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I—Ave

Quintus Virginus openecl his eyes. He yawned. Long rows of white teeth showed as the
wolf sat up, scra’cching his hair. He grinned slightly. [t was a nice morning.. he could feel
it alreacly. Even before the day had reaﬂy started, he could feel that this was going to be a
good day. He got up, scratching himself through his tunic. Again, he yawne(l.

One of the household slaves waited at the doorway. Quintus never reaﬂy bothered
getting to know the names of most of the slaves. T}ley weren't important enough furs for
him to concern himself with. He did know a few of the older ones in the household.
Those who had 1ong since proven their loyalty and value for the family, and who were
trusted as a result. But most of them were just faces. This one was no different. A feline
of some sort. Quintus shrugged. He didn't treat the slaves La(ﬂy. He just didn't reaﬂy
care. He scratched his neck and blinked the final remains of last night out of his eyes.

"Bring me water, slave. Now. Clean. If you l)ring me the sludge ﬂowing in the Tiber, |
will have you ]:)eaten," he said, sternly.

The slave didn't speale. No spoleen aclenowleolgement was necessary. He merely did as he
was tolcl.

Quintus smiled to himself and looked out the window. Furs were miﬂing around. His
{amily wasn't rich...not l)y Roman standards, but Jchey were wealthy enoug}l to be counted
amongst the Patricians. Not highly ranlze(l, and not the most influential...not at all in
fact...but his father had a seat on the senate, and that certainly opened doors and

smoothed rela‘cions in i’cself.



He leaned on the windowsill. He could smell Rome. Then again, any fur with a
functioning olfactory organ could smell Rome twenty miles away. [t reeked. A million
furs, and even with running water and a reasona]oly func’cioning sewer system, the city
was clirty. At least, his family did not live in the worst parts. He'd seen those from time to
time, mostly in passing. It made him wonder how deeply furs would sink to live in the
center of civilization. Part of him wondered if it was Jcruly civilization anymore, in those

parts of the city.

[t wasn't as if toclay was particularly important. Most days weren't. As his name
reminded constan’cly reminded him, he was the fifth son. Fifth sons either made a career
in the Legions or drank away large fortunes. Since he was waiting for his commission,
Quintus had never gotten past the drinlzing-stage. At least not yet. That suited him well

enough.

He was 23 years olcl, ’chough. If he was going to make a career in the legions, it had to
be soon. But he trusted his father. The problem, as Quintus saw it, was that unless he
was going to end up stuck at some backwater outpost with no chance of promotion, he
had to be patient. He could leave for Egypt the next day if that's what he wanted. Oh yes.
See the N ile, bask in the glow of the dessert sun, eat dates from the paws of nubile feline

servants and slaves...
...get bitten I)y a})normally 1arge crocodiles...

No thank you. Egypt wasn't the kind of place he wanted to go to. Nothing of
importance happened in Egypt anyway. And the province of Africa was even worse.
P 1enty of action...and a very large chance of getting cut down Ly some uncivilized fur in

dirty rags.

The way he saw it, if he got a posting to the north, he'd see a lot of other furs in dir‘cy
rags, but at least those furs had the decency to fight properly. And lose. Most
importantly, they consistently lost. Gaul was largely Romanized anyway, and the Gauls
reaﬂy didn't try to fight back in any coordinated manner anymore. The real threat in the
north wasn't from Gaul. Harcuy even from the savages in Britannia. The only serious
threat was from the Germanic tribals, but most of those living close to the border had
been Lought years ago. They served as buffers now. Clients of Rome...in clirty rags. But
effective buffers.

Everyone in Rome still knew about the lost 1egi0ns. The three full 1egions that had been
Wiped out ]:)y Arminius under the reign of the Most Glorious Augustus. It wasn't
something wise furs spolze a]oout, though. The legions had been lost. Their sacred eagle—



stan(larcls, their Aquﬂas , had been stolen, and as a result, those legions had never been
reformed. But since those (lays, the barbarians had spent most of their time 1osing their
battles against Rome.

As the son of a patrician, Quintus knew he could expect a position of some importance
once he joinecl the Legions. P erhaps a centuriate of his own. That would not be a bad
thing. He could lead furs, he felt completely confident of tha’c, and lead them well. But
for now, he had to be patient.

The slave came back in, carrying water in a 1arge, flat brass bowl. He placecl it, and
some linen towels, on Quintus' washing table and backed out of the room without

another Wor(l.

Quintus looked into the water. A canid face looked back at him. He wasn't a bad
loolzing W01£, he reminded himself. In £act, he could prol)al)ly easily find a good match
before leaving for his posting. Having a female waiting for him at home would be good.
He had to start his own household after all. There'd be no inheritance for him, since he
was only the fifth in line. At least, what he'd get would be negligﬂ)le.

Washing and clrying himself off, Quintus called for another slave. He needed to get
dressed.

#HAH#

The doors openecl. Three furs were pushed through. One of them whimpere(l and curled
up in the nearest corner. A rodent of some 12in(1, she didn't look a day over 15. The other
two, ursines, and brothers from the look of it, weren't much older. They remained on

their feet, loolzing around. There was a look of deep suspicion on their faces.

The cell was dark. It didn't reek t}loug}l, as one would've expecte(l. It wasn't dank either.
There was a smell of fresh straw in the air.

"Where are we? What is this place?” the rodent...a young mouse.. .asked and peelzed
out from her corner. She was pllysicauy very smau, even for her species, and the two

ursines would tower over her if Jchey stood up next to her.

"I have no idea," one of the bears answered. "I think we were all blindfolded after ]oeing
sold."

"Sold. Lﬂze property!" his brother growled. "Our father rules three Viﬂages and five more
pays homage to him as their overlord and we have been sold. The shame of it! How are

we going to return home?"



The first bear sighed and shook his head, 1oolzing like he was about to answer. Instead,
something moved in the darkness. All three furs looked towards it. The mouse curled up
tighter in her corner again. A little 1ig11t seepecl in through the door. It was impossi]ole to
see anything more than four or five feet into the ceﬂ, though. The sound of metal
clicleing on stone came clearly t}lrough the darkness.

"I will answer you. [ will tell you how you are to return home," a female voice said.
"How then?" the young bear asked and flexed his £ingers.

"Dead. Or showered with honor, prizes and the adulation of the furs you hate the

n
most.

"That would be the Romans," the bear said, grirnly. His brother nodded.

Out of the darkness stepped a taH, well built equine. She stood fuuy a head taller than
the two ursines. She looked at them, in turn. Her eyes were harcl, but not unkind. Her
fur was covered in matte blue tribal marlzings. She sported a considerable number of

scars, as well.

"How come you spealz our language?" the mouse answered, curiously, crawling out of

her corner. "We're from the lands across the water, all three of us."

"There is a lot land...across a lot of water," the equine said and folded her arms across
her chest. "T am Enid. Years ago, I came from the same place you did. Taken captive
after a battle. The Romans call our home Britannia."

One of the bears nodded. "They named the land after one of our goddesses then. And I
know those rnarlzings. You're a servant of the druids! One of their chosen warriors!!" he
exclaimed and looked at his brother. "Even the Romans hate fighting them. They say our

:Eemales are the worst."
"They're right," Enid said, matter—of—factly.

"Why are you wor]zing for the Romans then? Why train warriors for them?" the mouse
aslze(l, ]oiting her 1ips. "I don't know how to figh’c...l won't last 10ng...1 know it."

"Then 1 suggest you find another way of malzing yourseH useful to your new owners.
But believe me, unless you hold your ]aocly in contempt, you would do well to put aside
those thoughts, and let me train you. By the time you earn your freedom, it will either be
through an honorable death, gloriously facing an enemy, or waﬂzing away as someone

who need fear notlzing. [ do not help the Romans , child. I help those they capture. You



can die fast and pain£uﬂy while t}ley cheer about it, or you can have a chance. What will
it be?"

The two bears nodded. "We'll fight."

The mouse sighecl and nodded. "If that's the way it must l)e, then teach me," she said
quieﬂy.

Enid nodded again. "Good. Then I will teach you. [ will teach you how to fight. I will
teach you how to kill and how to return to your homes, free furs. Most importantly, I

will teach you how to stay alive. Just like T teach everyone who come here and who pays

attention. Now, get some rest."
Then she knocked on the door, and was let out. The door was quickly shut again.
"Can we trust her?" the mouse asked and looked at the two bears.
One of them shrugged, not certain. The other nodded.
"T will. T know her markings. I've seen them before, back home. She's Iceni."

"T'll trust her then," the mouse said, quie’cly. "That's one tribe that won't cave in to
Roman demands. Everyone except the Romans themselves knows that. But somehow, |
think they'u find out, sooner or later."

The ursine brothers nodded an(l sat down at last.

#HAH#

"Quintus! Get over here," a brusque voice called out.

The young wolf sighed. He wasn't reaﬂy in the mood for one of his father's lectures
about morals. He'd heard it all (lozens of times. That spending every night...or at least
almost every night...getting drunk in the company of furs of questiona]ale ]oaclzgrouncls

] .
wasn t wise.

Who cared about wisdom? He was young and he wanted to live. Besides, he was bored.
Getting his commission for the Legions would certainly help alleviate his ]Jore(lorn, but
until Jchen, he wanted to spend his time with furs whose company he enjoyed.

"Yes Father...I am on my way," he said, clutifuﬂy, and turned towards the voice.



His father, an age(l wolf with a perpetual frown on his face, was sitting in the atrium.
There was a ]z)oard-game in front of him. Egyptian 'sennet’, in fact. Quintus never reaﬂy
got the hang of it, but his father quite enjoyecl the game. In private, na’curaﬂy. Romans
of rank did not play games, oﬁiciaﬂy.

"Have a seat. I wish to speale with you about something " the older wolf said.

uintus obeyed and took a seat, tolding his toga neatly around him in the process.

intus obeyed and tool folding his toga neatly around him in the process. 'T
ope this 1s not about the compan Reep ! e have gone over that many times already.

hp his i b h P yIl p?le g h y ti | dy"

"Show some respect, pup!" the old wolf barked. "May Jupiter have mercy on an old wolf.
Why did T end up with five sons instead of only four?"

Quintus narrowed his eyes somewhat. He didn't like the sound of that. "That sounds
like you on your way to disowning me, Father," he said, ’cightly.

"No need to go to such...drastic measures, Quintus. You have been given a chance to
prove yourself a Worthy son of the Virginii. | have received the details of your posting and

. . "
your assignment as Centurion.

Quintus smiled. In £act, his face almost split in two from it. "That is excellent news,

indeed. Can you give me any more details?"

"You will serve in the Legio XVI Gauica, sixth Cohort, fifth Centuriate. You'll have

rank of Hastatus Prior, and it took some effort on my part to make sure you didn't start
lower than that! Anyway, your soldiers will be awaiting you in twenty four days. You leave
the day after tomorrow. Do not disappoint me, Quintus. [ put myself out on a limb for
you. [ am hoping [ have not made a mistalze," the old wolf grum]aled.

"[ am honored, Father," was all Quintus could say. The sixth cohort of a renowned
legion. The sixth cohort of any legion was made up of those who were considered the
'finest of young males'. Tt was a posting worthy of his social s’cancling, even if Hastatus
Prior was the second lowest centurion-rank available. At least he would be able to work
his way up from there, and it was a command rank. Finaﬂy, things looked like t}ley were
going his way.

"You're also in for a very 1ong haul, Quintus. The service is 20 years, you know that.
But you can make a career for yourself in the Legions. More than I can reaﬂy offer you
here. This is your opportunity. | expect you to make the most of it, to the honor of your

{amily name."

Quintus merely nodded and made the first move, starting the game.



#H#H#

"So...Enid...how are the new arrivals? Any hope for them?"

The voice sounded across the clusty training field in the courtyarcl of the ludus. Enid
turned around and shrugged, 1oolzing at a red vixen, approaching her. The newcomer was
dressed in training armor and carrying a long wooden spear over her shoulder, she was
sweaty and grimy from worlzing out but none of these factors could hide the fact that she
was exceeclingly beautiful. She moved elegantly, with a light step and a natural ﬂuiclity,
and what few visible scars she had just made her all the more aﬂuring.

"No better than the usual, since you ask. T}ley get younger and younger," the equine
answered and ducked as a wooden sword swung towards her as a result of her own attack

against the dummy.

"Where are t}ley from this time? The ones we got last time didn't last long , clespite your
best efforts," the vixen asked.

"No need to remind me, Vipsania..." Enid sighed. "T don't enjoy seeing any of them clie,
but the last batch had no cliscipline. You can't take any Roman street rabble and expect
to turn them into Gladiators. It takes more than that. Anyway, Jchey're from Britannia."

"What? Your home?? Ouch...are you going to manage? I mean, you're not the ONLY
trainer in this place, y'lznow," the vixen said and started stretching out, lzeeping her

muscles loosened up so she wouldn't cramp when going back to her training.

Enid sighe(l and blocked another attack from the dummy. She didn't have to think
about it. She'& done this so many times it had become part of her. She shrugged and
sidestepped, talzing a step backwards to get out of reach of the clummy.

"T'll be fine," she said and looked at the vixen again. "You know...there are times when I
feel older than my years. ['ve seen too much..." she continued while scratching a scar,

al)sently.

The vixen piclzecl up her long, wooden practice spear and flicked it from paw to paw,
taleing up position in front of the clummy, starting her own routine. High thrust, low
slash, parry, parry, 1unge, parry. She too clearly moved in a pattern she knew by heart.
She was faster than the equine. But her blows were less powerful. She wasn't so much
trying to avoid the blows of the dummy, either, since she was well out of reach of it.
Instead, she seemed to concentrate on fincling openings in the contraptions defenses,

making swift stabs whenever possible.



Enid fell quiet and looked around the courtyar(l of the Ludus again. She could smell
the next meal Leing prepared. She'd long since stopped aslzing what meat was in the
gruel. It didn't do to ask questions you didn't want to know the answer to.

"I heard that the Fabii didn't get to Lury the dead last week," she said absently.
Vipsania blinked and nearly got a club to her temple. "What do you mean?" she asked.

" mean just that. The corpses weren't there. It's not the first time it's happenecl. When
Caligula watches us fight, no one reaﬂy knows what happens to the dead afterwards "
Enid said, and looked back at the vixen.

"That doesn't make sense though. Touching the dead is an unclean act, Enid. I
mean...I know you don't reaﬂy care. You're not Roman. But none of us would wiHingly
touch a corpse. And anyway, who'd take a aleaa]][ur??"

"What do 1 12now, Vipsania? Al T know is that Caligula enjoys combining beast games
with gladiator fights " the equine said and began stretching out after her workout.

Vipsania ponclered that. What the equine said was true. The emperor usuaﬂy did
combine the fights between gla(liators and wild beasts such as crocodiles and ostriches at
a Venatio with gladiatorial Munera. A Munera gained its popularity from the pitting of
one skilled fighter against another, the Venatio because of the savagery of the beasts.
And of course...the poor got the meat from the beasts after a Venatio. It was one of the
few ways paupers ever tasted meat. Sometimes, the Ludus got some of it as Weﬂ, to treat
the gladia’cors to a better-than-usual meal after a particularly goocl performance. Vipsania
had tasted both ostrich and crocodile because of that system. But if the bodies of dead
gladia’cors vanished without a trace after such a double-feature. ..

Realization struck the vixen and she swaﬂowed, disgus’ced Leyond words.

"Enid...stop right there. That thought is too loathsome to even consider. Caligula is the
heir to the Great Augustus...he's Imperator...he's Caesar. The priests sing his praises..."

"...and the senators grant him laurels and triumphs for campaigns he never un(lertalees,
while his soldiers walk the beaches near Capua, couec’cing seashells to present as trophies
from 'far off lands', fearful that he'll have them killed anyway. The fur is insane!" the
equine said, indigerently.

Vipsania spun around, dodging a swing from the dummy and put a finger to her
muzzle. "Enid, shut up. By the mercy of every Roman and Briton god, shut up before

"
someone hears you.



Enid cracked her knuckles. "What!ll they do to me? Kill me? They'(l have to explain
Why the most popular female gladia’cor in Rome suddenly stopped fighting. That wouldn't
(J.o, Vipsania. There is always another Munera. Always another fight. Always another
death. Always someone efses death."

"Sometimes, fiuy, you scare me," the vixen said and sighed. "Just 12eep it down while I'm
around at 1eas’c. I don't want to l)e strung up ]oecause you happene(l to spealz the truth

around someone who can't bear hearing it."

Enid nodded and pointed towards the kitchens. "Shall we go see what they intend to fill
in our poor bellies today?"

"After what you just insinua’cecl, Enid...I'd rather not know. It's one thing to eat the
remains from a Venatio. Eating ostrich and 1arge reptiles from the provinces...fine.
Some of it tastes nice. But the remains from a Munera...Enid...I am not ready to believe

we've been eating other furs."

"I sincerely hope you're right," Enid said and looked back to the kitchen again. Her

voice droppecl to a murmur. "l sincerely hope so."

#H#H#

The long haﬂway shone with white marble. Lining the waus, evenly spacecl out, ’caH,
spear—arme(l furs in dark leather cuirasses, wearing purple cloaks and polished shields and
helmets stood unmoving. Most of them canid. Not aﬂ, but most of them. The haﬂway

was quiet, except for the sound of someone approaching from an adjoining haﬂway.

TWO furs turne(l a corner. One male, one £emale ferret. The famlly resem]alance was

clear.

The male led the way, head held high. Head crowned in golden laurels. His toga was
impeccal)ly (lrape(l around his lithe but athletic ]Jody. He was attractive. Quite so, in fact.

The female behind him had the same marlzings, l)etraying the family connection. She
was dressed in an elegantly fitting clress, ﬂowing 1oose1y around her 1egs and tied with
wide, blue silk ribbons around her ches’t, malzing the most of her assets. Her head was

wrapped in a loose silk scarf, covering her hair.

The first of the guards slammed the buttress of his spear into the marble floor twice and
saluted, left paw to his heart.



"ALL HAIL CALIGULA, CAESAR, PROTECTOR OF ROME, CONQUEROR
OF ALL HE BEHOLDS, CHOSEN OF THE GODS. AVE IMPERATOR!"

The guarcl's left arm snapped out in front of himself in salute.

One l)y one, every guard the couple passecl repea’ced the same sequence of movements

and ’che same wor(ls.

The female looked at her brother and chuckled colcﬂy. "Somehow they never seem to
pay me the same respect," she said and adjusted the scarf around her hair, ﬂipping it over
her muzzle to obscure her face further.

"You are female, Agrippina. Spreacl your 1egs , laring pleasure to males, give birth to sons
and ot}lerwise, shut up and look beautiful in my presence,” her brother said, calmly.

"As you command, mighty Caligula," Agrippina said and bowed her head, with a nasty
little glint in her eyes. One her brother at least couldn't see unless he grew eyes in the
back of his neck. She felt certain that he hadn't grown that paranoicl quite yet.

Just very nearly.

Caligula stopped. He turned and looked Colcﬂy at the last of the Praetorian guards
1ining the walls. They looked remarlza]oly identical. Taﬂ, powerfuﬂy built with the best
armor available anywhere in the Empire, and with the special purple cape that identified

them as Praetorians slung around their shoulders.
The emperor ponclered a moment before loolzing up at the face of the canid.

! . . (2” . . .
, ¢ ,
'TeH me, Praetorian What country Cll(l I conquer yesterday he aslzecl hls voice quite

serious.

"Sarmatia, Most Glorious Imperator. It was a truly awe inspiring victory. You swept all
enemies before you, like Mars himself, come down to the battlefield. Your Legions are
Lusy gathering the plunder for your approval, as we speale, Great Caesar!" the guarcl
answered, immediately and without ﬂinching . Seemingly without Hinleing.

"Ahh, but Sarmatia is very far away, Praetorian, is it not?"
"Indeed Caesar. Many weeks Ly sea, through clangerous waters," the guard answered.

"Then how can I have conquerecl Sarmatia yesterday...and be here today? In Rome?
Are you lying to me, Praetorian?" Caligula asked, perfectly calmly.



A single bead of sweat began creeping down the guarcls' brow. "I wouldn't clare, Mighty
Imperator. But to you, all things are possi]ale. What we poor mortals must suffer when
traveling, does not apply to Caesar."

"Ahh yes..." Caligula said, nodding thoughtfuﬂy. A slight smile playecl casuaﬂy across
his hps, but his eyes remained as cold and humorless as when he first looked upon the
guard. "How very true. Render unto me, and all that...and in this case, | believe that
which must be rendered is praise and riches, is that not so?"

"Ave Caesar, your word is law! That which you WiSl’l, all Romans must labor ceaselessly

to deliver."

"Indeed...indeed..." the ferret said and continued on his way, as if he'd alreacly forgotten
the guar(l.

The canid managed to lzeep a straigh’c face until the couple was well away, before a look
of absolute panic mixed with relief passed over his face.

Caligula didn't notice this...but Agrippina's eyes hadn't left the guarcl yet.

#HH#H#

Quintus looked up at the evening slzy. The stench of Rome didn't bother him quite so
]:)adly tonigh’c. Tomorrow would be his last (J.ay in the city, and then he was leaving for
Gaul and his future. He knew he'd have some digiculty at first. Not only had he been
grantecl the rank of Centurion, but he wouldn't start at the bottom of the command
rung. The fact was, he would start very near/y at the loottom, a fact he couldn't help
musing slightly about in private, but Hastatus Prior was a higher rank than Hastatus
Posterior. The pro]alem with that was that he hadn't moved up through the ranks. He
realized he would have to prove himself to his soldiers. Fast. It was a difficult act of
balance too. On one paw, starting as Hastatus Posterior would have been pretty awful.
Every other Centurion in the entire cohort would have given him a miserable time. At
least this way he would have someone below him in ranlz, on whom to take out his
frustrations. On the o’cher, he dreaded what life would have been like if he'd come in and
taken over the rank of Primus Pilus. . .the highest ranked Centurion in a
Cohort...without having carned the rank. No one would have ever shown him any kind

of respect.

At least he wasn't worried about the chauenges of rank. He was well schooled and he
was pllysicaﬂy fit enough to wrestle any 1egionnaire to the ground, and he could use a
sword as well as any patrician. He hadn't taken a life yet, but the thought was neither



alien, nor offensive to him. No self—respecting son of a patrician famﬂy would shrink
from 1ziHing an enemy, cither of his family or of Rome, and Quintus found himself
hoping that his unit would see real action. That way, he could get real blood on his paws
and win glory and honor for himself on the field of battle. Who knew? He migh’c even
secure a higher rank for himself, that way too. But that was still in the future, and
tonight, he was simply going to enjoy himself. One last time, he would let himself loose
on the night life of Rome.

"SEXTUS! Over here!" he called out, seeing a known face in the Jchrong.

A tall, elegant looleing 1apine turned around and waved. "Ahh, if it isn't the much

famed master of twenty two wine-jars," he grinnecl.

uimtus groaned. 1ve 1me a breakr. S been ages. ou tease me abou at eve
Quintus g d. "Gi break. It's been ages. And you t bout that every

. n
time.

"Weu, you can take it. Besides, I'm a sixth son...I've got to take everything my five
brothers can throw at me all day, every day. [ have to take it out on someone, my lupine
friend. And you're the only one I know who can take it," the rabbit said with a glimmer
in his eye. 'So, are we going to try for twenty three tonig}lt?"

"Weu, it's either tonight or never again, Sextus. | got my commission at last! Meet the
new Hastatus Prior of Legio XVI Gaﬂica, sixth cohor’c,” Quintus grinnecl.

Sextus nodded and tapped a £inger against his chin. "You lenow, that means you ljuy the
drinks tonight, Centurion. And I'll make sure we have some nice females for company.

But you pay for their expertise as WeH," he said with a crooked grin.

"Aww come on, you're trying to ruin me," Quintus laughed and gave Sextus a light

shove.

"You've alreacly been hard at work on that task for years, my friend," Sextus chuckled.
"You have something to celebrate. Be gracious about it and pay the tab."

Quintus nodded. It was only fair after all. "Let's go. I'm going to miss our times
together. But I'm sure you’H get along famously With someone else as Weﬂ."

"Oh yes...farnously,” Sextus said, crypticaﬂy, smiling that crooked smile again as he
followed his friend towards the nearest thermopolium. There was always one of these
combined drin]zing—pits and eateries near]oy, and all one had to do to find it was follow
the sounds of drunken furs having a goo& time.



#H#H#

It was pitch black in the aﬂeyway. Beyoncl it lay a part of the slums, known as the
Subura, that no sensible fur would be seen in at night. Not unarmed, anyway. And
cer’cainly not alone. Groups of furs were rniﬂing about out there. Most of them drunk.
Some hea&ing home. Others hea(ling to wherever they could sleep that night. Rome itself
never slep’c, though. The two furs meeting in the aHeyway were proof of this. They both
knew the other one was there. Neither of them introduced themselves. It wasn't

necessary.
"Tonight,” one voice w}lispere(l. It was a soft, female voice.
"As you wish. Clean?" a male voice answered.
"No. Not clean. Anything but clean. Send a message."
"Very well. Payment then."
"The usual fee, the usual place, the usual time," the female said.
There was a mumble of agreement. "Who?"

"Break this when you're done, grind it into dust. It's all on there," the female whispered
and something changed paws. It looked like a smaﬂ, square clay tablet.

"I know who this fur is. I want double my fee! Tt will be damned dangerous! Getting
involved in anything that has to do with a plot against Caesar is not an ordinary jol)!" the
male growle(l after reading the inscription on the tablet.

ripiea. aRe sure you leave a message Nno one misunaerstands € Iemale said.
Tripled. Make sure you | : sunderstands, the female said

There was a sound of hurried steps. Then the alleyway was deserted once more. Beyond
it, someone burst into a 1oucl, lewd and very descriptive drunken song. To make matters
worse, whoever was singing couldn't carry the semblance of a tune. The sound of pottery
]Jeing smashed and something heavy hi’cting the ground stoppe(l the singing. Everything

went quiet again.
HH#HH#

[t was early morning. Somewhere on the outskirts of Rome, a few clucks turned into a
ruckus in a henhouse. A moment later, a cockerel stretched its neck and declared that
the day had loegun. A couple of blocks further into the city, on a marlzetplace, another



one took up the chauenge, and crowed even louder. Moments 1ater, the city was a

cacophony Of early morning SOL‘[I](].S.

It was always the same. Manius stood up from his cot and looked through the iron bars
that made up the door in summertime. He could see the Iceni equine was already up and

about. It was to be expecte(l.

She trained many of the newcomers. Male or female. Privately, he found it distasteful
to have a female teach anyone any'thing. At least she wasn't Roman. Just a barbarian.
Besioles, he'd skewer her if he ever had to face her. He knew it wouldn't happen. Males
never fought females. It was not acceptal)le. The gocls would not approve. There weren't
even that many females fighting as gla(liators in the first place.

He WiS}led there were even fewer. None Woulcl ]De a gOO(l num]oer, as far as }16 was

concerned. He stretched and ran a paw through his excee(lingly wild hair and bared his
fangs, angrﬂy. Then he gra]:)]oed the bars of his cell and howled.

One of the guarc[s came and let him out. Manius scowled at the fur and headed towards
the kitchen.

The snap of a lash stopped him, dead in his tracks. "You know the rules, Manius. Just
like anyone else. I don't care how popular you are with the females of Rome. You're a

shit, as far as I'm concerned. No gruel until you've completed your morning routines."

Manius turned towards the voice. A young canid with blonde fur looked back at him,

holding a scourge in one paw.

"One day, Luceeus Valereeus...one a]ay I weell reep your chest open and wash my hair
een your hearts Llood, for all the lashes you have geeven me!" Manius snarled, £angs

]oareol.

"And I'll give you more, my little lupine rebel, if you don't immediately spring to it. |
run this Ludus. Not you."

Manius hissed in anger and headed towards the training area.

Lucius Valerius looked after the wolf and sighed. He had been taken captive in Iheria
during a small insurrection, several years ago and sent as a slave to Rome. He'd been sold
toa merchant, hving on the Caelian HiH, but that had not ended well. Manius had been
completely impossikle for the merchant to control, but he was simply too fit to just kill
off. Besides, he'd been Lought to haul heavy loads aroun(l, and he had represented a

significan’c coin-value. Instead, the merchant had put him up for sale as a gladiator



prospect, in order to make goocl his expenses, and that was where Lucius had found the
Iberian. He'd bought Manius, recognizin the ferocity in the wolf's eyes and seeing good
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muscle-tone for what it was. It had been a profitable investment for him, since Manius
had turned out to be a spectacular natural talent, but sometimes, Lucius wondered if it
hadn't been better to just put the Iherian down in the first place. He nodded to one of his
guar(ls and turned to walk back inside.

The guarcl picleed up a hammer and hit a gong, several times.

Slowly, the Ludus started coming to life.



