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To my daughter Lillian, whose smile puts everything back into perspective.
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Prelude
In the year 54 AD a disturbed, seventeen year old boy named Nero became ruler of the greatest empire the world has ever known. He was a tyrant from birth and he proved it often. Nero went on to rule Rome for fourteen years and during that time he became recognized as one of the most ruthless leaders of all time. 

Nero naturally chose to use his power in Rome for his evil intentions. He vowed to rid the world of the one group of people whom he hated with all his soul. 

Because of his deep hatred toward them, the early Christians of Rome would hide their faith and worship in underground chambers. If they were caught, the penalty was certain death.   
Since that time, mystery has wrapped itself around the forgotten lore of the Roman warriors we know as gladiators. Archaeologists have found evidence in the ruins of the great Coliseum that point to a time of terrible suffering and pain.  

We all have heard the stories of how many innocent people lost their lives by the hand of the evil emperor and a blood thirsty crowd, but very few have heard how one gladiator rose from the depths of the underground prisons to the top of a powerful nation.  

Attitude
Suddenly, I awoke in a cold sweat. I just had another nightmare and I was really scared.  I was lying there in the darkness, trying to go back to sleep when an annoying tapping sound began just outside my window. The sound was so faint that I could barely hear it at first, but someone or something was making the noise.

  I didn’t want to leave my bed, so I lay there as still as I could just hoping the tapping noise would stop on its own, but instead of stopping it became louder.

 Eventually, I gathered up some courage, rolled out from under the warm covers and put my feet on the cold, hard wood floor. Stepping up to my window I stopped for a second and then I slowly pulled the curtain back and took a peek.  To my relief a large black bird stood before me, and I jumped back as I wasn’t expecting it. 

The bird just stood there staring at me through the pane glass window. He appeared to be less afraid of me than I was of him. It tilted its head to the side and looked at me through the glass and then casually hobbled away from my sill as if to say, “Follow me.” 
I thought for a second that he might be injured as he rested on the gutter about six feet away.
 It was a radiant looking raven and I noticed that he had a metal band wrapped around his left leg. I felt sorry for the thing as it stood there favoring one leg, so I slowly pulled up my chair, sat and strained to read the engraving on the band before it took flight.

 As I squinted to see it, I barely made out the letters P-O-E just as the bird crouched, poised itself and took off across the street in the direction of the swamp.  
“That’s a strange pet,” I thought as I took a second to stretch and headed down stairs. I stopped at the bottom step when I heard the voices of my parents.
“He’s just going through a phase. It will pass,” my mom said. “We just have to wait it out.” 


Mom sounded upset, so I stood in silence and listened in for a moment. Apparently, I was getting in on the tail end of my parents’ conversation. Their tone was very serious and they were so into the conversation that they had no idea that I was right around the corner. 

“Now, listen Donna, that boy better straighten up or I’m gonna straighten him out myself. He looks like a punk and he hangs around with punks. All he does is watch MTV and play those stupid video games.
 Why, when I was a kid we went outside to play.”  My father’s voice began to rise and he hit the kitchen table rattling the breakfast plates. 

“Well, George,” my mom pleaded in the softest tone she could. “I think we should send him to a psychologist. Just for a visit. He needs to talk it out with someone and maybe……maybe we just can’t handle it this time.”

 There was a brief pause and my dad’s voice lowered. “Well,  all right then, the shrink gets one chance… but if he comes home at that hour one more time, I’m going to do this the old fashioned way. ”


I heard the sound of the chairs sliding across the hard wood floor and my dad stood up, so I carefully climbed the steps trying not to make a noise.  

I snuck back to my room and sat on the edge of my bed in silence staring out my window at the cars going down Main Street. I was trying to think of what I had done so wrong that would have upset my parents so badly, but I couldn’t remember anything I had done.
Finally, I decided to get up and go before I missed the bus when I heard a sound so close and creepy that it sent shivers down my spine. 

At first, I thought it was just the wind outside slipping through my sill again, but then it repeated so clearly to me that it seemed more like a person’s voice whispering in my ear. 

Kneeling down, I pulled up my bed skirt with one hand hoping I would find a toy I had left on, but as I scanned through the mess I found nothing that would explain the noise. Finally, I sat back down on the edge of my bed and began to rub my ear.  

That’s when it happened again. It sounded like someone was right behind me.
“Who’s there!”

My heart began to race as I spun around and looked for where it came from. It was as clear as a bell and wherever it was coming from it was obvious to me that the word that was being spoken was…

“Nevermore.”
When the voice came to me a third time, my heart nearly stopped. A cold sweat instantly rushed over my body.  I left my room feeling nauseous as I began to walk quickly down the hall.  All I wanted to do was to get as far away from the voice and that’s when I met my sister in the hallway on her way down stairs. 

“Hey, where were you last night?” she blurted out. 
I just looked at her and snapped, “None of your business,” I said as I blasted by. 
“Listen,” she said, “you can do what you want, but you came back smelling like smoke and it was pretty late. Who were you out with?”

 I stopped and turned to her. “I was out with Sid, remember…… Halloween?” 
My sister looked at me and shrugged. “Who’s Sid?” she muttered to herself and she headed down the stairs.
Dazed and Confused

Instead of answering my sister I just shook my head, turned around, and went back into my room. I shut the door and crashed on my bed.
 I was waiting for the voice again and staring at the ceiling while I began to run the events of the night before through my mind. That’s when I noticed something else that was strange. 

The night before was a little fuzzy to me. I remembered ending my day after school and meeting Sid at the fort in the swamp. I remembered doing some trick or treating and going to the middle school for the Halloween dance, but after that my memory seemed to be slipping. In fact, it was as if I blanked out after that, and when I thought about it some more I didn’t even remember how or when I actually did get home.

And that’s when I sat up on my bed and looked around my room. My heart began to race again and I began to panic as I looked around at the things that seemed different to me. Some of the things were mine, but my walls were covered with posters of heavy metal bands that I knew very little about and the clothes that were piled at the foot of my bed were all grungy. In fact, the only thing that I really recognized was a few pieces of the armor and the clothes that I had used as my Halloween costume the night before. 

I stood up and began inspecting the things in my room when my door opened and my other sister slipped in quietly.

 “John,” she whispered, “if you keep this up mom and dad are going to send you to that military school they have been talking about.” 
She looked worried for me. I never had seen her like that before. 
“What military school?” I asked. 
Cheryl just stared at me and shook her head. “Listen, to me John. Last night you got home around 1:00 AM again. Why do you stay out so late?” 

I just looked at her in disbelief. “I was out with Sid…… It couldn’t have been that late,” I argued. 
Her look of concern instantly turned to a look of frustration.
 “Don’t you play me like an idiot. I know you were out with Lefty and Spanks again raising cane.” She said putting her hands on her hips. “Maybe mom’s right. You DO need a shrink,” she said as she turned and slammed my door. 

I was left in my room scratching my head and wondering what was going on. “I never hang out with those guys,” I said to myself as I began looking for some descent clothes to wear to school.
 “What the heck is going on around here?” I thought just as I heard grinding breaks and the air release under the bus as it pulled up in front of my house.  

I jetted to the window, flung it open and leaned out just in time to see my sisters hopping on and Sam begin to pull away. “Stop!” I yelled, leaning further out the window. “Wait for me!” But it was too late. 
Sam’s number one rule was, “If you’re late, I won’t wait,” and when I saw the flashing red lights go out I should have known there was no use in yelling.

As I watched him pull away I heard my bedroom door opening behind me again, I slowly pulled myself in from the window and turned around to see my mom in the doorway glairing at me with her hands on her hips. 

“Looks like you missed the bus again,” she said with an accusing tone. “When are you going to start to take things seriously around here?”  

“But mom,” I said with my hands out to my sides. 

She looked right past me and pointed out the window “And why do you suppose….. they’re here?” she replied. 

Not knowing what to expect this time, I turned slowly and peered out my bedroom window, just as the squad car pulled up in front of the house and parked where the bus was only seconds before. My father looked up from working on his truck, took off his hat and ran his hand through his hair. The two uniformed state troopers began walking toward him. 

Dad talked to them for a moment on the sidewalk and then he pointed toward the house as they walked up our front walk.  I knew I was in big trouble.
A lump grew in my throat as I watched for a moment and I recognized that one of the state troopers looked oddly familiar to me.  

I instantly knew that my day was about to get a lot worse than it already was and I truly didn’t know why they were at my house. 
“What did you do last night?” my mom said with a tear in her eye. “Why are you acting out like this?” she pleaded. 

“But mom, I was out with Sid. We went trick or treating like I said we were going to…... I promise!” 
“Well, don’t think you can count on this Sid to get you out of this one. We better get down there and see what it is this time.” 

My mom turned and began to walk down the hall as I grabbed my hat off my dresser knocking my picture off the top. I heard the cracking of the glass and bending down I picked up the frame in both hands as I began to tremble.  

“Where’s Sid?” I said out loud searching the picture for my friend. “He was here in this picture. Mom, did you change this photo?”

My mom stopped at the top step, lowered her voice and looked up at me as a tear rolled down her cheek. “John, I don’t know who you are talking about and I have no time for your games, now let’s go.”  

I just stood there staring at the picture. The summer before my family had gone on a vacation and I took along my best friend, Sid. The picture in my hand was taken at the board walk at Ocean City, Maryland and I remembered it like it was yesterday, but something was very wrong. The picture was of my friend and me, but now as I looked at the photo I was clearly the only one there. 

“Get down here young man!” my mom yelled up the stairs, but all I could do was look up in disbelief. I knew something was very wrong with my life.

My trance was broken with the sound of footsteps on the front porch and the slamming of the screen door.
 “John, you get down here right now!” my father yelled. My adrenaline kicked in and I instantly thought about running. 

Turning toward my room, I looked out the window and toward my only way of escape. Across the street was my swamp. I knew it like the back of my hand and it was the only place that I could hide.

 Quickly, I scanned the swamp and found the giant oak tree towering in the middle. It was the tree that Sid and I had built a fort in that fall, but as I looked into the branches I realized again that my life would never be the same again.
 “It’s gone!” I said to myself. 
The tree was empty except for the big black bird that had woken me up that morning to this terrible reality.

“Well, it better show up and get down here right now!” my dad yelled, thinking I was talking to him.

 Goosebumps covered my body as I heard the word “Nevermore,” again as if it were being whispered in my ear. 
“Who said that?” I said turning completely around. “Who’s here?” But this time I knew for sure that I was truly all alone. 

“It’s the police John, now get down here!” My dad was getting really mad.

 The tree was the final straw, and after a moment of thought, I submitted to the fact that I would have to face this problem straight on and so with my head hung low I slowly began to make my way to the hall and down the steps. 

My Honor


When I was about half way down the stairs I stopped and looked at my dad standing by the side of the two troopers in the foyer of our home. Their shoes were spit-shined and their pin-striped pants were held up by fully equipped utility belts each complete with a .38 special. The bulge in their shirts told me that they were wearing their bullet proof vests and they both had their shiny brimmed police caps on. 

I took a moment to look at the tall one. He took a step toward the stair case and began to speak in an intimidating tone. 
“Son, we need to ask you a few questions,” he said looking straight at me. 
The second trooper motioned me to come down the rest of the steps and then he interrupted. 
“Let’s go out on the porch.” 

I walked in silence as they went out the front door first and I followed. My dad trailed behind me and he put his hand on my shoulder as I stepped onto the porch. His grip was more of a hold than a hand of comfort and I knew that he did it to be sure that I wouldn’t run.

 After we had a seat, my mom came out with a pitcher of iced tea and filled a couple of glasses. Her hands were shaking as the drink flowed into the cups and it was killing me to know what I was doing to her.

 “Son, we have reason to believe that you may have been involved in some illegal activity last night.”
 I dribbled some of my drink down my chin and set the glass on the armrest as the other trooper continued. 
“Now, as I see it, you have a couple of options. We know you didn’t do it alone, an eye witness puts two boys at the scene, but if you cooperate, it will make this a lot easier on everyone.”

 They paused for my response and the shorter one began tapping the side of his glass. All I did was wipe my mouth with my sleeve the taller trooper continued, but this time he raised his voice.
 “Well now listen, if you don’t want to talk, I’m sure that the other boy will, and if he cooperates with us, maybe we can work a deal for him, but believe me, we will get to the bottom of this one way or another!” 

“What exactly are we talking about here?” my father politely interrupted. 
The trooper, still focused on me didn’t respond to my father’s question and there was an awkward moment of silence. I was watching for how my dad would react to being ignored when the shorter one finally replied just in time. 
“Well, for one thing an abandoned building burnt to the ground last night.” 
My mom gasped and brought her hand up to her mouth as she looked at me. The trooper gestured to the swamp across the street. 
“It happened at the other end of this swamp last night and we have an eye witness that places two young men at the scene only moments before.” 

 “And another thing,” the other trooper continued “I pulled two boys and one girl out of the middle school building after hours late last night and those boys were in shock.”
 The second trooper held up a plastic baggie and in it were Mr. Albert’s box cutter, a hand written note. He shook it out in front of my face.
 “All they could do was mutter something about your son and some burning city.”

 “The boys were taken to the psychiatric center for an evaluation and it looks like they are going to keep them there for quite a long time, but I’m sure that it isn’t a coincidence that one of the students was locked in your locker now was it John?” 
He pointed at me with an accusing look on his face and as I began to stand up my dad tightened his grip on my shoulder forcing me back down.

 “The other boy had a bad case of road rash and he smelled like smoke. It looked like he had been dragged down a dirt road or something. He was locked in a locker a few doors down from yours, but we haven’t been able to figure out whose that one’s is yet.”

 “Good luck with that.” I muttered to myself. 

 He raised his voice again “Now, I bet you don’t know anything about that either do you?”  

I just turned to him and shrugged, as a memory of Hector and Paris sitting in the back of a squad car flashed through my mind and my dad spoke up again, but this time it was in my defense. 
“Now this eyewitness of yours, did he see my son?” my father asked. 
The trooper looked straight at me, but didn’t answer him and I knew that my dad would not take being ignored a second time. 

 With my father’s next question he raised his tone and did get a response. “Do I need a lawyer for my son?” he demanded. 
The shorter one turned slowly toward my dad and replied. “They saw two boys dressed in Halloween costumes. They entered that old abandoned house and then after about twenty minutes they headed in the direction of the school. That’s what the witness told us and moments later that’s where I found those boys stuffed in the lockers.” He paused and then slowly turned to me.
 “From what I can tell the same two that burnt down that old house also roughed up those kids before they locked them in the lockers.”   

I could tell that my dad had heard enough. “Well, if you aren’t going to charge my boy with anything, he needs to get to school. I’m sorry for your troubles and if he remembers anything we’ll be sure to give you a call.” 

The tall trooper handed my dad a business card as I glanced at his name tag. “Trooper Deck” it read.

 “I know that name from somewhere,” I said to myself as they walked down the sidewalk together, and got in the squad car. 

As soon as they pulled away, my dad turned to me with a look of anger. “Did you have anything to do with this?” he asked. 
“No, dad I wouldn’t do something like that, you gotta believe me,” I pleaded.
 But all he did was turn and walk into the house leaving me alone on the porch as I heard his words and they tore me apart.  

“I wish I could,” He said.
Friends

The nauseous feeling that lie in my stomach all morning seemed to stir up with every step I took through town, and as I walked to school, I noticed that every thing I passed reminded me of a friend I once had. For the first time in my life I felt completely alone and I couldn’t even tell anyone why. It was as if everything in my life had changed over night and now without Sid, I knew my life would never be the same.
 Looking down, I followed the path to the school. Toilet paper was swaying in the breeze from the branches of several trees and people were on hands and knees with buckets of water scrubbing the stain of broken eggs off their front porches.

 Neighbors that once spoke to me whenever I saw them in town, scornfully looked down at me as I passed their homes. Not a word was exchanged and I knew from the look in their eyes that they were thinking that I was probably the one who vandalized their homes. 

I walked in silence and after about fifteen minutes I reached the steps of the middle school when something hit the sidewalk right in front of me.

SMACK!

I jumped back and glanced over in time to catch a glimpse of a stone as it skipped across the curb and tumbled into the grass.
 “Who threw that!” I yelled looking all around, but as I scanned the parking lot it quickly became clear to me that I was the only one there.  I stood for a moment looking in every direction when I heard the familiar croak of a bird and glanced up just in time to see the raven headed out over the top of the tall brick building. 

 “It figures,” I said scratching my head. “I should have shot you with my pellet gun!” I shouted at it. 

I had heard stories about how crows would pick up shiny things and drop them in drain gutters, but I had never heard of a raven that threw stones.
 And that’s when I noticed it. Suddenly, a rush of hope flooded my body. There could be no doubt as instantly I recognized it was the stone that reminded me of the friend I once knew. 

Lying there in the tuft of grass beside the first step was Sid’s favorite kicking stone. I knew it well because Sid never walked anywhere without it. It was warn flat and smooth from miles of sliding across sidewalks and streets. It had landed nearly in the same place near the walkway where Sid had always parked it. 

I reached down, picked it up and slipped it in my pocket. With glimmer of hope, I entered the building and looked at my watch as I made my way to the guidance office for a late pass.

The lady at the desk was on the phone and she looked up at me with a smile. “Yes Mam, he’s just walked in. I’ll set it up for today right after his lunch mod.” 
She scratched something down on a pad as she hung up the phone and handed me two slips of paper. One was a late pass and the other was some kind of appointment reminder. 

“What’s this for?” I asked. 
She looked up from her desk with a serious expression on her face and said, “That was your mom on the phone. She set up an appointment for you to see the school psychologist…… You can see her right after lunch.” 

I had never been to see a psychologist before. All I knew about them was that they were for people with problems in their heads and from what I went through this morning, my mom was probably right in thinking I needed to see one.
I didn’t need an argument so I took the paper, stuffed it into my pocket and reluctantly headed out to class. 

On my way there the bell rang and the kids flooded the hall way. “What’s up Stick?” I heard a voice say from behind me as I scanned the hall for a familiar face. “Why weren’t you on the bus?”

 I turned around and watched the two most notorious punks in middle school walk up to me.  They weren’t violent kids, just always up to something. 
Lefty was the only kid in sixth grade with a mustache and rumor had it he carried a switch blade wherever he went, but I never saw it. His best friend was Spanks and was just a goof ball with a nasty habit of belching whenever he greeted someone. He always had the newspaper tucked under his arm, because he didn’t come to school intending to do any work. He would just read the comics and do the crossword puzzles. 

The two of them were never in class. They were most known for practical jokes like releasing all of the animals in the biology labs and pulling the fire alarms. I would see them every day just cruising the halls because they skipped at least half of their classes and they both had run-ins with the law. I always tried to keep my distance from them because they meant trouble and I didn’t want to be part of it.

 “Are you talkin to me?” I asked, pointing to my chest. 
“Do you see another Stick Man around?” Spanks replied with a smile, swatting at me with the paper.
 I looked down at myself and replied, “I’m not a stick man.”
 Well, you look like one to me,” Lefty said.

 I thought for a second and decided that on this particular morning I didn’t need a fight. I was tall and skinny, but I wouldn’t go as far as to think that I looked like a stick man. 

“Hey, I think we hit about twenty houses last night,” Spanks bragged patting me on the shoulder, “but we didn’t even make the front page.” He complained and ruffled up the paper.
 “Yeah, we went through about sixteen rolls of toilet paper and a million eggs,” Lefty added with a chuckle.
 “Where were you?” 
 “I went out with Si…., Forget it. Let’s just get to class,” I mumbled.

The two of them started out to science class, but I paused for a moment and looked back into room 215. I was wishing I would see Sid at his desk, but instead I noticed something odd. Mr. Albert was dragging Sid’s assigned seat to the side of the classroom and then he looked up at me with the saddest look I’d ever seen.

 “Come on Stick!” Spanks yelled as they raced down the empty hall to room 209. 
I just stood there in the doorway. Mr. Albert glanced over at me for a moment and then he just shook his head.

When I got to science I took my seat in the back of the room and Mr. Newton began the lesson. He was just beginning to introduce the water cycle when Lefty leaned over to me and whispered. 

“Hey, I heard that Paris and Hector broke into the school last night and got caught,” he said “Those idiots locked themselves in a locker.” 
Spanks began to giggle. “The pigs think that they had something to do with that girl everyone was looking for,” he said.  

“Well, I hope they stay locked up for it,” I whispered back. Lefty nodded and we all opened our books, pretending to be paying attention. The class dragged on, but finally with the sound of the bell I made my way to locker 36. 

Poe

 I was going through my things and getting my books out for English class when I felt someone grab me by the back of my arm. I figured I was in trouble again so I turned around cautiously, but this time to my relief it would be the best thing that happened to me all day. I just stood there for the moment as I looked into the most beautiful green eyes in the world. 

 “The cops were at my house this morning,” Kristy said as she took her gym bag out of my locker. “I told them what Paris and Hector had done. They wanted me to blame you, but I wouldn’t.” 

Kristy squeezed my hand as the sound of the late bell broke my trance. 
“I just gotta get Sid back,” I said with a quivering voice as I rubbed my eyes with my sleeve. “I can’t live like this anymore.”
She just looked at me and replied. “We’ll find a way John.”
Kristy went to the gym and I went to Language Arts class.  I was late walking in and Mr. Allen was at his desk taking attendance. I had a seat and he just glanced over his reading glasses and shook his head in disgust. 

“Okay class, today we will be reading a poem by Edger Allen Poe titled ‘The Raven.’ Now, open your literature book to page 304.”

The words Poe and Raven nearly knocked me over and I sat up and flipped the pages as quickly as I could. Spanks just kicked up his feet on the back of my chair. He leaned back with the opened newspaper and Lefty was too busy drawing a batman tattoo on his arm and he wouldn’t be bothered with the lesson.  

 As he waited for everyone else to get to the right page, Mr. Allen approached the front of the room and took his usual place at the stand.
 “The story you are about to read is a blend of the actual and the imaginary,” he began.  “It has been interpreted in many different ways, but it is ultimately up to the reader to make of it what he will.” 

Mr. Allen paused and scanned the group of kids as he peered over his glasses. “But keep in mind,” he said, “Although Poe had a colorful imagination, some believe that his stories cross over from a world of fantasy to a strange world of reality.” 
Mr. Allen looked straight at me and took his reading glasses off his face. There was an awkward moment and then he continued. “Some people believe that he actually lived this story.”
 He sort of half whispered it as he tapped his glasses on the stand startling me. It was like he was trying to tell me something, but he wanted me to figure it out for myself. 
The guy was really creeping me out when he stepped back from my desk and looked down at me with a scowl on his face.
 “As you read this poem I want you to think about what you actually know as truth and what may be real. Use your imagination.” He looked at Lefty and Spanks and said, “You guys may even be surprised at where you’ll end up.” 

I looked out the window and at the big tree in the playground as the bird from the morning, or one just like it, perched itself and ruffled its feathers. It gave me this weird feeling that for some reason it was watching me. 

With the sound of the bell the bird took off. I went to my final class and then to lunch. I sat down at my usual seat and was waiting for Kristy to come into the cafeteria when Lefty and Spanks sat down next to me. Neither one of them had a lunch, so they immediately began poking fun at all of the kids who did. 

 “You guys want some of mine?” I finally asked hoping that food might put an end to their constant heckling.

 By there reaction you would have thought they had won the lottery. They both just sat there with a blank look on their faces. 
“You’re kidding…. right,” Lefty finally asked.
 “No, I’m not very hungry. You split it with Spanks.”

 They looked at each other and then made a mad dart for the bag. They began to eat my food like jackals devouring a carcass. It was if that might be their only meal all day and they ate everything I had. 

Spanks paused from his munching took a breath and looked up at me. I knew it wasn’t cool to be grateful, but his look told me that it was probably the nicest thing that happened to him in a long time. 
“Thanks man,” he said looking from side to side in a lowered tone and for the rest of lunch we sat in silence. 

While they were tearing my brown bag to shreds, I reached into my back pocket and pulled out the appointment reminder. 
“Hey, you gotta go to the shrink too?” Spanks blurted out with his mouth still full, looking at my paper. 
I didn’t answer him. I didn’t want anyone to think I had something wrong with my head, but my mom had worked out a deal with my dad that morning and if I didn’t want to be straightened out by him, I had to follow through with the psychologist idea. 

Without answering him I took a deep breath and the cafeteria lady released our table. With a disgusting belch, Spanks and Lefty jetted out and left me to clean up the garbage they left on the table. I did it as slow as I could and then reluctantly headed down the hall to see the shrink.  

I arrived about a minute later at the guidance office and tried to look through the frosted glass window as I slowly opened the door.

Lenore

“Have a seat and I’ll be right with you,” a chubby lady said from behind her desk. Her smile seemed to be pasted on. She was a friendly looking person with wavy black hair and a pointy little nose. I plopped myself down like she told me in the yellow plastic chair and rested for a moment with my elbows on my knees and my hands propping my head up. She instantly sensed my mood and looked at me from behind her computer.

 “It can’t be all that bad. Come on in,” she said as she pushed out from under her desk and stood. It surprised me at how short she was and when she got up she sort of hopped down from her chair.

 I followed her in silence into her office and noticed right off that she walked with a slight limp. For some reason it made her seem more familiar to me. I didn’t know why, but it almost seemed as though we had met before.  

My parents had always taught me not to bring attention to someone that’s different, so I waited patiently for her to get into the room as she motioned for me to have a seat.

 I figured right away that I wouldn’t be there for long, so I sat down on the edge of the cushioned chair in front of the big metal desk.
“I’ll be right back,” she said “Just make yourself comfortable,” and she left me in the room by myself and closed the door. 

 Few minutes passed and as I sat there I looked around and read a few of the inspirational posters that she had covering her walls. As I read them I couldn’t help but think how nice it would be to live in this lady’s world. One read “Make a change.” Another said, “You can do anything.” A third said, it’s your choice.” 
I buried my face in my hands again and thought to myself, “My friend is gone, my life is ruined, and if I tell anyone what’s happening to me, I’ll be locked, up in a padded room for the rest of my life. And now, Mrs. Happy wants to bring me to her little world of La La Land.”

After several moments, she walked in again carrying a folder and still wearing that annoying smile.
 “So your name is John? She began as she made her way behind the desk.  “Mine’s Dr. Nut.” She extended her arm and I stood and reached out for her hand. “Only kidding,” she giggled. “I’m Lenore.” There was a brief silence as we stared each other down and I think she could sense that I wasn’t in the mood. 

Her smile melted away. “So what brings you here today?” she asked.
I just shrugged. “I don’t know,” I mumbled. 
She smiled again and looked back down at a pile of papers.  “Well, then let’s find out,” she said as she opened the thick folder and put her reading glasses on. 

After a few minutes of flipping papers and skimming, she looked up at me again and said, “Well, it says here that you have had some trouble in school in the past and now your acting out at home. Why don’t you tell me about that?”  

 I just looked at her and sighed. “Mam, I really don’t know about any trouble. I just want my old life back,” I said with a quiver in my voice and a tear in my eye.

 I took a deep breath and regained my composure, but she didn’t say a word, so I continued. “I have a feeling it’s gonna take a lot more than a big hug from you to fix my problems,” I finally said.  She looked at me and her smile turned to a look of concern as she slid a box of tissue across the desk.

 “Well, let me tell you a little something about life young man,” she said in a serious tone. “Life is what you make of it and choices have everything to do with that. If you don’t like how things are going, you need to make a change and when you do, you will have the power to do anything.”

 "I looked back up at her thinking that I had already read the posters and she had given me no more information than they did, but she just looked straight back at me with that silly grin on her face. 

The stare down lasted for about ten seconds and I could tell that she had expected some kind of reaction from me when she leaned up in her chair her forehead wrinkled and her eyebrows squeezed closely together. I could tell she was about to get serious and I looked her straight in the eye.  
“Well, what I’m saying is, if you lose something in life, you find it and if you want something, you earn it. You said you lost the life you had, so simply take it back.” 
She reached out, grabbed a small book that was lying on her desk.  A moment passed as I just looked back at her and watched. She had my full attention.

 “What I’m saying to you is that opportunity comes tapping on your window only a few times in your life. Don’t wait around for something to fall out of the sky and hit you on the head. You need to dare to dream and leave your burden behind. There is no such thing as NEVERMORE!”
 She slammed her hand on the cover of the book and I immediately sat straight up in my seat. 

That word sent a shiver down my spine and there was a ringing in my ears. A ray of hope came back to me as I considered the idea that my life could be restored. 

“Lenore, I need to go to my locker,” I said. “Can we do this another time?”
 The smile came back to her face. “I don’t think we’ll need to. Just take this and read it when you get there.” She paused for a second and looked into my eyes. “You’ll know what to do.” 

She slid the small leather bound book across the desk and rolled her chair out. “Could you please shut the door behind you,” she asked as she stood and hobbled toward the window. 
I nodded and stepped to the door, but as I began to pull it shut I suddenly remembered my manners. I turned toward her office and pushed the door open once again …

“Ummm, Lenore, I just wanted to say……” I looked around the frosted glass and into the room once again, but she was nowhere to be found…… “Lenore?” I called out again, but there was no one there. I glanced around and realized that I was standing in the only doorway she could have gone through when a chilly breeze blew in from the window pushing the purple curtains into the room.

A shiver ran down my spine as I rushed to the opened window and looked down. To my relief, she didn’t jump. “Thank God,” I thought to myself as I heard the caw of the familiar bird from the morning and looked up to see it ruffling it’s feathers in a distant tree. 

Suddenly, I realized the strange event that had just taken place.
 “Thank you!” I yelled to the bird as I pulled myself back into the room.

  “Well, I guess you do need some help,” I heard a voice say from directly behind me. I felt the hair on the back of my neck standing on end as I slowly turned around. There in the doorway was an older woman. I instantly knew that she was the real psychologist and she was glaring at me with her hands on her hips. I didn’t know how long she had been there, but I did know that I had just been just talking to a bird out her window.  
“You…you don’t understand,” I stammered, but all she did in response was gesture for me to have a seat back in her chair. 

Nothing to Lose

It took me quite a while to talk my way out of the psychologist’s office, and I know when I left she believed I was completely crazy, but I knew I needed to get my friend and take my life back. With trembling hands I opened the book and read the first lines. 

 “The prayer you said met the creator

He sent the raven one day later.

So follow this and take the chance,

but don’t look back, don’t even glance.”

I skimmed down and caught more words as I walked as fast as I could down the hall and toward locker 36. 

It’s time you brought Sid to his home

away from evil and back from Rome.

Be sure to bring your two new friends

For you will need them in the end.

You’ll hear the tapping on the door

When you get in just say Lenore.
But just remember back in three

or there you will forever be.”
Energy and hope filled my spirit as thoughts of how I might get my friend and my old life back. 

I stopped reading and glanced up for a moment. Class was still in session and I was in the hall all by myself. As quick as I could, I worked the lock, opened the door and began to set my things on the shelf when an eerie sensation came over me and calmness filled the corridor. 

It’s the strangest feeling when the other side knows that you are on your way. The air seemed denser to me and the hall, so quiet. It felt like I could be the only one in the building and in that moment even the constant buzzing sound of the florescent lights trailed off and faded away. 

 And that’s when it happened. It was very faint at first, but that light tapping noise broke the silence. Instantly, a tingling sensation ran down my spine as I took a step back and remembered the poem. The tapping seemed to be coming from behind my jacket that was hanging from the hook in the back of my locker.

  With a shaky hand I leaned forward and reached in. I grabbed the sleeve of my coat and slowly began to push it to the side as memories of my best friend came flooding back to me. My heart nearly stopped when the steel begin to bulge. It was if someone or something was pushing through from the other side. 

WHAM!

I jumped back as a thunderous hollow bang rang out and a dent about two inches tall and two inches wide popped out of the smooth steel. I looked up and down the hallway to see if anyone was coming and then I just starred on in amazement as seven more crushing blows vibrated throughout the hallway. The wall of lockers was shaking as my locker took its beating from another place in time. 

I stepped back, balled up my fists and was bracing myself for whatever was about to crash through from the other side when the noise suddenly stopped and that eerie silence filled the hall once again. 
I just stood there not knowing what to do when suddenly, I heard footsteps coming from behind me. My first thought was that it was the principal coming to see what the racket was all about, so I pushed my jacket back to cover the damage in my locker and closed the door.

 Gripping the book in my hand and turned when I heard the most disgusting belch and then I knew it wasn’t Mr. Alter. 

 “Hey man, you get your head fixed?”  It was Spanks and he was chewing on some beef jerky that had been part of my lunch. Like always Lefty was  right behind him. They were skipping class again and were cruising the halls. 

“My head… is fine!” I snapped. “But I need to talk to you guys.” 
Spanks came over to my locker and I slipped in front of him blocking the door. He instantly thought I was hiding something. 
“Whatcha got in there?” Lefty asked accusingly.  
“Nothing,” I said, but even I could tell by my tone that I was nervous about something.
 “Well, let’s see then,” he said stepping toward me with a grin on his face. 

“Now look, you guys, how long have we been friends?” I asked trying to stall.
 “Ever since the first day I belched and blew it in your direction,” Spanks replied with a smile. 

“Well, I don’t remember that,” I said raising my voice, but all they did was laugh at me. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but I don’t remember anything before yesterday and I don’t even think that we’re really friends!” 
They both just stood there and looked at me like I was nuts….. “That’s a hurtful thing to say,” Spanks replied with a grin and then brushing it off Lefty grabbed my shoulder.

“Look man, we’ve been the three amigos forever. Now, stop screwen’ around and open that door,” he said. 

 I had a tight grip on my lock, but Lefty just stood there looking at me and then Spanks spoke up.
 “Dude, whatever trouble you’re in,” he paused and looked over at Lefty, “We’re with ya, Stick Man.” 
Lefty nodded and with a deep breath, I gave up and allowed the door to open. Then I reached in and slid the jacket to the side revealing the back panel. 

Lefty ran his hand across the damage on the back panel and looked at me with a serious expression on his face.  “You got anger problems man.”
 “What the heck did you do to your locker?” Spanks blurted out with a laugh.
 “Are you guys sure you really want to find out?” I asked and again a silent nod from both of them gave me my answer. “Well, then listen to this.”
I opened the book and read from the lines.

“You’ll never have a better chance 

To change your life and take a stance.

Spanks looked at Lefty and shook his head. 
All three of you’ll need something more 
To free the man of forgotten lore.

So take the letters in the first word 

That was whispered by the bird.

You’ll need enough to finish strong

And make it back where you belong.

Now one last thing the second part

Before the bell this has to start.

Just say the word, it is the fare

In sixty seconds you’ll be there.”

“It’s a riddle,” Spanks whispered as he tucked the newspaper under his arm and I looked at my watch. “Who wrote it?”

 “I really don’t know.”

 “It’s kinda like a word scramble,” He continued, as he grabbed the book from me and read again.

“So take the letters in the first word 

That was whispered by the bird.”

“The word was nevermore,” I said so I guess the first word is never.” 
Lefty looked at me like I was crazy. “What bird? Man….. you are nuts” he said as he looked at the pages. 

“You’ll need enough to finish strong

And make it back where you belong.”

Spanks repeated. “Nerve,” he announced. “The letters are all there. We’ll need enough NERVE.” He said again, but this time he yelled it into my locker with a smile. There was beef jerky stuck in between his teeth and I was having a real hard time taking him seriously.  

“I’m good at these things,” he bragged. “Now give me the second part……. just give it to me.”

“More, ya moron,” Lefty exclaimed. “The second part to Nevermore is more.” 
 “Na it can’t be moron…… That has too many o’s and not any e’s,” Spanks poked Lefty in his chest.  
Lefty hit him in the arm and I looked at my watch.  
“I got it, I got it,” he said, “just….just don’t hit me again.” 

Both of us were looking at him while he took in his moment of glory with sealed lips and a great big grin.
 “Thirty seconds left,” I said and Lefty balled up his fist getting ready to beat it out of him.

                           “It’s Rome!” 
With the sound of his voice a final, hollow bang rang out of the locker and echoed down the hallway once again. We all jumped back as the panel broke free and began to slowly swing open. 

Lefty and Spanks were as white as a ghost as they gazed in over my shoulder staring into the darkened corridor. 

“Woooa,” Spanks whispered looking into the pitch blackness as he dropped his newspaper on the floor. I glanced back at the book and spoke into the shadows one word as I was told.

“Lenore.”

 A moment later we heard a whispered echo of my own voice, but nothing more. 

Nerve
Lefty and Spanks stood with their jaws hanging open as I looked down at my watch again. In about ten seconds the bell would ring and kids would flood the halls. 
“Are you sure you guys are in?” I asked again. About three seconds passed and they were still staring into the darkness. “I’m going in you guys.” I said waving my hand in front of their faces. “I’ve got nothin’ to lose.” 

Spanks turned to Lefty. They were best friends and I could tell that one wasn’t going in without the other. Finally, he reached out and spoke up with about five seconds left. 
“Who’s in there, Stick Man…..and what is this?”  I just shrugged and stepped in and without another word they were right behind me. 
I took only a few steps inside, into pitch darkness and I was hit with a rotten stench.  It stopped me in my tracks and I almost gagged. It was so hard to breathe that I stood there for a moment breathing into my elbow and with my other arm stretched outward. And that’s when I heard the faint sound of moaning in the distance. Spanks came in last as he quietly pulled the locker door closed behind him. 

When the door was shut, Lefty bumped into me and he grabbed the tail end of my shirt. We probably looked like the three stooges. I couldn’t see a thing and I began to shuffle my feet. Spanks stayed where he was feeling for the gateway back to the hall. In moments he realized that the doorway had vanished behind him. The only thing he could feel as he ran his hands over the wall was the rough cut stone that lined the room that we were in. 

“Spanks…. you still back there?” Lefty finally whispered. 
“Yeah, I’m here, but the school’s not,” he said tearing another piece of beef jerky off with his teeth. 
Lefty chuckled. “Good,” he said. “I didn’t like school much anyway. Now, get over here.” 

There we were, standing in a pitch black room, with the sound of moaning in the distance and the smell of rotten whale and the guys were acting like it was the fun house at the carnival….. Spanks even still seemed to have an appetite. 

 I knew right then that I was in trouble on this one. Spanks caught up and we began feeling our way down the wall until I came to a corner. I was relieved that I could see a glimmer of light flickering and an outline of a doorframe in the distance. 

As I stood there as my eyes adjusted to the light and then I could see it.  There, sitting beneath a lit torch, about twenty feet away was a fully armored Roman soldier. His helmet was by his side and his shield was lying across his lap. 

The sound of moaning was coming from another room directly behind him.
 “Shut up in there!” the soldier shouted turning toward the opening. “I don’t know what all of you are complaining about,’” he chuckled. “Just think, your blood will be the first to spill and entertain the crowds in the great arena.”

 A moment passed as we stood there completely still and a calm voice responded. “Our God will deliver us from the hands of the emperor and you will tremble in fear of his wrath.” 
The warning didn’t scare the soldier at all. The man just laughed out loud and he finally caught his breath.
 “Well, when in Rome do like the Romans. Just pray to the golden image of Nero and you will feel the true power of the empire. Our emperor has offered you freedom if you just reject this Jesus of Nazareth and worship the approved gods.” 

A second voice came from the darkness, but this time the guard didn’t laugh, but rather I watched as he cautiously sat upright. 
 “The Christians will never worship Roman gods and Nero will wish he never tried to make them.” 
This man’s words were definitely a threat and the guard immediately got up went into the room and approached the massive figure in the darkness. 

We used the moment to get a little closer as I strained to see.

“How dare you challenge the Emperor!” the guard  snarled through his teeth. “You are popular with the crowd, gladiator….. but you too will meet your demise.”
 Without warning the prisoner surged toward him. The chains snapped taunt and pebbles tumbled down the wall behind him. The guard respected his lethal strength and quickness and he quickly pulled his sword as he jumped out of reach.  

“Unchain me! UNCHAIN ME! He yelled and we’ll see who will meet his match,” the gladiator shouted as the guard stepped back. The light from his torch glanced across the side of the prisoner’s face and I instantly became sickened at the sight of it. He was scared from his temple to his chin and his ear had been nearly torn in half. 

The guard gripped his sword, but then he thought better of it. He wasn’t quite dumb enough to take a swing. Instead, he slowly went back to his place just outside the holding area and sat back down.

Lefty tugged on my shirt and we quietly stepped back into the shadows. “What the heck is going on here?” he whispered. “Who’s the clown in the armor, and who are all those people?”

 Spanks waved his hand in front of his nose. “And which one of you guys cut the cheese,” he said with an annoyed look on his face.

 I handed Lefty the book. He opened the cover and we all huddled around it.  

“The fear of God is what they need

You have three days so take the lead.

Save the Christians, release Paul

 For Nero needs a wake up call.”

“Who’s Nero?” Spanks whispered. “And who’s Paul?” 
“Well, when in Rome, do like the Romans,” Lefty mocked as he patted Spanks on the shoulder and walked out of the darkness and straight toward the Roman soldier. 

I hesitated, realizing the danger, but I should have known that Lefty was wired a little different. He was just bold enough to step right up to him. I looked around frantically to find a weapon of some kind, but after I found nothing I reached into my pocket and pulled out Sid’s kicking stone. 
Clutching it in my right hand I looked up and watched Lefty as I got ready for a fight.   

It was obvious that the Roman soldier wasn’t expecting anyone coming from the darkened room and Lefty caught him off guard. He immediately stood on his post and began brushing himself off.

 “I didn’t realize members of the senate were visiting the prisoners today, your honor.” He said in a nervous tone, but Spanks and I just stood there frozen in the shadows, shocked at what we had seen happen to Lefty right before our very eyes. 

Sidonious

Lefty’s image had completely changed as he stepped out of the darkness and into the light. His shape shifted before our very eyes as he no longer looked like the kid from school, but rather he appeared as a grown man dressed in a long white toga and a pair of sandals. 

“Holy….Christmas, what the heck was that? What happened to Lefty?”  Spanks was freaking out, but I just grabbed his arm and whispered, “Just stay still.”

 We waited silently in the darkness and when I was convinced that Lefty wasn’t in danger and Spanks wasn’t going to blow our cover, I gripped Sid’s kicking stone and looked down at my school clothes. Without saying a word I stepped out of the shadows and into the lighted room.

 The first thing I noticed was a chill and then my feet in the open air as a toga spiraled around me wrapping up my body. I brought my hand up to my face and felt the stubble grow from my chin and the pricking of the olive branch that was resting on my head.

As I walked up to the guard, I paused for a second when I recognized my grandfather’s golden sword hanging with several other  weapons on the rack in the corner. I knew that Sid was there somewhere.

“Leave us with these prisoners.” Spanks boldly demanded with a grin on his face as I turned and saw him change over to a senator. He made a perfect politician.
The soldier nodded and without another word he walked up the ramp and out of the prison doors. I quickly grabbed the torch and walked cautiously into the darkened chamber. 
“This is so cool!” Spanks said with a chuckle as he swatted at Lefty. They were busy snickering and giving each other high fives as I just strained to see inside the darkened room. 

“Sid,” are you there….Sid,” I whispered, but all I could hear was Lefty and Spanks chuckling behind me. I looked into the darkness, and saw the outline of the prisoners as the flame danced casting dim flashes of light about the room. 
None of the prisoners spoke to me and then I noticed the scarred gladiator. He was turned toward the wall and I knelt down beside him as Lefty and Spanks looked on. 
“Sid, have you seen a man named Sid?” I asked.  “I’ve come back for him. I’m here to take him home,” I pleaded as I gently put my hand on the man’s shoulder. 

With lightning speed and before I could react a second gladiator came up from behind me, reached over my head and with one arm, he wrapped the chain that bound his wrist around my throat. Lefty and Spanks jolted toward me, but with the other hand he held sharpened stone to my chest.

 “Back off!” he shouted at the guys. “Back off or this senator’s dead!” he warned again as both Lefty and Spanks took one step backward. 

The guys looked really scared. I know they would have jumped in, but the shank was still at my chest. I struggled as he slowly tightened the chain and I was fading in and out as his image of the other man came into view. I was sure it was him as I looked at my best friend in the eyes of a gladiator.

 “Release him Brutus!” Sid growled, but the gladiator just pulled me back and tightened up the chain. I couldn’t say anything. The shackle had cut off my ability to speak, but I still held in my hand the one thing that Sid would know for sure. With my last bit of strength and before I passed out, I opened my hand and the stone dropped to my feet.
Sid looked down. “Let em’go,” he warned stepping closer. “I mean it!”

With the lack of blood flow to my brain my eyes began to flutter and float into my skull and Sid lunged toward the other gladiator. The shackle that bound his right arm broke free from the wall.
 “Let him go, or you will not live to see tomorrow,” Sid warned.
Brutus looked at him for a moment and then he slowly lowered the shank and unwound the chain from my throat. Sid’s eyes filled with tears as he pushed me away and I gasped for air. Sid reached out to me, but he was stopped short by his other arm and leg that were still shackled to the prison wall.
 I fell, coughing and holding my throat. “What happened to you?” I gasped, “Sid, what’s happened?” 
Lefty and Spanks quickly dragged me out of reach. “What have they done to you?” I finally said stepping up to Sid and looking at his face. 
There was a long pause and then he looked away and brought his hand up to his scar. “How bad is it, John?” he finally asked. “I haven’t seen it, but when they look at me…. I know.”
 I just stared at him, rubbing my throat. “How did you even get here, Sid,” I finally asked, as I wiped my eyes and began to tug on the chains that were bolted to the stone. Spanks just stared at me as Lefty walked up the ramp and toward the doors. 
“Back in Troy, I went through that cloud of smoke and this was waiting for me on the other side,” Sid said. “I never thought I’d see you again.”
 He paused, looked away and then he said something that struck fear into my soul.
 “You should have never have come here John.” 

A kind, but mocking chuckle broke in and I turned and noticed that against the opposite wall were other people sitting in the darkness. They didn’t look at all like gladiators. 
“It’s no use son,” the voice said. “Only by the grace of God will we be saved.” Sid looked at him and nodded. 

“This is Paul and the others are his friends. They call themselves Christians. They are going to be put to death by Nero for their faith in God.” 
Paul looked right at me. “My soul is saved senator, our time has come.” 

It was no use. I stopped pulling on the chains and turned to the book.

You must release the one named Paul.

And free the Christians one and all

His act will alter hearts in Rome

Or you will never see your home.”

We all looked up as Lefty came rushing back to the room. “Someone’s coming!” he said in a panic, “and he doesn’t look happy.” 

Nero

With Lefty’s warning the doors swung open and a short stocky man dressed in elaborate purple clothing came bounding into the room. His stature was less than impressive, but his presence just demanded respect. 
A massive Roman guard with a lighted torch accompanied him. He stood nearly seven feet tall and fully armored he probably weighed at least 350 pounds, but I quickly noticed that he was walking with the help of a walking stick. The two of them blasted right past Lefty and Spanks as he gallantly approached me. 

“What brings you down here Quintus?” The little man asked accusingly. 
“We’re here to visit the prisoners,” Spanks interrupted. 
Nero didn’t even turn to look at Spanks. Without taking his eyes off me, he calmly spoke through his clenched teeth. “Visiting the gladiator again are you.” He turned to the Christians standing in the shadows “Well, this will be your last visitor,” he announced looking straight at Sid. “There will be no more visits until the executions.” 
His body guard pushed me to the side and walked up to Sid with a look of hate in his eye. Sid braced himself for what he knew was about to happen. “Boy, that knee still looks sore?” Sid said to the guard with a crooked smile on his face.

 Sid didn’t have time to react as the Roman soldier swung his walking stick and Sid took a crushing blow to his ribs. 
“Not nearly as sore as your face,” the soldier replied. Sid doubled over in pain and without a second thought I jumped in threw my hardest punch. 
I hit the giant square in the nose, but it didn’t even faze the man. He just grinned at me as I began to shake the pain from my hand. He wiped his nose with his arm and then took a step toward me. With one powerful grip he grabbed me by my throat and lifted me right off the ground and that’s when Lefty had seen enough. He snapped opened his switch blade. 
The guard turned to Lefty and laughed as he dropped me to the ground as he gripped the handle of his sword. 
“All right….. All right Claudius, we can’t go around killing senators….. just yet,” Nero said just before it really got ugly. The guard relaxed his grip on the sword and Lefty held the knife out by his side.
 “Now come, let’s get back to the work of the republic,” Nero said with a sadistic grin as he reached up and put his hand on my shoulder……. “We have a meeting to attend to.”

I looked over my shoulder at Sid. He was still holding his ribs trying to catch his breath, as he nodded in silence for me to go with Nero. It was hard to leave him, but I had no choice. Quietly, we followed Nero up the ramp and out into the open air. 
As we came out of the tunnel, I tried to shake off the stench that seemed to almost cling to us. Lefty, Spanks and I came into the light shielding our eyes from the sun not knowing what to expect.

 The sound of a roaring crowd made my heart instantly begin to pound and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust, but after a couple seconds of blinking I stood there awestruck at the incredible sight before me. We had been beneath one of the great Roman Amphitheatres and were standing where man and beast were forced to fight to the death for the pleasure of the bloodthirsty crowd. 

I looked around and noticed that the stands were completely filled. Fifty thousand citizens were cheering at the sight of their emperor. The ground we were standing on was soaked with blood and the smell of it was indescribable.  With the sound of a trumpet blast, the cheers subsided and the people in the stands quickly found there seats.

“Citizens of Rome,” the man’s voice echoed over the crowd. “Citizens of Rome, Hear your leader. The great Nero will now address you.” 
The announcer stepped to the side and immediately a hush blanketed the crowd. With the help of Claudius, Nero stepped up on a pedestal and stood. He slowly extended his arm and silent anticipation fell over the crowd. 

 “In three days we will have an assortment of entertainment right here in the grand amphitheatre.” 
The crowd roared in delight and Nero smiled, nodded his head and waited for the noise to subside again. 
I could tell by the look on his face that he loved the attention and the people knew it. They were pouring it on. When they finally became quiet again he continued with his speech. 

“We will have beast verses beast.”
 The crowd let out a thunderous cheer as he raised his arm and pointed to the far corner of the arena. On his signal the trumpets sounded and a trap door buried in the floor dropped open and a ferocious lion sprang from its depths. It was batting its paws at the crowd and its claws were completely extended. Its roar was so loud it could be heard over the screaming spectators.

 The people nearest to the giant cat jumped back from their seats as Nero pointed to the opposite corner and right on cue an enormous croc emerged from a second trap door swinging its tail and snapping its jaws. 

Horns blasted and cheers roared in delight as the people of Rome looked on. At first, I looked for an escape route but then I noticed the chains that bound the animals. I looked past the animals at the gates made from bars that held us in and a shiver ran down my spine.  Nero again waited for the crowd to settle down and then he continued on. 

“We will also have man against beast.” 
Again the trumpets sounded as he pointed and a third trap door that was buried between the lion and croc. It opened and Brutus came crashing up from below dressed in full body armor. He was banging his chest plate as he swung a mace far above his head playing up to the crowd. Metal spikes were sticking out from his armor in every direction and he looked like nothing less than a killing machine.

 “Is that the beast or the man?” Spanks whispered to me with a quiver in his voice when we heard another pin pulled from behind us and another door was released. 
We all turned just as a huge bear bounded up from below. It was swinging its head from side to side and batting its paws in the air. I could tell at a glance that the animals had been starved and beaten in order to get them to play up to the crowd. 

“And finally,” he gathered himself together and spoke in a serious tone. “We will have gladiator verses gladiator.” 
I braced myself for the celebration, but to my surprise this time the crowd hushed as behind us a fifth and final trap door was released. Turning once again we all looked on only to see Sid emerge from the chamber below.
 Sid didn’t act like the others, but he didn’t need to. He brought a completely different response from the crowd as he was being prodded by two Roman soldiers with long spears. I cringed when I saw him in the light. His rippled muscles were littered with scars and his face was completely deformed. I could tell that the soldiers were being careful to keep their distance from him and they were doing it out of pure fear. 

 Sid wasn’t going to play Nero’s game. He didn’t even try to rile the crowd. Upon recognizing him, the people in the stands quieted themselves in respect and slowly began to chant his Roman name. 

“Sid-don-ious,  Sid-don-ious,  Sid-don-ious.” The name vibrated through my chest as the fifty thousand voices erupted in unison, but when the chanting wouldn’t stop, Nero became jealous and with a wave of his hand, he signaled to the guards.  The trumpets were blasted in an attempt to regain order. 

Several minutes passed and the noise still hadn’t stopped so Sid simply raised his hand and a hush instantly came over the crowd. Nero looked on with hate as he straightened his clothes and cleared his throat for his final announcement. 

 “And finally this Friday at noon we will have the public execution of Paul of Tarsus and his Christian friends.”
 The crowd looked on with stone cold expressions.  “This Friday you will decide their fate. In the spirit of the republic I have decided to give you, the people of Rome the choice and if you decide it, Paul and the Christians will be put to death for worshiping a god that was not approved by the empire.” 

He ended his speech and turned to walk away as an eerie silence came over the crowd. A second later a single voice could be heard calling out. “Crucify them!” someone yelled echoing across the arena.
 Nero stopped in his tracks, turned and looked into the eyes of his people. I couldn’t believe the deep hatred that came over their faces, but he loved it.
 “No…. No,” Nero said with a chuckle. “No, Pilot tried that with Jesus and look where that got us…. No, this Friday, the Christians will die right here in the jaws of the lions.”
 He turned to walk away again as a thunderous roar deafened my ears and the people of Rome celebrated Nero’s final announcement. 

It was obvious that they hated the Christians and they would like nothing more than to see them all suffer and die in the most terrible way. 
I turned to go back to Sid when the Roman guards blocked our way. “No visitors until the executions, even you Quintus.” 
 With no other choice we followed Nero out of the arena to where several carriages were parked. They were marked with official government symbols and one of them was waiting for us. 

The Power of Rome
When we got to the carriage I quickly realized that we would not be riding alone. A woman was sitting on the bench just inside the door and when I got in, she immediately turned to me and glared. I knew right away that she was probably my wife.
 “It’s about time,” she said leaning forward. I just stared at her with that deer in the headlights look. “I was worried about you,” she said. 
I paused for a moment and slid to the side for the guys to get in. Something about her seemed familiar to me, but I couldn’t quite tell what it was. “How did the meeting go?” she asked
“I wouldn’t say it went very well,” Spanks said sarcastically as he reached up and pulled himself inside.  “Move over, man.”
I looked at her without a word. “Well, what happened?” She asked wrenching her hands. 
“For one thing, that Claudius guy almost got his butt kicked,” Lefty said as he slipped his switch blade back into his pocket. 

“Yeah right, but what’s worse is that in three days he’s going to kill everyone down there.” I said looking at the guys. 

“We must meet with the others,” the woman said turning toward me. “If we’re going to save them we will need to have a plan.” 
“Woa, woa woa….” Spanks replied. “Am I the only one around here that’s still just a little confused? Stick…… what is all this?”

I just looked out the window as our carriage bumped down the cobblestone road. The streets were narrow and I noticed the houses were getting closer together. There were no grand columns holding up domed buildings in that part of town, but rather they were small living spaces with flat roofs stacked nearly on top of one another.

 “Look over there,” Lefty said, pointing out the window. 
I glanced over at him and saw a look of terror on his face as he was staring at a man, strung up on a pole at the edge of the road up ahead.
 A small group of people were gathered around and a single Roman soldier was at his side guarding him. It was obvious to me that he was being punished publicly for something. 

“Pull over!” Lefty yelled out at the driver….. “Pull over now!” 
The driver immediately tightened the reigns. When the carriage stopped, we stepped out and walked up to the soldier.  As soon as he saw who we were he stiffened up and stood at attention.

 The man on the pole was bleeding from his head. He had taken a good beating before he was put on display to die. I looked at the soldier’s belt and the bloody cat of nine tales that was hanging from it. 

“What the heck do you think you’re doing?” I demanded. “Why is this guy being punished?” 
The soldier looked at me a little awkwardly and then gestured to the prisoner on the pole. 
“Yeah him, you moron! What the heck is wrong with you people?” Spanks interrupted.
 The man motioned to a pot of tar at his feet “He wouldn’t worship the image of Nero sir. My orders are to beat him and then wait until midnight to set him a blaze.” 

He said it as if it were a matter of fact, like it was common practice and I should have known. “Not today, you won’t!” Lefty poked him in his chest. “Cut him down… and be careful,” he added as I looked at the group gathered around. 

“Yes sir,” The soldier replied. “Right away sir,” and he immediately stepped up to the man and drew his blade. The onlookers gathered around to help him and soon the man collapsed from the pole and dropped into their arms. 

The soldier turned and untied the reigns of his horse as we were returning to our carriage. And that’s when I felt a light tug on my toga. Stopping, I turned around and looked down into the eyes of a plebian child. He was about five years old and I could tell he had been crying from the streaks of dirt on his face. 
“Thank… you…. sir,” was all he was able to say between his sobs as he turned and joined the group that was carrying his father away to tend to his wounds. 

With a snap of the reigns we were off again, but this time we rode in silence and as we blew through town. People looked up only for a moment and quickly got back to their business. I noticed the dirty children playing near the edge of the streets with wooden swords and shields and it brought me back to a time when Sid and I had had our own adventures in the swamp across the street from my house. The children were pretending that they were gladiators and as we traveled by I saw several who had streaked dirt across the side of their faces resembling a scar I recognized well.  

As we left the area, a loud roar rent the air. I looked up from the children and saw the structure in the distance that imprisoned my friend. The cheers that were coming from within were deafening. 

I didn’t know it then, but while I was riding along in the safety of the carriage, Sid was in another fight for his life.  He was lined up for a battle with Brutus. 

Brutus was a killing machine who had been enslaved as a child by the Romans. He had been captured in a village in northern Italy where he was born a Gaul. The Gauls hated the Romans and as far as he was concerned, Sid was his mortal enemy. 

With the blast of the horn the gladiators came from their underground chambers in full body armor to choose their weapons. There was an assortment on the table before them and since Sid was the crowd favorite so he got first picks.

Sid stepped up to the table and immediately picked up the golden sword and stepped back allowing room for Brutus.  Brutus chose a heavy steel sword and with his snicker the table was carried away.

With Nero’s signal the fight was on. Brutus attacked first and Sid blocked and returned a shot to his shield. The crowd watched on as bets were exchanged and Romans slid to the edge of their seats.

 The fight raged on and clashing steel pleased the crowd, but what they had truly come for was blood. Death fueled this crowd and Brutus tried his best to give them what they wanted. As Brutus tried his best to kill my friend, blow after blow was blocked by the golden sword and Brutus finally began to show signs of exhaustion. 
 He never would have known it, but he really didn’t have a chance. He wasn’t only fighting Sid, he was also in a battle with a sword that drew its power from Sid’s will to live. 

As Poe watched on from the high point of the amphitheatre, Nero looked on in frustration. He knew Sid had captured the hearts of the crowd and up until this point, Sid was the only gladiator who refused to finish his opponent when he was given the signal. Normally, Nero would have had any gladiator burned alive for his defiance, but the crowd had embraced Sid, and Nero was just smart enough to know that they were the ones that truly held the power in Rome.

 Ambush
As Sid was fighting for his life behind us, I looked out the window at the poverty of the lower class of Rome. We were slowly bouncing along the cobblestone road and the streets almost looked abandoned when a man stepped out of the darkness and into our path. Our driver pulled back on the reigns and the carriage came to a sudden halt. 
I looked out the opening just as our driver’s voice broke the silence.
 “Official government carriage,” He called out. “Please, remove yourself from the road.”
And then it happened. From the alley another man came running out. In his hand he carried a flaming bottle of liquid. The horses saw it, whinnied and jolted forward. 
“Hang on!” the driver warned. I braced myself just as I heard a loud SMASH and saw liquid flames shower over us.
“What the heck was that?” Spanks sat up and looked out as the snap of the whip cracked over the horse’s back. The carriage jolted forward and we all slid to the side. I heard another THUMP as I saw another man grab at the side panel with a small axe in his hand. 
Lefty turned to the window just as the man’s face appeared. He was about to swing the axe when the carriage hit the curb and the door came right off the hinge. The man tumbled off the side and got tangled up in the wheel. 
“I don’t think we’re welcome in this part of the neighborhood!” Lefty yelled out as the horses sped up and the angry crowd began to flood out of the allies and buildings. 

Our driver was good, but the horses were frightened and out of control as they were being pelted with stones from an angry mob.  I could hear the people cursing at us as they chased us down the streets and the thumping of bodies as several attackers were run over when they tried to climb up on our carriage. We made another sharp turn and Lefty slid across the seat and smashed into Spanks.

“Watch it!” Spanks yelled. 

“You watch it,” Lefty said as he pushed him and moved back over. With the next sharp turn Spanks lifted his feet off the floor and slid into Lefty with all his weight and the fight was on. Lefty had had enough. They completely  forgot about the fact that people were trying to kill us and they started trying to kill each other.  
The path we were on was not built for speed. Finally we got some distance between us and the crowd, but not enough to slow down. 

As we fled into the darkness I looked back and got a glimpse of a giant standing in the foreground. I could have sworn it was Nero’s guard Claudius towering behind the crowd of people shaking their fists and throwing stones. He had used the angry crowd to try and assassinate us. 
“We just gotta get to the other side!” the driver yelled out. We were racing toward a stone bridge ahead and I thought we were almost out of danger when I heard another huge BANG. 

 We all violently jolted forward and I hit my head on the roof as we dropped with a thud. Sparks were flying from under the broken axel. The side of the carriage began to splinter and peal away as it was being dragged down the stone road by our terrified horses. 
Everybody piled up together in one side of the carriage in a tangled mass of arms and legs. I glanced up for a moment as I noticed the wheel of the chariot rolling away from us as we were being dragged across the bridge. 

At this point the horses were completely out of control and the driver pulled on the reigns as hard as he could to no avail. 
“Hold ON!” the driver yelled out, as the other wheel dropped off with a thud and leveled us out. “Bale out!” he screamed “Bale Out Now!”
 There was no time. I looked out, saw what was coming and grabbed Spanks as we veered off the path and hit the stone rail on the side of the bridge.  With an earsplitting crash the side panel tore loose and sparks flew. Before we could bail we were launched up in the air about five feet and came crashing back down like a box of rag dolls. 
A terrifying scream pierced the air and with a jolt, the ride finally ended, but the nightmare didn’t. We found ourselves grabbing for anything we could as we dangled in open air.

 The back half of the chariot was torn completely off and we were all hanging on to the wreckage over the muddy waters of the Tiber River. 

Everything suddenly became quiet all except for the sounds of heavy breathing and struggling horses. 
“Stay still!” Lefty warned. The woman’s fingers were slipping as she struggled to clutch the twisted debris.

 I noticed it and with one arm I grabbed hers. 
“Don’t let me fall,” she pleaded as I looked into her eyes and then past her at certain death. 

Spanks was a good climber. He quickly got to the top and reached down for me as the carriage jolted again and let lose with a jerk. With a terrifying crunching noise we all free fell about two more feet as the horses whinnied and Spanks grabbed a hold again.
 “Grab – my - hand!” Lefty yelled.  She reached up with her other hand and together we struggled to get her back in the carriage.

 It was all we could do to hoist her the rest of the way up, but once she was safely on the bridge, Lefty climbed up and with his help, I went last. I could hear the clomping hooves of the nervous horses as they struggled to hold the weight of the carriage and desperately tried not to be dragged over the edge. 

Finally, I took a deep breath and surveyed the scene. Our driver was nowhere in sight, so I grabbed the horses bridles and did my best to keep them still as I could as Lefty went around to the backside of the wreck.  When he saw that everybody was clear, he pulled out his switch blade and cut the single leather strap that held all the weight of the now empty carriage.

 With a snap the horses jolted forward and we peered over the edge as what was left of our carriage free fell about one hundred feet in open air. With a tremendous splash we all watched as it broke apart in the water below and floated down with the current. Finally, it sank to the bottom of the Tiber River. 

“Owh my gosh, NO!” 
 I looked over at Spanks who was peering off  the edge of the bridge, but there was nothing we could do. The woman fell to the floor and cupped her face in her hands as we watched the lifeless body of our driver as it got caught up in the current and disappear from sight.

 We sat there helplessly. “What was his name,” I finally asked.

“He said his name was Samuel,” she said speaking through her trembling hands.  “Why did he take us that way?”
 “It’s wasn’t his fault,” I said. “It’s probably ours for making those people hate us so much.”  

She didn’t disagree with me, but rather turned away and looked down river. Finally, she took the reigns of the horses and led them to the other side of the bridge. 
Underground
 “Someone’s coming.” Spanks said in a panic as he looked down the road and into the darkness. I could hear the faint clomping of horse’s hooves. 
“Come on, lets go,” The woman said as she guided the horses behind the thick brush on the side of the bridge. 
We quickly tied them up out of sight and followed her down the steep embankment. The rubble tumbled as we shuffled our feet to the sounds of peepers and croaking frogs. And she seemed to know where we were going. 
Finally, the ground leveled off and we snuck along the slow moving water. The man on the horse trotted up the road and stopped when he reached the middle of the bridge. The rider got off and examined the debris that was left from the wreck and tossed a piece over the edge. 
I tried to control my breathing as we pressed ourselves against the stone pillar in silence. If he were to come down the bank, there would be nowhere for us to hide. 
“Over here,” The woman whispered tugging on my arm. She cautiously looked in either direction and then turned to a large thick bush. “Come with me if you want to live,” she warned.
 To my surprise she pushed the foliage to the side revealing a hidden aqueduct. The opening was about five and a half feet tall, but the stream was about ankle deep. At first, we crouched down to get inside the tunnel, but once we were in the opening I was surprised to find that we were able to walk upright without any trouble at all. 

 We followed her into the pitch black opening in silence.  She reached back for my hand and I took hers. I wasn’t about to hold Lefty’s hand, so I didn’t even offer, but I knew he and Spanks were behind me by the sound of the splashing water at their feet. 

The air was cool and the tunnel was dark as she guided us through the maze below the surface.  The farther we went from the entrance the darker it became, but finally she slowed down when we began to hear echoing voices from deep inside the tunnel.

With a turn to the left we entered another passage that was glowing with light. I strained to see as the images of people began to appear. 

 I quickly turned around to the guys, but what I saw left me in shock. To my amazement I saw Lefty and Spanks change back from kids to their ancient Roman forms as we came out of the darkness and into the light. 

A man dressed in rags immediately walked up to us with an anxious smile. “The Christians await your news Quintus. How did the meeting go and what will Nero do with Paul and the others?”
  From my body language his smile quickly melted away. “Nero made an announcement that he will either feed them to the lions or let them go, but the people of Rome will decide this Friday.” 
A hush came over the crowd as the man just turned from me and climbed up on a large stone. 
“My name is Luke, he began. “My best friend Paul is imprisoned by Nero along with many of your friends and family.” 
The Christians began to talk among themselves and he spoke up again. “As I see it, we have several options. There are members of the senate among us. They could get close enough to Nero for an assassination.”

 He motioned toward Lefty and Spanks. I saw the guys turn pale as a hush came over the crowd. And then, to their relief, a single voice rang out. “Thou shall not kill,” a woman took a step from the back of the room as her voice echoed across the crowd.
 Spanks turned to Lefty. “Yea right, I’m not killin’ anybody.” He whispered. “I promised my dad I wouldn’t kill anybody. He’d kill me…. if I killed anybody” Lefty looked back at him with no expression, and what really scared me was that I could tell Lefty was considering the idea. 
 Luke bowed his head and took a deep breath. “Well, then our second option is to go to Nero. There may be enough plebeians here to convince him. If our numbers are great enough they will have no choice but to respect our God.” 

 There was another hush over the room and then the Christians began to talk quietly among themselves. I looked across them as a shiver went down my spine. Nero would destroy these people for their open defiance. They would just be added to the ones already scheduled to die. 

I was getting nervous that this was our plan when I saw a small boy cutting through to the front of the crowd toward us.

 I recognized him right away. His father was the one who had been hung on that pole and left to die. When he got to the front he climbed up on another large stone next to me and looked into my eyes just as the noise subsided.  
“Why do we fear the emperor?” He asked so innocently. “He should fear the God who made him.” 

There was a long pause as crowd was struck by the power of the boy’s words, and then Spanks spoke up. 
“If we hide, we show our fear and if we fear death, we will face it. Nero has given the people the choice, so lets take him up on it. We need to go to the people. Change their hearts…. It’s the only way.” 

I could see the people nodding and turning to the ones around them. Luke cleared his throat and spoke a final time. 
“We have two more days before the executions. We will change the hearts of Rome or we will join our brothers and sisters in the arena. Tonight, we will place the cross over the door of our homes  and tomorrow all will know that we are Christians.”

Immediately, I pulled out the book and read the new lines that appeared before my eyes.

“Mark the cross, the boy is right.

Now enter in and leave the light

The four of you will risk it all

Defy the man and release Paul

Nero hates and Rome is mean

But coming soon is Constantine.”
Faith

 “Let’s get outa here,” the woman said stepping toward the tunnel. One by one we walked back inside and away from the light. 

I went in first and when we entered the shadows I took a moment to glance back. I had a hunch, and what I saw didn’t come to me as a total surprise.  I watched in the shadows as the woman’s shape shifted back. With a wink she whispered, “I wasn’t sure it was you, but I wasn’t letting you go alone.”

 I stopped and shook my head as she reached up and grabbed my hand.  “How’d you get through?” I asked. 
“I have the locker combination, remember?” she said. “I went inside and I came out through these tunnels. I can’t believe I’m your wife.”
 I sensed an excitement in her voice and I was glad it was dark. I’m sure I turned a shade of red.
“Woah! Woah! Woah! Spanks Said grabbing my arm. Now, that’s it lover boy. First, you know that ugly dude in prison and now it’s what’s her face from Social Studies class. When do you think you’re gonna let Lefty and me in on the deal.” 
I stopped for a moment ready to explain when a far off sound came from deep inside the aqueduct. I gripped Kristy’s hand and hushed the guys so we could listen.  Just above the sounds of rippling water I could just make out the familiar chants of the name Sidonius, coming from catechisms far away. 
Sid had avoided death once again and the crowd was cheering his victory. Relief came over me as I knew he would live  another day. 

And just as I was about to speak again Lefty held out his hand. “Shhh,” he motioned to us to be quiet as he took a few more steps and then he knelt down in the silt. 
The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as up ahead heard the sound of feet splashing in the water. There beside the water were footsteps pressed into the silt and to the left of each one was a perfect indented circle. Lefty placed his fingers in the indentation as my mind flashed back to Nero’s body guard. His walking stick was probably a perfect fit.
Under the cover of darkness the four of us quietly made our way up the embankment and to the horses. Kristy led the way home while at the same time Claudius was making his way back to report to Nero.

Claudius wasn’t the only one listening in on plans that night as Poe had followed him back to Nero’s palace.
“Did you take care of it?” Nero asked as Claudius came hobbling through the door. “Are they dead?” 
“No, my emperor,” he said huffing and puffing as he tried to catch his breath. “They made it through the slums, but I followed them to the aqueducts. They met with other Christians and devised a plan. The resistance has grown.”

In a rage, Nero snapped, picked up a bust and smashed it against the marble column. 

 “The Christians will mark their homes in defiance tonight and go to their neighbors tomorrow. Their plan is to try to sway the minds of the citizens of Rome.” 
Nero slowly approached the open window. “Now we must crush these Christians once and for all. If they have decided to take to the streets, we shall let them. You say they will place the mark on their homes tonight, well then we shall embrace that plan.”

Claudius squinted and a cruel smile slowly spread across his face. “Yes,” he finally said, “and I shall even offer them our protection and a place to meet.” 
Nero let out a sadistic laugh as he thought of the perfect plan. “I will provide escorts for the Christians from the Roman army. They shall enter the streets and in time we will gather the entire resistance and be done with them all. The citizens will stand with me and we will all enjoy the executions in the great arena.” 

As we all fell asleep that night in my warm house, Sid was trying to make himself comfortable on the dirt and stone floor in the shadows beneath the arena. Paul was wide awake, but others were already snoring. 
“Who are you?” Paul whispered to Sid as he studied him in the darkened corner. 
“What do you mean? We’ve been here for months,” Sid replied as he picked a young lion cub up and cradled it in his arms. 

“I’ve done some terrible things in my life and have seen some amazing things, but you….you look different to me in the shadows.” 

Sid’s hands began to tremble and he gently set the cat back on the floor. Tears welled up in his eyes as he turned and looked up at Paul. “What do I look like?” he asked raising his hand to his face feeling for the thick scar that ran from his temple to his chin.

 Paul squinted into the dim corner where Sid was resting “You are young in the shadow and middle aged in the light. Your scar…. it melts away like water into the desert floor.” 

Sid slowly brought his hand back up to his face and asked “Who do you think I am?”
 Paul thought a moment and finally continued. “I have looked into the face of God and he has changed my life. I believe only in him and I will face death before I ever worship the false gods of Rome. I believe you are a messenger sent to set things straight. My only purpose is for God’s message to spread and for all to be saved.”

Paul leaned back against the wall as Sid got up, left the corner and stepped into the moonlight. His image changed back into that of a gladiator as he sat back down. “Get your rest gladiator…… Tomorrow you’ll fight.” 

 Sid leaned his head back on the cool, stone wall as he looked up to the moonlight and a raven that was perched on the bars that imprisoned them. For the first time since he arrived in Rome Sid drifted off into a deep sleep without fear of what the next day might bring. 
Witness

The next morning the four of us awoke to the sound of voices outside my Roman home. No one wanted to be alone over night, so we had crashed on the floor in the common area. I had this nervous feeling that it wasn’t going to be a good day for us. 

Kristy and I walked to the garden while Lefty and Spanks trailed a few minutes behind. I was surprised to see the number of people who were willing to risk their lives.

“I would like to make an announcement.” A loud voice projected from the center of the garden. It was Luke and he was holding up a scroll. 
“We have been given an opportunity to preach to our neighbors in the grand amphitheatre,” he said. The crowd got settled and he continued. 
“Nero himself sent his personal body guard to me this morning and he has given us time before the gladiator fights today.”  

A chill came over me as I realized how obvious it was that Nero had us where he wanted us. With their homes all marked with a cross, all he needed to do was round us up.  We had no choice now. We actually had to make the plan work. 

With Claudius and his guards by our sides we walked to the theatre and were led directly through crowds and into the open arena. The masses were anxiously awaiting the gladiator fights. 
The people whispered and pointed as we stood before them and I could see on their faces that some were shocked to see their neighbors among the crowd of Christians. 

With a blast from a horn, the people were brought to order.  The sound echoed through the crowd and people began to take their seats. 

“Hear ye, Hear ye,” a voice rang out over the crowd. “We would like only a moment of your time and you can get back to the entertainment of the day.” The noise level dropped and Luke took the stage. 

“We are the Christians of Rome,” he began. An eerie silence fell over the amphitheater. 
“Tomorrow, my best friend Paul and the rest of us will be sentenced to death if it is the will of the citizens, but you…. you have the power to change all of that.” The people looked on and I could feel the intensity beginning to grow.  

“Nero has given us three days to win your approval. We mean you no harm, but rather our only wish is to worship the one true living God.” 
A single angry voice yelled from the upper deck and echoed across the crowd. 
“Well then you should worship Jupiter as all good Romans do.”
 Laughter followed and then another citizen chimed in, “Who are we to judge?” And then another voice barked, “Well, when in Rome…..do as the Romans do.” 
The crowd erupted as the people began to argue. Several minutes passed and things were becoming even more heated when I glanced over to notice Claudius near the gate. He and his guards were planning something and I could see it on his face. They slipped out of the arena and then Claudius pulled the lever and the gates were locked down. 
I slowly pulled Kristy behind me when suddenly and without warning, it happened. From the corner of my eye I caught a glimmer of something as it whizzed straight past my head and caught Luke square in the mouth. His face split wide open and he shrieked in pain as he cupped his hands over the wound. Blood oozed through his fingers as his knees buckled as he fell from the pedestal. 
The Christians instantly panicked and ran for the exits as Kristy knelt down beside Luke and I picked up the knife that was lying on the ground. I slipped it in my belt just as a barrage of stones passed over us and pummeled into the crowd of Christians. 
“Arrest them!” Nero stood from his box seats and shouted to the guards. “Quickly, There causing a riot!”
Some of the Christians ran to the gates screaming and weeping while others immediately dropped to their knees and began to pray. Kristy and I helped Luke to his feet, but as soon as he was up he pushed me away and stepped back up on the pedestal in the center of the group. 

His mouth was bleeding badly, but he just stood there, eyes closed and arms outstretched. 

 “Jump the gates!” he yelled over the commotion. “Blend in and they won’t know who you are!” he shouted. 

Immediately, the Christians began to climb over and pour into the crowd. Lefty and Spanks ran for it when I saw Claudius unlock the gates and pull his sword as he came our way. 
“Kristy, RUN!” I yelled. 
I thought I could slow Claudius down, but I was wrong. With a blast from his shield he knocked me to the side like an annoying fly and by the time my eyes focused again he was standing over Luke’s lifeless body. 

 He pulled his blade from Luke, stopped and glared as he turned toward me again. Frantically, I searched the dirt for the knife then I scrambled to my feet when he stopped and calmly said, 

“ Nero wants you to meet him in is box seats for this afternoon’s main event. You’ll be his honored guest.” 

I studied his face, glanced back at Luke’s body lying face down in the dirt. “You can tell Nero he can watch it alone,” I said. 
Claudius just grabbed my arm and pulled me up the stone steps. 
As we passed the Christians I could see the look of defeat in their eyes and being with Claudius, I knew what it must have looked like. They thought I had set them up. 
“Judas!” an angry man finally pointed at me and yelled. “You betrayed us.” He broke free from the crowd and came toward me. 
Claudius turned to him. “Get back in line!” he demanded, but the man just ignored him. 
The Christian took another step and Claudius pulled his sword from his sheath. 
“Back in line I said!” he yelled again. 

The man slumped his shoulders forward. 

 I looked away from him and then up at Claudius’ evil grin as the blood rushed to my face. I knew what was about to happen. 
“Run!” I yelled, but my warning came a moment too late. Claudius swiped the blade and cut the innocent man down from behind. It was like everything was in slow motion as he fell and pool of blood formed around him.

“Murderer!” I yelled. “You didn’t have to do that!” 

 Claudius just simply turned to me wiping the blood from his blade. “Do what?” he said sarcastically. “Save him from a painful death in the jaws of a hungry lion?”
A Fight to the Death
While I was being escorted through the crowd and into the stands I kept looking for my friends, just hoping that they got out in time. 
 Walking in with Claudius the people parted before us. His physical appearance demanded their respect and they were quick to get out of his way. On our way up I could hear the bets being made before the events began. 
We made our way to Nero’s personal box of seats where I stood for a moment and looked at the crowd. The atmosphere was truly exciting and people were finding their seats.  
Reaching down into my belt, I pulled the book and began to read from the lines.

“When all seems lost and you are there

Among the lion and the bear,

Remember this their hearts are prime

The gladiator wins this time,

Nero hates and Rome is cold

So stand up tall and be real bold.

Release Paul from his world of pain

And take the sting from evil reign.”

 I quickly put the book away when Nero turned to me and smiled. “Welcome Quintus. You are just in time. The games are about to begin.” He pointed to the empty seat beside his. “Sit my friend. Is there anything that I can get for you?” 
I looked at him, but didn’t make a move to be seated. 
“No thank you.  I’m fine, but I have work to do Caesar. Why are you keeping me here?”

 His smile melted away. 
“We have worked together for many years Quintus. Do I not deserve a few moments of your time?” 
I just stared back at him and then turned my attention to the arena. A man was checking the gates and hungry lions were roaring from below the theatre.

 “Sit, Quintus the games are about to begin.”

“Hear ye! Hear ye!” the little man yelled from a box seat on the opposite side of the arena. “Please be seated for the beginning of the show.”
 People were still mingling and finding their way to their sets and I looked at Nero as frustration was mounting in his face.

 “Hear ye! Hear ye!” he yelled again, but when Nero noticed again that the man was making no progress with the crowd, he stood and simply raised his right hand. 

There was an immediate hush over the crowd. I looked around to see every citizen looking at us. They truly feared the wrath of Nero. The announcer nodded in appreciation to the emperor and he began again.

 “Today our great emperor brings to you the ferocious lion and the bear.” He extended his arm to the opening in the floor and with the clank of the latch on the gate it sprang open and released a vicious roaring lion. With his other arm he pointed to another gate several feet from it and a bear bounded up out of the prison below. 

It was easy to see that the lion had been starved for several days and probably beaten to prepare him for the fight with the bear. The bear was swinging his head from side to side as he pawed at the air in the direction of the lion. Standing upright, he stood over eight feet tall and his frothing mouth told me he was ready for the challenge.  

They immediately followed their natural instinct and the crowd cheered as they met in mortal combat. I looked into the faces of the Roman citizens and watched on in amazement. There wasn’t a shred of compassion among them.

 The animals were relentless and the people loved every minute of it. I looked at them in shock and knew that the next day the Christians would be the focus of their wrath. 

Nero turned to me and spoke over the sounds of gnashing teeth. “You see their faces?” He motioned to the crowd. “Look in their faces. They love me for what I give them and soon you shall see first hand.”
 I just glared back at him. 
“The power of Rome is in the hands of the people and that even you can’t control,” I said. 

Just then the crowd roared and I looked down to see what the surge of energy was all about. The bear was limping, but he was standing on his hind legs with his paws outstretched looking for the deathblow. I could tell that he could sense his chance for the kill, as the lion was weakened by several blood soaked lacerations. Both animals were ready to end this fight. 

With a surge of energy the lion bolted forward in a last attempt to ward off the advancing bear, but the bear was undeterred as it came down with all it’s might. The impact was devastating, and at first after the contact it seemed evident which one got the worst end of the collision. 

With one mighty blow the bear’s massive paw met the lion’s head twisting his body nearly completely around in the air. A crunching noise could be heard in the upper level of the amphitheater, and as he tumbled through the air, the lion somehow had the wherewithal to thrust in mid air and extended his razor sharp claws. His daggers had met their mark as they sliced open the soft unprotected belly of the bear. 

The bear looked down and then back up with look of shock as instantly, his belly opened up and his innards spilled out on the ground. He staggered and let out a mighty moan that echoed across the entire arena. With wobbly legs his body finally slumped forward and with one last attempt to turn and escape he fell face down and lay in silence for the last time. 

The lion attempted to get up, but soon realized that his spine had been broken. He began to drag his lower body with his front paws to the hole from which he came, as Romans in the stands exchanged money from the bets they had made. 

I watched on and knew it was over for the lion too. He did his best to pull himself toward the sound of his crying cubs in the prison below, but before he made it there, his strength gave out and the life left him with one final sigh. 

Nero looked on with a psychotic smile on his face, and I knew I was sitting next to a mad man. I was sick to my stomach and I put my hands on the arms of the chair in an attempt to get up, when I felt Claudius’ hand on my shoulder. “You don’t want to leave yet,” he said. “The main event is about to begin.”

  Thumbs Down

The announcer came out and the trumpets blasted. 

“Hear ye! Hear ye! The main event is about to begin.” Four Roman soldiers came running out and dragged the lion and bear carcasses to the feeding area. They dropped them both into the pit as the sounds of starving animals devouring their flesh sent a chill down my spine. 

A moment passed and the citizens looked on with anticipation as silence fell over the arena. 
 “Today the emperor has granted an added surprise that won’t be found in your program scroll.” People sat at the edge of their seats.

 “Our great Emperor has granted us a fight to the death.” The crowd roared at the thought of death being brought before them and the announcer awaited their silence. 
“The emperor’s honored guard and loyal warrior Claudius will enter the ring with the popular Sidonius. 

I turned around and noticed Claudius had left his position behind me when I heard a clank and trap door in the center of the arena was released. 

Chained and bound, Sid stumbled out of the prison and shielded his face from the blinding sun as his eyes became accustomed to the light. 

Cheers broke out and flower petals were thrown from the stands as Sid scuffed his feet through the dirt. His ankles were bound by a short chain and there was a guard prodding him with a long spear. The side gate opened and Claudius strutted out to meet him in the center of the amphitheater.  Sid was a true underdog in this fight as the odds were stacked up against him. 

Sid’s shoulders were slumped and the familiar golden sword was lightly gripped in his right hand. I had never before seen him look like that. It was as if he had no reason to live. The guard nervously approached him and unchained his arms and legs. 
Several other young soldiers approached Claudius with an assortment of armor. He carefully chose the finest pieces of all which fit him perfectly. 

Sid got second picks this time, none of which fit well.  He quickly settled for a helmet, chest plate and shield and made his way to the boxes outlined in the center of the arena. 
“Let the best man live!” a shout from the crowd rang out as the warriors raised their swords and sized each other up. 
Sitting next to Nero, I leaned up on the edge of my seat. I gripped my armrests as I knew that this might truly be his last fight.
Sid might have been a favorite to the crowd, but this fight would be different from any he had ever been in. Nero had put an impossible situation before the people of Rome. They feared to cheer their favorite at the expense of the emperor’s personal body guard. You could hear a pin drop as the two men met in the center of the ring. This could be the only fight where no bets would be made or money exchanged in the history of the games. 

Nero took a moment to look around at the faces of the people as I looked down at Claudius towering over my friend.  Sid never took his eyes off the giant as they stared each other down and awaited Nero’s signal to begin. 

 It was obvious that Claudius was genetically built to fight. His six foot eight inch frame was completely covered in solid muscle and his body was littered with scars inflicted by brave warriors that met death by his hand. He wore the scars as badges of honor as he proudly strutted around the arena. 

Finally, the signal was given and the first blow was delivered. Sid barely got his shield up in time to block the crushing shot that sent him tumbling to the dusty ground. 

Scrambling back up to his feet he regained his bearings just in time to be met with a second blow that sent him off balance and nearly to the ground once again. The sound of the impact could be heard in the upper deck and he only reaction from the crowd was of pure awe at the power of the giant. 

Women covered their mouths and children began to well up with tears as they feared that the hero, Sidonius may have finally met his match. I turned to Nero and tried to reach a sense of fairness.

 “I see you stacked the odds against the gladiator. Don’t you think a more even fight would have pleased the crowd?” 
Nero turned to me and casually replied, “When one hero falls, another rises. This man has sided with the Christians and now he must pay the price.” He looked straight at me and I knew he was sending me a message.
The sound of clashing steel turned my attention. Sid blocked several more powerful strikes with the sword. This battle was one sided as Sid hadn’t even delivered a single shot of his own. He was too busy defending himself and each time he recovered, he only had time to brace himself for the next hit. 

I knew that Sid couldn’t hold out much longer. He was taking a pounding and sooner or later he would leave himself exposed. I gripped the handle of the knife beneath my toga and prepared myself to force Nero to stop the fight to save Sid’s life as I watched on hoping that Sid would somehow find a way. 

The next strike knocked his shield from his hand and the following one he met with the golden sword. The two men grappled in close combat for the first time and Sid somehow found an opportunity to make a move. Without the room to swing the sword, Sid let go of the handle and let it drop to the ground as he buried several quick body blows in Claudius’ ribs. He knocked the wind from the giant and then he dropped and sent one painful shot to Claudius’ left knee. Claudius grabbed Sid by the arms and threw him several feet in frustration as he staggered backward and flung off his helmet. 

The sweat began to pour from his face and I could see he was breathing heavily.  Angry at the fact that Sid had not given in to his overwhelming strength, he plunged into the fight once again and Sid saw his opportunity.

 Instead of running away, he did something completely unexpected. With a move worthy of Achilles Sid ran toward the him with unbelievable speed. A rush of adrenalin came over me as I stood and watched Claudius swing his blade just as Sid slipped past the cutting edge to deliver the slide tackle of a lifetime. With one fail swoop he took his bad leg out from under him and Claudius came crashing down. 
The crowd was silent, but I stood and let out a loud “YEAH!!!” as Claudius tried to scramble in time. Without even using his hands Sid sprang to his feet, reached down to the dirt, and quickly drew the golden sword to Claudius’ unprotected throat.  

A thunderous roar came over the amphitheatre as the citizens could no longer hold back the relief they had felt. Sid held Claudius down by the tip of the sword while the crowd cheered on for what seemed forever. Finally, it settled out and everyone’s attention turned to Nero in silence. His face was beat red with anger as Sid held steady awaiting his command. 

All eyes were on Nero and I was wondering what Sid would do when Nero slowly extended his arm and turned his thumb down. His signal was to deliver the death blow. The crowd turned to Sid and began to chant his name. “Sidonius, Sidonius, Sidonius.”

 It started out quietly, but more people joined in and finally the sound of 50 thousand voices sent vibrations though my chest. All I could do was watch on and after several tense moments, Sid brought his fingers up to his scar and then looked back up into Nero’s box as his eyes met mine.
 I don’t know why I did it, but I slowly shook my head from side to side as Nero glanced over at me. The emperor was shocked as he looked down at Claudius. He squeezed his eyes shut as Sid tightened his grip on the sword.

 With a quick and powerful thrust my friend drove the blade forward into the dirt as Claudius opened his eyes and reached for his throat. 

You could have heard a pin drop in the amphitheater. “How dare you defy your emperor!” Nero stood and yelled from his seat, but all Sid did was turn his back and walk to the guards as Claudius hobbled up and brushed himself off.

 Nero looked back at me with a fiery look of hate burning in his eye as a ray of hope shot through my spirit. It almost seemed possible that the citizens had found some pleasure in Sid’s defiance of the emperor. 

“Their mouths may praise your name Nero, but their hearts… Their hearts belong to that gladiator,” I said pointing to my friend. 
Nero didn’t reply. All he did was turn to a guard. Finally, he grumbled. 
“Bring them out!”

 All Alone

 The guard beside me raised his hand and signaled to the gate keepers as the iron bars were lifted. The Christians were led out from below. Their heads were bowed and they were chained together. Nero just smiled at the sheer numbers as they made a complete human circle around the entertainment ring.

 I looked down and watched in horror as I saw Lefty and Spanks were among them. 
“I give you those who defy the empire…” Nero stood and announced. “Tomorrow they will be given three chances to deny their faith and worship my image, and if they don’t, you shall decide their fate.” 
Again, a thunderous roar came over the crowd and chants of “Christians Die” rang out as I searched the prisoners for what I hoped I wouldn’t find. 

With a nod from Nero a soldier came up to Kristy and grabbed her by her arm. She was jerked away from the others as he grabbed a fist full of her hair. I was totally helpless as I watched her grimace in pain and she was dragged to the center of the circle. 
 “Is that your wife, Quintus?” Nero turned to me and sneered. 
“If you….If you hurt her… I will….” 
“You will what!” Nero shouted. “You see, I win…. I always win!”
 I went to stand up and the guard pulled me back into my chair. I was forced to watch as the Christians were led back under the arena to the sounds of hateful citizens and roaring lions. 

As soon as they were out of sight, I turned to leave and a Roman guard stepped in front of me blocking my way. I pulled the knife and held it out as he smiled and gripped the handle of his sword. 
“No need for any of that, Quintus,” Nero said with a laugh. “You may leave now, but I insist you come back tomorrow for the main event.” 

I stormed out of the arena and a guard brought me to a carriage. With a snap of the reins the driver was racing down the streets of Rome while at the same time Kristy and the guys were trying to find a comfortable place to sit on the damp floor of the darkened prison. The overwhelming smell of animals and humans was nearly more than any of them could take as the sounds of crying women and children echoed in the open space. 

Everyone was kept in chains as the women and children were even seen as a threat. Kristy finally found a place to sit and she buried her face in her hands and bowed her head, but a moment later she felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up into the eyes of a gladiator. 

“Sid, is that you?” she asked. 
Sid nodded his head and motioned to Paul who was chained to him by his leg. “This is my friend, Paul.” Kristy reached up and put her hand on Sid’s scar as a tear dropped from her cheek. 

“What happened to you?” She whispered.  
He turned away and reached his hand up to block her view of it. “It’s a long story. Tell me, how is it at home?” 

Kristy lowered her voice. “Things have changed….. We need you back.” 
Sid looked at her and then turned to Paul. “These are the people I have told you about. They’re here to save us.”
 Paul just looked up at the ceiling. “Only he can save us,” he said as he leaned over and looked away. 

Kristy looked out at the guards. “The plan was to speak to the people, convince them that we meant them no harm. If they just knew the Christians, they may have compassion for them at the arena.”
 Sid’s face turned cold. “There is no compassion here.” He said with a look of anger. “We can’t rely on mercy.” 

Kristy leaned back on the wall and rested her head “We’ll get out of here. John will think of something,” she said. 
“You should never have come here,” Sid replied as he leaned back silently and closed his eyes.
Day 3

After the short ride home I lay on my bed as pictures of the day’s events flashed through my mind. I never before felt so all alone. I knew I couldn’t take on Rome all by myself, but maybe I could take on Nero. I decided that night I would rescue my friends or I would die trying.
The next day came quickly and the Christians awoke to the annoying caw of a raven and the sounds of hungry lions. The other animals were about to be fed by the keepers, but the lions were given nothing to eat as by the order of Nero. He wanted them extra hungry that day. 

“No need to waste good slop on you today. By noon you will be the lion’s main course.” A soldier taunted as he walked past the crowd of Christians. 

Kristy looked around from her corner and noticed the two empty shackles that lay in the shadow where Lefty and Spanks had fallen asleep the night before.

 Turning to Sid she whispered, “Look who slipped away in the night.” 
Sid reached over and checked out the chains and saw that they were still locked. “How’d they do that?” he asked. 
“Yeah, and why didn’t they take us?” Kristy replied.
 Sid just shrugged and Kristy rested her head back on his shoulder. A tear fell from her cheek as a feeling of helplessness came over her.  

While my friends were awaiting certain death, I was waking up to the sound of a soldier walking past my window. I quickly flipped off the covers and crept up to the windowsill. Peering out, I could see he was carrying an unlit torch and a large pot of tar. After he passed, I tucked in my toga as I headed out to the kitchen. 

The sun was just peeking over the mountain and the sky was as clear as glass. As I sat at the table alone, I racked my brain for a plan, but what I really wished I had was a tank and a machine gun.
As long as we were alive, we had hope, I thought. Releasing Paul was our only chance to set things back to the way they were and we still had until noon. I sat at the table and tried to eat some grapes as I read from the book again.

“When all seems lost and Paul is home

The smoke will fill the streets of Rome.
They’ll move about and spread the word

And you will look up to the bird.
The odds aren’t good to find a way

And this may be your final day.
So make a choice, what will you do

Or is it really up to you?”

“What’s that supposed to mean!” I yelled as I threw the book against the wall in frustration. 

While I was sitting alone in my Roman home feeling sorry for myself, Lefty and Spanks were crouched down in the narrow passageways of the labyrinth that tunneled under the grand arena. The maze was complicated and long, but after a night of sneaking around below, the guys had a pretty good idea of how to get around without being detected by the guards. After all, they had years of experience of wandering the halls of school when they were supposed to be in class and those years of experience were finally coming in handy.

 Their smaller frames were not only easier in getting through the narrowest tunnels, but they were key in slipping the cuffs off the night before when Lefty had awoken to find themselves in different form in the shadows of the prison. 

“Hey, we need to get out of here,” Spanks whispered tugging on Lefty’s arm, but Lefty just peered through a crack and into the staging area. 
“Shhh, just look,” Lefty replied as he watched the Roman soldiers roll the great golden image onto the platform. The guards were taking their time and being very careful as to not bump the statue of Nero. 

“I don’t know why we need to go through the trouble to bring the gods out here,” a tall thin soldier said to his partner.
 “The Christians were given a chance to conform,” the other man replied.
 “Yeah, but Nero wants to force them to worship the golden images before the executions.”
 “Well, why even give them the chance?” the shorter man replied. 

With a shrug the men got back to work and Lefty turned to Spanks. “Look, we need to do something and I have an idea. Remember when we did that thing in the Biology lab back in school?” 
Spanks nodded and a slow grin began to creep over his face. 
“Well its time to get back to the good old days, but this time…..timing is everything.” 

Spanks, nodded and they backed out of the passage and away from the opening. “Just remember, stay in the shadows,” Spanks whispered as they moved down the tunnel and toward the sound of purring lions. 

As the lions purred and the tigers slept, Nero was getting ready for the executions.  
“Claudius, hand me my olive branch.” Claudius stepped over to the changing divider and passed the headdress over to him. “Today I will make an example of Paul and the gladiator that befriended him too. Rome, will know today who the true almighty is.” 

Nero stepped out from behind the curtain and Claudius spoke up. “Give me the pleasure of taking the life of the gladiator my lord.”  
Nero slowly looked up at Claudius with a frustrated smile. ”I thought I already gave you that chance,” he said as he turned and walked out of the room.  

The Last Stand

Back at my house I had waited for a few minutes when I heard the sound of a horse drawn carriage pulling up to the front yard. I looked out and saw the guard from earlier meet the driver as they began to talk.

 “Nero has us posted at every home in the city with a mark like this one on the doorsill.” He turned and pointed at the cross above the main entrance of the house. 
“Well, everyone in town is going to the grand arena today to watch the executions. It’s too bad you’re stuck out here.” The guard set the pot of tar on the ground and leaned against the carriage. 

“Well, he has everyone working today. All military is either ordered to a house like me, or will be posted around the outside of the arena.  This time the Christians will not escape and Nero will be rid of them once and for all.”

Considering what I needed to do, I gathered up the book, tucked the knife in my toga and walked out to the awaiting carriage.

 “I suppose you are here to take me to the arena,” I said to the driver.
 “Nero sent me for you Quintus. I wish I had another choice,” he said as he opened the door and I climbed in.  

The ride took us down the bumpy cobble-stone road and as I looked out, I noticed all the people headed to the arena. The entire city seemed to be in the streets and by the look on their faces you would have thought they all had tickets to the super bowl. 

Kids sparred with wooden swords and parents talked among themselves as the crowd split ahead of the royal carriage. 
As we made our way to the box seats a lump began to grow in the pit of my stomach. Looking out I noticed the golden images that were brought from the temple and I could hear the sound of hungry lions from the holding areas below us.

A shiver ran down my spine at the thought of my friends being down there with the lions and I cringed at the thought of watching it all unfold in the arena.  

“Good morning Quintus.” Nero turned and smiled at me, “You’re just in time, the festivities will begin shortly.”

 I didn’t even look at him but, instead I felt my waste band as I casually scanned the crowd. I needed to be sure my knife was in reach. 

“Come, sit next to me my friend,” Nero said with a sarcastic tone, but he obviously didn’t realize that what he was asking was just what I wanted. He was so arrogant that he never even considered that I might try to stop him. 

I made my way past the guard and took my seat next to him. Without another word, we both watched on and soon the trumpets sounded. 
“Hear ye! Hear ye!” a voice rang out from below. The crowd began to get settled and after several minutes of wait time the announcer continued. 

“The great emperor has brought you here today to witness the executions of the unruly Christians.”  A thunderous roar vibrated through the arena. And the announcer had to wait once again. “Today, Nero has decided to allow the people of Rome to act as the jury, and the lions to be the executioners.”  Again, a deafening roar mixed with laughter. 

“Bring out the accused!” Nero yelled as a man pulled a giant lever and the gates on either side of the arena opened. The Christians were chained and bound together as they were paraded around in a ring of death. 

I stood and looked on as I saw Kristy leading the group. She looked up at me with a tear in her eye and I could tell that she was petrified.  Gripping the handle of the knife through my toga, I turned to Nero.
 “Hey, there’s your wife again, Quintus?” he chuckled as he shouted over the sound of roaring lions. 
Nero nudged me in my side. “I brought you here today to give the order to the executioner!” he shouted.  “Today, you will prove your loyalty to me or you will die in the ring with them.” He studied my face and I could tell he was having a good time. “It’s up to you,” he said with a smile. “Relax, my friend, the judgment is about to begin.” 
 Once the Christians were all out they stood in silence as the announcer began again. 
“Caesar the magnanimous has once again offered to you a choice. Judgment day is here and today we must decide the fate of those who act out in treason.”

 The crowd began to stir and talk among themselves as the announcer turned an open palm toward Nero. Nero slowly stood beside me and spoke to his people. 
“I have given the ones before you three days to plead their case in the city of Rome. And have they convinced you that they are worthy of mercy?” 

The crowd rang out in unison the one word that I knew I would hear. 
“NO!” they yelled and immediately the arena returned to silence. “They have had the chance with you, and now I offer them yet another.” Nero pointed to the gate and from it I saw Claudius jabbing his spear at two figures in the shadows.

  From the darkness Sid and Paul emerged into the light shielding their eyes from the brightness. I glanced up as a raven perched itself on the highest point of the amphitheatre. Caesar waited for Sid and Paul to be brought to the center and in front of the golden images before he continued. 

A blanket of silence fell over the entire complex as the crowd watched their favorite gladiator and his friend stand tall and without fear. 
“The two men before you have defied the law of the empire and Caesar himself,” the ringmaster announced. 
“Our generous Nero will now allow them three chances to deny their faith and bow to the gods of Rome.” He turned to the men and continued. “You that are about to die are accused of practicing an unapproved religion and defying the emperor of Rome. How do you plead?” 

Sid turned to his accuser and boldly said only one word. “Guilty!” …….The crowd gasped.

Nero spoke up as his face turned beat red and a vein bulged from his forehead. 
“Bow to the gods before you and all will be forgiven.” Nero yelled. 

Sid turned to Nero and laughed at him. “I have no fear of death,” he calmly said. 
Nero swallowed deeply and spoke again. “Bow! I said.” But the men remained undeterred. After several tense moments Nero spoke through his clenched teeth a final time. “This is your last chance to redeem yourselves and then there will be no more mercy. By the power of Caesar, I order you to bow!” 

Paul turned to Caesar held up his rough wooden cross and spoke.
 “Emperor of Rome! You may have power over our physical bodies, but our spirits will live beyond this day.

Burn, Baby Burn

Nero was in total shock. No one had ever stood before him and the face of death without fear, and now it was being done in front of every citizen of Rome. The people around us broke out in conversation and I could tell that he was slowly losing control. It was almost more than he could take, and he quickly turned to me and snarled. 
“Give the order!” he shouted. 

I said no words as I stared at my best friend in the arena. Sid looked back at me and nodded as the guard behind me pushed the point of his sword into my back. It went through my toga and pierced my skin.
 “I said, Give the order!” Nero yelled in my face. I felt a drop of blood run down my back and with no choice I slowly extended my arm and showed where my loyalty was. I defied the emperor as I gave the executioner the order for them to live. 
The crowd was totally silent as I stood boldly and extended my arm with my thumb up. Instantly, the guard behind me grabbed my arm and tried to push it down as I went for my knife.  Nero leaned forward, gripped the railing and shouted. 
“Kill Them! Kill them all!”

It was as if it was all in slow motion as Claudius smiled and spoke to Sid in a low tone.
 “You should have killed me when you had the chance,” he said as he placed the golden blade gently on Sid’s shoulder. 

With a smile on his face he cocked back the blade while at the same moment I was being  wrestled to the ground by Nero’s guards. In the commotion of it all I could hear the gasp of the crowd as Claudius swung with all his might. 
By this time I was on the ground with two soldiers on top of me, but through the confusion, I was able to look down to the staging area. 

To my horror, Claudius’ aim was true and although my view wasn’t clear, I was able to see a motionless body lying at his feet. 
“NO!” I yelled as I was brought to my feet, but with my view now cleared I was shocked to see what had actually happened. I was nearly overwhelmed as I looked on at the motionless body of Paul lying in the dirt at Sid’s feet. 

He had sacrificed himself by stepping in front of the blade just in time as he shielded my best friend with his body. Sid immediately dropped to his knees and cradled Paul in his lap as I was manhandled and the knife was taken from me. 

With a glance up at me and a tear in his eye, Sid turned to Paul and struggled to hear his last words. Handing him the wooden spike and with his final breaths he managed to speak one final statement. 

“I have fought the good fight. I have finished my course. I have kept the faith,” he whispered as he closed his eyes and his soul was released to its final home. 
Nero was about to have a melt down as he looked up into the crowd in terror. It was as if a curse had been broken as the people were moved by the loyalty and sacrifice the Christians had for each other and their faith. One by one, I watched the people in the stands as their arms extend and their thumbs slowly turned up.  

Nero looked on in total frustration as he watched the heart of Rome change before his very eyes. 
“Release the lions!” he turned to the arena and screamed to his guards shaking his fists.
 “Release them!”
 Claudius and the announcer looked up in shock and immediately took off running toward the security gate. 

Sid chased him, but his chains slowed him down. He was one step too slow as the gate slammed and locked behind Claudius. The announcer kept running into the street screaming and flailing his arms, but Claudius stopped as soon as he thought he was safe. He slowly turned and stepped toward Sid and Sid reached for him between the iron bars.

 “I’ll remember you gladiator,” he chuckled and sneered running his finger across the scar on his arm. Sid glanced down at the golden sword and lunged for it as Claudius stepped further out of reach.

“Release the lions!” Nero yelled again……But something was wrong. I looked down and saw the guard struggling with the lever to release the pin. The gates were jammed and I instantly recognized the handle of Lefty’s switch blade. 

He had used his knife as a wedge and now the gate was locked from the inside. Suddenly, I realized that the sound of roaring lions was coming from outside the arena and peering through the long corridor I immediately knew what had happened.  I could just make out the silhouettes of Lefty and Spanks giving each other high fives in the shadows. 

What followed next sent shivers down my spine as the screams of Roman soldiers outside the arena could be heard in the streets. Lefty and Spanks had released the animals and now the only place of safety was inside the gated arena where the Christians were.

 Claudius turned toward Sid as a blanket of fear fell over his face and then back around as he drew the golden sword to the sound of a roaring lion. 

Sid just turned his back on him as Claudius’ screams echoed in my ears and Nero finally reached his melting point. He began to throw a temper tantrum and I took advantage of the opportunity to slip out of the box and away from the guards. 
Making my way to the ring, I ran up to my friends and hugged Kristy as clouds of smoke filled the sky and a single raven flew over our heads. 

Over the screams of soldiers outside the arena a person’s voice cut through the crowd. “Our homes are burning!” someone yelled. “Rome is on fire!”
 I looked up at Nero as a sadistic grin crept over his face. People rushed from their seats and outside the safety of the arena only to see soldiers running for their lives and smoke and flames rising above the city. 

He had ordered the burning of the Christians homes and was now taking pleasure in watching all their lives destroyed. If he couldn’t control them with fear or kill them, he would burn them out like rats and start over. 

After the lions had had their fill, the five of us walked out of the arena freely. People were everywhere attempting to squelch the flames as the fire from the Christians homes spread to their neighbors’ houses. 

Men, women and children passed bucket after bucket as the sky filled with smoke and the sun was blocked completely out. Our attempts were futile and soon the masses stood back and watched as the fires raged on into the night. 

Eventually exhaustion took over and the five of us found ourselves sitting in the garden mesmerized by the crackling of burning embers glowing with light. They reflected an evil looking aura on the remains of the city as a blanket of silence fell over us.
“What will the Christians do now?” Lefty interrupted. “Their homes are all destroyed.”
A long pause followed and finally a young woman from the crowd spoke up. “I have family in Jerusalem. I think I’ll go stay with them.” 
A middle aged man tossed a stone in the coals and spoke up too. “I have friends in Samaria and my wife always wanted to see Judea.” An old man hobbled up to the group and spoke, “And from here the Christians will spread to the uttermost parts of the earth.”

I was set back by the hope these people had at what seemed like the lowest point of their lives and I was thinking about what I would do now, when I heard something strange.
 I turned toward Nero’s palace and the open window from where he was celebrating as his city burned.
He was actually playing music and laughing as he danced to destruction of Rome. He had completely lost it as he realized his actions only helped to spread what he hated the most.
Going Home

Nero finally exhausted himself like a child after having a fit. He probably couldn’t even stand to hear himself any longer.  The five of us finally found ourselves staring into the glowing embers of the city when the sound of ruffling feathers nearly scared me to death. 
I looked up just in time as the raven flew only inches from our heads and straight through a cloud of smoke. I could hear footsteps and we all prepared ourselves for whatever was coming through the smog.   

Seconds later, I could see the outline of a man and then I recognized the crazy gray hair. It was a relief for me and I can’t say that I was really surprised when Mr. Albert stood there, let out a sigh and then had a seat. In his hand he held the bloody golden sword that I knew was mine. 

 “All right, that’s it, what’s Mr. Albert doing here?” Spanks turned to me.
“You’ve traveled far and past za tests, but now zhere’s just one more,” he interrupted. 
“Not for me. I’m goin’ home,” Sid said, but Mr. Albert just ignored him.
“You vill all be home zoon, but I’m not sure for how long.”

 I turned to him and pleaded. “Mr. Albert, we’ve had enough….. It’s someone else’s turn.” 
 “You’re right John. It’s your turn. I now chose you to be za Keepers of Time.” 

 He stood up and squinted as he looked into my eyes. “There are zhose among us who would like to rewrite history, zhose who would change za past to alter our future. I chose you to be za guardians of the present and you must…. keep….. time.” 

With that, he stood and took a step toward me. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped Claudius’ blood from handle of the sword. 
“Zhis is yours,” he finally said as he looked me straight in the eye. “You vill need it one last time.” 
He took a step toward Lefty and Spanks.  You too have proven yourself to be verthy keepers of time,” he said. Lefty stepped up as Mr. Albert reached into his pocket and pulled out his Switchblade. “Don’t bring that thing back to school,” he said handing it to him with a wink.
 Then he turned to Spanks. With his other hand Mr. Albert reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. Spanks watched on with excitement as he opened it and slowly pulled out a single dollar bill and held it out. Spanks paused and his smile melted away as he stared into his palm.

 “Ya gotta be kidden me,” Spanks said in frustration, pointing at me. “He gets a golden sword and all I get for my trouble is a stupid dollar,” he complained throwing his hands up in frustration.

Mr. Albert grinned at him, “You don’t vant it?” he said. Spanks didn’t answer him. He just grabbed it, wrinkled it up and jammed it into his pocket.

 Mr. Albert chuckled at him and turned to the rest of us. “All of you vill be going on zhis final crusade,” he said as he turned to me and ruffled up my hair. “I vill miss you guys.”  
He took a step toward Sid and from his pocket he pulled out something gold wrapped in fabric.  It was an old pocket watch and I could tell it must have been precious to him. 

Sid carefully took it from his hand. “I’ve verked very hard on zhis invention,” he said. “Always hold zhis close to your heart, you vill know when to use it.” 
 Mr. Albert paused, looked into the glowing embers and took a deep breath “I’m leaving now. I’ve finished my job here and finally I return to my own place in time.” 

 I couldn’t even speak as he approached me, gripped my shoulder and said the last words I would ever hear from Mr. Albert Einstein.

“Choose visely.”

That was all the advice he left us with as he stepped into the darkness and an eerie mist rose from the ground. 

The five of us peered into the haze as he looked back for just an instant. We all stood there amazed, but no one said a word as Mr. Albert appeared to change before our eyes. For just an instant he looked like a young man about our age, but when the smoggy air cleared away again, I saw a flash of black tail feathers and he was gone. 

“I can’t believe that,” Spanks said. “He was just a kid.” 
“No,” I replied straining to see through the mist, “he was a Keeper of Time,” I whispered, “and now, so are we.”
 One by one, we sat back down on the stones. I opened the book one last time and read the final lines aloud.   

“You riddled in, now riddle out

Nothing’s for sure and that’s no doubt.
Now answer this your time is short 

Soon more danger you will court.
It’s offered by the ones before

So keep it well it is your lore.
More precious than silver and gold

It’s all you have if all be told. 
For in the end it’s etched in stone

So pass it on or die alone. 
Now say the word and burn this book

And you’ll move on with one last look.”
I looked up from the book and they were all staring at me. “It’s the sword,” Sid said, “offered by your grandfather.” 
I looked to him and tossed the book into the pile of glowing embers. “No, I think it’s even more important than that,” I replied looking back at my friends. 

Everyone intently looked to me as an image of the coat of arms tattooed on my grandpa’s shoulder flashed in my mind and the book began to catch flames. 
“It’s something given to all of us, and we are to keep it well.” I said remembering my grandfather’s last words with me. “It’s our names,” I said. 

When those words left my lips, it unlocked the riddle, I felt a little light headed for a moment, and a breeze carried the smoke from the burning book over the five of us, but this time when the air cleared we opened our eyes to a new reality and a welcomed scene.  

The five stones we were sitting on were replaced with the five familiar stumps that I had rolled to the foot of our tree fort when I finished building it that fall. I looked up to make sure the fort was really there and then I glanced across the swamp and toward my house as a feeling of great responsibility came over me. 

Although we all looked like the kids we once were, we would never be the same again. Lefty and Spanks even seemed different to me at that moment. No longer were they just two punks from middle school, but rather they were among my most trusted friends.

I looked to Sid who still had his right hand tucked into his shirt as he gripped the time piece. “We did it,” Spanks said.

We all smiled at one another. “Let’s go home,” I said as I stood and put my hands in my pockets. 

“Who knows when we’ll be tomorrow.”
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A story of faith, perseverance and sacrifice

For John this morning was the worst he could imagine. Not only did he lose his best friend the night before, but the next day he began to think he had lost his mind as well. Without Sid, John knew that his future would be altered forever, but what he didn’t expect was his past to be changed too. 
He was a punk and in a last ditch effort to get him some guidance his parents set up a visit for him to meet with the school psychologist. John left that visit with more than just advice. She handed him a book that would lead him to his only chance in getting back the life he once new.  With the help of his girlfriend and the two most notorious kids in middle school he would risk it all again and travel through locker 36 to an unknown place and time.

There they find Sid living as a gladiator in the underground labyrinth of the Roman Amphitheatre. They risk certain death as together they are met with the challenge of freeing Sid and the early Christians from the ruthless emperor Nero or never making it home again. 
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