

 
“I had some bread sent to me this evening,” Sellah smiled, 

hoping to calm Accalia and keep her from worrying.
“Some bread? That won’t do. You need to keep up your 

strength. Here eat this,” Accalia said as she reached into her 

cloak and pulled out a wrapped package. Sellah eyed the 

bundle before opening it to reveal a large piece of salted 

meat.

“Where did you get this?” Sellah asked as she greedily 

started into the tender flesh.

“It was left over from Thaddius’s table… I didn’t want it 

to go to waste.” She saw Sellah’s eyes widen.

The door to the stables opened again and a dark figure 

illuminated by a small lamp, slipped in. “You do not have 

light?” The warm, fatherly voice of Vettius greeted the girls.
“Unfortunately the stables do not offer such privileges,” 

Sellah joked.

“Then it is a good thing I brought you candles!” 
Sellah shifted in her seat, reaching up to grab the candles 

from Vettius’s outstretched arm. A stabbing pain up her side 

reminded her that her muscles were sore from the strenuous 

work of the day. She had barely managed to move five sacks, 

and still another twenty or so awaited her tomorrow. 

Brushing aside the aches she smiled while she lit a candle on 

the flame of his oil lamp.

“Oh Sellah, I just hate seeing you like this,” Accalia said 

as they watched Vettius fashion a seat for himself on one of 

the grain sacks.

“It is not so bad. The horses can be good company.” The 

light of the candle reflected off her face, causing the crease of 

her brow to darken in the shadows. 

Accalia’s worried eyes searched Sellah’s, and she 

  

motioned to Vettius as if to ask him to do something.
“I will go to Thaddius tomorrow and request him to let 
you stay in the women’s quarters,” Vettius offered as he 
nodded his head at Accalia in understanding.

Sellah lifted her chin to look at her friend. “It is really all
right. There is a certain freedom to being with the horses.” 
She tried her best to sound convincing.

“Nevertheless, I will ask,” Vettius pressed.

Sellah smiled as she stood and made her way over to 
Diana. The horse had begun stomping her foot and shaking 

her mane. And it seemed as though she were trying to talk by 
the way she chattered her teeth and released a deep throated 
whine. 

“What is it Diana, why are you interrupting us?” Sellah
calmly talked to the mare while rubbing her neck.

Vettius studied Sellah as he watched the exchange.

“Does she always act so?”

“I think she is convinced she is not a horse,” Sellah
laughed as she opened the stable door and led Diana over to 
the group. The horse offered no resistance when she pulled 
on the lead, pressing her to lay down.

*
Vettius was plainly surprised at how Diana rested so 
willingly beside Sellah. “She must trust you.” 

Sellah ran her hand over the coarse hair on Diana’s snout 
as she thought over Vettius’s unexpected comment. “Why do 
you say that?” 

“It is rare for a horse to lay down, especially that horse. 
She is usually anxious around people.” When he finished 

 

speaking, he saw that both girls had looks of confusion on 
their faces. “Horses normally stand, as it allows for a quick 
escape if a predator comes around.” 

“I did not know that,” Accalia said. “Vettius, how is 
Simeon faring?” she asked when the thought of him 
distracted her from the topic of horses.

Sweat beads began to form on his forehead. He quickly 
wiped them away before either of the girls could see. It was a 
chilly night, and the sweat was about to give away his lie. 
“He is fine, almost recovered.” His eyes danced over Sellah’s 
face, trying to read her reaction.

*
Sellah offered Vettius a half smile before poking at the 
soft wax of the candle. Simeon was recovering. He had 
maybe another few days before he could leave the care of the 
medicos and go back to work. But there was something in the 
way Vettius’s jaw clenched that made Sellah nervous.

“You know, don’t you?” she asked as she boldly raised her 
eyes to challenge him.

“Know what?” Accalia looked between the pair who 
stared at each other as if having a conversation in their minds. 
There was an awkward silence before Vettius stood. 

“Come Accalia, we must allow Sellah to find some sleep. 
She has a lot of work to do tomorrow, and my son has 
requested that she take her afternoon break with him in the 
tent.” 

Accalia arched her eyebrows as she looked at Sellah. “All 
right, goodnight Sellah.”

With a quick tilt of her head, Sellah acknowledged 

 

Accalia’s farewell. She thought over Vettius’s words and 
Simeon’s request. Could she see him? Was she ready? The 
answer was obvious by the reaction of her body. Tight 
stomach, tension in her shoulders, not to mention difficulty 
calming her breath. 

“Vettius wait,” she called after him. “I cannot see Simeon 
tomorrow. I have too much work to attend to and will not be 
permitted an afternoon break.” It was a half lie, she did have 
a lot of work. But she knew it was a choice to avoid Simeon 
not a result of her workload.

Vettius slumped forward at her words, and he slowly 
shook his head as he left the stables. 

Accalia turned to Sellah and offered one more awkward 
good-bye. Sellah knew her friend had no idea what had just 
exchanged between the two of them and felt very much left 
out. She hated not telling Accalia. She hated not telling 
anyone. Avoiding Simeon would not be an option for long. 
Soon she would have to face him and talk about the very 
thing she had forced deep within… her feelings. 

 

“A pologies, Dominus, but we have a problem at the gate.” 

The guard panted as he rested his hands on his knees and 
tried to regain his breath. He looked up to Thaddius who 
motioned with his hand for him to go on. “It is the girls. They 
grow restless waiting and have started throwing burning 
objects into the villa. They are working together and will 
have the gate breeched in no time!” 

“I don’t understand, they were quiet earlier today.” 
Thaddius rubbed his jaw as he thought over the consequences 
that the women breaking in would cause.

“Yes, but when the girls from last night did not leave and 
the next on the list had not been requested, they became 
agitated. They wonder if you will keep your promise to 
entertain them all.”

Thaddius paced back and forth as exasperation over yet 
another problem challenged his reserve. “Can a man not keep 
the same women for two nights if it pleases him to do so? I 
do not have time for this. It is your job to keep this domus 
secure, so leave me to my work and return to yours!”

 
The guard was hesitant in continuing, but the pressing 
matters at the gate gave him courage to defy Thaddius and to 
speak. “I understand my Lord, but I fear if you do not come 
soon, they will overthrow the gate and then you will be 
forced to make time. We cannot hold them off much longer.”

“Go back to the men, and I will come to you when I can.” 
Thaddius dismissed him with a flick of the wrist.

If the guard spoke again, he was not aware. His whole 
being was focused on his exhaustion and the overwhelming 
anxiety of the looming tournament.

In an effort to ignore his emotions, Thaddius made his 
way to his quarters. When he opened the door he saw that 
Calista and Guya upon the setee, talking. He offered them a 
brief smile before collapsing onto his bed.

“Thaddius, let us pick up where we left off last night. I 
have been eagerly awaiting my chance to please you,” Calista 
purred as she crossed the room to his side. “Guya, remove 
Thaddius’s sandals and rub his feet. He has worked hard 
today.”

*
“Thaddius, I must speak with you,” Vettius yelled through 
the door.

“Not now, I have company!”

Thaddius’s childish manners were frustrating Vettius more 
than they usually did. He had little to no patience left tonight. 
“I do not care who you have in there, you must listen to what 
I have to say!”

There was a shuffle of fabrics and a loud thud followed by 
the slapping of Thaddius’s feet upon the floor. The door 

 

whipped open and pushed stale air into Vettius’s face. The 
anger-hardened face of a little boy, disguised as a man, 
looked back at him.

“How dare you address me so…”

“I have had enough of your attitude,” Vettius interrupted. 
Blank eyes and an open mouth stood frozen, as if to dare 
Vettius to continue. “The boy I saw grow into a man, beside 
my own child, is not the man I see standing before me now! 
You act as though you are twelve in years not twenty three.”

He could hear Thaddius’s breathing deepen. But Thaddius 
did not speak, instead he closed the door behind and stepped 
out into the hall with Vettius.

Vettius knew he must continue. Thaddius needed to hear 
what he was trying to say before his aggravation deafened his 
ears and blocked it out. 

“I love you as if you were my own son.” 

A flicker of hesitance flashed in Thaddius’s anger-filled 
eyes. 

“Thaddius, you need to hear me. I have always been proud 
of you, always hoped the best of you. Known you were meant 
for greatness and to lead with a gentle but firm hand. Yet the 
man I see before me now is not that man. You have been 
tasked with responsibility, but you believe you must be like 
your father to be a successful leader.”

*
Thaddius choked back the knot in his throat as he looked 
at the man he too had loved his entire life. Knowing that 
Vettius had love in return brought him more relief than he 
could have imagined. 

 
“Vettius I….” 

*
“Wait, I have not finished.” He held up his hand to cut
Thaddius off. “You are not your father. Nor are you intended 
to be. There is goodness in your heart,” he said as he took the 
liberty of placing his hand over Thaddius’s chest. This was a
risk that could cost him his life, but he did not fear. He 
trusted Thaddius despite the mistakes the boy had made. He 
had a kind heart. “When you feel stress or worry or fear, seek 
the answers in your heart. For we have all seen how you act 
when you use your head.”

When he finished, he pulled Thaddius into a firm embrace.
At first the boy stood rigid with his arms motionless at his 
sides. But it did not take long for Vettius’s love to soften him. 
And when it did, the good hearted little boy cried as he 

wrapped his arms around the kind old man and held him 
tight. 

*
The tears took with them the loneliness of a little boy who 
had longed to hear his father tell him that he had made him 
proud. Vettius had given him that gift, something he had 
waited far too long to hear.

Neither of the men spoke when the embrace finished. No 
words were required. Both had given and received what was 
needed of them and by them. 

Thaddius entered his chambers and closed the door, 
leaning on it as he enjoyed the feeling of a lightened heart.
 
“Are we finally alone?” a familiar voice asked.
Calista, of course, he had forgotten about her. Taking in 

his room for the first time, he realized that Guya lay asleep on 
the settee with an empty vessel of wine next to her, no doubt 
Calista’s doing. And the girl, Calista, was wrapped in his 
cover sheet and laying seductively on his bed.

“I uh..” he stuttered as he tried to determine what he 
should do. “I came to say goodnight. I will be staying in 
another room.” Before he could see the disappointment on 
her face or let her words convince him to stay, he turned and 
left.  The screams of an angry Calista pressed him forward,
confirming he had made the right choice.  

He let his feet direct him as he reflected on the events of 
the night. A smile threatened to turn into a full grin when he 
thought about how Calista must feel. He had denied her what 
she had wanted both nights. He had denied her himself.

A familiar smell awakened his subconscious, and he found 
himself in a room he had not visited in months, a room he 
had avoided at all costs. The room of his late father.

Now that he had broken the seal and entered the room, he 
couldn’t help but explore once more. Letting his hands caress 
the items on the table, he let his eyes wander over his father’s 
belongings. Everything was exactly how his father had left it.

Soft fabric slipped between his fingers, and he looked 
down to see a familiar cloak. Shaky hands brought it to his 
face as he allowed himself to breathe in one deep reminder of 
his father’s scent.

“I hated you!” 
He threw down the cloak and pushed the items on the table 
to the floor. They crashed as his feet. Some rolled to the side 
and some shattered into small pieces. 

 
“I hated you because I was never good enough!” 
Tears betrayed his resolve. The weight of his agony and

grief overtook his legs, and he sank to the ground atop the 
broken pieces of his father’s possessions—the perfect 
reminder of their damaged relationship. 

“I tried. I tried everything! You loved horses so I became 
Rome’s finest charioteer. I practiced day and night to make 
you proud. And when they gave me that title, do you 
remember what you said? Let me remind you… You said, 
Rome is only a small portion of the world. I am sure a rider 
from the Republic of Seres could surpass your skill.”

Thaddius threw a broken piece of a pot against the far 
wall. “Well father, you may just get your wish. They may 
beat us, but this time you lose as well because the cost of the 
wager is your name!” He screamed his words, allowing a 
lifetime of pain to release in the simple confessions of a son 
who felt abandoned by his father.

 

“S ellah?”

“Dominus?” She could have sworn she had heard 
Thaddius call her name. She rubbed her eyes and sat up, 
clutching the blanket to her body as she looked around.

A dark shadow covered her as a large form blocked out the 
little light she had. Panic gripped at her chest. Why was her 
Dominus here? Had she slept in?  Did she forget to see to one 
of the chores he had demanded of her?

But when she looked at him, there was something she had 
never seen before in his gaze. Part of her wondered if it was 
remorse, but she couldn’t be sure. She tried to keep her body 
from shaking as she asked the question that was plaguing her 
mind.

“Dominus… have I done something to upset you?”
His back straightened and he took a step back. The 
distance between them helped Sellah relax. If he had come to 
punish her, he would not step away. But his eyes, his eyes 
held a look that confused and saddened her.

“Dominus?” she asked, wondering if his silence meant he 
hadn’t heard her. 

 
Yet he did not respond and continued to take step after 
step backwards.  

*
Finally, he could no longer bear to look at her and turned 
to face the door. He struggled to clear his throat and form his 
words. 

“I do not want you to move the grain sacks today,” he 
stammered as he kept his back to her and his shaky hand 
outstretched for the door.

“But I don’t understand. Did I not move them to your 
satisfaction?” 

With a sigh of frustration, he dropped his hands to his 
side. “It is not that, Sellah.…” he paused to find the words to 
say but none seemed suitable. “It is my command that is all.”

With his head held high he stumbled away from the door 
and over to Diana’s stall, hoping that his beloved horse’s 
soothing touch would wipe away some of the torment that 
grew within him. But when he came to the stall, it was empty.

“What is the meaning of this? Where is Diana?” Surprise 
and anger filled his tone.

“Apologies Dominus, but she sleeps beside me. I did not 
think it would upset you.”

“She slept by you?” He needed to be sure he had heard 
her correctly.

Sellah timidly nodded her head and looked in the direction 
of the sleeping horse. It took Thaddius five strides to make it 
to her side. His eyes widened in astonishment as he saw 
Diana stretched peacefully beside Sellah. His hand rose to 

 

point and his mouth formed words, yet none came forth. Why 
hadn’t he noticed her there before? 

*
Uncomfortable with their close proximity, Sellah pressed 
herself as far back as she could. Thaddius had been acting 
unlike himself, and now she was worried what he would do.

“It will not happen again. I will leave Diana to sleep 
alone.” She hoped this offering would lessen her impending 
punishment.

*
His face jerked away from the horse, and he stared at 
Sellah, trying to read her expression. He held her captive with 
his gaze for moments that seemed like eternity before he 
finally spoke.

“I used to sneak in here as a young boy and sleep with 
Diana. Something about spending nights away from the 
domus and in this place was peaceful to me.” 

He had never told anyone about this and here he was 
telling Sellah. The vulnerability of his doing so confused him, 
and he clenched his hands into fists at his side.

* 

Sellah found herself relating to what he had said. “I, too, 
would leave my home. My father was a drunk, and I couldn’t 
 

stand being around him when he participate in the drink. I 
would go to an abandoned hut outside town and fall asleep to 
the sounds of nature. It was my safe place. I knew he couldn’t 
hurt me there.” Recognizing the look on his face as one of 
camaraderie, she offered him a half smile.

*
Feelings he did not know how to describe began to blind 
him from reason. He had the urge to tell her everything, every 
fear, every hurt, every action that brought him to this place. 

“Sellah, may I sit by you?” He motioned beside her and 
studied her face, waiting impatiently for her response. 

*
It was with uncertainty that she offered a quick head nod, 
signaling it would be permitted. She watched his every move, 
the way his troubled brow softened, the way his shoulders 
seemed to relax. Who was this man before her? It was 
definitely not the Dominus she had had for the past few days.

Sitting precariously close to Sellah, he tilted his head so he 
could look at her. 

The warmth of his leg pressed next to hers sent shivers of 
caution through Sellah. This was her Dominus, not just an 
ordinary man, and it was not appropriate for her to touch him. 
And yet sitting so close, talking about their past seemed to 
make sense. Feel normal. Like two friends connecting, not 
like master and slave.  

 
“Thaddius, I….”

“I like it when you call me by my name,” he interrupted.
They held each other’s gaze, both in confusion over the 

natural familiarity that suddenly overcame them.
Inside of Sellah, in a deep forgotten place, she began to 
remember the look they had exchanged the night of the 
auction when they first locked eyes. She recalled how he had 
rescued her and Accalia from Barachius. And how every time 
he looked at her, his eyes saw more than her color, more than 
her frame. His eyes saw deep into her soul. But even though 
those feelings and memories resurfaced, she couldn’t help but 
feel the fear and pain she also held toward this man. After all, 
he had had her beaten and forced her to sleep in the stables.

Diana lifted her head and snorted before resting it back 
down on her crossed legs. This acted as the perfect distraction 
for Sellah, allowing her to pull her gaze from Thaddius’s 
penetrating eyes.  How could she feel so much positive and 
negative energy toward the same person?

“Sellah…look at me please,” his large hand took her head 
and turned it to face him. For some reason she did not fear 
him.

“Sellah, I am sorry how men have treated you. Your 
father, Acestes, and… myself. You deserve better. As Vettius 
says, you are a treasure.” 

*
The words formed on their own and his lips delivered his 
message. But he did not resist them, in fact, he welcomed 
them. Sellah was deserving, deserving of better than he. And 

 

even though it pained him to admit it, Simeon was a man who 
would treat her with respect. He took his eyes from her 
penetrating stare and kicked at the straw covered ground.

“Simeon is a lucky man,” he mumbled. 

*
She cocked her head and looked at him, her heart beating 
at a rapid pace. Thaddius had just offered her kindness. A 
kindness that captivated her body and sent flutters of 
heightened pleasure across her skin. But what had he meant 
about Simeon? He couldn’t have known about that night they 
were alone in the medicos tent, could he?

“Thaddius, what do….”

“Thaddius! There you are gorgeous. I was worried about 
you,” Calista cooed as she sauntered into the stables. Upon 
seeing the girl, Sellah pulled away from Thaddius. When she 
neared the pair, Thaddius stood out of respect and greeted 
her. But the tension that had left his brow and shoulders 
returned, and Sellah couldn’t help but wonder why.

* 

“Calista, why are you here?” he asked, as he tried to 
lessen the sharp edge of his words with a smile. 
Despite the smile, she took offense and looked knowingly 
to Sellah.

“I have not interrupted anything have I?” she asked in a 
condescending manner.

Thaddius turned to look upon Sellah, pausing to memorize 
her face. He knew what he had to do; he had to allow himself 

 

to forget the feelings that were beginning to grow within him. 
Sellah was not his, she was Simeon’s, and rightfully so. 

While Calista annoyed him, she was beautiful and well 
bred. Not to mention, better suited overall to marry someone 
like him, someone with a darkened past and bleak future. 
Yes, he would forget Sellah. He had to.

“No, you have interrupted 
nothing,” he said, emphasizing 
the word he knew would bring pleasure to Calista and pain to 
Sellah. 

“Come Calista, I am starving.” He wrapped his arm 
around her waist and practically carried her away from Sellah
and out of the stables. 

They had barely left the stables before they saw one of the 
guards running full speed toward them.

“My lord the gate, they have breached the gate!”

Thaddius dropped his arm from around Calista’s waist, 
leaving her alone as he ran after the guard to the front of his 
villa.

It was worse than he had expected. The guards were 
injured and leaning against each other for support. Small fires 
were scattered around the grounds. But most worrisome was
the angry horde of women who had broken open the gates 
and were preparing to initiate their main attack. 

Without thinking of the danger of his actions, he 
approached the gate and raised his hands in an attempt to 
silence the girls.

“I need to apologize to you all.” He waited patiently until 
they stilled. 

Before him stood a living, breathing mass of anger ready 
to rip him apart if he spoke the wrong words. If this was the 
end, then he would leave the world a good man, the man he 

 

knew he was in the depths of his heart. The one Vettius had 
reminded him of. 

“It is not right for me to use you, or others like you, for my 
purposes. You are not instruments of pleasure.” 

He paused to let his words sink in. 

“You are women who deserve both respect and love. I 
have not given these to you, nor will I be able to. I have
developed feelings for another though she does not return my 
feelings. In fact, she loves someone else. I can no longer deny 
that my heart yearns for more than mere pleasure. I want 
something like what this girl could have offered if she was 
not already pledged to another man. Every day I am tortured
with reminders of how I feel. And until I admit these feelings,
I will not be free. I will continue to abuse and hurt those 
around me, those like you. So please, I am deeply troubled 
for giving you empty promises and for using you to avoid my 
true feelings.”

The cold steel of the gate matched the determined look in 
the eyes of the girls. His throat was dry as he awaited their 
response, awaited his fate. It was the first time he had been 
honest with his feelings of love, and he had done so to a 
group of harlots.

Awkward moments passed before a soft touch against his 
rough hand gave him courage to meet the eyes of the girls.

“Thank you,” one said before she turned to leave. And 
then another and another. 

Soon the mob dwindled to just a few girls. He watched as 
those remaining studied him, trying to judge if his words 
were true or well-rehearsed. Not knowing what he could say 
to help them believe him, he chose silence to let his last 
words stand.

 
Finally, one of the girls’ faces softened as she walked up 
to the gate. “She is lucky, you must tell her what you told 
us.” And then she turned to follow the last of the women.

  

T haddius raised his hands and wrapped them around the 
back of his neck before he turned to his guards. 
“Holy Minerva, did that just happen? They actually left!”
“You’re words were like honey on their lips, Dominus. 

Did you mean what you said?” one of the guards asked.
Thaddius recognized the look the guard gave him as one 

wanting to know if he had a weakness. Love. That was a 

weakness. 

“Of course not! I said what they wanted to hear, nothing 

more.” Thaddius paced back and forth giving himself a 

moment to calm back down. He had been scared, petrified.
For the first time he was truly within death’s grasp, and it 

wasn’t behind the wheels of a chariot as he had always 

 

imagined. This time death by a mob of angry harlots had 
been waiting just outside his villa’s gates. 

“Clean this up. I must head back to the trigarium and 
continue training.” He waved toward the mess and burning 
debris before he set out in a determined march back to the 
drivers.

“Thaddius!” Calista screamed as she ran to him, trying to 
gain his attention. In his single-mindedness he ignored the 
girl and walked right past her. 

“Oh Thaddius, I am glad you are safe!” Calista once again 
tried feigning concern.

Much to Thaddius’s relief he saw Acestes out of the 
corner of his eye. The man was instructing one of the other 
slaves. 

“Acestes!” Thaddius called out.

“Yes Dominus.” 

“See that Calista and Guya return home. And while you 
are in town, inquire about purchasing another driver.” 
Thaddius did not stop to hear Acestes’s reply but maintained
his rapid pace toward the trigarium.

“But Thaddius.…” Calista cried.

“No buts. I am far too busy to entertain you and Guya. 
When the tournament is over and I am victor, we can discuss 
our wedding arrangements.” 

“Our wedding?” As the words escaped her lips, she 
faltered in her step. 

“Yes, you will be my bride!” He called over his shoulder 
as he continued his focus march to the trigarium.

Calista raised her hand to her forehead; her eyes rolled to 
the sides, blackness filled her sight, and she fell backwards to 
the ground.

 
“Thaddius, the girl has fainted!” Acestes yelled after him.
But Thaddius did not stop. He waved his hand in disregard 

and continued his march. When he came to the hill 
overlooking the trigarium, he took in a deep breath before 
heading down to the circus. 

The drivers were diligently coaxing their horses around 
the track, yet despite their best efforts, he could already see at 
least four mistakes each had made. “No, no, no! Do not lean 
against the turns!” he yelled as one of the chariots whipped 
past him. “Trust your lead horse. If you don’t trust them, then 
how do you expect the other horses to?”

Thaddius ran out into the middle of the track. This sudden 
move forced one of the drivers to pull back on his reins in a 
desperate bid to avoid Thaddius. The cart and horses swerved
to a stop and spread a cloak of dust over Thaddius.

“Do you see what you do? Through the turns the horses 
lean away from the lead instead of into it. Give more slack to 
the reins and they will learn to trust you!” He slapped the rear 
of the lead horse which sent the team into a quick jaunt. “Try 
my instruction through the next turn!” he shouted after them.

The hours went by painfully slow. The men were learning, 
but at a more deliberate pace than Thaddius would have 
liked.

“Keep your feet planted!” he yelled as one of the chariots 
drove past.

“Thaddius!” a voice called out. Thaddius turned to see 
Acestes running toward him as fast as his old legs could 
manage. Acestes opened his mouth to speak. But by the look 
on his face, Thaddius already knew it was bad news, and he 
dreaded hearing any more bad news at the moment. 

“Not now Acestes!”

 
“You need to listen to me.”

Thaddius tilted his head toward Acestes and rolled his 

eyes.

“The first race of the Grande Maximus starts at high 

noon!” Acestes panted, still worked up from his run to 

Thaddius.

“What are you talking about? We still have three weeks.” 

Thaddius shook his head in exasperation as he turned from 

him and back to watching his drivers.

Acestes stood in front of Thaddius, blocking his view of 

the track and drivers. “No, it is today! We have been isolated 

in this villa over the last week and have almost missed the 

change. Barachius must have pressed Emperor Caligula to 

move the starting date forward. I assure you this is no 

accident. He wants to disqualify your drivers from entering.”
“How could he even do that?” Thaddius asked, as he 

tapped his foot and tried to calm the panic that grew within 

his chest.

“The Emperor favors the greens. No doubt Barachius used 

that to his advantage,” Acestes explained. 

“But my drivers are not ready.” Thaddius huffed in 

exasperation as he threw his hands in the air and then pointed 

to the men on the track. “They can barely make it around an 

empty track let alone one with other drivers.,” he paused to 

think over his options. 

They had to try to make it in time for the first race or the 

blues would be ineligible for the remainder of the 

tournament. Of course, he couldn’t even be sure if his drivers 

would make it to the next round. As far as he could tell, he 

had only one option. 

“I will also compete!”

 
“Jupiter’s cock! Are you an idiot? That is not an option.” 

Acestes slammed his fist into his hand.

“Do not address me as though you are an equal. You may 

have advised my father, but to me you are but another slave. 

If I do not compete and we lose, then Barachius will own 

you, and you will have no voice!”

Thaddius ran out onto the track once more, waving his 

arms, directing the chariots to stop. As the drivers tried to 

guide their chariots to a halt, they narrowly missed ramming 

each other. Thaddius hung his head in his hands and said a 

quick prayer. They were going to need more than luck to help 

them now. 

“Water your horses and ready them for a race. The first 

stage of the tournament has been moved to high noon. Today,

we will see which of you will be worthy of the title 

charioteer.”

 

“A cestes, Vettius, see that Diana and the other three 

horses are prepared. Have Sellah tend to Diana. I must go and 
speak with Simeon immediately.”
Acestes cleared his throat. “You want the girl to attend to 
the horse at the tournament or before?” he asked trying to 
clarify Thaddius’s request. The hint of judgment in Acestes 
words brought Thaddius from a focused mind to one of 
frustration.

“She comes to the tournament. There will be no arguing 
about this!”

Vettius tried to hide his smile, but his efforts were not 
enough, and Thaddius caught sight of it. This, in turn, caused 
a reaction he had not expected as laughter welled up within 
him and threatened to spill forth. Thaddius turned his head 
before either man saw his smile and covered his mouth to 
stifle the rising need to laugh. 

Sometimes, Acestes constant need to belittle became more 
than frustrating—it became amusing. At least they could give 
him credit for being a determined old man. 

 
As Thaddius made his way to Simeon’s tent, his humorous 
mood dissolved. When the tent came into sight, he realized 
he had not yet thought of what to say. Spur of the moment 
apologies were difficult for him. He had to choose his words 
carefully. 

When he spoke his rehearsed apology, he did so pacing
back and forth before the tent. He couldn’t help but worry 
about the afternoon race. It would be the first time he would 
race for a reason other than for sport. The worry clouded his 
memory, and he wound up stuttering his apology and having 
to start over.

“For the gods sakes, Thaddius, get in here. How many 
times can you blunder one simple apology? You’re forgiven 
already!” Simeon yelled from within the tent. 

A grim smile crept over Thaddius’s face, and he shook his 
head at the kindness of his friend. Simeon had no reason to 
forgive him. In fact, if the table were turned, Thaddius would 
have made him suffer longer. Thankfully, Simeon was not 
like Thaddius.

Making his way into the tent, he noticed how his steps
seemed lighter. Simeon had taken a great weight off his 
shoulders. Knowing they could once again be friends made 
Thaddius feel invincible. 

When his hand felt the scratchy grain of the tent fabric, he 
paused, remembering the hurt he had felt the last time he was 
here. But he couldn’t dwell on that now. He needed Simeon, 
and that was all that mattered.

“How are you faring my dear friend?” Thaddius asked.
The medicos stood over Simeon’s back expertly stitching
together Simeon’s exposed flesh. Upon seeing this, Thaddius 
faltered in his light step. 

 
“What is this?” he asked.

“Some of my wounds will not close so the medicos has 

decided to fasten my flesh together” Simeon grit his teeth 
every time the medicos penetrated his wound with the needle.
A wave of guilt washed over Thaddius. He and he alone 
had forced this foul punishment on his dearest friend. And yet
Simeon chose to forgive what still brought him pain. He was 
a good man, better than Thaddius could ever dream of being.
The medicos looked over and noticed Thaddius’s pale

face. “I am almost finished, fret not!”

“I can’t remember the last time you apologized to me,” 

Simeon joked, hoping to distract Thaddius.

“Even while undergoing torture you still jest!” Thaddius 

grinned as he walked over to face Simeon.“Simeon… I know 

we just, somehow, came back on good terms. But….”
“You need my help?” Simeon cut in.

Feeling no need to lie to his friend after all he had put him 

through, Thaddius did what was often hard for him to do—he 

spoke honestly.

“Yes, the first race of the Grande Maximus was moved to 

today. And I have never raced without you on the sidelines. 

And of course, it just doesn’t seem right. Do you feel up to 

coming?” Thaddius watched as Simeon thought over his 

words.

“Was your apology sincere, or for the purpose of 

convincing me to come?” he asked.

“Honestly? Both. I wanted to apologize to you a few days 

ago and was on my way here when I got, uh… distracted. I 

didn’t want to ask you to come without the apology you 

deserved.” 

When Thaddius saw Simeon nod, he knew he had won 

 

him over. “I would hug you, but I do not want to bring you 
more pain.” 

“Thaddius, do you know why I asked the medicos to sew 
my wounds?” he asked, taking the tone from jovial to a more 
serious note.

“I cannot say I do,” Thaddius replied as he watched his 
friend, wondering what he was about to reveal.

“My father had already informed me about the race, and I 
wanted to attend for your sake,” Simeon confessed.

“After all I have done?” With his hands shaking Thaddius
reached up and brushed back his hair. His eyes darted from 
one object to another as he tried to avoid Simeon’s 
penetrating gaze. What on earth would possess him to 
willingly attend without first having been given an apology? 

“I don’t understand,” Thaddius stuttered as he worked 
over every possible reason in his head.

“Do not be foolish Thaddius. I forgave you a long time 
ago. Yes, I said hurtful things that first night, but I was 
furious with you. I may be wounded, but I am not dead, and 
my love for you has survived my lashings intact. We are 
brothers, Thad!” Simeon pulled down his cloak and struggled 
to stand.

The medicos steadied his movements until he was 
satisfied that Simeon would not fall over. 

“That said, I have not forgotten your actions. And while I 
love you, it will take a long time for my trust to rebuild.”

“That is but fair,” Thaddius admitted before offering his 
arm to his friend. “Come Simeon, enough of this emotional 
talk, we have a race to get to.”

The two slowly made their way to the trigarium where two 
carts, three chariots with the teams already hitched, and a 

 

group of people waited. The carts had been painted blue and 
the horses decorated with blue ribbons, all in honor of his 
team.

Thaddius caught sight of Sellah as she held fast to 
Diana’s reins. He noted how closely she was also observing 
them. Every time Simeon flinched from the pain, Sellah did 
as well. She did not like seeing him in such a state.

Thaddius called out instructions. “Vettius, Simeon, and 
Sellah will ride with me. Place the drivers and their 
attendants in the other cart!” He couldn’t help but notice the 
awkward exchange between Sellah and Simeon when hearing
his orders. The look that passed between them reminded him 
of the night he had come upon them in the tent. 

Emotions threatened to erupt once more, but he forced 
them back down.

“Congratulations on your betrothal, Dominus,” Vettius 
said. 

Thaddius watched her as she stared wide-eyed at him 
before turning her head and hiding it in Diana’s snout.

“You are betrothed, brother?” Simeon shouted in 
excitement as he patted Thaddius on the back. “This is good 
news! Who is the lucky lady?” he asked as he studied 
Thaddius’s angered face with confusion. 

When he failed to answer, Simeon looked between 
Thaddius and his father, hoping to find understanding. “Have 
I upset you?” he asked.

Vettius cut in to explain. “Simeon, Thaddius has offered 
Calista his hand in marriage.”

“The girl from the auction? I really have missed a lot. No 
matter. You can tell me everything on the ride over.” Simeon 
smiled as he hobbled over to the cart.

  

*
Sellah kept her eyes to the ground as she too made her 
way to the cart. The bitter sting of the news she had just 
heard had left her feeling ill. She was foolish to feel so. 
Thaddius and she were never anything more than master and
slave. But despite her best efforts to convince herself of such, 
she still felt justified in her feelings.

“Allow me to help you, Simeon,” Sellah said as she 
wrapped her arms around his waist to steady him into the 
cart. 

Their sudden closeness stirred up memories of the night 
she had visited him in the tent. She had been avoiding him 
ever since. By the way he watched her now, Sellah could tell 
he wanted to know why. But now was not the time to discuss 
such matters, so Sellah dipped her head to avoid his gaze and 
sat across from him in the cart.

*
Thaddius could not help but notice how the two continued 
to behave. Theirs was not the expression of lovers as he had 
imagined they would demonstrate. Yet, their responses were
also not those that mere friends gave, either. Perhaps they 
were still trying to sort out their feelings for each other. He 
sauntered over to the cart and pulled himself up. 

The tension between Sellah and Simeon left a heavy
presence in the air. It was unexplainable, almost awkward to 
be near. And as he entered the cart, he noted how Sellah’s 
back stiffened and how she clutched the fabric of her stola. 

 

His addition had definitely added to the awkwardness, but 
why?

To change the mood of the group, Thaddius popped his 
head out and called for Vettius. “Vettius, will you be joining 
us?” His voice had a pleading tone to it.

A mischievous smile spread over Vettius’s face as he 
looked at Thaddius in a knowing fashion. “No, go ahead. I 
will ride with the others. I am sure you three have many 
things you would like to discuss!”

Despite Vettius leaving them alone to talk, not one of 
them said a word. And they remained in their stubborn 
silence all the way to Rome. 

*
As the caravan arrived at the town, supporters of the blue 
team lined the streets to watch them pass. Townspeople 
called out for Thaddius, waving flags and tossing palm 
branches on the ground before them.

Men, women, and children were dressed in the color of 
their favorite team, red, green, white or blue. Houses bore 
flags or paint on their doors. The city had come alive with the 
Grande Maximus. 

Yet despite the full array of colors, green and blue 
supporters outnumbered the others three to one. Women 
clung to the hands of their children and men to the handles of 
their wine vessels as they wove through the crowds toward 
the circus. 

Emperor Caligula had arranged for a section of Rome’s 
streets to be portioned off for the first race. And as they came 
closer to the site, Sellah could sense the excited pulse of the 

  

crowd.
Supporters of the greens began throwing rotten vegetables 
at Thaddius and his teams. This infuriated the loyal blue 
supporters and a fight broke out. Men and women attacked 
each other in defence of their team’s honor. 

Sellah watched in astonishment as men bashed each other 
with vessels of wine while women clawed at other women’s 
faces and pulled their hair.

“Is it always like this?” she asked as she braved putting 
her head out the window to watch.

Sellah could barely see through the throngs of people or 
hear her thoughts over their shouts. She had never seen or 
experienced anything like this before in her life. And a part of 
her wondered if they would even make it to the race in one 
piece.

She pulled her head back into the cart, narrowly avoiding 
a flying cabbage.

“Yes it is pretty much the same every time,” Simeon 
replied, amused by the stunned look on her face.

Thaddius paid no attention to what went on outside the 
cart. Instead, he leaned his head back and closed his eyes. 

Sellah watched him with a bold curiosity and then turned 
to Simeon. She motioned with her eyes to Thaddius as if to 
ask Simeon what he was doing.

“He is going over the race in his mind. It is his way of 
preparing,” Simeon explained.

* 

 
Thaddius opened one eye and looked at Sellah. A shy 
smile crept over his face as he watched her for brief moment 
before closing it again and returning to his thoughts. His 
moment was so close he could almost taste it. There was no 
doubt he would win. He would have tough competition but he 
would win. He had to.

 

“T haddius, we missed you in the procession this morning. 

I was afraid the blues would not be attending,” Barachius 
taunted as he saw Thaddius approach.
“I do not doubt you thought such things. Or contrived
them to be so,” Thaddius added in an attempt to irritate
Barachius. 

But Barachius laughed off the accusation and raised his 
hand to greet Thaddius. Pushing his hand aside, Thaddius 
walked by. The gasps of those who watched fell upon his ears 
and a broad smile appeared for all to see. No doubt they 
found him rude for ignoring the greeting. But rude or not, it 
felt marvellous leaving Barachius looking foolish before 
them.

Besides, he didn’t have enough time to tell Barachius all 
the things he had wanted to. Now that the blues had 
registered, he needed to make his way to his team and get 
them prepared. 

 
It didn’t take long for Thaddius to find the blue team’s 
makeshift stables. They were at the edge of the square which 
housed all of the charioteers and their teams. The area was 
decorated with various blue banners and paintings.

He paused, taking in a deep breath so that he could absorb 
every moment, every smell, before jumping into business. 
When he reached the blues, he began giving out orders in 
rapid succession. “Sellah, see that Diana, and the rest of my 
team’s hipposandals are securely on. Last race one of the 
leather straps came loose, and she almost lost her shoe. 
Vettius, Simeon, I need you to help me robe. You men, help 
the other drivers into their gear.” 

He pointed in different directions as he shouted out his 
orders. This was his territory, and he wouldn’t overlook one 
small detail.

Vettius and Simeon brought over his helmet and his 
leather waist, knee, and shin pads. He stood as a warrior 
preparing for battle, eyes focused, chest out, shoulders back, 
head high. He raised his arms and Vettius slipped on his blue 
cloak, adjusting it over his back. Then both he and Simeon 
set to strapping on the rest of Thaddius’s gear.

And when finished, they took a step back to look over 
their work. The blue Veneta team emblem was proudly 
displayed over Thaddius’s heart, and his leather accessories 
made him look fierce. 

“You will scare the other drivers from the track!” Vettius 
beamed like a proud father. 

The trumpets sounded, calling for the charioteers to make 
their way to the starting gates. A smile spread across 
Thaddius’s face. His time was so close now.

“I would wish you luck, but you won’t need it,” Simeon 

 

joked as he patted Thaddius on the back and shoved him in 
the direction of his chariot.

Thaddius walked around his team, taking a moment to 
stop and encourage each horse. It was the routine which he 
repeated before each race. 

His hand ran over the familiar leather strap, and he used it 
for leverage to pull himself up into the cart. He found the 
markings for his feet and looped the reins around his wrist. 
Before he gave the commands for the horses to leave, he 
turned to wave goodbye to Simeon and Vettius. All the while 
his eyes darted around the stables, trying to catch one last 
glimpse of Sellah. But try as he might, he could not locate 
here anywhere. 

“Hijah!” he screamed and the horses jumped into motion.
As he pulled up to the starting line, he was notified that 
Emperor Caligula had something planned and that they 
would offer the people one final procession before the races 
started.

Thaddius impatiently waited, eager to finish with the 
formalities and get on with the race.
*

“Welcome to the first stage of the Grande Maximus!” the 
Emperor shouted from his perch to the assembled masses. 
“Today we honor the god’s with a blood sacrifice.” 

He raised his arms in the air, and on command a group of 
guards walked onto the track pulling a chain of men and 
women. The guards shoved them to their knees in a line in 
front of the swelling crowds. 

“These worthless slaves have been kindly offered forward 
by our very own Barachius of the greens!”  

 
The crowd divided between cheers and taunts at the 
mention of the greens. Sellah pushed her way forward so she 
could see what was happening. Something within her told her 
not to look, that it would be a mistake. But she ignored her 
inner voice and continued to make her way through the 
crowd to the front. 

When she neared an opening, she was finally able to see 
the shackled men and women. They were forced on their 
knees with soldiers over them, swords pressed to the backs of 
their necks. Sellah faltered in her step and allowed her eyes to 
roam over every person who would senselessly lose their 
lives. 

As her eyes made it to the frail form of a woman in 
bindings, she paused. There was something vaguely familiar 
about this girl. But try as she might Sellah couldn’t place the 
memory. If only she could get a look at the girl’s face. 

In a fleeting moment of bravery, the girl lifted her head, 
taking in for one last time the word around her. And when her 
eyes locked on Sellah’s, she offered a smile.

“Nadria?” Sellah screamed as she recognized the girl from 
the bathhouse. This was the girl, who like her and Accalia, 
had suffered at the hands of the guard Kaeso. 

“Someone stop this! Please we must do something. What 
have they done to deserve public execution?” Sellah
screamed, but her voice was lost in the chants of those around 
her.

A meaty hand rested on Sellah’s shoulder, and she could 
recognize the scent of wine and sweat. 

“They have done nothing other than to look at me the 
wrong way,” he laughed, his whole flabby body jiggling and 
shaking Sellah’s shoulder. 

 
Cautiously, Sellah turned to see the face of the man who 
had plagued her dreams. Barachius.

“You cannot allow this to happen,” Sellah pleaded as she 
fell to her knees in front of the man.

Sweat dripped off his plump chins as he looked down at 
her. “I assure you I can!”

“Please, is there anything I can do to convince you 
otherwise?” She knew full well the consequences of her 
offer. But what other choice did she have? Innocent people 
would die all because of the man she hated more than 
anything.

Grabbing her hair, he yanked her head back so he could 
look upon her. He bent low, but thankfully due to his 
enormous belly, he couldn’t get too close to her face. 

“Your offer bears no weight with me. When all this is 
done, you will be mine, and I will do as I please with you. 
You will regret the day you defied me at that auction.” He 
finished by spitting in her face.

The crowd fell silent as the Emperor raised his arm out 
straight. His hand was clenched in a fist with his thumb 
sticking out. If he put his thumb down, they would die. If he 
held it upwards, they would be spared. But they all knew 
what he would do. He had promised a blood offering, and a 
blood offering they would get. 

Barachius yanked Sellah up by her hair and turned her to 
watch the spectacle unfold. He held her tightly to his body, 
forcing her to feel his every breath against her back. 

The crowd cheered as the Emperor’s first command was 
death. Sellah closed her eyes and tried to turn her head, but 
Barachius held fast to her.

 
The sound of blade upon flesh and bone, the lifeless 
thump of the body as it fell forward, and the screams of the 
crowd met her ears. She squeezed her eyes tighter together, 
not wanting the image before her to haunt her memories more 
than the sounds already would.

“You should watch as your little friend from the auction is 
next!” Barachius whispered into her ear. The stench of his 
breath curdled her stomach, and she lost her reserve and 
began to cry. 

“You monster!” she screamed as she struggled to free 
herself from his grasp to no avail.

“That is true, and soon I will be your monster!”

Taking a moment to compose herself, she thought about 
Nadria. Although they were never really friends, she knew 
she needed to offer the girl one last act of kindness before she 
died.

Opening her eyes, Sellah focused on Nadria’s face. She 
was afraid to look anywhere else for fear of seeing the fallen 
bodies of those before Nadria. 

Their eyes met, and in Nadria’s stare Sellah could see the 
pain and hurt from the past weeks of her life with Barachius. 
Death was now a welcomed friend to Nadria. 

Sellah smiled and placed her hand over her heart, mentally 
sending Nadria warm thoughts. And just as the blade was 
raised and ready to fall down upon Nadria’s back, she 
screamed forth words that Sellah would never forget. 

“You are all slaves!” 

The steel rushed downward, cutting through her delicate
flesh, a look of peace washed over her tormented face.

Sellah tried to turn her head against Barachius’s fleshy
arm. She could no longer stand to look upon the girl whose 

 

broken body now bled out upon the stone ground. Yet despite 
the tragedy before her, Sellah was perplexed with what 
Nadria had yelled. What could she have possibly meant?

Focusing on her meaning helped Sellah forget about her 
surroundings until Barachius opened his mouth to speak. 

“Did you enjoy the show?” Barachius laughed, once again 
causing Sellah’s body to shake alongside his.

Sellah refused to respond to him and instead focused on 
Nadria as the guards dragged her body away with the others. 
Some of the charioteers began their processions around the 
square, and the crowds cheered for their favorites. 

The sounds of the wheels on the stone, the clicking of the 
horses’ hooves, and the shouts of the onlookers still did not 
drown out Barachius’s heavy breathing. 

All Sellah wanted was to run away and leave this place of 
death and the sickening touch of Barachius. But as much as 
she struggled, she could not break free of his grasp.

He spun her around in his arms to get a better look at her. 
She closed her eyes knowing she would not be able to look at
his face. “I will enjoy my time with you,” he said as he 
leaned toward her.

“You will let her go!” Thaddius growled as he drove his 
chariot through the crowds to Sellah’s side. 

Was she dreaming or did Thaddius actually hear her silent 
pleas and come to claim his property?

“I said let her go! Do not make me come down from this 
cart!” 

Diana shook her mane and stomped her foot as if to reflect 
Thaddius’s anger. 

Supporters of the blues came rushing over to him, pressing 
Sellah and Barachius closer together.

 
Sellah opened her eyes and looked upon her captor’s face. 

The hint of fear he showed brought wondrous relief. 

Thaddius was there—she was not dreaming. 

Barachius shoved her out of his grasp, and she fell to the 

ground. Tears of liberation pooled in her eyes. A strong and 

familiar hand reached down to her. When her fingers 

wrapped around his, a fire burned within her chest. Having 

him there and holding onto him allowed her to feel a brief 

moment of freedom. 

“Come up in my cart, and I will take you back to the 

stables,” he said as he lifted her effortlessly beside him. 
Once she was sturdily planted on top of the chariot, he 

moved his feet so he stood behind her. With his strapping 

arms wrapped around her waist to keep her secure, he led 

Diana and the team away from Barachius and back to the 

safety of the stables. 

Women hollered jealous remarks as they saw Thaddius 

give another rival a ride. They wanted to be the ones he 

wrapped his arms around, the ones pressed up close to him. 

Though through all the evil glares she received, Sellah

couldn’t help but feel safe. 

Vettius and Simeon came running to Thaddius when they 

pulled into the makeshift stables.

“What happened?” Simeon asked as he reached up and 

helped Sellah down. He wrapped her in his arms and pulled

her into his embrace. 

“I wanted to see what was happening,” she said as she 

looked up to Thaddius. 

In truth, he was the real reason she was in the crowd. She 

had never seen him race and wanted to catch a glimpse.
“And…they killed Nadria!” 

 
She collapsed into Simeon’s chest, tears flowing freely. 

He rubbed her back and whispered soothing comments into 

her ears, while he looked over at Thaddius as if to ask why 

this had happened.

*
Thaddius choked back the emotions that rose within him 
upon seeing Sellah in the arms of Simeon. He cleared his 
throat and tried to sound composed when he spoke.

“The Emperor had a blood sacrifice to start the games. 
Nadria, the other girl from the auction, was among them,” he 
explained.

“That crazy bastard!” Vettius growled.

“Watch your tongue when speaking of the Emperor,” 
Simeon warned as he looked around to ensure no one had 
heard his father speak the treasonous words.  

“He is not my Emperor. He is men like Barachius’s!” 
Vettius handed a water-soaked sponge up to Thaddius. 

Thaddius took the sponge and wet his lips. Then taking 
one last look at Sellah, he pulled on the reins and directed his 
chariot to the start of the race. He shouted back some advice.

“If you want to watch me beat those bastards, there is a 
good spot at the end of the via. We will be using the army 
roads for the race as they are wider and straighter.” 

  

W ith expert precision Thaddius guided his chariot in the 
tight space between the other two blue drivers. He pulled far 
enough in so that Diana and the horses could rest their snouts 
on the starting gate.

“Are you two ready for this challenge?” he asked knowing 
full well by the looks of fear on their faces and the awkward 
stiffness in their stances that they were not.

“Of course you are,” he tried to encourage. “Now heed my 
advice. The road of this race is the same one used by the 
army. That means it will be ruined by ruts caused by the 
wheels of the army supply carts. Stay to the side of the road 
at all times. Do not direct your team down its center. If you 
catch a wheel in the rut, you could risk losing it. We only 
have to go around this course once, so focus on completing it. 
Don’t worry about winning. If you finish, then we can 
continue your training and have you better prepared for the 
next stage of this tournament.” 

As he gave his directions, he looked over their chariots 
and then their gear. “Where are your gloves?” he asked when 
he noticed their bare hands. 

 
One of the drivers sheepishly diverted his gaze while the 
other one found courage to speak. 

“We noticed you do not wear any and wanted to be like 
you.”

“Then you are both idiots. The reins will tear through your 
hands and you will have nothing left to grip. If the chariot 
becomes of balanced, which they normally do,  you will fall 
out of your cart and be trampled by the drivers behind you. 
Look at my hands,” he instructed as he held his palms out for 
them to see. “They are calloused and scarred. For me, the 
gloves are pointless.”

The men hurriedly grabbed their gloves and pulled them 
on. Thaddius tried not to smile, but he couldn’t resist. 

“Just do as I have taught you, and you will be fine.” 

The trumpets sounded announcing that the race would 
begin in a few short moments. The crowds screamed 
alongside the trumpets. They beat their hands on their wine 
vessels, stomped their feet, and waved the flags of their 
teams. 

Thaddius found his familiar foot grooves, rewrapped the 
reins tighter to his forearm, and ran his hand over the rough 
wood of the cart. He then closed his eyes and listened for the 
breathing of his horses.

When he had managed to block out the roar of the crowd
and the taunts of the other drivers and just focus on Diana’s 
breathing, he knew he was ready. 

He matched his breathing to hers and listened for the 
sound of the gate’s clasp releasing. 

The trumpets ceased to make sound and the crowd stilled 
as they watched the mappa slip from the magistrate’s finger 
and float to the ground. It was a moment that seemed to 

 

suspend time, and it was that moment that separated a winner 
from a loser. 

The others responded when the mappa touched the ground, 
but not Thaddius. His cue was the sound of the gate opening. 
He did not watch the mappa cloth drop. He did not absorb the 
cracking of the other driver’s whips. He simply listened for 
the gate to open. It was this sound and this alone that would 
propel his chariot forward. 

He braced himself, clutching tightly to the chariot’s frame, 
knees bent and ready.

As the cloth was about to touch the ground, the small 
sound of metal scraping on metal, the sign he waited for, met 
his ears. The clasp had been released from the gate. 

“Hijah!” he screamed, springing Diana forward. 

The horses responded immediately and used their bodies 
to push the gate the rest of the way. Their bond to Thaddius 
was stronger than that of the drivers who motivated with the 
whip. 

The crowd gasped as the cloth touched the ground and the 
doors swung open. They turned toward the start line to see 
Thaddius and his team almost completely free from the gate 
at the head of the pack.

“Right!” he yelled as the horses veered off following his 
direction. 

They circled the square and prepared to head down the 
straight stretch of the via. 

The crowd cheered and threw cloths onto the circus track. 
As he passed them, they raised their arms, causing a wave of 
hands to follow his path. He loved it when they did that, 
when the crowd became one with the race. 

He had the lead on the others and took a brief moment to 

  

show off for his supporters. 
“Hijah!” he screamed, telling his team to speed up as he 
wrapped the reins around his waist. 

When they were secure, he found sure handholds on either 
side of his cart and then pushed his body above his head with 
his hands. 

The crowd became a crazed machine as they pointed and 
cheered for him and his dangerous stunt. Diana led the horses 
down the road as Thaddius, with his back to his destination,
smiled and winked at the driver behind him— one of the 
greens— before swinging his legs down and regaining proper 
control of the chariot once more. 

The sounds of cracking whips came at faster intervals as 
the green drivers grew desperate to catch up. He was careful
to keep his cart to the side, away from the well-worn paths 
that previous carts had taken. But the others were not so wise. 
In an effort to pass him, one of the greens directed his chariot 
into the center of the road. 

Almost immediately his wheel slipped into a rut, causing 
the whole cart to twist sideways and flip over. The driver 
jumped free as the cart started into a death-dealing roll, 
turning multiple times before coming to a halt. 

The crowd loved the violence of the race. They screamed 
in pleasure as they watched the injured horses struggle to 
stand, and the charioteer as he attempted to dodge chariots
that drove straight at him. They shrieked and applauded as he 
was narrowly missed by a chariot in his attempt to get off the 
track. 

Thaddius wanted to look behind to see what had caused all 
the commotion, but he could not. His team was coming up to

 

the end post. He needed to focus on bringing the team around 
the tight corner.

The crowds lined the turn, leaving little room for one 
chariot, let alone two, to squeeze by.

“Left!” he called out as he pulled on the reins. 

“Left!” he screamed again when his cart was taking the 
turn too wide.

In his attempt to miss any bystanders, he over

compensated with the sharpness of his turn and ended up 
scraping his cart along the side of the post. 

This slowed him enough for another driver from the 
greens to gain ground on him. As he straightened out of the 
turn, the green driver cracked his whip down on Thaddius’s 
back. Thaddius collapsed forward into his cart and clenched 
his teeth through the pain. 

“Apologies, I was aiming for my horse,” the driver 
taunted.

Thaddius had no time to seek retribution other than to beat 
the bastard who had whipped him. He ignored the pain and 
righted himself as he guided his team to the right side of the 
road. 

“Let’s lose the wretched merchant!” Thaddius yelled to 
Diana and the team. 

Although Thaddius was still in the lead, the green driver
was right on his tail. And now they had to race head-on 
against the few chariots that had not fully made it down the 
track. Dust created a cloud, causing visibility to be limited 
and he had to direct his chariot through debris from wrecked 
carts.

One of the green drivers spotted Thaddius and out of 
malice turned his chariot, directing it toward Thaddius’s. This 

 

left Thaddius with two options; turn his cart right and risk 
injuring the crowd or turn to the left and risk losing a wheel. 

“Left!” he yelled. 
Diana pulled her body to the side, followed tightly by the 
others. His horses narrowly missed the green driver’s team. 
And as the chariots passed each other, the metal 

ornamentation on the sides of their carts met, causing a 
stream of sparks.

“Bastard!” Thaddius directed at the driver as they locked 
eyes on each other and passed by.

The crowd screamed and cheered at the display. 

Thaddius managed to avoid most of the ruts in the road as 
he jockeyed his chariot back to the right hand side. It was a 
straight stretch now to the finish line. Other than the odd 
piece of broken cart that had fallen onto his side of the road, 
there was not much for him to worry about hitting.

All the chariots, except those who had lost wheels or 
flipped, had now made it around the corner and were coming 
up behind him. The crowd roared as green and blue were
neck and neck toward the finish line. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Thaddius noticed one of his 
blue drivers as he kicked at a cart that had lost a wheel. He 
shook his head in frustration. He had told them to stay to the 
side, but that driver had obviously not listened and now 
would not be able to compete in the rest of the tournament. 

Thaddius brushed his rising frustration aside and turned 
back to the race at hand. 

“Diana, let’s show the greens why we are the favored 
team!” 

As though she understood his command, she lowered her 
head, pressing harder into each stride. Following her lead the 

 

other horses did the same and soon the blue chariot began to 
pull far in front of the green. 

The green driver shouted at his horses and accelerated the 
cracking of his whip on their backs. He was desperate to 
catch up to Thaddius, but despite his furious beating, his team 
could not match their pace.

The line of red sand had been laid, and Thaddius could 
now make it out. All he had to do was cross the line and 
break the sand, and he would successfully win the first stage 
of the Grande Maximus. 

It was risky to lose focus this close to finishing. But even 
so, Thaddius allowed his pride to best him, and he turned 
around to see how far ahead of his challenger he was. His 
team was just over one cart length in front. There was no way 
the green driver would be able to overtake him. 

Using his lead as another excuse to show off for the 
crowd, and send a message to Barachius, he once again 
unfastened the reins from his forearm. But this time he let 
them drop to the floor as he hoisted his body up, resting his 
foot on either side of the chariot. 

It took him a moment to secure his footing before he stood 
and raised his arms. The crowds cheered in delight as he rode 
across the finish line. Diana’s hooves broke through the red 
sand and the trumpets proclaimed his victory.

No charioteer had ever dared to attempt a stunt during a 
competition, yet Thaddius had successfully done two, and the 
spectators loved him for it. 

He steadied himself as he dropped back into his chariot.
He picked up the reins and slowed his team while the crowd 
sang out for him.

“Thaddius the great charioteer, approached the Grande 
 

Maximus with no fear. Robed in the blue of the Veneta team,
he is Thaddius the champion of Rome!” 

  

H e circled before them as they sang. Men and women
tossed flowers and blue cloths in front of his chariot. One 
down, five remaining. If his competition was as easy as this 
race, then despite whatever the circus threw at him, he should 
easily win the tournament. And that meant not only keeping 
his title and land, but gaining Barachius’s as well. 

Women yelled proposals of marriage and fornication. The
trumpets continued to resound. Men smashed their empty 
vessels on the ground. All around him once again turned to a 
chaos of noise and disorder. What was once a proud street in 
Rome, now appeared to be a wasteland, decorated in colorful 
debris and spilled wine.

It wasn’t long before he tired of the crowd’s praise and 
head toward the stables. After he unhitched his team and had 
his attendants water and brush them, he moved through the 
crowd looking for Sellah and Simeon.

“Bravely won!” someone said as he held out his hand.
Thaddius did not take the time to show gratitude, and 
instead brushed past the man. If he stopped every time 
 

someone wanted to shake his hand, he wouldn’t get 
anywhere.

Men cheered and patted him on the back as he passed. 
Each time he grit his teeth and shook off the pain it caused. 
After receiving the whip across his shoulder, he had a new 
sympathy for what Simeon had had to endure.

When a familiar auburn streak came into view, he 
quickened his pace through the crowd to get to her.

“Sellah?” he called as he pushed men out of his path.

She caught his eye and smiled in relief. “Thaddius! That 
was just wonderful. I’ve never….”

“Where are Simeon and Vettius?” he interrupted.

Sellah hesitated before replying. “When I saw you drive to 
the stables, I did not think and came straight here. Perhaps 
they followed me.”

Thaddius smiled as he took her in. She still refused to 
bring her eyes up to his, but he didn’t mind. It allowed him to 
look her over without feeling intrusive.

“Sellah, you foolish girl,” he smirked. “This would make 
it the second time I rescued you today.”

The affection in his taunt gave her courage to allow her 
eyes to meet his once more. Lifting her head, she slowly 
brought her gaze up to his.

“Foolish?” She raised her eyebrows and placed her hands 
over her hips. “Do you not think some of the stunts you 
pulled out there were foolish?” 

“You allow your slaves to address you so offhandedly?” a 
conceited voice dripping with self importance cut Thaddius 
off from his reply.

 
Barachius had come up behind the pair and waited for the 
most inconvenient time to interrupt their conversation. Sellah
had provided him with just that.

As soon as she heard his voice she dropped to her knees in 
front of Thaddius. “Apologies Dominus, I spoke out of 
order.”

Thaddius did not reply but moved his body between her 
and Barachius’. “Have you come to congratulate me for 
beating your men?” Thaddius taunted as he clenched his fists 
preparing for a fight.

“Congratulate? No, I don’t suppose I have.” Barachius 
gripped onto Thaddius’s wounded shoulder, his meaty hands 
squeezing as hard as he could. 

Thaddius tried to hide the pain from his face, but by 
Barachius’s smile he knew he had not been successful. 

“No, I have come to remind. When a man places a wager, 
he estimates he will win. But when he knows he has victory 
before he starts, it is more pleasurable for him to allow his 
opponent false hope. That way when the opponent finally 
loses, the loss will hurt all the more. Hope does that to 
people, it causes more grief than happiness!” As he spoke, he 
looked on Sellah with disgust.

“Thaddius will not lose!” Sellah mumbled into the ground.

“What was that?” Barachius laughed as he turned back 
upon the hardened face of Thaddius. “How interesting, your 
whore defends your honor.”

* 

Sellah held her breath, waiting for Thaddius to rebuke 
Barachius for his harsh words. But no such defence came. 
 

Instead, Thaddius stood mute before the horrid man. She 
swallowed the lump that had lodged in her throat. And just 
when she felt she would cry, gentle hands reached down to 
her shoulders and helped her up. 

Simeon pulled her into his embrace and stood ready to 
protect her before Barachius.

“I see how matters at your domus stand. She is not only 
your whore but the whore to your slaves.” Barachius nodded 
toward Simeon and Sellah.

*
Thaddius stiffened his back as he turned to see Simeon 
and Sellah. Simeon offered him a look of worry, but no 
emotion could be seen on Thaddius. He merely looked over 
the way Sellah fit into Simeon’s arms and turned back to 
Barachius.

“It is really too bad you will never be able to know what 
happens within my domus. For when I win, which I will, I 
will have you sold at the Graecostadium.”

Barachius laughed at Thaddius’s confident words. “Now 
you see, that is the hope I was hoping for.” He squeezed 
Thaddius’s shoulder once more before turning to leave. “Oh 
and Thaddius,” he yelled over his shoulder, “tomorrow at the 
second stage of the Grande Maximus, I do hope you have 
your other drivers better prepared. Today’s drivers were quite 
comical.”

“Tomorrow?” Simeon asked in confusion.

“I don’t know what he talks of. I will stay with Sellah. Can 
you go and find a schedule of the tournament?” Thaddius 
thought over what Barachius could have meant. It was either 

 

a ploy to confuse Thaddius or somehow he had manipulated
the tournament once again.

Thaddius reached his hand out for Sellah. Her touch would 
comfort him enough until he knew the answer to the question 
that burned within him. 

She hesitated to take his extended hand. But as soon as she 
did and their fingers touched, he felt instant ease. Sellah, 
however, seemed nervous and uncomfortable. In an effort to 
alleviate her, he released her hand and placed his on the small 
of her back as he guided her toward the blue team’s 
designated stable.

As soon as she saw Diana at the water trough, she ran
from Thaddius and over to her. 

“Diana, you were just marvellous out there today!” Sellah
placed her hand on the mare’s neck.

Diana lifted her head from the water to look at Sellah
before turning back to her drink. She was still cooling down, 
and her rapid breathing caused her whole chest to enlarge and 
contract.

*
Sellah paused when she felt the racing heartbeat under her 
touch. “Is she all right?” Sellah asked as she turned to 
Thaddius.

“Yes, she will be fine. It will take her a few days to 
properly recover from the race. She always pushes herself to 
her limits.” He walked beside his trusted horse and ran his 
hands over her legs checking each of her hipposandals.

“You did a good job with her shoes.” 

A blush lightened Sellah’s cheeks, and she lowered her 
 

head so he could not see as she continued to rub Diana and 
stare at the ground. 

Her hand brushed over Thaddius’s hand and she froze.  
Her eyes snapped to his. He did not pull his hand away from 
hers. Rather, he gave her a look as if to wonder if she would
be the one to move. Confused, Sellah remained transfixed by 
the feelings his touch stirred in her. Their eyes set upon the 
other’s, studying, searching for any understanding. Did her 
touch affect him as well?

“Thaddius, it is worse than we thought,” Simeon called 
out as he came up behind them. 
Sellah quickly pulled her hand away from Thaddius’s and 
couldn’t help but notice the pained look on his face. 

“Each stage of the tournament is to be the day after the 
other. Our horses will not even properly rest before we
require another race from them.” 

“What do you mean?” Thaddius walked around Diana and 
confronted Simeon.

“Where once there was a seven-day break between each 
race of the tournament, there is now only mere hours.”

“Barachius knows of my bond to Diana. He is condensing 
the schedule in order to separate us! I have never competed 
without her.” Thaddius’s shoulders dropped, and the 
confidence that was normally in him seemed all but gone.

Sellah did not like seeing him so. With a hesitant touch 
she laid her hand on his good shoulder. “You can beat him. 
You do not need Diana,” she offered.

The shock of seeing her touch her Dominus without 
invitation was prominently displayed on Simeon’s face. He 
shot his glare from her touch upon the shoulder to Thaddius’s 
face.

 
“Is there something going on between you two?” Simeon 

demanded, his breath came heavy and his jaw tightened as he 

hissed his question to Thaddius.

*
Thaddius was frustrated over the new race schedule. And 
to have his friend openly challenge him, especially when he 
had tried to ignore his feelings and encourage Sellah to be 
with Simeon, well that just made him mad. Any ounce of 
restraint he had was forgotten, and he stepped toward 
Simeon, pressing his chest against his. 

“Between us? Why would I want your leftovers?” His face 
was only inches away from Simeon’s. 

*
Sellah stumbled backwards. Were they actually fighting 
over her? And what did Thaddius mean by Simeon’s 
leftovers?

“Watch yourself Thaddius!” Simeon warned.

“Or what? Will you continue to disgrace Sellah?” 
Thaddius could no longer control his breathing, and now his 
fists were opening and closing.

“Me? I am not the one who tries forcing her to my bed!” 
Simeon retorted, not caring how improperly he was 
addressing his Dominus before the ever-growing crowd of 
spectators.

“Apologies,” Sellah said as she tried to gain Thaddius’s
attention by placing her hand on his shoulder.

 
*
With one effortless shove Thaddius pushed Sellah’s arm 
away. However, he used more force than necessary, and 
Sellah ended up falling to the ground. He hesitated to go to 
her but realized the eyes of onlookers were on him, so he 
stood straight and stared at Simeon. 

Simeon’s eyes filled with rage as he watched her fall and 
struggle to pick herself up. 

“There Simeon, go to her,” Thaddius growled as he 
stepped aside to let Simeon pass. Simeon practically dove to 
Sellah’s side to help her up. And as Thaddius watched their 
exchange, he couldn’t help but now notice the eyes of the 
spectators on him. He knew they were waiting for him to 
punish his slave for being disrespectful and even punish 
Sellah for touching him without request. If he did not, they 
would think of him as weak. And right now, he couldn’t 
allow that to happen.

With his head held high, he took in a deep breath. 
“Simeon, Sellah, you will receive punishment for your 
insolence as soon as we return to the villa!”

 

“H ow surprising! You seem to enjoy punishments these 

days.” Simeon glared as he grabbed Sellah by the arm and 
began walking away from Thaddius.

“Where are you going?” Thaddius demanded.

“To the cart.” Simeon did not bother to turn and face 
Thaddius, and the few who had remained watching the 
exchange mumbled to themselves over his rudeness.

“Unless you want to pull it back to the villa, I suggest you 
walk. The horses need to rest before we bring them back,” 
Thaddius yelled after him.

Simeon paused midstride, yanking Sellah to a stop 
alongside him. It was an awkward interaction. She did not 
know if she should be following him or staying with her 
Dominus and attending to the horses. But with Simeon’s tight 
grasp on her arm, she really had no choice. Simeon turned to 
the direction of the road and pulled Sellah after him.

“We will walk,” he announced.

 
*
Thaddius watched them work their way through the 
crowds as they headed toward the road. They had made their 
choice, and he would deal with it later. For now, he had to 
ready his team to return home. They had another big day 
ahead of them, and they needed proper rest and food.

“Dominus, Dominus!” one of the blue drivers called out.
“Did you see me? I didn’t come in last!” he beamed.

“I did not see, yet that is great news. Perhaps we can call 
you a charioteer after all. What of the other driver?” Thaddius 
asked.

The man hung his head and kicked at a rock on the 
ground. “He lost his wheel and could not finish. The horses 
were so badly injured in the crash that they had to be 
destroyed. After realizing it was he who had cost you such a 
great loss, a ruined chariot and four dead horses, he ran. No
one can find him,” the man confessed.

Thaddius rubbed his jaw as he listened to the driver. 
“Running seems to be a popular choice today,” he mumbled 
under his breath. “Nevertheless, come tell me your name, so I 
stop calling you the cart driver and treat you as a peer.” 
Thaddius wrapped his arm around the man’s shoulders and 
could feel the man straighten his back.

“Lucius, my Lord,” he said proudly.

“Well, come along, Lucius,” Thaddius said as he patted 
the man’s shoulder. “We need to go home, eat, and rest as our 
next race is tomorrow!”

“Tomorrow?”

“Yes, I will explain during the ride to the villa.”

 
Thaddius left instructions for the proper care of the two 
remaining teams, as his other attendants fastened two of the 
work horses to his cart. Exhaustion overwhelmed him, and 
his shoulder ached. He needed to return home and get some 
sleep before the next race.

“Come Lucius,” Thaddius instructed as he stepped up into 
his cart. “I would ask you to drive but you are no longer a 
mere cart driver. You are a charioteer!”

The man beamed from ear to ear. He was pleased with the 
attention from Thaddius and even more so that he had 
realized his dream of driving a chariot. 

Thaddius leaned against the back of the cart, pretending to 
listen to Lucius who felt the need to give him a step by step 
replay of his race. Once in a while he would smile or nod his 
head as though he were listening.

The pair had barely made it to the outskirts of town when 
they came upon Simeon trudging along with Sellah in tow.

“Get in the cart!” Thaddius yelled out the window.

Sellah paused and turned toward Thaddius. Simeon 
grabbed her arm, once again dragging her away. 

“Please Simeon, it is a long walk,” she pleaded.

“It will be a longer drive with him,” Simeon hissed.

“Simeon, stop whining and get in the cart!” Thaddius had 
to practically bite his lip to keep from laughing. He had been 
mad, furious even. But seeing Simeon act more stubborn than 
he, well that was just amusing.

Simeon looked between Sellah and Thaddius as he tried to 
decide what to do. With each passing moment his pigheadedness slowly diminished. 

“Fine, we will come. But only because of Sellah!”

Thaddius pressed his lips together and nodded as his body 

 

convulsed with silent laughter. Simeon glared as he helped 
Sellah into the cart. She chose to sit next to Lucius, leaving 
Simeon and Thaddius to fend for themselves. 

Simeon took his seat and pressed his body as far into the 
corner as possible to avoid touching Thaddius.

“You did well today,” Sellah said as she looked at Lucius. 
“Was it everything you had hoped it would be?”

“My only wish is to place higher in the next races. But I 
am proud that I finished, especially against the top 
competitors in the world. With the exception of the man who 
crashed his chariot, the entire green team finished after 
Thaddius. Not one of the whites or reds placed ahead of the 
greens, and I barely beat one of the reds so I did not come in 
last. The greens will be a very hard team to beat,” Lucius 
explained.

“Not that hard!” Thaddius boasted, meriting him another 
glare from Simeon.

  

T he rest of the drive to the villa continued to have 
awkward moments. Simeon glared at Thaddius who struggled 
to keep a straight face. Lucius did not stop talking about how 
well he did in his first race. And Sellah politely smiled while 
she only partially listened to his boring retelling. 

The atmosphere among the group was dispirited. Despite 
Thaddius’s big win, they knew he had another race in the 
morning. And that meant he would have to use a different 
lead horse. 

Diana needed more than one night to recover as they 
didn’t want to risk losing her. It would be Thaddius’s first 
time competing without Diana, and that made him nervous.

He watched out the window and wondered which horse he 
should pick. The only other competent lead he had was a 
male. And he didn’t trust male horses in lead. They were 
known to challenge the charioteer for command of the cart 
and the other horses. And even the slightest hesitance on the 
horses’ part, when listening to the charioteer, could mean a 
loss. And a loss was something that Thaddius could not 
accept. Not now, not when so much was at stake.

He looked at Sellah and watched her as she sat next to 
 

Lucius and stared out the opposite window. No doubt 
Barachius would break her if he won. Thaddius couldn’t 
allow that. It was no longer about protecting his father’s 
name and estate. It was his life that had been threatened, his 
name and his future.

*
As soon as the cart came to a stop on the sands of 
Thaddius’s trigarium, Simeon practically ran to his quarters. 
He needed time to cool down and hadn’t even stopped to say 
goodbye to Sellah. Thaddius also rushed off toward his 
quarters, stopping only long enough to instruct someone to go 
to town and get Orla, requesting her services for the week.

Sellah had been permitted to stay in the women’s quarters. 
And she ran off in excitement to see Accalia and tell her 
about the day.

“Accalia?” Sellah called out as she searched the room. She 
moved from one cot to another looking for her friend.

“Over here!” Accalia raised her arm directing Sellah over 
to her. 

Many of the women shushed her for waking them, but 
Sellah ignored their hisses and ran to Accalia’s side.
She sat next to her on the bed and held her hand. “I have so 
much to tell you, can you come for a walk with me?” she 
asked.

“Of course,” Accalia whispered, being careful not to 
disturb the girls asleep next to her.

They quietly left the villa and walked toward the stables. 
Sellah filled her in on the excitement of the race and then told 

 

her about Nadria’s death. Despite her dislike for the girl,
Accalia wept, feeling the loss of kin, a fellow slave.

“Why would they kill an innocent woman?”

“Barachius told me it was because she looked at him the 
wrong way,” Sellah explained as she watched the light of the 
moon highlight the tears streaking down Accalia’s face.

“What were you doing near that foul man?” 

“He saw me in the crowd and forced me into his arms. I 
was afraid he was going to hurt me, but Thaddius saved me.” 
There was a twinkle of hope in Sellah’s words.

“Sellah, put those thoughts far from your mind,” Accalia’s 
words were filled with worry.

Sellah wrinkled her face and looked at Accalia, wondering 
what she was talking about.

“I know you,” Accalia said as she put her hand on Sellah’s 
arm. “Thaddius may be an attractive and powerful man, but 
the only way he sees you is as his slave.” 

“I know that,” she mumbled as she picked at the hem of 
her stola.

“Sellah? Accalia?” Simeon ran toward the women.

Accalia nudged Sellah and looked toward Simeon. “Now 
there is a man who will treat you well,” she smiled.

Sellah glared at Accalia and elbowed her playfully in the 
ribs before turning to greet Simeon.

“Yes,” Sellah called in response.

Simeon made it to their side in no time. He offered the 
girls a broad smile as he and placed his hands on his knees to 
catch his breath.

“Sellah, can I talk to you.”

“Of course.”

His eyes lifted to catch her gaze and drifted over to 

 

Accalia. “I do not mean to be rude, but may we have some 
privacy?”

“Oh, yes, my apologies.” Accalia gave a conspiratorial
wink to Sellah before turning to leave. “I will ready a bed for 
you near the door, so you do not disturb the other women 
when you return.”

Sellah watched Accalia leave before turning to Simeon. 
Being alone with him was nerve racking. They hadn’t had 
time to talk about the almost-kiss in the tent, she had hoped to 
avoid it, but now that was not an option.

“Sellah, will you walk with me?”
She accepted his outstretched hand and offered him a 
forced smile. 

They walked past the stables and into a portion of the 
gardens to where a pool of water glimmered in the light of 
the moon. With a firm hand on her back he directed her over 
to the pool and took a seat on its ledge. 

Sellah sat next to him, and he removed his cloak and 
wrapped it around her shoulders.

*
“I know we have not known each other for a great deal of 
time. But Sellah, I have grown to care for you.” He stopped 
to watched her, watch how the light of the moon sent 
shimmers of gold through her hair and how it reflected off of 
her pale skin. She was beautiful, he wasn’t sure he’d ever get 
used to her beauty.

“I am at the age were it is appropriate to start my own 
family. And I can think of no other match for me than you.” 
Trying to calm his rising nerves he took in a deep breath 

 

before continuing. “You are bold yet kind. Beautiful yet 
humble. Innocent yet intelligent. I have never met anyone 
like you.”

*
She lowered her gaze from his, his eyes held so much love 
that it was almost smothering. But his words, his words 
touched her more than any other she had heard. Simeon was a 
good, kind man. He would be a good choice for a happy 
future.

He grabbed her chin and gently lifted her face so he could 
look upon her. “I would be honoured if you would consider 
me to be your husband,” he finished.

***

“Thaddius! Oh Thaddius my love, how was your first 

race? I am sorry I couldn’t be there. I was in town getting my 
hair colored. Do you like it?” Calista’s asked as she twirled 
her now bright-red-locks in her fingers. 

When he had seen her approach, he sighed in defeat. All 
he had wanted was to make it back to his quarters and avoid 
crossing her path. 

He was far too tired to entertain.
“Yes, it looks lovely,” Thaddius offered with a tone that 
reflected he did not care.

Yet despite his indifferent response, she grabbed his hand 
and pulled him toward her. She wrapped her arms around his 
neck and pulled him into a kiss. At first he held his head back 

 

as she awkwardly tried to pull it down. But then he realized 
he had no reason to deny her himself, she was after all his 
future wife.  

His lips met hers, and he could smell the sickly sweetness 
of her over-perfumed skin. There was no fire, no passion that 
urged him to continue, so he pulled his head back and looked 
down at her.

“Calista, I have another race in the morning, and I 
desperately need my rest. You can stay in my room, and I 
will stay in my father’s quarters,” Thaddius pulled her hands 
from around his neck and turned to leave.

He did not look back at her as he walked into the villa and 
down the hall to his father’s room. Ignoring the rising 
emotions at the familiar smells and sights he closed the door 
behind him and took off his sandals and crawled into bed.

He had barely been able to close his eyes and fully enter 
rest when the door to the room creaked open.

Propped up on his elbow, he gave Calista an angry look as 
she entered his room uninvited.

“What is it now? Can you not see I am trying to find 
sleep?” 

“I just heard you gave a ride to another woman. If I am to 
be your bride, it must be me showcased with you on your 
chariot!” She stuck out her bottom lip and swayed her hips.

Thaddius rolled his eyes when he knew she was not 
looking. He really had gotten himself in deep with Calista. 
“You are right, and tomorrow you can ride out to the gates 
with me. Now leave me!” He rolled over and pulled the bed 
covers over his head. He could hear Calista huff in frustration 
as she stomped out of his quarters.

 
It took him longer than necessary to find sleep. His mind 
worried about racing without Diana, about the events with 
Simeon, and the wager with Barachius. 

He tossed from side to side, never descending to a 
dreamless state. And when the light of the morning sun 
streamed into his room, it did not offer him peace. He was 
deeply worried about the day ahead.

There was a knock on his door. Thaddius groaned as he sat 
up and rubbed his eyes.

“Enter.”

“Good morning,” Vettius beamed as he brought in a tray 
of food for Thaddius.

“Good morning,” Thaddius grumbled as he got out of bed
and walked over to his basin to splash water onto his face.

“Someone is in a foul mood,” Vettius joked. 

In response to the jest, Thaddius threw his face cloth at 
Vettius and started eating the food on the tray.

“When you are done, you need to go to the stables and 
chose a new lead horse. Everything else has been packed and 
ready for transportation to Circus Maximus.” Vettius 
diligently went about the room, straightening out the bed 
covers and picking up Thaddius’s mess.

“I don’t want another lead. It doesn’t seem right,” 
Thaddius complained as he stuffed his mouth with food.

“You have no other option, Thaddius. Besides, all those 
horses adore you. A change of lead horse gives you a chance 
to prove to the green team that your skill far exceeds your 
lead horse.” 

“Do you honestly believe so?” Thaddius raised an
eyebrow at Vettius.

“I do indeed. Now hurry up and meet me by the horses.” 

 

Vettius grabbed the now empty tray, shaking his head at the 
mess Thaddius had made in his haste to eat quickly.

“Did you mange to get any of the food in your mouth?”
 

“W hat will the day look like?” Calista asked as she got 

into the transportation cart and closed the door.

“The next of the races will be on Circus Maximus,” 

Thaddius replied as he looked toward Lucius. “It is a 

privilege to ride upon the sand of its arena. For almost fifty 

years the world’s best drivers have competed there.” 
“I have never been to the Circus Maximus, tell me what is 

it like?” Lucius put his arms behind his head and closed his 

eyes to picture the arena in his mind.

Thaddius smiled as he remembered his first time at the 

Circus. It was a wonderful yet frightening place. 

“It is big, alarmingly so. It can hold hundreds of thousands 

of men. But it is beautiful. The track is one of the finest I 

have seen. It is long and oval, and in the middle of the track 

is the spina that is decorated with obelisks of the sun, 

immortality, and images of the gods. Wherever you are on 

the track a different god watches over you. It is a powerful 

feeling.” 

Thaddius’s heart beat in anticipation. It was on the Circus 

 

Maximus that he was proclaimed Victor of Rome. The Circus 
was now like a second home to him. He had even decorated 
his villa with some of the same obelisks.

“It does sound powerful!” Lucius sighed. 
“How many laps is the second race?” Calista asked, as she 
picked at her nails. 

“Seven,” Simeon interrupted. His arms were crossed and 
he tapped his foot impatiently on the floor of the cart. No 
doubt he was still mad at Thaddius for the other day.

“How do you know which lap you are on?” she asked as 
she looked innocently toward Thaddius.

“At each end of the spina is a set of seven eggs. After each 
lap around the track an egg gets removed. That way you will 
know how much farther you need to go.” He looked at 
Lucius to make sure he had heard as well.

“An egg? That seems senseless. Horses don’t lay eggs,” 
Calista threw in.

Sellah coughed, in a transparent attempt to cover her 
laughter. 

“They are in memory of Castor and Pollux,” Thaddius said 
as he looked upon Calista in frustration. Yet all he received 
was a blank stare indicating that she had no clue about the 
tradition. He sighed before he continued, “You know, born 
from an egg, laid by their mother Leda, who was impregnated 
by Jupiter in the form of a swan?” 

She shook her head and shrugged her shoulders.

He threw up his hands in defeat as he looked to Simeon, 
Sellah, and Lucius for help. 

“Castor and Pollux are the patrons of horsemen and the 
equestrian order. They aid our soldiers on the battle field!” 

 

Lucius exclaimed. He too was in shock that she had never 
heard of such important deities. 

*
The silence in the cart worked to brew Calista’s 
annoyance. She did not like the way people were looking at 
her, so in an attempt to change the topic, she focused on 
Sellah. 

“That amulet you own looks to be above the state of a 
slave. Did you steal it from someone?” Calista studied the 
silver and alabaster pin with envy clearly in her eyes.

Sellah held her gaze and brought her hand over her amulet
to hide it from Calista’s sight. 

“Thaddius, control her tongue,” Simeon growled as he 
wrapped an arm around Sellah to offer her his support. 

Sellah stiffened under his forward touch in front of the 
others.

Calista stared at Thaddius, her mouth dropping open as 
she waited for him to scold Simeon for talking so rudely 
about her. 

*
But Thaddius did not notice Calista’s offense; instead, he 
watched Sellah’s reaction to Simeon. Her delicate hands 
fiddled with her stola. It was something he had seen her do 
many times.

“Simeon, take your arm off of her at once. And Calista, 
she did not steal it. It was a gift. No one, I mean no one, 
 

speak for the remainder of the drive or I will have you 
removed from the cart.” He glared at Calista who snapped her 
head back in bewilderment and opened her mouth to form a 
retort. 

“I was not jesting. Your status of my betrothed does not 
spare you in this instance,” he warned.

She crossed her arms and shut her mouth as she frowned at 
him for the rest of the drive.

Soon the images out the window distracted them all 
enough to forget Thaddius’s outburst. They watched as the 
crowds walked in groups toward the circus. Spectators were 
clothed in the colors of their favorite teams.  

There were twice as many people attending this race than 
the first. She could barely see through the throngs of 
spectators as they made their way toward Circus Maximus. 

Blue supporters pushed back people so that Thaddius’s 
entourage could make its way through. They waved and 
clapped and sang Thaddius’s song. 

Lucius, soaking in each moment, hung out of the window 
waving at them, grabbing as many hands as he could as they 
passed. 

Thaddius smiled. He remembered the days when he was as 
excited to see his supporters and greet them before the race. 
“Lucius, you may speak to them,” he offered.

Lucius pulled his head inside and looked to Thaddius to 
confirm he had heard correctly. Thaddius smiled and nodded 
toward their supporters. 

“Thank you, thank you!” Lucius called out. “We will 
crush the greens!” 

The supporters went wild screaming for him, asking him 
questions, and Lucius relished the attention. 

 
Thaddius watched for a while before he turned his 
attention back to Calista. She was obviously not pleased that 
Lucius was permitted to speak and she was not. She glared at 
Thaddius and offered grunts and groans of disapproval. 

“If you keep this up, I will grant everyone a voice but 
you,” he threatened. Thaddius could not stand pouting 
women. He found them extremely irritating.

Snapping her head away from him, she raised her nose 
proudly in the air and quietly watched out the window, 
smiling and waving to people as they passed. If she was not 
going to get Thaddius’s attention, she could at least gain the 
crowds.

A shadow cast over the people indicating that they were 
close to their destination. Sellah poked her head out the 
window and looked up to see a large stone building blocking 
out the morning sun. Its huge presence was astounding, and 
she couldn’t help but gasp in surprise.

Thaddius chuckled as he shifted in the cart to be seated 
next to her. Simeon glared as he did so, but didn’t risk 
Thaddius’s wrath by speaking his mind.

“It is beautiful is it not?” Thaddius watched intently for
Sellah’s response. 

A smile brightened in her eyes as she nodded. Instantly he 
felt a fool. Of course, she could not answer him because he 
had not permitted them to speak.

He looked to Simeon and Calista, and by the pouts on their 
faces decided he would forgo hearing Sellah’s voice to save 
having to hear theirs.

“Just wait until you see the inside,” he beamed as he 
turned back to Sellah. 

He leaned over her to look out the window, and one of the 

 

women in the crowd spotted him. She began to shake in 
excitement as she screamed his name. He gave her a brief
smile and nod before quickly pulling back into the safety of 
the cart. 

As he came to rest he slumped into his seat, his body half 
leaning on Sellah’s.  

*
She could tell he was tired, exhausted even, by the lack of 
enthusiasm he put forth. 

The first race he could barely keep the smile from his face. 
But today, he seemed to have lost some confidence. She 
should have pulled away from him, especially after catching 
the glare Calista offered her. But she couldn’t find the 
strength to do so. 

Instead, she pressed her leg closer to his and waited for 
him to tense and move away, but he did not. He merely 
looked at her, as if to ask if her touch was purposely done or 
by chance. And when Sellah saw the look in his eyes, she 
diverted her gaze, afraid of what her face might reveal.

Accalia was right, Thaddius would not want her. He was 
betrothed to another woman, one of better breeding than her. 
She moved her leg and pressed herself as far from him as she 
could. 

How could she act so recklessly after the heartfelt 
conversation with Simeon the night before? She had 
apologized for pulling away from him as he attempted to kiss 
her. And she had given him hope by saying she would think 
over his proposal of marriage. 

 
A kind and decent man had wanted her, and yet here she 
was entertaining thoughts that her touch would comfort 
another. 

Both men watched her, wondering about her prompt 
movement. Simeon, upset over her closeness to Thaddius,
was relieved to see her leave his side, yet that left Thaddius 
feeling the sting of rejection.

She watched out the window as she thought over her 
actions. In the distance she could see a swarm of green as 
Barachius’s party made their way through the crowds. They 
came with hundreds of attendants who pushed back the 
people so their charioteers and supplies could be brought 
through.

At the front of the greens rode Barachius upon the back of 
a white horse. The horse seemed to struggle underneath his 
weight but he did not care. He dug his feet into its side and 
waved at the people as he passed. 

Soon the green and blue melded together as they came to
the large wooden doors of the arena. Just as before, the 
supporters fought over which team would win, some going as 
far as to physically assault the others. 

Sellah was thankful that no one had thrown anything at 
their cart so far. She wondered if it was because they were 
honoring Thaddius for winning the first race. 

As the wooden doors opened and forced back the crowds, 
Barachius pushed his way before the blues so he could enter 
into the arena first. As he passed the blue entourage, he spat 
at the ground. Each charioteer who followed him repeated the 
gesture.It was a sign of utmost disrespect, and soon the green 
supporters in the crowd followed their action. The blues 
supporters became enraged and another large scale brawl 

  

broke out.
Thaddius motioned for the drivers to move on before the
carts got pulled into the fight.

Sellah watched behind them as they entered the arena. It 
pained her to see people getting needlessly hurt over a sport. 
But she knew pain and death were what ruled Rome. And 
like it or not, she had to live with it.

Thaddius instructed the driver to do a loop around the 
track before pulling into the stables. They watched from the 
cart as thousands of colorful spectators filled the seats. 

It was a sea divided into sections of green, blue, white, and 
red. They waved their flags and stomped their feet, each 
section calling out the names of their favorite drivers. 

The biggest sections were filled with the greens, followed 
closely by the blues. These two groups were separated by the 
reds and whites. And rightfully so, as the greens and blues 
were already were throwing objects at each other and 
exchanging shouted insults and threats.

In the middle of the stadium seating, there were open 
rooms, colorfully decorated with draped silks. Sellah could 
make out servants attending to men and women within them. 
Some were waving palm branches to cool their masters and 
others were serving food and drink. She wondered what 
powerful and well-bred men and women used these rooms.

When they first pulled up to the arena, she had thought the 
people in the street would be filling the spectator seats, but 
there was not an empty seat to be seen. They had gathered in 
the streets around the circus just to catch a glimpse of the 
race. 

*

 
As soon as the cart came to a halt at the stables, Thaddius 
began shouting orders. Sellah was once again instructed to 
see to the hipposandals as she had done a good job the first 
time. Simeon also worked with the horses, fastening each one 
to the quadriga and insuring they were properly decorated in 
the colors of the team.

When Thaddius and Lucius were in their armor and the 
horses ready, they took off into the arena procession. The 
charioteers from all four teams paraded around the arena, 
waving and shouting to their well wishers in the stands. 

Slaves took this moment to see to the last demands of their 
drivers, oiling the wheels, adjusting the leather armor, and 
offering water sponges for drink. Other men concentrated on 
the condition of the track, dispersing buckets of water onto 
the sand. 

As promised, Thaddius brought Calista along with him for 
the opening ceremony of the event. She pressed her body 
close to his as he drove her around the track, displaying 
herself before the crowds in the stands. Unlike Sellah, she 
embraced the angry taunts of the other woman and would
often do things to anger them further such as rub Thaddius’s 
chest or wrap her arms around him. 

“What are they doing?” Calista pointed to the men with 
buckets as she turned to face Thaddius.
“They water down the sands so that there is less dust. 
Yesterday, we were on stone ground and still could barely 
see. It is far worse when we are racing on the sand,” he 
explained.

The trumpets sounded announcing that the race would 
begin in just a few short moments. He was happy to hear 
them so he could finally say goodbye to Calista.  When he 

 

had successfully seen her off the track, he motioned Lucius to 
follow him. 

They pulled their chariots before the starting blocks and 
awaited their next signal. Thaddius found his familiar foot 
grooves, rewrapped the reins tighter to his forearm and ran 
his hand over the rough wood of the cart. 

The crowds screamed alongside the trumpets, clapping 
their hands on their wine vessels, and singing the song of 
their favorite charioteer. This continued to escalate in volume 
and caused an unnatural echo to reverberate off the walls of 
the arena. Many thousands of men, woman, and children had 
gathered to watch the race. As the trumpets stilled, Thaddius
looked up to see the magistrate standing in the middle of the 
track on top of the spina. His hand was held high above his 
head, and in it was the mappa cloth. The crowd quieted,
anxiously awaiting the release, the start of the race.

One of the green drivers began to spout taunts, insulting 
Thaddius and the blues’ ability. But he ignored the man and 
instead focused on his team’s breathing pattern as he tried to 
match his own to the four horses’ rhythm. Time was his 
instrument as he became one with his team, waiting, 
listening; his knees were bent and ready to spring at any 
moment.

The jeering of the crowd ceased for one brief moment as 
all held their breaths. Thaddius knew his time had come. And 
just as the cloth was about to touch the ground, the familiar 
groan of the loosed gate latch met his ears.

“Hijah!” 

 

“I am sick and tired of watching you lose to the blues!” 

Barachius yelled as he threw a glass vessel at the wall. 
He had gathered the green drivers together to discuss the 
tournament, but the discussion had turned into further abuse.

“What do you have to say for yourselves?”

“The boy is good, maybe even the best,” Jiao Xen, the 
driver from the Republic of Seres interjected from his perch 
against the back wall.

“I paid for you because I was told you were the best. Are 
you telling me it was a bad investment?” His face reddened 
as he yelled at the man. “If you do not stop competing against 
each other and start working together as a team, I will have 
you all crucified! I do not care who wins as long as a green 
driver crosses that line first. This is not every man for 
himself. This is green versus blue. Do I make myself clear?”

The men nodded their heads in agreement, afraid of saying 

  

or doing anything to further anger Barachius. 

*** 

It was a beautiful day, the sun was high in the sky, and a 
light breeze rolled over the land. Despite not having Diana 
for the second race, Thaddius had won it, and also the third 
race with ease. Barachius’s hired drivers could not match his 
skill and natural talents. Even the driver from the Republic of 
Seres was always just behind him as he crossed the red sand.

This new discovery, that even without Diana he could win 
a race, only aided to fuel his already robust ego. Simeon and 
the others were thankful that the time between each stage of 
the tournament was limited. Or they would have had to listen 
to far too many of Thaddius’s pride filled boasts. 

He looked out at the crowd as his team waited at the 
starting blocks for the fourth race, waiting for the magistrate 
to drop the mappa. Once again Thaddius was without his 
trusted lead, Diana. She had successfully won him his third 
heat and now she rested. 

The servants had strict instructions to rub down her legs, 
brush her thoroughly, and feed her only the best grains and 
cleanest water they could find. It upset him that she would 
not be beside him for his final race. He had won the first 
three races and if he won today he would close the 
tournament two heats early. Though excited for it to all be 
over it pained him that Diana would not be able to wear the 
sash of flowers for their final victory lap. Diana was after all 
a large part of why he won two of the three races so far. 

 
He looked over to the sidelines and saw a flash of red hair. 

From a distance he couldn’t make out whether it was Sellah

or Calista.  But no doubt they were both there, as well as 

Calista’s tag-along Guya, and Simeon, Vettius, and Lucius, 

who had not completed the last race. 

They were the reason he fought so hard to win. They could 

never survive the law of the beast Barachius. How long 

would a young and beautiful girl last under such rule? He

couldn’t allow himself to think that way. He would win, and 

he would do it now. 

No one would be able to deny him the title of world’s 

greatest charioteer. He would be the youngest and first ever 

to win the tournament in the first four arenas. If only his

father could see him now he would have no reason to doubt 

Thaddius’s ability.  

Tightening the reins around his arm, he turned to give one 

final look over his team. The horses were overworked from 

having raced two days prior, but he had no other choice but to 

race them again. In all his stables there were only eight 

horses he trusted. So he made two teams of quadrigas and 

rotated them from one race to the next. 

Ideally he would have given the horses a few days break in 

between, but as each race was consecutive, he did not have 

that luxury.

Trumpets sounded informing Thaddius and all his 

followers that his time was near. It had been easier than he 

had thought it would be to win the Grande. Despite the 

archers in the second arena and the loose horses running

amuck in the third, he and his team effortlessly navigated 

their way to victory. 

All that stood between him and owning Barachius’s land, 

  

trigarium and life was one final win.
The crowd cheered as the starting gate flung open and the 
carts raced out. Thaddius realized he had missed his cue. 

“Hijah!” he screamed as he tried to regain the ground he 
had lost.

The other charioteers were mere feet in front of him. How 
could he have allowed himself to get distracted at such a 
crucial moment? 

“Apollo’s balls!” he grumbled under his breath as he 
mentally scolded himself for his foolishness.

The crowd sensed his error and screamed even louder as 
the chariots passed, waving their flags and cheering their 
favored teams on. With slight flicks of the reins he 
encouraged his team forward. 

He quickly passed some of the slower drivers and was 
just four carts behind Jiao. He had to catch up before Caligula 
released any more of his tricks on the track.

Two green drivers pulled their carts in front of him, 
blocking his advance. If he turned to the right, they did the 
same. He waited patiently for an opening, always putting 
pressure on the drivers. They were bound to make a mistake,
and that would give him a chance to pass. 

When the driver to the left overcompensated on a turn,
Thaddius was able to squeeze his cart between them.

“Hijah!” he screamed pressing his team forward.

He was now neck and neck with the green driver in third 
position. Their carts were mere inches apart when the gates 
beside him dropped open and four large tigers charged 
toward the horses. The lead horse pulled to the side causing 
the chariot to spin and ram into the driver beside them. The 

 

big cats swatted at the horses as they backed up and stomped 
their hooves in fear. 

“Steady, steady!” Thaddius yelled as he tried to calm his 
team. 

The chariots behind him veered to the left, avoiding the 
cats and the collision. With growing aggravation Thaddius 
kicked at the green driver’s cart, trying to loosen the wheel 
that had caught on his.  Finally, the other driver managed to 
reverse his cart and pull free from Thaddius. This allowed 
Thaddius the space to move his horses away from the tiger’s 
sharp claws. 

He straightened his team out and started back on track. 
Now he was six carts behind Jiao and was desperate to catch 
up. Other parts of the track had large cats tied to chains and 
lunging at the carts as they passed. But as he saw them in 
advance, he was able to expertly guide his horses around 
them. 

The dust from the chariots made visibility almost 
impossible. This was exceptionally bad considering the 
tigers. Every time his team passed the beasts, he could sense 
his horses hesitate and pull to the side. He struggled to keep 
control of them. One pull too far could cost their lives and 
give the felines an early dinner. Lap after lap passed and the 
eggs were removed from their stand. When the last lap came, 
Thaddius was still behind.

He needed to do something, and quickly. So in hopes of 
giving the lead horse confidence, Thaddius loosened his grip 
on the reins, leaving them sloppily wrapped around his 
forearm. This technique worked and in no time the horses 
were back to working as one and gaining speed on the other 
teams. 

 
As they came upon the next turn, Thaddius lowered his 
shoulders and bent his knees, ready to pop through the turn 
with his team. The momentum they gained in the turn caused 
them to cut in front of a group of chariots battling for third 
and to come up beside the second positioned driver.

The crowd cheered as they watched Thaddius regain lost 
ground in the race. Giving himself a moment to boast, he 
raised his hands and waved at them before turning to the 
driver beside him and winking. He then effortlessly pulled his 
cart in front of the man and behind Jiao’s chariot. 

Jiao turned to see Thaddius mere feet behind him. Yet 
despite his close proximity, he did not look worried. Instead,
he offered Thaddius a cunning smile and then pointed toward 
the Emperor. 

Something wasn’t right. Thaddius could sense the 
brashness as it rolled off the man’s back and seemed to 
smack into his face. He should not feel so confident after 
losing the first three races. But despite the man’s disposition, 
it did not matter. The red finish line had been laid across the 
sand, and he would soon pull in front of the man, cross the 
line, and beat him once more.

They were neck and neck as they approached the line. Jiao 
whipped at his horses, and Thaddius shouted encouragements 
to his, spurring them on.

Just as they were seconds from crossing the line, Jiao 
pulled to the side, and the ground before Thaddius dropped 
open revealing a secret compartment. 

Dust curtained his view as he squinted to see what was 
happening. He fought to control his horses and tried to turn 
the cart. Dark forms pounced through the dust curtain as six 
large tigers charged at his cart. 

 
His horses pulled back and reared out of the way of the 
cats. The momentum of their movement broke the chariot’s
hitch and caused the chariot to break loose from the horses 
and tumble across the red line behind Jiao. Thaddius 
managed to jump free of the cart and landed over the line. It 
was not how he had imagined finishing, but at least he did.

One of the felines got close enough to capture the lead 
horse’s leg in its claws. The horse reared onto its hind legs,
freeing itself from the cat’s grip. Now spooked, the horse,
turned around and began running in the opposite direction. 

It was as if time suspended. 

Thaddius knew what would happen now. His arm was still 
bound by the reins to the horses. He struggled to maintain 
balance as he yanked at the reins around his arm. If he 
couldn’t untie them, then he would be pulled after the horses.

Hurriedly he tugged at the leather ties. He’d almost 
managed to free his hand when the bands tightened and 
yanked him off his feet. Searing pain shot down his arm as 
his shoulder was pulled from its socket. Trying to take some 
of the weight of his body off his arm, he used the horses’ 
momentum and kicked at the ground, flipping himself over so 
he could grab the reins with his other hand.

Rocks and dirt cut at his skin and tore the tunic from his 
body as he was dragged helplessly behind the frightened 
horses. The crowd howled in anguish yet some also cheered. 
All Thaddius could hear was the steady beating of the horses’ 
hooves on the sandy ground.

  

G uards worked to pull the large cats back into their cages 
as the winning charioteers’ accepted their prizes for the race. 
All but Thaddius, who had officially placed second. He had 
been carried out on a stretcher toward the nearest safe place. 

Orla looked over him as Sellah gently washed the blood, 
rocks, and dirt from his body. 

Simeon had the task of removing the larger rocks that 
were embedded into Thaddius’s flesh, as both Orla and 
Sellah became ill at the thought.

He had not regained his senses, and they were all very 
worried for his life. All but Barachius. He rejoiced knowing 
that Thaddius would not be in the position to compete the 
next day. That meant, despite his placing today, and his 
previous victories, Thaddius would forfeit their wager and 
Barachius would own everything. 

“How is he?” Sellah asked as she walked over to Orla and 
rested a concerned hand on the nursemaid’s forearm.

“He looks worse than he is. His heart is beating strong. 
With time and effort he will turn around.” She smiled as she 
watched Sellah’s face relax. 

“We do not have time,” Simeon mumbled into his hands. 

 
“What do you mean?” Orla asked.

“He made a wager with Barachius. If he doesn’t win the 

tournament, Barachius will take ownership and the privileges 
of his birthright.” He diligently picked stones from Thaddius 
raw flesh as he explained their predicament.

“Why would he do such a foolhardy thing?” Orla dropped 
the cloth in her hand as she thought over this news.

“Why does he ever do anything?”

“We can’t let this happen!” Orla paced back and forth 
before Simeon. 

Sellah had since retreated to the back of the room, too 
overwhelmed with the circumstance to be near either man. 
But the conversation had sparked an idea.

“He will race!” she muttered. But her attempt to gain their 
attention was not noticed. “But he will race,” she called out 
once more.

“Don’t be foolish, Sellah. I’m a miracle worker, but even 
that is beyond my skill,” Orla spun around to face the girl.

“But no one else knows that. Why can’t we find a 
replacement, dress him as Thaddius, and have him compete 
in his place. He needs only one more win to beat Barachius.”

“That’s brilliant!” Simeon said as he jumped up. “The 
odds are against the greens. If either of the other teams or 
Thaddius’s replacement wins just once, then they lose.”

*
As he spoke he strode across the room closing the gap 
between him and Sellah. Once before her, he wrapped his 
arms around her, picking her off the ground and spinning her 
about. 

 
He did not notice the scolding look on Orla’s face or the 
embarrassed look on Sellah’s. And if he had, he would not 
have cared. Sellah may have just saved his home, his father,
and the only friends he had ever known.

“It is a good idea,” Orla admitted as she glared at Simeon 
who finally released Sellah. “But even if you find a 
replacement driver in such short time, you will not be able to 
guarantee his skill or loyalty. If the driver reveals he is not 
Thaddius, you will lose.”

“Then we must choose someone from inside the domus,” 
Simeon thought aloud.

“And we have Diana!” Sellah reminded. 

“Yes, with that horse’s talent, anyone who can stand on a 

chariot should be able to win.” Simeon paused to think over 
what he had just said. “Never tell Thaddius I said that. He 
would be highly offended.”

“I won’t,” Sellah smiled.

The doors to the room burst open, and Calista sauntered 
through, followed by Guya who had her arms full of Calista’s 

belongings. The girls walked to Thaddius’s side, brushing 
past Sellah and knocking her out of the way. 
“His face!” Calista gasped. “It won’t stay like that will it?” 
His appearance disgusted her and she turned from him, no 
longer able to look upon his form.

“Will he recover?” Guya asked over her teetering armload.
“He will be fine,” Simeon interrupted, giving a cautious 
nod to Orla and Sellah.

“Yes, he is just sleeping to regain strength for tomorrow’s 
race,” Orla fibbed. 

 
Simeon stood and crossed the room, making it to Calista’s 
side in no time. He rested his hand on her shoulder and 
looked deep into her eyes. 

“But yes, I am afraid his face will stay like that,” Simeon 
added as he mocked a look of worry.

“It…it will?” Calista hesitated then found strength to look 
upon Thaddius once more.

Simeon shot Orla a frown, hoping she would understand 
his intent.

“Yes, I am afraid he will look scarred forever,” she added. 

They knew, with time Thaddius would look as good as 
new. Calista, though, believed their lies, and curled up her 
nose while turning from Thaddius once more.

“Tell him, tell him I must visit my parents’ villa in Athens. 
I need to see if they will give their blessing on our betrothal. 
So, tell him I have broken off our arrangement but will send 
word if my parents give their blessing and allow me to wed 
him. I am afraid I will be gone a long time.” 

Guya did not understand what Calista was saying. “But 
Calista, Thaddius needs….”

“Come Guya,” she clapped as if addressing a slave. “We 
must leave him to rest.”

Orla and Sellah waited for the girls to leave the room 
before they turned to Simeon for answers. He smiled as he 
spoke, proud of what he had just accomplished. 

“I hated that girl. I know Thaddius better than anyone, and 
from what I saw, he wasn’t so fond of her either.” Simeon 
tried to ignore the weird look that flashed over Sellah’s face. 
He took a deep breath and continued outwardly processing 
his friends decision. “I cannot figure out why he extended his 
offer of marriage to her in the first place. What I just did for 

 

him was a monumental favor. When Thaddius recovers, tell 
him he owes me a big one in return.”

 

“L eave Thaddius with me and go find a replacement,” Orla 

instructed as she lifted Thaddius’s head and poured medicinal
herb-blended wine into his mouth.
Sellah thought over Orla’s instructions. “But if someone 
sees him, they will know we have been deceitful. We need to 
move him to a secure place. Away from cunning eyes.”

“Sellah is right. Do we risk further injury if we relocate 
him?” Simeon walked over to Thaddius’s side and gazed at
his friend.

“In truth, we may,” Orla said. “But it seems we have no 
other choice.”

“I will send in men to move him. Oh and Sellah, can you 
fetch Lucius? He is our best choice,” Simeon added. “If his 
cart had not been flipped by the loose horses, then he would 
have qualified for the next arena. We will begin his training 
with Diana at once. I will meet you two at the trigarium.”
Simeon left in a flurry and Sellah turned to Orla. 

“Will he truly be all right?” Her eyes were pleading for  
the truth.

“He is strong, Sellah. Do not worry.” Orla smiled as she 
noticed Sellah hesitate to go to Thaddius. “I must go make 

 

arrangements. Can you stay and tend to Thaddius?” 
“What about finding Lucius?” Sellah responded.

“If I see him, I will tell him Simeon’s instructions. But for 
now, Thaddius needs you.”

Sellah quietly walked over to Thaddius’s cot. Orla 
watched her look at him for a moment before leaving and 
giving them privacy. 

When Sellah was certain she was alone, she began to 
speak.

“Oh stupid Thaddius, look at the mess you have made,” 
she smiled as tears streamed down her face. With a shaky 
hand she wiped them away. “How are we supposed to know 
what to do without you? You are foolish and reckless, but I 
know you have a good heart. You desire to do what is right, 
even though your pride often gets in the way.”

She sniffed back the tears as she hesitantly raised her hand 
and brushed the hair off his face. “Simeon has asked me to 
become his wife,” she whispered as she thoroughly looked 
over his face, hoping for some form of a reaction. When she 
did not see what she was looking for, she pulled her hand 
back from his hair.

“He is a good man,” she continued, feeling as though she 
needed to explain everything to Thaddius. “He would love 
me and take care of me.”

A single tear rolled down her check and landed on 
Thaddius’s swollen face. His eyes fluttered open and he 
looked up at her. Their gazes met and remained fixed for a 
heart stilling moment. Then Thaddius opened his mouth to 
form a response. 

“He will love you,” he gasped, each word causing great 
effort and even greater pain. “But you will never love him.”

 
Sellah pushed herself back from the bed, alarmed and 
humiliated that Thaddius had heard her confession. Her hands 
shook and her heart beat rapidly as she beheld him, afraid of 
what he would say next.

“Did I win Sellah? Did I save you?”
She bit her lip as she thought over his question. “Yes,” she 
said through her tears as she nodded her head and looked 
down at him. “You saved me.”

Satisfied with her response, Thaddius closed his eyes and 
fell back into much needed sleep. 

 

“W hoa!” Lucius screamed as he raised his hands and 

tried to calm the bucking horse. “How am I supposed to race 
tomorrow if she won’t let me on the chariot?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” Simeon said as he paced back and forth 
trying to think of something. “What if we use the other lead? 
He is not as skilled as Diana but at least he will let Lucius 
drive.” He offered his suggestion to his father who had been 
helping at the trigarium.

“That could have worked, except the horse wounded its 
leg, remember?” Vettius replied.

The men gathered in a circle talking as Diana bucked 
wildly behind them. They had been trying for a good portion 
of an hour to get one of the men, anyone at this point, on her 
cart. But she would not have it. 

“Rope her down and stabilize her while Lucius climbs 
up,” one of the guards suggested.

“Thaddius would be furious if he finds out you restrained 
Diana,” Vettius warned. 

 
But the men did not listen to the warning and set to task 
anyway. Four men surrounded the rearing mare, each armed 
with pegs and rope.

“On my count!” Simeon yelled. “One, two, three!”
As a team, the men threw the ropes over Diana, and at the 
same time caught the ropes being thrown at them. When they 
had confidently secured the ropes with their hands, they 
pegged them to the ground. 

This allowed Simeon to grab Diana’s reins and hold her 
steady. She rocked her head and shook her mane while 
blowing warm air out of her nostrils. 

Sellah watched from the hill, and even from the distance 
she could tell Diana was distressed. She worried about what 
the mare would do.

“Quickly Lucius!” Simeon ordered.
As instructed, Lucius climbed up onto the cart. This time 
Diana did not buck, but remained steady under the restraints. 
He grabbed the reins, braced his feet, and held fast to the side 
of the chariot. 

“All right, I am ready!” Lucius announced.
Once more the men threw the ropes releasing Diana and 
Simeon dropped the reins. As soon as she was free, she 
reared onto her hind legs, tossing the chariot to its side. 
Lucius struggled to hold on but was unsuccessful. His body 
flung out of the cart and landed on a rocky outcrop. 

“Damn it, Diana!” Simeon yelled as he ran to Lucius’s
side to see if he was injured. 

“Find another driver. I’m done!” Lucius rolled over 
clutching his arm to keep his new injury secure. “That horse 
has a demon within!”

Sellah sat nervously by as she watched the men yell at 

 

each other and Diana stomp her foot and shake her mane. The 
horse was stubborn, maybe even more stubborn than 
Thaddius. But stubborn or not, she was their only chance. 
They had to find someone to drive her. 

Wishing there was something she could do but knowing 
she had nothing to offer frustrated her. It seemed as if no one 
would drive and that Barachius would win by default. And 
that meant they would soon suffer the same fate Nadria had.

She decided she would go talk to Accalia. Accalia would 
know what to do. She was always there to comfort Sellah
when she needed it most. Just as Sellah was about to push 
herself up off the ground, she noticed Diana charging toward 
her, chariot in tow. 

Knowing that the horse was spooked and in a dangerous 
frame of mind, Sellah remained still, hoping Diana would 
pass her by. Yet despite her efforts the horse seemed to be 
headed straight for her. 

The men noticed Diana’s sudden movement. Simeon 
screamed for the horse as he ran after, worried about what 
Diana would do to Sellah. But all Sellah could do was focus 
on the charging horse. Slowly she stood and held out her 
hands. 

“Whoa Diana, whoa,” she gently spoke as she brought her 
arms up to show she meant no harm. Diana slowed her gallop 
into a trot and eventually came to a full stop before Sellah. 
Once she realized she was not about to be trampled by horse 
and cart, Sellah allowed herself to breathe.

“You had me frightened for a moment,” she said as she 
rubbed the horse’s snout. 

Diana blew air into her face and nudged her head into 
Sellah’s neck. Sellah giggled as she pushed the horse back. 

 
Simeon had given up running and was regaining his breath 
a few yards away. 

“Sellah, just back away slowly,” he instructed.

“She’s harmless,” Sellah argued.

“Harmless? She could have killed Lucius!” 

Sellah turned to argue with Simeon, but as she did, she felt 
something fall across her shoulder. Hesitantly she raised her 
hand and found Diana’s reins. She grabbed the leather straps 
and turned back to Diana. The horse stomped her foot and 
shook her mane once more. 

She smiled and took a moment to pat Diana’s snout before 
dropping the reins so she could continue her argument with 
Simeon. 

“Simeon, just come get her…” She was cut off midsentence by Diana once more pushing the reins over her 
shoulder. 

“What are you doing?” she asked as she turned to address 
the horse. But before she could fully turn around, Diana 
nudged her toward the chariot. 

Sellah took a step in the direction before pausing. Could 
the horse really be communicating that she wanted her to be 
the driver? As if to confirm her thought, Diana once more 
nudged her toward the chariot. 

It couldn’t be, could it?

She had to try. If Diana would let her drive, then that 
could be the answer to their dilemma. Maybe she could save 
them, save Thaddius and Simeon. 

“Yes Diana,” Sellah hesitantly agreed as she walked 
toward the chariot.

“What are you doing?” Simeon yelled. And when she did 
not reply, he began to run to her. “Sellah, don’t be foolish, 

  

walk away. Sellah! Don’t get in that cart! Listen to me.”
But Sellah did not listen, she used the wheel as a step and 
pulled herself into the chariot. As soon as she was balanced, 
Diana took off in a sprint around the circus track. 

“Stop!” Simeon yelled as he ran after them. “Sellah grab 
the reins—pull back!” 

 

“W hat other choice do we have?” Lucius questioned.

Simeon paced back and forth before the group. “No! 
Sellah is not competing, that is final!” 

“But Simeon,” Sellah cut in, “I am the only one whom she 
allows on the cart.”

“It is too dangerous, Sellah.” His worried eyes worked 
over her face. How could he not fight to protect her. It was all 
he had known to do.

“Do not worry for me, I will be fine.” 

“Sellah do you understand what you are saying? Watching 
the sport is one thing, driving in it is another! Out of the forty 
charioteers that entered, only twelve remain, and we are only 
at the fifth arena.” He paced back and forth searching for 
anyone to agree with him. “Father please, tell her it is 
foolish.” 

“Sellah, Simeon is right, it is foolish,” Vettius’s kind eyes 
searched her eyes for any sign of hesitance, and when he saw 
none, he knew she had made up her mind. “But it is also 
foolish to let Barachius win, for life under his rule will be 
worse than death in the arena,” he finished. 

 
Simeon was not impressed with his father’s response and 
kicked at a nearby rock.

“Thank you, Vettius,” Sellah whispered as she looked to 
Simeon for permission.  “Simeon, you must understand that 
your father is right. If I don’t try, we lose. What other options 
do we have? Tell me, if you can think of one, anything, then I 
will listen.”

Simeon held his brow as he tried to think of anyone that 
could take her place. But try as he might, no other choices
were available. He had attempted to drive Diana numerous 
times, and the horse would not allow him access either.

“Sellah please, I can’t lose you. I lost Esther, and I am not 
strong enough to lose you as well!” he pleaded as he fell to 
his knees and hugged her waist.

She knelt down before him and lifted his face, so that he 
could look into her eyes. “Fate has sent me here for such a 
time as this. I must trust the gods’ plan.”

“We can run away! Come lets go now,” Simeon pleaded 
as he desperately clutched her hand.

“And if we are caught?” she asked, trying to show him life 
on the run was no way to live either.

“I will fight for you. I will protect you!”

“I know you would. But right now, it is my job to fight for 
you, for this domus, for all these people. Simeon, look around 
you, there are dozens of lives at stake here. Not only mine.”

Simeon lifted his head and looked at the men standing 
around him. She was right. He hated to admit it, but she was 
right…

***
 

“…Put another robe on her. We need to fill out her form so 

she looks more like Thaddius,” Vettius instructed Accalia 
who diligently tended to Sellah. Ever since Sellah told 
Accalia what she was going to do, Accalia would not leave 
her side.

“If I put another robe on her, she will overheat. We cannot 
risk her fainting and falling out of the cart.”

Sellah rested her hand on Accalia’s arm. “I am fine, please 
one more robe.”

“This is foolish, Sellah, I beg you to rethink this?” Accalia 
pleaded as she firmly gripped Sellah’s shoulders.

“Believe me, I have already tried,” Simeon grumbled from 
his perch at the back of the room. 

Although he let Sellah go ahead with her plan, he was not 
happy about it and let everyone know by his lack of help.

“Here,” Vettius said, interrupting the conversation to 
shove gloves into Sellah’s hands. “You should wear these to 
hide your feminine hands.”

“What of her face?” Simeon asked, “and her hair?”

“We can bind my hair, and we must find a helmet to cover 
my face.”

“No charioteer uses a face cover. It will be obvious,” 
Simeon tried to reason, hoping he had found the objection
which would unravel her plan.

Vettius left Sellah and walked over to Simeon. “They will 
assume Thaddius does not want his injuries shown, nothing 
more,” he explained as he placed his arm around his son. 
“Walk with me,” he instructed.

Simeon dragged his feet as he was pulled away from 
Sellah by his father. “Shouldn’t we stay and help?” he asked.

 
“We are helping, we are finding a helmet with a covered 

face. There is one in the villa from when Thaddius practiced 

with swords,” Vettius explained. 

“Why do you need me to go? I should stay with Sellah.”

Vettius stopped short and pulled Simeon around to face him. 

“Son, pining over someone who does not belong to you will 

only end in heartbreak.” 

On hearing his father’s words, his face dropped. “But I 

have asked her to marry me.” He didn’t understand what his 

father was trying to say.

“And what of her response?” Vettius asked.

“She… she wanted to take some time and think it over.”
“You are a good man. Do you not deserve a woman who 

already knows in her soul she wants you? Hesitation is not a 

sign of love.”

“I will wait until she does then. Why are you saying these 

things?” 

“Because I love you and I worry for you,” Vettius 

reminded as he pulled his son into his arms for an embrace.
“I am fine. If I had to compete against Thaddius himself 

for her heart I would!” Simeon pulled out of his father’s 

arms.

Vettius did not say another word. It was that exact thing 

that had him worried. He could tell that Sellah had feelings 

for both men, though in different ways, but he could also tell 

she would not act on them. 

No, Sellah was a martyr; the proof could be seen by what 

she attempted with the tournament. She would rather die 

alone than hurt either man. He would bet his life on it.

 

“I t’s time,” Vettius announced as he helped Sellah out of 

the cart and toward the chariot. They had kept her concealed 
there so the other competitors would have less time to notice 
that she was not the same size as Thaddius. 

“Remember, if anyone says anything to you, do not 
respond. Grunt or nod your head, but do not speak!”

Simeon and Vettius escorted her over to the back of the 
chariot. Diana and the other three horses were already hitched 
and decorated in the team colors. She pulled out of Vettius’s 
arms and walked over to Diana. 

“I need your help. I’m scared,” Sellah admitted into the 
horse’s ear. Diana blew warm air out of her nose and nuzzled 
into Sellah’s neck. It was a familiar action, and it helped to 
comfort Sellah. 

“Thaddius, you need to get on your chariot,” Simeon 
instructed as he heard the trumpets resound. 

It took Sellah a moment to realize he had been addressing 
her. She stroked Diana’s nose one more time for good 
measure and turned to the men. 

 
Because of all the layers of robes, it was hard for Sellah to 
lift her legs high enough for the step on the wheel. Vettius 
and Simeon ended up having to lift her up onto the chariot.

“I see you have not fully recovered. Your slaves need to 
help you onto your cart.” Jiao sneered, as he pulled his team 
up next to Sellah.

She bit her lip in reminder to keep silent and shook her 
head in frustration.

“He is fine. Fine enough to beat you once more!” Simeon 
spoke up.

“So you need your slaves to lift you and fight your battles. 
Is there anything you are capable of doing on your own?” he 
taunted.

Sellah reached down to the dagger strapped to her waist
and loosened it from the scabbard. She then proceeded to 
slam it into the wooden rail of her chariot and point at Jiao. 

“Always a show off!” Jiao snorted before directing his 
team away from Sellah.

When he was out of ear range, Simeon started to laugh. 
“That was such a Thaddius thing to do.”

She forced a smile. Realization of what awaited her in the 
arena finally sunk in. Her body felt awkward and foreign on 
top the chariot. She was out of her element here. She grabbed 
at the reins, and the worn leather was another reminder that
she lacked the experience the chariot’s normal driver had. 

She mimicked what she had seen Thaddius do and looped
them around her left forearm securing herself to her team. 
How she wished his strong arms were wrapped around her, 
were supporting her. But now atop the chariot she was alone. 
It was all up to her.

 
Her feet were drawn like magnets to a spot where the paint 
had worn down to raw wood. She put one foot in each place 
and couldn’t help but notice the difference in size of feet by 
the way her feet were lost in his imprint. 

Grabbing onto the side of the chariot with her other hand, 
she knew she was ready. Her moment had come. All she had 
to do now was find the courage to speak the word that sent 
Diana and the team into motion.

“You must go to the starting gates,” Vettius finally spoke. 
Upon hearing his voice, Sellah was snapped away from 
her thoughts and looked at her supporters. Accalia, Simeon,
and Vettius stood beside her, watching her with anxious eyes. 
They all had so much at stake in the next few minutes.

“It is time,” Vettius reminded.

As she could not speak for fear of others hearing, she 
raised her hand and placed it over her heart, over the amulet

that she had fought to wear. She took one last moment to look 
at her companions and memorize their faces. 
It was obvious that they were struggling to hold back
tears. It was in their eyes, in the reflection of the love they 
had for her, that she found the strength to do what was 
needed. She might die. But if she had her way, they would 
live.

“Hijah!” 
The horses started out in a trot and the movement of the 
chariot almost rocked her from her feet. She clung onto the 
side while she looked back over her shoulder at her three 
dearest friends.

And she watched until she saw Accalia crumple to the 
ground in tears and Vettius rush to her side. Simeon did not 
move but stayed frozen in pain as he watched Sellah ride 

  

away from him and his protection.
Diana was so accustomed to the order of races that Sellah
did not have to direct the team’s path. The horse expertly 
guided them through the arena and up to one of the starting 
gates. 

The other charioteers talked among themselves until they 
saw the blue team’s only rider pull up. They did not even let 
her get to her gate before they started spewing taunts.

Her heart beat rapidly, and she was sure by the way the 
men stared at her that they knew she was not Thaddius, or 
worse, a girl. But when the trumpets ceased to play and the 
magistrate began to speak, she knew the time had passed for 
the other drivers to make complaint about her to one of the 
officials. This was it. She was mere moments away from 
racing.

The magistrate raised the mappa cloth high above his 
head. The spectators yelled out the names of their favorite 
drivers. The circus was a waving sea of green and blue. And 
being at the center of all this on the sands of the circus was an 
experience Sellah could not find words to describe. 

She clung tightly to the side of the cart and readied her 
knees for any sudden movement. As soon as the mappa 
touched the ground the gates would open and Diana would 
lead her into the unknown. 

Tilting her helmet enough to see the magistrate through its 
crack, she watched as he opened his fingers, dropping a small 
simple cloth that would determine the rest of her life.

The sounds of the drivers’ shouts, the absence of noise 
from the crowd, and the steady breathing of her horses 
jumbled in her mind. She clung so strongly to the cart that her 
hands began to ache. Just as she was tempted to turn around, 

 

to go back, the gates flung open and Diana pulled the team 
into the arena. 

The carts beside her constantly threatened collision as 
their drivers aimed toward the center of the track. Sellah
found the strength to pull herself forward and lean over the 
side of the cart, hoping her body would help secure her in 
place. 

She watched the ground pass her by at record speeds and 
began to feel ill. Pulling her head back up was a greater effort
than she had thought it would be. 

Once she had managed, she noticed a wall at the end of the 
arena before the turn. It took up a good portion of the track 
and was built high of staked boulders. It had not been there 
the previous day— it must be one of Caligula’s barbarous 
additions. 

The wall was positioned in such a way that it funnelled the 
chariots into its center, to an opening that was only wide 
enough for one cart to pass through. There was no way 
around the wall.

Sellah groaned in dismay as she came upon it. Green 
drivers flanked her chariot, and Diana constantly battled for 
position against their teams. Only one of the carts could pass 
through. The others would crash into the wall and become a 
target for the carts behind. 

She struggled to maintain her grip on the cart. It was neck 
and neck between Sellah and Jiao. His whip continuously 
cracked down on his team as he pressed them on toward the 
opening. The space was growing ever smaller for two 
chariots to enter. 

Her cart often rammed into Jiao’s sending up sparks and 
splinters of wood. The closer she got to the opening, Sellah
 

could tell that it was barely large enough for all four horses to 
pass through. 

Diana pressed into the horse beside her, causing the team 
to push into Jiao’s team. This movement caused Jiao to lose 
temporary control of his cart and Diana took the opening to 
advance. 

As they entered the wall the four horses slammed into 
each other, causing them to knock Diana into the side of a 
large boulder. She took a hard hit and stumbled. Sellah
watched in fear as the future of the race would be determined 
if Diana fell. But the horse corrected herself and pushed on 
through the pain, pulling the others along with her. 

Sellah screamed for joy as they pulled free from the wall 
and into the first turn. 

She had watched Thaddius train the other drivers, and he 
was very firm about leaning into the turn, so even though it 
was against what felt natural, she leaned with the team as 
they pressed through.

They whipped around the corner in no time, and Sellah 
spotted another wall with the same funnel-like gate. This 
opening seemed even smaller than the one before. Diana 
would not be able to continue if she took another hit like the 
one she just had. Sellah had to think of something, anything 
she could do to help Diana. She turned to see Jiao exit the 
first wall; his horses had been fastened in such a way that 
they could enter one after another. Unlike Sellah’s horses 
which had been fastened in a line that made all four reach the 
gate at the same time. 

It was an unusual way to tie the horses, and Sellah realized 
that Jiao must have known before the race that the wall would 

 

be there. The fact that the greens were cheating pressed her 
onwards. 

She widened her grip on the cart so she could turn to 
watch the other drivers, but as she did her hand brushed 
against her dagger, the one she had slammed into the side of 
the chariot while trying to intimidate Jiao. Instinctively, she 
knew what to do. Wrapping her fingers around it, she pulled 
it free and pulled her body over to the front of the chariot. 

Clutching as tightly as she could to the side with her left 
arm, she leaned over the front and began cutting through the 
ropes that tied two of the four horses to the cart. Four horses 
would not be able to pass the next wall, and she had to 
protect Diana. With great effort she sawed away at the 
leather, careful not to look down at the ground as it passed 
her by for fear she would get dizzy and fall. 

After a few moments the two horses were free and they 
pulled away from the team and ran against the flow of the 
chariots behind her. It took extra effort to push herself back 
onto her feet. Leaning over the side had bruised her ribs and 
her body ached from the whole race. 

Compounding the problem of her pain, she could tell that 
losing the horses drastically slowed her chariot. But she had 
no other choice; Diana’s life was her only hope of winning. 

Jiao pulled in front of her, waving as he passed. His team 
filed into a line as they moved through the opening in the 
wall with Sellah and Diana on their tail.

With each lap her feet grew more accustomed to the 
movements of the cart. She began to gain confidence and 
even on occasion release her hand from the chariot’s side. 
Diana worked twice as hard to keep up with the four-horse 
teams. But try as she might she and the other horse could not 

  

gain enough speed to overtake Jiao.
They were coming up to their last lap, and Sellah was in 
third position. Most of the drivers had crashed their carts into 
the wall. Only six green drivers and Sellah remained. The red 
sand line had been laid, and Sellah was desperate to get to it 
before Jiao. 

“Hijah!” she screamed.
Diana lowered her head and pushed through the 
exhaustion. Jiao was just a few feet ahead. The red sand line 
coming ever nearer. 

She looked around for anything she could use to help her 
advance. When nothing was to be found, she screamed in 
frustration. And as she screamed, she looked up to watch Jiao 
pull his chariot across the red line before her. She had lost the 
race. 

 

“No Sellah, you tried, and we thank you for that. But it is 

over. We have lost. Let us not risk your life as well,” Simeon 
argued.
“Why can I not race. We have another chance Simeon. 
Think this over!” Sellah was getting frustrated how he 
continued to argue with her. For her first race she placed 
third, with only two horses. She knew she could do better, but 
he wouldn’t let her try.

“Think about Diana. She has not recovered from 
yesterday.” He was hoping that Sellah’s love for the horse 
would persuade her not to participate in the final race.

“We are all tired! I know Diana can do this. She chose me 
for this. We must at least try for freedom!”

“You do not know the track. It is even more dangerous 
than the last,” Simeon claimed.

“Am I not the director of my own life? I will be the judge 
of that. Where is the final race?” she asked.

“The Coliseum, where the gladiators compete,” he 
explained.

Sellah stumbled backwards. She had feared that building 
her entire life. Even the thought of setting foot inside as a 

 

spectator made her feel ill. 

“The…the Coliseum,” she repeated.

“This is no joke Sellah,” he complained

Her hand found its way to her mouth as she pondered her 
predicament. How could she let fear stop her now?

“I will race Simeon.”

*** 

Sellah hesitated before she spoke the words of trepidation to 
her friend. “I am scared Accalia. I do not trust this arena. It 
feels as though it breathes death.”
“It is not too late. We can return to the villa,” she half 
suggested half pleaded.

“And what of Barachius? How will we survive his rule?” 
Sellah watched Accalia pick at a loose piece of wood in the 
carriage as she thought about this dreaded prospect.

“We will not,” Accalia admitted as she hung her head. “I 
hate this, Sellah, because I can do nothing to help you.”

“But you are doing something! Your friendship means 
more to me than you will ever know.”

There was a knock at the door, and Sellah pulled back the 
curtain to peek out. Simeon paced back and forth. She 
quickly pulled on her helmet and opened the door.

“The race starts in ten minutes?” he said as he barged 
through. “Are you sure you want to go ahead with this?”

Sellah cocked her head and stared at him. “What do you 
think?”

 
“I think you may be more stubborn than me,” he half 

laughed.

“Precisely.”

“Then it is time for you to get ready. Because this could be 

the final race of the tournament, they want the drivers to be a 

part of a procession first,” he explained. “I guess there is one 

piece of good news. The winner of this arena also receives 

one hundred denarii.”

“Such a sum of money!” Accalia gasped.

There was another knock at the door, but before they could 

look to see who it was, Vettius spoke. 

“It’s time.”

Sellah stood and straightened the blue tunic over her 

robes, taking extra care to smooth out the Veneta emblem 

over her chest. As Accalia and Simeon fastened her leather 

armor she couldn’t help but grow in worry. 

“How is Diana?” she finally asked.

“She is hitched to the chariot with the others,” Simeon half 

answered.

Seeing that his son refused a proper reply to Sellah, 

Vettius stepped in. “She is not fully recovered, but she gave 

us no fight when fastening her. In fact, she was rather 

helpful.”

“That is unusual,” Sellah exclaimed.

“It seems to me that you, my precious jewel, are not the 

only martyr in our domus,” he laughed.

“Martyr?” she asked.

Vettius’s smile dropped. “Yes, you give up your heart’s 

desire for the greater good of others. And in more than just 

this tournament,” he purposefully let slip.

Sellah choked back his words. They were hard to receive. 

 

Was Vettius right? Did she sacrifice what she truly wanted? 
All this talk of emotions was causing Sellah to look forward 
to the race. It would definitely take her mind off the thoughts 
Vettius had planted in it.

They escorted her to where Diana and the team was, and 
Sellah took a moment to greet each horse before returning to 
the cart.

“Please help me up,” Sellah whispered in case someone 
they did not know was nearby.

Vettius and Simeon took her by the arms and hoisted her 
up on the cart.

She found her familiar foot placement and wrapped the 
reins around her arm. Not wanting to draw out an 
unnecessary goodbye, Sellah gave one quick wave before 
leaving.

“Hijah!”

*** 

Large guards accompanied her cart around the arena as the 
spectators screamed and cheered for the last blue driver. It
was her, Thaddius in their eyes, against the green. 
All drivers from the reds and whites had not made it 
through the last round. It truly was a battle of champions.

She gulped back fright as she looked over the guards’
swords. They were unlike any swords she had ever seen. The 
sides were hammered to be ridged. She hoped that these 
guards were merely for show and not another one of 
Caligula’s schemes.

 
Those who had previously supported the red and white 
team seemed to be dressed in blue. For the first time the blues 
outnumbered the greens, and it was a sight that made Sellah
proud. 

She wished Thaddius could have been there to see it. 
In order to keep up appearances, Sellah stood up straight and 
waved at the crowd. Thaddius loved feeding into their love 
for him by interacting with them. The women screamed and 
tossed articles down as gifts for Thaddius. 

Sellah tried hard not to laugh as women’s underclothes 
landed in her cart. If only these women knew it was another 
girl they tried to seduce. 

The crowd stomped and sung as one chorus. The sound of 
their song channelled down through the stadium and blasted
into Sellah. It was the loudest, most eerie sound she had ever 
heard. As they made there way toward the starting gates, 
Sellah’s eyes caught the image of Castor and Pollux carved 
into the stone wall. 

“Please deliver me from this,” she prayed.
Diana pulled into their space at the gates, and the four 
horses rested their heads for a brief moment. 

“I see you have decided to try your hand at four horses 
today,” Jiao taunted.

Sellah picked up her knife and shook it toward him as she 
shrugged her shoulders. Playing the proud, robust Thaddius 
was fun at times.

Despite her enjoyment of it, Jiao did not seemed pleased. 
He turned back to his team and started to discuss their 
strategy. Jiao had won two races, and Thaddius three. This 
was Jiao’s final chance to prove victorious. If he won this 
race, he would tie with the blues. And by Roman rules that 

  

meant a race to the death.
But he had the upper hand. Sellah had to compete on her 
own, whereas he had a whole team dedicated to keeping the 
blue chariot from finishing. The thought of Jiao’s advantage
caused a lump to form in Sellah’s throat.

The trumpets sounded, and Sellah’s heart began to pound 
deep within her chest. Her time had come. 

She closed her eyes and concentrated on Diana and the 
team. She tried to steady her breathing and match their pace. 
She was so focused that she had not realized the trumpets 
ceased to play or that the crowd stilled. But a small sound, a 
familiar sound met her ears. When she realized it was the 
gate latch, she screamed for her team to spring forward. 

“Hijah!”

Diana and the others took off down the track. As far as 
Sellah could tell there were no obstacles. Seven laps, that was 
all she had to get through. Green drivers flanked her sides 
and tried to block her from advancing, but she did not fret. 
This had happened last race as well, and Diana had somehow 
found a way to press forward. 

As she was nearing the first turn, the trumpets sounded. 
She was tempted to look about to see what was happening, 
but she did not want to lose focus. 

A rain of arrows whizzed by her head. The chariot and 
horses to her left had been hit and collapsed under the pain. 

One chariot started to roll, crushing the driver and taking 
out another green team. 

“Hijah!” she screamed, pleading with the horses to speed 
up around the bend. 

Jiao was just in front of her now, and once more the 
trumpets resounded. This time gates opened beside her and 

 

herds of wild horses ran into the arena. Their presence 
spooked some of the horses, and they started to pull away 
from their drivers, trying to run with the herds. Others 
collided with chariots, forcing the drivers off their course. 

Somehow Diana managed to work with the herds and use 
them as a means to plough the path before them. They 
followed after the horses as they came up behind Jiao.
Diana kept this momentum for the next two laps, but despite 
the protection of the herd, she had not been able to pass Jiao.

As they were coming into the turn for lap three, the 
trumpets once again blasted their harsh call. Sellah could not 
imagine what obstruction would come next. 

Suddenly, doors around the arena flew open and large 
tigers charged the horses. Their chains kept them at a safe 
distance and the horses on the outside of the herd protected 
Sellah and her team.

As they continued around the track, chasing after Jiao, 
they managed to dodge the tigers and any rogue horses that 
ran against the grain. Every second that passed without the 
trumpets call made a knot grow larger in the pit of Sellah’s 
stomach. She was worried about what would come, so much 
so that she did not notice the way Diana began to breathe.

“Hijah!” she yelled, pushing them onwards.

She was now neck and neck with Jiao. The remnants of 
the herd managed to keep him from advancing. No doubt he 

had fresh, well rested horses, whereas she was using ones that 
had raced the day before. 
They were coming upon the sixth turn, and Jiao took the 
corner tighter than needed, causing Sellah’s chariot to scrape
against the wall. The wheel wobbled as she struggled to 
straighten out her cart, and some of the loose herd cut in 

  

front, slowing her team.
“Damn!” She tried frantically to regain her team’s speed.
It was their final lap and she had to catch Jiao. She was so 
close. The trumpets resounded once more, the gates opened 
and with that came the releasing of ferocious felines, more 
horses, and worst of all, more arrows. 

She crouched down trying to avoid being struck. Beside 
her a horse fell and caused a torrent of destruction behind as 
it took down many other horses.

It was a straight stretch and Jiao was just a few feet ahead 
of her. 

“Hijah!” she called out once more.

Diana lowered her head and worked hard trying to take in 
enough air to power her legs forward. They were coming 
around the final turn, and Sellah knew this was her chance. If 
she did what Thaddius had taught, she should be able to gain 
ground on Jiao, just enough to pull ahead. 

She bent her knees and found firm hand holds as the 
horses pushed into the turn. 

“Hijah!”

She leaned with them as they came up upon the red line. 
Jiao right behind, only inches away. 

“Hijah!” she screamed. 

Diana struggled to power through her exhaustion as they 
came up to the line. With her last ounce of strength the horse 
tried to dig in once more, but her legs could not hold and she 
collapsed under her weight and crumpled to the ground.

The momentum of her collapse caused the cart to tip and 
flip over her. As Sellah flew through the air. She tried 
desperately to catch a glimpse of her trusted horse. 

 
*** 

When Sellah came to, she was confused as to where she 
was. The last thing she remembered was watching Diana’s
collapse that knocked the other horses down. Now somehow,
she was in a soft bed. 

Slowly she opened her swollen eyes. The room was not 
too bright, so it did not take long for her to adjust her sight.
Once her vision came clear, what she looked at frightened her 
more than watching Diana fall.

“Hello Sellah,” Barachius greeted.
Her eyes widened, and she looked around, hoping it was a 
dream or that someone else was there to protect her. But she 
was alone. Alone with the enemy.

“I have gone to great lengths to get you here,” he 
continued. “But now that I have you, I will remind you what I 
previously have warned you about. I will spend the rest of my 
life making sure you know not to disrespect me again.”

Sweat dripped off his face and he stood over her. 
Desperate to be free of him, she struggled against her bed 
cover, but her body was still too weak to run. How could this 
be? Barachius was supposed to lose, she was supposed to 
have freed them.

“Do not fear, I will bring you pleasure before I bring you 
pain,” Barachius taunted as his meaty hand stroked hair off 
her face.

“Don’t touch me!” She desperately kicked at the blankets,  

  

but his legs had them pinned down.
“Silence!” he hissed as he slapped his filthy hand over her 
mouth and clamped down. “If you scream one more time, I 
will kill you!” He released his hand but left a finger over her 
lips in reminder of his threat.

“Then kill me, for life under your rule is not worth living!” 
 

“G uards!” Thaddius yelled as he entered Sellah’s room. 

“Barachius, I told you to never come near here. You will be 
severely punished for this!” His chest rose and fell at a rapid 
pace, and the arm that was free from a sling had its fist 
clenched and ready for action.

“It’s a pity you didn’t arrive later or I would have had time 
to decorate this room with red for you,” Barachius retorted as 
he backed away from Sellah.

Two large men burst into the room, and Thaddius directed 
them to Barachius. “Take him to the post and have him 
lashed,” he ordered. The muscle in Thaddius’ jaw 
prominently stood out and his eyes were hardened with 
anger. 

The whole scene confused Sellah. If she had lost, then 
why would Barachius and the guards listen to Thaddius?

“Do not kill him, but come as close as possible,” Thaddius 
called after the guards. He turned back to Sellah and limped
over to her side. She noticed his leg was in a splint. The skin 
on his arms was still healing, but his face seemed to be 
almost back to normal.

“It’s not that easy keeping him alive. Trust me, I have 

 

debated killing him many times over.” Thaddius smiled as he 
tried to find a comfortable way to sit next to Sellah. 

When he found a position in which he could relax, he took 
a moment to look at her face. It was obvious that she was 
confused, so he took a moment to further explain.

“The Emperor, Caligula, has sent request that he will visit 
my domus and discuss my wager with Barachius. I worry he 
will make me retract the terms, for his fear of losing the green 
team. But let’s not fret about that, I just got you back, and I 
don’t want to waste time talking about such trivial things. 
Sellah you saved me and my estate. How can I ever thank 
you?”

“I saved you?” she repeated, afraid that what she heard 
was not true.

“Yes, you and Diana had a horrible accident, but you will 
both survive. And somehow you managed to win the race!” 
he exclaimed.

“Diana is all right?” she whispered in relief.

“Yes, she will survive. But we do not think she will be 
able to race again. This past week has really taken a toll on
her. She is not as young as she used to be.”

“I…I don’t understand. I thought I had failed you.”

“Don’t be stupid, Sellah. Even if you had lost, you would 
not have failed me. I was furious when I found out they let 
you race, but then I realized the sacrifice you were making 
for everyone, and I am thankful. You saved me.” His eyes 
were filled with an emotion she had had only seen him 
possess for brief moments in the past. It was this side of him 
that drew her in, enticed her.

“Here,” he said as he placed two sacks down next to her. 
“You won this, and I want you to have it.”

 
She studied his face for a moment and then struggled to 
prop herself up. What could possibly be in the bags? After a 
few moments of struggling, Thaddius wrapped his good arm 
around her and helped her get into a sitting position. The 
close proximity of his body to hers caused a fire to build
within her and brought a blush to her cheeks.

Once he was certain that she was comfortable, he handed 
her the sacks. As soon as they touched her hand, she knew 
what they contained. It was the prize money from the race.

“This is a lot of money. What would a slave do with all 
this?”

At her mention of the word slave, Thaddius flinched and 
turned his gaze from her face.

“Buy your freedom,” Vettius suggested as he walked 
through the door.

Thaddius choked and turned to face Vettius.

“I can do that?” she asked as she looked over the life 
changing bags in her hands.

“Yes you can,” Vettius replied as he openly sent a look of 
defiance to Thaddius.

“Can you please give me some privacy?” she asked as she 
watched Thaddius closely.

“Of course, come Thaddius.” Vettius helped Thaddius to 
his feet and directed him from the room.

*
They waited there for some time, while Thaddius limped 
back and forth before her door. Every now and then stopping 
to glare at Vettius.

“Why would you tell her something like that?”
 
“It is the truth.” 

He opened his mouth to argue with the man but was cut 

off by Sellah calling them back.

“Vettius can you please gather everyone to come here?” 

Sellah instructed as she regarded the anger rising in 

Thaddius’s face.

“I will not give my permission for your freedom. You 

don’t know what you ask of me, Sellah.” Thaddius’s eyes 

pleaded with her not to leave, but his pride sealed his tongue 

from speaking these words.

Sellah struggled to free her legs from her bed cover and 

shuffled over to the side of the bed. She then used Thaddius 

for support while she attempted to stand. Her legs were weak 

at first, but she was soon able to manage on her own.
“How long have I been sleeping?” she asked.

“A few days,” he replied. His eyes never left her face. If 

she was going to leave him, he would spend every moment 

absorbing her every expression.

Soon people began to crowd into the room. Accalia, 

Simeon, Vettius, and several of the other attendants gathered 

there to watch Sellah purchase her freedom.

“How much money am I worth?” she asked. 

When Thaddius did not respond, she turned to Acestes, the 

master of Thaddius’s slaves, for a response.

“If a slave wants to purchase his or her freedom, they must 

pay the initial cost, plus room and board,” Acestes explained.
“Will sixty denarii suffice?” she asked as she threw a 

pouch of coins at his feet.

He picked up the bag and quickly counted through the 

coins. “Yes, I suppose that would.”

 
“And what if I would require a guard and horse to escort 

me to my destination? Would another ten denarii be 

sufficient?”

“Yes, ten would do,” he said as his eyes greedily took in 

the other pouch in her hands. 

Thaddius turned from the exchange, pained by the loss 

that was being counted in coins before him. But how could he 

deny her freedom when she had just ensured his? No matter

what, her freedom, her absence of him would not come by his 

words. For he knew he could never speak words to have her 

leave his side.

She counted the coins and tossed the ten denarii at Acestes 

feet.

“Sellah, don’t do this, please don’t leave,” Simeon begged, 

once he realized why he had been called.

“She has paid the fee. As slave master I hereby publicly 

grant you freedom!” Acestes proclaimed loudly, so as to 

drown out Simeon’s pleas.

“I don’t want it!” Sellah announced.

Upon hearing her words, Thaddius snapped his head 

around. Did he just hear right, or was she just further playing

with his heart? 

“Why don’t you want it?” he asked, his mouth barely able 

to force out the words for fear of hearing her response.
“I wish to pay for Accalia’s freedom,” Sellah declared to 

the crowd.

When Accalia registered what Sellah had said, she 

dropped the pitcher of wine in her arms. It fell to the ground,

splashing her and many people who stood near. They 

muttered remarks at her, but she did not hear them. She was 

concentrating only on the kind face of her deliverer, Sellah.

 
“Do you mean it?” Her body shook as she hesitantly 

walked to Sellah’s side.

“Yes, I mean it. I have purchased your freedom, Accalia. 

And here,” Sellah smiled as she shoved the remaining thirty 

denarii into Accalia’s hands. “Go home to your son.”
No words could form on Accalia’s tongue. Instead, tears 

streamed down her face, and she rushed to Sellah, wrapping 

her arms around her friend.

Simeon and Thaddius stood by and watched in sheer 

confusion. Sellah was staying, she had sacrificed her chance 

at freedom for another.

“I don’t understand,” Thaddius finally spoke out.
Sellah turned to him. “What Nadria yelled forth, just 

before her life was taken, stuck with me. We are all slaves. 

And for a while I was beginning to think she was right. You 

are slave to your title Thaddius, and I am a slave to my 

circumstance. But it isn’t entirely true. There is one thing that 

can set us free, that can give us a reason to hope. Accalia has 

that, so how could I rob her of true freedom when, even if I 

was released from the title of slave, I would stay slave?” 
Thaddius studied her, fascinated with how her mind 

worked and analyzed the world around her.“What is it that 

Accalia has that you do not have? What is it that makes her 

free?” 

“Her son.” 

As she spoke the words, she pulled free from Accalia and 

walked over to his side. With a new found boldness, she 

rested her hand over his heart. His eyes followed her motion, 

shocked that she touched him so. Upon her touch, his 

heartbeat quickened.

 
The whole room stilled as everyone focused on her hand. 

She did not need to turn around to feel the heat of their 

judgments, especially Simeon.

“Her son?” Thaddius asked, barely able to form words 

because of the distraction of her hand upon him. “Does being 

a mother make you free?”

“No,” she replied,  “but having someone to love does.”
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