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Tranquillina sat, legs curled, the little boy Peatus asleep in her lap, her back against the great alabaster bull; she sat, enveloped in darkness and the thick scent of myrrh and salt, as memories of what had befallen her crept into her mind…

She could see his face, Philip, the monster that had murdered her husband, the beast that had turned her beloved husband’s troops mutinous against their emperor. But they would pay, she, the great Cretan Bull and the eastern king would see to that. 

Philip had sought to destroy the Gordian house along with the Emperor; he had sent troops to her and her husband’s villa to murder her and her slaves. She had been weak then, too afraid to stand up to him. Thankfully, Ancilla saved her. She remembered little of their desperate flight from the villa and through the vineyard, in fact the first clear memory she had was hiding among the tombs on the side of the via. Ancilla had been kneeling, a dark silhouette against the crescent moon, her red palla giving the air around her a crimson hue. 

All she and Ancilla had known at that time was that they needed to flee Italy as quickly as possible, making the port of Ostia their destination. What she had not known was how generous the Fates would be to her.

*
*
*

The wind whipped and whirled around Ancilla as she stood in the salty air. The deck swayed beneath her feet, rocking her not nearly as much as in the beginning of their journey, though she still struggled to maintain her balance. She, unlike their strange new host, Prisca Merga who danced across the floor with unnatural grace, often found herself moving as if she had recently stumbled out of a tavern, quite like her mistress and she had when in Ostia…

They had reached the port without event; it had in fact been so uneventful that their previous sense of danger had dulled. Tranquillina had insisted on sleeping in some sort of bed, no matter how often she told her mistress of the abysmal conditions of such establishments, Tranquillina’s mind remained unswayed. They picked an inn that seemed clean, if such an inn actually existed, and bought a room with one of their gold bracelets. Fear had plagued her since entering for she was sure they had been noticed in their rich bright garments, but Tranquillina had ignored all of her many pleas to flee the place, brushing them off with such remarks as, “Now, Ancilla, we have already ordered our meal and leaving would mean we wasted some of our precious little funds.” 

So they had sat and waited for their meal, she on the floor, her mistress on the stained mattress seemingly unaware of the mites that crawled around her. Their meal had come in due time, in ovis apalis, which they ate with ravenous hunger.

After they had finished their meal of hard-boiled eggs she began to feel woozy, the floor seemed to spin, colors smeared together. At first she thought their wine had not been accurately watered down, but then she remembered the face of the man who had carried them their food, she had seen him before, at the villa. She grabbed her mistress, whose limp hand showed that she too had begun to feel the effects of the poisoned dinner; she had just grasped the handle to open the door, when she heard the sound of boots on the stairs. Throwing Tranquillina aside she rammed the bed up to the door, grabbed her mistress again and hurried to the window. She just had time to look out when, despite the weight of he bed, the door opened.

*
*
*

Dust rose up in clouds beneath his feet as he walked amidst the roars of the crowded coliseum; he had often watched the games, but never had he imagined he would become a participant. Trialius had made up his mind to survive the battle that lay ahead of him, just so he could regain his freedom, win redemption in the eyes of the emperor who had put him here, and take revenge on the women and beast who had led him here…

Philip the Arab had ordered him to find the Empress and her slave who had escaped the villa. He willingly agreed, thinking two women should be easy to find. He was right. He had assumed they would go Ostia in order to gain a means of escape, he had guessed they would look for a place to stay, and he knew that they would pick the cleanest inn in town. He spotted their bright clothes easily amidst the crowd, and deciding to be subtler, poisoned their meal so they would be easier to capture. Waiting a few minutes for the poison to take effect he walked back to their room, but the door was blocked, they must have recognized him. Using all his strength he had pushed open the door, just in time to see a bolt of red leap out the window.

Dashing down the stairs and out into the street, he saw them stumble out of a hay cart and around a corner; a corner he knew led to a dead end. He took his time, strolling towards them, trapping them. He looked down the alley, saw them, trapped and helpless, but then he heard a rumble, a crash.

A great White bull tore through the wall of a building, placing itself between him and the women. The women had hastily, though with looks of fear, climbed on to the back of the beast. Once they were on it, it had charged at him, smashing the ground beneath its feet. He had thrown himself against the wall to avoid being trampled, and watched his prey ride into the street, knowing the emperor would be angry.

*
*
*

 Paetus had run off a while ago, most likely to observe the more interesting deck, but Tranquillina refused the leave the bull that had saved her, who had showed her how to take revenge on the man who killed her husband…

The night she had been poisoned she had a dream, no, a vision. She was sitting sidesaddle on the great beast, which she had known somehow as the Cretan Bull; the bull ran over earth, sea and through air. The smell of frankincense had been on the wind as they made their landing. They stopped in a great desert, Persia she concluded from their strange garments. Then she saw him, Shapur I, the man who her husband had gone to kill. She climbed off her guardian and walked up to where he stood. Peering over his shoulder, she saw they were drawing war plans, plans to fight the Romans. 

When she awoke she found herself beneath the deck of a ship; a strange woman and man were fighting, but she was not afraid. Nothing would stop her now, the bull had shown her what to do, how to embarrass Philip and take revenge on the troops who had turned mutinous against her beloved.

*
*
*

The black depths of the sea roared around the vessel as Ancilla watched the ship’s captain, Buteo, hover over his crew like a vulture over its rotting meal. She had just begun to leave her vantage point when the ship jolted beneath her, tossing her to the ground. It began to groan and creak, there was a horrible crash, and half the ship found itself devoured by the waves. It seemed as though all the gods of the sea had decided to take out their wrath on Buteo’s small vessel. Thunder shook the sky, lightning made the air pulse with electricity, beasts of unimaginable horror rose from the sea. Then a great mist began to engulf the ship, and she knew her period of visibility had become short. She spotted her mistress astride the great bull, who swam through the water with such ease, that its unnaturalness sent a bolt of fear through her. But a desire for survival took over the fear and she dove into the sea and began to swim towards them; the captain Buteo joined her at her side. The bull and her mistress had already gathered Paetus to safety and neared Prisca Merga. She and Buteo began to swim faster for the fog had begun to blind their vision. Prisca Merga glanced her way, and the last thing she saw before the fog blinded them from sight was a smile on the lips of the strange woman as Tranquillina lifted her to the back of the bull.

*
*
*

Shapur stared at the odd retinue before him, a young boy with a bad habit of blinking too much, a great white bull, a woman who claimed to be the former empress of Rome, and a dark haired woman whose eyes he found himself unable to meet. The so called empress claimed to have found the Cretan Bull, and that with its aid she would help him defeat the Roman Legions that approached his current location. He had asked her “Now why would the former empress of Rome wish to betray her own armies?” She in return mumbled something about revenge, how this particular legion had turned mutinous against her husband, and that she wished humiliate the current emperor by embarrassing him with a defeat.

He doubted all this woman said, but who was he to stop her, after all she had come all this way; could there really be any harm in letting her fight?

*
*
*

The battle ended quickly, her great Cretan Bull the obvious victor, it was no wonder it had taken a demi-god to stop it in myth. The ground had shaken beneath its feet, the army never stood a chance; those not stopped by the bull were taken prisoner by Shapur.

It took little time before Philip sent a peace treaty to Shapur, one that involved an annual payment to the Persian king and allowed him to keep all his prisoners of war. Tranquillina’s revenge had been taken, yet she still felt restless. She decided in the end to travel south, deeper into the unexplored territories of Persia, a decision that led to Shapur’s troop calling her Empress of the Sands.

So she and her court rode off, adorned in Arabian style, a camel carrying their supplies, Prisca Merga and Paetus sharing a mare. And she, Mistress of the Dunes, rode on a steed more noble in her eyes than any other that walked the earth, her own, her great, her alabaster, Cretan Bull.

*
*
*

The amber glow of his dying fire was the only light he had now. He had searched for nearly a year before the rumors of the fallen empress had reached him, according to the soldiers she had tamed the Cretan Bull, a task only two others had been able to complete. The rumor had in fact taken so well that a coin was minted of her; Tranquillina’s face stared east towards the sunrise and on the reverse Hercules wrestled the great bull. Trialius tossed the coin into the embers of the fire; he had survived the gladiatorial arena, and now nothing, not even the Cretan Bull itself, would be able to stop him from taking his revenge.
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