
  [image: Copertina]


  
    Colosseum


    Arena of Blood


    A Novel


    Simone Sarasso


    Translated by Ross Alexander Nelhams


    [image: ]

  


  Contents


  Prologue


  Torn Roots


  The Fire of the Gods


  From mare nostrum to the Eternal City


  Wood, Sweat and Leather


  The Black Death


  The Blood Remains on the Blade


  Rich Bastards


  Coming and Going


  Burning Hate


  Let the Games Begin


  Naumachia


  Only One Will Remain


  Author’s Notes


  Acknowledgments


  Colosseum


  All great buildings pale before Caesar’s Amphitheatre, a single work will stand for the fame of all.


  MARTIAL, Liber de spectaculis, I


  
    
      For Mary, the love of my life

    

  


  Prologue


  The gods are on the side of the stronger.


  TACITUS, Historiae, IV, 17


  Rome, AD 80, August


  THE MAN HAS sadness in his eyes, on his tongue the taste of destiny.


  As bitter as a foul day.


  Deep down in those blue eyes of his, not a trace remains of the boy he used to be. The boy left a long time ago, devoured by flames and fear.


  He kneels on the floor of his cell. He tests the sand with his hand, letting it run through his fingers.


  Blood and sand, time passing.


  And a blade awaiting him at the end of the race.


  That is a gladiator’s whole existence. A life exalted by many, but one nobody would dream of living.


  He secures the shin guard to his left leg, a lucky charm of leather and cloth stuffed with matted wool.


  Sandals strapped on tight, belt just as it should be.


  On your feet, for Hercules.


  On your feet; the hungry crowd is baying for death.


  In the man’s head an entire life, a few years that seem centuries: his cold, windswept homeland, the ivory cliffs he will never see again. The freezing sea, so far away a man could lose his mind.


  The Amphitheater erupts. These are the last hours of the first day of the inaugural games. Another ninety-nine will follow, but none will compare to today. He can hear the echoes from the arena and from the surging terraces of bodies and sweat even down here, in the darkness of a cage as hot as the antechamber of Hades.


  The dream of Vespasian and Titus, the hollow mountain, the behemoth of marble and bare stone.


  Never before had anyone dared to imagine such grandeur.


  There has always been fighting in Rome, the blood of the righteous spilled to mark the deaths of the powerful. The history of the games is as old as that of the She-wolf: a tribute to honor those who leave and will never return.


  Once, gladiators had been mere servants, pawns to be sacrificed for the greater glory of their illustrious masters. Four hundred years of wounds and want, the atrocious spectacle of life at the end of life.


  The elders tell that the first fights were timid or ferocious. No rules.


  Innocent slaves fought one another in the streets as though there were no tomorrow, to commemorate the departure of men immortalized by glory or riches, by hubris or simple superstition. Nobody cared about the miserable ends met by individuals because they served to exalt the memory of others. Soon though, sacrifices to honor the corpses of funeral pyres were no longer enough for people. And nor were the tears of the women in black veils. They longed for bloody spectacle because courage, the authentic proof of a magnificent and fleeting afterlife, can only be found on the sand. It glistens on the oiled muscles of the warriors, slips slowly into their flesh along with their opponents’ swords.


  And so the crowd began to demand heroes in their own image and likeness: gods to pray to in shouts and spit, without haruspices or vestal virgins getting in the way. And the slaves—armed with leather, wood, and rusted iron—were transformed into heroes.


  Every wretch from the humble insulae began to daydream and to bet, every woman with children under her feet and knuckles calloused from the washbasin started to repeat, like a chant between one breastfeeding and the next, those names that smacked of legend: Ferox, Leon, Tigris, Aureolus…


  The most daring of these fools began writing the names everywhere: stone inscribed stone, the walls of the Empire became the bearers of history, sellers of cut-price dreams.


  That was how it started.


  And it was not long before politicians, from senators up to the Emperor himself, noticed the sensational fortune sprouting up from among the sunbaked cobblestones.


  What better than a glorious show of death to distract the masses from their own destiny?


  Panem et circenses: a disillusioned orator, a cliens with a stomach swollen with bile, will coin the term “bread and entertainment” just a few years from now.


  A loaf of bread and just the right dose of violence in the arena.


  While those at the top, as always, deal with the fate of the world.


  A deep shudder rattles the cell, and the roar breaks against him like a wave.


  Thousands of throats reddened with dust and frenzy chant his name: “Ve-rus! Ve-rus! Ve-rus!”


  He knows nothing of the historical path that has led him here. He knows nothing of those first gladiator battles in honor of the illustrious deceased, or the makeshift arenas.


  What he knows is that in a few moments someone will lift the grate and order him to carry out what he came into this world to do.


  What he knows is that today he will have to kill his best friend.


  Or, if he is lucky, it will be he that is struck down, quenching the treacherous sand with his own blood. A bitch of a destiny for the man everyone calls Verus.


  Here in the arena, either you win or you lose.


  Tertium non datur. There is no third way.


  The man secures the manica armguard to his right arm: tarnished bronze and high hopes.


  He tests the curved shield, a good ten pounds of metal.


  The weight of a baby a few months after it is born. The baby he will never hold in his arms.


  He pulls on his helmet and the roar swells, the heart of Rome thrashes and screams, the crowd is not sated yet. All day long they have been bellowing from the bleachers. There have been battles between beasts, executions at lunch time, dazzling entertainments.


  But for them it is not enough.


  It is never enough.


  Only the blood of the righteous can appease the monster.


  As the man takes up his gladius, the lanistaappears to tell him the wait is over.


  “Your turn, Verus.”


  The cell door swings open. The sun is low and the shouting endless.


  In the empty eyes of the man dressed for slaughter, not a trace remains of the boy he was.


  Of his violated past, of the innocence torn away from him too soon.


  A sea of memories assails him, but there is no time.


  Three years in a single second. His memory is like a slit artery, everything is bleeding out of him fast.


  There is no time.


  There never has been.


  No hope and no mercy, now.


  All or nothing, Verus.


  All or nothing.


  Torn Roots


  As it frequently happens, that men, by endeavoring to shun their fate, run directly upon it.


  LIVY, Ab urbe condita, VIII 5,24


  Britain, AD 77, three years earlier


  THE VILLAGE IS not much, but it is his whole world.


  The boy has never known anything else. He barely had time to draw breath before his mother had gone, dying in childbirth. So he grew up alone with his father, while there was the war, may the gods curse it. For all the boy knows, there has always been the war.


  For more than a century, Rome has longed for his land of grass and wind, a prize just beyond its reach. The Island across the sea, the heathlands that keep senators and generals awake at night. The shining dream of a new province, yet another notch on the She-wolf’s sword.


  Britannia, a name that leaves ice in the blood and fire in the eyes.


  The legions of the Eagle landed before the boy was born. His people were not ready. Who could be? The procession of plumes and metal, horses and machines of death had broken the spell, the wind had sown fear like some dark sickness.


  The Island’s blood is tar, so much has been spilt.


  The boy knows that war is a living thing, a wild beast stalking through the woods, ready to tear you to shreds without notice.


  The boy has a name that carries weight: Calgacos, “He with the sword.”


  The elders chose that name to protect him, since nobody would ever bother fighting to defend him. Calgacos is an orphan, and of course orphans do not have an easy life. His father had headed north one July morning, and had never returned. Perhaps he went to sea, or more likely his days were ended by a Roman spear.


  But the boy must have had a lucky star up there somewhere, because eventually Calgacos made it to adulthood. Raised on goat’s milk and tears in a filthy hut and sent to play in the mud, he reached his seventeenth birthday at last moonrise. Since the boy was twelve, an old madman called Cormac has been teaching him a trade, transforming into prophecy the name given to him as a wager.


  Thus, “He with the sword” became the obedient servant of iron, flame, and hammer.


  Calgacos is now a blacksmith, just like his strange master who, since taking him into the workshop, has polished his student with kicks in the ass and good advice. But Calgacos does not have a bad lot in life. On the contrary, he is proud of the man he is turning into, thanks to his master. The sun has just risen and the air is cold as unyielding lake water. The boy sits upright on the tired straw bed, looking at Cormac’s bare feet. Deeply asleep, the master resembles more a bear than a man, so hairy he can do nothing to hide it: on his back, his legs, his knees, not to mention his face. It is everywhere but the very place it should be—the old man is as bald as a clearing after a forest fire. His pate looks just like a newborn’s backside, bright red, with a crack running along the scalp: an obliging keepsake from Rome.


  Twenty years back, the blacksmith had not yet lost his mind; nor had he shut himself away in his impenetrable world of fire and molten metal, locking out the rest of the world.


  Twenty years ago Cormac was a warrior, like nearly everyone else in these parts. Not for nothing the blood of the Ordovices, “those who fight with the hammer,” ran in the villagers’ veins. A warlike race from cradle to grave, these sons-of-bitches were not to be messed with.


  The Eagle learnt that lesson fast. Back when the first legionaries landed there had been no fear, only swagger in the hearts and beneath the braccae of every adult male in circulation. The islanders felt unbeatable because they served under a true leader: Caradoc the Invincible. But the history of Rome’s enemies is littered with unbeatable warriors who have ended up with their head on a pike, their wife served up to the common soldiery, and their riches going to pay for the slaughter of yet more invincibles.


  And good old Caradoc was no exception.


  On the banks of the Severn, the troops of Publius Ostorius Scapula, son of the first commander of the Praetorian Guard and of the Queen of Egypt’s brothels, demolished His Majesty Caradoc the Invincible’s defences, cutting most of his soldiers to shreds.


  Cormac the Fair—that was how they called him in those days—was among the lucky ones. He survived, but only just: the blade that would have split his head in two stopped before it had completed its work, leaving him a permanent reminder of Rome’s fury. The blacksmith is not proud of his scar. That is why in fifteen years nobody but Calgacos has ever seen the man’s head uncovered.


  The boy is up now, and he plunges his face into the barrel of ice water. He watches the sun in the east, at the start of its passage across the sky. He sniffs the air, and knows it will be a lot warmer in a few hours’ time. For the moment though, he relishes the crisp morning and places two generous slices of goat’s cheese on a hand-hammered metal plate. Then he rummages through the empty barrels until he finds the one he is looking for. He pulls out the stopper and fills a couple of bowls with lukewarm ale. Easy on the froth, the old man hates it.


  Cormac opens his eyes and greets the new day with a powerful fart. This is his way of bringing himself back to the world of the living, Calgacos is used to it. And like every morning, he waits for the old man to go down to the stream and come back up again before serving him his breakfast.


  They eat and drink with appetite, in silence.


  Every so often, Cormac shows his appreciation with a sonorous belch. He is the kind of man who has seen too much ever to lose his cool. Or maybe he is just happy to be alive, who knows.


  He certainly does not lose his cool when the girl shows up—that is Calgacos’s job.


  Sparkling eyes and hair like fire; faintingly beautiful.


  Her name is Adraste, meaning “invincible”—as if there could be any doubt.


  Her parents are shepherds and so is she, may the gods protect her.


  And that is Adraste. In her emerald green dress, faded apron struggling vainly to cover her knees. Barefoot, and teeth as white as snow. Calgacos is jumpy, as always when he runs into her. And he runs into her often, as the girl hangs around those parts more than she needs to: she must have a crush on him. Sometimes she drops by to hear about how far along they are with the iron stakes for the pen, yesterday she brought some cheese for the boy and the old man, today some dried meat, but these are all excuses: from the moment she wakes up in the morning to when she beds down after sunset, she thinks only of the young blacksmith’s tender gaze.


  Adraste smiles. In silence, a couple of kid goats stumble along behind her on inexpert hooves, with the curious, dewy eyes of those who are eager to discover the world around them.


  “So, how’s breakfast?”


  Her smile is a dagger in the heart of poor Calgacos.


  “Delicious!” he says hastily, thanking the Goddess of Victory for having banished the stammer that takes hold of him every time he finds himself face to face with his beloved.


  But old Cormac is lying in wait, straggly, boiled wool cap pulled down over his head and beard smeared with white. He spits a phlegm-ball on the ground and then raises an eyebrow in the boy’s direction: “Really?”


  Calgacos is lost. This is not a rare occurrence, it has to be said; he is no genius.


  “Y-y-yes, why?” He shrugs, resigned to regurgitating his words. The gods are merciful, but rarely twice in one day.


  Cormac settles himself into his seat, clasps his hands together under his chin and stares straight at the boy out of his pig-like eyes: “So what did it taste like? Let’s hear you…”


  The young blacksmith is confused and begins to scratch his head as though an army of hungry fleas were attacking his scalp.


  “L-like ch-cheese?”


  At this point, verbal blackout is inevitable.


  Cormac slaps his knees with force, cleans his hands against his filthy pants and gives his mouth a wipe as well, just to make sure the dirt is smeared everywhere. He turns his gaze on the girl, but his words are still aimed at the apprentice: “Well then, you’re lucky. The stuff I ate tasted like dog shit.”


  Suddenly, the sky shatters.


  Nature, that sweet-natured big sister, must have noticed the situation: to save the boy’s embarrassment she unleashes a roll of thunder strong enough to flay the skin off a demon.


  Adraste’s face goes from red to violet to cobalt blue.


  Calgacos would like to say something, but old man Cormac calmly gets to his feet and claps a hand on the boy’s shoulder, just as the fiery-haired maiden gathers up her goat kids and heads back to where she came from.


  “Women…” mutters the old man between coughs. “The day they learn to take a joke is the day it rains blood—take it from someone who knows!” Then he goes back into the shack to stoke the embers in the furnace.


  Calgacos sits stock still, staring into nothingness as the mother of all storms rages over his bare head, transforming the village into a pool of mud.


  Rise and shine, boy.


  The start of another splendid day.


  The hours race by, there is a lot of work to be done. Especially because Cormac is not much help: he is nearly always sitting next to the fire, quaffing lukewarm ale and, every now and then, dealing a couple of hammer blows to a bent spear-head. Above all though, he likes giving orders: “Damn it, boy! Where’s Brogan’s ax gone? He’ll have your head, that one, if you don’t get it back to him! It was supposed to be ready yesterday!”


  Pity it was Cormac’s job to get it ready.


  Pity that yesterday Cormac got drunk and a couple of hours before sunset he was already unconscious.


  It happens.


  It keeps happening.


  Calgacos barely notices. He slips out to the storeroom round the back, rummaging through the scrap iron that has just been delivered, and pulls out the double bit in question. A remarkable tool: expert hands have decorated the double-edged bronze head with engravings of runes and scenes from the story of Sucellus, the hammer-wielding god. This weapon has been on some travels; it must have crossed the sea. Whomever it once belonged to must have been loath to part with it. Who would part with a tool like that of his own free will?


  Brogan has never mentioned anything about it. He simply turned up in the village one September evening, hugging the weapon to his chest like a hunting trophy. Perhaps he bought it from some passing merchant. Perhaps blood was spilled over who got to keep it.


  Calgacos knows nothing about it, but it is impossible not to wonder as he turns the piece over in his hands.


  His expert eyes immediately spot the cracks in the bronze, the weakness at the edge of the blade, the wear and tear. He fixes it to the anvil with some leather straps and starts to hammer. With patience and skill, he works over the damaged parts of the blade for hours on end. The heat spreads, the pressure heals, the freezing water from the bucket tempers.


  And then he starts again, blow after blow, one stroke after another.


  Until exhaustion gets the best of him. But he has still not managed to return the gleaming weapon to perfection.


  A lick of animal fat to polish the engravings, a little grease on the matted cord wound around the haft. The job is done.


  It is evening when Brogan drops by to pick up the ax, and the results astonish him. He pays Calgacos and asks to speak with Cormac: he wants to compliment him on his work.


  But the blacksmith is not in. Or rather, he is not presentable. Drunk again, he has dragged himself to the foot of the furnace, falling asleep instantly in the warmth of the dying embers. It will be hard to speak to him any sooner than tomorrow morning.


  Calgacos accepts the payment and the compliments that his master does not deserve.


  Then, at last, he takes a breather and sits down on the cool grass.


  He sips the dregs from a bowl of ale overlooked by the old man, and watches the sun dip behind the hills. Another day dies, and the boy feels reborn.


  As soon as it is dark, he checks that Cormac is fast asleep, snatches up the leather sack he hides at the back of the workshop and slips away, headed straight for the woods.


  The clearing is a thousand paces or so from the village. He found it by accident, one afternoon spent spying on Adraste and her mother as they bathed in the river. Calgacos had climbed a tree to get a better look; he could hardly bear to wait. He was dying to find out what women looked like without their clothes on. Just at the best moment, though, right when Adraste had slipped her dress over her head and was about to get into the water, the branch had snapped and the boy had fallen ass-first to the ground, in the middle of the woods. The commotion immediately sent flocks of every kind of bird skyward, spooking the two already nervous women and causing them to beat a hasty retreat.


  Calgacos, massaging his wounded behind, glanced around himself and realized he was standing in the middle of something remarkable. The enormous, circular clearing had the form of an eye, or rather a mouth, agape with wonder, amid the dense woodland. No trails led to that unnatural space; someone had created the magical site where others would not find it. In the middle stood a lone trunk, sole survivor of the purge. Taller than a grown man, two branches like monstrous arms extend from either side, ready to strike. The boy took a look at the trunk and found it was scarred by hundreds of gashes. Running his sweaty palm across the wood, he felt the ancient wounds, where savage lunges had left their mark.


  Calgacos did not believe in destiny. In all honesty, he did not know if there was really something or someone out there, steering the lives of men. Often, in the silence of the night, with Cormac snoring so loudly that not even milk of the poppy would have been enough to send him to sleep, Calgacos had even doubted the gods. But faced with that exquisite hole in the forest, damn it, that open-air gymnasium, he had a keen sensation that he had been granted a gift. And that someone or something had just made a decision for him. In the same way that, many years earlier, someone had chosen that name for him, charged with future promise: Calgacos, “He with the sword.”


  At that point the boy had run home and set to work doing what he had come into the world to do. He had taken an old, curved blade that had lain in the workshop since who knew which warrior had abandoned it there, leaving to go to sea or returning from the blood-stained lands, and restored to its former splendor.


  With the blade finished, he had returned to the clearing to begin training. With neither a teacher nor even the vaguest idea of how to handle a sword in combat. Swinging and lunging by the moonlight, sculpting his muscles to the sound of metal on wood.


  Since that night, the young blacksmith has never given up on chasing his destiny.


  Moon after moon he has cut, thrust, parried and dodged countless imaginary blows.


  Month after month he has transformed his own miserable existence into a wild dream.


  Year after year, Calgacos has imagined the future.


  The very future which, a few hours from now, will be denied him forever.


  But Calgacos knows nothing of destiny.


  He hacks and slashes until he cannot go on. Until the moonlight gleams on the back of his sweat-pearled neck, quietly whispering that dawn is not far off, that it is time to go and sleep.


  He is satisfied and content, exhausted but full of life.


  He follows the same path of branches and sharp leaves all the way back to the hut and, when he finds himself face to face with her, she seems a ghost.


  A spirit of the night, a vision: Adraste is there, standing in front of the closed door. Beautiful and pale, a shy smile on her lips and a flower in her hair. She is holding her hands behind her back and slowly skipping from one foot to the other.


  The boy would like to say something, but the maiden is tired, and the night is not meant for words. She takes the slightest of steps towards him and brushes his lips with hers.


  It is the first time for both of them.


  The girl turns the caress into a real kiss, Calgacos is a little awkward but he does alright.


  Tongues and playful bites, giggles, teeth, the moon still shining.


  It lasts as long as it needs to last—certainly not long enough. Calgacos wants more, and without a doubt Adraste does as well, but the time for love has just ended, though neither realizes it.


  Death, the damned witch, is already at the gates.


  It begins with a hiss, followed by a streak of fire.


  The blazing arrow lands in the workshop roof and the flames spread with unbelievable speed.


  In the space of a few seconds the hut catches fire and Cormac emerges from the doorway, half-asleep and cursing as only a British blacksmith who has been drinking since the early afternoon is able to:


  “By the scrotum of Belenus! What the fuck’s going on?”


  When he realizes his world is about to be reduced to ash he wants to go on swearing, and with more imagination, but the second flaming arrow strikes his bald head, burning his flesh without compassion.


  Cormac slumps down, dead before he hits the ground.


  Adraste screams and cries, flees towards her home.


  Her father is already at the threshold, like many of the men in the village. Most are naked, long beards and hair twisted into sweaty braids. A war hammer or dagger in the right hand. It does not take the warriors long to comprehend that the hordes of Rome are at the gates: the blast of cavalry trumpets, the clatter of iron-shod hooves, words of damned Latin rending the air. They organize themselves in a few moments, Calgacos watches them in shock as his house and entire life go up in flames.


  In his left hand he is still grasping the sack with his training sword in. His master’s face is gone, horribly burned away by the tar on the flaming arrow.


  But there is no time for things on fire, whether huts or unlucky people; the warriors of the village are already on a war footing and march straight past Calgacos, throwing themselves into the attack.


  The impact is deafening, the vanguard of the XX Legion Valeria Victrix is merciless; the boar standard flutters in the night’s reddish glow. The troops under the command of Sextus Julius Frontinus are hungry for victory, a desperate desire to get this over with. The conquest of the Island has dragged on for too long: how many of these soldiers left home before their children were born? Now those kids have grown up, and within a couple of years at the most they will be demanding their own place in the army ranks. It is not supposed to be like this. In the name of Hercules, why do these stubborn barbarians go on resisting the all-conquering Eagle? Ordovician blood fights with honor, with rage doing the rest. A Roman officer is unhorsed before he even has time to say a word. The Briton he is fighting hammers his skull to pieces. His brothers take care of the rest of the vanguard: a dozen or so heavily-armed men receive a heavy lesson, while the women of the village gather to put out the fire.


  The puddles are sprayed with mud and brain matter, the barbarian swords gorge on the blood of the She-wolf.


  Triumph.


  But it is only the beginning, the village chieftain knows that very well. He gathers men, women and whimpering children. At his signal there is silence, the wind drops. Even the legionaries’ dead bodies look like pillars of salt, mummified remains.


  “You must leave! The dogs will be back, this was just a taster.”


  The Lord of Hammers does not mince his words, intended for the women and children. They do not argue, rushing into their huts to grab the leftovers of bread. Even before first light, the road is crowded with refugees in flight. The chieftain watches the womenfolk as they slip away towards the woods, wishing good luck for them and a glorious death for himself.


  The invaders do not make them wait: as the sky takes on a pinkish hue, the fire of Rome is at the gates once more. Calgacos has grown up with the idea of war. He has spent nights training himself against make-believe enemies, imagined centurions, creatures of the wood whose heads he has taken clean off.


  But the truth is that nobody can really be ready for war.


  He had thought he would wield his sword fearlessly. He had thought he would hurl himself at the enemy, invoking the names of the gods at the top of his lungs.


  In search of a good death.


  But instead he is trembling uncontrollably behind the well in the middle of the village.


  When he notices someone caressing his shoulder, his heart almost bursts. He wheels around and sees her: Adraste, eyes wet with tears, sleeves of her dress muddied, that same, absurd smile as always on her lips.


  “What are you doing here? Run! Get away with the other women! Go!” The boy is beside himself.


  The girl strokes his face, kisses him again: “I’m not leaving without you…”


  “I can’t…I’ve got to…protect the village.”


  Adraste laughs, thin lips brushing against his hair: “Oh, I know…You’re doing a great job! Nobody will dare touch this poor well now that you’re here to defend it!”


  “You know what I mean…”


  She cannot stop kissing him: “I know, I know…but you have to trust me. My father is strong, it will all be alright. We’ll stay hidden here until it’s all over. Then, when they’ve been chased off, I’ll go to the chieftain and tell him you saved my life and want to take me for your wife, what do you think?”


  The girl has thought of everything.


  Pretty bright, there is not much he can say.


  Calgacos wants to say “yes.” To shout it as loud as he can, but the war has just returned to shatter his world.


  Nobody can really be ready for war.


  Nor for love.


  Governor Sextus Julius Frontinus is fed up to the back teeth.


  He certainly did not enlist in order to spend his life in the mud. He hates this damned island on the wrong side of the sea, hates the countryside stench of dung, the fickle weather, the howling, ill-mannered wind.


  If it were up to him he would go around wrapped up in more layers than an old wet nurse, but image is everything. So he has no choice but to strut around in a sleeveless tunic in the middle of the night, as an example to the men. He would almost prefer to have a fever—that way he would have an excuse to curl up in his field tent, or better yet next to the fire, wrapped in a couple of goatskins, thank you very much. But no, not so much as an itch in his nose, even with the wind-god Aeolus giving it his all and with the hour so late that twilight is giving way to early morning.


  “May as well get this over with,” he thinks. And then he gives the order.


  The cavalry that they have is nothing compared to Rome’s true might: at a single gesture from their officer, the infantry forms up, marching in compact groups behind a dozen stallions, white as a December afternoon.


  It is the final act of a conquest that has lasted four years. Perhaps, after the umpteenth bloodbath, Frontinus will finally be able to dedicate himself to the hobbies he has yearned to pursue since he entered the army: no more sleeveless tunics or barbarians to butcher. Only writing and contemplation. And memories, too; his head is full of them. The governor loves public works. He has never spoken to anyone about it, fearing that a weakness like that could undermine his credibility as a commander. Often, strolling around the capital or one of those thriving North African cities—he knows them inside out because the family of his wife Cornelia, great grand-daughter of the famous conqueror Scipio, has spent most of the last fifty years in the desert—Frontinus stops to observe the construction work being carried out with an interest that goes beyond mere curiosity and extends to authentic passion. Inadvertently, he frowns in concentration and crosses his hands behind his back, watching each movement of the pulleys, the placement of each ornate stone, and each trench dug for the foundation.


  When he dedicates himself to contemplation he ages in a second, and the more attention he pays, the more hunched he becomes. There are those who swear they have seen the hair on his temples go gray as he daydreams, staring in rapture. It is just talk, of course; the imagination of some drunken aoidos singer. And yet, such jibes always have an element of truth to them. The interest of Sextus Julius Frontinus, slayer of barbarians and supreme conqueror of Britannia, in building sites—especially those for aqueducts—is such that the governor has for some years now been secretly drawing up plans for a great treatise on the subject. A manual, an interesting list, a compendium for telling well-crafted arches, channels and drains from the shoddier examples. He will call it De aquae ductu, an authentic light in the darkness of ignorance surrounding water-channels and construction.


  For Frontinus, the time for parchment and writing styluses will come, for sharpened reed-pens dipped into hot wax. First though, he has to take care of this riffraff. Slaughter them or enslave them. Take their lands and their women. One last ferocious assault, Sextus, and then there will be only peace and quiet.


  He hears the horns sounding near the village and pushes his heels into the palfrey’s flanks, setting it off at a gallop: the last mile is always the toughest.


  The smell of blood is already in the air.


  Two worlds colliding like stars on an unlucky course: the impact is devastating, compassion dying in a spray of red.


  The men follow the governor’s command wordlessly.


  The Tortoise.


  They crouch into the unassailable scrum formation, their shields forming a tortoise-shell. Wood and muscles deflect the hail of stones, only just registering a couple of hits. The Lord of Hammers and his brave warriors are already at a disadvantage, and the battle has only just begun.


  The barbarians throw themselves into the attack with bestial fury: braids and iron-shod maces, blades and bare chests beneath the malevolent gaze of Brigantia, three-faced goddess of the moon, deceptive and wise just like Diana, her Roman counterpart. As if by magic, the Imperial rearguard forms a circle of metal and flame around the enemy. In an instant, the first houses in the village go up in flames.


  Behind the well, in the middle of the chaos, Calgacos is trembling and holding Adraste tightly against his chest. The girl is in tears, unsure if she is crying out of fear or for the joy of finally finding herself in the arms of her beloved.


  The Lord of Hammers is the first to fall. Unfortunately for the villagers, he will not be the last.


  Sextus Julius Frontinus himself thrusts a blade into his skull, without even the good manners to warn him first. He takes him from behind, as the Ordovician chieftain valiantly defends himself against the onslaught of a primus pilus centurion. He feels no emotion as he places the sword at the nape of his enemy’s neck and pushes with all the force required to send it slicing through brainstem, hard palate, and whatever comes after that. The governor of Britannia may well have a passion for books, but he has earned his rank on the battlefield all the same. Sextus is a born killer. Adraste’s father defends himself as best he can, backed up against the door of his house by a pack of She-wolf cubs. The Roman soldiers have the unkempt beards and gaunt looks of men who have not slept properly for months. In their eyes is a fury that brooks no resistance. There are five of them around him: the first smashes his face in with a head-butt, the second sends his teeth down his throat, but it is the third soldier who puts an end to it, impaling him on the flagpole.


  The dishonor of killing a dead man falls to the other two, who set to work with ferocious blows of their short-bladed spathae swords, filthy from too many battles fought by moonlight.


  Adraste sees it all. Calgacos tries to keep her with him. If he could, the boy would swallow her whole to save her from that spectacle. But the lives of the common folk are not like those of the gods; they are clumsy and vile. And all Calgacos can do is feel infinite compassion for those green eyes, eyes he loves so much that he feels his breath give out, deep down in his throat.


  The red-haired girl frees herself from his grasp and runs toward her father, crying out like a wounded bird.


  The soldiers have not yet finished with her dad, and go on kicking and spitting on his body. Adraste grabs hold of the biggest of them by the arm, begging him to stop in a language that no conqueror will ever manage to learn.


  The infantryman seems to find the girl’s hysterical shrieking funny, but it is a different story when she bites him on the arm.


  All around there is nothing but death and destruction; densely-packed Roman shields march across a carpet of lifeless bodies, while flames lick at the sky, turning the houses and lives of a hundred innocent victims to ash. A few survivors end up in chains, cheekbones smashed by a last flicker of violence before submission.


  Adraste, delicate mountain flower, regrets doing it the moment she sees the look in the centurion’s eyes. No mercy, no patience. They do not see an innocent young girl, nor even a human being.


  It happens fast, that is how things are in war.


  The centurion grabs hold of her and flings her to the ground without a second thought. He tears her dress and gives her a couple of slaps, more to turn himself on than to keep her quiet. He pins her with his weight and even if she tried, she would not be able to move. His friends start to taunt him when he has some trouble getting in the mood, in amidst the end, the shit, the desperation. But the look of blind hatred on the girl’s face is enough to get him going, and to do the deed.


  Love dies a hundred times over in the eyes of Calgacos. And another thousand, and more.


  All those kisses Adraste’s lips will never give him.


  All those days they will not spend together.


  All the times they will not make love.


  That love that Adraste will never know.


  Which Calgacos has yet to discover.


  The centurion finishes quickly, lands a punch on her delicate face and then snaps her neck. Leaving death where life had flowed with luster. Turning love into a corpse, hope into a bottomless abyss.


  Calgacos falls to his knees, impotent and damned, with no heart left to rip from his chest.


  He feels no pain when a Roman grabs hold of him by the hair and drags him away. He does not feel the icy-cold of the stocks, the obscene clinking of chains. The kicks to his shins do not hurt, the frogmarching in the dark and the shame do not weigh on him.


  He is deported, along with half a dozen others on death’s door.


  Behind him are ash and flame, lifeless bodies that nobody will bother to bury.


  He and the other slaves are the only traces of a vanished world, murdered in the July darkness along with love.


  Calgacos dies this night. Nobody, ever, will pronounce that name again. Nor that of Adraste, he promises himself.


  Calgacos disappears, and in his place there is only “the boy.”


  Who stubbornly refuses to answer their damned questions in Latin, who does not tell them his name, even when it a cane doing the asking, and loudly.


  The caravan traverses the Island’s grasslands and continues on its way. Towards another universe, with bloody feet and no explanations.


  Calgacos has just embarked on the journey of his life.


  A journey that will take him to the very heart of the Empire, to fight for life and death. To give himself and all he holds dear, for a future snatched away from him too soon.


  But he knows none of this, how could he?


  Calgacos is dead, not a trace of him remains.


  He walks slowly, one step after another, oblivious both to his jailors and his exhaustion.


  He does not care about destiny, he wants nothing more than to get it all over with.


  In his soul a black cloak, protection and hiding place.


  The broken shards are destined to become dust.


  Something has broken forever.


  Forever.


  The Fire of the Gods


  Again, on the coast we have Neapolis [...] called Parthenope from the tomb there of one of the Sirens, Herculaneum, Pompeii, from which Mount Vesuvius may be seen at no great distance


  PLINY THE ELDER, Naturalis Historia, III 9,62


  Pompeii, AD 79, August


  TWO YEARS.


  Two years of solitude and anger. The boy no longer recognizes himself, not even when he looks closely at his reflection on water, or on the brass of the shields placed on the ground by visiting soldiers. He has changed; the life he leads would change anyone. Powerful muscles line his long arms and his broad, hairy chest makes for an impressive sight, sitting atop a pair of legs that look like tree trunks that have sprouted up too quickly. The young Briton wears his hair short: Rome will not tolerate unkemptness, not even in a slave. The quarry guards dispense grooming advice with a club in their hand and a sympathetic smirk on their face.


  But above all it is his fragile soul that has crossed the desert, discovering itself to be hungrier for life than ever.


  Since the night of the massacre and the deportation, only pieces remain of what he was.


  Even his voice has been shattered, chewed up by the flames along with his blood.


  For four seasons the boy did not say a word, as his jailors changed and the road continued to flow beneath his feet, heavy steps with hardly enough time even to take a piss.


  Frontino’s legionaries, following the ambush on the village which marked the final conquest of Britannia—and the consequent delivery of the longed-for province into the hands of Vespasian—stayed for a few months in the growing town of Eboracum, future capital of the north, but were soon sent home along with their noble commander. The latter barely had time to unpack before he was sent word that a trireme bound for Asia awaited him, with his wife and servants already aboard. He accepted the position of proconsul with a smile full of gratitude, realizing very quickly that the time for hobbies and architectural contemplation had been pushed depressingly far off into the future. The Eagle demands total dedication, Sextus—no room for distractions.


  The booty from the last night of Ordovician blood—namely the boy and five other battered survivors, three of whom, due to their wounds, did not survive the sunset that followed the massacre—was quickly abandoned to its commercial destiny. At the fortress of Deva Victrix the men were bought by slave merchants headed south, who knew how to look after their investment. At no point during the long journey did the prisoners want for grain or clean water. But in terms of discipline, his new masters were even worse than the bloodthirsty centurions. The boy took a beating that very nearly cost him his right eye for failing to respond when called by one of the merchants, a small, thin man like a shaved monkey. In any case, even the beatings did not convince him to utter a word. On the road that led from there to the sea, the boy spoke to nobody. Nor did he listen to that other voice, the one inside his head. A mix of guilt, anger, misery, and blind rage pressed down on him day and night. He could not face the world, afraid of finding it so changed as to be terrifying.


  More than anything though, the memory of the flames stayed with him. The fire, which had magically left the boy unharmed while everything just a few steps from him had burned, had worked its way so deeply into him that it drowned out his soul. During the dark nights of the journey from the provinces to the heart of the Empire, it was not rare for him to wake up screaming, as though a serpent had bitten his heel before wriggling into his innards through his mouth and devoured him from the inside out.


  Those were the only occasions when his fellow prisoners heard his voice, which stayed locked away the rest of the time, at the bottom of a heart with no past.


  The dream was always the same. He was running and running, but the flames—liquid fire, hot wind, red straw, and smoke—reached him with white-hot fingers, clasping and tearing his flesh at will, consuming it one palm after another: roasted skin, hairs singed like worms squirming away from certain death. His life was burned away but his consciousness was still alive, until the pain became so great that it tore him out of his dreams, catapulting him back into the traveling nightmare that his life had become a few months earlier.


  Silence, at that point, had become a blessing, a screen to protect him from the insult of his existence, from the abuse, from the daily violence. The boy hardened, mile after mile, like iron tempered in a furnace and freezing water.


  Fortune smiled on him soon after arriving in Gaul: he was separated from the group of slaves and loaded onto a wagon filled with Thracian women. They told him in no uncertain terms, albeit in a language he would not understand until much later on, not to get any ideas. The flesh merchant’s two-handed sword, drawn without hesitation, explained better than any interpreter could have. In any case the boy had nothing going through his head, least of all love. The journey became simpler, the scent of women reassured him and kept his senses sharp. Unfortunately, the caravan fell prey to bandits near to Mediolanum. The damned Gauls had never really come to terms with losing their own land to the Romans, and continued to unleash surprise attacks from the high ground surrounding the city in the hope of avenging their ancestors, long since torn to pieces by the Eagle and the She-wolf.


  The first to fall beneath the barbarians’ axes was the merchant himself, although not without dragging a couple of them down to Pluto with him, hacking at them with fury and the aid of his thirty-pound double-edged blade. The women were seized and raped of course, but set free in the end. Some of them even decided to follow their attackers into the mountains, giving up their freedom for the umpteenth time in exchange for an illusion.


  The boy came through it unscathed; a man with nothing to lose dies hard. He did not react to the violence nor did he understand the offers. The only thing he did was to faint after being pummeled black and blue by a couple of brutes. When he awoke, dehydrated and covered in bruises, he followed the fragrance of bread to the outskirts of the city. He did not have the chance to be amazed by the splendor of the municipium. Thanks to the thick chains still hanging from his wrists, he had barely left the city when he was recognized for what he was—a body for sale. He was captured once more and thrown into a cage.


  A week later the final leg of his journey began, which would take him beneath the sun of Pompeii, two steps from the sea, the air filled with completely new smells. All due to a chance meeting with a certain Demetrius, builder of villas and sub-contractor for public works of some importance, who occasionally made the return trip up the Italian Peninsula in search of laborers.


  Demetrius is no slave merchant, but he knows all about getting his hands dirty. His family made a name for itself at Vespasian’s court, but his father, when he started out, was little more than a freedman. Before he died, the old man left Demetrius with a small fortune in sestertii and some good advice: do not let anyone else take care of your business, even while you asleep. Otherwise one morning you will wake up alone, and there will be no more business to take care of. And so the young man of stone has never lost the habit of staying in control, even if that means spending a couple of months each year traveling up and down the Apennines in search of good workers. Demetrius is an authority in Mediolanum. He has spent good money recently greasing the right palms and knows just who to turn to when he is in need of some first-rate muscle.


  He noticed the boy immediately: even in the half-light of the cage he had been flung into by the meat merchant, a single glance was enough to see that here was some unusual merchandise. He bought him for a handful of assarii after having a good look down his throat and at the whites of his eyes, just like with a beast of burden.


  The boy was taken to a long line of unfortunate men much like him and tethered to the end of a chain of wrought-iron rings. The skillful crack of a whip against the ground told him it was time to get a move on.


  And that was that, from Mediolanum to Pompeii. The stops few and hurried, the food nourishing but stodgy, never quite enough water. Demetrius learned from his wise father that a good way of keeping slaves healthy is to cater to their needs without scrimping on the things that build muscle and increase endurance. But woe betide anyone who fills those servile mouths with anything tasty, even on a whim. Or, worse still, anyone who humiliates them by doling out stale or spoiled rations. Many of his competitors do it all the time: they do not take care of the men they have just bought, and end up with their workforce halved by illness and malnutrition. Slaves are not dogs, my boy. They are lions, donkeys, or tortoises. You can tame them with force, coax them with carrot and stick, or fry an egg on their stony backs. But never let them grow fond of you or you will never get rid of them…That had been his father’s advice. And Demetrius has memorized those words of travertine.


  The caravan reached Pompeii in June. The boy was put to work with the other slaves in a quarry. He had to learn fast but he never got into trouble. Apart from his stubbornness: the vow of silence continued. But along the road something had changed in the Briton’s mind. Latin, the cursed language of the murderous invaders, no longer sounded foreign. With the constant hum of it in the boy’s ears it had planted its eggs, like some damned insect, tenacious and fertile.


  The Briton had started to notice it by chance when he turned his head to listen in on an exchange of dirty jokes between two vigiles patrolling the quarry. “And so I say to her: ‘Seventy assarii to hoist your skirt, my dear? For that amount Oreste would repaint my whole house! Either we make a deal on thirty or you’ll have to get hold of a brush and a bucket of paint…’ ”


  The boy had burst out laughing like a fool, waking up a couple of his companions who had then given him a piece of their mind in no uncertain terms.


  Another time, he was standing in line waiting for his rations—hand resting on the hard, dusty bar where the food was doled out—when a tall, well-built Numidian pushed in front of him murmuring: “Get out of my way, you shitty, mangy dog!”


  Thus it was that the son of Ordovician blood had broken the brute’s nose with a head butt, convincing him to reconsider his manners. But he had not done it instinctively: for the first time, he had calculated his attack, channeling his anger from the affront into his muscles, his veins, his knuckles and the tendons in his neck, building up to the brutal lunge that had put the gorilla back in his place.


  Even if the thought of it made him sick to his stomach, Latin had become his new language. There was nothing he could do about it. And that was how, one intuition after another, his silence slowly crumbled.


  Behind bars, solitude is a boulder. In the end its weight begins to crush you, day after day. Your bones break apart and hope falters, especially when the obsession with keeping it alive has flickered out.


  One afternoon when the sun was low in the sky, hotter than usual, the boy decided that the moment had arrived to come back to the world. It was with difficulty that he addressed his companion. It was the same African whose nose he had taken the trouble to break no more than a couple of months earlier. In all honesty it was not very original. He simply asked: “How are you today?”


  The man opened his eyes wide—far too white for that face, as black as night. He thought the boy was making fun of him, but remembered all too well how deftly he had been beaten, so he did no more than scratch his head and stare at the boy in puzzlement.


  So the boy cleared his throat and launched into a grammatically perfect series of words, all impeccably pronounced.


  “Excuse me, I do not speak very well. I asked you: How are you? But I meant: How are you today, you shitty, mangy dog?”


  The Numidian stared at him for a very long time, unsure as to whether he was on the verge of yet another fight or simply facing somebody who had completely lost his mind. Then, when the boy flashed him an ear-to-ear smile and hugged him tight, starting to chuckle like a possessed haruspex, the African relaxed, returned the hug and knew he had found a friend. A pretty strange friend, but a friend nonetheless, by the balls of Hercules!


  It was certainly no small thing, beneath the sun in that open-air prison.


  When they parted company, the African looked the boy straight in the eyes.


  “I am Massinissa. I bear the name of a great king of the past…”


  Now it was the boy’s turn to scratch his head and stare at his friend in embarrassment. There could hardly be a less suitable name for a slave in chains, he thought, but said nothing.


  “And you?”


  “Me what?” answered the son of the Island, amazed even more than the Numidian by his own sudden talkativeness.


  “What’s your name? Me and the others have been betting on what you’re called for months! Come on, out with it!”


  For the first time since the night of the massacre, the boy found himself face to face with reality: the past is finished, the future stinks, but silence is not an answer.


  In that moment he decided he would never turn back. Because old wounds cannot heal.


  “The man I was died a long time ago, Massinissa. I no longer have a name.”


  The Numidian opened his mouth dumbly. He was not accustomed to complex ideas.


  In that very moment Demetrius—man of stone, son of the arts, master of the quarry and of every one of them—approached the group that had suddenly formed around the Briton, who had miraculously regained the power of speech. He placed a hand on his shoulder and said decisively: “Well then we shall have to find you one. It brings bad luck, you know? The gods do not love those they cannot curse by name…”


  He laughed, Demetrius. By force of habit Massinissa laughed as well, quickly followed by the rest of the muscle-bound rabble. The only one who stayed silent was the boy himself, his master’s hot palm still against his shoulder.


  Demetrius turned serious again and said coldly: “You will be called Verus, from this day forth.”


  The boy accepted the news as he would a meager win at dice.


  Before leaving the men in the dust and blinding heat, his master added: “I had an uncle called Verus. A real son of a bitch. As silent and lethal as a wild beast. Just like you, boy…”


  Demetrius disappeared into the long shadows, the men went back to work at a crack of the whip from the guard on duty. The boy reflected on the new life he had just begun, on the name loaded with lies that he had been given.


  Verus. True. Absolutely perfect for a false name.


  He thought of the suffering behind him, and that which was still to come.


  Then for an instant he felt light, with nothing on his mind.


  Words can work magic.


  He took a deep breath and accepted his future as a gift and a curse together.


  After all, he had just been reborn.


  Welcome, Verus.


  Welcome to the Land of Fire, in the arms of the gods.


  The villa is still sleeping: it is the first hour and dawn is close. Misenum is sky and sea, Pliny has already been up for some time. Gaius Plinius Secundus does not sleep much: he has too many thoughts in his head. Study, his one true obsession ever since he was young, torments him from first light to sunset. And then, as if that were not enough, there is the fleet, the military responsibilities, work. Pliny has a soul of paper and ink, but the Empire has an important place in his heart. His blood has been devoted to the Eagle ever since he was a boy. He has followed the cursus honorum to the letter, has never shrunk from his duties and has traveled extensively, eyes wide open to drink in the world. He was a cavalry officer and even a senator, but power has never mattered to him greatly. Emperor Vespasian considers him a good friend, a fact that warms the scholar’s kind heart. But, truth be told, that which really has the power to move him to tears is the beauty of nature.


  The strength and enormity of the Earth, able to sow life among the stones, in the abysses of the sea, and even in the desert. And its darker side, the dominating power of the sky and the tides, capable of destroying in the bat of an eyelid what mankind, insignificant and miniscule, has spent centuries building.


  Fleet Commander Gaius Plinius Secundus dedicates every moment he is not at sea with his men to examining the mysteries of nature in minute detail. Sometimes he sits up all night by candlelight, ruining his eyesight to read and summarize books worn down by the passage of time.


  Other times though, not even the most detailed scroll is enough to satisfy his curiosity.


  There are days when marvels dance before the eyes of those who are willing to see, days when the extraordinary magnificence of nature bursts into clouds of wonder.


  Today is one of those days—Pliny can see it already.


  In truth, everybody within a radius of forty miles has seen it: the belly of Vulcan, god of all-consuming fire, has been rumbling for hours. At the peak of Vesuvius, visible from every corner of the gulf, the magic is as clear as it is powerful. Pliny has not even broken his fast. The slaves respectfully insist, chasing after him through the atrium and past the impluvium of the villa, bowls of honey and milk straight from the stalls, scented focaccias, fresh bread and seasonal fruit in their hands, but the commander ignores them: the spectacle unfolding before his poor eyes, tired from too much study, is simply incredible. Pliny hastily arranges his tunic and slips on a pair of sandals.


  It is early morning, but already very warm. Late August, undoubtedly the most thankless of months. His nephew joins him on the terrace, a boy of eighteen, rather bright and with an innate talent for the written word; the divine gifts are part of the family heritage and the muse Clio continues to show her benevolence, generation after generation. The boy is Pliny’s sister’s son and, somewhat ironically, bears the same name as him: Gaius Plinius Caecilius Secundus.


  The two do not know it, can scarcely even imagine it, but their names, so similar that an epithet is needed to differentiate between them, will survive the weight of centuries and the sands of time. Pliny the Elder and Pliny the Younger will be remembered forever. In two thousand years’ time people will still be reading the words they used to describe the extraordinary, terrible day that is about to unfold.


  Uncle and nephew stand side by side, ramrod-straight, immobile, close enough to brush shoulders, eyes spellbound. Before them, right at the peak of Vesuvius, a column of smoke, rock and fire is rising. It is like the enormous trunk of a maritime pine, branches loaded with scorching dust.


  The gray-black tree of boiling ash is immense and magnificent. It even looks harmless, as the gods always do when they disguise themselves as innocents in order to wreak the worst evils, until it swells so much that it begins to swallow up large chunks of the heavens. Then, all of a sudden, the party turns to chaos, the beast breaks free of its chains and launches itself headlong into innocent flesh. The first warning of collapse rumbles like thunder. Cracks breach the sides of the dark colossus, splitting it apart from within and bearing its incandescent soul. The sky is red with anger, molten boulders plummeting down the length of the trunk, which is now split from the ground by a seam of lava. From where Pliny is watching they look like ashen confetti, as innocuous as petals carried on the wind. They glide and bounce, dragging fire into yet more fire, streaking through the blue of the sky, landing on the slopes of Vesuvius.


  The monster is sluggish, however, in no hurry. It could go on like this all day. Slowly, it sends out filthy, fiery tentacles towards the life below. Herculaneum is the first to fall, the fire of the gods ready for the supreme sacrifice.


  The older man starts at the sight of the smoke. The city is eaten away one rooftop at a time, the flames like pinpricks on the silky skin of the Gulf. It is morning now, but the sky is bruised and loaded with hatred. The wind howls, dragging the red death towards its destination.


  The commander’s soul is split in two: on the one hand his mind is racing to imagine the disaster befalling Herculaneum, the suffocating walls of ash, the embers falling from the sky, the deafening roar. On the other, his scholarly heart is straining in his chest, its only desire to leave the villa and run up to the monster, to stare into its black eyes through the lens of science. His nephew has his gaze fixed on the horizon: he cannot tear himself away from the sight of that fiery rain that rends the land and makes the sea boil. He is too young to understand what it really means. The eyes can deceive; there is still so little of the world in that head of his that he cannot see the tragedy, does not even notice it. Distance creates an unnatural filter, muffles awful sounds: houses collapse without even a groan, and when its turn comes, the roof of a temple falls in silently.


  Death is far away, masked, innocuous. Pliny the Younger shouts excitedly at each distant puff of smoke, at each rock that finds its target.


  His uncle is on the point of telling him what is really happening when a servant bursts into the house with a letter from Rectina, a devoted friend of the commander’s family and wife of Cascus. Pliny the Elder reads it, turns pale and immediately gives the order: “Ready the quadriremes, and set a course for Stabiae!”


  Cascus’s home lies right on the slopes of the mountain, the only way out now is by sea. The servant managed to leave during the night in search of help, but by this point the situation must be extremely serious.


  Pliny bids goodbye to his nephew, kissing his dark, curly locks before starting out to meet his destiny. Neither of them knows that this will be the last time they see one another.


  Those stern but just eyes of his uncle will remain in the boy’s heart forever. Eyes determined to embrace the secrets of the world, even when the world goes up in flames.


  Commander Gaius Plinius Secundus hurriedly boards the ship’s bridge and leaves the villa behind him.


  Before evening he will have brought Cascus and his family to safety, landing near his friend’s home and venturing onto Stabiae beach with him to point out their escape route.


  Before evening, Pliny the Elder will be dead, suffocated by the ash and smoke, left alone on a beach in flames.


  Before evening, the Empire will have suffered the wrath of the gods.


  For the moment though, the lapping of the waves and the salt in the air speak of adventure and satisfy the senses. Truly, there is nowhere else that the commander would rather be.


  It is only when he is halfway to his destination that a dark omen disquiets his soul. A violet cloud appears out of nowhere, filling the air with death without so much as touching a hair on anyone’s head.


  Pliny sniffs at the air and notices it immediately: the wind has just changed.


  The rain of fire that has devastated Herculaneum is ready to reap new victims.


  The beast is enraged and Pompeii is damned close by.


  In the city of the sun, darkness is about to fall.


  Within a couple of hours, it will once again be down to Verus to save his skin, and run like the wind.


  The day got off to a bad start. Verus did not get a wink of sleep.


  “You know when you wake up full of energy, when you want to take on the world with your bare hands?” Massinissa asked him as soon as he woke up. Verus stretched, hearing his tendons flex and creak.


  “No,” he answered sullenly, rubbing his eyes.


  Massinissa bowed his head, his body a shameless expression of infinite weariness: “Nor do I.”


  The two looked at each other for a long instant, then burst out laughing.


  “May the gods twice curse the Romans, brother! May this fucking city burn down to the foundations!” Massinissa has inspired himself and Verus signals to him to keep his voice down, but it is already too late.


  One of Demetrius’s minions is finishing his patrol through the cages and he must have cleaned his ears out properly this morning. He stands in front of the Numidian with his arms folded.


  “Let’s hear that again, negro…What is it that should burn?” And then, before Massinissa had time to explain himself or think up an excuse, the guard flings open the cage and starts beating him. The blows land on his face and chest, opening a couple of wounds that spew out blood like fountains.


  Verus is dying to step in but the guard does not let him. The son of a bitch is trained to hurt people and he is good at his job. He jams the handle of the club into his balls and sends him to the ground.


  When he has finished he steps slowly back out of the cage and spits at the two slaves.


  “Have a good day, you pieces of shit…”


  Verus and Massinissa sit licking their wounds for a moment before they hear the distant crack of the jailors’ whips and the screech of cage doors being swung open: another day of toil.


  Life at the quarry is truly exhausting. Verus and his companions work like dogs from sunrise to sunset. There are no breaks, apart from the time it takes to swallow a bowlful of boiled grain and a few crusts of hard bread. They take it in turns to sit down for a moment when the guards have their backs turned. Verus works with a chisel on the bare rock. He has grown used to the vibrations, shuddering through his forearm, shaking the gums in his mouth.


  A hundred strikes delivered with precision are enough to turn a crack into a hole, another hundred and the groove widens, filling the workers with confidence. Another thousand, with thirty different mallets, and the river bursts its banks, finite separates from infinite and the rock-face calves a piece of itself, reduced to a boulder and finally a squared block. The material from the quarry goes to build the villas of the well-to-do, those villas that Verus has never seen, but which he imagines as being vast as a grassy plain and crowned with towers like a soaring sea cliff. There are rumors around the camp: some of the oldest slaves, who have seen something of the world—lucky them, and who have connections in the right places—say that much of the stone that is quarried at Pompeii travels all the way to Rome, to contribute to the construction of Vespasian’s mad dream.


  “And what the hell would that be?” Verus asked one day, chisel in hand beneath the blazing sun.


  The man shook his head in response: “You know nothing, damned Briton! The Emperor is building the greatest amphitheater in the world! They say when it’s ready there will be a hundred days of fighting between beasts and Christians, gladiators and heroes!” His gaze was lost in the airy void of legends.


  Verus did not understand much of it. Each question he asked led to another, eventually giving the impression he was just some damned ignorant barbarian.


  “All right… but what exactly is a gladiator?”


  The other stared at him, wide-eyed. He could not believe it. He called his companions over so they could all laugh at him together.


  “Are you serious?”


  Verus shrugs with bewilderment while the rest of the work party fell about laughing.


  The old slave’s face lit up, as often happens when simple men get the chance to describe the indescribable.


  “Gladiators are gods, my friend! Warriors sworn to death, heavenly dancers, true deities. Crowds worship them and women go crazy for them. They bet their lives on the thrust of a sword: all or nothing, my boy.”


  All or nothing.


  So that is how it works.


  Verus would soon find out. In the meantime however, the master’s ugly face appeared to remind the wretches that the time for chatter had just ended. So the young man went back to his chisel, his head filled with doubts and dreams. In the following days he continued to investigate, finding out about the gladiator schools, the fights, the women.


  Today too, the sun does not let up for a second, and the ground under their feet simmers like a pot of lentils. Verus badgers his dark-skinned friend as he makes iron resound against rock.


  “These damned gladiators must be happy, don’t you reckon?” Tiny pebbles between his teeth and little desire to pass the time of day.


  The Numidian shakes his head: “Are you happy to live in chains, you knuckleheaded Briton?” Grayish dust on ebony flesh.


  Verus spins around, realizing he has failed to ask the most obvious question: “You mean the gods of the arena are slaves, just like us?”


  Massinissa hits harder, a fair-sized splinter flies to the ground. The two friends work balanced on a pile of stones, tackling the rock higher up, where the wind has made it more brittle.


  “Not all, but most. Then there are those who choose to give five years of their lives over to death. But there again the world is full of madmen, my friend. Take my uncle, for instance…”


  Suddenly, Verus is interested.


  “Did he become a gladiator?”


  Massinissa answers without looking him in the eye. Delicate balance and cutting jokes.


  “No, he fell in love with his goat.”


  Verus lets his mind fly elsewhere for a moment. His thoughts move swiftly and without baggage. In an instant they cover the entire world. The Briton imagines a future of iron and glory, not goats and raving lunatics. Massinissa, however, confuses the excess of concentration for interest.


  “Fucked that goat better than he did his wife. And more often, apparently…”


  Verus starts listening again as he stops daydreaming, for the first time since the night of the massacre, about freedom, and the absurd bundle of emotions that the damned word brings with it. Because, he realizes, there are slaves and there are slaves: it is one thing to break rocks all day, and another to test your courage with weapon in hand, urged on by the loving roar of the crowd.


  “To listen to him, you’d think the fucking goat let him do what he liked to it…” Messinissa is gathering steam.


  Verus stops him brusquely: “Listen, brother. I don’t know if I really want to hear this, seriously…”


  But it is in this very moment that the gods decide the time has come and there will be no tomorrow.


  The sky darkens, gray clouds loaded with death blow out of Vulcan’s belly.


  Verus’s pulse is racing when the first flaming rock hits the ground. The size of a fist, it slams into the sand and begins to sweat dense smoke.


  The second is as big as a sheep, and knocks the pile of stones supporting Verus and Massinissa to the ground.


  The two slaves lose their balance and tumble to earth. The African burns himself, screaming as his flesh blisters revoltingly. Verus looks up and realizes the blue vault above him is swarming with ash, the air filled with shouting and commotion.


  The guards run, and so do the slaves in chains. The soldiers on the watchtowers of the quarry waver, and then break.


  Hades flings its doors open wide and vomits fire onto the victims’ heads. The bright red tower, which looked to Pliny like a tree trunk atop Vesuvius, now looks like the boiling innards of a butchered titan. A heavy stench that fills the lungs, but the boiling hail is the worst punishment of all. Verus wants to help his friend, but a burning chunk of embers puts the African out of his misery, smashing into his heart.


  The impact is nauseating, Verus kneels and vomits bile, rolls on the ground, scratched and burnt. He rasps teeth and elbows in the sand, makes it to his feet and runs.


  Here is panic everywhere.


  And darkness.


  And ash.


  The rain gets heavier by the moment, Verus threads his way through rocks and flame.


  His mind races. He is losing it.


  Damned fire. Fire again.


  The night of the massacre explodes in his chest, the river of white-hot memories burrowing through his insides as fear does the rest, pumping blood into his legs.


  Verus looks for shelter and bursts through the door of a guard hut. The roof is solid, strong beechwood beams that creak but do not break. But it is beginning to give way under the weight of the flaming rock.


  The roof cracks, the smoke is inside now.


  He is enveloped in a world of ash; his lungs cry out for relief.


  But there is no end to it, the fury only swells.


  The Briton goes outside again and sees him: Demetrius, his master, face broken by rocks, legs mauled by flames. A few steps further on is the frenzied crowd that has trampled him.


  The slaves have broken their chains.


  Faced with the end, the damned Christians have a point: we are not very different from one another. The well-to-do and the wretched of the Earth, they all die in the same way.


  Verus joins the rush, fighting the urge to gag as the air and the ground, he notices only now, become hotter with every step.


  And the more the temperature rises, the more his reason begins to fail.


  The group reaches the city when the worst has already arrived. The roads are rivers of terror, sweaty flesh and aching lungs. Verus has been daydreaming for months of the wealth and unchecked luxury. Of the houses of the rich, for which they break their backs every single day. And now that he has them in front of him, he realizes they look like so many shining prisons, each one with its roof covered in burning rocks, ready to crush those foolish enough to be underneath them still.


  Fire in the sky and on the ground, fire everywhere.


  Verus darts through the alleyways and passes the insulae at the entrance to the city, unfortunate homes already touched by ruin. One unlucky victim is the color of crimson; he has crawled outside, but not quickly enough. His flesh, hair and face are a single mass. Where once there was a person, now there is only smooth, scalding matter, mouth throbbing and agape beneath a burnt, gray veil.


  Mutilated human beings turned to statues by the ferocious impact, or by the caress of the growing fire.


  Verus knows that entering the house is a big risk, but he also knows if he does not find water it will all be over for him.


  On the threshold of the villa, right at the entrance to the atrium, a fine mosaic displays a message the young man cannot read: CAVE CANEM. Alongside the inscription is an image, exquisite and terrible, of a pitch-black Molosser, all teeth and instinct. The beast is depicted on a leash, crouched slightly on its hind legs, in the act of launching an attack against an unwary intruder who has ventured, pushed on by his predatory instincts, into the private mansion.


  Verus has no time to register all that information, he notices only the picture of the dog before crossing the atrium, sandals burning up under his feet, and diving into the impluvium, the large pool for collecting rainwater found in every patrician villa.


  The water is tepid and a few rocks lie on the bottom. They look nothing more than harmless, stationary stones, but it is likely they caused massive damage as they rained down through the enormous hole in the ceiling.


  There is not even the time to put his thoughts in order before the horror reaches out to touch the nape of his neck: a severed thumb is floating in the pool.


  Somebody’s thumb.


  Like a pallid worm, death brushing up against him without prior notice.


  Verus lets out a scream, scrambles out of the pool and continues in his mad race. The commotion has awakened the guard, who reaches him in a scrabble of claws on decorated stone.


  A dog, a damned mastiff that looks just like the one depicted on the mosaic at the entrance, leaps onto Verus, sinking its teeth into his calf.


  Surprise gets the better of pain, panic swells the veins in his neck and speeds his reactions. Verus kicks out violently, with all the force his body can muster, and the beast slackens its grip, ending up in the impluvium. It thrashes around for a minute or two, dazed by the heat, the cold, by rage and pain. Then it notices the floating thumb, bites into it, and the frenzy is over.


  Verus feels the bile rising in his throat, gagging as though he has fallen victim to some African curse. The door is open. He goes outside. A moment before another retch from Vulcan comes down on the roof, doing away with the house, the dog, the pool, life.


  Again.


  There are voices crying in the distance, Verus runs without taking a breath.


  He has covered the whole length of the decumanus, the main street running east to west, and is reaching the edge of the town. But the heat is unbearable, the ash is everywhere, dead bodies litter the ground like wooden automatons in need of repair.


  He is afraid, the damned Briton. He will have to die in this land of merciless flames, never again to see the grassy lands where he came into this world. Fire in his head, fire in his eyes, salt on his skin and terror, terror filling all things.


  The end is just around the corner. The end is the next barred door.


  He breaks down the entrance of a workshop with his shoulder, hoping to find a jug of water to empty onto his head, but instead he finds that fate has a fine fucking sense of humor: a blacksmith’s furnace stares back at him from the corner of the room. Loaded with more hot embers than he has ever seen.


  After all that running, Verus is back where he started.


  Iron and flame, like the night of the massacre.


  Strength and hope desert him, he falls to his knees, ready to embrace the red death while screaming at the top of his lungs—in any case, there will be no one to hear him.


  Then, a moment before slipping into unconsciousness among the fumes and the sulfur, he hears it. The sound of salvation, the hand stretched out on the edge of the cliff, the oasis in the desert.


  A horse neighing.


  Splendid, magnificent, sonorous. A lament, pleading for exactly the same thing as him: freedom.


  Verus looks out the back of the workshop, where a panicked steed is pawing at the ground, its saddle tied to a stake driven into the earth. Next to the beast lies its dead master, suffocated by the fumes, horribly yellowed eyes wide open.


  Verus unties the animal and climbs onto it. The horse is desperate to get out of there, breaking into gallop without even waiting for a slap on its flank.


  The way is not easy; the monster of magma and flaming boulders is loosing its last salvos, and it strikes hard. More than once the Briton has to convince the horse to swerve suddenly in order to avoid breaking a leg. It is so hot his skin burns, even the horse’s hooves begin to smoke, but the animal does not stop.


  It runs, and runs some more.


  Out of the city, through the woods, the clouds, heading north, hungry for fresh air.


  Neither one of them has any intention of letting go, Verus pushes the beast beyond its limits and rides for hours.


  It is evening when he spots the headland at Misenum and the people’s faces, pink and pearled with sweat, tell him a tale of salvation.


  Verus does not know it, but as he slides from the horse’s back, at the wharf where the Imperial fleet bobs calmly and helplessly at its moorings, as he collapses to the ground unconscious, after one last glimpse of the distant monster, itself now tired of vomiting fury, he is less than a hundred paces from the house of Pliny, known to posterity as “the Younger.”


  The young man has not moved from the terrace all day. The horror had slowly worked its way into him. He was the first to hear the people’s stories, standing on tiptoes to get a clearer view of the unfolding horror. Slowly, Pliny allowed the idea of death to sink into his heart, and at dusk he finally began to weep, when an unspeakable thought began mercilessly to shake his soul. Only when night had fallen did he consent to return inside the house, upon the insistence of his mother, worried by his strange obsession for the dark things of the world.


  Pliny bid farewell as went to his bed, not knowing whom he was bidding it to or why.


  In the exact same moment as he finds relief in the arms of Morpheus, the uncle who bears his name is taking his last breath on a lonely beach smothered in ash, once again flailing impotent before the wrath of the gods.


  Finally, Vulcan sleeps. Tomorrow morning, the Gulf will awaken to discover that the mountain has been transformed.


  After this day, Vesuvius will no longer have the same appearance as it did. From a single, unbroken peak will emerge two, a reminder to mere mortals that they are but passing through this valley of bitter tears.


  For ever and ever.


  Verus sleeps too. The sleep of the just.


  Tomorrow will bring neither rescue nor redemption, he can bet on that. But in the meantime he is alive, and wants for nothing.


  Only peace and quiet, now. The rest can wait until sunrise.


  Hang tough, Briton. Grit your teeth.


  Rome awaits you, and you do not know it yet.


  From mare nostrum to the Eternal City


  The person you are matters more than the place to which you go; for that reason we should not make the mind a bondsman to any one place.


  SENECA, Epistulae morales ad Lucilium, I 28,4


  Misenum to Rome, AD 79, August–October


  WHO SAID ALL ROADS lead to Rome?


  Maybe they do, but it is not easy to get there, especially when fate has decided you will be a slave.


  Verus awakens with his body in pieces after a dreamless sleep.


  Misenum is as peaceful as a lioness sleeping on the seashore. The air is still thick with cinders, the entire Gulf wrapped in ash and gruesome memories.


  As he returns to life, the view that meets his eyes from the room he finds himself in is not something one sees every day. The monster is gone, Vulcan and his burning rage have returned to the bowels of Vesuvius. But the eruption has changed the coastline forever. And, even more than that, it has changed the souls of the people who were born and raised at the foot of the red god.


  The smoke is a constant presence, building up in the air at the top of the room, filling it even all these miles away. Waves crash menacingly against the shore and the seabed boils with unquenched rage.


  The worst has passed, but now the hard work begins.


  There is a world to be remade, and the dead await their final farewell.


  It is a new day, time to move forward.


  Verus gets up off the wooden bed, pulling himself to his feet and looking around: yellow walls darkened by the mist seeping through the window, an earthenware jug, wooden bowls filled with ice water, and a chamber pot which the Briton mistakes for a fruit basket. Then again, the boy who has grown into a man still has a long way to go before he learns that sated dreamers get to piss into pots.


  Too much luxury all around for it to be a prison, that much is certain. And yet the door is barred and there is no way out.


  Verus has no idea what happened after he passed out. He only knows he is near the port. The two-hundred and fifty ships of the Imperial fleet lying at anchor down in the bay leave him in no doubt. Outside the window was all the hubbub of loading, unloading and good intentions, a procession of hastati and landing craft, provisions leaving and precious objects arriving.


  It is hunting season and Rome thirsts for blood.


  When the bolt slides open, Verus starts and puts himself instinctively on the defensive. But there is no brute behind the thick wooden door of the gilded cell, nor a hard-faced guard, but a red-cheeked maidservant. She is small but self-assured, a brisk-mannered girl with hands reddened by too many mornings spent at the washbasin, and the neat haste of someone who has not a moment to lose between sunrise and sunset.


  “Come,” she says. “The master is waiting for you.”


  She uses the Latin word dominus, which means everything and nothing. It describes a man with money to spend and servants to command of course, but it does not tell you what kind of property he is absolute master of. As far as Verus knows, even Demetrius—may his black soul roast in the underworld—made certain people address him that way. Yet he was the first to kneel down and use the very same term every time he happened to find himself in front of a servant of the Empire.


  Verus begins to walk and the servant leads the way. Unwittingly, the petite girl swings her hips as she moves. But even though it is a sight deserving of a closer look, it is another miracle that leaves the young man open-mouthed with wonder. The master’s home is breathtaking. The first marvels for which Verus is unprepared are the colors. The youth’s life, ever since he came into the world, has always been played out in dull monochrome. One shade at a time, and nothing extraordinary: the green of the grass that freshens the soul, the brown of tree trunks and mud, the gray of furnace smoke and iron on the anvil, the color of stones broken beneath the sun, slaves’ favorite skin dye.


  Here though, one shade alone is not enough even for a single wall or column: yellow, orange and the color of the sea intermingle in every direction. The pillars are cherry-red, the capitals blindingly white, with sculpted leaves painted a liquid green, making them look soft and damned near real. Not to mention the floor: a triumph of ocher, white, and myriad veins of crimson.


  The Briton just about manages to focus as he walks quickly along behind the maidservant, while beneath his feet unfolds the story of Aeneas, who left Troy and found himself in Rome, despite having no wish to go there, a destiny as big as a house strapped to his back, a dying father and a knuckle-headed son in tow.


  The long service corridor runs past the servants’ quarters, where troops of domestics are busying themselves with plates and dishes. Verus has lost all notion of time, but it must be almost lunchtime because the servants are also engaged in grilling large fish and chopping up the accompanying vegetables. As he passes, a jug slips from an absent minded boy’s hand and smashes on the floor, inundating the air with the rich smell of Greek wine, dense with honey and cloves.


  The mixture of smells makes the Briton’s stomach rumble—he cannot remember when he last ate. But as they enter the hall, which leads up to the floor the nobles live on, the scents evaporate. The steepness of the stairs brings Verus’s nose very close to the servant’s rather attractive behind, but he is still too overcome with amazement to notice.


  At the threshold of the tablinum, the space where the master of the house receives his own clients and dedicates a few hours to writing, the maidservant takes her leave without much ceremony, puffing, “Here he is—” in the general direction of her master, offering a hurried bow and slipping away again downstairs, looking frantically for something to be getting on with. With Janus as her witness, there really is never enough time.


  Indeed, Verus has not had enough time to dwell on the dominus, but he certainly did not expect someone of his own age.


  Pliny the Younger smiles, but his eyes are tired: “How are you feeling today?”


  The Briton is taken aback: every other interlocutor has always given his ass a kicking before saying anything to him. He is certainly not used to these dulcet tones. So he drops to his knees and mumbles: “Master.” You can never go far wrong calling things by their proper name.


  Pliny smiles and gestures for him to stand up. His heart is filled with pain—news of his uncle’s death was brought to him no more than twelve hours ago—but he still finds time to attend to the lowly.


  These are difficult days, people are dying by the wagonload on a whim of the gods. The least that can be expected from those in a position of power is a little understanding.


  The commander’s nephew seats himself behind the beautiful desk of dark wood and invites the Briton to sit down on an ornate bench with lion’s paws carved into the ebony. Verus feels uncomfortable and his curious eyes glance over the splendor of the carved wood.


  “Do you know why they make them like that? With those elaborate decorations, I mean?”


  Verus does not know, but during the last two years he has learnt that, nine times out of ten, silence is the rudest answer of all.


  “Because they are beautiful, my lord? To add prestige to your magnificent home?”


  Pliny shakes his head. Then he stands up and takes another stool from a chest, similar to that upon which Verus’s servile backside rests for the first time, and places it on the floor.


  Then he puts his right foot on it and shows the Briton that the three legs are not perfectly level: “It rocks,” he says firmly. “The ones without carvings rock back and forth. Is it worth making a saving if it means you are uncomfortable? Sit on this and you feel as though you are at sea.”


  Verus shows his array of shiny teeth, without much conviction. He is not accustomed to the possessions of the wealthy. But he is grateful to this strange young man, and can barely wait to thank him.


  “You saved my life, master. I am in your debt.”


  Pliny tries to smile but his heart is too heavy: “That is true, but do not trouble yourself…What is your name?”


  “Verus,” answers the Briton without hesitation.


  “Verus…in these dark days we have all lost somebody. My uncle died attempting to save innocent survivors from the villas of Stabiae, and it is my intention to honor his memory by looking after whosoever finds himself in difficulty following these tragic events.”


  “They certainly like to embellish their words, these nobles…” The impertinent thought enters the Briton’s mind like a mogilus into the backside of an adulterer caught in the act, and he curses himself for his own ingratitude.


  “You have nothing to feel indebted for, I only do my duty…But there again, you have not told me who you are yet. Where did you come from? What happened to you?”


  There it is, the damned crossroads. The unexpected twist, the opportunity of a lifetime.


  Not only has the awkward son of the Island escaped death, but now he is also being offered the chance to be born again. The chance to lie about his station in life, to bow down low in thanks, and then to run far away—perhaps across the sea, all the way home.


  But what home?


  The Island is far away, Verus, and your heart has turned cold. The name gifted to you when you were born is dead and buried.


  All or nothing.


  Once again.


  All or nothing.


  The young Briton takes a deep breath, finally daring to look his savior in the eye—he has not done so since entering the room—and tells the truth. The whole truth: “I am a slave, my lord.”


  He lets the words hang in the air, and then settle on the ground with all their weight.


  Pliny’s gaze is relaxed. He is young but wise, and appreciates the value of a man’s heart: “To whom do you belong, then?”


  Verus feels the burden on his chest slowly crumble away: “I belonged to Demetrius the builder. But he died in the fire, I imagine you already know. I have no idea how many of my companions in the quarry made it.”


  Bitterness flashes in Pliny’s eyes. Death has suddenly struck again, the echo of the monster’s bile that does not stop burning him.


  “Yes, the quarry was buried under ash and boulders, like Herculaneum and Pompeii. No one survived. I am sorry—but it is a miracle that you are all in one piece…”


  Verus takes the news like an expert pugilist. He has lost so much in his life that, by now, he has accepted that fate has only defeat in store for him.


  He says nothing but stares stiffly at a floor as sparkling as a polished jewel.


  Pliny folds his arms. He takes no pleasure in saying what he is about to say, but he cannot avoid it. And time is short; with so much to do he cannot allow himself to spend the morning consoling servants. Even so, his kind heart tightens a little when he begins to speak.


  “Verus, I cannot free you, you know that. I am not your master…”


  The Briton feels emboldened. Sincerity must be worth something around here: “But you could be, my lord. I would serve you with integrity, I know many trades, believe me. I would be ever faithful and grateful to you…”


  Pliny stops him: “This too would be impossible. The villa already has all the servants it needs, and it would vex those I already have if I were to send you to the kitchen or to take care of the gardens. Furthermore, this place will shortly begin to seem more like a sanatorium than a Roman nobleman’s house. It is my intention to help the wounded and survivors, placing the space from which my family benefits at their disposition. Even if I wanted to keep you with me, it would not be just. Thank the gods that you are as healthy as a horse. Your place is elsewhere.”


  Thank the gods.


  Verus would like to sigh but he lacks the courage.


  “Still…” Pliny has already thought of something. “I cannot offer you a future, but perhaps if I can put you on the right track, you will do alright just the same. Follow me—we have work to do!” And, before even finishing what he had to say, the young man of illustrious birth begins to walk towards the outside of the villa, with Verus hurrying along behind him. The two follow the road that leads to the gate and then down from the headland, reaching the port via a cobbled path.


  Many people greet Pliny warmly as they pass by, or offer him their condolences for the sorry fate that has befallen his uncle. At last they reach the entrance to the citadel.


  Two crewmen, or classiarii, stand guard in shining breastplates. They give a formal salute and welcome Pliny and Verus into the base of the Classis Misenensis, the senior Imperial fleet. The young nobleman asks for a certain Marcius, who arrives at a quick pace and greets the young Pliny without ceremony. The two men seem to have known each other a long time, and the old soldier has the air of a sea-wolf.


  They both avoid mentioning his uncle. In every part of the citadel, the young nobleman sees downcast eyes filled with pain. As often happens in the army, the sailors of Rome revered their commander. Maybe because Gaius Plinius Secundus was a man of science, even before he was a warrior. And he loved human beings more than he did honor, hard work, respect and all the other crap that is needed to keep a pack of low-lifes in line and ready for battle.


  Soldiers can sense some things. They grow fond of their master, just as dogs do.


  Marcius is friendly but direct: “Who have you brought me, my lord? A budding sailor?”


  Pliny would like to nod, but instead he merely shrugs: “I doubt that Rome is so short of men that it must accept just anybody…This youth comes from Britannia, the sea he carries in his heart is not that which bore you, my friend.”


  Verus gives a start. How on Earth did the young master guess where he was from after such a brief exchange? This guy is really something.


  “I’ve seen plenty of his kind,” says Marcius with a knowing nod. “First time out they puke their guts out, but they toughen up soon enough—just need to persevere.”


  “Well,” replies Pliny with a smile, “if anyone vomits on one of your ships, I assure you this lad here will clean it up in a flash. Give him a mop and the entire ship will gleam like snow in the sun. Marcius, I present you Verus, the most willing slave in all of Misenum. He has recently lost his job—but I am sure you will be able to find plenty for him to do. He is all yours…”


  Pliny does not wait for the sailor’s reply. He slaps the Briton firmly on the shoulders and walks away with his eyes to the floor, to avoid running the gauntlet of mournful looks on his way back.


  Once more Verus is left alone, on the peaceful, ash-covered seashore, amid the steadily bobbing fleet of gleaming hulls.


  Marcius scans the Briton, his eyes barely level with the boy’s chest.


  “The boss says you’re good with puke, right?”


  Verus cannot help but grin.


  Marcius smiles too, before pointing to a hut filled with flies and an unmistakable stench.


  “Then you should have no problems with the latrines. Welcome aboard, bastard.”


  The future stinks of shit and saltwater.


  All things said and done, thought Verus, my lot could have been worse.


  But as usual, he had gotten the wrong idea.


  The whole of the first week he is filled with visions of the sea. He has breathed it, touched it, feared it like a curse—given that he had never learnt to swim—and has begun to respect it. But all these hopes were in vain: the Briton who imagined he was to become a sailor has wound up as a cabin boy stuck on dry land.


  Marcius is a tough man, but he has gradually grown fond of the lad: he tasks him from sunrise to sunset, when Verus pretends to be worn out, but the truth is that the work here is nothing compared to the toil at the quarry. Or, for that matter, the drudgery at the furnace in the employ of that madman Cormac—may the gods take care of his wretched soul.


  These days, the rag has replaced the hammer as Verus’s inseparable worktool. Rag and bucket are now the pivot of his servile life, but no matter how much Marcius insists that the triremes’ decks must shine—“I want to see my own balls staring back at me, got it?”—and no matter how many hours the son of the Island is forced to spend on his knees, all in all the day’s efforts are always less demanding than they were then. For the first time in his life, Verus feels as though he is being given a rest, and he grows stronger and sharper. The sea air improves his mood and clears his lungs, ridding them of the dust that had formed a sludge during his time at the quarry.


  The lad feels reborn. He has begun to ponder his past, and even contemplate the future.


  This morning, for example, he woke up early and ran to fetch Marcius his breakfast: a couple of red mullet caught that morning and roasted on a spit before the sun had even risen. A squirt of lemon—the ones that grow in this place are sensational, Verus feels a shiver run down his spine every time he tastes the pulp—and a sprig of dill. As for drink, Marcius takes just cold water—the Romans are a pretty strange lot.


  Marcius rinses his face in the basin and is in a good mood already. He scrubs the fish energetically.


  Verus comes closer, with the curious air typical of an Indian monkey.


  “Will we go to sea today, sir?”


  For Marcius the Briton resembles a child, eager and stubborn, hungry to see the world.


  “Are you going to go on asking me every morning?” snorts the Roman, but it is evident that he has begun to enjoy having the lad around, this knucklehead of a slave.


  Verus would blush if he were able. He is not a great expert on the human species—in truth he is better with his hands than he is with words. Resigned to playing the dullard, he gives a candid reply: “Of course I am!”


  But Marcius is not annoyed by the lad’s reply, he has come to like him, but he is unaccustomed to such zeal and get-go. His men have suffered a terrible blow, morale has been plummeted five hundred fathoms since the volcano’s eruption. No one is smiling these days, that much is sure. Let alone happy to work. And yet this blockhead Briton is horrendously chipper and always rearing to go.


  “Today we’re heading out for exercises. At last you’ll see what the Eagle can do in Neptune’s kingdom of the sea.”


  Now Verus begins to dream: he envisions the heaving breakers, the foam, the coils of rope, the oarsmen’s oiled muscles, the classiario centurion barking his orders.


  Marcius’s next words tear the Briton from his reverie, hitting him with the force of a basket of severed heads: “But don’t get too used to it, boy. We’re going to Rome in a few days…The Emperor himself has summoned us. He needs my men for a special task in the Flavian Amphitheater.”


  “What’s that?” mutters Verus insolently, as he scoops up the leftovers from his master’s plate with a scrap of stolen bread. The red mullet is delicious: even the food tastes of sun in this magical Gulf.


  The officer rises to his feet and rinses his fingers in a bowl of water and vinegar. Then he slips on his tunic and sandals, without even considering shaving: Neptune does not care about things like that, he is quite happy with a sincere heart, and a few queens tied to sea cliffs now and then.


  “All in good time, boy. We can talk about it along the way. It’s a long walk to Rome.”


  Marcius steps outside and breathes in the beach air, as a modest boat steered by an old man with one eye draws up to the small wharf next to the officer’s quarters. The man signals to get on board and Marcius complies, dragging the excitable Ordovician with him: “Walk? I’d hoped we’d go to Rome by sea!”


  “I hoped, I hoped…” Marcius fishes some leaves out of the small sack hung round his neck, stuffs them into his mouth and begins to chew like a donkey. “Hope, they say, is a good breakfast…you know the rest, don’t you?”


  Verus remains silent for the rest of the journey.


  The Flagship Opis looms closer by the minute.


  At the first retch Verus feels his throat burning like never before, with the second he really pukes his guts out. Marcius nudges the one-eyed old man with his elbow. His name is Cresus, and he enjoys a certain respect on board ship.


  “They told me you were a wizard with puke, isn’t that right, boy?”


  Verus throws up his breakfast as if it were water, along with yesterday’s lunch—and the dinner he consumed two years earlier at the ceremony of the sacred Drynemeton!


  The young man has underestimated the sea—a mistake he will never make again, of this he is damned sure. He is in no condition to do anything other than throw everything up, so Marcius leaves him alone on the deck while he goes to inspect the men at work.


  On the open sea everything is in constant motion: beyond the Gulf, the currents surge into one another and make the hexareme sway like a drunken vestal virgin at the February Lupercalia. The lower-ranking classiarii are hard at work winding out cordage and straining at ropes. The wind is a capricious beast, like a cat, bestowing its graces only when it sees fit. Aeolus is a bored and moody god, who can fly into a rage at any moment, and then do nothing but gently stroke at your face for days on end, when what you really need is a stiff slap to bring you back from the dead.


  And so at sea one must have oars and sails, a ship—and patience. Training is the foundation of every success and Marcius’s men take their work very seriously. Contrary to what some people might believe, there are no galley slaves. Where your life and the future of the Empire are at stake, slaves cannot be trusted. Better the expert callouses of a generation of soldiers than the muscles of half-men in chains. Liberty is a vital ingredient: at sea there is no pretending.


  A single error of judgment, the incorrect observation of a fading star in the black of the night sky, is enough for you to find yourself a thousand miles off course. Neptune’s kingdom is a place of the soul, better to get that into your head before venturing out to sea.


  Verus spits the taste of vomit from his mouth and breathes in the pride, watching the crew reef the sails: the square rig raised on the mainstay only catches the wind at its center, while the lower flaps are left sagging and inert like the untrimmed hair of a street urchin. They must be wound in, this is no game. Marcius spends a lot of time drilling the men and advising them on the correct maneuvers, as the gusts cut viciously into the immense, snow-white sheet. Once the work has been completed though, the effects are prodigious.


  At once the ship has no more need for human arms, and starts to skim across the surface of the water like an unbridled foal across the plains of Tuscia. On the prow, the waterline drops and the miracle is complete: flight without wings and without sweat, the magic of movement. Marcius climbs the mainmast, plants his behind on the mainstay and sits astride it, enjoying the spectacle. The triremes Apollo and Castor make believe they are something they are not, and never will be: enemies.


  The ships are loaded with fierce barbarians, albeit make-believe ones; Judeans or Dacians, in reality does not matter who they are supposed to be. They square up to the Romans with pure muscle power, since savages have no idea of how to harness the wind. The flagship veers hard to starboard, one-eyed Cresus is now at the helm, and it is clear even to Verus why everyone holds him in such high esteem: the man knows his stuff. The impact is enough to shake the men’s teeth and scramble their insides.


  Verus, tossed to the middle of the deck, is again overcome by the urge to throw up.


  In the same moment the troops, crammed into the center of the ship in attack formation, raise the war cry that echoes around half the world: “Rome or die!”


  Boarding hooks, planks anchored with curved nails. And then the impact. Deafening, resonant, virile.


  It is only an exercise, but the classiarii pull no punches. They are careful not to stab anyone, but if a couple of noses get broken or a few ribs end up snapped, it is no big deal.


  War is not a girls’ game.


  Heads are butted, faces are punched, knees and elbows push the enemy overboard in the heat of battle.


  A fair few end up tumbling over the parapet and into the crystal-clear water—breastplate, shield, sandals and all. The auxiliaries are careful not to let anybody drown: they toss ropes with the precision of Diana planting an arrow between the eyes of an unruly fawn. And indeed nobody does drown. Those who panic are reeled in with an ounce or two of water in their lungs. The fight is over in the blink of an eye.


  Rome wins without breaking a sweat.


  Rome always wins.


  The rest of the day is spent putting the ships back in order, feeding the arms that will take everyone home, furling the white, and bidding farewell to the blue.


  When they reach port, Verus feels a little better.


  He had thought the sea was like a plaything, and instead he has discovered it is more like life: bitter and unpredictable.


  His stomach has improved, thanks to the mug of grappa and honey he downed on Marcius’s insistence.


  “Going to sea sober is the worst way to piss off Neptune! Never forget it, boy.”


  Verus is filled with curiosity and fear. He is a little drunk. He thinks only of the journey to come, even if he is a little sorry to leave the sea so soon. He is grateful to Marcius, Pliny, and even to Demetrius, who obligingly left a vacancy by getting roasted to death at Vesuvius.


  “You are the lord of the wind!” says Verus to the officer, pronouncing the words carefully.


  “That’s exactly why Emperor Titus wants me in Rome…”


  Just hearing that name, Verus feels a jolt run through his body. For a moment his dreams merge with reality, images of muscles, mud and sand quench the longing within him.


  The unsayable word, freedom, begins to rhyme with glory, and his imagination knows no limit. But the Briton’s head is so filled with doubts that it could burst from one moment to the next: “Do you want to tell me now what we are going to do in the Eternal City?”


  Marcius passes a hand across his rugged chin. He will need to shave as soon as the sun rises: they are going to see the master of the universe, and one does not turn up at his court looking like a brown bear after a night on the town.


  A slap on the boy’s shoulders and a smile to seduce the Queen of Sheba: “What a question, boy! To unfurl the greatest velarium in the world, what else?”


  “Velarium? What on Earth’s a velarium?” Verus’s voice is as measured as his gait.


  The caravan has been traveling for three days. Only twelve more miles now, and Marcius’s band of warriors quickens it step.


  “This is the third time I’ve explained it to you since we left! Damned Briton, you’ll age me by two lustra if we carry on like this: I’ll arrive at court grayer than a Pontus mule.”


  Marcius passes Verus the flask of spiced wine. He asked him to hang onto it, but every time they stop to take a piss the youth steals a sneaky swig from it. Meaning that he is now quite tipsy and a damned sight more stubborn than usual: “Come on, what does it cost you?”


  Marcius swallows another mouthful of the aromatic liquid, wipes his mouth with a hairy wrist and breathes deeply.


  “Right, what does it cost me? At a rough guess, a barrelful of good wine. And I always thought the gods had a bit of a soft spot for those who devote their lives to the sea…”


  “You were saying, velarium…” Verus will not relent.


  The hills are now in sight, the distance to them halved by their eager advance.


  Marcius smiles. He did not think the journey would leave him in a good mood. Perhaps it is all down to the youth. He will miss him when they reach their destination. Verus does not know it yet but their paths are soon to diverge, and will cross only one more time. In a world that is not his own.


  For now though, there is no need to spoil the calm with unsavory thoughts. The sailor indulges him: “I told you about the Amphitheater, didn’t I?”


  “Sure you did…” Verus is wearing the same ecstatic expression he always wears when they talk about the stone titan at the heart of Rome. The dream of two generations of Emperors, about to become reality.


  Marcius is unusually leisurely in his reply. Must be the wine. “No matter how hard you try, knucklehead, no matter how much you can imagine inside that little head of yours, you won’t believe your eyes when you find yourself standing before it. Bigger than anything you’ve ever seen in your whole miserable existence. The Amphitheater is the trunk of the tree of Jupiter, felled with chisels, sweat, mallets, blood, and exhaustion. The ground on which it stands is laced with an infinity of passageways linking it to the gladiator barracks: roots of stone stretching mile upon mile, crafted by countless calloused hands, by eyes lit up by flickering candlelight.”


  Verus is not fond of all this foreign rhetoric, but when Marcius drinks he waxes poetic. And stopping him is practically impossible. The youth tries though, savoring his own persistence: “And what have sails got to do with roots? The trees, Jupiter…”


  Marcius frowns, as he often does when he has to grasp a concept or put some poor wretch back in his place.


  “Damn you and all your kin, living and dead. And wash that mouth out, because it’s the masterpiece of Roman engineering you’re talking about, you witless barbarian!”


  And Verus falls silent, which is only right.


  Wine or no wine, he is still a slave, by the gods!


  Marcius scarcely notices and continues: “Just as trees need roots and leaves, the Amphitheater needs something to shelter it from the sun. Can you imagine how hot it gets in there at the eighth hour of an August day? Fifty thousand people shoulder to shoulder from the early morning, sweating, shouting and urging on the heroes of the arena. The air gets hotter and hotter, no one does their job as well as Apollo, especially in summer. Can you picture it?”


  Not really. Verus barely knows how to count to fifty. Well, he knows numbers higher than fifty, but fifty thousand is truly beyond his grasp. Sixty-two souls used to live in his village. In the quarry he worked alongside a hundred and thirty companions. Along with the guards, there might have been a hundred and fifty. At the port of Misenum there were a lot of people, that was true. But at a guess there were no more than a thousand. Fifty thousand all together is madness. As far as he is concerned, that would be enough to fill the whole world. There is no way the boy is ready for Rome. And yet the Eternal City draws ever closer.


  “No, I really can’t imagine it,” he answers laconically. He has no more to add on the subject, so he limits himself to listening.


  Marcius is pleased the boy has stopped interrupting him: “First and foremost the games should be a holiday for the crowd, not a torture. You need a bit of shade so the poor spectators’ heads don’t end up cooked, and for shade, my boy, there’s nothing better than a sail. And if Rome needs a sail, there’s no one more fit to pull it into position than a classiario from Misenum, you can bet that skinny behind of yours on that.”


  Verus registers the information.


  “Sails,” Marcius continues, “are like women, young Briton. If you treat them too rough they’ll cut you open. But if you don’t hold them taut, they get away from you and bang about all over the place. The finer they are, the more damage they can do if they’re left unguarded. Just like damned women, may Juno watch over every last one of them. If you don’t treat them with an iron fist they can come down on the wrong man and do him an injury. What would become of the poor people watching the show if, right in the middle of a fight, they suddenly couldn’t see anything, eyes and mouth covered by a shroud whiter than snow?”


  “I imagine people would get angry. I’d get angry…” Verus is sure of something, for once in his life.


  “Exactly. You’d get angry with the Emperor, who organized the party but didn’t think about the details. You’d be annoyed with the damned gladiators or the ferocious beasts, who go on tearing each other apart without you being able to see. And then you’d be scared and cursing, suddenly caught in a trap. Same thing as happens with women, young fool.”


  Verus takes his word for it.


  “Luckily, it’s us who will be taking care of the cool and serenity of Rome… Who better than the cream of the Misene fleet to unfurl the greatest sail in the world, when the moment comes?”


  “Nobody, sir.”


  “Nobody. You said it.”


  And with that the discussion is over.


  The Eternal City is now a stone’s throw from the caravan, which draws to a halt near to the Capena Gate.


  The customs officers are in no hurry as they go about their work, delaying the encounter that will change the Briton’s life forever. The Queen of the World is stirring to life, but the game of seduction takes the time it takes, and the customs checks play to the She-wolf’s favor.


  Another few moments of waiting before the miracle, young Verus. In less than an hour, there, at the center of the universe, your life will cease to be what it was.


  Marcius has warned him, but the stubborn Verus paid him no heed.


  No one is ready for Rome, the first time. Let alone a barbarian from the North.


  It is not his eyes but his nose that is first struck. It is the smell, damn it, that nobody expects.


  The air is thick with humidity. Rome is water and stone, it drips from every wall, moss covers every brick, and mosquitoes dominate the entire city, even more so than the Praetorians. But the unhealthy air is nothing next to the life that surrounds him. Throngs of slaves trot past with their arms loaded with dirty laundry, mostly tunics and sheets. Their shaved heads are saturated with acrid sweat. They file into a strange building beneath a small dome, from which emanates a strong smell of urine. Marcius explains that there, inside the fullonica, they leave the laundry to soak in piss in order to whiten it. After that the clothes are hung over a brazier filled with burning sulfur. The fumes dry out the yellow and fix the white. A quick rinse and a few hours in the sun are enough to give you sheets whiter than December snow. If it were not for the horrid stench, Verus would gape with surprise.


  Instead, he holds a hand to his nose and hurries past.


  Piss, then. What better way to welcome a foreigner?


  Little by little the She-wolf reveals her true size: gigantic buildings like the Pantheon, built in magnificent red-black stone, leave newcomers speechless, as though they have just rounded a familiar corner and found it inexplicably before them. But there is no time for surprise, Marcius yanks Verus along with him. Further on. The throng is a living thing, the skin colors of the people around them are multiplying.


  The scent of spices and beans drying in the sun, a chubby merchant sweating as he unloads pistachios from a rickety wagon. A fat woman in a threadbare tunic gives a whistle as she leans out of a pergola—a dark, wooden structure clinging to the wall of the tenement, a kind of veranda hanging in mid-air—the merchant looks up and she makes a sign with her fingers: three. The seller holds his arms out, waiting for the basket to come down. There are some coins inside. He pockets them and loads three handfuls of his goods in the basket.


  Sold.


  Verus is enthralled by the sight of the insulae, the gigantic tenement blocks that infest the streets of the Eternal City. Each one is a veritable colossus of brick and plaster: for the umpteenth time since sunrise, Verus realizes these are the biggest objects crafted by man that he has ever seen in his life. A hundred or so windows, all alike and crowned with a red-brick ledge, dot the dirty, white plaster. Flowers and plants sprout from just about everywhere, balanced on windowsills, and ivy creeps up some of the walls, searching for light amidst the shade of roofs and hanging laundry.


  The smell of ash, which brings back such bad memories, actually comes from the laundry that has been hung out to dry. From where he is standing, those lines of multi-colored banners look like the vanguard of some foreign army on the march. He follows as Marcius darts down an alleyway and all of a sudden the lights go out. Beyond the sun’s embrace, humidity bites at the joints. The walls stink of shit. There is no shame around these parts, a dozen businessmen are emptying their guts shoulder to shoulder, chatting about this and that. The rising price of salt is today’s topic.


  As they leave the alleyway there is something that Verus would prefer not to see, but there is nothing worse than a pair of curious eyes in a city such as this. Sitting rigidly on the ground, propped up against the wall, a girl of about twenty who has been dead some time. She has a pretty face but it is the color of parchment and there are noticeable purple stains around her neck. Her eyes are closed in silent thanks to Selene, goddess of peaceful death. But the true horror is what she holds in her arms, even if nobody seems to notice: her baby of a few months has not made it. Perhaps he was sick or perhaps they both were, judging by the swarms of flies filling their mouths.


  Verus hopes she died in her sleep. Then he retches uncontrollably. Marcius teases him, but at the same time he makes sure he does not feel too bad. The sailor is a good man and he would prefer to spare the boy what he will be obliged to tell him a thousand paces from now. The Amphitheater is finally within view, time is ticking away, and they must shortly go on their separate ways.


  One last stop in a taberna that has just opened: Marcius leans on the bar and orders two cups of ale. The other men throw him a dirty look: since when do Roman officers bother to offer their slaves a drink? And what was more, without even buying a round for themselves.


  What are things coming to?


  Verus is overcome with excitement. His amazement stems, however, not only from the ale but also from the bunches of bronze phalluses that dangle from the roof of the shack.


  A nice big bunch of erect, curved penises that leave nothing to the imagination. Matched with a flame-red cock of painted wood, nailed up perpendicular to the north wall, big enough for a child of three or four to straddle it.


  These fucking Romans sure are a strange bunch…


  “Touch it! It brings good luck!” shouts Marcius, waving one of the phalluses at random.


  Verus does not feel like it: “Where I’m from they cause nothing but trouble…”


  The barman’s wife, from deep within the storerooms that double as lodgings for her, the husband and the four children they have brought into the world, ventures a “Says who?” loudly enough to make even the people out in the street laugh loudly.


  Marcius swallows the last mouthful and tells Verus to get a move on.


  It’s time, damn it.


  It is time to stare destiny in the face.


  “Shut your eyes,” the sailor advises the slave. “Because when you go round this corner, nothing will be the same as before, and I want you to be ready.”


  Verus does as he is told, allowing himself to be led blindly over the last stones. He trips, picks himself up, and when he hears the order opens his eyes on his future.


  The Amphitheater, at last.


  The cursèd heart of Rome.


  The first time is different for everybody. Some cannot believe it and shake their heads. Others are overcome by the size of the building and lose their balance, falling backwards, unable to adjust their eyes to the new, artificial horizon. Many people—most, if truth be told—do nothing more than gasp with surprise, like the noise that escapes a child’s lips when he finds himself before a cuddly animal or a new toy.


  Other simply remain silent. As one is silent before the abyss, or before the eyes of the Gorgon. This is what Verus does, awestruck by its magnificence and incalculable immensity.


  His first view of it fills him with a sort of burning. The heat is the work of his imagination, but the burning that has been consuming him since the night of the massacre bursts into flame without warning, flushing his cheeks bright red.


  It is not the height, nor even the travertine, wrapped around the stone in an endless orgy, peeping out from one intertwined arch after another in a stack of gaping holes and hard stone.


  It is the light that truly leaves him speechless. The three rows of arches is the door through which Jupiter gazes down on the world, setting the arena ablaze. It is the outer wall, which is something close to divine, with the aspect of a celestial stairway.


  It is the hugeness of the form, the colossal embrace, the limitless eye, wide open and watching over the fate of the She-wolf.


  It is the size, damn it, the size.


  As miniscule as Verus feels, the men clinging to the scaffolding skirting the southern sector look like ants on a piece of ripe fruit. Or rather, fleas on the smooth back of a sleeping hound.


  Marcius has to make the speech. Right now though, Verus has too much to take in to be able to listen to him. Marcius tries to make himself clear, but Verus underestimates what he has to tell him: “Boy, over that threshold,” he says, indicating the southern entrance, “we go our separate ways. I can’t keep you with me, you’d get in the way. The detachment from the Classis Misenensisthat I have led here will take care of the sail, you know that. It is not an easy job, it takes both practice and expertise. And you don’t have either one of them, you damned, big-hearted Briton. Before we left I contacted Lucius Mangalus, one of the four contractors building the Amphitheater, and I let you go at a good price in exchange for the promise that he would treat you well. In a few months’ time the work will be finished. After nine years of hard work the last stone will be in place. And you will be able to boast of having taken part in the greatest building project in the whole world. What do you say, boy?”


  Verus remains silent for a good minute. Just enough time to take in the officer’s words, so that he can patiently repeat them again when he finds himself alone again with his damned destiny.


  Then he kneels, his eyes still full of wonder, and bows his head before the man he owes everything to: “I have no words, sir. I really do not know what to say.”


  A wise answer.


  And an honest one too, as the image of the Amphitheater is so immense that it leaves no room for further comment.


  Marcius moves off, leading the young man into the belly of the beast. Lucius Mangalus’s men take delivery of the new arrival and escort him to the area set aside for his new job. When they put a hammer and chisel in his hands, Verus finally realizes that he has once again circled the world only to return to the same shitty starting point.


  Stone, exhaustion, and sweat.


  Whips, guards; dust for breakfast lunch and dinner.


  Some men are born with their fate scored into their flesh. Others must traverse the underworld itself to earn that cursed brand on their skin.


  Verus sighs, gestures silently to his companions and sets to work, as though he has just returned from an overlong break.


  A handsome, muscular young man stares at him respectfully. His eyes are blue and sad, as cold as ice. Verus offers him a nod of the head and sighs again.


  The greatest arena in the universe is taking shape at lightning speed.


  Perhaps the dream is not so far off, after all.


  Perhaps, for once, the waves of destiny have brought him to the right place.


  To get along in the world you have to grasp how things work.


  And grasp it fast.


  Verus has never been particularly insightful, but he has not taken long to learn the rules.


  Life amongst the bricks and travertine is certainly harder than it was at the quarry: it is not just a question of back-breaking work. This is Rome. Here, whether you like it or not, everything is politics.


  The building site at the Amphitheater itself is a metaphor for the complexity of life in the city. Four contracting companies keep everything going. Each one is responsible for a specific area of construction—one lays the foundations, another builds a given row of arches, another takes care of drains—and yet every single sodding day brings open war, aimed at expanding the personal dominion of each contractor. Each businessman is fighting on two fronts: on the one hand he must carry out his own work quickly, and if possible, better than his competitors. On the other, he must keep his eyes open and defend himself from his rivals’ attacks. It is by no means uncommon to set up night patrols to keep an eye on tools and materials. Last week all of Quintus’s chisels disappeared, and the contractor had to invest some of his earnings to buy new ones. The problem is that two hundred new chisels do not simply spring out of a blacksmith’s forge from one day to the next. So the work in Quintus’s sector ground to a halt for a good while.


  It is a safe bet that rumors of the delay have reached the ears of the Emperor’s minions. Quintus will have problems and soon—very soon—he will be out looking for revenge.


  Verus’s new master Lucius Mangalus is a tight-lipped man. He loves his profession and never loses sight of his investment: he is always the first on site and the last to check that the slaves’ cages are properly locked before leaving with the free workers. He has a snake’s eyes, and resembles some of those engravings that Verus used to polish as a boy in his old master’s workshop: merciless beasts that wait patiently, crawling along the floor of the abyss. And attacking ferociously when the time is right, showing their prey no quarter. Not even a last breath.


  Lucius is the same, icy blood rolling through his veins one beat at a time. The watchful eyes of one who knows that it is worth biding your time if you really want to hurt someone. His men have a delicate task. The entire Amphitheater has been raised in just nine years, an authentic miracle. Thanks to the booty of the Jewish War, Vespasian was able to simply imagine the future without worrying about the cost: the greatest arena in the known world. A stadium that will become the model for every building like it, to the four corners of the Earth, a behemoth of stone, ingenuity, and sweat. But every giant requires solid feet on which to stand tall and challenge the sky. Which was why so much time was spent discussing the foundations before building work began. The architects of the Empire scoured Vespasian’s dominions before they found the right man for the job. Lucius Mangalus, known as the Mole for his expertise with subsoil, has been dealing in excavations and pillars since before the Emperor was even been promoted to the rank of officer in the Roman army. Persuading him to leave his Mantua for the Eternal City had been neither easy nor cheap. And, when the Mole had arrived in the city, he had soon found himself surrounded by enemies. The moment word got around regarding his payment, the other contractors—born in Rome and naturally wary of outsiders—initiated a campaign of splenetic, bilious attacks on his operation.


  Within a few months of the commencement of works, the first forays against the master builder began. But he was not one to be easily intimidated, and responded to the harassments with an iron fist. On more than one occasion the army had to intervene in order to quell the pitched battles that broke out.


  Then, as the years passed, the four sovereigns of the building site learned that war, especially when it is waged in your own backyard, is bad for business. Certain areas of responsibility have therefore been established where no one else trespasses: the Mole gets the foundations, most of the pillars and the metal joints; Quintus takes care of decoration and squaring off the stones; Maximus Zarus does scaffolding, support structures, artificial buttresses, and stabilizing wedges—anything wooden that was needed on site, in other words; and finally there is Lentulus, a wide-ranging entrepreneur who looks on building as merely a good economic return—a lover of diversified investments, he receives a sizable chunk of the earnings made by the city’s brothels—who takes care of anything that has to do with water or sand.


  With work almost completed, a few small pockets of dissatisfaction remain, opening up opportunities for individual contractors to knock out their competitors during the final sprint towards delivery of the Amphitheater.


  It happened to Quintus, and it could happen to the Mole too: that is why the latter has been up half the night thinking about it. He did not sleep much, and shortly before dawn he summoned his men. Specialist workers and slaves sit silently before their master, eyelids still crusted with sleep and a bad feeling at the pit of their empty stomachs.


  The Mole does not mince his words: he says that nobody must allow himself to be taken advantage of. Weakness is the worst building material of all.


  The Mantuan names Zara as the author of the attack on Quintus, and swears that the bastard is about to try the same thing on him. An old foreman dares to ask permission to speak and, when it is granted, asks his boss submissively what proof he has to back up what he says. The carpenter, named Marius, is a freedman. He works on contract to put food on the table, but at night he sleeps in his own bed, on the sixth floor of a decent insula not far from the Forums. He is not a forced worker, a slave or a damned cliens. But the Mole has him whipped all the same, for daring to doubt his word.


  It is the duty of Verus to thrash the innocent man’s back, in front of everyone.


  The Mole is not a sadist: he inflicts punishments such as this in order to cement his power in place, just as he pours molten lead onto foundations to render them indestructible.


  It is politics, nothing more.


  And at times politics is a filthy business, Verus knows all too well.


  Waves of nausea rise in his stomach as he flagellates his friend, whispering “Forgive me…” with each blow.


  The other grits his teeth, telling him it does not matter, that it his fault for speaking. In the meantime he weeps and bleeds; in truth, there is little else he can do.


  Having regained the attention of his audience, the Mole announces his intentions and, less than fifteen hours later, as night once more envelops the just and the less just alike, a handful of armed men march confidently towards Zara’s stores of timber. Verus is one of them: as a slave, if he dared refuse, the punishment would be a damned sight worse than a whipping. Verus does not exist, he is little more than an object, a commodity of muscles, blood and a will of iron sustain him, but not even the unconscious hours he spends in sleep belong to him.


  The group moves boldly towards the towering pile of timber, as defenseless as a virgin on her wedding night. A carefully hidden torch is brought forth, its head of rags and oil is set aflame. Verus and the others drench the timber with tar, and the last man sets fire to it.


  The flames climb slowly, as though they too hope not to be noticed. Verus feels his heart break in two. He does not understand. What is the damned sense of it? Destroying instead of creating? Razing the foundations to the soil so that the giant is left lying in the sand?


  Politics is a filthy business.


  It is all filthy: business, toil, riches.


  Verus’s life.


  Sooner or later, you have to let the anger out.


  Verus returns to his bunk along with his companions. He does not even pretend to be asleep as the alarm is raised all around him. Troops of vigiles—responsible not just for upholding law and order but for putting out fires as well—are running about outside the site. He hears shouts and calls. The cage is opened and the Briton rushes off to lend a hand. To try to atone for the guilt of the fire with the strength of his arms.


  An entire cohort commanded by a prefect has already formed up and is unleashing a barrage on the flames with rags and siphons: wet blankets and leather hoses attached to hand pumps, a weak but constant jet, the smoke slowly rising.


  The tar has seeped quickly into the wood and the flames grow in intensity.


  More fire, damn it.


  The damned fire of destiny.


  Verus’s throat is filled with smoke, but he does not let the hose fall from his grip. Only when they insist does he release it and start passing pails overflowing with water. Sweat and dedication are what is needed, and before dawn the fire has been tamed.


  The red death of fire has returned once again.


  Once again it tried to take everything with it.


  Verus decides, in the moment that the pyre is definitively reduced to ash, that something must change, or it will all be over. On a morning of black wind and pink sky, he promises the boy he ceased to be long ago that the future will be different.


  He does not know that, in the space of just a few dawns and a dozen or so sunsets, his life will be ready to change course yet again.


  Perhaps it is the place, perhaps the company, or the anticipation that accompanies the last stretch of work, but the only topic of conversation on the site seems to be games and gladiators. Verus can feel the excitement growing within him day after day; he is thrilled by mystical tales of helmets, swords and bracers. It is as though an opening has suddenly appeared in the solid wall that is his life. He feels he can glimpse something beyond it. And that something is clothed in iron, sand, and honor.


  He exchanges a few words, every now and then, even with the blond man with the eyes of ice, whose name is Priscus. While nobody is quite sure about how he ended up at the Amphitheater, there is no doubt he is a Gaul; his accent gives him away. He is part of Verus’s work team, which receives its orders from the Mole. Priscus is likewise a slave, but everyday life seems to leave him indifferent. He does his duty with neither enthusiasm nor any great effort; he can pass hours smoothing down stones, gaze fixed to the ground, and continue working until dusk without opening his mouth or taking a break, except to sip water from a wooden cup. And then loses himself in the deepest sleep Verus has ever seen.


  For his part, the Briton is prey to periods of excitement that he is powerless to contain. When one of the foremen downs his club and launches into a rant about the comforts enjoyed by gladiators, Verus cannot help but listen, his pulse speeding unbidden, his eyes filled with hope.


  “Even the sons of equestrians and senators fight for the chance to spit blood in the arena, to earn a place of honor in the familia gladiatoria, do you believe that?”


  Priscus raises his eyes from his work. It seems impossible that he might want to say something: “That lot fight using a rudius, a wooden sword. They hardly ever actually fight a match. And, if they do, they always win: it’s all staged, they make me sick. I’ve seen women fight with more courage than that scum…”


  The foreman respects him, and perhaps he is also a little afraid of the giant from Gaul. But he does not like to be made to look like an idiot in front of his men.


  “And what do you say of the auctorati? Free men like me, in search of honor and glory! They decide to dedicate their lives to the noble art of iron in exchange for few certainties and a great deal of pain! ” the foreman chides him.


  Priscus shakes his head, this time he does not bother to raise his head from the stone he is flaying, one hammer blow at a time. He answers without even looking him in the eye: “You call it glory, Odonus. I call it poverty. Or desperation, if you like. Better to die trying than die of hunger in some alleyway. As long as you’ve got the balls for it…But how many of them survive, master? You take a walk around the city and read the names of the heroes on the tavern walls: Tigris, Invictus, Herculino. Where are the names of the ones who were defeated? Underground, along with their worm-eaten corpses, that’s where they are…”


  Priscus is embittered, he does not stop shaking his head.


  The foreman’s poetic moment has passed. He had felt like going on—especially because it is as hot as hell and the breaks are never long enough—but there is simply no arguing with the Gaul. May as well get back to work.


  Verus, though, will not stand for certain comments. Becoming a gladiator is a dream. His dream. The hope of salvation that no god has granted him, but that he is convinced exists anyway. It is out there, just a stone’s throw away; in fact, it is in this very place. In the belly of the stone, wood and metal beast. And sooner or later his chance will come to choose between living a sheep’s life and going for glory. And so he puffs his chest out and answers without taking a breath: “The history of the arena is full of bravery, Priscus! Take Sisinnus the Scythian, who sold himself to the school of Amastride to win his friend’s freedom with iron.”


  Verus likes to impress people. He has heard the story of Sisinnus a million times while sitting around the fire. Anyone who grew up in the desert talks about him: the brave warrior who won a hundred fights and got to within a hair’s breadth of collecting the ten-thousand drachma needed to free his lover, Targitatus.


  “I say if the gods had really marked him out for glory, he wouldn’t have ended up gutted by some shitty Sarmatian with a limp. At least that’s how I see it…” replies Priscus.


  Verus tenses his jaw. He is all fire and boiling blood, and he will allow nobody to address him this way. He especially will not allow Priscus to talk to him like that. He has no idea why, but sometimes that damned Gaul makes him feel uneasy, with his pure heart and the bad habit of always saying what he thinks. Other times though, he is enthralled by the sight of him laboring beneath the sun, apparently without ever tiring.


  The Briton has a strong urge to go for him, but in that moment everyone at the site turns toward the blast of a horn.


  “In line, dogs! On your knees! Today is your lucky day!” yells the Mole’s voice.


  Nobody has ever heard him shouting like that. He is not normally very excitable, but there he is charging about and gathering up his slaves as though his life depended on it.


  Verus and Priscus get moving, they know it is best not to anger the boss. Twenty or so forced laborers line up like at a slave market, while the rest of the group abandon whatever they were doing and stare wide-eyed and open-eared in order to find out what on Earth is going on.


  The Mole clears his voice. Protruding eyes and flaccid skin beneath his chin complete the picture. Next to him stands a bold-looking man, tunic and sandals fresh from the cleaners, trimmed beard, very short hair and watchful eyes. He has the muscles of one who has lived on the street, and his arms and chest wear a man’s scars, still hot with sand and blood.


  The Mole introduces him and Verus’s heart misses a beat: “Wretches! Today the gods are giving you more than you deserve. Say hello to Decius Ircius, lanista—owner and master—of the Ludus Argentum, glory of all Rome!”


  The chained congregation raises a cry to the heavens.


  Verus’s head is spinning.


  The Mole continues as Ircius strokes his bristly chin, inspecting the merchandise with a clinical eye.


  “Three of you will have the honor of entering his school. Decius has deigned to come down here because he is confident that hardy vines can grow out of stone. Be sure not to disappoint him: show yourselves worthy of the honor being granted to you.”


  Verus is on the point of suffering a heart attack. Priscus, on the other hand, keeps his gaze fixed to the ground, as always. His fists are closed so tightly his knuckles have turned white.


  Decius Ircius makes a close inspection of the magnificent thirty, evaluating the unfortunates’ bone structure, fractures, posture. He feels their necks and arms, tests their feet with the look of a horse trader before a piebald mare.


  When he passes in front of Verus, the Briton smiles like a little boy. The lanistastares at him and Verus opens his mouth like the others, showing an orderly circle of perfect, white teeth. Then Decius moves along and chooses the man to his right, a sort of sulfur giant with yellowish skin.


  Verus is crestfallen and his smile evaporates, but he does not lose hope yet because Ircius is still moving up and down the lines, inspecting faces, hands, and mouths. He asks a black man as tall as a fir tree to lean over so that he can have a look in his ears. He smirks with satisfaction.


  He chooses Porcius, and it is a good choice, because that son of the She-wolf was born to kill.


  Verus’s heart is hammering in his chest now.


  Blood fills his head.


  Ircius passes in front of him once more without even taking him into consideration, then lays eyes on Priscus and thinks about it a moment too long. In the end though, he walks past and settles on Corcides as the last acquisition of the day, a strong, stocky Spaniard with a hairline no more than an inch above his eyebrows.


  At that moment, Verus feels a black hole opens up in the middle of his chest. The son of the Island strangles a groan in his throat as the lanista finally moves off, pleased with his day’s booty.


  So that is how it is: this thing called life will continue to kick him even while he is down.


  His one chance of deliverance, melted away like ice on the first days of March. Smashed by a bolt of lightning sent by his fate, sick and perverse.


  His future reduced to crumbs, condemned to be consumed one stone at a time, until his masters grow weary of him or his muscles are no longer able to satisfy them. And then a blow to the neck and a communal grave.


  Shit.


  When Priscus the Gaul comes up to him to place a hand on his shoulder and whisper to him: “We got off lightly…” his world suddenly turns red. His anger explodes in an instant. The pain, pressed down into the bottom of his belly, gains the upper hand, and nothing else exists. Verus throws himself into Priscus, smashing his face with a head-butt. He cries out in madness, like a beast at the slaughterhouse.


  The Gaul is caught unawares and staggers backwards, bleeding. But he is not the sort to be floored by something so slight. With a bound he is on top of Verus, hammering into his face with his right fist.


  At that point the other slaves form a circle around them—it is between the two of them.


  Only those two.


  Ircius and the Mole are about to leave the site, but they notice the commotion. The former raises an eyebrow and takes a step in the direction of the fight. Suddenly alert.


  Verus and Priscus are really going at it.


  The Briton lunges about clumsily, but his sheer rage makes up for lack of fighting skills. The emotional paralysis of the last two years is a chained beast: it kicks and howls, throwing itself into the attack only to be choked by the iron links, risking a broken neck and carrying on regardless. It pulls until its prison chains give way.


  And then things really turn bad.


  Priscus is well prepared and evidently used to fighting. In a previous life he must have been a soldier or something similar—Decius Ircius is convinced of this as he observes the two battle with each other. The lanista studies the Gaul’s composure as he takes the punches and studies his adversary’s moves—which are failing miserably—so as to neatly fell the Briton and quench the lad’s rage. Priscus knows precisely what he is doing and keeps his guard up. What he does not know is that because of Verus he is about to find himself in bigger trouble than he ever has before.


  The Briton bleeds but does not give up.


  His lungs heave, he lunges, receives a blow, falls, but gets back on his feet.


  The lad is giving it his all.


  Until his breath catches in his throat, until the Mole’s stick lands hard on his naked back.


  Until Priscus too, having taken his dose of wood and discipline, collapses to his knees.


  They stay that way, staring at one another blankly. Sand, blood, and sweat.


  Labored breaths, balanced on the edge of that precipice which is fate.


  The Mole is not irate. He is used to dealing with these beasts.


  “That’s enough, now,” says the master, sternly.


  The lanista Ircius examines the two exhausted combatants once more: “I’ll take these two as well.”


  The Mole smirks to himself: at this rate he will make enough money to afford the decorated palanquin he has been eyeing for weeks. He savors in advance the moment in which he will plant his behind on the seat and order four servants to carry him through the city center. He is about to rub his hands together with glee but stops himself in time.


  “Take them,” he says unctuously. “I’ll make you a fair price.”


  The deal is done.


  Verus cannot believe his ears.


  The wind of fate has suddenly changed direction once again.


  Without thinking, he hugs the bastard he wanted to kill until a moment or two ago.


  For his part, Priscus is unruffled. He is man enough not to hold a grudge, and well understands what is going on inside the head of the damned Briton.


  “Thank you, brother,” whispers Verus.


  “Don’t thank me,” the Gaul says with a shake of the head. “You are deluding yourself if you think destiny has smiled on you—you’ve just put us into the shit, up to our eyeballs, you’ll see. Thanks to your pigheadedness, we’ve basically signed a pact with death. Death. That’s what being a fucking gladiator is about.”


  Ircius has overheard their exchange and nods to himself. Since the Gaul now belongs to him, he could punish the man. But he is not in the habit of penalizing those who tell the truth, and turns heel and sets off in the direction of the sunset.


  Verus follows his new master, his belly churning with embers he has no intention of quenching.


  On the other side of the city, wearing the purple and nothing else, bare feet on the freezing flagstones of the great hall, Emperor Titus once more peruses his latest creation. Even the scale model of the Amphitheater is enormous, by Jove. The damn thing reaches the height of his chin, and not even four people with arms outstretched could reach around it. The model is the work of a master sculptor, and the amount of detail is incredible. Titus can make out all the flights of steps and the balconies, columns and capitals, each one painted with frescoes, and at the top of the great oval, even the winches that govern the opening and closing of the huge white sails of the velarium are minutely detailed. Titus stares at the cedar model of the arena, and imagines the iron.


  His mind turns to his father Vespasian, and the dark illness that took him from the world. Too soon. Without granting him the time to see his dream made flesh. Titus remembers the final days, his father’s delirium, the tremendous outbursts of rage, the man’s remorse for all the deaths, all the blood spilt. The Amphitheater was a colossal reservoir for the blood of countless Christian souls of Judea, and a lurid killing machine devised to sate and placate the mindless Roman public’s craving for entertainment.


  Tomorrow is irrelevant.


  The Emperor fondles the wooden model’s arches, dreaming of the future stone. He runs his fingertips along the miniature buttresses, until a treacherous splinter missed by the master’s plane plants itself in his flesh, and his blood falls in crimson drops onto the pale surface of the scented wood.


  Titus watches the liquid seep into the grain of the wood. A lurid stain that will remain forever.


  Such is destiny. Beyond the arched windows of his study, a copper sky sheds tears of death.


  A few months remain until the opening ceremony.


  Rome is ready, ready for the greatest sacrifice of all.


  


  
    
      Wood, Sweat and Leather


      Life gives man nought without some toil


      HORACE, Satires, I 9,59-60


      Rome, AD 79, November–December


      CAREFUL WHAT YOU wish for, boy. Because you might get it. That beer-swilling bastard of a blacksmith Cormac had told him this, time and again. Now, Verus misses him more than ever.


      The old sod was right all along.


      Verus has lain many a night awake nurturing his dream. He has caressed it during the dark hours through the bars of his cage. He has fantasized about it while the others around him slept, has never given up hope, even on the rainiest of days.


      Ever since the first time he heard about it, becoming a gladiator has represented a special road towards freedom, at least inside that crazy head of his. The only damned chance there was for a nobody like him. And now that it is almost a reality, Verus cannot get used to the idea.


      Especially because life in the Ludus Argentum is nothing like he imagined. Perhaps Priscus was right, may the gods of the underworld twice curse him.


      Verus plays at hide and seek with his thoughts, sleep having fled him some time ago, and with dawn soon about to break. Little more than a fortnight has passed since their arrival, but it already feels as though he has passed a lifetime within these damned walls.


      The journey was very short: the barracks of the Ludus Argentumlie less than a mile from the Amphitheater. Decius Ircius has shelled out a small fortune to secure a place right at the center of the world. The lanista’s trade is a tough one, if for no other reason than that he is held in general contempt. In particular, the wealthy nobility cannot abide these merchants of violence, who hail from the rabble but can sometimes earn more than a senator.


      Ircius is from Etruria, the seventh region. His parents are upstanding people with a good nose for business, who know how to give a warm welcome and cook up a tasty meal. When they were young they ran an inn for travelers not far from Florentia, but they had soon realized they were destined for higher things than providing horse fodder and reheating yesterday’s stew for hurried wayfarers. On top of that, the region was expanding fast and offered solid opportunities to those who were willing to put their noses to the grindstone. The pater familias and his lady wife therefore decided to abandon the highway and look for work in one of the stationes—the fabled offshoots of Rome’s public baths, a master class of elegant sculptures, of which fantastic tales are told even in the distant Orient—that were springing up like bluebells in spring around the village of ex-legionaries. After a few years Ircius’s father rose to become the owner of the station. He could boast senators and equestrians among his guests. That was how he met Corconius, a man of some importance in the Eternal City, who took their son Decius under his wing and brought the boy back to Rome with him to study. But Ircius was not made for rhetoric; he preferred sestertii. It took him a few years to emerge from Corconius’s shadow, years in which he learned how to make money out of illegal betting. It was the golden age of clandestine gladiators: there was fighting all over Rome, in the streets as in the public baths, even. And as his nest egg grew, Ircius learned how to distinguish the truly adept fighter from those who were little more than muscle-bound carthorses. A couple of times Ircius came off badly: some of the old guard did not look kindly on the provincial upstart and his unprecedented string of wins. But Ircius showed those bastards how dangerous a man can be when he is armed with a will of iron. That and a cut-throat razor, obviously.


      He gained a few scars himself, which he still wears with pride. But ultimately everyone came to understand what that sly-eyed young tearaway was made of. And within the space of six months he had made his first acquisition: Rubius, the finest gladiator he could buy without going bust. Thanks to Rubius’s brawn and his own determination, Ircius earned enough to set up shop and open his own school.


      Rubius never quit and is still at Ircius’s side, even though the old gladiator is now nearly forty—an age equivalent to at least double that for a “civilian” citizen.


      Rubius is the first person that Verus and Priscus meet when they enter the school. He is the instructor, the master at arms, capable of smashing the bones of half the gladiators who live inside these four shitty walls without so much as breaking a sweat.


      That’s who this bastard Rubius is.


      Ircius gives the orders and Rubius makes sure they are followed. But there is a third character without whom the Ludus Argentum would be little more than a dump full of corpses: Ezius Tortonus, the house physician. Stubby fingers like bunches of carrots, smooth skin like an overgrown child, no eyebrows or hair. He looks like a giant, slippery worm. The new arrivals were told to stand in line while Ezius inspected them one by one. When Verus’s turn came, his simple Briton’s heart began to race, so unused was he to anything new. The doctor noticed it as well. He examined the youth’s mouth, felt his neck and his joints, had a quick look at his feet and, finally, a feel of his scrotum. Verus had not been expecting this, and it set him off hiccupping.


      How embarrassing…


      The physician showed no emotion whatsoever. If he had been a veterinarian examining horses in a country villa, it would have made no difference to him. He certainly takes no pleasure in touching stranger’s grimy genitalia, but that is his duty. Decius Ircius wants to make sure he has spent his money wisely and, whether Ezius likes it or not, you can get a better idea of a man by squeezing his balls than you can by watching him brandish a sword. Thank the gods—in particular Priapus and Venus, who took care of that sort of thing—Verus showed the necessary vigor despite the surprise, and the lanistasmiled with satisfaction when he noticed that the Briton had just passed the test.


      But tests make up the backbone of gladiator life, as Verus would soon learn, before he had even managed to memorize the complicated layout of the school.


      Indeed, the Ludus Argentum is made for taking in, not for giving back. Essentially it is a prison. There are individual cells for every inmate, little more than a few paces wide and all of them windowless. They are positioned one after another beneath an ample portico of blood-red Doric columns which match the color of the roof tiles.


      There is a canteen filled with filthy tables where the same slop is served up for everyone, day in day out: a tepid soup of barley and beans accompanied by a ridiculous ration of water.


      The latrines are the worst part. The task of keeping them clean falls to novices like Verus and Priscus, although even a full team of vigiles with their water hoses would not manage to cut through enough of the slime to see the surfaces underneath. The floor is a compacted mound of foul human waste, and the channels to the main drains work one day in three. As a result, it would be easier to grow sweet-smelling herbs there than it is to clean those damned shitholes.


      The baths, where the gladiators of the familia can relax and scrub away the day’s grime, are a different story. They are the pride of Ircius’s ludus. It is said that there are few schools in Rome with such facilities dedicated to personal hygiene. Every cubicle is equipped with running water via a system similar to that of a fountain, having a long stick with a sponge attached to one end. There were even strigils for the more refined bathers.


      The first time Verus went in there he felt embarrassed. Apart from taking the odd dip in the river or in frozen lakes, as a slave he has never washed himself much. When he found himself in front of the waterspout had he thought it was a fountain, and had begun to take great gulps of it. Only when he noticed his naked companions mocking him as they rubbed away dry skin did it register that he was supposed to take off his sandals and give himself a scrub.


      But this is only the surface, the shiny gloss on Decius Ircius’s powerful war machine.


      The rest of it, every last bit, has to do with violence. And that is the reason why Verus, in spite of his exhaustion and the state his back has been reduced to by training, cannot close his eyes as dawn edges slowly nearer.


      He had not expected this.


      Truly, he could not have imagined anything like it.


      The day begins like every other: with the shouts of the untores, the masseurs tasked with getting the fighters fit for the slaughterhouse. Around here every last crumb of glory is earned on the sand, there are no shortcuts. Upon entering the school they are novices, or to use Rubius’s term, “useless stacks of shit.” To become a tiro, or recruit, they must undergo the tirocinio, the grueling training that constitutes the meat and drink of every warrior in the Ludus Argentum. But until a fighter has spilled his blood in the arena, until he has faced another gladiator in public and survived, he cannot boast the title “veteran.” Once a veteran, a gladiator receives a prize from his lanista, a small bone or ivory tablet carved with his name—or stage name. It is basically a symbolic act. For all Verus knows they might be writing something charming about the owner’s mother on those damned tablets, especially given that most of Ircius’s champions are illiterate.


      Verus, for his part, is beginning to get the hang of letters and words, although he is certain that this new skill will be about as much use to him in here as a feather cushion is to a donkey. For the first few months, the name of the game will be survival, pure and simple: surviving the violence, the abuse, the sheer nerve of the more experienced gladiators, who were known as the primi pali, or “first poles,” because they have spent countless hours at the palo, or training pole—when they are not out on the arena gutting riffraff, urged on by the crazed shouting of the crowd.


      When he first saw one of the poles, the Briton felt his knees tremble and a jolt run through his joints. The pole is not all that different to the trunk the boy used to train with by night, near his village on the Island.


      The instructorgives a lash of the whip as the sun peeps timidly over the horizon on the first day inside the barracks. For a moment, Verus’s mind returns to a world that no longer exists. He feels at home.


      The sensation, however, lasts barely a moment, instantly shattered by the shrill voices of the masseurs and guards. Verus sits upright on his bunk and picks up the thin rag that constitutes the sum total of his clothing during his waking hours, tying it round his waist. No sandals, no tunic: novices do not deserve such luxuries.


      The cell door is flung open and Verus steps out into the corridor. He looks along the line of his companions, roused from their sleep just moments ago, and recognizes each crumpled face. One of them belongs to Priscus, apparently unconcerned both by the brusque wake-up call and by the thought of what might await them outside, in the courtyard that will soon be transformed into an oven.


      Priscus is the sort of person that has already suffered so much that nothing else can faze him. Verus is getting to know him better as the days pass, and if it were not for the stiffness and introversion of the man-mountain, their budding regard for one another could quite easily grow into genuine friendship. But Priscus is in no hurry, especially where it comes to his relations with the rest of the world. He needs time, and Verus has decided it is worth his while to concede it.


      A nod of greeting from the Gaul and then everyone goes outside, where time is measured by the instructor’s whip.


      Rubius gets the men in line, but not before the novices are forced to pass beneath a rain of slaps and spit courtesy of the primi pali, the old guard of the school. “Old” is a relative term here, as the average life expectancy of a gladiator—a gladiator with well-honed skills and plenty of luck—is a man around thirty years of age. In Ircius’s stable, only Rubius and Ezius have seen more than three dozen summers. The oldest of the “brothers in blood” at the Ludus Argentum is Cosmos, a twenty-seven-year-old titan weighing two hundred pounds. The murmillo that every noblewoman in Rome dreams of taking to her nuptial bed.


      When the new arrivals are also correctly lined up in the courtyard, the training may commence.


      It is a damned serious business, and it lasts from sunrise to sunset. First of all everyone is given a rudius. These are wooden swords, made in such a way as to prevent the newbies from tearing one another’s guts out before they have learned how to do it properly. For two straight hours, the only activity is running: round and round like oxen at a wheel, rudius held up above the head or clenched tightly to the chest. For those who do not manage to keep up, for those who are too tired, too thirsty, or simply could not care less, Rubius’s whip is always on hand with a reminder: nothing is owed you. Until you swear the oath, you miserable worms, you will be nothing but scum.


      Ah yes, the oath. Verus dreams of it night and day.


      When a gladiator makes the transition from novice to recruit, he places his own life in the hands of his lanista. In theory, if he is a freedman, he may leave the school before it is too late. The time spent as a novice serves as an opportunity to weigh up the true risks of the trade, for those citizens who are about to voluntarily give up five years of their life in exchange for first-rate training, the hope of unfading glory and a miserable wage of two thousand sestertii, rising to twelve thousand if, at the end of those five years, the gladiator signs on for another five. Are you sure you want to get beaten, battered and trampled bloody for another sixty months of your life? Then swear it, you son of a sow in heat!


      The words of the oath are not chosen at random: every tiro gives his permission for the master of his gladiator school to “burn him, bind him, beat him, kill him.” Without reserving for himself so much as the right to object.


      The road to glory is paved with beatings.


      Of course, this is for freedmen. And there are a lot of them, to be sure—roughly half the souls in the Ludus Argentum—but they tend to be less accustomed to the rigors of life. For slaves like Verus and Priscus, their time as novices is a farce. Even if they wanted to, they could not leave.


      The oath, therefore, is the first milestone on the way to the summit. It is both an affirmation that the dream is within reach, and a sentence to endless toil.


      After two hours of running beneath the sun, even the imperturbable Priscus is panting like a hunting dog, tongue lolling from his mouth and muscles crying out for mercy.


      The crack of the instructor’s whip puts a stop to the first training exercise. The novices fall to the ground like so much rotten fruit. The untores move rapidly through the group, soothing torn calves and handing out a few bowls of water. This is not kindness, merely good sense: twenty overgrown lads suffering muscle cramps are no use to Rubius. Especially now that the game is getting serious. The instructor was quite clear: warmed muscles and hydration. Otherwise they are going nowhere.


      Verus and Priscus get their breath back and look one another in the eye. Amazingly, it is the Gaul who speaks first: “Did you sleep?”


      “Like a log,” lies Verus. “You?”


      Priscus shakes his head as he watches his thigh muscles contract beneath the expert hands of masseur: “Not a wink. Bad dreams…”


      The man of ice speaks without a hint of shame. As though it were the most natural thing in the world to expose his weakness, there in the sand. His companion does not understand what has brought about such openness, but he is pleased by the sudden show of trust. All at once, he feels closer to his brother in blood. He does not even consider making fun of him.


      “What did you dream about?”


      “My mother. She died when I was small, I can barely remember her face.”


      The Briton swallows the information with difficulty, along with the saliva in his mouth. Thick and unpleasant, it tastes of death.


      “In the dream…did she talk to you?” the wind carries his voice away.


      Priscus nods. “She told me to stop hoping. Because, sooner or later, everyone gets what they deserve…”


      Verus is no longer sure it was a good idea to ask the Gaul about his dreams. By the gods, life is already hard enough in this den of wild beasts. What need is there for another cupful of melancholy this early in the morning? The young man has a fire that still burns within him. He wants to shout in Priscus’s face that he needs to stop dwelling on the past because the future, out there beyond those walls, glints with all the promise of a diamond in a heap of shit. You need to hold your nose, dive in and retrieve it, without worrying about what you will look like when you are rich.


      But he does not have the time, because the instructor’s whip reaches his companion’s ear before his words have left his lips. The kind of lash that can make a man look like a lizard from the side on.


      For the rest of his life.


      Priscus screams as the blood begins to flow, jumping to his feet and raising his guard.


      Rubius sinks his gaze into the ice-cold eyes of the slave: “That was for your whore of a mother, boy. Tell her to get lost, no one disturbs my men. Not even when they’re asleep!”


      Priscus is stunned by the pain and staggered by the trainer’s words. Something hot is spreading through the deep of his chest. He cannot help but show a grateful grin. The same smile a condemned prisoner reserves for his headman, a moment before the ax falls.


      “And now get back in line—everyone back in line, you useless damned scum!”


      Training begins once more, heralded by another crack of twisted leather. It is time for the pole.


      The veterans sit sniggering in the arena while two of their number attack each other relentlessly. On the other side of the courtyard, however, the novices wait their turn to face an opponent that, although rather more innocuous, is every bit as tough. The pole is just as one might expect, apart from the pair of straw arms girded in iron. The game consists of delivering as many thrusts as possible without blunting the end of the rudius.


      The instructor’s shouts rise above all the other noise: “No cutting! Only sissies cut! You can heal a gash, but a blade to the throat or the heart and it’s game over. Thrust, may Jupiter Pluvius twice curse you! THRUST!”


      But thrusting is a very tiring business. And if done with too much zeal the novice runs the risk of a counterblow, which might mean anything up to a cracked rib if he is unlucky. Still, there is no alternative. Rubius and his whip see to it that the slowest learners are sufficiently motivated to master the supreme art of war, every time a stab is not quite up to scratch.


      This continues nonstop all through the morning.


      At lunch time the novices are tasked with serving the veterans and the guards.


      The instructorand the doctor eat by themselves, they have no need of cupbearers or damned waiters.


      Whatever is left of the unchanging slop of barley and beans ends up in the grumbling stomachs of the humiliated novices. Verus and Priscus eat a bowl of leftovers, picked up off the ground after a fight breaks out amongst the primi. Even the gods in the Elysian Fields do not eat in peace; in the barracks there is no chance.


      The training with the pole, the obsessive repetition of the same movements—thrust, parry, dodge, thrust—are what make up the rich earth into which the saplings’ roots must spread before their branches can be allowed to reach skyward, before their leaves may open.


      The school does not train only one type of gladiator. There are many different classes, and many different fighting styles. The recruits often discuss what kind of future the instructorhas in store for them, but they can never be sure.


      “Gladiators are like plants,” Decius Ircius declares one day, walking through the courtyard as he does every afternoon, touring the individual duels. “In the wrong soil, even the toughest of shrubs may wilt. From the right graft, you can get the perfect tree out of two very ordinary plants.” To judge from what happens in the courtyard of the school, he is not wrong.


      Later on the weapons are brought in for the veterans, and it is not unusual, even in training fights, for the physician to be called on to stem a hemorrhage, brought on by an overly enthusiastic jab of the trident or slash from the sica, the curved Thracian blade.


      But there is no let up for the novices either, that much is certain. They are paired up, after which the master at arms invites them to begin stabbing at one another with their wooden swords before dropping them on the ground and starting to punch and kick each other’s faces in.


      At this stage of their athletic training, the novices’ destinies are not yet set in stone. And that is just what the brawls in the sand are for: apart from building character and strengthening muscle, they let the instructoruncover the hidden talents of each individual killer.


      If he is well built and deals a lethal blow, he will learn to fight as a murmillo or a Thracian.


      If he shows himself capable of turning powerful joints and ferocious muscles to his advantage in a fight, he will be a secutor or a retiarius, a net fighter.


      If his eyes are hungry for death then he will be given the curved swords of the dimachaerus or the half-moon of the scissor.


      The liturgy of arms is sacred. Verus and Priscus are fighting, caked in sand and sweat, when the guards lead the veterans, under strict surveillance, into the equipment rooms. The two slave novices are overcome with curiosity every time, guessing and placing bets on who will wear what, which part of the warriors’ armor will shine most brightly, whether the Thracian’s closed helmet or the bronze shield of that day’s hoplomachus.


      Needless to say, they rarely guess correctly. The show is full of surprises, and Decius Ircius knows how to entertain his audience and renew their wonder, fight after fight. The lanistais a fanatic when it comes to looking after the “stuff.” Arms and armor are kept in different parts of the house, some of them very well hidden. In the building where the gladiators sleep, tales are told of secret rooms crammed with gilded armor and helmets decorated with feline grins and double-pronged horns. Unlike in most schools, the equipment has not been wrecked from overuse: helms, swords, tridents, and shields all bear signs of the blows they have suffered and the blood they have spilt, naturally. But every evening Ircius has the armor polished and cleaned, just like his fighters’ muscles.


      Decius Ircius is a control freak: he keeps a tight rein on his school and on his life, and rules both with an iron fist.


      Here they come, then. The damned veterans.


      The arena is in the courtyard’s eastern corner, a modest training ring with wooden terraces and everything else required for a proper fight. The names of the senior gladiators are legendary, displayed on the bone tablets that transform them into both heroes and survivors: Tigris, Marcus of Capua, Tempest, Bato, Columbus, and of course Cosmos, king of the murmillones.


      The lanista examines their equipment along with the instructor. Together they inspect every last inch of the iron uniforms worn by the magnificent six, searching for a speck of dust or a suspicious stain.


      As he walks up and down the line, Ircius holds a whip tightly in his right hand, making short lashing movements in the air. It is a constant threat, and represents the tension that must run through the warriors’ veins before every fight.


      Who cares if it is only training.


      The sun’s rays, now low in the sky, glint off the gladiators’ helmets. As they try to outdo one another in the sand, Verus and Priscus cannot help admiring once more the splendor of the bronze Corinthian helmet with its apple-green crests running along the ridge, worn by Tigris, today’s hoplomachus. And the greaves strapped to his shins, as polished as the cup of Ganymede itself.


      The equipment of the primi is appalling and magnificent, like death in battle. Cosmos the murmillo holds a curved shield that weighs as much as a couple of chubby little boys: wood and wrought iron, folded by fire and the hammers of experienced artisans, painted in lustrous black—the color of Pluto and of silence—and embossed with red in the shape of two mysterious, intertwined fish, mouths wide open around the brass bolt in the middle of the clipeus. He too wears shin guards, and a manica made of fabric, leather, and metal plate to protect his arm. In his right hand he holds a gladius, the short Roman-style sword, to use against Tigris’s spear; no soldier of death is ever alone.


      Then the gladiators fight one another.


      There are tried and tested sparring pairs, and this is what the categories are for: murmillo against hoplomachus, Thracian against murmillo, murmillo against retiarius, scissor against scissor, scissor against retiarius and so on.


      The first into the arena after Decius Ircius’s inspection is over—he has now taken a seat on the steps with his hands under his chin and his eyes eager for action—are these last two on the list. Bato is the scissor, the bloodthirsty son of a whorehouse, and Tempest is the retiarius, armed to kill but practically naked.


      The instructorgives the signal.


      Ircius shouts, “Strength and honor!” and the fight begins.


      There is no rush when the fighters enter the arena. The crowd loves to hold its breath.


      Bato is a terrifying sight—he appears to be built of iron. An automaton possessed by a demon, or something worse. On his head an oval-shaped bascinet helmet of gleaming bronze. On his chest and arms hangs a clinking shirt of sharp-scaled mail. On his legs tubular greaves that match the helmet, in his right hand a gladius and his left the real showpiece: his forearm is covered by an artificial metal limb, a lethal, perfectly molded tube terminating in a curved blade. It is the ideal tool for cutting an opponent’s throat, or for escaping from the net that Tempest is already whirling above his bare head.


      The retiarius has a vile job. He may well have more weapons to hand than his adversaries (dagger, trident and net), but his body is all but naked. A bronze belt around his waist, just above the subligaculum loincloth, the standard “uniform” of all fighters in the arena, and a metal plate covering his throat and left shoulder. And that is all. He is basically defenseless, and forced to concentrate on the attack, aiming to outmaneuver his enemy and put him out of action as rapidly as possible.


      It is a job for madmen and dreamers.


      Tempest casts his net and the other attempts to dodge it, but the armor slows his movements and Bato finds himself sprawling on the ground like a lamb manhandled by a shepherd. The retiarius approaches with his trident raised—he wants to finish it quickly. Of course, he will not run his opponent through—this is only training. But he might leave him a little reminder on his thigh, who can tell.


      Today Tempest is in a good mood.


      The scissorsquirms, rolling around impotently in the thick mesh, while Tempest circles him like a curse. Bato manages to free his left arm and the curved blade does its work, tearing through the net just enough to let him wriggle free. But not before he has embroidered his flesh with a delicate pattern in blood, courtesy of the fish hooks coating the inside of the net.


      Bato shouts with fury before pouncing at Tempest, who weaves to the right and runs a blade up his opponent’s arm. Bato’s blood pounds at his temples and dribbles down out of the baking helmet. He charges head first into his enemy, who lands on his ass, and kneels on top of him, slicing at his chest with the half-moon blade.


      He gets a little too carried away, so Rubius jumps over the terraces, runs into the arena and lands him a kick strong enough to knock him over. He does not even see where the blow comes from, but he feels it alright. He loses his balance and the battered retiarius takes the opportunity to regain his feet.


      The master warns Bato: “Go easy, I need that little eunuch alive!”


      The instructorreturns to his place, it is anybody’s fight again.


      Tempest clutches his trident like a battering ram, aiming for the iron stomach of the scissor, who has been slowed and somewhat dazed by Rubius’s surprise attack. Bato judges his reaction time poorly and ends up with a couple of inches of polished iron in his foot.


      The pain is excruciating and Bato screams like a little girl. Tempest is breathing hard but has a smile on his face—low blows are his specialty. Bato gets to his feet and calls for the physician. Meanwhile Ezius Tortonus has dragged himself from his lodgings to the arena with his usual complete lack of interest. He even offers the retiarius a scornful round of applause.


      “Well done, dickhead. He’ll be out for a month now…”


      Decius Ircius shakes his head and abandons the arena.


      Rubius climbs over the terraces once more, just as the untores aided by the physician carry the scissoraway, his foot gushing like a fountain at the public baths. The instructorwalks up to Tempest, looking him straight in the eye.


      “Think you’re a man, eh?”


      Tempest does not know what to say. The instructorscares him.


      “Fight then, you nobody. Fight with me, now.”


      Rubius is unarmed, Tempest goes to lay his trident and dagger on the ground. But Rubius shakes his head.


      “Come on…”


      The retiarius looks to where Ircius normally sits, but he has gone.


      All eyes are on the gladiator. Verus and Priscus have stopped striking each other and are now watching the scene, their breath laboring.


      Tempest has no choice. The burning on his chest is driving him crazy. He attacks with a thrust, aiming to harm.


      Rubius does not even break a sweat. He dodges to the right and smashes his forehead against his opponent’s nose. It breaks with a clean snap.


      Tempest falls to the ground, a stream of red leaking from him.


      Now Rubius is over him, his hands behind his back. He disarms the gladiator and starts kicking his ribs with his bare feet. Finally, he drops down onto breastbone of the terrified and battered retiarius, feeling a couple of ribs give way under the weight of his knee.


      With his hands still behind his back.


      Tempest’s eyes are wide open, but those of Rubius look like dark wells.


      The instructorhead-butts the gladiator.


      And again.


      And another one.


      Until the retiarius loses consciousness. Until everybody understands, in case it was not quite clear before, who is in charge in the arena of the Ludus Argentum.


      The instructorwears an expression of disappointment and disgust as he gets back up. Thirty pairs of eyes look on as he stares down at his hands, free again from their imaginary bondage. Rubius spits on the ground. He walks off towards his lodgings, but not before ordering: “Bring on the next two.”


      Cosmos and his adversary prepare themselves to enter the circle of blood and sand.


      From their post at the end of the courtyard, Verus and Priscus have just grasped that there is still a long way to go. A damned long way.


      Days, weeks, months.


      Like circus animals, performing monkeys, caged lions.


      It is a game of knees, asses, and elbows.


      Knees, asses, and elbows.


      Ass counts for a lot. A man’s ass and a man’s balls can save his life.


      The barracks is a strange little universe unto itself. There are no women but that does not mean there is no room for sex. Men make do.


      Verus noticed it early on, one night when Tempest slipped into his bunk and stretched out his hands. For a little while, Verus let him. But then, when he opened his eyes and realized what was happening, the Briton reacted without thinking. “By Mercury’s ball sack!” he shouted, landing a stiff elbow in the lothario’s face.


      Tempest’s nose was a mess, with fragments of bone and cartilage moving around in it like galloping Imperial messengers. The blow stunned him and the pain laid him out for the count. Neither one of them has spoken of the incident in the days that have followed.


      But the echo of sex is everywhere—blue balls are a serious problem for a bunch of twenty-year old men. At night, in the darkness of the cells, flesh sounds on flesh. The veterans have greater freedom: there are no bars for those who win in the arena. Guards and untores turn a blind eye when the primi pali seek solace in one another’s arms.


      Verus does not think about it very much, but for his part, Priscus’s heart thaws with each passing day. He has never been a great seducer, Priscus. Women have always thrown themselves at him, only natural for a man of his ilk. His eyes, his hair, his square chest all tell of a destiny that is already written, in cunning and easy smiles. The memory of a few stolen kisses and a couple of nights with not a lot to tell for them are the sum total of his experiences when it comes to talking to his friends about his encounters with the fairer sex.


      In here though, he feels better.


      Every day, his relationship with Verus grows closer. They are both brothers and partners in life.


      Priscus is not the brooding type, but nor is he as dim-witted as the Briton. Priscus is ice. Verus is fire.


      The two have trained together every single day, with persistence and zeal.


      They have lived on sweat and adrenaline, gritting their teeth to breaking point.


      They have fought.


      Every day the instructorpairs them up so they can learn to survive.


      Every day the two of them lay into one another with wooden swords: naked skin and the will to dominate. Fighting looks an awful lot like sex, but only Priscus seems aware of this. It is different for Verus—he does not think of love. Or sex. He has the future on his mind. Especially since they swore the oath.


      After months of desperation and exhaustion, of abuse and food picked up off the floor, of sweat and too little water, they finally swore the oath.


      Heads bowed before their seniors and their master, Verus, Priscus, and the rest of the novices pronounced the magic words: “I will submit to be burned, to be bound, to be beaten, to be killed…”


      They repeated it three times, turning the string of words into a revelation, their own miserable existence into pure dedication.


      The Briton and the Gaul have begun their true tirocinio, the real training; finally, they have become genuine tirii. In terms of their daily life not much has changed: fighting and running all damned day, the usual slop for lunch and dinner. But now they eat at wooden tables, albeit still separate from the veterans, and those who wish to may sleep together. Neither Priscus nor Verus has given up sleeping alone, but from time to time they stay up all night together, telling of faraway islands and forests, of eyes that take the breath away and of hunger for glory.


      The best part of not being a novice any more is the weapons.


      An unusual frenzy has gripped the school in the days following the oath. A thick stench hangs over everything, notably sweeter than the usual stink that rises mercilessly from the latrines. Each sunset sees more mice in the courtyard and not even Ircius’s greedy housecats, noted for their undeniably sharp hunting instincts, are managing to keep up with the unwelcome guests. They sit about the edge of the arena, fat and sated with stomachs stuffed with prey, scratching at non-existent bites, their ears as clean as a vestal virgin’s thighs.


      The air is dense and stuffy, men keep coming down with fever. Already this week, three untores have not been able to get out of bed. The instructorcoughs a lot during training, but nobody really notices. Rubius has the strength of Hercules and the balls of Jupiter.


      But the change is not the air, nor the malaise.


      The weapons are what change everything.


      The weapons, damn it.


      The instructorhas gotten a good idea of his lads. Verus has great determination and gives it everything he has, right to the limit. He is not very gifted from a technical standpoint, but his body is strengthening, and every so often he seems to think clearly enough.


      With those qualities he is cut out to be a murmillo, it has been decided.


      Priscus, on the other hand, is thickset and brutal. He strikes to cause harm, yet knows what honor is. He does not like to take advantage of a situation, preferring to fight with his principles intact. He saves his strength, but does not hold back when the decisive moment arrives.


      He is destined to be a Thracian.


      Verus and Priscus are the perfect couple; they are made to fight one against the other.


      They are fire and ice, it is their nature.


      The training fights grow ever more intense, in part because the master at arms announced ten days ago that a couple of tirii will be picked for the first official fight. Two recruits will have the chance to become veterans, fighting one another in an arena a short distance from the Forums.


      Since they heard the news, Verus and Priscus have thrown themselves into their training with even greater energy. More than once the Gaul has drawn a smile from the instructor’s lips, in between one coughing fit and another.


      It is normally the man of ice who wins the fights. He has a natural advantage, being both larger and stronger than the Briton, but the real difference is inside their heads. Verus often lets himself get carried away by his emotions; when he does gain the upper hand, he tends to throw away his advantage in his haste to finish the bout.


      And Priscus seizes his chance. Every damned time.


      The afternoons slip by, one much the same as another, with the cold of winter on the threshold. The icy touch of Corinthian helmets and the steel manicae on skin sharpens the senses. Verus and Priscus think back on their months of ferocious training. And all the while the temperature drops as they cover one another’s bodies with scars, showing all the diligence of eager students. Those nets of mended skin are the map of a friendship that is becoming a bond between brothers.


      The Gaul and the Briton are killing time, lined up in the courtyard with the other recruits.


      It is dusk and the rats seethe in every corner, like cockroaches blinded by the sun. In the last seven days their numbers have swelled yet further, along with the stale smell that lingers beneath the mist.


      Ircius and the physician have already been there for some time—everyone wants to see which two names have been picked for the first fight.


      The chosen pair will go out there to make a name for themselves, surrounded by the crowd.


      The one who comes back will be classed a veteran.


      From then on, nothing will be the same.


      There is excitement in the air, great excitement.


      Every tiro carefully lined up in the middle of the courtyard has prayed for the blessing of gods and lares. Every last man hopes that he will be the chosen one.


      The waiting slices and gnaws away at them, like the teeth of the big brown rat digging into the ribs of a dead cat in that very moment, a few paces away from the reddened eyes of Decius Ircius.


      Enraged, the lanista grabs a sica from one of the gladiators and slices the animal in two. Black blood gushes from its corpse, along with the smell of shit and death. A black shadow spreads over the waiting rabble. Something has just snapped; the tension is palpable.


      “Where the fuck is Rubius?” Ircius blurts out, shaking with anger.


      They rarely see him like that.


      In fact they never do.


      Ezius answers that he does not know and the lanistacalls Verus and Priscus over to him. The master sends them to look for the instructor.


      The master at arms is not in his lodgings. Nor is he in the armory. He is not in the baths, nor in the canteen.


      Verus and Priscus picture the moment when they find him, intent on having his way with some two-bit hooker, to hell with the house rules. Naked ass and leering face, up to his balls in some middle-aged redhead. Rubius goes crazy for the more senior ladies, especially the slatternly ones.


      He is not in the larder.


      Nor on the second floor, where Ircius lives.


      One place is left, and only one.


      As usual Verus does not sense anything amiss, feeling nothing except frenzy and agitation. He wants to get this over with quickly, find the master at arms and get him to come outside. That way he can finally make the announcement about who will have the honor of first blood.


      The young man has worked too hard for too long to imagine anything other than glory. He has bet his heart and his balls on the gaming table that is life in the barracks. And now he is ready to cash in.


      But Priscus feels the rotten shudder of horror down in his guts. The man of ice has grown up in the shadow of the worst. In his mind the arena is a thousand miles away, bronze greaves and manica are more of a burden than ever and his hefty weapons only add to the weight of destiny.


      Frenzied swarms of rats surge along the gymnasium corridor.


      They are running in the opposite direction to the determined steps of Verus and Priscus, catapulted over the walls like flying rocks, towards the only room they have yet to check.


      The latrines.


      The damned latrines, why the hell had they not thought of them until now?


      The stench grows stronger with every step. The beasts’ squealing is deafening, frightening; it muddles the men’s thoughts. The air is sweet and brackish; it smells of an end with no beginning.


      Verus kicks down the door. And that is when he sees him.


      Rubius’s cadaver is there, right in the shit. Laid out and spent, covered in rats and flies.


      Death and shit. The only two certainties of existence.


      His face is a tangle of bites and burrow-holes. The bubo beneath his armpit bursts and spurts black fluid as one of the vermin nibbles at the soft membrane.


      The worst end of all. The one you did not see coming.


      Verus has no idea what he is looking at, but Priscus does.


      He knows.


      He remembers the tales of legionaries back from the east, the stories told by grandfathers around the fire. He remembers silence and misery, a desert of lifeless bodies.


      The name changes from one country to another.


      The Black Death, the plague, the great evil.


      The rats are the first sign. The rats are what carry it.


      The contagion is in stagnant water. It is in unwashed sheets. Breath by breath, blister by blister, it razes entire civilizations to the ground.


      Verus shouts at the top of his lungs while Priscus gets down on his knees to pray for his soul and that of his brother. He begs the gods for mercy, just this once. He implores Jupiter to get to work.


      No promotions today.


      No festivities or fights.


      No one will become a veteran.


      Life has been put on hold; destiny begs the pardon of the paying audience. The black time has begun, and will not be over quickly.


      The plague has arrived in Rome.

    

  


  
    
      The Black Death


      Pale death knocks with impartial foot, at the door of the poor man’s cottage, and at the prince’s gate.


      HORACE, Odes, 1.4


      Rome, AD 80, January–April


      THE PLAGUE, MURDEROUS bitch.


      The world has gone mad, another damned time.


      Verus and Priscus ran to give Ircius and the physician the bad news, and the truth exploded in everyone’s faces like a festering bubo. You cannot hide the plague; it devours you. It spreads from breath to breath, it engulfs its victims and there is no way out. It sends even the dogs mad.


      The panic spread rapidly through the school, but this is nothing next to the hysteria that covers the city like a shroud. It is now a question of public knowledge, according to Ircius even a couple of senators have come down with the sickness. Long lines of carts stand at the gates of Rome, trying to escape the city, while the guards make a superhuman effort to maintain order. Faced with peril men revert to beasts, and their first reaction is flight.


      Behind the walls of the Ludus Argentum however, there is limited room for maneuver, and sooner or later the animals begin turning on one another. It is always Cosmos, their number one gladiator, who picks the fights. He is pissing himself with fear and wants to escape, but the oath he swore means he cannot leave. He is a slave; all he may do is follow orders. Even the rhythm of training has slackened now that the master-at-arms is dead, hurriedly burned along with all his meager possessions.


      The job of sorting out the latrine fell to Verus and Priscus. This time they did it properly with the help of a couple of hosepipes belonging to a group of vigiles that happened to be passing by the Ludus Argentum, off to put out a fire a short distance away.


      The room was cleaned from top to bottom, the packed-earth floor scoured with rakes and spades, the water washing away first as mud and then running clear. And freshly planed wood to finish the job.


      Hygiene is no longer a luxury, but a necessity. Ezius Tortonus repeats it every day: “As long as everything is shining like a mirror, the pestilence will stay outside these walls, remember that!”


      But the contagion has already crossed the threshold. The tirii know it and so do their seniors. As for novices, there are none: Ircius was supposed to go to the slave market and pick out some fresh meat, but his mind is elsewhere. One would never think it to look at him, but Decius Ircius is afraid. Only natural, then, that he should neglect some of the duties he has always seen to, first among them protecting his investment, which means keeping his men in line. And as everyone knows, when the cat is away, the mice go on the rampage. Especially when they are not so much mice as two-hundred-pound rats with the rage of immortal Hercules in their hearts, and with absolutely nothing to do all day long.


      Cosmos is always irritable. With no training he has a lot of free time on his hands, and in the end he generally fills it in the simplest way possible—by picking a fight.


      It is often Verus on the receiving end; he acts as a kind of magnet for trouble. He is standing next to the pole, chatting with Priscus, when the braggart of a titan squares up to them with his usual air of intimidation: “Look at them, the lovebirds! Always together, like fever and diarrhea! Verus, when are you going to make an honest woman out of this Gaulish bastard? Have you set a date yet?” And with that he plants a foot in Verus’s backside. A jumble of thoughts fills the Briton’s brain as he tries to get back up but Cosmos is already standing over him, landing him a series of backhanders strong enough to fell a pine tree.


      But he has had his fill: Verus leaps to his feet and charges into Cosmos like a bull. Priscus joins the fight as well to help out his friend, breaking the ancient gladiatorial rule that there must only be two men to a fight, never more.


      But in the end, what does honor matter here? This is nothing but a damned street brawl.


      It does not take long for the solo scuffle to swell into a full-blown chorus, an ensemble melody of boredom and gratuitous violence. Tigris and Bato enter the fray to back up the leader of the primi, Marcus of Capua fights against everyone, throwing punches left, right and center, a bunch of tirii take the side of Verus and Priscus, and not even the untores or the physician can do anything to control the chaos of muscle. All about is a master class of pushing, kneeing and punches to the face.


      The perfect melee, wind in the hair and sweat on the skin.


      The air smells of salt and adrenalin.


      And stinks of fear.


      Decius Ircius observes the scene from the upstairs balustrade, and feels a twitch in his stomach. Terror has been his bedfellow since Rubius died. The terror that snatches his breath and tortures his sleep.


      He is not afraid of dying. He made his pact with the gods of the underworld a long time ago, when he decided to gamble his life on the throw of a die, betting wealth and honor on the dead men he sends into the arena. He does not fear for himself, Decius the lanista; it is only when he thinks of his family that the trembling takes hold of him. His wife Paola, the root of his precious tree, and his children Marius and Nerina, so small that they cannot tell that which is right from that which is too easy. The thought of his loved ones, destroyed by the senseless violence of the gladiator horde, is unbearable. Not to mention the thought of the plague calling at his gates, seizing innocent souls and dragging them back down to the bottom of the abyss.


      Ircius’s thoughts now dwell on another lanista, long since dead but who still burns brightly in the imagination of all who do this fucking job. He thinks of Batiatus, master of the school at Capua, obliterated by the fury of Spartacus and his army of servants in severed chains. Almost a hundred and fifty years have passed since those bloody deeds brought the Roman army to its knees, but the fear of it still stalks through the populace. A fear now fused with legend.


      Just as the pestilence stalks today through the filthy streets of the Eternal City. All around is destitution and disease, lifeless bodies sprawl in the streets alongside madness and pain; the jackals have already started breaking into abandoned houses, plundering larders and gorging on supplies laid by for the winter.


      Massacre is the order of the day and Ircius’s poor nerves decide to shatter all at once. At the sight of the blood smeared on the chaotic rabble down in the courtyard, his guts turn to ice water. Big, honest tears streak his face as he launches a last, desperate curse at them before taking his leave.


      “You will die alone, you damned spineless ingrates! Because that is how you have chosen to live.”


      He goes back inside without waiting for the gladiators’ reaction, gathers all the money he can lay his hands on, then opens the door and steps into the street.


      There is no fear in his mind now. No indecision.


      There is only a goal: survival. For himself, for his family, for the whole world.


      Survival.


      At any cost.


      He walks past the insulae, dagger clutched tightly beneath his cloak, ready to kill if need be. To cut his way through another life in order to preserve his own.


      His heart is heavy as lead, the thought of what he leaves behind him a wound that cannot heal.


      His silver dream turns to rust with each step he takes away from the ludus. The awareness that, although he is a man, he is a father first and foremost swells in him like egg whites beneath a whisk. His front door, still locked and bolted as he left it this morning: his family does not live at the barracks. The ludus is no place to bring up children.


      A modest home but a comfortable one. This is where the lanistakeeps his untainted flowers, all he really has to show for a squandered life. At the end of the day, beneath the thick skin and the fiery eyes, Decius Ircius is a good man. A devoted parent, the sort this city barely knows. He enters and smiles, his exhaustion vanishes. Paola greets him with their children held tightly to her hips. They show him their perfect, ivory teeth, snowy diamonds set in gums of silk.


      He hugs them tightly, as though there were no tomorrow.


      But there will be a tomorrow, that much is sure: fuck the plague, fuck the school and the dying rats, fuck fate and the wrathful gods—this family will survive.


      Decius Ircius swears it.


      The bags are already packed: Paola knew. Paola always knows. That is why he loves her.


      He sneaks out of the back door and into a shack. Inside there is an old friend; it only takes a nod from the lanista for the man to yoke a tired-looking donkey to a creaky cart. In no time at all their entire lives have been loaded onto the boards, together with those four beings without which Decius truly could not live, and the She-wolf’s cobblestones begin to rumble beneath the crooked iron wheels.


      The old man knows the streets of Rome better than he does the holey pockets of his cloak. What is more, Ircius’s sestertii open doors the common citizenry can scarce imagine. Within two hours the group is out of the city walls breathing the fresh air. Headed north, where Paola the pretty weavers’ daughter comes from.


      North, by Jupiter, away from death and illness. To safety.


      Decius Ircius bids farewell to the Eternal City, his heart full of hope and the future pumping through his veins. But in his mouth the bitter taste of lost days lingers, and he swears it is not over with.


      Ircius is a man of integrity.


      Decius Ircius will return.


      Meanwhile, in the abandoned school on the other side of the city, there are no more masters and servants.


      Only mouths, gaping wide with amazement.


      Verus and Priscus do not know what to do, their world suddenly filled by an unsettling emptiness.


      The Ludus Argentum is almost deserted. When the lanista abandoned the place, he sowed more doubt and confusion than even the fight had. At the sound of his words the gladiators’ blood froze in their veins. There was no time to answer back; Ircius was in a hurry to be elsewhere. A moment after he left the uproar suddenly died down. In the time it takes the wind to turn, the gangs of makeshift enemies were transformed into a flock of frightened fledglings.


      Freedom is disorienting.


      There is a story about an old prisoner who, released from the dungeons upon the wishes of Emperor Augustus, spent the whole day wandering around aimlessly, prey to an unbearable attacks of anxiety. He ended up hanging himself on the bars of the prison cell that had held him for thirty long years.


      Some animals die if deprived of their chains, incapable of adapting to the outside world.


      Many of the school’s “students” are in the same state of confusion. They do not know what to do with this newfound independence. When even the dejected untores abandon the ludus, leaving the gates open, everyone recognizes that it is over.


      That there is something tremendous out there. And they must face it.


      The crowd of semi-naked gladiators shuffles out of the main gates, frightened and bewildered. The moment they set foot outside the school and onto the city streets, it is clear who is a lion and who a lamb. Idols like Cosmos and Tigris are worshipped by the crowd for what they are: living gods. The women of Rome go crazy for gladiators, the arena bears witness to scenes of mass hysteria. Some rip up their clothes and throw the shreds into the arena, decorating the blood-soaked sand. Others become aroused and tense their thighs with every lunge, pushing hard up against the press of bodies that fills the tiers, simulating the embrace of the man of their dreams. Desire drips like honey from the eyes and mouths of these fans; social status counts for nothing here, all women’s blood boils the same. The gladiators are gods of sex, of sheer brute force. All women desire them.


      They all want them, inside.


      Cosmos has no trouble finding someone to pass the night with: a big-breasted barmaid looks him over and offers him a drink, and in the time it takes to turn an hourglass they are in the backroom, hot breath on their faces, hips thrusting. Many of the newly promoted novices melt away into the streets of the city center, disappearing into the alleyways in search of food and action. Other veterans make the most of the crowds; before the evening is out they will enter the ranks of some cutthroat gang hunting for treasure. The ailing city belongs to madmen and fools.


      Verus and Priscus are left alone, in the middle of the deserted courtyard.


      They stare at one another like frightened puppies, falling into a well-earned embrace after a moment or two of silence.


      No tears—there are rules between men—but the emptiness is palpable.


      Arm in arm, they hold each other up like two pillars toppled by an earthquake.


      “What will happen now?” the Briton asks his friend.


      “From now on we’ll have to watch our backs.”


      A toothless lunatic walks past the open gateway of the school dragging a cart piled with dead bodies. An orgy of bloated rats scurries between his legs; the stench is unbearable. He spits a ball of phlegm in the direction of the two warriors, still locked in their embrace. He smiles as best he can: “Welcome to the kingdom of men!”


      The wind swallows his horrible laughter.


      In the beginning it is very hard.


      Learning to live with the thought of the plague, more than anything.


      At first, Verus and Priscus wondered whether it might not be a good idea to keep the Ludus Argentumas their base, but a few hours after the gates opened it had already been overrun by wretches in search of wealth, weapons, leftovers, and glory. An army of Greek hoplites could not have stood up to such a wave of forlorn hopelessness.


      The street was not a choice, it was the only way.


      In the beginning they got by as best they could. Winter does not help; the cold worms its way into everything. And even if the bodies stink a little less, the pestilence spreads regardless. Sure, if the sun was shining there would be total collapse, but sitting among the dead with chattering teeth for company is no holiday, especially when you have not eaten for days on end.


      Food is not a problem. But where there is food, there is trouble. Big trouble.


      Bands of ragged street kids sweep the houses of the dead, knives between their teeth and filthy cloth sacks in their hands. The meager storerooms of the insulae are attacked with more savagery than the troops of Scipio, who faced down the ferocious hordes of Carthage. Every last crust of bread, every jar of oil, every grain of wheat is carried off in bulging sacks. No one knows where it ends up. Some say a new order is forming in the city, that there are dark masters who recognize only the law of blood and iron, defying that of the Eagle. More and more the rumors speak of a certain Draco, lord of whores and dice, and his gangs of dandies, all armed to the teeth.


      Perhaps it is just a legend, but the people are afraid. And the Empire does nothing, especially where the alleyways are unlit and the stench of death dulls the very senses.


      Rome is turning into an open-air cemetery, the plague snapping at her people’s heels. Hygiene is scant where it exists at all, making things worse: a scratch becomes a festering wound, a grazed knee a magnet for infection. Lungs wither in the cold, sticky mucus clogs the throats of its victims.


      People are dying.


      Selene, the goddess of peaceful death, has fled, leaving the field to Proserpina. The Queen of the Underworld has fire in her eyes, and it is the common folk that feel her wrath. There is no point in resisting, no cause for hope.


      The disease takes no prisoners. It kills or it pardons, but everywhere it leaves its mark.


      Verus and Priscus are among the lucky ones; by the end of the first week they knew the evil would not touch them. That is how it is, without logic or even any damned sense. Innocent babies perish while old men and gladiators live. A mother dies of hunger, hardship and buboes while her son, still wet behind the ears, hangs on to life. Come tomorrow morning he too will be fodder for the rats, like the cold corpse of the woman who brought him into the world.


      Rats creep and crawl, furtive as shadows. Rats with blades, under Draco’s command.


      Verus and Priscus live on charity; they never resort to violence, though they could if they chose to. Then, one day, something happens that takes the Briton back to his past. To those days of sea and wind, fleeting but unforgettable in their intensity.


      Verus runs into Marcius. He thinks he must be dreaming.


      The sailor looks him up and down.


      “You’ve lost weight, lad. What have you been up to?”


      In reality the last time they saw one another was not so long ago; only a couple of seasons have passed. But to Verus it feels like an entire lifetime. Time stopped when he entered the Ludus Argentum, crystallized in a bubble of ambition, pain, and exhaustion. In his time as a novice there was no room for life, only determination and willpower. And contempt for danger.


      For Marcius, on the other hand, not much has changed.


      “How’s it going? Do you miss Misenum?” Verus tries to be polite.


      “Sure I miss the sea. I’ll never get used to this stone sky,” he says, indicating the towering bulk of the insulae and sounding as though he were talking about some incredible giant rather than just his view of the sun. “But I can’t complain. The Emperor has guaranteed safety and food to those working in the Amphitheater. We Misenes are busy from sunrise to sunset, perfecting our techniques with the velarium. We’re becoming experts, we can open it and close it again in quarter of an hour. What a job, you should come and have a look…”


      “If only…” Verus sighs, disconsolately. Priscus notices his discomfort. They understand each other more each day; a mere glance is enough to know what his friend is thinking. Priscus holds the key to the Briton’s heart. He cuts in before the sailor can reply: “Do you think they would let a pair like us into the Amphitheater? Marcius, I won’t lie to you, we could really do with some work, or even just a place to stay…”


      The two are always frank. They have no shame; they are slaves. Their lives have depended on the generosity of others for a long time now.


      Marcius scratches his head—he is happy to have come across the lad. And he has no need to ask him what happened to see that he is having a rough time of it. For some reason the pestilence has spared him as the city dies, one body after another. It is a sign, a damned fine opportunity to show he is a good man. The gods speak through the sad eyes of a pair of hungry warriors. Soldiers disarmed in peacetime, helpless in a world that has slipped its moorings.


      “Come with me. We’ll think of something.”


      Verus and Priscus break into a smile—an empty belly is no joke. After days spent picking at leftovers on the roadside like a couple of stray dogs, there is finally the glimmer of a future. Marcius leads the men through an opening that gives onto an endless tunnel. They are inside the Amphitheater, in the empty veins of the stone giant.


      The sailor has memorized every twist and turn, every last corner of the labyrinth. Anyone else would get lost in there, but not him. The colossus of dust and dreams is his new home, his sea on dry land. He must find his way using the crosses on the wall, now that the stars have gone out.


      After an obstacle course lit by nothing more than an old torch of pitch, rags, and smoke, which Marcius picked up before beginning their subterranean journey, the three find themselves in a chamber with surfaces as shiny as a beetle’s shell. A dozen water spouts line the blinding black of the varnished walls, the evocative roar of running water.


      “What the hell is this place?” Verus, as usual, does not realize that he is actually closer to home than he has been in ten months. There is no need for Marcius to play the Cicero this time: Priscus has already figured it out.


      “These are the barracks baths, my friend. The most ambitious barracks in the whole of Rome. This is where the gods will wash away the blood of the vanquished, when it is time.”


      The Briton hates the fact that he can never keep up with his friend, especially now he has become so open and talkative. But there are certain metaphors, certain pompous words that slip out of his mouth, that he just cannot grasp. Even when he does manage to grapple onto some part of one of those complex and meandering sentences, he either gets the wrong end of the stick or cannot think how to respond. It is as though his breath gets caught in his throat, and has no desire to leave. And so he confines himself to scratching his head in puzzlement.


      Priscus smiles, but Marcius does the interpreting: “These are the baths of the Ludus Magnus, the greatest gladiator school in the Empire. When the work is finished, this is where the bravest of heroes will bathe. For the moment though, this place is emptier than the deserts of Egypt. The ludus won’t be ready for a good few months yet.” Marcius does not mince his words: “Go ahead, lads. Give yourselves a damn good wash, otherwise they won’t let you in the Amphitheater even with Jupiter Versor himself there to vouch for you. The men are scared shitless by this pestilence.”


      Verus and Priscus do not need to be told twice. They throw off the rags that have become their second skins since leaving Decius Ircius’s house and delight in the sizzle of the freezing jets of water on their flesh. It is a blessing; the baths in their old ludus were never this refreshing. The cold is down to the position of the baths and the imposing limestone foundations, which make the space cool in the summer and warm in the winter.


      Marcius takes his leave, mumbling about going to find some clothes, and returns with a pair of dark tunics which even have their own hoods. Filled with gratitude, the two pull them on over their heads.


      Next they have to go all the way back again, to the gates of the building site.


      Priscus hesitates for a moment before he crosses the threshold. His old life, mourned since his very first day as a gladiator, welcomes him back in the worst possible way: with a pang of anxiety in the pit of his stomach.


      Marcius notices it.


      “Lads, around here there are certain things no one cares about any more. The masters of the site all fled the Amphitheater at the first whiff of plague, ran off to their pretty villas in the countryside. The work hasn’t stopped, partly because the workers don’t know where else to go. But the ‘bosses’ see freedmen and slaves as pretty much the same thing. We’re all but leaves on the wind, my friends…”


      Verus is happy to hear his friend speaking that way. Despite the circumstances, his renewed status as a “free man” has left him feeling stronger. Priscus however is suspicious, especially as regards the new “bosses” directing the work.


      The term hovers in the air, unexplained, unspoken, dangerous. As though there were someone else giving the orders in the Emperor’s own home. The Gaul has a bad feeling.


      In any case they are inside. And a lost world comes back to greet them as strangers.


      The works have made surprising progress, with buttresses all but finished and the arena filled with sand. Stones have been polished and fitted into every gap, flights of steps gradually taking on their final form.


      And there, above the last arcade, is a miracle.


      There are no other words to describe the wonder that is the velarium. Just as Priscus raises his eyes skyward, Marcius’s companions are busy moving the enormous sail towards the center of the arena. The system of winches and pulleys is incredible, with ropes twisting and turning through pathways of wheels and gears and stretching out into the lead-gray void, tracing a breathtaking spider’s web that draws the endless white sheet across the stadium. The movement is slow but steady, and Verus and Priscus watch, mesmerized, until the show is over and the process of covering the arena is complete.


      It is a solemn moment and Marcius respects it by keeping his silence.


      Only when it is all over does he allow himself to exclaim, with the voice of a father admiring a son who has emerged victorious from the Olympic races: “The greatest sail in the world.”


      Verus smiles and applauds. Priscus crosses his arms, but his eyes are nevertheless filled with wonder. He has never seen anything like this in his life.


      Rome is truly the land of folly and desire. And of magic without precedent.


      Just enough time to recover from the spectacle before Marcius leads them into the maze-like community the building site has become. Gone is the division of labor that formed the basis of everything the Mole and his competitors worked for. Nor is there any partitioning into areas or groups: now the woodwrights toil alongside the sculptors, the stonemasons grin at the blacksmiths, busy molding the lead that will seal the hinges of the arena’s hundred doors. However, Priscus notes in a glance the atmosphere of unease mixed with an excessive attention to detail.


      He asks himself where the guards that oversee the slaves are.


      Marcius seems to read his thoughts: “Death has turned us into brothers. We have learned to watch each other’s backs. And where goodwill is not enough, the shadow of Draco is a big help.”


      The sailor walks down the steps towards the center of the arena. A tall, bearded man walks confidently up to him. He is escorted by two hard-looking men with knives on show, sporting sheepskin pants in the style of the northern tribes. Marcius smiles and the man smiles back. Priscus mutters, “Draco…” through clenched jaws. Verus nods, and his good cheer fades instantly.


      Draco and Marcius chat for some time, leaving the young men to one side. Then, finally, they shake hands in the Roman manner, clasping one another’s forearms, before Marcius kneels and the other—the new master of the building site—approaches them.


      Verus and Priscus would gladly flee, but it is too late. Too late for anything, except survival. So they move towards him, careful to stand up straight but without showing off the power of their muscular chests: at times, even an ill-considered stance can be perceived as a challenge.


      “So you’re looking for work, are you?” Draco’s voice is cavernous, his eyes black as night. The two men bow their heads and declare that they are. They call him dominus.


      “Here there are no masters here, you’d do well to remember it. Here we work, and that’s it. If you wish to toil here, you’re most welcome. Rome needs strong arms. Her sons are dropping like flies…”


      Verus and Priscus are confounded. In truth the Briton has already been won over by the cutthroat’s way of doing things—because there is absolutely no doubt that Draco is a first-rate cutthroat. But Priscus does not trust him, despite his apparent kindness. On the street he has heard things about this son of a bitch that give him goose bumps.


      Draco made his money selling children; he has hacked off hands for a dirty look, and has drunk the blood of his enemies. And even if he poses as savior of the Empire, Priscus would prefer to keep his distance.


      Shame he needs a job.


      No job, no tomorrow.


      No future without Draco.


      Nevertheless, the Gaul is the first to take the bearded bastard’s hand. A manly shake, and Verus does the same.


      Draco proffers a smile and his eyes linger over the scars that furrow the chests and arms of the two warriors before him. Even a blind man would realize he had two true professionals of the arena standing before him. A gladiator does not pass unobserved: he has lived the lives of ten soldiers, and his eyes do not hold the same desperation. It is impossible not to recognize one when he is standing before you.


      The cutthroat moistens his lips; he does not need to say a thing. He stares Priscus in the eye and slaps him on the shoulder.


      “Welcome, men. You’ll feel at home here…”


      The sky over Rome is frozen, the color of wine.


      It is sunset. On the streets, the plague has not yet had its fill.


      Another bubble, another Island.


      With its rules and its rhythms.


      A world in a box, again. To Verus life seems like a series of concentric circles, one much the same as the next, only larger and larger. Twinned orbits, on to infinity, with the same sun at the center, the same nothing. Always distant, he circles around without ever reaching it. Verus can see no sense in it, but he knows as long as he has breath in his lungs, his arms will earn him his bread.


      Work is hard on the site, being theoretically freedmen means little: exertion is colorless, classless, faceless. Verus and Priscus lift enormous loads, feeding hoppers filled with water and clay, soft earth forming a solid future. They rarely speak as they talk, and when they do it is almost always of money: how many sestertii so-and-so got for that bronze nail job, how much what’s-his-name blew on the dog races, how much is up for grabs at the evening fight.


      The site is an image of Rome itself, ulcerated and dying. All the wealth that stems from joining stones flows back where it came from, through the gashes and holes of work-ravaged flesh. This is the source of Draco’s strength: every coin earned by the freedmen is spent on betting, wine and prostitutes.


      There is no need to toil to support a family, no need to fear beatings, because the women are dead and the masters have fled. The children spared by the pestilence wander through the streets of the Eternal City like weakened insects in search of honey. Faced with his own end, man feels melancholy and alone, regressing into larval form.


      He is blind. He wishes only to live, with no interest in tomorrow.


      Marcius and his Misene contingent are the exception: they are soldiers and try to behave honorably, even now that the city has lost its mind and the kingdom of Pavos, god of terror, reigns everywhere supreme. Rules are everything to the classiarii, the sail their reason for living. The daily training and the expertise with which they carry out their duties help to keep dark thoughts at bay. The shield of Rome is in safe hands with the sea lords.


      Verus and Marcius see little of each other, what with work on the site leaving them with almost no free time. From time to time in the evening they have time for a drink at the bar Draco has had set up right in the middle of the Amphitheater. Open from dusk until dawn, it is the home of the hopeless, a place of melancholy talk.


      After his third cup of wine, Marcius gets to talking about the sea, and after that there is no stopping him. Verus would like to open up to him, tell him he is worried about the direction his life is taking inside the belly of that monster, but Marcius does not listen. Like shrimps on a skewer, one tale follows another, fishing trips and sea battles. The old sailor allows his tales to stew in the warmth of the wine and the cool of the night air.


      Priscus is wary: he has sensed for some time that Draco has his eye on him and his friend. More and more often they find themselves running into him in the underground passageways, or talking of muscles, violence, and brute force.


      “You know there’s no need to be embarrassed…for being a slave or for the trade you have chosen. Gladiators are gods on Earth and you, if this plague had not started, would surely have found your place among the gods.”


      Priscus knows very well what the slimy bastard is hinting at, and cuts him short, trying not to show too much disrespect: “I did not choose this life. It is not my fault if I have been trained to kill…”


      Draco normally nods understandingly. But all the while he has that same look in his eye, both distracted and heedful at the same time, the same look Ezius the physician had the first time he squeezed Priscus’s balls when they first joined the barracks.


      Draco does not need to place his fingers where he should not in order to try the wares. A quick glance suffices; he grew up on the street. And on the street there is nowhere to hide.


      The surprise comes at the end of the first month. As usual, Verus is totally unprepared.


      He is no fool; the carpenters’ looks and sculptors’ smiles have been telling him for days now that something is amiss. The clink of coins in pockets becomes deafening every time he and Priscus cross the site. But it is only when they arrive in front of the Cage that Draco makes his move.


      He is surrounded by malevolent thugs. The terraces are already crowded for the big event.


      The Cage is a gigantic iron structure, originally used to hold blocks of wood pressed together until the glue between them has dried. As the work went on however, the Cage was left empty more and more often, its imposing bulk dissuading anyone from trying to move it from where it had been abandoned. For a time the few hens scratching around the site had used it as a refuge, but the harmless fowls were soon replaced by game cocks fitted with milled-iron spurs. In the Cage, though, there is enough room for twenty people to stand with arms outstretched, one behind another, and the underground fight fans were quick to realize that the space was too big for chickens. Or even dogs. So the Christians starting getting inside the enclosure there to beat each other to a pulp.


      The Christians are good fighters; there is a small group of them among the workers at the Amphitheater. Very quiet, keep themselves to themselves. A shame their God does not much care what happens to them. The plague has taken half the community, spreading the pestilence to women and children beyond the stadium walls.


      And so in the space of a few weeks the betting king Draco has found himself short of fresh meat. Without a single fighter worthy of the name.


      That is why he is there, standing in front of the Cage with an escort that would turn Leonidas of Thermopylae pale. That is why he gets straight to the point with Verus and Priscus, without any foreplay: “Are you ready to fight?”


      Verus tries to slip away, but one of the thugs grabs hold of his arms. The Briton pulls free and smashes his nose with a head-butt, but another of the guard dogs is faster and holds seven inches of sharpened metal against his jugular.


      Priscus spits on the floor.


      This is what you call a damned stalemate.


      Around the Cage, the crowd throbs with excitement.


      The head thug walks up to the two slaves: “Perhaps you’d prefer to leave the site this very day? Up to you, my friends!”


      Verus and Priscus are itching to snap Draco’s neck. To close their hands around his windpipe and Adam’s apple, squeeze until they hear the pop of cartilage. But that would be the end of the line for them, and they know it. In that murky air of dust and depravity.


      Verus looks Priscus in the eye and grips his shoulder: “Strength and honor, brother.”


      “Strength and honor,” answers Priscus.


      A moment later they are in the Cage.


      One against the other, like wild beasts.


      Verus takes the head-butt with a grunt. Priscus has never done things by half measures and he is not the sort to hold anything back in a fight. The Briton’s eyes fill with blood. In the Cage you take each other apart with whatever you can: rocks, sticks, a butcher’s hook that opens up slashes in the flesh as wide as thick sausages. The two of them go at it with every trick they know.


      First with sticks, and the son of the Island comes out of it pretty well. More than once Priscus ends up in a corner, on the defensive. Then with rocks, their daily bread for months on end.


      But when the aim of the game is smashing heads in with sharpened stones, there is no way to alter the final outcome. The flesh can only go on lunging and dodging for so long before muscles interlock in a suffocating dance, a symphony of elbows, knees and blows below the belt. Until the rocks fall to the ground and the rasping breaths of the fighters tell them it is time to start again.


      Soon enough the slaves are wielding the meat hooks, exhibiting everything they learned at Ircius’s house. With every lunge the crowd roars, the red that spatters the ground from the torn bodies is rain in the desert. The blood brings them back to life, more than a cock’s crow at daybreak. The rabble grunts and foams at the mouth, a lamed beast.


      Verus throws all he has into it. Fire pumps through his veins, slashed by the iron. But Priscus is ice and will, and gives nothing away to his adversary.


      Both know it would be a bad idea to kill the other.


      But staying alive is no joke for men who have studied as gladiators, trained to see things through.


      Priscus pushes things to the limit when he finds the chance to land another head-butt on Verus from below. He decides not to, but they both know who has really won.


      Priscus pretends to lose his weapon in the counterattack and Verus throws his own to the ground, accepting the adulation of the raucous crowd as a tribute to the honor that is not his.


      The Briton feels terrible. There is nothing worse than to win by cheating.


      Priscus tells him not to worry. He does so with a wink; no more is needed between the two of them.


      The farce goes on, brother.


      The farce is our home.


      But Verus is boiling with rage, unable to convince himself. He charges headlong into his friend’s belly, lifting him from the ground and slamming him up against the iron mesh of the Cage. Metal scratching the blond man’s flesh, the scrape of teeth and gums. A piece of incisor goes flying, smashed away by the pressure and counterblow.


      He has the upper hand but his fury keeps him from thinking straight and Priscus punishes him with a double hammer to the back: he joins his hands and brings them down on his companion, who falls to the ground gasping.


      Verus tries to get back up but the other silences him with a kick to the lungs, forcing him to puke his guts up and, finally, to calm down a little. Then he throws him a final glance and commands in a cold, flat voice: “Stay down. The night is still young.”


      Priscus raises his arms and a roar acclaims him the winner.


      Money changes hands and a sack of silver coins ends up decorating his belt, carefully secured in place by Draco himself.


      The Gaul bows his head and returns to Verus, helps him to get up and half carries him to the makeshift infirmary a short distance away. While the field doctor—a docker by trade who, given the circumstances, does what he can with a scalpel and cautery—sews up the offending wounds, Verus turns to his battered companion: “So that was how it was supposed to go, then? Our first match in the arena and we’re both still alive…”


      You’re alive because I decided to keep you that way. But the other gladiators won’t be so generous, my friend.


      But Priscus keeps this thought to himself and merely smiles.


      They clasp their hands together firmly, and in the end their sutures are not so painful.


      “I would say we’ve earned our damned names on a tablet,” growls Verus as the field doctor’s needle repairs his flesh, one stitch at a time.


      Priscus chuckles as he thinks back to a prize now light years away, a life lost along with all the others in the belly of the trash heap the world knows as Rome.


      Where has the future they dreamt of gone, the life they thought they deserved? What has happened to the Ludus Argentum? How is it that all their hopes have slid down into this miserable abyss?


      But what is more, what the fuck happened to Decius Ircius?


      Good question. The lanista is panicking.


      He has only been back in the Eternal City a few hours and he is already risking his skin.


      Damn it, these guys do not mess around.


      “Drop the pouch or I’ll gut you, little lord…”


      Despite the fact he has not had to make daily use of it for years, he still handles his razor with a certain skill. But the razor is no use. The ruffians outnumber him; to be sure, he underestimated them.


      There are twelve of them but from the way they growl and drool they look more like the hordes of Pluto himself. Determined to drag their enemy down to the underworld, whatever the cost.


      Rome has changed; Ircius has underestimated her too.


      The disease is loosening its grip, but has left its mark on the withered flesh of its denizens. Those still standing have lost so much, too much to leave any room for negotiation.


      Public order is being gradually restored, as Imperial centurions bring each neighborhood to heel, day after day, reminding the wretched scavengers who is in charge. But anger cannot be brushed away with sword thrusts and public works. The wounded heart of the citizenry struggles to get back on the straight and narrow, and human jackals roam largely unchecked.


      The lanistahas returned to put things in order. Basically he is a man of honor, the type that does not leave things unfinished. Few know he is also a good father, that this is his true nature. He swore an oath to himself that his family would survive, and so it did. Thanks to his money and astuteness he is still alive today, and his wife and children have been taken to a safe place, where they can take shelter and pass the winter far away from the poisonous fumes of the plague-ridden city. When spring arrived, however, Decius began to feel deep down that he must do the right thing. His conscience ate away at him all winter: he asked himself what kind of fate would have befallen the school and its pupils. He imagined the worst, fearing that the flames of chaos had perhaps consumed every last brick of the Ludus Argentum, the place he once called home.


      He breathed a sigh of relief when he found it again right where it should be, albeit infested with tattered-looking thugs, rats, and corpses. At least the walls were still standing. The arena was filled with trash and excrement, and of course there was no trace of the gladiators’ weapons, but at least he could begin again.


      One has to start somewhere.


      So he contacted Ezius, miraculously still alive after having contracted a mild form of the disease. It was he who told Decius that his most faithful sons had stayed to the end, while the cowards had fled immediately. When the lanista confessed his dream of putting the school back on its feet, Ezius looked at him as though he were crazy. But after a few hours and a few cups of the good stuff, slowly sipped to give Bacchus the chance to do his work and clarify the doctor’s thoughts, he too was convinced: Ircius always gets what he wants in the end.


      “What will you do for money?” asked Ezius, seduced by the inebriating flavor of the honey wine.


      “Thank Mercury I was not such a fool as to keep it all in one place. We must rise again, my friend. From the ashes, like the damned phoenix.”


      “And the ludus? Who will clear it out? It’s full of wastrels, the place looks like a leper colony.”


      “Money can work miracles, my old friend. Arms for the dirty work and beatings for the stubborn ones. And if hirelings are not enough, Titus will send his dogs to finish the job. I offer a public service, after all. The Eagle cares more about her citizens’ entertainment than she does their safety.”


      Ezius was forced to nod. The city may have suffered a damaging blow, but in the final analysis not so much had changed since the last time Ircius was here. Certain things are permanent. Dishonor slakes its thirst at the fount of eternal youth.


      “You’ll need an instructor,” the physician pointed out, unable to keep up with the lanista.


      He smiled. “And why do you think I came to see you first? Come on, old friend, give me some names…”


      And so Ezius let out a deep sigh. Despite the noble profession he practices, dealing with the lives—and more of then deaths—of the sick, Ezius Tortonus has remained attracted to the worst side of human nature. He has always had a soft spot for thugs, ever since he was a boy.


      In the early days it was a question of emulation, pure and simple. It entailed slipping away from the watchful eyes of his wet nurses and sneaking into the rough neighborhoods near his home, back when he was a little daredevil with grubby unshod feet and nimble fingers. Growing up, he realized his infatuation with bad boys had changed into something else. He did not want to be like them, he wanted to have them—from sunrise to sunset. So Ezius started visiting certain locales where boys like himself from good families could, in exchange for a reasonable sum, spend a few hours of passion in the arms of some ruffian. He soon understood the risks involved: he ended up falling in love with a different man every month and his pockets were emptier by the day.


      One sunny afternoon his father caught him in the oldest brothel in the Eternal City, the Three Fountains. He let him taste first the lash and then starvation. He cut off his funds after giving him the beating of a lifetime. He told him to find a job. Ezius became a bone-chopper out of desperation, but soon found he had a talent where it came to flesh and blood. And he could once again afford the favors of the worst delinquents in the city. He made himself a single promise, which has kept him going despite the wildness of a lifestyle that has gone on for too many decades: no more love.


      Love, when it smacks of the knife, is always a bad idea.


      Ezius shook off the torpor, his only lover since the disease took without keeping him, and gave his friend a name.


      Ircius made a mental note and got going.


      Two hours later he finds himself face to face with the man in question, an Egyptian with an unpronounceable name who everyone calls Aton, like the sun god in those parts. Who knows why, because there is nothing sunny about him, except for the bright red glaze covering his broken teeth.


      When the lanistaarrived he was keen to make a deal and offer the position to Aton. But the Egyptian has not believed a word of it and has turned up with a team of young, blood-thirsty henchmen.


      “Drop the pouch or I’ll gut you, little lord,” Aton says again without emotion.


      Things are going badly for the king of the Ludus Argentum.


      Very badly indeed.


      Verus and Priscus walk as free men through the belly of a city that has left them alone. Rome smells of ash and stinging nettles. The remains of pyres are everywhere, whitened by quicklime to smother the corpses’ last spasms. Women walk the streets, heads covered, cautious, and stripped of everything but their determination. They pick through the trash, gathering scraps of food left on the ground and placating the cries of their surviving children by offering their breasts, long since dry.


      The city is stirring, with difficulty but with patience too. Never giving up. The faces of the survivors show that the disease has run its course.


      The Gaul and the Briton walk beside one another, close as brothers. Verus is more melancholy than usual; Priscus is enjoying the sunset. The son of the Island is the first to talk.


      “How can you say we’re lucky?”


      “We’re alive. Isn’t that enough?”


      “No it isn’t! Damn it, we had it all! We were about to skyrocket—and now look at us. We fight like dogs for a few sestertii to please that bunch of idiots at the site.”


      Priscus shakes his head, places a hand on his friend’s shoulder and forces him to stop. To think about it calmly.


      “What exactly do you mean when you say: ‘We had it all’. Are you talking about the primi pali or having the same rations day in, day out? The humiliation? The grueling training? The chance we might die in every damn match? At least in the Cage we can watch each other’s backs…”


      Verus indulges him and stops, but then begins shaking that big head of his and gesturing. This is what he does when he has to explain something but words are not enough: he uses his hands.


      “We had the chance to be somebody. To become gods.”


      Priscus does not agree. “We weren’t free!”


      “Technically, nor are we now. Our master has gone, but he’s not dead…at least I don’t think he is. And he didn’t sell us either, as far as I know.”


      The Gaul is tempted to give in and tell him he is right, but it is important the damned Briton understands, at least this once. So he insists: “My friend… even the finest racehorse has to wear a bit and saddle.”


      “But when he is first past the post, he’s the winner—and the crowd worships him, Priscus. Do you really not get it, ice man? They gave us the chance to be important. And the plague, the damned bitch, has taken it away forever.”


      The Gaul looks his companion in the eyes. Dark wells down to the bottom of his soul.


      “You are important. To me.”


      Verus blushes. He curses himself when he feels his cheeks flush, but it happens and there is nothing he can do about it. He does not like it when Priscus starts talking this way. Friendship is a great thing and it is normal that two men feel bound by adversity, but the more time passes, the more Verus gets the impression that Priscus feels the bond between them is something else. Something special. The kind of union that takes root between soldiers in battle for whom every sunrise might be their last, or the bond that develops between student and teacher, so strong that they intoxicate one another, that they become one. Literature is full of male love, beginning with Achilles’ passion for Patroclus, or Jupiter’s for the handsome Ganymede. It is a well known fact that men can cultivate a greater understanding with their own sex than they can with women. After all, women are only good for churning out little brats and breaking your balls. At least, that is what they say.


      In any case, this thing between men is either something you feel or it is not. You have it or you do not. And Verus does not.


      He does not really know how to explain it to Priscus, in fact he is not even sure his friend feels that way or thinks of him like that, but when he starts talking about certain things Verus reddens and feels uneasy. And now he is left staring dumbly at his companion, without knowing what to say.


      Luckily a shout and a great commotion attract their attention, saving the Briton from embarrassment.


      “Did you hear that?” asks Verus, feeling the flush pass.


      Priscus’s guard is up in a flash: “It’s coming from the alleyway.”


      And the two of them dive headlong into big trouble.


      When they reach the top of the dark, filthy street, surprise hits them like a bucket of ice water in the early morning: Decius Ircius is being roughed up by a gang of ragged youths, while a sort of toothless giant lords over the scene, counting coins.


      Verus shouts: “Master!” and launches into an attack.


      Aton the Egyptian sneers. The new arrival fights like a lion and has brought reinforcements with him. The moment the first blood is spilt, Priscus enters the brawl as well.


      The street brats cannot compete with two expert fighters, and Verus and Priscus do not hold back: they disarm the ones carrying knives and let fly with a barrage of head-butts and fists, while the slower ones get a resounding knee in the balls.


      But our warriors are nonetheless outnumbered, two against twelve, so they take a few punches too. A rusty blade slashes Priscus’s face of stone, and his fury rises. He grabs two of the young goons by the neck and smacks their heads together like a pair of cymbals. The sound their facial bones make on impact is nauseating.


      For his part Verus is more meticulous, and attacks his adversaries’ joints. He has picked up a stick from somewhere and begins lunging, just as the master-at-arms Rubius taught him what now seems a million years ago. Ircius watches his saviors in amazement as a broad smile spreads across his features.


      Verus grabs the last opponent from behind and slams him to the ground, where he lies belly-up, in the same moment as Priscus frees himself from the grip of their second-to-last opponent and breaks his face with an elbow jab.


      Hastily, the gang takes flight. The two men go over to the lanista, who holds a hand to the wound on his head as he greets them.


      “Master, you’re bleeding…” says Verus attentively.


      “It’s nothing, boy.”


      As Priscus approaches Ircius he realizes the Egyptian giant is following and swivels round without a second thought. The red-toothed titan does not run off, but places the sestertii calmly back into the pouch and ties it to his waist.


      He stands before them fearlessly, wearing a huge grin.


      And so is Decius Ircius.


      Verus and Priscus are confused, but the lanistarests a hand on their powerful shoulders.


      “My friends, allow me to introduce Aton, instructorof the Ludus Argentum, your new master-at-arms.”


      Aton bares his teeth as he chuckles, his shattered incisors and jagged gums giving him the look of a shark.


      “I was watching your technique. Not at all bad. You must be a murmillo, right?” he lisps, pointing at the Briton.


      Verus nods contentedly.


      “And you, hard man, must be a Thracian. I could see from how you used your arms.”


      Priscus has no choice but to nod, even though his heart sank to the bottom of his sandals the moment Aton and Ircius opened their mouths.


      “Hit me!” Aton challenges them.


      Verus and Priscus take a long look at each other. And then burst out laughing.


      “What are you waiting for, pussies? Come on, show me what you can do! Hit me, you useless damned slugs!”


      Just for a moment, Priscus finds himself longing for Rubius’s good manners. Then he launches into a charge like a mad bull, Verus following without a second thought. With a series of lightning-fast bounds, Aton the Egyptian backs up and awaits his two attackers, adopting a strange stance that makes him look like a crane. The two gladiators run into him with malice and resolve, but the moment they are within range Aton pivots on his outstretched leg and hits both of them in the throat simultaneously, perfectly synchronizing fist with foot.


      The Gaul and the Briton collapse to the ground fighting for breath.


      Aton’s laughter, instantly joined by that of Ircius, drowns out everything else. The Egyptian watches as Verus and Priscus suck down air and spit up blood. He truly cannot stop laughing.


      “The four of us will have a lot of fun…”


      The heavens above the She-wolf, now dark with damp ash, have never been so cruel.


      Decius Ircius’s vision is no two-bit daydream.


      After the initial trauma, the lanistaand his acolytes sit down around a table to talk business. Ircius explains that he left the city to take care of his family, and that now he has returned to put things back in order.


      Verus bows his head: “You do not owe us an explanation, master. Rather, it is we who need to beg your forgiveness. We abandoned the Ludus Argentum, the rabble took over your house, they wrecked it…”


      Ircius shakes his head. “Nothing a bit of money can’t sort out, boy. Don’t worry about it.”


      Priscus is harder on him, respectful but harder: “But the house has been occupied, master, I doubt whether those wretches will leave in exchange for a few coins.”


      Aton swallows down the last sip of the beer that Ircius has bought for them all. The lanistathrows him a knowing look. “The instructor’s men will take care of that. As soon as they recover from the going over you two just doled out to them.”


      Aton seems pleased. Or perhaps he is just a mindless lunatic.


      “I had a different sort of job in mind for you two,” Verus announces.


      “Tell us, my lord.”


      Priscus wants to let out a deep sigh but he knows his master would not like it. So he stays quiet and listens.


      “What happened to all my gladiators?” begins Ircius, enunciating carefully. “The two of you survived, they can’t all be dead…”


      “They’ve run off, master,” says Verus, stretching his arms out in a gesture of impotence. “Each went his own way. Swallowed up by the crowds. A few of them abandoned the school as soon as you left, others stayed a few days before being lured away by some woman or a bowlful of hot food…”


      “A lot of them will have died, too,” adds Priscus. He has never been an optimist. “Inevitably…”


      “I’m under no illusions, the plague is merciless. But at the same time I refuse to give up hope,” answers Ircius.


      The lanista rests his hands reassuringly on the warriors’ shoulders. He looks at them both, with all the confidence of a good father facing his brave son and heir and his fearless younger brother.


      “Go, men. Go and look for the gods of the arena. Rome might have borrowed them for a few turns of the moon, but the She-wolf is generous—she knows how to give back graciously what she has taken. Bring them back home: if you help me rebuild the silver dream from the ashes, I will reward you fairly. You have the word of Decius Ircius.”


      Priscus stares at his master for a long time before getting up to follow Verus, already standing as straight as an arrow at the doorway of the tavern, and so grateful that he feels the need to bow.


      “Consider it done, my lord.”


      The Gaul turns his back on the past and walks alongside his friend towards a future as damnably bright as it is uncertain.


      The roads of Rome are like vacant arteries, their blood long dried up. They are like jealous mothers or lovers, hiding away, coveting, holding tight, suffocating. They are like a series of locked doors, their keys lost who can say where.


      Verus and Priscus must breathe the streets before the streets will begin to trust them.


      A conspiracy of silence hangs over everything, and the two men must swallow bitterness and mistrust before the answers will begin to float to the surface. The populace fears the guards, always hunting for favors, sestertii or an easy lay. But in particular the people fear spies; these are harder to recognize, they are servants of power without a uniform, wolves dressed as lambs.


      The people are on their guard; they hide themselves away and are loath to talk to strangers.


      Only when they read the suffering of the downtrodden in the eyes and scars of the two gladiators do they begin to speak, always in a hushed voice. However, information gradually filters down the grapevine, and the pieces begin to fall into place, names and addresses appear.


      Cosmos is the first person they managed to dig up. Surrounded by his cheap whores and with a cup of second-rate wine in his hand, he tries playing hard to get. He has holed himself up in a brothel that he took from Draco’s men with brute force. One free “meal” at a time, he has ended up running the house of sin. He knows that soon enough the law will come to claim his freedom, and has no desire to be enslaved again.


      But the call of glory is another matter entirely.


      “Don’t tell me you don’t miss it…” says Priscus, the man’s voice like a red-hot brand on Cosmos’s skin, a curse. Yet almost within the day, Cosmos the champion is back in the game.


      The remaining primi are easier to track down, partly thanks to the information provided by Cosmos’s employees: Tigris the hoplomachus is living under a bridge and has lost a lot of weight; he needs to find his place in the world again. Marcus of Capua is a cadaver, an old man who cared for him like a son during the last moments of his life says the Imperials threw him into a common grave along with a hundred other unfortunate souls. Tempest and Bato helped each other out in order to survive, a bit like Verus and Priscus. They have even become infatuated with a couple of low-born girls, fat as barrels—at a time when even the usually chubby priests have begun to look like underfed stray cats. Tempest and Bato are sad to leave their flock, but the girls understand: a warrior’s destiny is already written, and the desires of his poor, battered heart can do nothing to change it.


      Columbus, last on the list of the finest, met an even worse end than Marcus. He died horribly, drowned in his own blood after a street fight. It was one of Aton’s men that slashed his jugular, while the pestilence raged ferociously and each man fended for himself alone.


      Seeking out the novices proves harder and more time-consuming: many of these are six feet under, of course. The plague did not look its victims in the eye. Others have been hit so hard by illness that they are no longer of use to anybody. Still others, thanks to the training received at the school and a healthy dose of self-preservation, have managed to survive, saving their skins without giving up hope even for a moment.


      In the end, the reconstituted army of the arena is a solid group of about forty choice men, hardened by the passage of time and hungry for greatness. Verus and Priscus place themselves at the head of the gang and lead it back to the Ludus Argentum, the air charged with hope and desire for redemption.


      When they arrive the arena has been cleared, but the stinking rabble that dwelt there during the last few months has left unequivocal signs of its passage. These are days of abandonment and atonement: the squadron works non-stop to restore the building to its former state, smuggling in cheap timber, planing rafters, and cleaning the arena’s sand of the last vestiges of detritus. The fine columns regain their shape, the balustrade from which Ircius watches their endeavors has been reinforced with hardy wrought-iron nails, and a new training pole erected.


      It takes nearly a month to set everything straight, thirty days during which the inexorable machine of gladiator training also gradually starts back up again. The mighty Aton proves to be a capable master-at-arms, from the way he moves it is clear he has spilt much blood on the arena’s sand. He is almost forty, but his face seems ageless, his long arms those of a hungry warrior: he is the kind of son of a bitch that goes on fighting even when he is being cut to pieces. Until he rips your heart out, that is. He teaches his men how to suffer, and how to respond to low blows. How to wield weapons with valor.


      Ircius is proud of the new equipment. He had it made by a team of blacksmiths from the north, experts in burnished iron. Every metal item is the color of night, from the spears of the hoplomachus to the Thracians’ sicae and the spathae of the murmillones. The wide-brimmed helmets, the protective plates for shoulder and neck, the shields, the greaves. Even the manicae look like they have come straight from Pluto’s forge.


      When the ludus is looking like its old self once more, the lanistagathers together his primi and asks them to dress for the arena. He lines them up and hands each of them a bone tablet engraved with his name. None of the elders managed to keep hold of his original tablet during the grim reign of the Dark Mistress of plague.


      Once the ceremony is over, Ircius asks the men for a moment of silence, and then calls Priscus and Verus to him. The Gaul and the Briton, who have been standing to one side all this time, cannot believe their eyes when their master shows them two off-white tablets, exactly like those of their veteran companions.


      The names on them sparkle in the May sunshine.


      “You deserve them. Welcome to the gods.”


      Still unbelieving, Verus is about to grab the talisman but Priscus stays his hand. He shakes his head from left to right, and is wearing a damned serious expression on his face.


      “Not yet, brother. First we must fight.”


      Cosmos gives a bellow of approval from the line of elders. Aton the instructorand the rest of the primi take up his call. In no time at all, the entire barracks has joined in the roar of glory to salute the veterans.


      Verus feels his throat tighten in a knot of pride and shame. He withdraws his hand from the longed-for prize.


      Ircius waits for the cries of the familia to die down a little before he delivers his verdict: “So be it! Tomorrow we return to Rome as victors. You two will enter the arena and earn with blood the honor of being called veterans.”


      The house of silver bursts into a deafening roar.


      Verus has tears in his eyes.


      And Priscus has never looked so proud.


      The arena is very different from how they imagined it.


      It is similar to the one that occupies a corner of the courtyard at Ircius’s house, not much larger, definitely dirtier.


      The crowd’s embrace, though—that is really quite something.


      Rome is slowly being reborn; the disease has bent but not broken her.


      Rome endures, she has the will to fight.


      Her people are hungry for games, for an unthinking life. They yearn to feel unburdened once more.


      The Emperor has made it known that the road to the inauguration of the Amphitheater is nearing its end. The works have entered the final stretch and the celebratory games are set for August, that most delicious and terrible of months.


      Gladiator schools across the city are in a frenzy: it is time to put themselves in the spotlight. There is fighting from sunrise to sunset at the four corners of the Eternal City, and every lanista thirsts for publicity. None of them intends to miss out on the great show of the Amphitheater: Titus has promised a hundred days of games.


      A hundred days.


      An endless river of money, enough to turn a beggar into a Pharaoh.


      Today it is the turn of Verus and Priscus, their baptism of blood, in an arena that lies a stone’s throw from one of the city’s meaner quarters. Alongside the walls that separate civilization from Barbary, in the northeast of the city, the throng is indescribable. There are also some uniformed soldiers on hand to oversee proceedings; this is not an underground fight, and the treasury is quite happy to pay Ircius and his counterpart for their services.


      The profession of lanista is widely respected across the Empire, which is prepared to shell out generously for any crowd-pleasing spectacle. Even if a gladiator dies, his owner does not lose out: the Imperial coffers reimburse the master of the school with a sum that corresponds to the worth of the man left on the ground.


      The city is in ferment and the inauguration of the Amphitheater draws ever closer. Blood must flow to single out the best. Therefore, even though there are normally two men to a fight, Verus and Priscus will enter the circle of sand together to face a couple of hoplomachi from the House of Tetrus, lord of theBear, a gladiator school from the Velitrae colony, not far from Rome.


      As the two warriors enter they are greeted by a deafening roar. The ragged crowd packed onto the rickety stands is shouting and spitting, pulling their hair out at the sight of Decius Ircius’s men of iron.


      Verus and Priscus are simply breathtaking, adorned in their dark metal armor. The wide brims of their helmets and the blood-red crests, the Briton’s gleaming greaves, and the gigantic shield of the Gaul, decorated with Ircius’s coat-of-arms, a prancing silver lion.


      Their adversaries are a mess, but they look nasty and well accustomed to fighting. They wear manicae and helmets of faded bronze streaked with mud. The spearheads still bear the blood and shit of the guts they have penetrated. Death still clings to their sword-blades. The two men look like twins with their small round shields carried on the left arm, these too made in tempered bronze. Each has a dagger hanging at his waist, for emergencies.


      They are trembling, these champions of the Bear. They are in a hurry to make a name for themselves.


      The final figure looming over the arena is frightening. Nobody seems to know why he is there, standing in the middle of the action. An Alemannic giant, beard and hair as black as night, long and ragged. He wears a threadbare tunic and his skin is painted blue from head to foot. He looks like a demon from the underworld, not least because of the bone horns on his head, somehow anchored to that bushy mass of hair. He stands in silence to one side of the circle, powerful arms across the handle of an enormous war hammer.


      Verus and Priscus do not say a word, but Ircius seems to read his men’s thoughts. He goes over to them an instant before the butchery is due to begin, and whispers: “That is Charon, no less. He accompanies the dead to the other side.”


      They would both like to say something else, but the referee in the white tunic lowers his staff to signal that the show has begun.


      Annihilation time.


      The two hoplomachi are used to fighting as a team and hence charge Priscus with their weapons held high. The Gaul finds himself with their spearheads embedded in his shield before he has even a chance to shout a curse.


      Verus is on top of his enemies at once, slashing at their thighs with his sica, while they run into trouble attempting to back Priscus into a corner. One of the two spears snaps; the gladiator tries to pull it out of the bolt on his adversary’s shield but is forced to unsheathe his dagger.


      The lad knows well how to wield the short-bladed weapon, and engages Verus in a one-on-one duel, an endless sequence of lunges and dodges to which the Briton responds angrily. Only one blow in five hits its mark, but these leave deep scars on his opponent’s chest.


      Meanwhile, Priscus is still on the defensive and looks to be on the point of crumbling before the fury of the hoplomachus.Spear held over his head, the gladiator from the Bearis raining down thrusts from above in an attempt to skewer him.


      Standing to one side, Charon watches the four-way dance without moving a muscle.


      The referee pays careful attention: he has not indicated any foul moves—for the moment at least.


      Verus and Priscus circle the sand and find themselves back-to-back. Breathing heavily, they screen themselves with their shields and jab at the enemies with their swords, drawing blood and gradually wearing them down.


      Suddenly the spearman makes a headlong lunge, Priscus steps to one side and Verus spins around suddenly with his elbow held high, knocking his enemy’s helmet into the sand. Charon raises an eyebrow and the referee gestures to him to stay calm.


      Deprived of his Corinthian headpiece, the hoplomachus sports a peculiar pear-shaped skull, his bulging eyes and overly heavy jaw betray his mountain origins, and there is a hint of cretinism typical of the valleys. Enraged, the man takes a run-up and launches into a powerful charge, kicking up sand like a crazed horse. The spear glints cruelly under the Roman sun as it draws ever closer. Priscus slides to the ground, dropping his weapons and kicking with all his might into his attacker’s unsteady shins. The man stumbles onward, Verus rolls out of the way and the hoplomachus’s spear runs straight into his companion’s belly.


      For a moment time stands still, crystallized by the horror of that obscene act.


      The dull-witted mountain man hisses with rage as his colleague screams through the mesh of his helmet like a skewered pig. Blood froths at the poor bastard’s mouth and he collapses to the ground, a trail of red from his throat dripping through the bronze casing, mixing with the liquid spurting from his guts.


      The crowd is as silent as a cornered mouse waiting for the cat’s dreaded paw. The only sounds are the curdled screams of the skewered man, unable to live and unable to die.


      Finally, the referee nods to Charon, and the giant brandishes the colossal hammer with both hands. He walks slowly and calmly over to where the moribund man lays. He raises the hammer high above him and brings it down on the metal-coated head of the dying man without any show of emotion.


      Once.


      Twice.


      Three times.


      The sound of snapping bone travels through all those who hear it.


      The rasp of bronze against skull and against the stone of the hammer raises goose bumps on the skin.


      Their obscene work done, the ferryman returns to his place and the referee commands that the hostilities recommence.


      Verus and Priscus gnash their teeth like wild beasts, snorting inside their helmets, sweating and shouting with rage.


      The surviving member from the Bearfeels the insolent caress of death on the nape of his neck. He weighs up his options and decides his best bet is to end it here and now. He falls to his knees, throws down his arms and bows his head in a gesture of submission, begging the deities to spare his life.


      Verus and Priscus approach the vanquished warrior and hold their weapons to his throat, but they do not strike.


      Decius Ircius signals to them that this will suffice, until the referee raises his wooden staff and declares them the winners.


      The crowd surrounds them in a litany of bestial shrieking.


      The two victors remove their helmets. They cannot believe their tired, mistreated eyes. From now on they will be called veterans, and with good reason. From now on everyone will know they are real men.


      The lanistaleads them out of the arena, but not before shaking hands with Tetrus from the Bear.


      Verus and Priscus are blessed by the hands of the vulgar masses. They claw at them and praise them as though they were the heroes of Marathon returning to their homeland.


      Once they have turned a corner and silence finally envelops them like a fresh shroud, Ircius tells them to halt.


      His men still dressed for death, Ircius hands them the tablets that bear their names: “You’ve earned them.”


      The two gladiators wear the ivory tokens with pride, securing them to their necks with a length of leather. They look one another in the eye, like brothers.


      “Strength and honor,” they recite in unison.


      “Strength and honor,” repeats the lanista.


      Their companions give them an emotional homecoming when they get back to the school: Cosmos is the first to embrace Verus and Priscus and to treat each of them to a warm, heartfelt smile.


      But that is nothing next to the coming evening that Decius has organized for his veterans.


      It all takes place in a modest, poorly-lit cellar, about a thousand paces from the house of silver. An intimate locale crammed full of all sorts of delicacies awaits the gladiators, who are scrubbed and dressed for the occasion in red tunics and sandals, cleaned by the novices with a little spit and a bit of elbow grease.


      Fresh fruit and legs of lamb, red wine and frothy ale, servants, cup-bearers, triclinia.


      But it is only when they come through the doorway that Verus, Priscus, and the rest of the warriors realize where all this is leading to. Twenty or so women—some very young, others heavily scented—come timidly down the steps that lead to the center of the cellar, decked out for the mother of all parties.


      “Noblewomen,” Ircius whispers in Verus’s ear. “The daughters of Rome have come to visit the gods.”


      The high-society women of the Capitoline have no need to prove they are highborn: their class speaks for itself.


      They introduce themselves with a name and nothing more as they pass between the men in red, who eat with their bare hands. They nibble suggestively at grapes and laugh as they caress chests and thighs, throwing glances at the men’s rising erections and unmistakable virility. Sex is everywhere, desire and sweat fill the air.


      The torches blaze merrily and the braziers give off a salty scent that mixes with the ladies’ perfume and with the fragrance of their breasts, with nipples painted in the Berber style beneath their transparent tunics.


      Priscus keeps to the edge of the group.


      Verus, for his part, has long since lost his head. He is giddy from the carousel of flowing hair and bewitching gazes.


      As soon as he sees her though, his heart skips a beat.


      She is simply incredible. Sixteen years old or thereabouts: a girl that young cannot lie. Skin like a peach and fingers of silk that run mischievously across the Briton’s chest as he caresses her curls and manages to steal the briefest of kisses.


      Julia, that is her name, supple and elusive: she nears him then backs away again, never stops talking. She does not let herself go despite her desire, and feels the Briton’s ardor growing beneath his blood-colored tunic.


      Julia takes his breath away: a heartbeat, a sleepless night of prayer, the scent of the sea at dawn.


      Julia is love itself.


      But what does this boy know of love?


      Love is all or nothing, Verus.


      All or nothing.


      His heart is in flames. It happens; there is no need for thought. Even if losing one’s head over the heir of who knows which noble lord is a terrible idea—when the admirer happens to be the son of nobody. And of nobody shall remain.


      But that is how things are: Verus plucks up his courage, encircles her waist in his arms, places his lips on Julia’s, closes his eyes and lets himself go.


      It is an instant, a spark, perfection.


      When the girl opens her eyes, she abruptly changes her mind on life, love, sex and everything else.


      Her gaze meets that of Priscus.


      Standing at the end of the room, the Gaul has turned ashen-faced as he watches. He is suffering. For a long time now he has had eyes only for his friend, his brother, his companion in life and death.


      Anyone could see that he is beside himself with jealousy.


      Jealous of Verus and the girls, of his thirst for tomorrow, of his passion for today. Jealous of the small, cold hands that now caress Verus, his Verus, jealous of the kisses he is wasting on that slip of a girl, of the warmth that wretched Briton keeps to himself. Jealous, because Priscus has been forgotten.


      Now Priscus fully grasps that what he feels for Verus is not brotherly love. It is something more, damn it. Yet the Briton does not understand, nor does he wish to.


      The Briton is a dimwit, his heart as pure as a solid gold coin.


      Or else, his heart is simply elsewhere.


      Priscus feels the anger mounting in his eyes and stares at Julia with a ferocious glare. She mistakes his rage for seduction—what does she know of life? Julia is just sixteen. The muddled head of a girl, but between her legs the sensuality of the Queen of Sheba. So she quickly ditches Verus, who does not take it very well. He thinks it is a joke, the excitement of flight and pursuit, a breath of air to feed the flames.


      But no.


      Julia gets up and lets go of him. All alone in the middle of the room. She approaches Priscus with a confident stride. He continues to stare at her, his gaze a challenge. She squares up to him and, without saying a single word, plants him a forceful kiss on the lips.


      The party has really got going all around them. Not all of the noblewomen are still wearing their veils. The gladiators thrust into them as though they were the banners of the vanquished in a foreign land.


      Moans and hushed orgasms, laughter, rivers of wine.


      Julia slips her tongue into Priscus’s mouth and he does not resist. He does not want her, but he is still angry with Verus. He is enjoying seeing his friend suffer. Or at least he thinks he is.


      Julia is burning up, her hand slides under Priscus’s tunic. He stops her and drags her into a dark corner.


      Julia may well be young but she knows exactly what she is doing: she strips the gladiator and climbs on top of him.


      They are off to the side, away from prying eyes.


      Julia is liquid, ready for love.


      But Priscus is not.


      Julia throws her whole being into it.


      But Priscus cannot.


      Bitterness is a solid lump at the bottom of his throat. Impossible to swallow.


      After all that sweat and nothing to show for it Julia gives up, feeling that the ice man has struck her, albeit without laying a hand on her. That mute, impassive body, the gaze of a man punished by a life that is slipping away all too quickly: these things stay with her.


      She slips away, confused and disheveled. She raises her hood before leaving the party, without deigning to look at Verus again.


      He is still there where the girl left him. Alone with his emptiness.


      Priscus emerges from his cave of failed love. He gaze meets that of his companion, but he finds there only anger and disappointment.


      Something has just broken.


      Precious, fraternal, treasured friendships are shattered because of Venus. The goddess is a bitch in heat, without a scrap of respect. Which is why they all go crazy for her, damn it.


      Verus and Priscus ignore one another. They go off in different directions without saying a word.


      In the cellar the party is in full swing and the heat is unbearable.


      But the night, out there in the streets of Rome, is sharper than an assassin’s blade.

    

  


  
    
      The Blood Remains on the Blade


      Virtue is nourished with sweat and blood.


      SENECA, Epistulae morales ad Lucilium, 67, 12


      Rome, AD 80, May


      TODAY, A NOVICE has become a man.


      The Ludus Argentumis celebrating: new muscles have entered the familia.


      Recruits are coming in fast because Ircius is in a hurry to swell the ranks of his team in view of the looming games. The inauguration of the Amphitheater is only a little over three months away.


      Rome is in a frenzy, bucking like an unbridled filly. Arenas are springing up like mushrooms after a downpour, a constellation of improvised rings. The mob is hungry for violence, and sick to the back teeth of hard work and hunger.


      The lanistas have never been so busy.


      At the house of Ircius, Aton has done a fine job with the new arrivals: he has squeezed them to the last drop, turning them into killers in half the time it would normally take. But there is someone who has really stood about above the rest. His name is Sergius, a curly-haired boy and a Gaul like Priscus.


      Everyone likes him; even that knucklehead Cosmos made an exception to the usual abuse he deals out to the novices.


      Above all though, Priscus and Verus have grown particularly attached to the boy—largely because of the feud between the two of them, which began when Julia came onto the scene.


      Julia is a problem: Verus has not managed to get her out of his head and Priscus is not able to get rid of her. She scribbles letters of passion to the man of ice, who receives them and ignores them. But he ignored her so successfully that Julia began to worry her notes were not reaching their destination and flew into a rage against her servants. With great respect, these explained to Ircius that if Priscus went on pretending he was not getting her letters, they would be the ones to feel the brunt of her anger.


      And so Ircius—more out of love for Julia’s noble lineage than for her servants’ wellbeing, it must be said—took the matter to heart, and this was how Sergius ended up playing gooseberry between Verus, Priscus and the sixteen-year-old beauty.


      In the beginning it was Verus who read the girl’s letters.


      Every mention of her beating heart or her empty bed was a torment. The Briton’s inability to understand his friend’s true feelings sent the Gaul ever deeper into depression which, combined with his apparent indifference to the letters, created a great deal of misunderstanding between the two friends.


      The situation quickly became paradoxical: Julia’s messages would arrive at the ludus, Priscus would ignore them, Verus read them and got angry with Priscus, Priscus got even angrier because Verus was thinking only of that little girl and had forgotten about their purer love. Or, worse still, his friend had never even considered the damned sentiment.


      The two did not speak to one another and even stopped training together, which resulted in a worrying drop in performance among the house veterans.


      A great situation.


      Simply unacceptable.


      Aton’s punishments, designed to put the two stubborn asses back in line, have not had the desired effect. They seem immovable.


      It is at this very moment that Sergius saves their bacon: it is as though he has a special talent for smoothing things over.


      The boy is twenty-two years old and a freedman. Or at least he was before he decided to place five years of his life in Decius Ircius’s hands. Sergius has a family, a wife and three small children, and this is why he does it. He is neither a dreamer nor an idiot; he knows how it works. He knows the risks, the immense sacrifice, and the exhaustion. He thought briefly about the army, but signing up would have taken him far from home. By staying in Rome, on the other hand, he can watch his children grow up and, even if he does not sleep with his wife, he can be—in a certain sense—there for them.


      Sergius is a real workhorse, the kind of man who never complains and always has a big smile slapped across his face. Two rows of perfectly straight, white teeth, windblown curls and big, blue eyes.


      A good man at heart, but he knows his stuff in the arena. He has balls and brains, and is fast despite his considerable bulk. Aton has trained him well and wishes to grant him a rare honor: he will be a provocator, and sooner than expected. The idea is that Sergius will skip the tirocinio, or at the very least undergo a shortened version of it, so that he can build up a basic knowledge of the weapons and start fighting immediately. The Ludus Argentum needs strong arms, and Ircius is hunting for glory.


      First though, someone must sort out the problems between Verus and Priscus.


      And it is Sergius who tries to smooth things over.


      First of all he takes charge of Julia’s love letters, ensuring that Verus does not see them and Priscus does not throw them away. Sergius studies them carefully—he learnt the skill of reading in the study of an aging, half-blind scribe. He had to, or else the old man’s disability would have starved him to death. And that old scribe was his father. So Sergius pieces together neutral replies, respectful and never offensive, which neither fan the flames nor entirely douse them. In other words, he is playing for time.


      Meanwhile he studies hard, stealing the tricks of the trade from the two gladiators: from Priscus he learns to harness his strength, from Verus the passion, the sacred fire of battle. His muscles swell and his mood improves.


      Every now and then the three of them enjoy the cool of the evening together after hours of frenetic training beneath the sun. Even the weather is beginning to mellow, and the long faces of Verus and Priscus grow shorter by the day.


      “My son says that at Lando’s bakery there is a mosaic showing Cosmos at the climax of a fight, with his arms raised and a look of pride in his eyes. He hopes one day there will be a mosaic of me…” Sergius’s voice has a shrewd edge to it.


      Verus laughs heartily: “A life of hard work, only to wind up on display in a baker’s shop!”


      “Laugh all you want,” Priscus cuts in. “Remember that Cosmos’s name is all over the Eternal City. I saw his face painted on some amphoras at the Gulf. They trade them for six assarii before a fight, and they sell like hot cakes. The women are nuts about him!”


      Verus takes the bait. “You’re the last one who should be moaning about a lack of attention, brother. By the way, how are things going with that noble slut of yours?”


      Priscus lets out a sigh but does not answer back. Right now he does not feel like arguing.


      “Women only bring trouble,” butts in Sergio, breaking the tension. “Best leave them well alone. Ever since my wife found out I’m no longer a novice, she won’t miss a fight. She’s checking up on me…”


      The Briton would like to put the upstart back in his place, to remind him he still has a lot of hard knocks to take before he treads the sand and takes on some real men. But the instructorhas just arrived to prove him wrong. With that sidelong smile of his, so typical of the damned Egyptians, Aton gestures to Sergius to get up. He relays the decision.


      “My boy, I don’t know what sacrifices that bitch of a wife of yours has offered up, but from what it seems, the gods favor you. Tomorrow you will have your chance to show us all what you’re made of. Near the Circus Maximus they’re putting on a demonstration of the school, for the benefit of some senators. Sergius, you’ll fight in the provocator’s armor. If you survive, you’ll have earned your tablet. By order of Decius Ircius.”


      And there it is, an absurd slap in the face to the old guard.


      First the newcomer skips his tirocinio,and now he is ready to play with the big boys.


      Priscus is displeased. But more than anything, he is worried about his young friend.


      For his part Verus is angry: he cannot abide shortcuts. Perhaps because nobody has ever offered him anything in his life. He sweated to earn the title “veteran” and now this impudent, beardless boy might get to steal his place without even trying.


      “He hasn’t got a chance. He’ll be dead at the first lunge…” the Briton mutters through his teeth.


      Aton stares at him with the eyes of someone who is always four moves ahead: “If Pluto wills it, his blood will stain your blade, you dim-witted, ignorant barbarian. You will be his opponent. Tomorrow, at sunset.”


      Aton walks off, leaving only dust and silence behind him. Verus, Priscus, and Sergius sit motionless beneath the faded sunlight.


      Nobody feels like talking now.


      What a haircut. How can anyone go around with hair like that?


      Everyone is wondering the same thing, but of course no one opens their mouth. The lowborn are not there to speak to the powerful.


      And yet the mop on Senator Polonius’s head deserves a philosophical treatise, a satyra, at least a song. To be strummed beneath the moonlight in some malodorous tavern, the mockery transformed through the mouth of a drunken aoidos into a sonata, the truth into an indecent melody.


      Marius Cotinus Polonius, member of a noble, patrician family with holdings in the center of the city and a splendid villa on the via consularis, is almost completely bald in spite of his high station. Or at least, he is missing a fair amount of follicular lining on his skull. Which is another way of saying there is an empty strip from his forehead to the nape of his neck, the size of which rivals the Forum itself.


      Nothing wrong with that; baldness is as old as mankind and it strikes everyone sooner or later, apart from a few lucky bastards. The point is that Marius Cotinus Polonius, leader of the Eagle’s legions against the blond, warlike peoples of the North, victor of glorious pitched battles and slaughterer of foreign kings, detests the fact that he is losing his hair.


      The very thought of it is abhorrent to him. And so he refuses to be bald.


      That is why he has let those three tufts of hair on his right temple grow to such a length that, if he were honest enough to comb them to their full length like certain Oriental streetwalkers do after making love, they would easily reach his chin.


      But Polonius is dishonest by nature: that much is clear from the way he keeps his hands buried in the pockets of his neat senatorial toga, while his lanky strands of hair sit piled on the naked, greasy skin of his scalp, dripping with oil to make them adhere perfectly to the bald spot and combed flat as though they truly belonged in the middle of that pale, pink gap, instead of having been forced into such a state by the vanity of an impotent old fucker.


      The upshot is revolting to behold.


      He looks like a newborn lamb that has slithered out of his mother’s belly this very moment, pieces of placenta still clinging to him.


      And yet, what a proud look Marius Cotinius Polonius has in his eyes as he comments to his colleagues on the fight taking place in the arena. He seems born to pontificate.


      “I do not think the murmillo will make it. He looks a little out of shape to me, what do you say?”


      The senator to his right casts an eye over Cosmos’s imposing physique: “I would not say out of shape. He seems fairly well built. A little sluggish perhaps, do you not think?”


      Polonius nods. Then he speaks his mind and goes a little too far: “It is probably his hair that makes him look like a loser. If it were down to me I would have all slaves’ heads shaved.”


      His colleague cannot help but stare at the horrible mess stuck to the senator’s head.


      Look who’s talking.


      Polonius purses his lips and turn his attention back to the fight.


      There is a select but numerous crowd on the wooden terraces of the arena: senators and their slaves, a few prim-looking noblewomen, an old wet nurse with a couple of sons of the Empire on her lap.


      Decius Ircius spent a long time talking to Polonius about his gladiators before starting the show, pointing out their features, exalting their prowess and versatility.


      Polonius is one of the most important muneratori in the city. It is he who compensates the lanistaswhen the games are held, he who pays good money for the blood and sweat of the gods of the arena.


      “Remember not to let anyone die. I do not want to pay any more than I am already.” The senator’s voice is still echoing in Ircius’s ear when he explains the situation to his men, already kitted out to tear each other to pieces: “Fight with honor and give it your all. But nobody must fall, we cannot afford it. Polonius has not yet decided if he is going to entrust the job to the Ludus Argentumand does not want to waste his money. I am paying for this demonstration, but if something should happen to one of you, of course he would have to reimburse me. And that must not happen, got it?”


      The gladiators nod in unison and give a quick shout of agreement.


      “Strength and honor,” the lanista ends his speech.


      “Strength and honor,” replies the iron-clad rabble.


      First up are Cosmos and Priscus. The murmillo wears his hair long in the barbarian style, an idea of Aton’s grudgingly accepted by Ircius. The Gaul is on form and gives nothing away to his adversary.


      Cosmos overindulged on wine and women last night: his is a big name in Rome, he is becoming famous and all the women want a piece of him. And every time Ircius lets him get away with it or turns a blind eye, Cosmos gorges himself. He is a hungry bear; that is his nature.


      Today though, he is paying for his debauchery: he is sweating like a pig and locks of greasy hair hang out of his helmet and stick to his chest and shoulders, giving him a feral look. Slow all round, he is not managing to lunge like he should and hangs back on the defensive, rectangular shield held over his head, gladius dangling in his left hand.


      Priscus is sharp-eyed as a hawk, employing his sica with skill and making a cut to his opponent’s bare leg. When the giant lowers his guard he makes a half-hearted lunge, mindful of Ircius’s orders. But as the fight goes on the naked chest of his colossal opponent starts to look like a skewered beefsteak before it is thrown on the broiler. Cosmos does not care—he has other wounds on his mind. But he presses ahead when he should have given up already. The senators have no time to lose.


      So Priscus, at a nod from Ircius up on the terraces, takes the situation in hand and tries to bring things to a close.


      First a head-butt that sends the giant staggering backwards.


      Then a good, firm kick in the balls.


      He finally drops his shield and gladius. Priscus kneels on his opponent’s chest and holds the sica to his throat.


      Cosmos would like to submit and end things there, but all he manages is to pull off his helmet and vomit a reddish mush onto the ground.


      A great idea to get drunk before the show, you damned fool.


      And the first fight is over. Polonius holds his nose as he gestures for the next combat.


      “It could have been worse,” says Priscus with arms outstretched as he walks past the lanistaon his way out of the arena. But the latter shakes his head.


      Cosmos staggers along behind the Gaul, bent double from the pain in his abdomen. He crouches in a corner, far away from prying eyes, and opens his bowels. Thank the gods nobody notices, all eyes are on the next fight.


      Ircius clears his voice: “Sergius the provocator against Verus, a magnificent murmillo, pride of the Ludus Argentum!”


      The senators are not exactly what one would call a passionate crowd, but their women greet the warriors’ muscular chests with a few cries that are worthy of note.


      Verus is the dark god of war: the burnished iron suits him well, the lion from Ircius’s coat-of-arms that adorns his shield roaring hungrily for blood. Greaves and balteus are in tip-top condition while the proud plume of his helmet flaps in the wind, greeting the crowd.


      Sergius too is quite a sight: the oval helmet confers a mechanical air on his movements. It is polished enough to use it as a mirror, with two round holes for the eyes, protected by a grate of fine mesh. At his neck glints the top of the cardiophylax, the bronze chest armor protecting his heart. The short greave on his left shin is made of the same material. A padded fabric sleeve circles his right arm, held together with leather and sweat. A gladius as sturdy as an anvil and a very black rectangular shield complete the equipment of the novice who is ready to become a man.


      Ircius gives the signal and the adversaries study each other’s moves as they begin to circle.


      Despite his name, it is not the provocator who unleashes the first attack. The only trace that remains of those condemned men who could appeal to the mercy of the mob by means of a provocatorio is the name, which over the years has become one of the most sought-after classes of gladiator.


      Normally, provocatorsfight one another. Other times, they face murmillones. This kind of encounter is rare though, which is why Ircius has insisted that Verus fight the newcomer. In general, the more exotic the match, the more satisfied the munerator.


      Polonius’s job is more difficult than many might think. At any event, it is he that must justify the choice of entertainments laid on in the arena to the Emperor. If the athletes selected die too quickly, or even worse if they do not give it their all and the crowd gets bored, someone will come to ask the munerator and his ridiculous comb-over for an explanation.


      Polonius tours the city with his entourage in order to sort the wheat from the chaff. That is why he is so happy when Sergius the novice slices open Verus’s bare arm with the edge of his gladius. One does not see an attack like that every day.


      The Briton’s senses are reawakened in an instant. He cries out and rolls to one side, spatha held over his head and heavy shield protecting his body. He lands a couple of decent blows, but Sergius is buoyed by that winning lunge and gives him a hard time of it. The boy has some fancy footwork, fast for a provocator, but he has memorized everything Priscus has taught him and is in no rush to finish things. He awaits the Briton’s next move.


      Verusputs his faith in brute force, an integral part of his warlike nature: he backs Sergius into a corner, pushing hard with his shield, and starts to hammer at his body with his fists. Sergius takes the blows, feints a right hook and then lands a punch that could put a bull out cold. Verus loses his helmet and ends up on the ground, dropping his shield. He is now only muscle and blade.


      In the meantime a curious little group claws its way through the crowd of senators to acclaim the new hero, just as he is raising his arms. It is Fosca, Sergius’s young wife, together with their three wild pups. They look like a family of smiling mice, very white and ragged, like certain granary rodents.


      “Well done Dad!” they exclaim in unison, while Verus spits on the ground and readies himself for his comeback.


      Sergius is proud and courageously jerks off his helmet as well. He wants to prove his worth by fighting with the same handicap.


      Ircius shakes his head on the terraces, whereas the Briton shoots the youth a malevolent glance. “Pick it up,” he warns him, and as Sergius shrugs carelessly, a head-butt arrives without warning that neatly breaks the curly haired warrior’s nose with a crack.


      One of the children begins to cry and his brother shouts at him. Fosca bites her lip—maybe coming here was not such a good idea.


      Sergius is not intimidated, and fights with a steady blade. The clash of iron against iron that ensues is ferocious, sparks rain down onto the sand.


      Now Polonius is really interested: that provocator has courage to spare, and the murmillo too is proving a formidable fighter.


      Sergius nicks Verus’s chest with a couple of perfect jabs. The Briton answers with a series of kicks, putting his opponent’s ligaments to the test.


      The low-hanging sun makes the gladiators sweat, their foreheads are caked in dust and their hair sticks to their faces. Both are wheezing from the effort.


      Verus throws himself forward and Sergius twists away to one side. The Briton attempts a double-handed blow as he executes a one hundred and eighty degree spin, but his opponent blocks it with his spatha: the impact is strong enough to rattle the teeth in his jaw. The shock unsteadies him and he falls to his knees, knowing defeat is close at hand.


      Sergius slashes his shoulder and the Briton is forced to back up. The younger man has victory in his grasp and winks to his family on the terrace. Fosca clutches their smallest daughter to her chest, so tightly she lets out a cry. The two boys are shouting and howling like excited wolf-cubs, attracting a sea of disapproving stares from the impeccable, bejeweled noblewomen.


      Sergius is on top of Verus, right hand brandishing the gladius and left held up high, signaling to the Briton not to be a hero. As usual, the panting Verus has miscalculated. He let enthusiasm get the better of him and underestimated the novice. Now his companions will make fun of him and the humiliation will weigh heavily on his shoulders for weeks to come. He will arrive at the inaugural games demotivated, and all because of this arrogant youngster.


      Verus grits his teeth, the jumble of thoughts twisting his guts. Fire bites his tendons and the pain of his wounds saps his strength.


      He is angry, furious. A wild beast is raging through his insides.


      Sergius walks quickly towards him and delivers the knockout blow from on high, with the flat of his sword.


      All Verus need do is await the blow that will lay him out cold.


      Game over, everyone back home to lick their wounds.


      But anger is a bitch, thirsting for vengeance.


      Fire plays dirty tricks, consuming and burning without so much as a by-your-leave.


      An instant before the sword strikes, putting an end to the fight, Verus sticks the point of his spatha in the boy’s belly. A low blow.


      He is rapid and precise; he has learnt from the best.


      Rubius, may the gods have mercy on his filthy soul, was the fucking king of low blows. He taught them to his pupils as a way of gaining a breathing space. Or to end a fight when things were going badly. He also taught them how to dodge that sort of thing—Verus and Priscus started out with sideswipes before they learned how it was done.


      But Sergius is just a novice. A novice who thinks he is a man.


      And his instructoris just an Egyptian thug, who has not had enough time to show him how things really work, out there in the world.


      Verus lunges, but the moment the tip of his sword enters his victim’s liver, he realizes he has done something horrible. Then Sergius’s strike lands and someone turns the lights out.


      Ircius goes pale: he knows his trade too well not to understand what has just happened.


      Sergius takes it like a man. He does not manage to avoid the stab—nor did he expect it, at some shitty demonstration—but he does not fall to the ground when Verus’s blade pierces his belly. He stays firmly on his knees and covers the wound with his hand, stanching it with his balteus. The lanistaruns up to the victor to support him, and keeps him from falling. He kicks Verus, sprawled on the ground, who awakens from his torpor.


      Ircius shakes his head, staring down at the Briton as he raises Sergius’s arm to proclaim the victor.


      Priscus and Cosmos rush over to help the Briton up, and Sergius blows a kiss to his family in an attempt to reassure them, the color visibly draining from his face. The children do not understand what is happening. They shout their love for him at the tops of their voices while Fosca, his wife, is too anxious to keep her sweaty hands in one place.


      They move quickly—Decius is the master of illusions. He orders his men to take Sergius back to the ludus. Ezius will take care of him. Polonius cannot watch the boy bleed to death. Not now that his eyes are glowing with contentment at what he has seen.


      The senator approaches the lanistaand clasps him at the elbow, giving a satisfied shake.


      “I must congratulate you. A superb demonstration. The provocator still has a thing or two to learn, but that murmillo is outstanding,” he of the greasy mop enunciates his words very clearly. “He will be quite something at the inaugural games of the Amphitheater. The contract is yours. From today, the Ludus Argentumis officially signed up.”


      Ircius thanks him. He promises that the rookie Sergius will return to the bench for a while, and that Verus and the rest of the team will prove themselves worthy of the faith the Empire is placing in them.


      The senators smile, the noblewomen titter. Only Fosca is left in a daze, looking for her husband, who has been taken out of view.


      Verus follows the rest of the iron procession with his head hung low. Priscus squares up to him with an air of disgust.


      “What on earth were you thinking? Have you forgotten how to lose? And to think it always came naturally to you…”


      Verus is distraught.


      He did not want to.


      Truly.


      And he will not stand by while his friend talks to him like that.


      It is because of the rage, the fire. Those cursed flames in his head. And his heart, damn it.


      The handful of men is leaving and Verus tries to keep up step with them.


      Sergius is coughing up blood, in a bad way but still smiling. He is not angry with Verus, perhaps he does not truly understand.


      “I wh-whipped your ass…” he dribbles red as he turns to the red-cheeked Briton.


      Verus has tears in his eyes. He nods. “Strength and honor, veteran. Strength and honor.”


      Cosmos quickens his step, loading the boy onto his shoulders. Priscus keeps behind him and has no desire to hear the Briton out. But the Briton speaks up anyway: “I only wanted to wreck something beautiful…” Even he does not know why he said it.


      Priscus looks at him, as though seeing him for the first time. He hates and loves this man so much that he would tear his own heart out if it would ease the suffering the Briton causes him every single day.


      But right now there is nothing but bile and bitterness.


      Priscus claps his hands twice in mock applause, disappointed.


      Verus falls to his knees as Priscus recedes into the dust.


      The world is an ugly place. Tomorrow will be worse. Rome has frozen over, even with the end of spring in the air and the sun warming his skin.


      The voice of the abyss fills his ears.


      All the fire in the world would not be enough to melt the ice around Verus’s soul.


      He died.


      And there is nothing more to say.


      He died, far from his wife’s arms.


      He died in silence, without even the noise of the crowd to mark his passing.


      He died hidden away, so that no one would spoil the party that is now about to start.


      Sergius had a heart and balls of iron. Now he is only trash to be disposed of, meat wrapped up in a faded shroud, all ready for the flames.


      No one blamed Verus.


      “These things happen, in this damned job…” That was what Cosmos told him, before slapping him on the shoulder and offering him a drink.


      Verus gulped down the flask of warm wine, while Ircius held out his arms: “My fault. I should never have made a novice fight a veteran. I was too hasty, and the youth died. The price of ambition is always too high…”


      He speaks in clichés, but even as he does so his heart sings because he has secured the contract for the August games.


      The greatest Rome has ever seen.


      What is one miserable life next to everlasting glory?


      Still, Sergius is no more. Gone for good, bled like a chicken for the pot. Verus’s blade went deep. The infection did the rest. A day and a night of agony.


      When even Ezius had had enough of sitting by the youth’s bedside, Priscus offered to take his place. Verus asked to keep him company, but the Gaul banished him summarily.


      The abyss between the two warriors has widened still further. Their bond, once solid and robust, is now taut as a windblown rope on a sailing ship, gnawed at by the salty air, one strand giving way at a time as opposing forces pull in two different directions.


      They are many miles apart.


      Sergius died at dawn on the day consecrated to Mars, denied the chance to vaunt the longed-for title of veteran.


      He did not survive his first combat in the arena.


      Since no one must find out about it, least of all Senator Polonius, the only rites that await him are an anonymous funeral and a pyre. The tears of his widow and the memories of those who loved him.


      Cosmos, Priscus, and Tempest grip the edges of the winding sheet and place the body on the litter, lifting it onto their shoulders. They wear the traditional black cloaks. Hoods shroud their faces, making the procession of mourning warriors resemble a line of beggars, like those who wander through the villages of the North.


      Verus trails along behind the cortège as it leaves the ludus, moving silently along the city streets. Ircius heads the train, waving back the professional mourners who tear out their hair as the nameless corpse passes by. He silences their fake grieving with a fistful of assarii.


      A few improvised tambourines are played as the corpse passes the forums and then turns down toward the river, past the Circus Maximus and beneath the obelisk of Rameses II. Half an hour later the mourners reaches their destination, a semi-deserted hillside. Only the pyre and a few pale faces await the arrival of the grim procession, while next to the busto—the place used for building fires at the cemetery—hired hands have piled dry branches and crisp leaves to receive Sergius’s body.


      Fosca’s eyes are red from weeping. The children cling to her on all sides, terrified and tearful.


      Cosmos and Tempest place the cadaver on the pyre as somebody lights the fire.


      Priscus takes a silver coin from his pocket and places it on the dead man’s lips. This is the ferryman Charon’s fee, the price of the dead man’s final journey.


      Fosca sobs as the flames rise. Ircius goes over to her and holds out a small bag: “Five thousand sestertii. The fee for the five years your husband gave me.”


      Fosca does not know what to say; such a gesture is most unusual.


      But Decius Ircius is no villain. He knows the price of sacrifice, knows hunger and misfortune better than anyone.


      Decius Ircius is an honest man.


      He wants no debts on his conscience.


      The woman accepts the money in exchange for her most treasured possession. She knows the contents of the sack will allow her to put food on the table for her little ones every evening, without having to spread her legs for the baker or the bean merchant. But in spite of that, she cannot help but hate the lanistaand all he stands for. With all her broken heart.


      One particular flame seems to leap higher than the others, unsettling those present; the smell of burning flesh is nauseating.


      “Nobody has said the funeral rites,” Cosmos observes.


      Verus takes a step towards the fire with such determination that he seems ready to throw himself into the searing heat.


      “Sergius was a righteous man. And he did not deserve to die…”


      Fosca collapses in tears, her legs give way, the children barely manage to hold her up.


      Priscus steps up to Verus. “We all deserve to die. Every one of us,” he intones, shooting a dark glare at his friend before pulling up his hood again and walking away.


      Cremating a human body is a slow and laborious job. It can take a whole day. Almost nobody has the time, the stomach or the patience to sit it through to the end.


      The gladiators in black are the first to leave the field. Ircius follows shortly after, and is suddenly surrounded by insistent beggars and a few wastrels in search of adventure.


      Fosca remains alone in the company of the men tasked with carrying out the cremation.


      By the time the fire is finally spent, darkness has long fallen.


      Sergius’s soul flutters in the windblown ash.


      It is pitch black when the two warriors of the Ludus Argentumclose the heavy gates again behind them and head for their cells. As Verus and Priscus cross the threshold into the barracks, a small figure cloaked in darkness is waiting for them.


      The figure approaches the two fighters, who are unsuspecting, so tiny and innocuous is the shadowy figure before them. Then they notice a few wisps of blonde hair protruding from inside the cloak, pulled down over her curls.


      It is Julia. She lowers the hood and reveals her diamond eyes. Verus’s heart suddenly leaps furiously in his ribcage.


      The Briton had returned to the school in silence, his soul shattered by too much life and too much death. He feels alone and lost, cast adrift. He feels like getting drunk and picking a fight, but even the right to anger is denied to a slave. As his inner fire consumes him, he stands wordless before the apparition.


      As for Priscus, he feels a twinge of irritation as she says languidly: “I can think of nothing but you and you alone. I have been waiting here for hours. I cannot go on like this…”


      The Gaul has a sudden urge to turn his back on her. But her family is of a certain standing, and a slave cannot afford to offend his superiors. So he tries to extricate himself with all the tact and courtesy he is capable of.


      “My lady, not tonight, I beseech you. I would be poor company: we have just finished burying our brother…”


      Julia is taken aback and has no answer as she watches the Gaul lumber off toward to his bare cell. Verus follows on his friend’s heels, drinking in her perfume with a deep breath as he walks past. In that moment, the eternal sleep suddenly seems sweeter than wakefulness.


      Julia lingers in the courtyard of the school for a while, unsure whether to leave or to pursue the object of her desire. Then through the silence she hears her beloved’s agonizing sobs. His weeping is like a river of despair that has burst its banks, sweeping all before it. She imagines Priscus’s face twisted in grief.


      In her mind’s eye she is comforting her lover as she shuffles quietly into the building and already imagines kissing his salty lips, easing his pain in the only way she knows how, pushing life into life where oblivion has snatched it all away.


      She follows the sound of the sobs, but to her surprise she does not find what she is looking for.


      Leaning against the wall of the armory is Verus, alone.


      Verus, wracked by a suffering deep enough to shatter the universe itself.


      Julia approaches him cautiously, her pulse quickening. The Briton looks up and meets her glistening, silken eyes. They draw closer and closer, a mere warm breath away. Julia wants to say something, but the Briton does not give her time. He kisses her furiously, and she gives in to him.


      Bloodthirsty hands pull off her cloak and rummage through her clothes, clumsily loosening knots. Julia is naked and magnificent, her breath heaving and cunt moist and ready. Verus tastes it for the first time and gulps it down, like a dying man at the fountain of youth.


      Julia groans and screams, her polished nails scraping against the wooden door.


      He turns her over, pulls up her dress and takes her from behind. She gasps with pleasure, Verus’s powerful hands gripping her hips.


      He pounds away at her even as his tears continue to flow.


      Julia grabs hold of his fingers and places them on her sex, convincing him to explore her properly.


      They climax together. Suddenly, as in a dream. Verus’s fire explodes into Julia’s serenity. Hot seed seals their impossible and cowardly love.


      Sweat and steaming skin, there is nothing more now.


      Neither of them notices the shadow watching them, a shadow disgusted with himself and revolted by the world.


      Priscus has witnessed the entire scene. Brimming with a mixture of hatred and desire, he curses himself and his erect manhood, for him a humiliation even greater than dishonor. Nothing makes sense any longer, and ice turns to fire. Jealousy and disgust swallow up everything else, digesting the future in a sea of gastric juices.


      Outside, beyond the bare window, there is only starless void.


      It all ends tonight, it ends to begin again.


      Love is such utter nonsense, such trash.


      Ah yes, death is more honest, far more honest than this crap.

    

  


  
    
      Rich Bastards


      Whoe’er has […] gold, secure may sail


      PETRONIUS, Satyricon, CXXXVII


      Rome, AD 80, June


      TODAY IS A holiday.


      A magical day, that much is clear from the first rays of sunlight, warm enough to be taken as a promise of summer. It is heralded by a messenger from the Emperor, who does not stop pounding away at the door knocker until the master has awoken.


      These days the lanista Decius Ircius sleeps fitfully, dreaming of serpents and tarantulas biting his balls all night long, god knows why. He has been living permanently inside the Ludus Argentum ever since he returned to Rome.


      At the sound of the knocking he wakes up in a cold sweat and runs to the door. He would love to be able to buy a slave to take care of this kind of damned chore, but fears the men may think he is getting old. Or worse, that his strength is not what it once was. On top of that, an excessive number of servants in one’s home is the first, unequivocal step towards full-blown homosexuality.


      Which is why he goes to answer the door himself, before the idiot breaks it down. He throws it open with every intention of bollocking whoever has dared to disturb his morning rest, but when he spots the Emperor’s ensign on the man’s clothing, a shrewd smile spreads across his face.


      The messenger is by no means accustomed to apologizing or observing other social niceties—he is there on the business of the sovereign, after all.


      “Emperor Titus,” he begins peremptorily, “will come to visit your school in the company of his daughter, at the fifth hour, or else when he sees fit—in any case before the sun reaches its zenith. Prepare yourself to receive this greatest of honors, Decius of the House of Silver.”


      The startled Ircius gives a quick bow, shakes the messenger’s hand and drops a handful of assarii into the messenger’s pouch. The man almost sneers in disgust but shows no inkling to return the money, and instead beats the sand off his sandals and continues on his rounds.


      The lanistaturns from the door and rushes madly through the corridors of the school, raising everyone from their beds. A visit from the Emperor! Expected within the next four or five hours! There is so much to be done!


      Aton lines up the men in the courtyard, while Ircius assembles the physician and the untores and sends someone to hire some slaves for the day to clean the ludus from top to bottom.


      A barracks is not exactly the ideal place to receive his Imperial Majesty, even if there have been many monarchs throughout Roman history who have been great enthusiasts of the gladiatorial games and their heroes.


      There is at least one room in the Ludus Argentumthat is appropriate for receiving guests: it is certainly no banquet hall, but it is big enough to hold a couple of triclinia, some polished bronze braziers, broad tables laden with food and a few mirrors, expertly distributed to create an optical illusion of more space than there actually is. The room is on the top floor of the school, where Ircius’s rooms are also located. And it opens onto the broad balcony, transformed for the occasion into the place of honor. From here in complete comfort the Emperor will be able to watch the fights in the arena below, laid on by the master of the ludus.


      At the peak of the fifth hour and not a minute later, the lord of the Eagle arrives.


      Titus Flavius Vespasianus looks worn out. The lined face of a man with too much to think about, eyes puffy from lack of sleep, yet his hair neatly combed—as befits his rank.


      He wears nothing extravagant, but the material his clothes are made from is feathery and rustles, the cloth of the gods. The cobalt-blue tunic is broad and clings to his bulky physique, secured at the waist with the traditional belt. Hand-carved Bithynian leather, the buckle a wolf’s head. The string uppers of his light-colored sandals squeak as he walks. Brass bracers cover his wrists, the height of fashion. Over his tunic, a light cloak, also of dark leather and elegantly decorated. Titus had no wish to put it on, but his daughter insisted: “You are power incarnate, father. All of Rome must know it!”


      The Emperor would have liked to counter her with: “My little goldilocks—all of Rome knows it already,” but arguing with his daughter first thing in the morning is one of the ten things Titus most dislikes in this world, along with eating capers and walking in the foothills. So he yielded to her, as always.


      The girl is petite and very beautiful. Her head covered by a silken shawl that reveals its costly transparency in the daylight, allowing her blond locks to shine in the fiery midday sunbeams.


      Her delicate dress is lightly girded with a garland of rose petals, and her slender ankles, bound by the interweaving straps of the sandals, lend her an ethereal lightness.


      The gladiators are lined up smartly in the courtyard, dressed up in iron for the great occasion. The warriors stand motionless and powerful, burnished metal glinting in the sun, manicae and greaves in place, helmets tucked under an arm, ready to spill their blood in order to wrest a smile from the Emperor.


      Cosmos, Tempest, and Bato are left gazing open-mouthed at the innocent beauty of Titus Flavius Vespasianus’s firstborn, this noblewoman of Rome. But the real shock is in store for Verus and Priscus: a shiver runs down each of their spines when the girl lowers her shawl, revealing her true identity. Julia.


      The name chimes in the Gaul’s and the Briton’s heads like a broken bell.


      Julia.


      The beginning of the end, their rift, the bone of contention.


      Julia.


      Foolish, reckless love.


      Julia.


      The Emperor’s daughter.


      Julia.


      An impossible love.


      An ocean of thoughts washes over the gladiators while the house breaks into acclamation for the great leader.


      Titus blesses them with a movement of his hand.


      Julia greets them, feigning shyness. She has the nerve of a sixteen-year-old, and a destiny of gold and salty tears tied firmly to her shoulders. Her smile is a shoot breaking free of the earth, a shattered dream, a sailor’s promise.


      Priscus feels the hatred creeping through his teeth; he clenches his jaw furiously, until he can hear the grinding of his incisors. But he does not stop smiling, because his role demands it. Because he is a servant, just like Verus.


      Verus is even harder hit; he is crestfallen. He held a dream in his hands, the night of the funeral: the unspeakable dream of having her for his own. Julia, a name that flushes his skin and stirs his innards.


      He allowed himself to fantasize, something a slave should never do: his past and his future do not belong to him. He dreamt, as he clasped the girl’s hips, of a life together. Of waking up and falling asleep next to her, ready to satisfy her every desire, prepared to protect her with his very life. As he danced inside her he imagined she was his, that he had uncovered the secrets of her body and opened up her heart. But it was all a delusion.


      What sort of future could a servant ever have with the Emperor’s daughter?


      For the wild lovers there is no tomorrow; real life has come to claim its due.


      Ircius knows nothing of this, or simply does not wish to know. It is no business of his what the men get up to between the thighs of the nobility. The desires of the rich are nothing to do with him; the silvery drool of the powerful is disgusting enough for him to profit from it without suffering any feelings of remorse.


      Decius Ircius is man of honor, and a man of business.


      And he will not miss his chance to become king of the rabble.


      Not today.


      “On the occasion of your visit, o magnificent one, which honors my home more than the sun of Apollo or the favor of the gods, allow me to offer you a combat worthy of the lord of the Earth. Murmillo against Thracian, the quintessential gladiatorial contest. Verus, Priscus, prepare yourselves!”


      The command is abrupt, delivered without hesitation.


      Titus and his extraordinary outfit sink into a chair decorated with gold leaf at the center of the royal box, improvised but glossy as an eyeball. Julia seats herself beside him with a mischievous smile, biting her lip with anticipation.


      The girl is not made of ice; she knows what is happening.


      Just the same way as she knows she is the cause of the tension that she can definitely sense between the two men. Women know. But youth and recklessness are the wings of a butterfly at the eye of the cyclone. Sandstorms ink out the blue skies of common sense.


      Julia does not know what she wants, that much is certain.


      But she wants it all, just the same.


      Sitting by her father she crosses her legs, a double lock sealing the gates of pleasure, and waits for blood, the justice of the sand.


      Verus and Priscus put on their helmets and enter the arena, each ready to harm the other.


      They have good call to be furious.


      Excellent reasons to trample the very life out of one another.


      Priscus hates himself and loves Verus. Loves him, there is no more doubt about it. Not as a friend or a brother-in-arms, but as Venus commands of curious hearts. He is wracked with jealousy every time the Briton’s gaze meets the dewy eyes of the Emperor’s daughter. He knows what lies beneath the surface of his forbidden dream. He understands the chafe of desire because he feels it in every moment. He both loves and rejects the fire that has been consuming Verus since the night when he lost everything and life began again.


      He still cannot fathom what happened to Sergius, but he remembers word for word what he told the son of the Island on the day they were recruited: We’ve signed a pact with death. That’s what it means to be a fucking gladiator.


      He pities himself and his own unrealizable passion, but he accepts his destiny like a man. And he knows his road will take him far.


      Verus, for his part, is incandescent with rage. He curses himself, his loneliness, the cruelty of a destiny that enjoys nothing more than tearing him away from everyone around him. First Priscus, snatched violently away by the seeds of rivalry. Then Julia, scented and then lost like the perfume of winter flowers, poking through the snow only to then freeze to death.


      Verus’s rage is a slap in the face of reason, the urge to fight is his inexhaustible fuel. Always.


      He knows he should not blame his friend, and would much prefer to fight himself if he could; to enter the arena against a twin of flesh and bone, to punish him and punish himself for the nothingness he has created. But the law of iron is the same for everyone: the oath of the ludus demands it.


      Fratricide is their daily bread, and pity a bland condiment for days of fast.


      To arms then, because tomorrow is but a shitty illusion.


      The silence is a vise, a surreal blanket.


      This is not the place for martyrdom; blood deserves a noisy crowd, crazed shouting.


      But today there is nobody.


      Except the Emperor, his paltry entourage and his beautiful young daughter, of course.


      Except his companions, the untores, the instructor, and his master.


      Today the crowd is mute. They are fighting for themselves.


      Verus and Priscus take a while to get into the swing of it.


      Their ears are left ringing by the absence of noise.


      Even during training there is never silence: their companions generally shout and tease, insulting mothers, sisters and brothers. Even their old fathers do not escape this treatment. In the final analysis, swearing is an integral part of training: it strengthens character, teaches them to focus while all around them everything descends into madness, it accustoms them to being on their guard. Learning to dodge spit and insults teaches you alertness, and your opponent’s attacks seem less daunting.


      What is iron, next to the power of words? How much can a scratch on your flesh hurt you, compared to a gash in your soul?


      There are insults that eat away at a man’s subconscious like water dripping patiently on rock, Priscus knows very well. When he was a little boy there was one that could keep him awake for days, a torment worse than winter’s first fevers: coward.


      He recalls the fire in his belly, the flush of his cheeks, punches thrown and punches taken. He knows the ruinous power of the spark on the kindling. That is why he is repeating it over and over again, to the only man he has ever loved.


      “Coward.”


      The Briton gnashes his teeth behind the solid visor of the Corinthian helmet. He is boiling and the heat clouds his thinking, he feels Julia’s eyes on him with every move he makes. He slashes blindly, occasionally striking Priscus’s curved shield, only to hear him continue his wearing litany.


      “Coward.”


      Drop by drop his nerves begin to fray, his lunges growing stronger and more desperate.


      Priscus readies his legs to strike, gathering his strength one cubit at a time like a loaded spring. With every parry his energy grows as Verus’s wheezing lungs mark the rhythm of their warfare.


      When the Briton is so exhausted he can barely catch his breath, Priscus the ice-serpent strikes. Just once, a downward swing: the Gaul’s sica scores a direct hit right where the two crests are welded to the top of the helmet, slicing the one on the right clean off. The sound is overpowering, Verus’s head is fit to burst. The echo of the blow in his skull, the hot blood oozing from his scalp, the heat of the iron on his face.


      Staggering and sputtering, Verus rolls to the ground and does just what he should not do: he pulls his helmet off. Priscus’s foot smashes into his jaw like a wave of granite, laying the Briton out.


      Julia applauds as is befitting of her rank, her father showing his approval with a nod of the head.


      But the rabble of the ludus lets out a visceral roar, acclaiming Priscus the victor as though he were Achilles himself.


      He raises his arms, his pure heart reflecting the scorching sun. The son of Gaul drinks in the glory, and makes his first mistake.


      Never turn your back on an opponent.


      Verus takes a while to recover from the blow: Priscus is no sissy and he knows his friend’s weak points.


      Today though, there is no reason in the world to hold back. Today is the day of blood.


      The Briton could stay down and end it there, but he would sooner be impaled like Spartacus than give in.


      Not here. Not today. Not in front of her.


      He jumps to his feet, eyes red with pure rage.


      He snorts like a bull, spatha held tightly in his right hand. He no longer needs his shield as he steps quickly across the sand. Priscus fails to realize that the wolf is back on its feet.


      Verus launches two memorable thrusts from left to right, left to right, tracing a dirty, bright-red trench across his friend’s powerful back. But he is not sated: he slashes at knees and elbows, forcing Priscus down into the sand. Now he is over him, quicker than a scorpion, slashing him with the point of his sword. The blade of the spatha skewers the Gaul’s right hand to the ground.


      Priscus cries out.


      Normally that does not happen. Normally it is Priscus in control.


      Normally…


      Verus is pure spite, his face a mask of blood.


      His head explodes when Julia puts her hands to her mouth, trembling at the sight of Priscus’s impaled hand.


      Whore.


      Fucking Roman whore.


      Priscus cannot get up. Verus circles him, landing kicks so hard that the Gaul loses consciousness.


      Then he raises his arms to accept his own applause.


      That of his companions, hungry for violence.


      Not once during the ovation does he take his eyes off Julia, who now seems to be looking at him differently.


      She even says something in her father’s ear, who answers indifferently, “If you really want to…” Verus reads his lips with ease.


      In the meantime he has not taken his eye off Priscus. The serpent might have fainted, or he might just be pretending.


      He approaches his friend cautiously, lifting his helmet with care. The man’s eyes are closed and liquid dribbles from his mouth.


      Verus grabs the hilt of his spatha and pulls it from the ground: icy metal scraping over the broken bones of the Gaul’s hand. Priscus regains consciousness, emits a shout.


      The entire school shouts along with him.


      He is livid now, burning with fury like a dying star. He gets to his feet as best he can, supporting himself with his good hand. He throws himself into a charge with everything he has left. With his right hand he begins to punch Verus’s face, over and over.


      The Briton gives as good as he gets, landing roundhouse blows on his adversary’s trunk with his knuckles still grasping the blade. It tears at the skin of his belly, but they are only flesh wounds.


      They continue thrashing each other until pain, that damned bastard, gets the better of Priscus. The umpteenth spasm, the copious blood he has lost, his hand shredded. He staggers just enough to let Verus adjust his stance and throw a hook that concentrates all the strength he has left into his elbow. The Briton’s forearm lands right on the Gaul’s nose, cracking it.


      Blood spurts, a gurgling breath catches in his throat.


      Priscus is floored.


      Verus wins.


      There is nothing more to say.


      In the air thick with cheap glory, oil and sweat; in the applause of the school; in the benevolent gestures of the Emperor and the confused smile of the one; in the gleaming eyes of Decius Ircius. Here, in these things, there is Verus’s whole, wasted life.


      Lord of emptiness, just for the day.


      Hero of the abyss, champion of those who love him.


      This is a farewell and he does not know it.


      The downhill road awaits him with open arms. He would be better off running over to Priscus to wake up his brother, lying in the sand. To beg his forgiveness and kiss him on the lips. To believe in him, as he would a sacred prophecy.


      But the Briton is all aflame now, a distillate of wild instinct, his blood driving his actions under Julia’s gaze, towards a heart that has been locked away, bare feet in the damned abyss.


      Enjoy your glory, Verus.


      The season of pain has just begun.


      He cannot blame the night. Nor the fire, this time.


      Verus cannot stand walking around like this, dressed up like a lordling, but Decius Ircius had made up his mind. And the master’s orders are never questioned.


      The invitation did not arrive out of the blue. Decius could sense that something was afoot: it is not every day that the Emperor pays a visit. But a summons to the Imperial court is another matter. It must be to discuss business, he is sure of it.


      The lanista rubs his hands together as a servant tends to his aching shoulders. The closer the games are, the more hefeels the effects of his stress: his trapezius muscles are solid rock, his back a bundle of tense fibers. In the morning he wakes up with a headache after grinding his teeth all night long, a very bad habit.


      But the deal of his life is before him; the Amphitheater will open up new horizons he can scarcely imagine for those in his line of work. Entering the circle of the elite means a taste of the succulent fruits that tomorrow will bring, while the competition is still dozing. Titus was satisfied when he left the Ludus Argentum and his young daughter had absolutely insisted on taking a piece of that extraordinary spectacle back with them.


      And so the Imperial messenger who had pulled him out of bed at dawn returned the next day, again at sunrise, to deliver an official invitation to Decius Ircius. This evening there will be a banquet at court, one of many held each week. But this evening—and only this evening—Ircius will have the chance to delight the guests with his new champion. The Palace awaits Verus with impatience.


      These days, blood, money and fine clothes always go arm-in-arm. Hence the red tunic brought out for special occasions, the greased leather bracers round his wrists, the oiled footwear, and the carved balteus. Ircius insisted that Verus wear a modest headdress as well. Nothing effete of course, just a simple bronze strip beaten into the shape of a serpent, slithering around the nape of his neck and terminating with a roaring lion on the warrior’s forehead. A finely crafted ornament that would not be out of place on an Egyptian pharaoh’s honor guard.


      Things pretty enough to make Verus feel ill at ease, in other words. He walks slowly, repositioning his loincloth with every step. Even that feels too tight on him, who knows what surprise bulging beneath it.


      “Get a move on,” Ircius says to him as they near their destination. They have crossed the city in silence, making the most of the last hours of sunlight. Feasts generally begin long before sunset. In Rome as in the rest of the Empire, dinner is served around the eighth or ninth hour, during the early afternoon. But this is not just any old feast in any old house. Titus’s residence is not like the rest of the damned Empire.


      Verus and Ircius realize this the moment they knock at the wooden doors. In place of a handle there is a sculpture of gold and bronze, fused together in a mystical embrace: the Eagle and the Wolf, symbols of august power, bound in an unbreakable circle of domination.


      The slave who answers the door is wearing more jewelry than a Coptic whore.


      A litter comes to a halt behind the two guests. With great difficulty, four bearers have brought a fat, pompous-looking couple to the house. She is dressed in silk and he wears the white tunic of the Senate. Laurels decorate their gray hair—who knows what they are celebrating. They do not even acknowledge Verus and Decius: people of their rank can afford to be more concerned about climbing out of their sedan than such trifles as good manners. Other servants rush to position a damask-quilted stool and a mat as light as the northern wind. The two opulent children of the Empire descend, ferried the few steps that separate them from the door by the steady hands of their cowed slaves. They advance into the belly of the florid beast.


      The revelry is about to begin.


      The lanistaand the gladiator follow the flow of people without offering resistance. They know they are mere second-rate guests, two lucky mortals admitted to bathe in the purple light that emanates from the very heart of Rome.


      They pass dumbstruck through a truly breathtaking peristyle: the pool where rainwater collects looks like a miniature lake. Wrapped around it is a garden that recalls both a forest and the Field of Mars. All around are scenes of war in bronze and painted marble. Statues of demigods, naked as the day Jupiter made them, chase one another, javelin in hand. In a small copse noble couples of flesh and blood sit caressing one another, ready for love before the sun has even set.


      A muster of haughty peacocks scratches through the freshly cut grass, pecking at invisible seeds. One of the males faces Verus with a brazen air and mistakes his red tunic for a mating signal. It displays a splendid wheel of make-believe eyes, dipping its feathered neck and drawing back its right foot.


      “There are wonders at every turn in the Emperor’s house!” exclaims Ircius, much amused. Verus needs to take a piss—he forgot to go before they left. When they reach the atrium they are received by a fresh host of servants who invite them to be seated, handing splendid linen napkins to them both. The Briton has no idea what to do with it and his bladder is bursting, but he keeps his mouth shut. He is too ill at ease to speak.


      The slaves remove the guests’ footwear and use scented water to wash their feet, caked with the dust and dung of the streets of Rome. Rose petals float in the villa’s impluvium, tiny barques adrift on the infinite nothingness of wealth. Among the constellations of frayed flowers, exquisite lanterns in the shape of stylized eagles burn incense from across the seas. A line of columns encircles the pool, the gaps between them decorated with vermillion drapes. These immense curtains, strung together, seem to be holding hands in a never-ending circle.


      Clean feet are an aid to clear thinking. The servants help Ircius and Verus to stand, and lead them into the banquet hall. In any other domus this would be a short distance away, a few steps along a corridor hung with family heirlooms: the sword of a grandfather who gained the rank of general, a few terracotta cups, an Oriental lamp. But this is the house of the Lord of the Earth, and the route towards gluttony is lined with marvels.


      As they move along the passageways and corridors, each masterfully designed to impress any guests, the servants explain the history behind the relics of the past for the benefit of those who do not already know it: Caesar’s cloak, Augustus’s helmet, the bones of kings and queens brought to heel by the ancient will of Rome. In other words it is quite a walk, and the pressure of the Briton’s bladder is mounting all the time.


      Thank Mercury, god of those who are quick of hand and of wit, Ircius suddenly orders Verus to wait for him in an antechamber. A court slave informs the lanistaof the privilege the Emperor is about to grant him: he is to be allowed to look upon the magnificence and pomp of Nero’s personal battle armor with his own poor, plebeian eyes.


      Crazy fire-breathing bastard. We miss you like a stinging nettle rash between the balls on an August night. Ircius keeps the thought to himself and is careful not to give a sigh. The sight he is about to be treated to is a double honor: the whole Empire knows that the memory of the mad monarch is being forcefully consigned to the dustbin of history via the imposition of damnatio memoriae, and that the signs of his ignoble passage on this sphere of dung have been gradually eliminated since his departure. Despite this, a certain macabre interest lingers on in the Flavius household, with both Vespasian and his sons, Titus and Domitian, hanging on to a few choice items that once belonged to the last Emperor of the Julio-Claudian dynasty.


      They are not for just anyone.


      They are certainly not for gladiators. Which is why Verus has been left behind in the tiny vestibule while Ircius is conducted to admire the secret treasure.


      The Briton thanks the gods for the diversion. The urge to urinate is very strong, so pressing that it now clouds his judgment. Left alone, he eyes a silver carafe positioned on a small, finely carved table. As his bladder empties, the colors of the villa come to life: the scenes painted on the walls reveal themselves in all their glory.


      Once the task of relieving himself is done, Verus puts the carafe back where it came from, next to two engraved cups. Just in time, because a female servant with ample hips and a busy manner arrives to collect the three items, taking them away to who knows where.


      Verus is sorely tempted to burst into side-splitting peals of laughter—the thought of some rich bastard gulping down his piss, having mistaken it for steaming mead, is enough to bring him back to his senses. But Ircius rushes back in with an award-winning smile nailed to his face, accompanied by the smartass servant, proud of having fulfilled his duty of tourist guide to the center of power.


      “You have no idea! Really, you have no idea what you have missed…beyond belief!”


      Verus eyes his master mischievously. He wants to tell him about the brilliant prank he has inadvertently played on the cream of the Roman aristocracy, but he holds his tongue: respect is the foundation of obedience.


      Ircius, however, is impressed by this experience and is determined to examine every facet of it, as well as to get something out of Verus.


      “Well, how do you feel then? How do you feel standing here, my young warrior?”


      Sometimes instinct can play dirty, butting in without asking permission first. Verus blurts out: “Lighter, my lord. Relieved, I mean…”


      The lanistaraises an eyebrow. He does not get it.


      “What do you mean?”


      And for the first time in his life, the youth manages to find a way of finishing a triple backflip without landing on his ass: “I would surely not have been able to take in the magnificence that you have contemplated with your own eyes, master. I would have risked not fully appreciating it. By leaving me here you prevented me from embarrassing us with my ignorance, and for that I will never be grateful enough…”


      Verus hints at a bow.


      The curtain falls. The audience gives a standing ovation.


      Ircius is stunned and slaps his fighting slave lightly on the back, wondering where the fuck he learned to speak like some senator’s high-class whore. It really is true what they say, the finest blooms grow out of dung.


      The Emperor’s domestic servant leads the two guests towards the triclinium, the most important room of the evening.


      Even before they enter they can hear music. A symphony of flutes, drums, and tambourines that speaks of the Orient and of distant friends.


      Verus is not used to music; no prisoner is. On the streets of the Eternal City it is not unusual to hear wind instruments or the strumming of harps: the more imaginative beggars have learnt to attract the attention of passers-by with simple, captivating melodies. Some dark-skinned flutists tame broad-necked snakes so that they rise out of baskets at the sound of Indian music. Splendid, plump-lipped girls swing their hips voluptuously and jingle their silver anklets in order to scrape together a few coins.


      But inside the ludus the harmony is that of wood and iron. The rhythmic beating of training weapons against the pole, or against the swollen cartilage of the gladiators.


      Verus is overwhelmed by the wave of sounds and smells. He feels tears prick his eyes without knowing why. This is how the other half of the world lives. The upper crust, people who do not risk their lives for a bowl of barley and beans. There it is, the dream they call Rome.


      The hall they enter is incredible, a triumph of purple fabrics and foodstuffs. At the center of the room is an endless table heaped with delicacies. Around it, distributed in a horse-shoe shape, are the triclinia, a dozen or so. They are decorated with soft, wine-colored cushions squeezed beneath flabby backsides and bejeweled noblewomen.


      The Palace is surely a different world to that of the street. Mostly, it seems to be a question of body weight. The dynamics of desire differ according to whether your stomach is full or empty. In the outside world people love and hate, and they fuck just the same as they do in the houses of the rich. In fact maybe more, because the poor are keen to enjoy the few pleasures open to them. But it is not often that those used to life on the street fall in love with a fat girl—around here they would say shapely—for the simple reason that no one in the normal world has the time, money or means to put on weight. Conversely, the rich find plumpness arousing. They prefer ample women to the emaciated creatures that haunt the city’s second-rate brothels. And they are right: the more voluptuous the woman, the more fertile she is likely to be, everyone knows that. More curves mean more offspring and hence more honor. It does not take a genius to work it out.


      Still, for Verus it is a shock to see them all together: the sheer quantity of firm flesh surrounding the Emperor would be enough to crush a titan. The noblewomen slurp greedily from their cups, staining their chins and clothes with the mulsum, a mixture of wine and honey that tends to be the beverage of choice at upper-class gatherings. But more than anything it is their perfume that makes the young Briton’s head spin: although the ladies of Rome perspire just like common women, they have cosmetics and scented waters at their disposal to mask the odor, with fragrances ranging from orange tree flowers, to mimosa and countless other essences.


      Another surprise for Verus are the women’s hair-buns: fashion dictates that hair should be worn pinned up, a fad that transforms skulls into volcanoes, mountains, obelisks. Hairpieces and wigs are crimped, pumped up and interwoven with curlers and wooden eggs, covered with clips of gold, silver and bronze.


      Everywhere there is the spectacle of rouge and sparkling metal.


      The braziers, standing in every corner, acquit their task well. The mosaic depicts a mountain of discarded food: leftovers of meat and fish, nibbled fruit, even wine stains and broken cups. It represents the underworld of this other realm, while the roof gives the impression of a sky filled with burning stars, the home of the gods and those hungry for hope.


      The center of the room is the beating heart of the party: debauchery and full stomachs, a foretaste of the sex that will follow when wine and blood have had a chance to ferment together.


      Emperor Titus is in comfortable attire: a black evening tunic, untied and spacious like those of Jupiter’s priests. The petite Julia is next to him, eyes tinted a bewitching black, ankles and wrists painted in desert style, an intricate pattern of arabesques that will have vanished come tomorrow morning, like tears and laughter.


      Alongside her, and completing the sumptuous imperial picture, is a strikingly handsome son of the She-wolf: tall and well-built, bold, wavy blond hair, the hint of a beard and eyes as blue as lapis lazuli. He is dressed in military clothing and has the air of one who knows his stuff.


      Julia does not take her eyes off him. He is clearly on close terms both with the girl and her noble father, but no one calls him by his name.


      When Verus and Ircius approach however, the Emperor’s daughter pulls back the hand that was about to brush that of the blond man and treats him to a broad smile. She seems happy to see the Briton.


      After having respectfully greeted the master of the Ludus Argentum, she moves towards Verus. “I was expecting you,” she purrs in his ear. “I was so eager to have you here!”


      Verus flinches less at her words than at the sudden flurry of waiters arriving with huge quantities of trays. With the nonchalance of a cat, Julia leaves a scratch on his shoulder before vanishing into the crowd.


      Verus’s pulse quickens as the head waiter shouts: “Stuffed sow’s teats with sea urchins!”


      The Emperor commends his guests to take their places, and Verus is thrust onto his triclinium by a noblewoman the shape of a demijohn. As the servants pass round platters towering with pork filled with seafood to each of the guests, the potbellied strumpet fondles Verus’s buttocks, using the lack of room as an excuse. The gladiator hears the woman gurgle quietly to her friend nearby: “Like Tuscia marble!” a propos of his firm backside.


      The room shook with merriment.


      The dinner itself is dull but the food very tasty, a universe of flavors unknown to Verus, who scans the room for Ircius and spots him next to the sovereign, apparently reeling off figures as the Emperor nods in approval.


      “A demonstration, of course!” he hears him say, smiling. “That is what we are here for!”


      Julia is not there, or if she is Verus cannot see her. Right now she is deep in conversation with the blond man—evidently a smooth talker—but they are nowhere near the imperial table, but in some discreet corner.


      Someone far more conspicuous is the man in his forties, black hair and gray-flecked beard, who approaches barefoot and tipsy, bearing a bundle of documents, accompanied by lively music and rounds of applause, including some from the Emperor himself. The man thanks his sovereign with a bow, and gestures for silence with his right hand. He is promptly imitated by Titus, who is quite clearly a great admirer.


      At this point the little man clears his voice and points at a particular noblewoman, who smiles back at him from the audience. He moves toward her, brushing lightly against her face with his fingertips, and then attacks.


      “Why do I not kiss you, m’lady Fileni? You are bald!”


      The woman instinctively scratches the skin beneath her wig.


      The small man continues: “Why do I not kiss you, m’lady? You are a redhead!”


      No mistake. The hair beneath her armpits proves it.


      “Why do I not kiss you, m’lady? You are boss-eyed!”


      He is right again.


      By now the woman is acutely embarrassed, but the grand finale is nigh.


      “Kissing you, m’lady, is like sucking a cock.”


      The noblewoman turns purple as the man’s eyes bore into her.


      Then suddenly laughter envelops everything. It rises from the depths of Titus’s belly and snakes rapidly around the hall, infecting harlots and senators, lords and freedmen.


      The poor Fileni cannot escape so she sits there, laughing along with the others, her makeup smeared around her eyes.


      The Emperor shouts above the laughter: “I give you Marcus Valerius Martialis, the great Martial!”


      The joker bows once more, raking in the excited applause of his audience. He grabs a cup of wine, downs the contents with a single gulp, wipes his mouth, and gives a hearty belch.


      He is ready now for another shot.


      “Labienus!” he begins. “Your chest and legs and arms you shave, and around your cock you trim your pubic hair, right?” The hapless Labienus tries to shrink from view, but everyone at court knows who he is. He supplies the wine, and at evenings such as this he surely makes enough money to retire on. “Everyone knows that you do this to please your lady friend,” continues Martial, pointing to where the lady in question is smiling. She is widely known as Fury, one can guess why.


      Martial squares up to the dandy, skewering him with the sharp end of his punch line: “But your ass, Labienus—for whom do you shave your ass?”


      Peals of laughter, the Emperor is fit to fall off his seat.


      Martial’s jibes continue for a good while, each time making another guest squirm with embarrassment beneath his withering attacks and outrageous wit.


      He is a quick-tongued citizen, an adorable degenerate basking in the favor of the most powerful man in the world. He is one of the privileged. He lives on nothing, and that nothing suits him fine. He was offered work as a lawyer, but turned it down: this little rat is destined for greatness.


      The closing shot of Martial’s performance is surreal, but by this point nearly everyone in the room is drunk. The man to whom the final epigram is dedicated must surely be absent from the party—such an insult as Martial now deals could only be answered with a knife-blade.


      Before he starts, Martial clears his voice for his finale.


      “Glyttus, your limp member was lopped off. Ouch! But were you not a eunuch priest anyhow?”


      His audience explodes, he bows, snatches the umpteenth cup of wine and downs it in a single gulp.


      The poet bids his audience farewell, bites into a greasy focaccia, graciously fields another smile from his Emperor, and then quickly loses himself among the noblewomen, who fawn upon him as though he were cosmetics merchant rather than the foul-mouthed skunk of man he is.


      As the hall is cleared of dining tables and the slaves busy themselves with polishing the floor ready for fresh entertainment, Martial intercepts Verus, now pressed between the favors of the portly matron, who will not let go of his alabaster thighs for an instant.


      “And who the fuck are you?” the poet asks him candidly.


      Verus jumps to his feet. “I could ask the same thing,” he begins, none too lucid either, and the blood rushes to his head. “I am Verus, murmillo of the Ludus Argentum.”


      At this point his fleshy suitor rams a hand down between his legs and grasps his tackle. “Glory of all Rome!” she cries.


      Verus leaps away like a rag ball off the foot of a street urchin.


      “Forget it Demetra, it’s so long since you’ve had one of those you wouldn’t know what to do with it.”


      The noble whale walks off without a word.


      Martial pours himself a drink and settles onto his triclinium. He fills another cup and passes it to Verus.


      “Women. What a fool, the man who invented them. He should have made them without tongues! If it’s case of finding a ready mouth, there are plenty of freedmen available…Know what I mean, eh, my friend?”


      Verus does not know.


      But he takes a swig from the imperial silver all the same. With the help of the wine his courage has returned somewhat, and he turns to the funny guy Martial.


      “Explain to me what you’re doing here. It seems you are a freedman, so why do you let them treat you like you were still a slave? You may have your hour of snickering, but they are always deriding you. Look at them all.”


      Verus points to the guests. Eve without hearing their words, it is clear that they are bad-mouthing the poet. Many are sneering in his direction, calling him an asshole. Martial seems unfazed, and calmly gulps down the expensive wine, dismissing Verus’s query with a wave of the hand.


      “Do you think I care? This is just comedy. My future has glory in store, young gladiator. In less than two months the games will begin. The greatest games the world has ever seen, in the greatest Amphitheater ever constructed in the whole universe, can you believe it?”


      Verus nods with conviction. “Definitely. I will take part and win great honor.”


      Now Martial is smiling broadly: “And I will write about it! A great story in verse, chronicling the epic deeds of the gods of the arena. A work without precedent!”


      Verus clinks his cup with that of the bard, downing his drink to the very last drop.


      “Then you will write about me!”


      Martial darkens suddenly.


      There is a great commotion behind Verus. The middle of the room is ready; the flames burn fiercely in the braziers, blackening the polished ceiling. The slaves have prepared a wide circle. In the middle of it stands Julia, alone and beautiful, without the blond man next to her. She awaits him, batting her eyelashes like a lap cat.


      She has changed her dress.


      The servants lift Verus up and slip off his red tunic, leaving him standing in leather bracers and loincloth.


      The Briton feels his heart hammering in his chest.


      He does not know what is happening.


      Martial looks at him one last time.


      “Possibly. But first you must survive tonight…”


      Then the servants grab hold of the gladiator and drag him into the center of the makeshift arena, where the golden daughter of the Empire awaits him with lips slightly parted.


      Her dress is light pink, so transparent it leaves nothing to the imagination. Julia is naked beneath it, but nobody seems to notice, not even her father, who glances at her with an air of boredom. Just another of his crazy young daughter’s whims, you can bet on that.


      On her feet a pair of scabilli, iron clogs that clatter with each step. In her right hand a pair of bronze crotalia, castanets used to keep time. The rhythm is energetic, the musicians having pulled out lively-sounding string instruments and drums from somewhere. Julia swings her hips as she sounds the castanets, their metallic sound filling the room, hypnotic and captivating. Around her, Iberian dancers shake their bottoms in a sinuous dance, originally modeled on the ancient rites honoring the goddess Astarte, but now an art form in itself, a mesmerizing ceremony of blood and sex. Prelude to orgy and chaos.


      Verus is confused by the interlacing bodies, the dancers caressing the sixteen-year-old daughter of the Emperor as they howl sounds that speak of the sea and salty piety, of wine, fruit and sun. Julia’s forehead pearls with sweat as she sways, nipples erect, a few inches from the gladiator.


      The Briton is dazzled by the lascivious dance and the silent crowd enjoys the spectacle, the noblewomen aroused and the men swaying gently in their stupor, filled to the ears with wine.


      Julia is love and innocence as she twirls around the servant who became a warrior. She touches his electrified skin, his desire rising unbearably.


      Verus turns his head, the rhythm quickens, the dancers tease and rub in their fire-red veils, bellies as naked as the Queen of Sheba.


      The cymbals clash more loudly, Julia’s mouth ever closer to Verus’s face. The gladiator imagines the imminent kiss, the contact of her moist lips, her shallow breaths.


      Her tongue, her closed eyes. They are a breath apart, a caress, the space filled by deafening music.


      The crazed roll of drumsticks on donkey hide, the castanets shrieking like nervous wet nurses. The twirl of the dance.


      Here we go.


      Verus sighs and leans forward, but the kiss does not arrive. Julia merely smiles and shrinks away, then leans forward again, sleek and tempting. The dancers step aside and Julia retreats further, then disappears into the crowd. Verus try to follow, but the crush forces him back.


      The great drums beat to the rhythm of war now, the air thick with anticipation. Verus is left alone at the center of the hall with bated breath, utterly lost.


      A punch to the face brings him back to the world of the living. A black man as big as an oak tree emerges from the curtain that hangs around the banquet hall and begins hammering at his face.


      Welcome to the war, gladiator.


      Verus takes a moment to gather his wits, stunned by the treacherous attack.


      A servant hands the black man a wooden shield and a curved sica. And then the same for Verus.


      The throng heaves with feral grunts and shouts; he cannot see the beautiful daughter of the Empire anywhere, and the music has stopped. Actually, Julia has slipped upstairs to the balcony, from where she can enjoy the show undisturbed. Up there she go unnoticed but will be able to follow every blow, savor every movement. Awaiting her, hidden behind the discrete drapes, is the blond son of the She-wolf. The officer’s breastplate he sports is shinier than a brass mirror: it makes him look like Mars himself, ready to dispense both war and love.


      He places an arm round Julia as they stand on the wooden balcony decorated with crimson velvet. He slips his fingers between those of the girl, her anxious about the blood that is soon bound to flow.


      Anxious about everything.


      Down in the improvised arena Verus is quick to grasp what is happening: the black man is a fury, throwing himself into the attack like a raging gorilla. He is strong and tough, but lacks technique. He slashes when he should lunge, wasting his breath with sideswipes, quickly tiring.


      Verus prances over the freezing flagstones but is not entirely lucid, overdoing a backward dodge and burning himself against a flaming brazier. He cries out so loudly and suddenly that even his adversary takes a step back, caught unawares.


      The burn reawakens his drowsy senses, his brain slipping back into gear as his thirst for violence returns.


      Anger becomes the his only lighthouse in the storm: Verus runs the sica through the ligaments of his adversary’s knee, skillfully blocks a lunge and turns his shield into a mallet, smashing it into the jaw of his unfortunate victim. Two steps back to loosen his legs up, then a thrust that slices through the air, and the badly shaved cheek of his opponent.


      Immersed in the darkness of the balcony, the well-groomed hands of the blond officer slide beneath Julia’s gossamer dress. The girl lets him explore, biting her lip and feeling her sex moisten as Verus performs his duty with the sica. His fingers slide into her, thick and unhesitating, a little painful. A nice pain, though. The girl sighs, “Keep going,” and the son of the She-wolf slips his ring finger in as well. Julia’s moans match the rhythmic movement of his hand, as the blood drips onto the mosaic below.


      The African mastodon’s shield crashes to the ground. He grasps the sica with both hands and launches himself into the attack with a desperate cry.


      Verus dodges sideways but the tip of the giant’s rusty blade finds his pectoral muscle, staining it red. The riposte is decisive: the gladiator buries his blade up to the hilt in the other’s shoulder. The black fighter drops to his knees, squealing like a pig.


      Up on the balcony the atmosphere is electric: Julia has grabbed the officer’s sex, hard as a rod of iron beneath his short tunic. The girl is insane with desire but does not want to finish before the fight has. She lifts her dress, pushing her lover’s hands away from her womanhood. Then she turns her back to the blond man, takes his cock in her hands and guides it slowly inside her, beginning to move slowly as he squeezes her breasts, breathing heavily.


      The black man is on his knees, the fight is over but the crowd demands more.


      They want the end; they crave it.


      Verus removes his sica from the man’s shoulder, drinking in the roar of the crowd.


      Upstairs the handsome officer does not stop thrusting. Julia is almost there but she does not let herself go, not yet.


      “Death!” she cries aloud, clinging to the balustrade. “Death! Death!”


      Verus can barely see her and has no idea she is having someone else fuck her as she shouts.


      “Death!” The cry is demented, desperate, avid.


      The bovine audience, blind drunk and dripping with sweat, follows her lead without delay.


      “Death!” the echo.


      The black man trembles, the blond pumps away, the crowd presses around the combatants.


      Ircius signals his gladiator to do what he came into the world to do.


      The fire from the torches is unbearable.


      Verus’s hand hesitates, his knuckles gripped so tightly round the hilt of the sica they have turned white.


      The Emperor rises from his throne: even he cannot ignore the voice of the populace. He stares at the Briton compassionately, without even deigning to look at the black warrior. The latter stretches out his neck, and the monarch lowers his eyelids.


      All or nothing, Verus.


      All or nothing.


      Verus burns with anger, the emptiness embraces him like a strict mother. He raises his blade, yelling like Hannibal on the battlefield. Then brings it down, shearing the man’s head clean off.


      Silence.


      And then, the explosion.


      The rabble howls with delight; somebody, a little overexcited, vomits red and rolls to the ground.


      The son of the She-wolf holds Julia’s hair tightly at the nape of her neck. He pushes hard, one last time.


      He comes in her angrily, flooding her with his contempt.


      Julia has her brutal orgasm, screaming louder and clutching at the railing. A nail breaks and there is blood in the wood.


      The pain makes everything better, death and life exploding as one.


      Verus is left alone, dripping with innocent blood, beneath the affectionate gaze of Martial. A bitter taste fills his mouth, that of a condemned man.


      I had never killed anyone in cold blood before.


      He sinks to his knees in a dark corner of the hall.


      He ignores the compliments and refuses the drinks.


      He closes in on himself in a fetal position.


      Where has he ended up? What is he doing? What is his place in this damned world?


      Living is not enough, but neither is dying.


      Forming in his empty heart is a huge clot of bone fragments, soft flesh, and dried blood.


      The eyes of the slain black man stare at him vacantly, the severed head left on the filthy flagstones.


      On a triclinium doused with wine, a man is crying out for his mother as he screws another guest. Someone is taking a piss in the corner, convinced that he is out of sight of the others.


      The drunken antics are a lunatic’s world of sexual encounters.


      The Emperor has left the hall, but not before handing Decius Ircius a pile of gold coins.


      Julia has disappeared, melted away into the sweat and seed of the blond man.


      The party continues. All night long.


      Verus weeps, unseen; he sobs with remorse. He misses the past, the dream of a better future. He misses Priscus. Hard to admit it, but he does. He wishes he were here, now. To speak to him for hours on end, like they did some nights at the building site. Or in the cells of the Ludus Argentum.


      Life sucks. Verus wants only to go home.


      Now.


      But the party is endless, the orgy knows no limits.


      The Briton crouches in a corner and promises himself: tomorrow, yes, tomorrow.


      I will talk to Priscus, humiliate myself if need be. I want to start again. We have to start again.


      Death is too heavy a burden.


      The life we chose will kill us eventually.


      He falls into a restless sleep, the pair of dead, empty eyes boring straight into his heart. Dead by his own hand. Slaughtered, without deserving it.


      “Close your eyes, sweet prince, forgotten by all but the darkness,” Martial’s voice is pure honey. He strokes the gladiator’s head so softly the Briton does not even feel it.


      He has just drifted off.


      Even with murderers, Morpheus is merciful.

    

  


  
    
      Arrivals and Departures


      If you’re alone, you’ll be sad.


      OVID, Remedia amoris, 583


      Rome, AD 80, June


      SENSE OF GUILT, headache, puke and sweat.


      That is what the morning after is for.


      Verus awakens in a daze amidst the snoring carnage. The imperial residence dozes as the slaves clear away the remnants of the unholy banquet, everywhere the soft scrape of brooms. The younger freedmen struggle to help the rich to their feet.


      Hangover is a real dirty trick.


      The Briton’s heart is swollen with pain, for what he has been and what he will be.


      His head, though, is fairly clear: sleep has swept away the pollution of vice, the bitter tears, wine and rich meats. Fear has melted his hangover in a sea of worries.


      But Verus has not washed, and blood still stains his hands.


      His eyes are red and his mouth sticky from his uncomfortable rest. He stops a slave to ask for Ircius, but at first he does not understand.


      “Decius Ircius the lanista! My master,” Verus insists.


      Then the slave realizes who is before him and in the blink of an eye is treating the dazed gladiator with more deference: he recognizes the dangerous glint in the man’s straying gaze, recalls his hands on the blade and the blade on his opponent’s neck.


      He remembers the blood, this young slave: he had had the job of cleaning it up at daybreak. Rags and elbow grease, knees rubbed raw on the cold stone floor.


      “Your master left the house late last night, but the Emperor himself ordered that no one disturb your sleep.”


      Verus was lost. He felt unease rasp at his throat: the new day was as green as bile.


      “I’m awake now. And I want to go back to the Ludus Argentum. Ircius will be looking for me.”


      The slave holds out his arms. “At least allow yourself a bath. It is all ready, we were only waiting for you to wake up so that someone could take you to the ablution chambers. A Caesar’s hospitality is a rare thing for those like us, brother.”


      Verus looks at the slight man in disgust: a bony Egyptian living off leftovers stolen from the kitchen, never getting enough sleep. Not yet twenty, but the first signs of incipient baldness showing already. A few scraggly hairs on his chest, an ill-fitting tunic, bare feet.


      “I am not your brother,” says the gladiator, his voice deliberate and forceful. Then he turns his back, leaving without bidding farewell.


      He takes a while to find the way out, but prefers not to ask for help. He is filled with anger and remorse. Not only for having taken the life of another, but above all because he has finally understood what Priscus has been trying to tell him right from the start: You are at home. We belong to them.


      The life of a servant—whether fate has put a sword or a broom in your hand matters little—is a barren and desolate plain. A windswept no-man’s land.


      Time does not exist, nor will or exhaustion. Sleep, wakefulness, even the basest of human urges—hunger, thirst, the need to urinate or to make love—all are at the mercy of the whims and moods of whoever is in command.


      Muscles grow accustomed to flexing at the mere nod of another’s head, the heart accustomed to breaking and bleeding on command, if the master grieves. A look from the dominus or an unclear thought, left open to interpretation, have the power to light up an entire day, or else to ruin it utterly: a servant’s life is pathetic, Verus knows that for certain now. He walks along the corridors that have welcomed him in as an exotic animals worthy of contemplation, and notices the hunched backs of the cooks, already hard at work, the washerwomen with their cracked hands, the red fingers of butchers soiled with rightful death.


      The workers’ eyes all look alike, darting this way and that with dampened flashes of haste and resignation. For those who serve there is no tomorrow. And if there is, it looks a hell of a lot like today.


      The first breath of fresh air beyond the walls of the Palace is like a sip of water in the middle of a desert.


      Rome is awake again, may the gods bless it.


      The sky is blue enough to put Apollo’s eyes to shame.


      The muddy roads throb with persistent life; the night brought with it rain and clouds, washing away as much of the evil as it could. Verus walks disheveled and sweaty through throngs of every possible type of human being.


      The streets leading to the ludus are bursting with deals to be made, judging by how much the seed and nut merchants are shouting. Hurried hand gestures cut through the deafening shouts of the crowd to indicate precise quantities. A woman waves her right fist, held in the horn sign: it means four hundred. With her left hand it would only have meant four.


      The bustling Romans shout and push and point; their hands tell tales of numbers with an endless snapping of fingers. Verus understands little or nothing, unused as he is to buying and selling. He is a slave: nothing is his own, not even his destiny.


      He lets the throngs push him further east, until the background of grain and vendors disappears and gives way to a bronze monolith with the look of a great, placid bull.


      Verus is lost, having wandered far from the road he was following, but he does not care. His head is overflowing with thoughts, but no wish to make sense of them.


      The Forum Boarium is the ideal place for ignoring the clamor of his mind; his sense of smell selfishly demands all of his attention. The young gladiator has just entered the cattle market, the kingdom of innocent blood. The statue at the center of the Forum is the lighthouse that guides those walking along the tortured little alleyways market out by the stalls.


      The air is thick with haggling and the smell of animals. A potbellied midget grasps a brace of tough-looking hens, holding them up by their feet as if they were a bunch of garlic. They offer no sign of complaint, limiting themselves to pecking at their upside-down companions every so often. An old man approaches and hands the seller a few assarii in exchange for one of the birds. The midget frees one of them and, with a skillful gesture of the right hand, snaps it neck in a lethal merry-go-round. He passes the cadaver to the old man and pockets the coins contentedly.


      Verus moves on.


      The sound of bleating is very loud, coming from inside a pen where lambs stand trembling. There must be fifty or so, pressed in like customers looking for bread at the fifth hour.


      In their cold eyes, the fear of those who know, their nostrils filled with the metallic odor of blood. The blood of their dead brothers; blood awaiting yet more blood.


      On the work bench next to the pen sits a row of severed heads: sheep, goats, deer. Heads separated from their respective necks: the fateful shock of a knife to the throat, the grinding of iron on bone, the vacant stare.


      Verus stares at the victims.


      His stomach churns and kicks, beyond his control.


      Clouds of flies hum menacingly around the head of a butchered deer, dark-red in color, tongue hanging limply from its mouth.


      But Verus sees before him another severed head, the eyes of a black man on a rich man’s floor.


      Rich bastards.


      The gag reflex starts at the base of his neck. It is too late, the bitter tide has already entered his throat. The Briton bends double, falls to his knees and vomits until his eyes are burning. His nostrils fill with mucus and who knows what else, his tears hideous and all too visible.


      He vomits some more.


      People step over him—too busy to care.


      Someone kicks him in the ass, and he takes it without batting an eyelid.


      The merchant’s foot is a caress in the warrior’s back. Not satisfied, someone else does the same, calling him “sissy.”


      Verus jumps to his feet. Muscle memory takes over. The repetition of his constant training, the very essence of a gladiator: days spent at the training pole, sessions with the wooden gladius, the flexes, lunges, and sidesteps.


      Again.


      Again.


      Now it all comes brimming to the surface in the blink of an eye, in that single, terrifying gesture.


      His bulk looms a good two palms taller than the merchants who were in such a playful mood. His face is stained with mud, puke, and tears. His hands, chest, and clothes still bear the signs of last night’s victim. He notices it only now—that was why the servant had so insisted he take a bath.


      Verus feels bad for a lot of reasons. Rage boils all too visibly inside him.


      The two merchants who taunted him are now scared shitless.


      When he is in this state he scares the shit out of everyone.


      The crowd parts to let the Briton continue on his way, finally free to go back and serve. Which is only right for someone who lives in chains.


      Using the bronze bull to get his bearings, he finds his way out of the spider’s web of tiny streets, and slinks towards a fountain that depicts Neptune with a fishing net, but the gladiator pays no heed of the effigy as he scrubs his face in the icy water, rinses his hands and chest, then strips off his tunic, standing almost naked. He had hoped to wash off all the filth, but while his skin is left clean his soul is not. Now the son of the Island takes the road toward home, followed by appalled gazes of the locals standing in line with buckets in hand to fill up their water troughs. Home. Or better, the prison without bars that he has learned to call home.


      With each step that brings him closer to his destination, Verus is more certain of what he must do.


      A wise man, many years ago, told him that being a man is more complicated than it seems: it is about doing what you have to do when you have to do it, whether you want to or not.


      In those days Verus did not understand what that stubborn, foul-mouthed old man Cormac—who insisted on being called “master”—was on about. But Cormac knew that sooner or later he would understand.


      Now the British warrior knows that if he wants to find his place again in the world, he must bow his head, swallow his pride, and make the peace with Priscus. Life and death are too awful to face alone. Verus needs Priscus, needs his serious stare and his simple words that tell things like they are.


      Verus has had enough of lies and anger.


      Life in the arena is not marvelous. Killing a human being is not magnificent.


      Killing is shit, just like dying.


      But that is all we have, brother. You’ll have to get used to it. It is as though he can already hear the Gaul’s voice in his ears.


      It has taken him a while, but Verus is finally realizing how Priscus’s heart began to strain when Julia entered their lives.


      The heart is a thief, and love a cursed jewel. Where emotions are concerned, the dance is never in time with the music. Verus has never been particularly bright, but now he knows that all the little pieces of the jigsaw of life are interconnected. Now the vast mosaic of life begins to take shape before his swollen eyes, streaked with dark tears.


      Sergius’s death.


      The black warrior’s death.


      Julia’s eyes at her father’s house, her malice and her scent.


      Priscus’s anger, his distance, his suspicion.


      Priscus has chosen to suffer, shutting Verus out of his world.


      And Verus has allowed him to do it, Verus the unthinking blockhead, his thoughts clouded by mad dreams of Julia, blinded by impossible jealousy.


      The beautiful Julia, daughter of the Emperor, may well have lost her head for Priscus the ice-man. But the Gaul’s heart, rough as stone up until the day it decided to let in the kindred spirit of his brother from the sea, has been elsewhere for a long time.


      Finally, Verus understands.


      Without needing anyone to explain it to him.


      Priscus loves him.


      Or at least, loved him.


      Before Verus ruined everything by believing himself invincible.


      Before Sergius died. Before everything was sullied with blood, damn it.


      Priscus loves him, no point in pretending otherwise.


      And not in a brotherly way. This was the same kind of love that bound Patroclus and Apollo.


      Verus does not feel the same way about Priscus, but he also knows that he does not want to live without him. There is a special bond: they might never be a single body, but they are certainly two halves of a whole. And he does not want to throw that away, especially now that he regrets everything that has happened.


      The rich bastards, the unjust deaths, this shitty life.


      The blood, everywhere, sprayed against the walls of his soul.


      Verus quickens his step and feels the blood pulse in his veins—the Ludus Argentumis drawing closer.


      No more cowardice, no more naivety. He will go to Priscus, right now. He will beg his forgiveness. He will embrace him.


      They will talk.


      By the gods, he will talk until the Gaul’s ears bleed. He will get everything off his chest, will bare his heart and find his brother once more, his friend, his other half.


      His feet fall faster and faster. Run, Verus. Run.


      Breathing heavily, Rome slides past him like a waking dream. The first, hot rays of the sun, the morning feels like hope. Verus feels his nausea melt away as he draws ever nearer to the silver barracks.


      The misunderstandings will crumble away, forgiveness will flower. It will not be love—not of the sort Priscus has in mind, anyway—but their brotherhood will soothe every wound. Verus needs to believe it is possible. He is running now, gasping life into his heaving lungs.


      He cannot wait.


      He shoulders his way into the ludus without so much as acknowledging his companions around the entrance. He smiles and calls Priscus’s name at the top of his voice. Someone tries to stop him but Verus is a raging bull, charging into the dormitory and then the courtyard, even knocking at the armory door before he comes back outside, into the dust of the arena. Until he meets the cold and pitiless gaze of Decius Ircius.


      Verus is gasping, hardly a breath left in his body. The lanistalooks him up and down: “What are you in such a hurry to find, young champion?”


      Verus is crimson, from exertion and embarrassment.


      “I’m looking for Priscus, my lord. Priscus my brother…”


      He pronounces the last two words with great pride.


      Ircius continues to stare as the Briton heaves and gasps, as if drawing his very soul out of his lungs. Without the slightest change of expression, the lanista drily answers: “Priscus? He’s gone.”


      Verus’s chest abruptly stops heaving.


      “I sold him this morning to a school in Capua,” he goes on. “He left a short time ago.”


      The expression of hopeful anticipation on the Briton’s face disintegrates in an instant. “What? He’s g… gone?”


      Ircius smiles. “Yes. I sold him,” he says, emphasizing his power to dispose of his possessions as he thinks fit. “A very good deal it was too,” he adds smugly.


      Verus’s spirits plummet into an abyss, where dark slime licks at his body, like black bile about to swallow him whole.


      Ircius passes a hand across his chin: “Tell you the truth, he didn’t seem all that displeased. Like he was itching to see the world beyond these walls.”


      He wanted to go, thinks Verus.


      It is over.


      Now it is truly over.


      The lanistaslaps a hand on the gladiator’s muscle-bound shoulder: “Cheer up, lad! Now the Gaul’s gone you can finally earn your place here among the gods of the Ludus Argentum! Verus the Invincible!”


      His laughter is like a hailstorm of ice on the Briton’s soul.


      But his fellow inmates take the master’s words seriously.


      Deadly seriously. “Verus the Invincible!” they roar in unison.


      Verus feels his heart shrivel and crumble to pieces.


      The sun has suddenly set, before it has even risen.


      The warrior of fire no longer has the man of ice watching his back. He is the loneliest bastard in the whole damned Empire.


      In the great hall the light is smooth as velvet, a softness it reveals only in Rome.


      Emperor Titus walks gracefully around the enormous model of the Amphitheater at the center of the room. It has been made using four different types of wood: cedar for the frame, polished walnut for the inlays, rosewood for the arches and Oriental ebony to emphasize the imposing buttresses. The master of the world imagines the glory, the shouts of a grateful populace, eyes wide open to drink in the dream. Titus claps his hands at his back, moving barefoot across the decorated floor. A few grains of dust, fine sand carried on the wind, remain stuck to his dry heels, immovable as promises.


      His heart weighs heavy in his chest: the works continue but they are behind schedule. The plague has given his kingdom a beating, she and destiny could not care less about deadlines.


      It is late. Everything is late.


      And Titus feels anxiety gallop through him like a herd of rampaging oxen. He tires at nothing; for those in command, thoughts alone can exhaust muscles and joints.


      The Emperor bends down and brushes the arena with the palm of his hand. A trusted freedman has filled it with a thin layer of extremely fine sand. The monarch wonders whether the grains teasing his toes came from here or whether the wind carried them from far away, perhaps from the great land of Africa, where the strangest of beasts will come from.


      Titus is both general and choreographer of the great and violent spectacle that Rome awaits more keenly than a downpour after an endless drought. At length he has spoken with senators and dispatched fixers and recruiters to the corners of the Empire, hunting down the strangest attractions in existence.


      On a low table, next to the colossal model, sits a silver carafe. Time has rusted it, but the water within is cool. Titus’s throat is parched by doubts. A breath of wind upsets the papers on his desk, documents bearing preposterous figures: the calculations of the amount of timber used to build the supports for the velarium, meticulously recorded by a middle-aged scribe, become muddled with the list of construction orders for the month of February. The Emperor knows it all, wants to be aware of every detail, down the most mundane. He watches over the birth of the stone titan like a fretful wet-nurse.


      He is ready to defend his creation from the games of the powerful and the ravages of time. Titus does not speak of it to anybody, but he knows: the Amphitheater will be forever.


      Like the Pyramids of Giza, or the Lighthouse of Alexandria.


      An eighth wonder of the world will bear his name. And that of his father, Vespasian.


      A shiver runs down his spine as he pours the water into a glazed terracotta cup, without drinking so much as a sip. All of the precious liquid is poured onto the sand. Another cup and another until the sand, saturated, can hold no more and the floor of the model is filled with make-believe waves, the breeze from the window gently rippling the surface.


      Not a drop leaks from the wood. The seals are watertight, the sculptor did his job well.


      Titus immerses his hand in the water that has invaded the arena. Eternal fingers in the wet sand.


      He smiles, the master of the world, before pulling the release lever, hidden between two staggered buttresses next to the southern entrance.


      And the magic takes its course.


      The water drains out of the model, flowing through the tubes fashioned by the master’s chisel, where the bevel has crafted the wood into the concave smoothness of a river bed. Tiny holes have been sealed with hammered lead and tar, turning the tree trunk into a perfectly watertight channel. The water trickles out of the miniature Amphitheater and falls noiselessly to the floor.


      It splashes the Emperor’s bare feet but does not tarnish the Emperor’s smile, so pleased that he looks almost childlike. He cannot stop grinning at the wonder that has been created, his fingers in the damp sand, on his lips a word to be uttered in hushed voices, until the moment comes to leave everyone speechless: “Naumachia…yes, mock sea-battles.”


      The applause at Titus’s back rumbles like an August thunderstorm, resounding and brazen as its author.


      Anyone else would give a start at being caught playing with an imitation world while the universe—the real universe—awaits a mere nod of his head to do his bidding. But Titus is not anyone else, he is the Lord of the Earth in its entirety, and he will set the fucking pace as he sees fit.


      He turns around slowly, wiping his hands on his purple robes as though they were any old rags. With a wreath of laurel leaves atop his head he would be the perfect picture: the god of calm, right at the eye of the storm.


      Finally, he sees the man who took the trouble to applaud his wonder emerge from the darkness of the corridor that leads to the great hall. The cape he wears, properly tanned Iberian leather with polished bronze inlays that shine like mirrors, marks him out as important.


      The applause over, Titus’s unexpected guest hints at making a bow. A very handsome man, his flowing blond locks speak of the sea. His cruel, square jaw makes the Lord of the Empire’s head spin. The martial bearing of one who has grown up in the army of the damned Eagle.


      He is the one who disappeared with Julia onto the balcony during the party. The one on whom the imperial firstborn has lavished her coquetry, her smiles and much else besides. The one who gave a damned good fucking to the daughter of the man standing right in front of him: Emperor Titus.


      While Verus, glory of the Ludus Argentum, received the kiss of Persephone, goddess of the underworld, as he removed his adversary’s head for the entertainment of the lords, his peers.


      This is the man who now dares to applaud the wonder.


      “Welcome, Domitian. Welcome, brother,” says Titus.


      Brother.


      Domitian smiles, examining the magnificent model from close up.


      “Wonderful toy. Let us hope the real thing works like this, otherwise you can imagine the laughter on inauguration day…”


      Domitian is being an asshole, as usual.


      The Emperor would very much like to answer him back, but here comes yet another unexpected guest, trotting through the great hall.


      Where the fuck are the servants who are supposed to announce visitors?


      The Emperor scratches his head, transferring a few grains of wet sand to his hair. So flat and lifeless it is not even a distant relative of Domitian’s.


      And yet.


      “Father, Uncle…” says Julia dutifully as she enters, not forgetting her manners.


      After all she is daughter of the Emperor. If it were not for her habit of screwing every musclebound male that happened to stroll into their home, she would be quite perfect. But it is well known that perfection is not for this world, not even between the sweaty pleats of Queen Rome.


      Julia spies the model of the house of games and applauds excitedly.


      “I cannot wait for inauguration day! It will be a magnificent spectacle, will it not, Father?”


      As she speaks she throws a languid gaze to her uncle that leaves little or nothing to the imagination.


      Domitian licks his lips.


      Titus sighs and wipes his hands on the purple tunic again.


      The sand refuses to be brushed off.


      “Of course it will, my flower. It will host some truly astonishing spectacles. Exotic animals will fight each other—gazelles, lions, rhinoceros and bears, even a few buffaloes, all decked out for war!—but let’s not spoil the surprise for you, dear. Tell me though, what brings you to these parts?’


      The girl springs forward a step, moving closer to her uncle. She would very much like to take his hand, or simply just caress his arm, but she cannot. Even in the rotten heart of the Eternal City, appearances carry a certain weight. So she limits herself to letting out a small sigh within earshot of him, secretly devouring him out of the corner of her eye.


      “Boredom, more than anything,” she says. “The new handmaidens spent all morning styling my hair for the banquet this evening only to then tell me, a few moments ago, that it was canceled—such a shame!”


      Titus feels a twinge in his liver. It was he who gave the order to put off the party: for some time now he has started to really feel the effects of drink. Maybe the thoughts and strains of the last few days. Or perhaps the fact that he is no longer twenty years old and his body is begging for a rest. The bottom line is that, although generally an obliging sort of man, he is not prepared to watch the rabble having a good time while he looks on, suffering from constipation and swollen joints. So, no party this evening, you bunch of good-for-nothings.


      “I am sure the servants’ work will not have been in vain, my child. You uncle was just telling me that he would be most pleased to dine with you. A warrior has little to do in peacetime, and now the barbarians have stopped tormenting our frontiers, our consul here seems to be bored of fighting nothing but the powerful pheasants from the imperial kitchens. Is that not right, brother? What say you? Care for an ally for your night time incursion into the field of roasted fowl?”


      Domitian smiles. Titus knows he can be a genuine pain in the ass when he wants to be, but he is the Emperor after all. And nobody contradicts the Emperor, by the gods. Not even his beloved younger brother.


      “If you wished to bestow on me a little of your precious time, dear niece, it would be a great honor for this old soldier to eat in your company.”


      Julia holds back a little yelp of satisfaction: “I accept with infinite pleasure. I will run straight to Lucilla and choose something fitting for the occasion.” Which, translated from court language, basically means: “Of course, Uncle. I can’t wait to get fucked as if there were no tomorrow on top of the dining table in your beautiful villa at the top of the hill, after having gorged ourselves and gotten blind, stinking drunk, of course.”


      Julia vanishes with a squeak of sandals.


      The two men are left alone.


      They stare at one another a long while. Titus’s eyes are tired. Damned tired.


      “Why do you not marry her?” hisses the Emperor to his brother.


      “Who are you talking about?” answers the son of the She-wolf.


      Titus sighs. “Do you think I am blind? Please, do not insult my intelligence.”


      Domitian holds his tongue.


      “At the very least you would avoid making a laughing stock of our blood…”


      That damned smile stays firmly on Domitian’s face. “I do not know what you mean, brother. And then you should know, my heart belongs to Domitia.”


      Titus knows it only too well. Domitia Longina is Domitian’s wife, the sort of noblewoman that could give a man a hard-on at seventy. As beautiful as only a poisonous serpent can be, Titus makes love to her once a week—unbeknownst to his brother, or perhaps not, who knows—and afterwards, she does nothing but sing the praises of her cuckolded husband. Titus wonders why he still wastes time with her. The point is, nobody else makes him feel quite so dirty. Perhaps that is why he fucks her with such ardor.


      The Emperor would feel more at ease if Domitian divorced her and married Julia, partly for reasons of dynastic straightforwardness, and partly because it would let him indulge his whims without having to hide away like a thief. But Domitian is stubborn, and this question of bedfellows is so complicated that it requires discretion.


      A lot of discretion.


      Titus does not even touch on it. The question he really wants to get to the bottom of in this moment is that regarding Julia, and with this in mind he looks the other straight in the eye and says his piece: “You may brag all you want, brother, but if you think you can get rid of my daughter so quickly, you are wrong. That girl is worse than an infectious disease. You will find her hanging onto you for the rest of eternity…”


      Domitian lets his brother speak, glances one last time at the scale model of the Amphitheater, then takes his leave with the excuse that he must prepare himself for the dinner awaiting him.


      The Emperor is left alone once more.


      The sand in the wooden arena is no longer wet. A dry wind blows from the south, promising fire and flame.


      Heavy thoughts weigh on the monarch’s heart, but every time he looks at his creation, even more than that in flesh and blood, every moment he loses himself in gazing adoringly upon the stones carved into the wood, he senses a sweet aroma in his mouth.


      Love and sex pass. So do life and death. But glory sculpted in marble, well, that lasts forever.


      Titus smiles one last time, a smile nobody sees.


      The future, at it must be said, is a sweet fruit indeed.


      The cart bumps along, as it has ever since they left. Priscus tries to make himself comfortable on the wooden bench, but his bones ache. Whatever position he sits in, the cage is always too small.


      The journey to Capua is almost over, the imperial cobblestones clatter beneath the iron-rimmed wheels, punishing his spine and interrupting his sleep. Almost ninety leagues non-stop: the merchant who bought him is eager to do business. His name is Lucius. He has the beady eyes of a professional trader, a man who knows how to cut a deal. He is also kind, in his own way. Every now and then he turns around to ask Priscus if he is still alive. Priscus does not answer, and Lucius shakes his head, pointing to the covered bowl that he has left hanging from the bars of the traveling prison.


      “Drink, drink, I mean it! The road is long and the sun a curse!”


      Priscus allows himself a small sip every ten miles. He does not want to risk running out. He knows that Lucius does not intend to stop: when he needs to urinate, he simply cocks his leg and relieves himself straight from the driver’s seat. He looks like a hunting dog taking a piss.


      Priscus does not know quite how he feels right now. He imagined that to leave everything behind would be a relief. It is not.


      When Lucius turned up early one morning at the school looking for fresh arms for the Ludus Tridensin Capua, the gladiator pricked up his ears. He quickly realized that his chance had come to get out of Rome. He earned notice by fighting with honor and lunging at the pole with added vigor, while making sure that he spent a minute or two singing Capua’s praises to his companions, loudly enough that the merchant would hear him.


      “Down there they really fight! That’s where the strongest warriors come from! Nobody survives a run-in with the titans of Capua!”


      Ircius observed the Gaul puzzled, until the Gaul approached him and expressed his desire to leave. Ircius is no fool—he knows what is going on in his own home. He knows all about the turmoil that the Emperor’s daughter has sown among his best men and, although he has absolutely no wish to disappoint or embarrass the imperial family, he would very much like to sort out the mess. Experience has also taught him that an unhappy gladiator is almost always a weak gladiator. Or a dead one.


      Still, it is not good business.


      But Ircius is not made of stone; he has a good heart. He knows he owes a lot to both Verus and Priscus. Their help in putting the Ludus Argentumback on its feet after the plague had devastated Rome was proof enough of their unquestioning loyalty. Who else would give up their own liberty, which they had had the good fortune to win back, only to go back to being a servant and risking their lives at every fight?


      Decius Ircius is in the Gaul’s debt, and the Briton’s as well: they basically saved his skin.


      “My lord,” began Priscus, getting straight to the point. “This is not my place. I have served you as best I can, but the time has come to bid farewell. I ask you on my knees, let me go.”


      “Always remember, my friend, that in this house you need never kneel to speak your mind,” replied the lanista. “I owe you a great deal, Priscus. But I am still a businessman. So let me talk to the merchant and negotiate a price worthy of the Eternal City, for the greatest Nordic warrior of the Ludus Argentum.”


      The two clasped arms up to the elbow, then Ircius went over to Lucius and the negotiations began. Later on, the merchant of men had left again with his new acquisition for the Tridens, pockets almost empty and a prayer to Mercury on his lips, protector of thieves and travelers, that he might grant them a smooth journey home.


      Meanwhile the cart slows. Priscus has almost arrived.


      Finally, the house is in sight.


      Capua is very different to Rome.


      Right from the start, the Gaul is intoxicated by the breeze blowing from the west. The sea lies some ten leagues away or more, but the air smells of salt and fresh seafood nonetheless.


      On the streets the pace of life seems less frenetic, the faces of the people crowding through the shellfish market more relaxed. Even the slaves trotting along behind the noblewomen, loaded up like donkeys, look more relaxed than their Roman counterparts.


      Priscus feels relieved that the journey is almost over but confusion reigns in his heart. For the first time in his life, he has made a decision on the spur of the moment: to leave, escape, disappear. It is not like him—the ice-man does not make rash choices—and yet the fire of a companion he had never looked for, and who he loves all the same, has overwhelmed him. In the long, moonlit nights, sleepless and yet not wakeful, he has thought long about his feelings for the Briton, picking the petals from his tortured heart until he reached the plain truth about himself: he is in love with Verus. He tried to hate him for Sergius’s death, to distance himself, but he cannot quell his feelings. Nobody else, in all his ridiculous, miserable servant’s life, has ever made him feel so important. Priscus has spent his whole existence on the defensive, guarding against the kicks that life has always dealt him with such predictability. Soldier, bandit, servant, gladiator: never the time to catch his breath. Watching his own back was always his priority, until…until the arrival of Verus. With his big, warm-hearted smile and his stubbornness, the Briton seemed to know instinctively how to respect his fellow gladiator, to support him and learn from him, lend him a hand when times were hard, lend him an ear when evening fell. Their bond had been based on the sort of intimacy that can only grow between men—women are different, they cannot understand. The rich ones lead lives of perpetual expectation and boredom, the poor ones lives of hard work and too little sleep. They have no time for words, for exploring the depths of their hearts. And perhaps they prefer not to. The poets relate that a woman’s life lies within, while a man’s is without; that when a woman falls in love she dreams that they are beginning a journey, while a man lying in the arms of his beloved has found a safe haven. Nonsense, all of it. Priscus has known enough females to know how they really think. Everyone likes fucking—and that includes women. But while sometimes a man cannot go without it, a woman can wait. And that is the damned difference: she who can allow herself to spend her life waiting, like Penelope on Ithaca, does not need real love.


      Only those who burn can truly love.


      And he who burns, dies.


      Until now the ice-man Priscus had always thought himself immune. But the fire of love eventually reached him. There is no eluding its flames, they invariably find you in the end. Verus had worked his way into the Gaul’s heart a little at a time, like water dripping on ancient rock. Unbeknownst even to himself, he had been patient and insidious, calm and understanding.


      In time, he gradually overwhelmed Priscus, took possession of him, smothered him like a river-bed in a flash flood. And since the day they met, Priscus’s heart has never been the same.


      Julia was a bolt from the blue, she complicated things. Julia, that spoilt, crazy, little harlot.


      That is what women are like: they do not care who you are or what you want. They turn up, cause chaos, love and make themselves loved, break hearts, and then disappear. Leaving behind them a desert, and you to pick up the pieces. The thought of all the sleepless nights he has spent trying to untangle the emotional wreckage weighing on his heart is enough to drive Priscus crazy. But he would bet his life that Julia did not lose even a minute of her sleep in all these months of his suffering.


      Verus, his Verus, lost his head.


      First Priscus felt only anger, then senseless jealousy. Then came the distance, the rift. And finally, Sergius’s death. It was one screw-up after another, a whole life gone to the dogs.


      Priscus senses that to talk about it with Verus would only ruin things further. The sorrow his friend would feel would be even worse than the pain caused by their distance. This was why he decided to leave: after weighing up his feelings, he came to the conclusion that it would be easier if Verus hated him.


      Gone, without saying goodbye. Disappeared, forgotten.


      Farewell forever.


      The sun is gentle, and the stones of Capua sparkle silently, only slightly marked by mud and moss.


      Priscus feels the pain in his chest start to lose its hold. He breathes in the salt air, and relishes his entrance into the Ludus Tridens.


      The structure itself is sober in style, and not particularly remarkable: a wooden gate and a modest arena. Lucius’s cart passes through unhindered. Awaiting the merchant is a middle-aged man with a long beard, prominent belly and the disheveled hair of somebody who has no time to waste styling it like a girl. He is the master of the house, the lanista, the man with the gruesome grin that everyone calls Daimon. But there is something in that toothless welcome that wins over the gladiator nonetheless.


      Or so it seems to Priscus as Lucius carries out the formalities and pockets the money he has made from the sale. Throughout the brief transaction, Daimon does not stop throwing interested glances towards Priscus, interspersed with that senile smile. There is no change to the expression of the man accompanying Daimon, though; or rather, if there is, there is no way of seeing it, as the andabata is suited and helmeted for the arena. Leather and rag greaves and manicae, an enormous, semi-circular, wrought-iron shield, standard throat armor and a gigantic, blinded helmet on his head. No eyeholes, grates or visors; a single sheet of robust metal completely depriving the warrior of his sight.


      In the world of gladiators, the andabata may well be the ill-starred figure of all. The warrior faces only identical opponents, just as “blind” as him. Their fights are truly terrifying: the two contenders risk their lives among the manic shrieks of the baying crowd, unable to rely on the most useful of their five senses. In the blackness, thrusts can arrive from nowhere. Sweat drenches the gladiator’s face inside the helmet, sounds are muffled. Between slashes and lunges, he spends his time striking at ghosts and hoping to dodge the deadly blow. And the enemy is in the same boat, forced to grope around ferociously, deprived of any points of reference, homing in on a heartbeat.


      Some warriors become so specialized in this art of sightlessness that, once they win their freedom, they take up thieving as a profession. Nothing can teach you about the ways of the night like the sad and wretched life of an andabata.


      Daimon’s eyeless gladiator waits at his master’s side, gladius held tightly in his right hand. Priscus does not understand what this useless and terrifying man is there for, standing at the entrance of the ludus. But the lanista does not grant him the time to wonder for long. He approaches and opens the cage with a smile still on his face, and at this point Priscus smiles too. It is a strange situation, but for a moment he feels like he is among family.


      Daimon does not say a thing. He slaps the gladiator on the shoulder and his grin turns into laughter. Deep, contagious laughter. The Gaul begins to laugh as well, encouraged by the master of the school who laughs louder and louder, continuing to slap him on the shoulders, chest and back.


      Powerful, explosive guffaws, like those from a tavern on Saturn’s day. So loud he has to hang on to his belly, so heartfelt his eyes fill with tears.


      They grin and cry together, Daimon and the slave. The only one to remain impassive is the iron-headed andabata. But all of a sudden the hairy Daimon stops laughing. From one moment to the next he turns serious, for no apparent reason. His fiery eyes stare into those of the newly arrived warrior, and he says formally: “Your name is Priscus, correct?”


      The Gaul struggles to wipe away the last traces of laughter. Cheeks reddened and wet with hot tears from the excess of good cheer, belly light as air, he responds: “Yes, my lord!” in a clear voice.


      Daimon turns toward the andabata and places a hand on his head.


      The order is barely audible, but the slave does not hesitate to obey it. He lands a head-butt on Priscus’s nose with all the force he has in his body.


      Priscus collapses, his head spinning.


      Daimon looks him up and down: “Welcome to Capua, dogturd!”


      The attack is pitiless.


      Instinct tells him to react, but Priscus does not have time. Daimon raises thumb and middle finger to his mouth and lets out a whistle, at which point two other giants come out of nowhere. Their arms are covered with black symbols. Painted serpents coil round their muscles from shoulder to wrist, ready to swallow up anyone who dares approach. Each carries a whip in his right hand. They rain down kicks on Priscus, making him roll around the inside the ludus, before beginning to lay into him with the whips. The andabata, in the meantime, roams blindly in search of his prey, for a whiff of scent or a sound. The call of flesh torn by leather is unmistakable. The tattooed giants really go at it, as though their arms still burned from the pain inflicted with blade and ash. Across North Africa, the art of writing on the skin dates back almost as far as that of writing on papyrus. The dark-skinned masters create authentic masterpieces, capable of depicting entire epochs on the bravest men.


      The titans punish and Priscus takes it, totally helpless as the leather lashes mark his back.


      At a nod from Daimon however, the assault stops.


      There is silence, now. Only the steps of the andabata echo as he throws one easily avoidable thrust after another.


      Priscus stands up and returns to stand in front of his master, who passes him a sword and a blinded helmet. He wishes to turn him into an eyeless adversary for the dark warrior.


      “Fight,” he says, throwing the equipment into the sand. After which he leads the andabata to the center of the sand circle and waits for Priscus to get suited up.


      Madness.


      Priscus has plunged into the dark abyss of a nightmare. He thought he could escape his suffering by running away from it.


      But you never run from yourself. You should have learnt that by now.


      Now, as ever, it is life or death.


      You win or you die, Priscus.


      The Gaul pulls the Corinthian helmet over his head, trying to ignore the agony of the gashes on his back. He feels a fever at his throat, faster than the poison of an Egyptian serpent. But there is no time for compassion, nor for a hasty diagnosis. It is time to get serious.


      “Fight, scum!” repeats Daimon.


      And the party begins.


      Priscus wavers in the darkness. He sees nothing and even hears less, his senses numbed by the beating, the guttural voices seeping beneath the blinded helmet. The first blow hits him right in the head. The world vibrates with pain.


      Metal against bone.


      An infernal rumbling.


      His adversary has gotten the better of him and now he must run. Priscus takes a few tentative steps, but apparently in the wrong direction because he ends up right on top of his enemy, who stumbles over like a newborn foal.


      They both topple into the sand. The fight descends into a question of elbows and blows to the balls. Nails buried in flesh, punches, the kiss of a blade on a muscular calf. Finally, someone comes to pull them apart. They are pulled back on their feet.


      One in front of the other, again. Now or never: Priscus paints a mental image of his opponent’s frame. He imagines the stance, the uncertain wobble of a blind man. He grasps the gladius in his right hand and thinks of the solar plexus. Then he lunges without warning, blade held low and gripped in both hands. From low to high, as though he did not need eyes to see.


      His adversary’s belly is right where he thought it would be, his weapon sliding through skin and soft flesh as if they were butter. The point moves smoothly through his blood, tears across the diaphragm and penetrates his heart, stopping it forever.


      The deflated scream of his opponent is a frightful sound and it reaches Priscus, even with his ears encased in iron. When he hears a thud on the ground he knows it is over. He lifts off his helmet and falls to his knees.


      He realizes he is in trouble for what he has just done, but at least he is alive.


      Priscus is too shrewd a professional not to know that killing a gladiator in training is very bad news, especially when you have just arrived in a school that welcomes its new acquisitions with the sting of a whip. Perhaps he would have been better off if the andabata had killed him instead, at least that way he would have died fighting.


      But what is done is done, and the Gaul has so little energy left that he awaits the lanista’s wrath patiently, his head bowed.


      But Daimon confounds him yet again. He whistles in the same strange way as before, fingers in his mouth like a bird fancier, to summon a couple of untores and the house doctor. He tells them to take care of Priscus and patch him up where necessary.


      When the servants ask him whether he wants them to take the body away, Daimon looks at them as though they have just inquired whether he fancies a cup of cold piss. The masseurs get his message loud and clear, leaving the poor andabata with the torn heart in the middle of the arena.


      Priscus has barely the strength to wonder what sort of future awaits him in this madhouse. He lets the doctor get on with his dirty work, closing the gashes in his hide with a bone needle and catgut, soothing his muscles and revitalizing his skin with ointments. After half an hour of treatment and a quick wash, together with a restorative ration of chicken broth, the veteran is brought back before Daimon.


      The lanista is where he left him, at the center of the arena, a circle of sand and dark wood. A cloud of flies fat enough to put the Pontus marshes to shame has already gathered around the andabata’s lifeless body. Priscus asks himself whether his master wants to serve him some sort of punishment, to set an example. It would not surprise him—he has known him less than an hour, but has already understood that the man is insane.


      “You must have your head up your ass, boy.” Daimon coughs. This does not look good.


      “Sir?” says Priscus, tipping his head slightly.


      “What a way to introduce yourself: you turn up here and before you have even had a chance to tell us your name, you have already killed one of my boys. Who do you think you are, you stupid Gaul?”


      The lanistapulls a strangely shaped ax from a bag. It looks like a giant trowel, with a serrated edge and an enormous, flat, rectangular blade measuring three palms by two. A horrific tool.


      Here we go.


      Priscus has no more desire to argue. If Daimon wants to do away with him then he should get a move on—Priscus has had enough for one day. He kneels, bows his head and says quietly: “Your humble servant, master. I followed the order you gave me. I fought, to the best of my ability. I beg you to forgive my excessive zeal. Or to punish me in whatever way you see fit.”


      Daimon sits immobile, a serious look on his face that seems to last forever.


      An endless river of sand flows through the hourglass of Priscus’s mind, until the bearded brute breaks into rough, drunken laughter again: “Get up, good for nothing. Get up and give me a hand.”


      Priscus obeys and helps Daimon, ax still in hand, to drag the cadaver into a shed with a straw roof. It has been constructed next to the buildings where the school’s warriors presumably sleep. Terrifying roars can be heard coming from another room nearby, barred shut with robust oaken poles and solid doors.


      Daimon and Priscus dump the dead man on a rough, dark-stained table, and then the lanistatells Priscus to stand aside and to retrieve a large tub from the corner. While Priscus drags it to the table, Daimon exclaims aloud: “Not a great loss, in the end. This poor bastard had been blind for nearly six months. No use to anyone.” And without a hint of remorse he cuts off one of the arms, which falls into the tub with a repulsive thud.


      Priscus does not even feel the vomit rise as he suddenly throws up onto the floor. Meanwhile, Daimon and his horrific ax have already set to work on knees and elbows, feet, head and thighs.


      It’s a fucking bloodbath.


      He is chopping the body to pieces.


      And laughing as he does it.


      He shows no concern for Priscus’s churning stomach, nor for the vomit sprayed across the ground. He is smeared in blood from head to foot.


      Priscus is shaking: he was not ready for anything like this. Who could be?


      Once the various pieces of the body are all in the tub, Daimon whistles again, his filthy fingers staining his salt and pepper beard. Two heavy-set men come running with buckets of water and sponges. They wash the blood off him, cleaning the skin painted with death, scrubbing vigorously.


      In the meantime, Priscus pukes another couple of times. The smell inside the shack is unbearable.


      The roar coming from behind the barred doors is getting louder all the time.


      When he has finished cleaning himself up, Daimon leads the Gaul to the bolted door. He signals his men to follow with the tub filled with human meat.


      “You see, boy, death is not always a bad thing…Not even inside the school.”


      The servants throw the doors open and Priscus sees a line of cages that barely hold back a frightening collection of bloodthirsty beasts.


      Tigers and lions, above all. But a few sinuous panthers too, and even a damned leopard.


      The Ludus Tridens is chock full of surprises.


      Still dripping from his sponge-down, Daimon tells the servants to put the tub on the ground. He picks up the hand of what was a gladiator until a few hours ago, and tosses it to the first tiger. The beast is wary, but after a nod from its master it begins to munch on skin and bone, licking at the fresh blood oozing from between the phalanges.


      “Everyone thinks these beasts are born to eat men. Nothing is further from the truth.”


      He tosses another piece of meat to a lion, which catches it in its mouth, snapping keenly at the morsel.


      As the lanista proceeds, Priscus feels his stomach twisting once more.


      “These ferocious beasts scorn human flesh. And they avoid man, if they can. They recognize him as a dangerous predator, a damn sight more cunning than the other competitors they share the land with.”


      Daimon is serious; he has the air of a science professor. When he is really nothing more than a disgusting man breeding monsters.


      Next up is the unfortunate victim’s right leg. The panther strips away the flesh without ceremony.


      “You need to keep these animals hungry, teach them to fear us, stretch their wary stomachs with rage and fasting. And lastly, feed them on fresh meat.”


      Priscus vomits again. The situation has become unbearable for him.


      Death is everywhere.


      Daimon finishes doling out the gruesome meal, observing the atrocious spectacle of jaws moving up and down in unison as dozens of wild eyes stare back at him with gratitude and fear.


      “Today is a special day for my creatures. It is not often they get to feast on gladiator meat. That would be a bit too expensive, do you not agree?”


      Priscus agrees. Without a doubt.


      In the meantime, he doubles over and empties out whatever is left. Dry retches: his stomach is emptier than a beggar’s pockets in the middle of the desert.


      Daimon keeps talking, like a patient tutor dealing with a stubborn pupil: “Thanks be to the gods, the world is full of poor bastards, condemned men, hungry paupers, abandoned children. Human flesh tastes like chicken, did you know that?”


      Nothing, Priscus says nothing.


      Horror fills his every last pore of his skin.


      Daimon treats him to one of his coarse laughs, and then the lesson is over: “In any case, for these cats the taste is just the first hurdle. Next comes fear. It is one thing to eat an exotic snack in a quiet corner…” He signals his servants to bring the “tools.” The men pick up a metal collar tied to a stick and secure it to the neck of an angry lion. They drag it out and lead it into the arena with whips and canes. It takes four men to do the job, with Daimon lashing his own whip against the ground the whole time. He is showing the king of the savannah who is in charge around here.


      Priscus follows the lanistato the middle of the sand circle, where six gladiators are already lined up: fully kitted out to protect their soft flesh, sharpened pikes in hand, they stand waiting to teach the beast some manners.


      “…but quite another to fight in the din of an amphitheater. The common folk showering you with hazelnut shells and shouting worse than a Judean in the rutting season.”


      Whatever the fucking rutting season it is.


      “If you do not train them right, these tabbies end up ignoring the prey. They hide in a corner and you can kiss goodbye to whatever sum the munerator agreed to pay you.”


      Daimon turns suddenly, landing a crack of the whip on the lion’s face. The leather leaves a deep wound on the flesh of the muzzle. The beast growls and the four servants struggle to hold it in place.


      “That is why I like to see them angry. I know how to look after my investments.” He takes a seat on the terraces and invites Priscus to do the same. In the arena built for fighting, the merry-go-round begins.


      The gladiators take turns to goad the beast while the servants do what they can to restrain it. With each jab its anger mounts; it swipes out ferociously with its paws, each slash strong enough to take the face off a Cyclops.


      The treatment lasts half an hour, the warriors of the Tridens working with skill. When the lion reaches the pinnacle of it fury, another three men appear from nowhere to slide an iron hood over its head. A coat of mail, hand-crafted link by link. Tireless artisans wore away their fingertips from the amount of metal that had to be bent into shape. Hooding a beast that is thirsting for death is no joke, but the servants are well trained. When the monster’s fangs have finally been made safe, a gladiator moves towards it. He is smaller than the rest but knows what he is doing. He lands four blows of a heavy whip at the base of the animal’s neck, just enough to put it out cold. Once it has lost consciousness, the gang of slaves takes it back to the cage, where it will be left without food for another three days. And then back to the arena again.


      “When I take the beasts to the Amphitheater and they get the chance to take it all out on the Christians, they will hardly believe their luck. They will have indigestion.”


      The gladiator who knocked the lion out comes up to Daimon. He wears protection over four fifths of his body, a stuffed scarecrow. First he slips off his greaves, and then his manicae.


      Priscus is surprised to see very skinny arms, albeit well muscled. But it is only when the warrior removes his training cape that Priscus realizes.


      The revelation is a slap in the face, the bare chest telling an unexpected story. The whole head helmet falls to the ground and the fighter reveals her true nature: a blonde girl greets Priscus and her master boldly.


      “What do you say, Valeria? Want to show our newcomer that even the women have balls of steel, here at the Ludus Tridens?”


      Valeria smiles, her face bathed in sweat; she is stunning.


      “With pleasure, my lord.”


      She adjusts her subligaculum, the standard loincloth, straps a band to her right knee and picks up a shield and a curved dagger, walking into the arena naked and ferocious. Priscus is curious to know what sort of adversary fate has in store for her. Fighting a man would be unfair, so there must be another gladiatrix around. The Gaul has heard of them because one of the most widespread fantasies at the work site was that of watching a match between female warriors. But he had never really believed it: he thought they were just tall tales, nonsense dreamt up to dupe the gullible.


      And yet…


      Priscus wonders whether the beautiful Valeria is a slave, whether she also lives in the ludus, and if so how she defends herself from the gods of the arena who crowd the barracks night and day. Then he remembers the girl has just given a lion a thrashing, and imagines she can probably take care of herself.


      Or at least run the risk.


      Daimon seems to read his mind: he is familiar with how everyone becomes curious when they see Valeria. Never mind the lions and panthers. The fact is she is the real tiger in the Ludus Tridens: small, firm breasts, prominent nipples, an ass firm and pert enough to put a statue of Apollo to shame, like the rumps of certain freedmen who have won the hearts and loins of Emperors. Tiny feet and ivory smile. Not to mention that cascade of rippling locks the color of a wheat field, enough to give even someone of Priscus’s inclinations second thoughts about who they want to take with them to the nuptial bed.


      “Valeria is a free woman,” the lanistaexplains. “Daughter of a wealthy shipwright. Her mother died when she was still a babe in arms and her father raised her as a boy—he did not know what else to do. When she turned sixteen he left her here in Capua in the family villa, with more money than she knew what to do with. Valeria started going to the games, but she is not a gambler, she is more interested in action. Once she understood this and felt it was time, she came here and asked me to lend her a hand. I did all I could to dissuade her, but she was deaf to reason. She trains in her own home with one of my men, the eunuch Badinus from Aleppus—he actually lost his balls in a fight five years ago the poor bastard. She learns fast, and has quite a knack for it. A ton of repressed anger to let out. She will fight at the games in Rome, the Emperor will love it!”


      “Excuse me, my lord, but who does she fight? No matter how strong she is, having her face a man would be absurd.”


      Daimon smiles. “Every peg has its hole, my boy…” he says, whistling loudly enough to split the Gaul’s poor eardrums and shouting at the top of his lungs: “Milus!”


      And Milus makes his entrance.


      Thracian equipment: helmet, manica, square shield, sica, greaves and even a bronze breastplate. But all of it absurdly scaled down to size.


      Milus looks like a toddler kitted out for war.


      But his round face is another story.


      Milus is a dwarf.


      A very, very pissed one.


      He emerges from the passage that leads into the arena like Alexander the Great’s stallion, throwing himself at the blonde with murderous rage. Valeria dodges to one side and cuts her blade across the front of her opponent’s shield.


      Sparks fly.


      Little Milus is ready again, launching an attack at the female warrior’s legs and scraping them with his sica. Valeria shouts and lands him a kick that send his helmet flying into the sand.


      The two are really going at it, up and close and personal. It is a game of shields more than blades, smash and riposte follow one another in a fractured, visceral ballet. Attracted and repelled by a magnetic force, the dwarf and the girl dance the dance of death, of salt, of sweat.


      He tries to lunge but she keeps her distance. Sweating and grinding her neat, white teeth, she takes a few bruises to the thighs from her opponent.


      “I’m dying to stick you,” he tells her, waving his curved blade.


      “Hmmm…” purrs Valeria, “you’ll get me wet talking like that.”


      The midget’s eyes pop open wide and he hesitates for a second.


      Big mistake.


      The gladiatrix performs a complete twirl and lands her blade on her adversary’s right hand.


      The dwarf’s finger arcs through the Capua sky and lands with a phut in the coarse sand.


      “You filthy bitch!” screams the stunted warrior as he crumples to his knees, cradling his wounded hand and leaving his neck undefended.


      In a trice Valeria has her sword against her opponent’s jugular, and turn to face Daimon.


      The lanista is already on his feet, clapping enthusiastically.


      “All hail Valeria the Great, Queen of the Dwarves!”


      The entire ludus salutes her victory with applause and laughter. Valeria takes a bow before helping Milus back onto his feet. He is furious but concedes, and the two of them head back into the corridor the little man came out of, deep in conversation.


      Priscus takes a minute to order his thoughts. Armed women, people chopped to pieces, ferocious beasts. He traveled all this way in chains, believing he could flee the absurd pains of the heart, but life has a way of being even crueler than love.


      Daimon dismisses him and Priscus sets off for the dormitory. His new home awaits him. His soul is as empty as his poor stomach. He misses everything about his old life.


      He misses Verus. Gone forever.


      On the way, he passes in front of the baths where Valeria, naked as the day she was born, is beneath the icy jet of water with her thighs spread wide open. Milus stands before her, drenched in sweat, busy sucking at her clitoris. Blood oozes from his severed finger, mixing with the clear water, but he does not seem to mind. Valeria holds him by the hair, shouting over and over: “You’re a bad boy! Dirty and bad!”


      Priscus continues on his way, melancholy weighing on his shoulders like a heavy cloak. He sinks onto his bunk a moment before the jailor swings shut the bars and leaves him with his thoughts.


      Outside the window, a bruised and battered sun slinks silently under the earth.


      He is alone, now.


      Lost and wounded behind enemy lines.


      Alone.


      Like he has never felt before.

    

  


  
    
      Burning Hate


      To extinguish violence is more needed than to extinguish a fire.


      HERACLITUS, On nature, fragment 43


      Rome, AD 80, July


      DREAMS HAVE THE feel of honey; when they are good, you know it. They caress the psyche in yellowish waves, soft and sticky, tickling throat and belly, awakening smells and thoughts, wiping away anger, pain, fear and everything else one can feel, everything except for pleasure.


      But nightmares have the acrid stench of a hundred bitter disappointments. They cling to you like a mosquito bite, leaving their mark, a swollen boil of hate that itches and grows. Nightmares are promises of the future, offerings of fate, reminders of what is owed. Nightmares are sincere.


      They never lie.


      Verus is having a nightmare right now. It begins with the sea: a great, blue-green expanse in which to lose oneself to the sound of the surf, back relaxed and limbs spread like a Christ freed from his agonies.


      Soon though, the water turns fetid, putrid surf flooding his nostrils. The gentle lapping swells to a roar of slapping, merciless foam. Verus feels the temperature rising and the story of the frog in the pot comes into his mind. To cook one of the amphibians you cannot throw him straight in boiling water because he will jump out again; instead, you put the frog in cold water and heat it up gradually, so that when the beastie realizes he is caught in a trap, it is already too late. Feeling himself in the same position, Verus begins kicking wildly. Towards freedom.


      He has heard the story a million times: Priscus used to tell it often, as a metaphor for their miserable lives.


      Priscus, damn it. Even inside the nightmare, his friend comes back to haunt him. Why did he have to leave?


      The black dream follows its twisted logic, sometimes crystal clear, other times completely irrational. But the heat is real, that much he knows. Verus struggles, kicking out right, left and center: the liquid gradually transforms, changes its consistency, clots into dark mud. A solid slime of the wrong color.


      “Like that other damned frog,” says Verus to himself, thinking of the Gaul.


      That was one of Cormac’s stories though, may he rest in peace and enjoy all the fucking beer in the Elysian Fields. If you can find beer there, that is.


      Cormac always said that when you find yourself in a complicated situation, you have two choices: either accept it, or do everything you can to get out of it. A bit like those two frogs (why are there so many stories about frogs?) who fall into a pail of milk. The first frog, overwhelmed by his baleful fate, lets himself slip down into the white liquid to die. But the second decides to act and starts to swim with all his might. He swims and swims and swims until the milk, pounded like a fifteen-year-old bride on her wedding night, turns to butter beneath his feet. And the stubborn frog can finally escape, climbing up out of the bucket.


      Verus feels exactly like the tenacious toad now that he is knee deep in the damned quagmire, now that he can walk on the congealed mud. But the fact is he can still feel a tremendous stench clinging to him, as well as a suffocating heat filling his damp clothing, his nose, his throat.


      In other words, Verus is up to his neck in trouble.


      So he runs, slips away, wriggles his way free. He squirms, flees, climbs the high ground looming before him like a flower suddenly spurting upwards, the magic bean plant that stretches to the sky.


      He climbs and sweats, the young Briton, but the further he flees, the more he sweats and the more the scorching heat rasps at his throat. There is not enough air but the race goes on, the sky sliding into sunset. Blood red clouds leave no room for doubt: tongues of flame.


      Verus snaps awake with a jolt. It takes only seconds to figure out what is happening.


      Fire.


      Rome is in flames.


      The Briton leaps to his feet, snatches up his clothes and sandals, and runs out of the dormitory. Everyone is already in the courtyard: Decius Ircius, Aton, the untores, the warriors. The blaze is all around them and will soon reach the Ludus Argentum.


      The city is burning.


      “Where’s the fire, my lord?” asks Verus.


      The lanista spreads his arms: “No idea where it broke out, but people are saying that it is spreading through the city like a swarm of ants. We have to create a firebreak before it reaches the barracks roof.”


      They organize themselves into groups of five, all of them accustomed to working as a team. Strong arms at the pumps, buckets, sand piled up to placate the coming flames and sandbags to contain them. The gladiators work skillfully and without yielding to panic.


      They throw open the gates of the ludus and, outside the school, convince people to leave their homes and belongings: the important thing is to stay alive.


      Teams of vigiles are already charging through the quarter, wearing the wide-eyed expressions of people who know that things are not looking good. Verus cannot imagine it, but those who have lived in Rome for more than fifteen years remember. The Great Fire: thanks to that bloody event the memory of Emperor Nero, though damned, will live on forever.


      It was a massacre, a frenzy, pure madness.


      The flames began at the Circus Maximus and spread as they consumed the goods on show at the market. The wind pushed them east and the blaze grew, reaching the insulae: families burnt alive in their beds, the horrific screams heard only by the dead. The timber structures of Rome’s apartment buildings offered the perfect fuel: the good, dry beech wood of the verandas and buttresses and the poplar of the front doors fed the pyre like pitch.


      The narrow streets prevented help from arriving and the flames grew. The caulk depot, near to the river, literally turned into a fireball, and the temples were next. The temperatures inside grew hot enough to melt the bronze capitals, crushing the bones and charred flesh of the poor, devoted worshippers trapped within.


      The catastrophe lasted nine interminable days and nights. Of the eighteen quarters of the city, only four escaped the flames. Thousands of Romans found themselves homeless, and were taken into the huts hurriedly thrown up on the Field of Mars. After the pain of the burns and lost loved ones followed the madness of having to spend months under the stars, waiting for the authorities to work an impossible miracle. Rome was at risk of disappearing during those July days, sixteen years ago. And the memory of the red doom still flickers in the startled eyes of the vigiles on duty tonight.


      Ircius is deeply concerned, but tries to put on a brave face, given that once again his men have not let him down. Thanks to the teamwork and the hoses of the water lords—the leather tubes, or siphones, that can be attached to hand pumps placed in strategic locations around the Eternal City—the neighborhood around the ludus is safe. But in the distance, the night sky is aflame.


      Verus and Ircius exchange glances for an instant, but that is enough to convince the lanista that there is no point trying to hold the young Briton back. He has too much to seek forgiveness for.


      Verus grabs a couple of companions and runs breathlessly through the moonlit streets. The air is thick with smoke. The well-to-do quarters were the first to awaken, torn from their beds by the screams of their terrified slaves. This time the wind is blowing from the west, and instead of the insulae being downwind as in Nero’s day, this time the rich bastards’ houses are under threat. Verus has an urge to leave them to their fate, but he knows there is no honor in killing a condemned man. So he gets to work: he orders his men to gather all the sheets they can find and to wet them in the tubs and muddy puddles left by the fire hoses. When they are soaked they spread them over the weaker flames, instantly smothering them. For the larger fire, centones are needed, the damp, fire-resistant blankets the vigiles always carry with them, heaped up in great towers on carts pulled by blind and patient mules.


      All is competence tempered with fear: those familiar with fire weigh up the risks and do not challenge the fire-god Vulcan.


      The foolhardy get carried away by the urge to save everybody, and find nasty surprises in store for them. It happens to Senator Giorgione, one of the wealthiest men in the capital; it happens right in front of Verus.


      Giorgione is safely outside his villa, but behind his children’s bedroom door all hell is breaking loose: crackling bones and wood, fiery screams and groans. The senator breaks down the seemingly immovable door with a mallet and Vulcan attacks without mercy, the blaze licking at his clothes, fingers of red-hot embers tightening around him. The blast of heat sears his flesh and leaves his chest a mutilated mess. The deafening sound of the scarlet beast, as hungry for air as any living creature, breaks the son of the Empire in two. If he had not been so daring he would still be alive. In any case, there was nothing he could have done against the fury of the fire: his offspring were already long gone.


      As Verus watches the scene a jolt runs down his spine. An electric shock, a wakeup call to his drowsy senses.


      A tangle of images forces its way to the front of his mind, a medley of awful memories: the night of the massacre, the flames of Vesuvius, the fire burning inside him. Once again, the eternal curse has appeared before his very eyes. Verus changes a thousand times in an instant: first a block of stone, blind with terror, as though standing before Medusa. Then a statue, still unable to move, but bursting with emotions. Until finally he turns to dry sand and collapses under his own weight, unable to keep his feet before so much pain. When he snaps out of it, the time has come to run.


      Stick some wings on your ass! Cormac would say.


      Verus hurtles downstairs as the senator’s villa implodes in an orgy of sparks. He went in to try to save Giorgione, but after having gone through a hallway, a corridor and up a flight of stairs, he realized there was nothing he could do.


      He flees.


      He swallows up steps two at a time, three, rolling like a barrel kicked down a slope. He crosses the pompous atrium and his gaze falls on the water of the impluvium, boiling like a pan of cooking oil. Breathing is hard and the air is thick as hot tar. Fifteen more strides and he is outside.


      Around him is nothing but ash and orange-red chaos.


      Rome burns. And it hurts like hell.


      Actually though, this fire is not as brutal as Nero’s inferno.


      Even though today the plebeians accuse the Mad Emperor of having been the real culprit of that massacre—a guilt based on his desire for a new home and to sing as the world went up in flames—the truth is that the cursed monarch learned from his own mistakes and passed on that knowledge to the generations that have followed.


      Under the reign of Titus the Great, the streets are broader and the houses are built of stone quarried from Alba or Gabio, more resistant to the fire than simple bricks. So for once the insulae are safe, and the poor will not be the ones who take the brunt of the inferno.


      But much is ruined by the catastrophe; many of the gods’ statues burn inside their gleaming temples, as Vulcan’s fire spreads chaos throughout the city.


      Verus charges through the streets at breakneck speed, like a deer spooked by a lightning strike. Once fear’s spindly fingers begin to close around his neck it is too late—common sense goes out the window. Panicked evacuees fill every alley, ragged and semi-naked, careening about in a search of shelter. The looters never sleep and waste no time getting to work. Elegant houses and sumptuous villas, miraculously spared by the whirling flames, are ravished like Greek freedmen. The thieves, intoxicated by Mercury’s favor, smash through locks and bolts, plundering storerooms, ignoring the screams of the masters’ servants, dealing out beatings and smashing gums with impunity. Rome’s upper crust bleeds, waiting for a rescue that is a long time coming. The Imperial troops are too busy helping the vigiles put out the fires. They have abandoned their swords and shields for axes, hooks, ladders, saws, poles, hoes, and ropes.


      No one holds back; tonight there is need of elbow grease to contain the red fury. But when the massacre is over, the damage caused by the widespread looting will prove to be worse than that from the fire itself.


      Verus is powerless to help, and in truth he is too frightened to be worried about the fate of the rich.


      He seeks solace elsewhere.


      He flees.


      He has no idea how he ends up in front of the Pantheon, but the spectacle that greets him is worth a tale or two. Tonight the gods are melting, every one of them.


      Silver tears drip from the colonnade of the Temple of Temples. The fire spirit has possessed it, splitting the travertine stone and baking the marble. The lead and bronze capitals have liquefied and fused together, the mixture gleaming in the light of Diana’s rays.


      The moon is splendid, tonight, but she takes no pity on human suffering either.


      The Pantheon weeps, crumbling one piece at a time before the Briton’s incredulous eyes. The celestial vault gives way, while the name of Agrippa, engraved on the stone as a way of satisfying his eagerness to tell the world of his friendship with the well-to-do, disintegrates. His statue in the portico has turned black, alongside that of Octavian, already mangled by the flames. Countless manikins of the divine are now nothing more than memories; all is recollection and destruction.


      The red death consumes the Capitoline Hill as well, crowded with memories of Vespasian’s recent fires after the war with Vitellius. In those days Titus’s father was little more than an executioner, a partisan driven by honor. And he had won by melting the houses of the gods with the fire of the just.


      The altar and sanctuary of Hercules disintegrate: the demigod meets his fate, extinguished in a bath of flames.


      The Field of Mars, glory of Augustus who held it so dear, burns too. The shrine of vengeful Mars, built by Octavian to celebrate the rightful retaliation that befell Brutus and Cassius, crumples like burnt paper.


      Verus, far from the collapsing Capitoline, is finally safe and sound. His eyes reflect the shattered embers that were once known as Rome.


      The arrival of a thankless dawn, filled with death and violence, marks the end of the first night of the fires in Titus’s city.


      Two more will follow. And two whole days.


      The following morning begins with a sigh of relief: it is over, thanks be to the gods and lares. The She-wolf is injured, her ancient face soiled by smoke and wounds.


      Verus is hard at work near the Forum. Along with several untores from the Ludus Argentumand a large number of shopkeepers, he is trying to co-ordinate the salvage effort. Titus has moved quickly to take care of his people. Titus is a good man, everyone knows that. But today discontent squirms through the wrinkles of his subjects’ skinny, ragged bodies, miraculously safe and sound as they are. Like shining white lead, unease settles on the Romans’ blackened souls, gradually poisoning them.


      The rage of the wretched weighs like stone: the She-wolf has got her ass burnt and the usual phantoms are to blame, but Titus’s toy has been left standing.


      “You wait and see, they’ll blame the Christians again,” predicts an old sawbones as he passes by, “…when maybe it was Him!” The implication is a terrible accusation, leveled at the master of the world.


      The Amphitheater, a colossal farce of ancient stone, a marble giant now finished and ready for use, bears not a scratch. Verus looks at it again as he busies himself bandaging a girl’s foot—it has been singed, but she will be fine. The child will only have to be careful not to put weight on it for a few days.


      The house of games has been saved while the evacuees are forced to live in huts or on the street, a situation that serves only to stoke the flames burning in the hearts of the populace. That is why Titus has been so quick to help: a man can push his luck only so far.


      But the oval theater represents an enormous and indelible weight on the wounded city.


      The dead are buried on the first peaceful dawn. The fire has done the job of the funeral pyres. Without waiting for any ritual, it has purified the unlucky victims’ bodies of any pestilence, leaving only bones and ashes to be cleared away. The Emperor has already arranged for the remains of ruined houses to be taken to Ostia without delay, using his fleet of wagons bearing the Eagle standard.


      Cleared out. The term echoes dangerously through the evacuees, brimming with bile.


      And who takes care of their fallen brothers?


      Who will pray for the innocent devoured by the flames?


      Willing hands like those of Verus and his companions who, as soon as they have finished stitching the stitchable and bandaging the carnage with all the rags and pity they could lay their hands on, are off through the city streets on clumsy carts, lame as the thin, thirsty, fearful donkeys that drag them. It is wretched work: they must gather the remains of those burnt alive from amid the rubble—bones and skin like parchment, a few faces left amazingly intact despite the bodies they belong to having been carbonized, light as charcoal—putting them back together as best they can and placing them with care inside jute sacks that once contained beans and dried fruit, highlight of any table and bought with good money earned by hard work on the streets. The sacks now wind up at the bottom of carefully dug holes on the edge of the city, soon to be covered with rubble and earth. Before the season is out the grass will have erased the memory of the departed, joy will have returned to do the dirty work it has always done, and no one will remember those who failed to survive. But for the moment this is what has to be done to honor the dead. And Verus toils like a silent mule, without stopping to think about right or wrong.


      Pyres appear in the city as well; ancient custom does not die, even beneath the fury of the tempest. But for those who escaped the flames by chance or by miracle, the bonfires of flesh and the coins on the eyes of the dead, ready to pay the ferryman for the journey to the underworld, have a very real impact. Today, Rome shuns fire like it would some awful disease. And who can blame it?


      Verus happens to be nearby the Ludus Argentum when he spots some suspicious movement at the end of the road, next to the inn of the Proterus. The crowd of people, normally bent sadly over brooms or clutching rags in their hands in an attempt to clean up what little remains, is suddenly alert. They prick up their ears, listening out for the arrival of a new enemy. Verus cannot see properly through the bustle of bodies.


      Perhaps the figure, approaching more slowly than an Indian elephant, does not have hostile intentions. But the air is thick with menace—gladiators’ senses are finely tuned to danger. Verus drops what he is doing and runs to see what is happening, prey to the damned curiosity that has been getting him into trouble ever since he was a little boy.


      First of all, he hears the murmur of the plebeians.


      “Look at those two pieces of…”


      Then he elbows his way through the crowd until he can finally lay his eyes on the last thing he wanted to see: Julia. By Domitian’s side, hand in hand like a couple of lovers. They move haughtily through the streets of the fire-ravaged city, clean and lustrous as the eyes of a newborn babe, doused in more perfume than a harlot at the start of a night’s work.


      Naturally they are not alone. A group of Praetorians forms a square around them, a thoughtful gesture from the monarch himself. They flaunt the colors of authority, the bright blue of state officialdom. But no matter how much Titus dotes on his daughter, he would never surrender his own personal honor guard so that his first-born could parade them about like a dog on a leash. In any case, the Praetorian Guard is so vast that there are soldiers on hand for every whim and every job. Guardians of public order and invisible spies, even the vigiles, those lords of fire and water; all operate under the aegis of the Scorpion. All are part of the Guard. But is the so-called “blacks” that make up the cream of the organization, the Emperor’s hounds with their wicked eyes and spotless cloaks.


      In any event, those trained in the Castra Praetoria know their stuff. That is why the crowd, despite making a lot of noise, does not dare approach the men in blue who protect the strolling nobles with a circumspect gaze.


      The reasons for which Julia and Domitian find themselves here are good ones, too. It is just one more on the long list of indulgences with which Titus showers his populace, this time by distributing some measure of comfort. Whether it is bread, water, blankets or simply coins, all outstretched hands come away with something these days. But the Empire’s money, doled out by the couple without any show of respect for the drama these citizens have just lived through, will end up doing more harm than good, of that the young Briton is quite sure.


      Perhaps it is the look on the faces of the two nobles as they stroll along, fingers interlocked and glances heavy with desire. Her impudent smile betrays the girl’s sixteen years, and her vacuous laughter explodes every time she trips over a pebble. The defiant stare of her uncle, the dashingly handsome son of the She-wolf with his hands laden with coin. He does not have to say a thing: it is quite clear just from looking at him that he holds the normal folk in utter contempt. He does not even have to go to the trouble of feeling superior, by fortune or by virtue. Domitian is superior. By birth.


      Enjoy it, commoners!


      Heal your wounds with silver from my house.


      Cleanse the soot from your injured skin with the treasury of the Judeans, the Egyptians, the barbarous enemies of Rome.


      Fill your pockets with my mercy and worship me like a god.


      All this and more seem to say the eyes of the son of the Empire. The reflections shine unbearably off his decorated cape under the rising heat of the sun.


      “Shame on you!” shouts a baker’s wife while her husband, terrified, grabs her by the arm before a Praetorian can spot her.


      Domitian ignores her, only Julia’s mood seems to darken for a moment. But it is only a moment, a meaningless trifle after which the stroll continues on its brazen course.


      A skinny, toothless man scoops up a fistful of assarii scattered with nonchalance by the perverted uncle. Scrap metal worth no more a bagful of bread, if only an oven had been left standing anywhere within seven leagues.


      “Is this what my son’s life was worth, you stingy wretch?” The man’s eyes brim with tears.


      He has lost someone dear. Everyone has lost someone. Everyone except them.


      Rich bastards.


      This time Domitian reacts to the affront. He is still a Roman officer and is not in the habit of letting people call him a wretch. He stops the convoy. His guards advise against it, but he is not dissuaded.


      Julia shakes her head and tells him to let it go, but Domitian is an asshole. He walks up to the toothless man without saying a word. The two are separated by the wall of guards.


      The prince stares at the plebeian from his side of the imperial wall of iron, and spits in his face.


      And right then, all hell breaks loose.


      The commoner instinctively reacts with a head-butt, but he is too short and the blow lands on a Praetorian’s nose. Unfortunately the guard is decked out in iron from head to foot and it is the toothless man who bleeds first, smashing his face on the soldier’s helmet.


      A mere scratch, best to leave things that way.


      But the mob is dying to avenge the calamity that has befallen it from out of the blue. They are furious with Titus and his relatives: as long as his father Vespasian was at the helm everything went smoothly. A little disorder but no disasters, may the gods clasp him to their breast.


      But since Titus took over, not yet two years ago, the city has already suffered a plague and a fire. What next? Will the circus lions escape and devour the innocent? A hailstorm without end? Will it rain shit?


      “Fuck our leaders!” The toothless man launches himself into the attack with a platoon of hopeless commoners by his side.


      The brawl begins in an instant: the Praetorians are trained to conduct pitched battles, not street fights. Their square cannot resist the pressure of the disorderly surge of a hundred bodies and soldiers fall to the ground. The fury meted out on one of them rivals the fate of Troy, as four filthy common folk tear his helmet off and smash his head in without mercy.


      In the turn of an hourglass the warrior of Rome is covered in bruises, not a single healthy tooth left in his mouth.


      Even the “virtuous” daughter of the Empire does not come out of the brawl unscathed, receiving such a forceful slap to her thigh that she will be able to make out five fingers for the next ten days. She screams, of course, and Verus’s eyes light up.


      She spots him as well, amid the chaos. She has been torn from Domitian’s grasp, who is too busy kicking some beggar and his ragged kids in the balls.


      The Briton forces his way through as best he can, careful not to hurt anybody, but it is difficult to keep his composure in the middle of the fray.


      A little girl is pulling Julia’s hair and she is screaming again. The child grins as if she has just found a shiny gold coin in a fresh pile of crap. Then she pulls harder, until the wheat-colored strands snap and Julia is on the point of fainting.


      Now Verus can see it in her eyes, as clear as a winter morning: fear. Terror that she is not going to make it, that there is no way out. Julia realizes she is up to her neck in trouble. Who can say where her uncle has got to. All she can see around her are ugly, dirty faces, belonging to the very people for whom she had her servants brush her hair this morning into a style that would do Aphrodite proud.


      The young gladiator is elbowing his way through the swelling violence of the crowd when the inevitable finally occurs. A Praetorian makes a sudden movement; almost certainly he does not wish to really hurt anyone, but staying cool in the middle of a fire is no easy task. Impossible, even. His sharpened sword lodges itself in a red-haired man’s chest, stabbing into his heart like a lightning bolt.


      The man collapses, eyes open wide, and time stands still: a long moment of nothing, before madness explodes like the belly of a volcano. Blood and violence fill the street and the Praetorians are at risk of being lynched. Domitian, forced to climb up a drainpipe to reach safety, defends himself as best he can. From atop an unsealed roof, he looks on helplessly as his beloved niece comes under attack.


      The girl is stuck in the middle of it and things are about to turn nasty. There are four men around her, now five. Hungry for sex and vengeance, blackened by smoke right down to their poor souls.


      “I feel like busting your ass, imperial bitch!”


      And not just in a manner of speaking.


      Verus cannot simply stand aside and throws himself forwards, elbows held high. He wipes out one of them—a well-built blond man—with a punch to the nose and sends a second to the ground with a powerful slap. The next two need something a little firmer, so he picks up a stick and breaks a few bones. The last man standing legs it—legs are all he has left.


      The Briton takes Julia by the hand and leads her away. She follows without a word, grateful and dazed as only a naïve girl can be. They run like crazy away from the brawl and slip into an empty house cloaked in darkness, windows consumed by the fire. They stand facing each other, now: heavy breathing and too many thoughts.


      Too many.


      Verus’s heart kicks out wildly as he empties all of his rage and impossible love onto the girl: “Because of you innocent people are dying, but do you even care? Is this what you people do to get off?”


      More heavy breathing, life blowing in and out like a desert wind laden with sand.


      Verus swallows spit, his jugular throbbing like a war drum: “Now call your guards and have them kill me, I’ve had enough of all this shit!”


      Julia trembles, mouth sublime, eyes wet with salt. She strokes his face and cradles his head with infinite gentleness, his short hair filling her small hands.


      She does not say anything. She does not know what to say.


      She only knows that inside her, now, the tumult is real.


      That brave boy she thought was just an object, a cheap plaything, has just saved her life. He looked out for her when she had tossed him away; insulted him, wasted him, squandered him as one can only squander something precious.


      She kisses his mouth, slowly. It tastes of earth and sweat.


      Verus responds, because blood will not be commanded.


      Lips biting and teeth doing the rest.


      Their clothes fall to the ground as if by magic, following the oldest of men’s laws. Hands discover breasts and flanks, bodies ready for love. But there is no hurry, this time. A step away from oblivion there is all the time in the world.


      Verus is inside Julia, his back against the wall. His buttocks and her knees on the bare floor, she takes him without resistance, flexing her joints to ease him into her.


      Heavy breathing swells like a wave of heat, a sublime storm of hips and waists. Rubbing flesh, his hands tracing furrows through the white sea of her back.


      Love rolls, like a sublime ocean swell.


      Eyes locked to eyes, it could go on forever.


      Julia is in ecstasy, and in love. Yes, in love, she is sure of it now.


      Verus loses himself even more deeply, until his tide cannot help but break against the softness of her cliff.


      They come, one after the other.


      When it is all over, there is only their embrace. And soft kisses against temples, for the lovers destined to go their separate ways. There is nothing else in the fiery morning heat, just the two of them. Neither of them sees anything else. They certainly do not look up. Where a pair of malevolent eyes watches on silently through the upstairs window.


      Domitian had moved from rooftop to rooftop in a desperate search for his lost niece. He saw her enter the building with the Briton, the same god of the arena that put on a show in the Emperor’s home.


      Jealousy twists his insides as he observes their embrace, hidden from view. But the coward says nothing. He does not shout or yell. He knows that revenge, like all the best platters, must be chilled by the passage of time before it can be properly savored.


      Domitian dips his dagger of hatred in burning rage. He looks on in silence, and love does the rest. In the smoky darkness he dreams of revenge and punishment, promising reprisal as he lets out an inaudible sigh.


      In the meantime Rome is bleeding, and runs to lick her wounds.


      And the Amphitheater, that ghostly womb, intact and silent, is ready to breathe life into its dark wonders.


      The big day is just a few dawns away.


      The time of the games of death is close at hand.

    

  


  
    
      Let the Games Begin


      The People anxiously hope for just two things: bread and circuses


      JUVENAL, Satire, X, 81


      Rome, AD 80, August


      AND THE DAY arrives.


      The first of a hundred, beginning of a dream.


      The very walls herald it:


      TWENTY PAIRS OF GLADIATORS, PROPERTY OF DECIUS LUCRETIUS IRCIUS FLORENTIUS, FLAMEN IN PERPETUITY OF TITUS CASEAR AUGUSTUS, AND TEN PAIRS OF GLADIATORS, PROPERTY OF DAIMON OF CAPUA, WILL INAUGURATE THE HUNDRED DAYS OF GAMES AT THE FLAVIAN AMPHITHEATER IN ROME. THERE WILL ALSO BE THE CUSTOMARY BEAST HUNT AND VELARIUM.


      Verus is left stunned as he walks with the rest of the Ludus Argentum, lined up neatly behind Decius Ircius, towards the Amphitheater. The meaning of the handwritten words is quite clear, carved onto wood and painted a sooty black, then hung above the best-known bar in the city like a placard for some barber-surgeon.


      A stone’s throw from the Forums, people are talking about them: the gods of the arena, Ircius’s soldiers.


      It took Verus a while to learn to read, but by now he knows enough of his letters to manage. Thanks to Priscus, who spent many a sleepless night drawing them on the sand with a piece of wood, expecting Verus to do likewise by the light of the moon.


      “What do I need the alphabet for? I’m a slave, a gladiator. My job is killing people, not writing love letters,” the Briton had protested.


      But the Gaul was deaf to reason. “You never know. Now, from the beginning: how do you write the first letter of your name?”


      He misses Priscus like air in his lungs, there is no use pretending otherwise. Not even now the big day has arrived. Rome is in a holiday mood, and since late last night the preparations have been underway for the mother of all events: the opening of the Amphitheater, the first of a hundred days of games. Titus’s crowning glory, watched by the tired and happy eyes of his people.


      The eyes of the entire world.


      Verus is beside himself with excitement: for days now, an electric current has been running through the ludus. And the thought of Priscus pushes its way to the forefront. The words he just read came as a real shock: ten pairs of gladiators from Capua! If destiny played fair, it would do him this one damned favor after a lifetime of hardships. But what does a slave know of the power of destiny? Verus resigns himself to the fact that he will never see his friend’s face again. He is learning to live without, although he also made himself a promise. That when he has nothing before him but thousands upon thousands of miles of empty road, when he has spilt the blood of a hundred enemies and finally won back his freedom, he will go in search of Priscus. He will look him straight in the eye and tell him everything. Everything he has to say.


      It is a mad dream that fills the Briton’s head, but in the life of a man condemned to die, what else does he have if not dreams? Hope warms his soul and the distant finishing post lights up his gaze.


      Ircius falls into step beside him and has no need to read his mind to know what is in his heart.


      “Capua! You read it, right?”


      Verus smiles: the lanistamisses nothing.


      “You will probably meet him again,” the master of the ludus states, without a trace of emotion. Then he runs on ahead to catch up with Aton, whispering the final arrangements in his ear.


      Verus keeps walking, but nobody can take that damned smile off his face.


      Careful what you wish for, boy. Because you might get it…


      Verus thought he knew, that he had had the privilege of seeing inside the monster before the crowds. After all, he helped build it. The Amphitheater was his home for many months…


      But no one can truly be prepared for the spectacle that Titus has put together for Rome.


      Verus and Ircius’s team of champions approach the oval arena from the east, passing the ludus barracks and reaching the rooms assigned to the fighters who will perform during the afternoon. It is the first light of dawn and Rome should be dozing, but that is not how it is. Not today.


      The throng is superhuman, a sumptuous spectacle of flesh and anticipation. Fifty thousand people—the full capacity of the stadium, perhaps a few more—press in disorderly lines against the gates, watched over by guards in shining armor. Silence still reigns within, broken only by the deep roars of beasts chained up in the dungeons and the orderly scraping of a hundred rakes across the arena sand. The imperial family has been walking around the stone palace since first light: Titus could not resist, today is his day. He compelled Julia, Domitian, and his retinue to come with him. Nobody objected, but the pale faces of his daughter and brother are smeared with tiredness, like a perfumed ointment from across the seas.


      Titus, standing in the Emperor’s box, casts his eye once more across the breathtaking void before him. The handmaidens invite Julia to take her place at her father’s side while Domitian, in great form with his freshly-mussed hair, seats his behind next to his young niece.


      Things are not going well between them. Since the fire and what happened with Verus, Julia has seemed confused, distant. She refuses her uncle’s attentions, turning him down politely but denying him all the same. She will not even allow the blond son of the She-wolf to hold her hand. And to think that until a few weeks ago they were a single being, especially beneath the sheets.


      But the heart is a fickle thing, and that of a sixteen-year old girl is a rose petal caught in a tempest.


      Titus is pleased, that much is certain: not so much with his daughter’s apathy as with her newfound distance from his hated brother. But today is not the day for family dramas. As much as his sweet, paternal heart worries for his daughter, the master of the world’s thoughts are elsewhere.


      Titus savors the final moments of calm as the shouts of the crowd, pressing against the entrances, echo through his head. He can feel the breath of the grateful subjects on his eardrums, the vulgar masses already heedless of their sorry lives.


      Today Rome wants to enjoy itself. And it wants to go on enjoying itself for a hundred days in a row, one after another.


      The Emperor commands the last rake-bearer to leave the arena. Then he gives the order.


      “Open the gates!”


      Now it begins.


      The sun has just risen on the perfect day.


      The assault at the entrances is so forceful that even Verus can feel it, down in the belly of the beast with his companions, the instructor,and the lanista. A hundred thousand feet trampling over marble, stone and travertine as they surge into the arena.


      As one.


      No one pays today: they are all guests of the Emperor.


      Still, that does not mean people can sit where they like. Senators and vestal virgins fill the front rows and equestrians behind them. Ordinary male citizens sit on the endless terraces, while foreigners, slaves and women are corralled in the galleries at the top of the circle.


      And it is this group that is making the most noise: women, the perfume of Rome. The female lovers of the games can barely contain themselves before the death and spectacle of the arena. But it is the gladiators that really get them going. Verus knows it well, because during the last year his life has changed a dozen times on the whim of some high-born woman. He knows, because he has seen it in the eyes of the noblewomen at the dinners Ircius has held in their honor. He recognizes the scent and the desire, knows that even the most sober of mistresses is prepared to get down on all fours and be fucked on the flagstones like a beast, if it means being taken by the man of her dreams. The erotic fantasies of the Eternal City are shot through with the swordsand sicae of the gods of the arena. Not even Apollo or Mars turn the women of Rome on in quite the same way. Because they have never seen either of them in action, gutting some poor wretch or fucking their best friend until she screams for her mother.


      Multiply the desire, the anticipation, the excitement. Add the heat and the crush, the hurry to grab a place with a decent view. Dust it all with a handful of impatience, and you will have some idea of the high-pitched hubbub that drowns out every other sound, saturating the air in the basement where Verus and his companions are elbowing one another like pals queuing up for the brothel.


      “Well, you ready to drive them crazy?” Ircius asks his men.


      Verus smiles: “We’re ready, my lord!”


      The shout fills the belly of the Amphitheater. It is time for the solemn parade, the pompa triumphalis.


      The Emperor himself, wrapped in the purple vestments reserved for great events, delicately crafted Greek sandals on his feet, and laurel leaves of undying victory on his head, leads the procession into the arena, crossing the threshold of the main entrance.


      The whole world is reflected in Titus’s eyes: the crowd’s embrace is exuberant, the people love him. There can be no doubt. As they wait for the games to begin, the wastrels sitting on the terraces have already started playing morra, dice and capita aut navia, whereby someone tosses a coin and puts their faith in the blindfolded goddess by choosing heads or tails, in this case the coin’s “tail” aptly picturing a ship.


      There is great excitement among the professional gamblers, but when they see the golden silhouette of the Emperor appear, they stop whatever they were doing, called to order by the invisible horsewhip of power. Meanwhile, the noblewomen arrange the cushions beneath their flaccid behinds, that they might better enjoy the spectacle, as Titus Flavius Vespasianus makes his entrance, one step at a time.


      Before him the lictores take up their positions in a display of primordial authority, bronze fasces resting on their shoulders, symbols of the just and brutal power of the Eagle for the benefit of anyone who might dare disobey. Leather straps for tying up dissenters circle their waists. They represent the stick, ready to strike.


      The king of the world is proud of them.


      Dead proud.


      Behind the purple throng winds a host of artists: musicians playing tambourines and openwork flutes, dancers, reed pipers. Skins of ebony and ivory daubed with powders and gold leaf, quilted in precious oriental silks and cloaked in music. The attendants in their light tunics announce the day’s program to the crowd: first will come the beasts, then the convicts, and lastly the gladiators. In the middle will come a surprise that is not to be mentioned, a magic trick that the Emperor has had up his sleeve for years now.


      The monarch reaches the center of the arena and continues along the imaginary line across the sand, towards the terraces on the opposite side. As he does so the assistants enter, blue tunics symbolizing the city authorities draped neatly to their knees. They carry powerful weapons in their arms.


      The essence of a merciful death.


      It is the quiet before the hurricane: the officials test the burnished iron of the Ludus Argentumand the sharpened bronze of the Tridensof Capua with grandiloquent gestures. They discard the more harmless specimens, not many if truth be told, and pick out the most lethal.


      And then, finally, their moment arrives.


      Greeted by a riot of boorish shouting, the gladiators make their entrance.


      Arranged in two neat lines, greased with oil and vigor, and nothing on but the subligaculum at their waists.


      Practically naked, ready for anything.


      Decius Ircius and Daimon lead the lines, both of them scrubbed and dressed up for the occasion. The first is wearing bright violet Tuscia cloth, dyed in the violarii of the Field of Mars: he has been keeping this miracle of tailoring, made from the finest thread and colored with the juices of orchella weeds and rock snails, for some time now. On his feet are a pair of striking sandals, dripping with silver and decorated with miniscule, hand-crafted lilies. His short hair and the shadow of a salt-and-pepper beard on his handsome, well-rested face complete the picture.


      Daimon, on the other hand, has his own idea of elegance: a red, green, and black-checked shirt from the North, woven in the style of the island Verus came from, accompanied by baggy, brown burlap pants. His beard has been tamed with the aid of laces and strings into three neat braids like Poseidon’s trident, inexorably pointing down to the Underworld. Hair tied into a pony tail and heavy gold rings on his earlobes. Eyes heavily made up with black powder. Despite the infernal heat – August, real bitch of a month – Daimon wears a pair of goatskin boots on his feet.


      But the furious applause is not directed at the captains.


      The deafening wave of noise, the rain of kisses, whistles, shouts and bodily fluids that washes over the hungry lips of the Amphitheater is not for them, and nor is it for the Emperor.


      Rome screams its impatience in the face of the gladiator army. And the two columns of warriors drink up every syllable, every yell, every shrieking comment with gusto.


      The women are literally tearing their hair out. Horny girls and middle-aged women scream the names of their favorites: “Verus! Priscus! Tigris!”


      It is only in that moment that Verus understands. His mind opens like a rosebud, transfixed by two eternal insights.


      The first: this is what devotion means.


      Women, Verus. Women…What do you know of charm or of love, of passion and what it can do? You thought you knew it all, just because your heart was lost between the thighs of the daughter of the Empire. But look around you: Rome loves you, it calls your name. It has thrown open its doors to let you in.


      Will you be man enough to make the most of it? Will you survive long enough?


      Yesterday Julia meant the whole world, but where is she now? Can you see her, lost in the shadows of the Emperor’s box? So tiny you can barely make her out, while she can see you, oh yes she can see you. But this time, my boy, the torment is all hers.


      The second hits like a bolt of lightning: Priscus, damn it!


      The Gaul is a step away from him. Last in line, behind a couple of ugly mugs.


      Look at him, Verus. Look at your only friend, your brother, your enemy.


      Feast your eyes on that smile you have missed so much.


      Priscus returns the stare: empty galaxies and infinite pain fill his blue eyes.


      Careful what you wish for, boy. Because you might get it…


      It begins: the morning program calls for beast fights. Daimon, from his privileged vantage point, rubs his hands together and offers up a prayer to the dark gods that everything goes swimmingly. He is not the only supplier of wild beasts at work today: the Emperor wants only the best for inauguration day.


      There are lists all around the stadium detailing the magical and exotic beasts on show. But nowhere does it say who will fight whom. The pairings are the very essence of surprise.


      A bear and a bull are brought out, tied to one another with a chain and a rope. The eight-legged mass moves slowly, looking anything but merciless. A skinny, naked man—a Sunni slave—approaches with a hook and frees the tangled animals from their iron bonds, but the rope remains. It is short enough to ensure that the beast of the mountains and the beast of the plains cannot move too far from one another. After all, each is here to tear the other’s guts out.


      At first, as the crowd whistles and bays for blood, the animals are disoriented. But after a few moments they both manage to rustle up their ancestral rage with which they came into this world. Thanks to the assistants, busy prodding red-hot pokers and sharpened spears into their innocent flesh.


      The bear strikes first, with a roar that would be the envy of Cyclops, son of Poseidon. The first slash of its paw leaves a red stain on the black bull, unleashing the beast’s fury. It lets out a snort, the ring that perforates the cartilage of its snout slowly swinging like a battle standard. A rough hoof scuffs the sand and the animal charges.


      The impact is shattering, horns penetrating fur, skin and flesh. The bear immediately betrays its four-legged nature and rears up to full height. Drooling with frenzy, it launches a well-aimed lunge that tears out one of the bull’s eyes. The bovine beast crumples to the ground, coating itself in yellow sand.


      The crowd goes wild.


      The bear has not finished. It is drunk with pain from where a horn has penetrated one of its lungs; it whistles, hisses, oozes blood. The beast thrashes out like a venomous snake, its claws not resting even for a moment as it digs into the other animal’s dim-witted face with one slashing blow after another, until there is nothing left to dig into. The black bull collapses again, the son of the mountain has won.


      The assistants drag the bear out of the arena, chains anchored to its thick collar. As soon as it is back in the cage they finish it off with a red-hot iron to the throat.


      It is the law of the arena. No beast survives. Only the She-wolf breathes eternal.


      The body of the bull, on the other hand, remains where it is.


      The mob is warming up and the games continue. There is no time to lose.


      Next up is the savannah: king against queen, lion against female leopard, two animals with absolutely no concept of pity. They have crossed the world to tear one another to pieces, and that is exactly what they will do.


      They move in circles, each one’s eyes locked on the other. There is no need to goad them: the assistants stay well clear while Daimon, their master, licks his lips. He watches on from his filthy seat behind a heavy metal grate, a cup of tepid ale in his hand and a girl from the Island on his knee. Today is the day, and anything goes.


      The leopard opens the dance: this pussycat is hungry for fresh meat. She goes straight for the throat, but the lion knows his stuff: he dodges to the left and opens her flank with his claws.


      First blood.


      A frenzied yowl, a grating scream that rises from deep inside the spotted beast. Pumping adrenaline sharpens the senses, fangs on show beneath contorted faces. She squares up to him.


      A series of three lunges and then the lethal fray: the leopard grapples onto the lion, sinks its claws in deep and does not let go.


      The king of the savannah tries to shake the female off, but the bitch struggles, digging her way into his juicy hide while her teeth poise ready for his jugular.


      The enormous ball of fur rolls roughly and inseparably all around the arena, the atrocious panting, the deafening snarling that is enough to make the crowd’s hairs stand on end. They have their hearts in their throats.


      Until the female finds what she is looking for: the bundle of veins that runs parallel to the neck muscles is her woodwind instrument, and she moistens her lips with a lick of her rough tongue as she prepares to play. Her teeth are the reed and the red that sprays out, after it has sunk in, the music. Impetuous and uncontrollable at first, then weaker, sweeter, as only a rapid death can be. A symphony of warm organs.


      The lion falls to the ground in the space of a few moments.


      The battle is over.


      The jubilation of the crowd has no effect whatsoever on the calm self-control of the winning beast, completely indifferent to the hermaphrodite roar of the mob. Her snout, bloodied with domination, is decked out in war paint. The feline shakes the blood off her paws and heads for the exit. She growls and hisses whenever an assistant dares approach her. The queen needs no escort. Daimon decides that she will live, at least until the next fight: she has earned it, after all.


      The dead lion is left where it fell, just like the bull.


      The show goes on.


      Four animals at a time, now.


      The Royal Brawl: an elephant, a rhinoceros, a buffalo, and a cow.


      A cow?


      Exactly. A cow.


      The Emperor wants to really get the games going: the spectators must shout so hard they dislocate their jaws.


      Because today is the day.


      Getting the contenders in place is easier than expected: the elephant seems to trust the boy who leads it to the center of the arena and whispers something in its ear. Like the beast, he too is from India, a smile always on his face.


      The cow sways gently in, totally unaware of what is going on.


      The buffalo is bold and fierce, as dull-witted as the rest of her species, long, curved horns that bring to mind the hairstyles of certain oriental prostitutes, with a central parting that divides their brown hair into equal-sized parts.


      The rhinoceros, the last to arrive and a genuine four-legged divinity, is dragged into the game area with great difficulty by eight freedmen. The ancient, powerful animal is a sculpture of murderous rage, its hide so tough that it looks like stone; a hardened shell of skin, spotted by age, covers its most exposed joints. With each step, the ground shakes. The crowd holds its breath, all eyes glued to the horn, a lethal weapon jutting up through a tangle of dark, iron rings. They glint in the rays of the sun, which is growing hotter by the minute.


      Emperor Titus will give the order shortly, and the Misene sailors will unfurl the velarium, allowing the canvas to cool the sweaty souls of the clamoring Romans. But this battle must take place in the heat. And so, at a whistle from the master of the arena, the chains are released all at once and all of the bipeds run for cover.


      It is between the animals, now.


      The first to fall is the cow, of course. The rhinoceros takes aim, obeying the instinct that leads the strong to slaughter the harmless.


      The cow does not even have time to realize what is smashing into her as the gigantic horn stabs into her flank and she lets out a surprisingly high-pitched yowl. The wound is terrible, but she does not die instantly. The impetuous fury of the lord of Africa drags her all the way to the western terraces, which shake with the impact. The crowd of senators and vestal virgins, staring down so as not to miss a single detail of the epic battle, starts and screams in fear. But the rhinoceros does not even notice. It backs up and charges once more, smashing innocent bones as the ruminant, defenseless and dying, collapses without being able to offer anything more than terror to face this most violent of killers. The crowd shudders with revulsion at the stomach-wrenching crack of bones.


      The rhinoceros backs up again and goes on striking until it is sated. Until there is only a bloody mess left staining the sand. The blood rite observed, it lets out a powerful bellow, to let everyone know who is in command.


      A trumpet sounds in reply: the elephant has grasped that this is life or death. It advances slowly, but is not yet ready to face the gray enemy, picking instead on the buffalo, which has the strutting air of a cockerel that has just entered a henhouse. Of all the animals on the face of the earth, bovines are the unluckiest. None of the gods was good enough to imbue them with the sense of self-love that is necessary for survival. After all, they eat grass.


      The elephant, for its part, is not a natural predator, but it knows the power of its enormous weight. It knows that a raised foot is enough to do serious damage, and that is the tactic it now adopts. It waits for the buffalo to come within range and then raises and lower its front left leg, with all the agility its bulk allows for, in an attempt to smash the other animal’s skull. But the other is fast despite its stupidity, weaving to one side in time to dodge the lethal hammer. Alas, it is not quick enough on its hooves, and is ground into a thousand pieces in an instant beneath the crushing weight of the gray beast.


      Another savage bellow shakes the onlookers to their core. A gush of red squirts across the sand and the buffalo limps away, deprived of the only advantage capable of keeping it alive: speed.


      The rhinoceros spots the opportunity and does not hesitate to take it. It bucks at the yellow earth and launches its attack.


      The porous horn of the African beast strikes the buffalo square in the face. It cuts cleanly through the jaw, pierces the palate and mutilates the brain, shattering the herbivore’s weakened defenses.


      Death is instantaneous.


      But the horn is stuck. The rhinoceros is exhausted and drops to the ground, wedged forever in a trap of hair and broken bones.


      The elephant does not wait. It rears spectacularly onto its hind legs, trumpeting its timeless fury into the Roman heavens. The crowd falls silent before the Indian god, eyes transfixed by the feet and trunk stretched skyward, bearer of luck and dark winds. Then, when the war cry has sounded, it brings down its bulk like an executioner’s ax on the thick-skinned back of its foe.


      The elephant’s hammer blow destroys the rhinoceros. Its feet grind bone and internal organs to pulp, plowing into the armored hide like a red-hot vise into dry leather ready for tanning.


      The rhinoceros implodes, a prisoner crushed to death without so much as a groan, its spine broken by the impact.


      The elephant’s expression does not change.


      Ladies and gentlemen, we have a winner.


      Infinite applause and cadavers decorating the sand.


      This is how it works, in the arena—the body count rises with each minute that passes. Everywhere is frenzy and the stench of flesh, blood, and flies.


      In the meantime, the order is sounded between the arches overhead. Marcius and his valiant Misene classiarii get to work oiling winches and tugging at ropes, their efforts transformed into shade as they unfold the greatest sail in the world above the roasting heads of the Romans. It is time for thevelarium.


      It is called “the Emperor’s Triumph over Nature,” but in reality it has nothing to do with his majesty Titus the Great, given that Vespasian’s firstborn is comfortably seated in the audience and is triumphing over nothing other than Rome itself. He prefers to leave nature to the venatores and bestiarii.


      But all in good time. Every ritual has its steps, procedure is everything. First the shade, then the dancing, and at the end—only at the end—the triumph.


      The unfurling of the velariumis an event in itself: the concert of pulleys and hawsers draws the crowd’s attention away from the silent theater of sudden death below. The sail is a white wave, slowly and inexorably unraveling at the hands of the classiarii of Misenum, one section at a time, from the top of the Amphitheater towards the center. Triangular parts move in harmony, eventually forming an internal perimeter, elliptical and beautiful, bringer of genuine and immediate refuge. Marcius watches his boys’ excellent work with pride and satisfaction.


      Hundreds of days of obsessive practice finally pay off with the crowd’s sigh of relief and a look of gratitude from the Emperor. Another success.


      But the quarter of an hour in which the sail takes center-stage is nothing next to what is about to enter the arena.


      The cadavers have yet to be removed, and there is a procedure for this too. The greatness of Rome is measured in the quantity of bodies piled on the ground. Power is a question of blood.


      The gates swing open and the domesticated beasts arrive. Naked, muscular Greek boys dance on the backs of milky white bulls as a thunder of cymbals beats out a steady rhythm. Carnival music fills the air and the crowd claps along with the melody.


      Next come trained elephants which walk in circles and trumpet on command, showering the sweltering crowd with water from great brass tubs. Two beardless boys stretch a thin, tough rope between two poles driven into the ground and begin to walk along it. Beneath them, leopards, tigers and bears, dressed up as Thracians, murmillones, hoplomachi, and veteran retiarii, mime clumsy gladiatorial fights, much to the audience’s wonder.


      It is a miracle of choreography: the master bestiarii have been working to prepare it for many months. The first step was convincing the beasts to accept their harnesses, something completely unnatural for an animal that is meant to be living in the jungle but has found itself behind bars. Then came the process of conquering their fear, both of other animals and of all the damned racket, which was the part Daimon spoke about with Priscus as he was carrying out his terrifying work. Lastly, every single one of the domesticated animals was taught violence. Circus brutality, to be clear, because at this stage of the proceedings there is no real fighting. Just enough to spill a little blood and hold the attention of the audience, but no actual slaying.


      Make-believe is the real heart of business.


      And this damned show of warrior animals sells itself. Sure, it is not exactly like watching a match between Verus and Cosmos, but the feline that moves silkily across the arena, miming thrusts with slashes of its claws, has just what it takes to wear that breastplate, polished to a mirror-like sheen. And that burnished helmet. And the iron-clad bear slowly retracing its steps towards the opposite end of the arena, pretending to be backed into a corner, has just earned the right to the arms it carries as well.


      The Emperor moves his head and claps his hands a couple of time. He instinctively looks for Daimon. The Capuan, ready for whatever signal might come his way from the tribune of honor, meets the monarch’s gaze and in it he reads satisfaction. His hard, dried blood is warmed in an instant.


      So far so good.


      And it was by no means a foregone conclusion.


      The pretend fights between the beasts go on for a while as the acrobats and dancers, possessed by the spirit of the Muses, go about their dirty work. Then the resounding blare of a horn and the Emperor’s Triumph over Nature can finally begin.


      Titus rearranges his tunic the moment he hears the first note: in some ways this is his moment, even if he need not move a muscle.


      The announcer removes any remaining doubts by shouting at the top of his lungs, the animals put a stop to their fake pugna, the tumblers get back on their feet. The dead bodies, as usual, stay where they are. But even that horrible and desolate spectacle cannot ruin what comes next. Tenderness fleetingly gets the better of blood as dozens of servants release thousands of rabbits and hares into the arena. The sand is bedecked with fluffy, white clouds of fur, beady eyes with a hint of fear, twitching whiskers, noses and tails. A gasp of surprise rises from all over the audience.


      Mid-morning and the crowd has been blood-drunk since first light; they need to catch their breath. The people appreciate the light relief and enjoy the sight of the lines of fur balls, the soft and noiseless huddle crying out for the touch of a gentle hand. But they soon jump in surprise when the cages are thrown open and a hundred greyhounds make their confident entrance. At first it seems like the perfect bloodbath, the glory of the Eagle dyed for the umpteenth time by a bright wave of red. But no, there is the real Triumph: the hounds do not even need to bite to show who has the upper hand. Tested time and time again, at the cost of many innocent lives and over the course of months of training, the dogs are under strict orders: they move forward in a dense pack and pretend to hunt. They run after their prey, grabbing them gently by the scruff of the neck, only to then deposit them at the feet of the servants and run after another, tails wagging with excitement. The total absence of violence moves the audience to thunderous acclaim.


      The Emperor drinks in the glory with open hands, standing and blessing the crowd with the index and ring fingers of his right hand, held together and pointing upwards like a pair of sharpened stilettos. He waits for the last drop of juice to be squeezed out of the carnage, for the goodwill to flow into his chest as a single stream. Then he decides the time has come to change the tempo and show the populace the true face of the She-wolf.


      An almost imperceptible movement of Titus’s eyebrow is enough, and the second part of the Triumph commences. The energetic beat of drums sends the rabbits fleeing for cover, back to the cages they came out of, more terrified than ever.


      The drummers are all sons of the Kingdom of Axum, bare-bottomed African statues, bodies oiled from head to foot. They form an ellipse around the edge of the arena, pounding their sticks frenziedly against the taut skins of their instruments.


      The rhythm accompanies the prey’s entry into the arena. Thirty or so cages are brought to the center of the arena: ostriches, antelopes, gazelles, deer, donkeys. Harmless beasts, or nearly—when ostriches have enough space to run they can be more dangerous than crocodiles…


      The venatores, or hunting athletes, appear. They are warriors skilled in the use of the javelin, with balls of steel and bulging calves.


      The prison doors open and the massacre begins.


      Because that is what it is: a massacre, pure and simple.


      A bloodthirsty German by the name of Carpoforus leads the group of venatores. Captured in the aftermath of the umpteenth Teutonic bloodletting, this barbarous son of a bitch had the good manners not to get himself slain. Condemned to the arena to get rid of him, he was not even conceded the dignity of becoming a gladiator. But he does very well with the animals—he seems born to do this job. The venatores are only one step above the lowly assistants, second-class warriors, even if they risk their lives just the same as their colleagues in the ludi. The intellectuals jeer at them as “half-men,” while the crowd launches whistles and spit. But in the meantime they enjoy the show.


      That goes for most of them, but not for Carpoforus. He is famous, idolized like some dark god of brutality and bravery. When he makes his entrance into the arena, the troop that came in before him has already started to fill the Amphitheater with bodies. The first to fall are the antelopes, no more than a few moments after the cages are opened: they are too fast, letting them run away would not be a good idea. Better to finish them off immediately with a swift stab to the neck, so as not to run the risk of having to chase them about all day and bore the crowd.


      The venatores hunt like cavemen in primitive packs, spears raised high above shaggy heads, wooden shafts ending the suffering of their unsuspecting victims. But it is the eyes of the animals that are genuinely frightening, the sense of emptiness they give. Once life has left their quivering bodies their eyes stay wide open, replete with horror, crystallized in the exact moment of their inexplicable demise. Diamonds of loneliness in a sky of boiling blood.


      Carpoforus does not soil his hands with easy prey. He warms up with a donkey, enough to hear the crowd begin to shout his name out, severing its head with a serrated blade he picked up who knows where. But as soon as that is done he grabs a spear and stands guard, waiting for the main course to make its appearance.


      In the meantime his colleagues do not dedicate too much thought to style as they go about exterminating the deer and gazelles. There is even a sow that has somehow found its way into the action, and which gets caught in the crossfire when a spear slices open her belly. She is pregnant, almost at full term. Life spurts out of the gaping slash, a rivulet of trotters and snouts, a flow of washed-out pink as the mother passes away. The helpless piglets start a high-pitched squealing and a man with a spiteful face sniggers as he smashes the skull of the first of the eight siblings, but a smack from the German himself soon sets the thug straight.


      The barbarian rushes to save the seven survivors, scooping all of them up in his arms and taking them to the edge of the arena where he hands them over to a big-bosomed girl.


      “They will live!” he shouts, so that the crowd can hear.


      The answering roar confirms the miracle: life and death, fellow travelers now and always.


      Martial is there in the crowd too, the third row from the front. The poet is so struck by the incident of the stabbed sow and her little gems that he will eventually write an epigram about it. In a thousand years and a thousand more, people will still be reading of this day. The memory of the innocent martyr is safe, along with that of all her children.


      When the sideshow for weaker stomachs is finally over, the beasts arrive. Now it gets serious: bulls, lions, bears, tigers. Against a team of naked boys, each one with a javelin in his hand and bulging scrotum in his loincloth.


      They do it the old-fashioned way, no frills.


      Daimon observes the scene attentively from his vantage point. He grits his teeth, willing his pussy cats to put on a good show. He hopes it for his own good, praying both to the gods of the North and those of Rome that his future will be a splendid one.


      The people of the Eternal City, up on the terraces, are seething like a potful of beans. They are well and truly in the mood, like a wet female with one thing on her mind. They have had their dose of tenderness and now they expect something stronger, a proper piece of action to sate their thirst.


      The first to score on the arena sand is Carpoforus, a bloodshot look of madness in his eyes. He mounts a bull with a single bound and buries his spear in its neck, breaking the handle and stabbing the other half into the animal’s left flank. Then he grabs hold of its horns with all the strength he can muster, tightens his thighs and throws himself onto his back, twisting as hard as he can. The bull loses its sense of direction, slows to a trot and ends up running into the protective barrier.


      The beast keels over dead, its neck snapped by the impact with the wood.


      The blond bastard is up and on his guard again, grabbing another javelin and charging into the fray. He jabs the shaft straight into the face of a bear and throws himself onto a tiger that has been struck repeatedly by the other hunters, pummeling it to death with his bare hands.


      The bear has fallen on its front legs, taking on the appearance of an enormous, harmless boulder at the center of the massacre.


      The savage yowling of beasts rings out from every direction. They are drunk with violence, but it is a losing battle. They pant and scratch, defending themselves as best they can, but winning little but punishment in return.


      Someone throws Carpoforus a hook from the stands and he takes it up in his right hand, gutting a beautiful white tiger brought down from the enchanted mountain. The crowd is driven to hysteria.


      The last survivor is a battered lion, backing away with cautious steps but well aware the end is just around the corner. The animal looks around but sees only doom. There it is, the damned Triumph of the Emperor.


      Open your eyes, Rome: look on the true nature of your kingdom.


      Chunks of severed flesh and mounting heat, violence imminent, and no future to speak of.


      Dinner is served.


      Choke on it.


      Carpoforus is caked in blood from head to toe, old blood and new blood, hard and smooth like the life of any man. The lion growls because his instinct commands it. The German makes a gesture to bid the beast silent before sticking his spear in wherever it happens to land. His companions do the same.


      The lion wheezes, silvery drool at its mouth, as Carpoforus brandishes the hook and digs it into the feline’s chest, hunting for the center of gravity of the mad world he finds himself in. He hauls out the animal’s heart, skewered on the butcher’s hook.


      He shows it to the crowd.


      The mob explodes.


      Literally.


      All is swallowed by the earth-shaking roar.


      Their shout is thunder, the horizon laden with dark clouds.


      Rome trembles, shaken by the wave of stabbed, punctured, slaughtered flesh.


      The arena is filled to overflowing with the merciless opulence of the Great One. Titus smiles, the purple of his robes resplendent beneath the scorching sun. He strokes his daughter’s curls; Julia stopped smiling a while back.


      Verus and Priscus, behind their bars at opposite ends of the Amphitheater, observe the spectacle wide-eyed. An unspeakable weight on their hearts.


      In an hour’s time it will be worse. Much worse.


      Carpoforus, lowliest of heroes, dishonored avenger, milks his moment of celebrity to the last drop.


      The air stinks of broken intestines and torn skin and the morning has melted into the sun.


      Interval, citizens of the Eternal City.


      To be continued when the bell tolls.


      The sixth hour, most unbearable of all.


      Verus and Priscus, divided by stone and by dozens of corridors, both feel sick to their stomachs.


      The stench of death fills the lower floors of the Amphitheater, mixing with the sweat and fear from a hundred caged bodies.


      The sixth hour. Time to earn their keep.


      Verus and Priscus know what is waiting for them. They have known since yesterday evening. That is why neither of them has slept. How the fuck could anyone sleep, knowing what they know?


      Their respective masters-at-arms give them the once over, like soldiers do with their horses before a battle.


      Horses, not warriors.


      They check the iron, test the joints of their armor, pinch their cheeks affectionately.


      “Courage,” whispers Aton. The son of a bitch has never been so compassionate.


      Verus grits his teeth, puts on his helmet like his companions and sets off, sharpened gladius in hand. The corridor leads to the arena: coming the other way he was through it in an instant, but retracing his steps is like walking for an eternity. Heavy, thoughtful steps, one two-hundred pound crash after another.


      The air is filled with the desperate cries of the morituri; the belly of the Amphitheater is stuffed with prisoners who have been condemned to death.


      The sentence will be carried out in a few moments, at the hands of the gladiators.


      Last night, word got out that the Emperor had had his servants scour the streets and prisons. Rickety carts passed through the darkest alleyways of the city, picking up down-and-outs and low-lives of every description. Murderers for the most part, almost all of them guilty of having killed because they were hungry, often unintentionally. With all those empty stomachs, fights have become the order of the day, and all of a sudden someone ends up dead. Those who are born in the streets learn to accept that their end may come any day, and that it may well be a violent one.


      But what nobody expects really is to be kidnapped while they sleep and carted off to be butchered like an animal. The prisoners have been crammed into the catacombs of the Amphitheater, without food or water. Sometimes without air as well, because it is not easy for twenty-five people to breathe when they are shoved into a single, windowless cell. Some of them wished to check out before they even reached their destination: one slave thrust his head between the spokes of the cart that was taking him to the cells. He died instantly. They unloaded him onto the street, where he had always lived.


      Poor nameless bastard.


      For the unfortunate survivors, the night was anything but tranquil: who the fuck can sleep with a death sentence hanging over their head?


      But now that the sun is burning hotter than hell itself, reality hits them with the taste of the earth which will soon swallow each and every one of them.


      The condemned are divided into two groups and set off in an orderly line, heads hanging low. Roman citizens at the back, the rest leading the way. Their entry into the arena is not greeted by shouting or rowdiness, the terraces lying half empty. Many spectators have taken advantage of the interval to go and find something to eat. Some have gotten up off their asses to stretch their legs, others to go and vomit. There is no trace of the animals’ corpses in the huge sandy oval; whoever’s job that was, they have done it well. But death has not stopped fluttering above the heads of the audience, even for a moment.


      Today is the day.


      The gladiators enter as well, and the atmosphere builds somewhat, but a sense of fulfillment remains nonetheless, an air of completion hanging in the void.


      Three groups of people stand rigidly in the fighting ring, forming an imaginary triangle of life and death in the eyes of those who have the guts to watch. An announcer walks to the center and explains how the show will work, while an assistant brandishing a fearsome-looking gladius follows behind him.


      The first to die will be the foreigners and, since it would not be right to waste even a drop of Roman sweat in eliminating them, they will take care of it themselves. A pair is picked from the group at random: two scared boys whose ages sum to barely thirty years. The assistant hands the livelier looking one the gladius and tells him to slay the other: “Kill the criminal! Emperor Titus commands it!”


      The unlucky victim tries to run but he stumbles over. The faster boy is on top of him, stabbing his throat with a clumsy blow.


      Well done.


      The assistant gives a lewd smile as he runs over to offer his congratulations. He asks for the gladius back and the boy hands it over without a second thought: “Return the weapon and await your reward in silence.” The announcer chooses another from the group and hands him the sword.


      “Kill the criminal! Emperor Titus commands it!” he tells him, pointing at the bright-eyed survivor.


      So that is how it works.


      They will murder each other.


      And it will go on like that until only one is left, who will be given a choice between getting ripped apart by the beasts or, if he prefers, taking his own life. The massacre is over sooner than expected, the long succession of corpses forming an orderly pile until a single man remains.


      The last survivor does not hesitate to make his choice, throwing himself onto the sharpened gladius.


      APPLAUSE.


      Killing Roman citizens, however, is another story.


      That is what the muscles from the ludi are needed for.


      The residual group of prisoners is fairly large, but they will not all face the gladiators. A few Christians, for instance, will be nailed up. These bastards go crazy for martyrdom, practically crying out for it. And Rome’s assassins give them what they ask. After having hung them up like their God, they even go to the trouble of lighting a fire under their asses. The odor of cooking flesh is nauseating. Verus’s stomach churns.


      But there is worse, much worse.


      The torment of Orpheus is the fate that befalls three unlucky, hard-faced victims. According to the myth, the curious lover retired into solitude in order to mourn his Eurydice, saved from the underworld and then lost again when the urge to lay his eyes on her before they were out of danger became too strong. After that he was no longer interested in women, despite the great number of honey pots still on offer to him. The maenads, harlots invested with the spirit of the wine god, dressed only in skins and horny from dawn to dusk, could not bear the idea that someone could refuse them and so ripped him to pieces. They tore him, pulling in all different directions.


      And here, in the Amphitheater, the equipment is on hand for every kind of wickedness.


      The limbs and other parts of the three victims are bound to groups of raging animals, all of them hooded and thrashed into a frenzy. Then a bear is thrown into the mix and he does the rest. When the beasts have finished strewing the arena with bones and guts a team of men arrives to cut them down, followed by another to clean up.


      It is all over in half an hour.


      In the meantime the group of condemned citizens grows ever weaker and the gladiators stand to one side awaiting their turn, skin reddening and metal armor becoming hotter by the moment.


      Before the grand finale, the spectacle reaches a hair-raising level of cruelty.


      The lucky prize winner is called Silvia and the announcer even takes the trouble to recount her sad story. Silvia is not some poor wretch, but the wife of a merchant named Sulpicius. A wealthy man, this Sulpicius, dealing in foreign spices, without ever having to leave home. His business was going so well that the master’s physical presence was unnecessary—a dozen or so agentes in his employ traveled through the Empire selling his wares. All that was left for him to do was oversee the loading and unloading of goods at the commercial port down by the river and then come back to his villa to hassle his young wife. Silvia.


      The old bastard Sulpicius was fixated with tidiness. If the tunics were not perfectly stacked and arranged by shade—from darkest to lightest—he was apt to fly off the handle and throw his weight around. One day he lost his temper and gave Silvia such a kicking, down where the sun does not shine, that she began to bleed. At the time Silvia was pregnant. She was so badly hurt that she thought she would soon be meeting her Creator—Silvia is a Christian, which certainly does not help matters—and decided to take the filthy son of a bitch with her. So she slipped into the shack where her husband kept his tools and grabbed a knife: not a carving knife, nor one of those magnificent hunting daggers that Sulpicius was obsessed with having delivered to him from the Orient. Nothing like that.


      Silvia wielded a coulter in two hands, part of a plow that had been left on a workbench one foggy, sleepy afternoon. A nice, big chunk of iron used for digging up the earth, like a cleaver straight from the hands of Polyphemus or one of his idiotic fucking brothers.


      Back in the atrium she found Sulpicius munching his way through something savory, and promptly split his skull in two like a ripe melon. After that she allowed herself the luxury of fainting, imagining that she was already well on her way to paradise.


      When she awakened, Silvia was in for a surprise: no singing chorus of celestial hosts, just a throbbing headache and the ferrous smell of iron chains wrapped round her wrists and ankles. Sulpicius was dead, but she was not.


      How fucking ironic fate can be.


      The one who ended up getting caught in the middle was the baby daughter she was carrying in her belly; come into the world too soon, born alone and dead shortly afterwards, killed by kicks and cold. After the argument, the servants had rushed to patch the woman up and help her to give birth, but one of them alerted the imperial authorities—the master had been killed, after all. And that was why things happened as they did. Silvia was locked up, but a crime such as this deserved a punishment that would serve as an example. This is the reason why they kept her behind bars all winter, so that they could kill her in front of everybody, on the day that nobody would forget for a thousand years.


      That day has come, Silvia, and all you can do now is place your trust in your battered, penitent God. Because from the Eagle and the She-wolf you will receive no mercy.


      The torment of Pasiphae awaits you.


      Silvia is a mere shadow of the woman she was; months in jail have hollowed her out. She looks nothing like the fiery wife of Minos, king of Crete. According to the myth, Poseidon had given the king a fine bull so that he could sacrifice it to him, but the greedy monarch kept the handsome animal for himself, preferring to have it in his herd rather than chopped up on the sea god’s altar, offering up a different beast instead. But offending the gods is never a good idea: they are vengeful, and immortal to boot, which means they have all the time in the world to make men pay.


      Poseidon took a while to decide how to get his own back, but in the end he came up with the idea of filling the beautiful Pasiphae’s head with an uncontrollable urge to fuck the bull that her husband had spared so blasphemously. Except it is no easy thing to convince a three-thousand pound beast to lie with a queen. And a little bit dangerous, too. So the cunning Pasiphae disguised herself as a cow, hiding inside a faithful reproduction of a young heifer that had been artfully constructed by a skilled carpenter, and enjoyed the ride. The woman fell pregnant and the unlikely union bore fruit: the unfortunate Minotaur, whose story is known by all.


      Just as every spectator in the arena will soon know the sad epilogue of Silvia’s story. Silvia is no longer herself. Verus never met her before that fateful day, but when his gaze meets her sunken eyes, he realizes he does not have a human being before him, but a walking corpse. Skin and bones; after months of fasting her stomach has closed like a vise, preventing her from keeping down even that little that Mother Rome allowed her during the time in prison. Her once proud breasts droop from her body liked rotten fruit, frayed hair sticks to her forehead and her joints protrude horribly.


      Silvia is toothless. Someone must have smashed them in at the prison so he could get his blowjobs without running any risks. But her eyes still burn: who knows whether it is the thought of the God she will meet soon enough, or her hatred—simple, crystal-clear hatred for every man on Earth—that has kept her alive.


      The structure has been placed at the center of the arena. The two groups, prisoners and gladiators, stand at either side, as impotent as poor old Sulpicius.


      There is nothing that can save Silvia from what awaits her. Slaves in crimson tunics place the woman on the wooden scaffold and bind her in place: legs spread apart, back bent at ninety degrees and arms out in front. An old man arrives to open her with a blade, as Silvia screams like a madwoman. Verus is on the point of throwing up. There must be a moral to this story, but he really cannot see it. He vomits on the ground. Priscus caresses his neck with a glance.


      The spectators murmur quietly as they watch the scene, shaken by a dirty thrill, lightning through the muddy water.


      When he has finished, the old man gives a whistle and four men arrive to cover the poor, skinny body of the woman with a cow hide. Then the old man whistles again. A bucket full of red liquid is brought out: blood from a cow in heat.


      The bastard smears the sticky liquid over the mess he has created of Silvia’s flesh and, before he leaves, pours half the bucket on the ground, right between her thighs.


      Only then does the bull appear.


      And it really is a big one, at the height of arousal. Four assistants are hard-pushed to hold it back. It is black as night, snorting and sniffing heavily: it has already caught the smell of sex. When the assistants let go, it charges on ahead, its excitement mounting.


      Martial is watching the show from up on the terraces. As the assistants busied themselves preparing the torture devices, he was noting down every small detail. But he no longer feels like composing a fucking epigram about the affair: how the hell can you write a story like that?


      The poet gulps and forces himself to watch. Like everyone else, all around, until Silvia’s cries cease, until the bull has consummated, until the wooden frame bearing the body of a guiltless murderer gives way, until the fall breaks her neck, already left hanging by a thread by the beast’s pounding.


      At that point Silvia’s soul ascends to the heavens, flies down to the underworld or goes its own way.


      Nothing more than a memory remains of her body.


      A doll, broken by the furious play of Emperor Titus.


      This, too, is Rome.


      Welcome.


      The final act of public execution calls for the gladiators’ presence. This is why Titus has had them take the field: they will take care of the convicts, just the same way as the Roman legions do when they go out “exploring”conquered territories. The Emperor wanted the gods of the arena to see the killing up close. Ramrod straight, like Leonidas’ hoplites at Thermopylae, moments before the red-stained chaos is unleashed.


      A murderer’s trade is a strange profession, made to measure for those who have lost their minds. And the gladiators are hardened murderers, the worst kind of killers, with no rights and no free will. Some of them, among the ranks of both Ircius and Daimon, get excited at the sight of blood. Others have managed to hang on to some glimmer of light at the bottom of the black well called the human soul, and pray it is over quickly.


      But whatever way you slice it, this is how it is, and the time for thinking has just ended.


      The Emperor himself stands to give the order. His hand makes the slightest of movements, but the cruel smile painted across his features speaks plainly enough: “Kill these bastards.”


      Next to him, his daughter Julia does not take her eyes off Verus and Priscus. She sees them shaking in their iron cases. The young girl has a strange mixture of emotions in her chest. Because that is what Julia is: just a young girl, broken hearted over two men who are sworn to die.


      Next to her is another spoilt lover, her uncle Domitian. The blond Roman officer tries to take her hand for the umpteenth time, but she pulls away, tears in her eyes.


      She knows what is about to happen.


      And there is not a damned thing she can do about it.


      Domitian is irritated by his niece’s reaction, sick and tired of her mood swings. He decides to enjoy the spectacle with his arms folded across his chest, and he has an idea for afterwards. The sort of idea that could change the outcome of the match.


      Of an entire life.


      Down there in the arena, the silence is dried resin. Hard as ancient rock.


      The numbers have been whittled down to thirty against thirty, a fair fight, were it not for the fact that the gladiators serving the Eagle are decked out for battle and armed to kill, while their naked opponents can barely stand after forty hours of abuse.


      One of Daimon’s brutes charges, skewering a poor man with ashen blond hair.


      It is the signal.


      The crowd awakens from the stupor of the long drawn-out massacres, rubbing their eyes and rousing themselves for the coming bloodbath. The women chant the names of their favorite champions, men gulp down hot wine, drunken with death but never sated.


      The real fighting begins and the condemned react as best they can. At first some try to flee, but there is decidedly more honor in fighting, and then, you never know…Perhaps, if they fight well, the pure heart of the Emperor might be moved to pardon them: that is the last thought of a man in his forties, a well-built fisherman, used to the bite of salt against his skin.


      He barely has time to formulate it before Priscus’s blade slices cleanly through his skull, entering through one ear and exiting through the other.


      Verus stares at him, appalled.


      Priscus’s eyes do not allow for a riposte.


      Do what you have to do and stop thinking. This is your life, now.


      Verus shakes himself out of his stupor and sets about hammering into the face of a tall, thick-set African.


      Around him there is nothing but blood and easy victory. The blades that serve the Empire do their duty silently and with infinite skill. The crowd relishes the spectacle and begins to loosen up, worshipping the gladiators and allowing themselves to be swept up by the hysteria, until their applause begins to filter down to the sand, inundating the standard-bearers of oblivion with their lusty gratitude.


      Before they know it, only five are left standing; they huddle bravely together to face the final assault.


      Verus and Priscus square up to them, trying to use their shields to push them against the spears of the hoplomachi, who jab their weapons unhesitatingly into the prisoners’ kidneys. But the last convict left, driven to desperation, manages to land a kick against a retiarius, grab his trident away from him and thrust it into his belly. The gladiator cannot believe his eyes and looks down at his mangled guts before floating away down the Styx in the company of Charon.


      The survivor slips away from the press of the fight, dodges to one side and runs free. He gives another slap in the face, this time to one of the Thracians from Daimon’s school, slicing one of the gladiator’s fingers clean off with his own sica. At this point, wielding weapons in both hands, he throws himself onto Verus, knocking him to the ground. Ircius’s murmillo is taken by surprise—the survivor is a hundred-handed fury. He scratches the gladiator’s chest with the trident, while the sica strikes his helmet with a spray of sparks. Verus is struggling. He wants to break away, but his heart is pounding faster and faster and his concentration is slipping.


      The condemned man is fast, giving it all he has got. He tries to stab Verus with both weapons at once.


      The Briton has reached the end of the line, but destiny decides to step in.


      The convict is coughing up blood before he has a chance to push the iron into his opponent’s belly. The point of a flattened blade darts out of the man’s open mouth.


      Verus backs up a couple of paces before getting to his feet and pulling his helmet off.


      Saved.


      A moment from the end.


      Behind the body of his unlikely enemy glint the eyes of a friend from the past, as cold as Pluto.


      Priscus has just saved his ass.


      The ice man is back.


      Verus runs up to him and embraces him.


      “I owe you my life, brother.”


      The misunderstandings, the unease, the distance—all that is gone. In moments like this it is the heart that really counts. And Verus’s does not calm itself.


      But Priscus does not melt. He takes back his blade and cleans it on the motionless corpse of the wretch he has just killed.


      All around, there is only death: that is the face of tomorrow.


      He speaks with the voice of a ghost. It is the first time he has said anything to his beloved in a long time.


      “I told you that morning, Verus, what feels like a century ago: life has nothing to do with it. Our pact is with death, that’s what it means to be a gladiator.”


      He does not wait for an answer. And in any case Verus would not know how to reply.


      In his mouth the bitter taste of time slipping away, the immovable scrape of sand on his soul.


      In the Emperor’s box, Titus, who has stayed standing throughout the massacre, enjoys the cheering of the crowd for the heroes of the day.


      Verus and Priscus lift their arms to accept the resounding excitement of the bovine mob.


      Young Julia’s eyes are filled with tears. She has lost a piece of her life and then won it back again, all in an instant.


      She has eyes only for the two of them, down there: ice and fire, they consume her thoughts. She pays no attention to her uncle, a rattlesnake poised for its venomous strike. Domitian has already decided that his vengeance is ready to be served.


      Ice cold, just as it should be.


      He approaches his brother the Emperor and leans an arm on his shoulder. At the same time he indicates the arena, pointing at Verus and Priscus.


      Titus smiles and nods: “Excellent idea.”


      Then he gestures to his cupbearer, who sends for the master of ceremonies. A fat, sweat-soaked man with hair combed neatly as a schoolboy arrives, wheezing noisily. The Emperor says in a loud voice: “I wish to speak with Daimon and Ircius immediately!”


      Domitian sneers contentedly.


      Even Julia shakes herself out of her daydream and turns to look back at her father, eager for an explanation. But the master of the world’s next words seal everyone’s lips: “A private audience.” After which he leaves the box to go below, into the belly of the stone behemoth.


      Domitian is left alone with his horrible smile.


      Julia with her dangerous doubts.


      Verus and Priscus, caked in blood, have no idea the wind has just changed direction.


      The tempest is at the gates.


      The sun burns away any residual hope.


      The people of Rome, drunk on nothingness, go on celebrating the glory.

    

  


  
    
      Naumachia


      […] suddenly filled this same theater with water and brought in horses and bulls and some other domesticated animals that had been taught to behave in the liquid element just as on land. He also brought in people on ships […].


      CASSIUS DIO, Historia romana, 66, 25


      Rome, AD 80, August


      THE TIME IS RIPE.


      After the endless blood, the deaths of the weak, the fierce and the innocent, the magic moment has arrived.


      Emperor Titus has just finished speaking to Daimon and Ircius, and the eyes of the two lanistasglint brightly in the gloom. Perhaps Ircius’s are a little bit too moist, but who would notice such a detail in the belly of the beast?


      Beneath the Amphitheater, every rock casts spiky shadows in the torchlight. A few sunbeams filter through the air vents, but not enough: artificial lighting is needed to illuminate the night of the soul.


      Titus smiles placidly: “We are agreed, then?”


      “Of course, Caesar. As you command,” respond Ircius and Daimon, almost in unison.


      Titus turns suddenly serious and glances up at the sky through one of the grates, pretending to guess what hour it is.


      “Then get going. The tunnels have to be emptied.”


      A bow is worth a thousand answers. Daimon and Ircius leave through the service tunnel that will take them back outside, where the baying of the mob has reached its usual, staggering roar.


      The crowd does not know what is in store: it is the surprise Titus has had up his sleeve for so long, the forbidden dream, his masterpiece. The monarch is the first to get outside; he scales the hidden stair to the Emperor’s box, where Julia and Domitian are waiting to welcome him back, sunk up to their necks in an embarrassed silence. Titus takes his daughter’s hand and settles into his seat.


      “You will see,” he whispers to her. “You will see.”


      The girl smiles. Domitian grins and bears it.


      The stadium basement is cleared slowly and carefully: first the gladiators are brought out, including Verus and Priscus, incredulous at being granted their “freedom” again after such a short rest. They take up their respective positions, far from the games enclosure, now emptier than the stomach of a starving man. Daimon’s warriors seat themselves next to their master, high up next to the galleries in a niche out of sight of the horny noblewomen, but with an excellent view of the arena.


      Verus and his companions join Ircius on an equally well hidden balcony, on the opposite side of the ellipse, very close by to the quarters used by the classiarii of the Misene Fleet. Verus’s old, wise friend Marcius runs over to embrace him. The Briton congratulates him on the outstanding job he has done with the velarium. The sailor shrugs, his usual air of wisdom mixed with arrogance.


      “That would be all we need, to make asses out of ourselves on inauguration day. After all those months of hard work…”


      Verus laughs, and Ircius blesses his good cheer with a benevolent glance: “What happens now? Why have they made us come all the way up here?”


      Marcius does not know. Nobody knows what is about to happen. It is Titus’s damned gift. But it is hard to slip anything past the old sea dog, who must have guessed that he is standing on the edge of a precipice with a yawning chasm before him. He treats that hasty blockhead of a Briton to a little suspense.


      “Give your eyes a rub, boy. You will not see anything like this again for many, many a year…” announces Marcius.


      Verus returns to his place, alongside his companions. Ircius is calling him back: it is about to begin.


      The crowd hushes as the announcer, having reached the center of the arena, pronounces a single word: “NAUMACHIA!”


      He shouts it so loudly that even Jupiter himself can hear. It is a miracle the heavenly father does not peep out from behind the clouds to get a better look.


      The crowd barely murmurs, ears cocked to pick up the slightest vibration.


      The moment the messenger has left the circle of sand, the gates are barred shut. The mechanical sound of turning cogs echoes through the four corners of the Eternal City. The grind of heavy bricks on twisted metal rails, thick doors of wood and lead jolting open like loaded springs.


      Sealed compartments.


      The belly of the behemoth is transformed; no one can see it but all can hear the rumble that rises from the center of the Earth. Ropes and pulleys come to life, knowingly maneuvered by assistants positioned at strategic points around the structure. The corridors become one, joined by moving walls, while the air grates slide shut like neglected pores.


      The rooms where Verus and Priscus waited impatiently to take the field are stained an inky black, denied even the weakest breath of air. The convicts’ cells are sealed as well, by now emptied of flesh, leaving only the stink of those who no longer exist, hanging stubbornly in place.


      The giant’s guts are finally cleared, now crisscrossed by channels the height of a mid-sized man, all of them leading to a circular atrium where other tubes of stone, lead and travertine begin. These lead upwards, into the realm of silence and perpetual surprise.


      The audience is thrilled, shaking with curiosity as they await the clatter of opening sluices. They prick up their ears to hear the approaching wave, still far off.


      It begins very quietly. From elsewhere.


      The water wells up from springs with fairy-tale names—Curtius and Ceruleus—a liquid diamond that races across the stone of Claudius’s aqueduct, devouring incredible distances as though they were nothing more than pine nuts, thundering down towards Rome from the Aniene Valley. The journey is infinite, unimaginable: forty-six miles atop the high arches. The transparent liquid dashes headlong through the man-made canal. The water enters the city at the quarter known as ad spem veterem, even to those who do not speak a word of Latin. It is the place where the ancient Temple of Hope once stood, and which now holds the Porta Maggiore, the great gate built by Claudius to carry his blessed aqua. Powerful vaults stand out against the blue sky, watering the Eternal City with the juices of the Aniene. At the end of the aqueduct the water empties into a pool known as the Piscina Limaria, where it is cleansed of the worst of the impurities that have contaminated it during the journey. Then one last plunge into the castellum, where it is mixed with the crystal-clear nectar of the Anio Novus, at which point it is ready to slake Rome’s thirst.


      All this happens above ground, but under the earth Titus has made arrangements to appropriate Claudius’s freshwater sea for himself. The theft has been perpetrated by patiently digging tunnels, sealed shut by moving walls that can be swung open, sucking the life out of the precious artificial river. The titanic job was planned down the finest detail and then the pickaxes did the rest.


      And, as the belly of the Flavian Amphitheater changes its shape to the clang of barred sluices and sealed passageways, the wonder within the wonder takes place, the illusionist’s master stroke: the marble and travertine channel connecting the basement of the monster to the aqueduct is thrown open, filled by a frothing mass of pure water.


      The rumble brings to mind the noise of the ground when it breaks apart; an earthquake, the fire that burns beneath the mountains.


      The crowd on the terraces can hear the wave arriving. They feel it on their skin, on the soles of their feet. The voice of the crashing breakers swells, roaring like a hundred hungry beasts. The crowd waits breathlessly. They sense the mounting thunder, cubit upon cubit, the threat drawing ever closer as the sand of the arena is shaken by the vibrations and all around are gasps, shivers and nervous glances. The women scream from up in the back row, men’s foreheads are pearled with sweat.


      A single heart is cool and filled with gratitude, during the endless wait: that of the master of the world. With that sense of showmanship that makes him what he is, Titus rises to his feet in the exact moment that fifty square portals, each the size of a couple of shields held side by side, swing open in unison. The crowd no longer knows where to look: some choose not to take their eyes off the smiling face of the Emperor, arm held high, index finger pointed towards the center of the sandy ellipse. Others, captivated by the rumble that has been amplified yet further by the opening of the hatches—positioned all around the circle of the arena—stare down at the dark fissures, shouting continuously. The fury of the waves knows no mercy, their roar swelling along with the excitement of the crowd, until the marvel reaches its inevitable conclusion and the water surges out onto the sand. The effect of the jets is sensational, transforming the arena into a fountain, fifty mouths vomiting forth liquid in unison, spraying onto the sand.


      The shouts of the dazed mob fill the air, their spontaneous applause an immeasurable release for the Primus, now in radiant mood. He stands in the Emperor’s box, arms outstretched.


      “It is only the beginning…” he whispers under his breath, but in the meantime he basks in the glory.


      And he is absolutely right: the water level is rising before their very eyes, the oval where ferocious beasts, Christians and convicts have been losing their lives all morning transformed in no time at all into a gigantic reservoir. The thirsty sand gulps down every drop until finally, sated, it accepts its fate, placidly allowing itself to be submerged.


      The water rises, merciless and powerful, until it is lapping at the first row of seats. Only at that point are the doors closed again, granting the masses the time to gaze upon the spectacle laid out before them.


      Up at the top of the Amphitheater, blinking back tears of sincere emotion, Marcius lets out an exclamation, unable to hold it back: “The sea itself!”


      Verus hears him and feels the urge to hug his friend, but he stays rooted to the spot, afraid of ruining the magic.


      Vestal virgins and senators lean out over the balustrade: the water is close, so close that with a single bound they could dive straight in. The colossal pool would be a man and a half deep, if one were to stand on the shoulders of the other.


      The light breeze blowing from the west is like a gift from Aeolus, rippling across the glinting surface where the reflection of Apollo’s sun stares back at the crowd.


      But the Emperor is right: this is only the beginning.


      A gate opens to allow a small boat brimming with flowers to pass beneath it, a couple of plump slaves at the oars. The announcer, standing knee deep in sweet-smelling petunias, reads out the proclamation in his hands: “Titus Caesar Augustus, Lord of Rome, of the land and the seas, is pleased to offer his people the spectacle of naval warfare. Today, in the Amphitheater that confers everlasting glory on his name, the proud Corinthian fleet and the invincible armada of Corcyra will face each other in a fight to the death!”


      Fifty thousand gasps of genuine amazement.


      Naumachia.


      A marvelous word that flies from mouth to mouth.


      “But first, O subjects of the Empire, feast your eyes on the triumph of the sea gods!”


      Thunderous applause and more anticipation, as the two slaves maneuver the announcer and their petal-stuffed craft back into the gate from whence they emerged.


      The entrance to the titanic bathtub stays open and every eye in Rome is locked to it, brimming with expectation. And what emerges next from the aperture is unprecedented in its magnificence. An authentic, floating miracle.


      The first noses to appear belong to the sons of Africa. Gray nostrils held just above the surface, kindly yet murderous eyes crowned with bony brows that look to have been freshly chiseled in Phidias’s workshop: hippopotamuses. The view from above is really quite something. The pachyderms swim in two neat lines of thirteen, and head in unison for opposite sides of the arena, tracing circles in the water.


      They do not lose their cool even when the rapturous crowd showers them with savage shouting, and at a command from one of the trainers up on the terraces, they roll onto their backs.


      All together.


      The applause drowns out the sound of the splash as the trick is repeated.


      Again.


      The crowd’s attention quivers like the skin of a drum beaten to infinity. All eyes are wide open, now.


      A row of alligators crosses the threshold of the enormous pool and shouts of fear and wonder slip through the women’s gallery.


      Blood will be spilt. Everyone thinks so. But they are wrong. Very wrong.


      The green sons of the river number no more than a dozen; even in deep water, it would not be a fair fight. There is no other animal on Earth as dangerous as a hippopotamus. The river horse is a crazed, raging beast that can charge with the power of a hundred bulls and does not stop to think twice. That is why the Romans’ hearts are in their mouths at the sight of such placidity.


      The way the crocodiles paddle meekly around the pachyderms is testament to the unimaginable work of their trainers. Ancient scales brush against hard, ashen skin in a sinuous, gray-green ballet, a broken promise of death.


      The choreography has the feel of a curved blade, run softly over the amber skin of a helpless slave. The prehistoric union of stone bodies, down in there the primordial soup, moves one senator to tears. The vestal virgin at his side tries to comfort him, but the beauty is too much and the warm, saltwater tribute continues to flow down his face.


      At a sudden clash of cymbals, some of the hippopotamuses roll onto their backs. At this point the alligators clamber onto their bellies and remain there patiently for a few moments that seem like infinity, before slipping back into the water up to their nostrils.


      Rapture. Pure rapture.


      The water is crowned with peace and wonder. Only then do the horses enter.


      Splendid Iberian stallions, the blinding white of the snows of Mount Olympus, cut through the water with all the grace of the beasts of Neptune. In place of a saddle they bear wooden frames of lightest rosewood: sputtering Catherine wheels spread smoke and flame across the water, spinning furiously in the breeze.


      The equilibrium is perfect: the horses deftly execute the moves to which they have dedicated months of hard work, carefully and to the letter, without once knocking into the other floating animals. They arrange themselves along the shortest route across the pool and swim towards one another. Having reached the center of the ellipse they stop, nose to nose, dip their manes into the water and re-emerge, drenched in droplets.


      They shake themselves off in synchrony and extinguish the flames carried on their backs. The smoke is transformed into tranquil mist, teasing the surface of the water.


      Verus and Priscus watch the spectacle from on high, their hearts finally floating after so much pain, their eyes filled with universal grace.


      But the moving picture that pulses where once there was the arena is about to be enriched by still another touch of the artist’s brush. The maddest and most daring, as beautiful as it is unthinkable: a herd of pitch black bulls crosses the watery threshold. They paddle and float as if born and suckled there among the waves, glossy and glinting with oils, red ribbons tied around their shiny, sharpened horns. They swim with amazing speed, completing circles around the horses, hippopotamuses and crocodiles.


      None of them try to devour one other, the vaguest predatory instinct of each swept away by pure concentration. The animals have emptied their hearts of rage, their trainers having bent their will as though it were wood. Warmth and patience have allowed the toughest of fibers to adapt to the change.


      The choreographed ballet is almost at its peak, the sound of a harp accompanying the carousel of circling animals until, at the height of the prodigious whirl, a flute launches the most piercing of notes into the Roman sky, followed by the concentrated roll of dozens of tambourines.


      It is the climax.


      A flock of peacocks fills the air over the great pond and sets off the greatest applause the She-wolf has ever known. The whirr of feathers and their winged vault through the crystal sky are nothing next to the landing. Every bird perches on the back of a bull, holds out its right foot and takes a bow, with the reverence of actor at the close of the perfect comedy. As one, their iridescent wheels are thrown open.


      Their reflection on the artificial sea multiplies the splendor, adding tone to the shades and heightening the enchantment.


      The roar from the crowd fills every last cubit of air.


      The Amphitheater shudders. The name of Titus rings out from every direction.


      Now that is real greatness, damn it.


      The Emperor rises to embrace the entire world.


      His daughter and even Domitian cannot feign indifference to what they have just witnessed. They stand up together, each slipping an arm around the other to face the crowd.


      Rome has never been so beautiful.


      Every misfortune is forgotten in an orgy of pure art; the plague and the fire seem like faint memories before the stupefying enchantment of such triumph.


      The infinite applause goes on so long that it starts to feel as though it has always been there. Only when the last pair of hands has ceased to clap and the last eye has been properly dried can the show go on.


      Titus smiles again, now back in his seat, and pronounces aloud the magic word: “Naumachia.”


      And so begins the mother of all battles.


      The atmosphere has been muted by the music and the wind. Today, nature is on the side of the Empire.


      Everything in its place.


      Servants with burning torches in their hands hurry onto the terraces. They wear dark tunics, an omen of the storm to come. A mystical change takes place; for every torch there is a drum, the incessant beating of toughened clubs quiets the last of the voices.


      The silence, broken only by the rhythmic pounding, forms the tender womb of the forthcoming war, the greatest and most spectacular that has ever been fought inside an arena.


      The waves ripple and gusts of warm air wash over the sweat-soaked crowd.


      The ships make their entrance.


      In no hurry, which is as it should be.


      The first trireme emerges from the south entrance: it is simply immense.


      A prodigious ship, carved at the river yards, masterfully polished and painted in the colors of Corinth. The bow bears the eyes of a sea monster and a Greek smile, tattooed onto the wood with paintbrushes and chisels just above the waterline. The mast has been lowered using an extraordinary mechanism in order to facilitate its entrance beneath the low-hanging gateway: an iron-hinged elbow joint permits such a movement. In war, a real war, it would be considered a liability, but today all is theater. In the end it does not matter who emerges victorious; all that matters is a copious flow of blood into the water below.


      The curved prow rises, an impetuous curl facing the make-believe sea, protecting the small army that fills the deck. When the mast is raised through ninety degrees to its full height, and the square sail unfurls, revealing its full extent, the crowd can finally see the teeming mass of heads and bodies, ready for the fight.


      Three banks of oarsmen, three hundred and sixty pairs of arms, to cover the trifling distance to the center of the pool.


      The ships have lain hidden in the lower floors of the Amphitheater, ready to join the action and raised by the artificial current, allowed to rise a little at a time to ensure they floated without any problems. Greek-style triremes have an extremely shallow draft; despite their bulk they can sail or row just about anywhere, even in the colossal bathtub of his majesty Titus Augustus.


      Corinth’s adversary does not hesitate to show itself: the opposing vessel looks nothing like the one actually used by the valiant defenders of Epidaurus to defend their city from the attacking fleet, but nobody complains. After all, it is the will of the Emperor. Titus has organized things properly, and knows that clarity is everything. He decided the second ship would be white, with the intention of maximizing the visual impact. Looking down at the ivory splendor, it is hard to fault his choice. Master shipwrights caulked the seams with pitch before expert decorators went to the trouble of dolling the vessel up like a noblewoman at a court feast. But in this case too, it is when the ship’s sail opens that the crowd is left truly breathless: the canvas square raised on the mast is as black as night, creating a spectacular contrast.


      The oars match the sail, and the gently lapping waters of the pool are churned into foam beneath the slaves’ forceful strokes.


      The ships circle one another in an imitation of the maneuvers that preceded the historic encounter.


      Almost nobody on the terraces would remember much about the mythical war that pitted Corcyra and Athens against Corinth, in the bloody defense of the colony of Epidaurus; Greek history from too many centuries ago. But Titus selected it more for practical than didactic reasons. The best known fact of this titanic encounter to have survived the passage of time is that both sides declared themselves the winners. Once battle was joined, twenty Corcyran ships chased the right wing of the Corinthian fleet as far as the shore, where they tore it to pieces, massacring even the hoplites deployed on dry land. In the meantime the left wing fell upon the remaining Corcyrans and the Athenians were forced to step in to help their struggling allies. In this slaughter too, no quarter was given.


      The remains of the two fleets were preparing themselves for the final battle when the Corinthians retreated, believing the Athenian ships to be the vanguard of the Delian League and deciding that they really did not have the stomach to face an enemy of such strength.


      Half a victory each way then, and no clash between the land forces. Each side returned home believing it had defeated its adversary.


      In other words, the ideal scenario for what Titus has in mind: a reconstruction of the past, simplified due to the limited space available and so contested by only two ships. Enormous triremes in a meager pond, each overflowing with men ready to tear each other apart, but still only two ships.


      Who will get through it alive? History has given only an ambiguous answer to this question.


      But surprise is the very essence of wonder.


      May the spectacle commence.


      The crowd holds its breath while the two warships move to the long sides of the basin.


      Anchors are dropped to steady the craft, oars pulled back inside.


      The crush of bodies on both ships is striking. A hundred and eighty luckless men on each, eighty of them decked out as hoplites and archers. The rest are semi-naked, bruised and dirty.


      None of those taking part in the naumachia is a professional warrior. They are wretches, servants and slaves: the scum of the Empire ready for slaughter, Rome’s rotten meat thrown to the hungry populace.


      The drums fall silent.


      The torches flicker.


      It begins.


      Bows are tensed on the Corcyran ship. Sixty shafts pointed at chest-height, strings strain to breaking point, archers kneeling with simple, bare-chested soldiers standing behind them.


      Hundreds of pairs of gritted teeth wait on the Corinthian vessel. The lowly know that today is the perfect day to die. But they will sell their lives dearly, you can bet on that.


      Corcyra looses, Corinth takes cover.


      Blood is at the gates, spurting this way and that in no time at all.


      The front row absorbs the impact somewhat, but from the second row back there are dozens of victims. Many die instantly—a shot from that range would kill even a Cyclops—but others are left wounded. Their fury mounts. Hatred pumps through the veins of the wounded throng of muscles, and the wretches’ commander shouts ferociously for them to return fire.


      Corinth too is prepared for its own long-range attack, which it unleashes without a second thought.


      The distance between the two ships shrinks; it is hard to stay floating separately in a puddle when you are both as big as a whale. The attraction between two evils is too strong: the unlucky warriors have been summoned here to die. If it is not today it will be in a week’s time, their flesh burnt by red-hot pokers or their necks broken by Rome’s jailors.


      Might as well have a bit of fun and go out in a blaze of glory. This is why every slave fights with merciless fervor: it is the last chance that they will be granted to be men.


      Corinth’s spears pierce Corcyra’s flesh. The white deck is stained red and the hoplites are itching to get into the action, while the archers are forced to fall back and the rowers have already left their oars to break a few bones with their bare hands.


      The brawl is lethal and the commander makes a snap decision: “Throw the bodies overboard!”


      Corpses plunge into the water from over the gunwale, floating motionless like fallen nymphs, wooden darts pointing out of their hearts, straight up to the heavens.


      The crowd, on their feet up on the terraces, is going wild.


      Blood clouds the water, staining the wonder with horror. As it should be.


      The time for measuring up the foe is over. Grappling ramps appear all over the decks, skillfully maneuvered by the oarsmen until the devastating impact between the two ships’ hulls.


      The hoplites on both sides, standing on the swaying wooden decks, are quick to get down to business. The wretches are dressed up like ancient warriors, with decorative helmets, pikes and brass shields, but they boast neither the grace nor the determination of the heroes they are called upon to imitate. Here, today, at the center of this imperial washtub, suspended between two toys weighing in at sixty thousand pounds, the fight is for survival and the rules are non-existent.


      A wild cry goes up, metal clashes against metal: spears and shields, serrated swords stabbing into flaccid flesh.


      Many end up in the water, and before long the arena has turned into a pond brimming with squirming tadpoles. The boldest manage to gain the prow with a few powerful strokes of their arms and climb back up, hunting for blood. But many do not know how to swim and they make a pitiful sight as they drown in a few feet of water. One at a time, the bodies of the reject sons of the Empire add themselves to the constellation of death reflected back at the crowd, a mirror in which to read their destiny.


      In the meantime, back up on the decks of the triremes, the battle rages furiously. “Hold him still!” shouts a slick, blond-haired brute to his companion, who has just grabbed a Corcyran oarsman on the point of fleeing, before slicing his head off with a double saber blow. The blond man’s company gain the upper hand: there are five of them, all scars and undamaged muscle, thieves or slave merchants who must have been doing alright until a few days ago because they show none of the usual signs of emaciation. The one they call Filth is bigger than the rest, slashing this way and that with a two-handed ax, smashing skulls as he goes. He must have brought it from home—there is no way it forms part of the arena’s equipment. At a sign from his captain, he begins chopping into the mainmast. A pair of his companions comes to lend a hand and the great pole that supports the jet-black sail begins to sway.


      From a tactical point of view, the move is irrelevant: there is not much point in depriving a hundred-oared ship of its sail, much less one floating in an artificial pool. But this is the realm of chaos: causing pain and destruction is what counts, not winning.


      Filth and his boys deliver the final blow, and bellow as if they had just defeated Jupiter himself.


      The pole falls inexorably, breaking the backs of those unlucky enough to be standing in its way. But it is the sail that really tips the balance of the match: the black cloak covers everything, endless and undiscriminating as only death can be. The Corcyran warriors find themselves imprisoned in a colossal shroud and attempt to escape, but the descending sheet sharpens the combat, spreading panic and unleashing their enemies’ full fury.


      Those looking down from above can make out nothing more than an indistinct mass covering half the ship: it is the very belly of Pluto, churned from within by the souls of the departed, a black sack filled with writhing cockroaches.


      The effect is terrible and magnificent. Every so often a blade tears through the fabric and a head emerges for an instant, only to be instantly skewered by those left outside the sail.


      Filth’s move has undeniably given Corinth the advantage.


      Now that half of the enemy ship has been covered, the surviving sailors lift their siege and return to their own trireme to target the wounded vessel from a distance.


      There is no distinction now between oarsmen and hoplites now, crushed together in a pitiless assault: arrows, spears, swords, ramps, hooks and splinters of the enemy’s ship. It seems that no one, or almost no one, has survived the infernal rain by the time it lets up, down beneath the battered sail.


      But the blow that brings the battle to its conclusion comes not from the Corinthian ship. Once again, it is the Empire that decides the fate of the downtrodden.


      Titus has watched the contest carefully. Deep down he was rooting for the whites’ ship, for the simple fact that it cost him a fortune to have it painted. But that was the way it went and what matters now is a fantastic finale.


      He need not even get to his feet to give the command; it is enough for him to raise his right hand. When, on the other side of the Amphitheater, a wise master at arms seated among the senators and the vestal virgins spies the signal, he nods and hurriedly prepares himself. He fishes a curved horn of polished brass out of the sack on his lap and sounds it three times, then waits with arms crossed over his chest. The long, deep notes are almost lost in the din of aquatic combat, but those they are intended for hear them loud and clear.


      In the second row, hidden until now in black cloaks among the equestrians and nobles, a dozen or so hounds of the Praetorian Guard get to their feet. The soldiers quickly rid themselves of their dark capes, revealing sparkling breastplates and murderous gazes. They all have a long bow and a quiver filled with special arrows. They form up, glancing down at the Corcyran ship; the longer the fight goes on, the more it looks like a caterpillar curled up in its cocoon, a hybrid condemned never to emerge in adult form. The imperial arrowheads are quilted with rags and dipped in tar, and a slave passes before each archer to light the tip, much to the wonder of the gawping crowd. The master at arms, who has overseen the operation with a watchful eye, lowers his right arm, held aloft since the soldiers notched their arrows.


      The salvo of twelve darts slices through the sky of the Amphitheater, stabbing into the black sail that boils with pierced death. The flames do not take long to gain a foothold. The mob on the terraces falls silent for a couple of seconds. Then, as the blaze chews into wood and flesh, puffing out its chest like a wild beast, it is greeted by a roar from the crowd, like rain in the desert.


      Up in their niche, side by side with his companions, Verus’s broken heart gives a start. He has barely drawn breath since the ships entered the arena, up to his neck in aquatic ecstasy. Engulfed.


      But with the first flicker of flame his feet are back firmly on the ground: the god of fire demands his attention.


      The curse of the flames dies hard.


      Red on the dirty water, black smoke staining the blue of the heavens.


      The imperial intervention has decided the outcome of the naumachia, but the Corinthians must act quickly if they do not wish to come to an equally sticky end. The blond man, Filth, and the rest of the victorious vanguard rush to get back on board their ship. Despite the pyre and the loss of half its crew, the Corcyrans continue to acquit themselves with honor: the hoplites intend to go through Pluto’s gates still brandishing their weapons.


      The Corinthians retreat en masse, cutting ropes and pulling up ramps and anchor, the oars and arms of a hundred desperate men proving just sufficient to escape the fury of the pyre.


      Now there is only hush and sighs, as Vulcan gets the better of Neptune, shredding through wood and life.


      The spectacle is horrible and incredible: the survivors, on the craft that flies the colors of Corinth, watch as their enemies burn.


      They look like maddened demons, twisting in the flames like dry leaves. One hoplite seems possessed, eyes crazed and skin ablaze. He throws himself into the water, laden with iron, a fiery star in free fall. The flames are quenched and his eyes now thirst for revenge, roasted eyelids unable to conceal his homicidal gaze.


      The white ship is a fireball, its timbers giving way beneath the weight of lifeless bodies, while the melting tar used to caulk the seams serves only to feed the flames. Leaks spring open and water spurts up impetuously while the shroud that was once a sail soaks up water and blood.


      The Corcyran trireme sinks, as much as it is possible to sink in a puddle of water. It settles, broken, onto the bottom and is consumed by the flames, filling the air with a dark mist. The basin is filled with corpses and detritus, the black stain expanding outwards.


      Rome heaps the wretched victors with liberating praise.


      Corinth, the survivor, paddles its way to the exit.


      Titus, infinite in his greatness, has filled the popular craw with surprise, he has broken hearts and conquered souls with the surprise he hid so well.


      He is satisfied.


      Satisfied rotten.


      The acclaim echoes long and avid, while the attendants are already working to set the next phase of the wonder in motion. The noise from the terraces is too great to hear the clanging of pipes, but the belly of the beast is changing its form once again, and the water that stunned an entire city is slowly draining away.


      The basin empties, the fire peters out, the corpses are picked up and tossed into carts that crisscross the soggy sand, spraying it all over the place, including onto the spectators in the front rows. The members of the crowd stretch their legs in anticipation of the final act, the part that will ensure this day goes down in history: the gladiator fights will begin shortly. Just the time it takes to put out a fire and drag the wreckage of a majestic boat to oblivion.


      Even the feverish activity of the assistants and slaves, intent on clearing the arena beneath the wrathful sun, puts Caesar Augustus in a good mood. Titus watches calmly as the lanistasget up off their terraces and lead their teams back down to the belly of the Amphitheater. To get ready.


      Verus and Priscus find themselves walking side by side down an endless corridor. Ircius and Daimon have just informed them that they wish to speak with both of them.


      “Meet us in the dressing room next to the cells. But not right away. First we have some business to discuss.”


      “Yes, master,” the Gaul and the Briton answered together, slowing their pace to let the rest of their gang past, still busy discussing the most exciting parts of the naumachia and landing tremendous slaps across each other’s shoulders.


      Verus and Priscus know there is no escape. In that stone silence, immersed in the lingering humidity that still fills the air, there is a whole life, or rather two. Priscus’s passion for Verus, a pure and unspeakable love. Torn by affection and hungry for his touch, but also blinded by rage and jealousy at what was snatched away from him. Rancor, remorse. And still that crazy desire, now that the fire is so close. The ice-man’s heart is in his throat, Verus’s breath a stiletto to his heart.


      But nor can the Briton stand the forced silence in the narrow corridor. He wants to ask forgiveness, to talk.


      To explain that he knows what lies at the bottom of his companion’s heart. That he has thought about it over and over, stirring his soul like some infernal soup, dredging up thoughts burned and broken. He gets it, and has stood aside. He has struggled against the thought of running away, against unthinking anger. He has missed his friend. He has missed him so much it hurts. And it does not matter if the son of the Island does not have the same fire in his heart that burns inside the Gaul’s chest. It does not matter because now he is here, just inches away.


      And yet the words do not come, damn it. They walk together in silence, at moments brushing against one another, hearts pounding so hard in their chests they seem almost audible.


      His dry throat is a torment, his forehead pearled with sweat.


      Verus stops. He decides it is time for this to end.


      “Priscus…”


      He turns around.


      They are standing eye-to-eye, now. A moment without end, time stretching away, chewing through air and life.


      As their gazes meet worlds die and are born, sunsets pass, galaxies explode. An impossible love is wrung dry, ignited and quenched all at once.


      Silence.


      Until no sound breaks the echoes of the monster’s belly except for that of their breathing.


      Then Priscus takes a step forward and places his hands on Verus’s chest. It looks like a clumsy caress, but it is a push, an attack.


      Verus steps back, incredulous and grateful, he does not understand. In a moment his shoulders are against the wall, Priscus’s face again up close.


      Very close.


      There is no attack; the message in the Gaul’s fond gaze is clear enough.


      Priscus kisses Verus. A real kiss, thick as honey.


      Verus responds, for as long as it lasts.


      The Gaul’s hands brush against the Briton’s face.


      Eyes closed until reality, the bitch, returns to knock at the door.


      The two warriors carry on staring at one another; the veil has been lifted.


      Spines tingle with infinite tenderness.


      It is Verus who speaks first. Sincere tears roll down his cheeks.


      “Brother, I don’t…”


      Priscus smiles. He seals the Briton’s mouth with his finger. “I know. I’ve always known: you don’t feel what I feel, you never will. I don’t care. I always thought it mattered, but it doesn’t. Not now.”


      Verus squeezes his companion’s shoulders. He cannot stop crying.


      “I’m sorry, Priscus. For everything…”


      The man of ice has tears in his eyes as well. He strokes his friend’s face, rough of beard against calloused fingers, salve for a broken soul: “So am I.”


      Verus looks straight into Priscus’s soul: “You are my brother. And you always will be.”


      The Gaul would like to answer, but Ircius and Daimon are calling for them at the tops of their voices.


      “Let’s go, our masters are waiting…” he cuts short.


      They begin to walk; never have they felt so unburdened.


      Not a thought in their heads, a future without any answers and, finally, without any questions.


      Feelings of gratitude float in the air.


      Verus and Priscus, twin sons of a bewildered destiny, have just found one another again, safe and sound.


      Shine, O sun of hope, shine now that the night is near.


      When they reach the doorway of the changing room, Decius Ircius and Daimon put on their best smiles and greet them with a clasp of the elbow. They cast another glance over the two young men standing on the threshold. They are smiling too, but in an instant thelanistas’ faces have darkened.


      Ircius gulps: he does not want to say the words he is about to. But he must, may the gods be merciful.


      “Men, today you are granted a great honor. You will fight one another in the last match of the inaugural day of the games. The most prestigious of all: murmillo against Thra—”


      Daimon steals the scene. He has no problem sticking the knife in.


      “—and only one of you will live. So commands Titus Flavius Vespasianus, Emperor of Rome.”


      That is the exact instant when the sky falls in.


      Priscus’s heart bleeds.


      Verus’s misses a beat.


      Careful what you wish for, boy. Because you might get it…


      Ircius cannot bring himself to look the gladiators in the eye. He limits himself to muttering, “Go and get ready,” his head hung low.


      He watches as they walk heavily away, slow steps towards a cursed destiny.

    

  


  
    
      Only One Will Remain


      Only when the shields were laid down and the finger was raised would the fight be over


      MARTIAL, Liber de spectaculis, XXIX


      Rome, AD 80, August


      THE FINAL ACT, the end of the road.


      It will all end right in the middle of the arena. Where it was always written this damned story would finish.


      Brother against brother, to the death. Only one will be leaving here alive; both Verus and Priscus are well aware there is no getting around that law.


      They trained hard for this moment. It had to arrive sooner or later. At the bottom of their hearts they hoped it would never be their turn, but things never go as you expect them to.


      Ever.


      A moment after mending the unhealable rift, the Gaul and the Briton are enemies once more, their futures reduced to nothing, like a fortune inherited and blown in the space of a single day.


      Verus’s heart is pounding; he can feel his breaths coming faster beneath the iron of his helm.


      On the other side of the Amphitheater, in a dressing room identical to the one he is standing in, Priscus feels the same emotions.


      But there is no more time for tears or remorse.


      At a nod from their respective masters, the two gladiators step outside.


      Beneath the dying sun appears a mystical vision of two heroes, both decked out for death.


      The crowd, having shouted itself into a frenzy moments before, suddenly falls silent at the sight of the warriors’ splendid breastplates.


      Ircius and Daimon have outdone themselves. Each has prepared something special for his champion.


      Despite not knowing the two would face one another, each has fitted out the representative of his ludus in a sparkling masterpiece of art and gladiatorial technology.


      First-rate metal, decorative engravings. Just the sort of armor a man would want to be buried in.


      The lords of the ludi rub their hands together: they know that the myth of these warriors, thanks partially to the armor they are wearing, will live on forever.


      Verus’s is crimson red: the Briton, genuine fire, has never felt himself burn like today, beneath the eyes of fifty thousand Romans thirsting for glory. His bronze shield, with its characteristic tile shape, is decorated with painted flames and embossed shapes: at the center is Ircius’s silver lion, jaws spread wide in a savage roar. His shin guard and helmet are of matching color, with leaping flames hugging the form of his calf and head. His crests, an artisan’s masterpiece: skillfully woven robins’ feathers flutter in the baking August wind. The visor of his Corinthian helmet is the epitome of finely polished metal, filled with expertly made fissures.


      Even his manica and the leather and chord protectors have been dyed by master tintores, transforming the son of Britannia into a genuine god of light. But the gladius is the true jewel in the crown of his equipment: the blade, hammered a thousand times over and tempered in the icy waters of the springs that lie to the north of the Eternal City; the bronze hilt coated in silver, a reminder that the house of Decius Ircius fears no rival.


      Priscus, on the other hand, is the god of eternal snow: cold as a December dawn, ice blue from head to toe.


      All of the metal used was deliberately smoked while it was being quenched in order to obtain a million different shades of azure: an endless job that saw a mere blacksmith become an authentic creator, turning inanimate material into a work of art. The high shin guards, covering half his thighs, carry the symbol of Daimon’s trident on the knees, sculpted in relief, enthroned on a sea of cobalt blue embedded with lapis lazuli. His greaves, the product of countless strikes of chisel and graver as they were worked over on the lathe, have been purposely shaped to lend the Gallic warrior the appearance of the god of the sea, leaving powerful calves and thighs on show. The segmented manica on his right arm recalls a merman’s tail, winding sinuously down from shoulder to wrist in a succession of glinting scales, bluish waves of superb workmanship. Every individual piece looks sharper than a razor blade. The manica is fastened to the Thracian’s powerful body with dark blue leather straps. Even his subligaculum had been dyed to match, while the steel belt securing it around his waist also bears the Lord of Capua’s trident. The jagged edge of his dark iron sica brings to mind the curving crest of a seahorse. With the hilt crafted to look like the animal’s eyes and mouth, this blade would be fit to hang at the side of a conqueror of worlds. The shield is small and rectangular, firmly anchored to his left arm; it boasts every different shade to be found in the Romans’ mare nostrum, oxidized many times over and polished like a mirror. Beneath Apollo’s rays, salty sea green glitters alongside the hues of the heavens; the color of the abyss blends with that of the northern tribes’ eyes.


      And lastly, the helmet: wide brim and curved crest, a double mask of openwork covering his eyes. Decorated with peacock feathers and made from bronze with a coarse-grained, sandblasted effect, it looks to have come straight from Neptune’s personal armory.


      Priscus is a freezing wind blowing from the Arctic.


      Verus is incandescent lava.


      When they are standing before one another, divided only by the referee’s white tunic, the terraces acclaim them, overflowing with uncontrollable excitement.


      Only one will remain.


      Up in the Emperor’s box, Titus seems satisfied with his choice. He complements Domitian on his good advice.


      “The lanistas have outdone themselves…magnificent costumes! Let us hope that Verus and Priscus live up to their fame.”


      Domitian gives a lewd smile, not deigning to throw even a glance at Julia. The steely taste of revenge fills his palate, and it is deliciously cold.


      She starts nervously when she hears her father name the two champions who fill her heart to bursting. Shaken by a tremor, confused, dazed. Now she understands.


      Verus and Priscus, the men she has fallen head over heels for, forced to fight to the death, to gamble their lives in the arena for the pleasure of the Empire, never sated with death.


      And it is her fault.


      If only she had not involved Verus, if she had forgotten about Priscus, if she had steered clear of the city after the fire, if she had been kinder with that snake, Domitian…


      But no, death has chosen for everyone.


      It has arrived uninvited, urged onwards by the fire of revenge, welcomed by cold profit. It has danced for hours in the arena of blood and now it demands a concrete tribute.


      The last sacrifice, a merciless offering to the gods of the underworld.


      You win or you die.


      Verus and Priscus know it all too well.


      The referee raises his rudius, symbol of the highest authority on the circle of sand.


      He awaits a sign from the master of the world.


      Titus blinks, the referee smiles. He gives the signal.


      The final stretch; iron will decide who lives. Beneath a low, cruel sun, there is no more time for talk.


      The match has begun.


      And it will not be over quickly.


      It begins with fire; that is in the nature of things.


      Inside Verus’s head there is no peace: he knows he will have to fight as never before. He will have to sweat to save his skin. Give it his all, breathe in violence and breathe out terror. He will have to kill his own brother, only to regret it for the rest of his days.


      It is the life you chose, boy.


      It is as though he can hear Cormac’s voice in his head, together with those of Marcius, Rubius, Aton, and Ircius. The masters speak as one, echoing noisily through his soul.


      The life you chose.


      The first lunge comes straight from the heart, a right-hander, a little stronger than Priscus was expecting.


      Verus’s gladius takes a gash out of the Gaul’s shield. It eats through metal and paint, the blade cutting deep and throwing out sparks.


      An explosion of sparks.


      The crowd holds its breath. The cheering is respectful, the mob crackling with tension.


      Verus tries again, not wanting to lose his advantage: he launches an attack with his shield and strikes his opponent’s face, who takes the blow in a dignified manner. Priscus is in no rush: for now he is studying his adversary. He knows Verus better than anyone, he trained with him, saw him grow into the gladiator he is today. He has been watching his flaws long enough to fall hopelessly in love with them. Still, he notes a new light in the scorching heat of the Briton before him; he has become a man. He is fighting for something, now. Not just against someone.


      Each blow is more powerful than the last. The armor softens their impact a little, but Priscus realizes that the time for action cannot be put off indefinitely.


      Whatever happens, today we die.


      Whether he wins or loses, Priscus knows his heart will be left here to rot in the sand. Might as well get it over with.


      He flexes his knees to dodge the latest thrust. He grasps the sica in his left hand and pivots on his right leg, combining a spin with a slashing blow from the side. Verus’s back is cut cleanly open.


      Time crystallizes in an unrepeatable, infinite moment: it seems to slow to half speed. Red droplets hang in the air, the serrated teeth of the blade biting into firm flesh.


      First blood.


      For a long and perfect moment, all is silence.


      Then the frenzied mob explodes, while up above, in the nest of power, Julia’s heart shatters.


      While Verus’s begins hammering uncontrollably. Red fury bursts his veins, a ferocious beast writhing through his innards: the Briton is elsewhere now, maddened eyes behind the roasting visor.


      Forehand follows backhand, the gladius tears into the shield, breaking through it and reaching what lies behind. It finds the Gaul’s chest, sups warm life from the gashes, punishes the defenseless stomach muscles.


      They are superficial wounds, barely scratches, but all the while Priscus is giving ground, eventually finding himself up against the wall with Verus up against him. Head to head, his fire is a mountain splitting in two, the shuddering force of a boulder rolling downhill.


      The murmillo shouts and launches a clumsy punch from the inside outwards. The other blocks it as best he can, but loses his grip on the shield which is thrown to one side, tracing a handsome arc through the air before it crashes to the ground, too far away for the Gaul to reach it without putting himself at huge risk.


      Advantage Verus.


      The slaughterhouse calls for violence, the shouting from the terraces is insane.


      The Briton is snorting like a maddened bull, ready to pierce Priscus’s unprotected flesh, but the Gaul does not shrink from the challenge: he sets his jaw and grasps his sica with both hands. But a moment before the sparks fly, the Emperor raises his index finger. The referee, attentive as a hunting dog, does not need to see the signal twice. He obeys, raising his rudius to stop the duel. He approaches the two adversaries and taps the staff on Verus’s shield.


      “A fair fight,” he exclaims without emotion.


      The murmillo is happy to be rid of his shield—he hates having an advantage—but the people in the crowd demand drama and he knows how to give it to them. At the referee’s signal he unties the strap holding the wood and iron bulwark to his forearm and hurls it angrily to the ground. Then he raises his fists to the heavens and basks in the embrace of fifty thousand voices.


      Priscus tests the edge of his saber and smiles: the Briton was born for this crap.


      When the shouting finally dies down, the referee in the snow-colored tunic leads the two killers back to the center of the arena.


      Blade against blade.


      May the massacre continue.


      The tumult of iron is nothing next to that in their hearts. Verus and Priscus have not said a word to one another in long months, and now that they are finally back together, now that they want to talk for days on end and find one another again, they are forced to let their swords do the talking, locked in a lethal dance that looks like love but smells of dead flesh.


      Verus slices into the Gaul’s shoulder with a flat stabbing motion, old school, as Rubius taught them.


      Priscus responds with a back-hander that rips through the murmillo’s thigh; four inches to the right and it would have nicked his femoral artery.


      The two champions of Rome are panting like hounds. Brute force is their shared tongue, blood better than sex and, after the first wounds, their desire swells. Verus is parched by the red thirst; he has never felt anything like it. He wants to cut Priscus, dig into his splendid flesh one palm at a time. Tear him to pieces.


      It is the only way to honor him: warriors show their respect by killing one another.


      The Thracian launches another pirouette and aims for his elbow, but Verus sidesteps and wounds the Gaul: his gladius stabs through his adversary’s calf and the pain is excruciating.


      Priscus cries out and falls to his knee, but regains his feet immediately. He has lost his blade in the confusion and the Briton has the chance to capitalize on it, slicing his head off his shoulders or at least trying to do so with a thrust to the base of his neck, now that the Gaul has been floored.


      But he does not want to.


      He does not want to at all, damn it.


      The Gaul gets back up, knuckles vermillion and sticky. The helmet of ice is a furnace; he pulls it off and slings it onto the sand. Panting, eyes bulging out of their sockets, Verus has never seen him like this; the man who is ready for anything, even falling in love with his own murderer, will go on to the bitter end, you can bet on that.


      The murmillo smiles, lifts off his own flaming headgear and rolls it to where his opponent’s helmet lies.


      The gladius goes too—he no longer needs it.


      “You and me, now let’s settle it like men,” he says to Priscus, looking him straight in the eye.


      The crowd is on its feet, the people’s fervor uncontainable. Their shouting is a sudden storm, an overwhelming tempest, a tidal wave.


      Priscus raises his guard, bathed in sweat. His calf hurts like hell. He meets his opponent’s gaze, and he is certain: he has never loved him more than he does right now.


      Now they can really fight.


      Bareknuckle.


      This is it, the final showdown; a desperate game in perfect damned equilibrium.


      Verus goes for the flanks and Priscus takes the punches, bobbing in circles like a wounded boxer, his calf throbbing with pain—that might become a problem. The Briton favors blows to the face, channeling his energy into jabs and hooks.


      Priscus answers using his elbows: every time he throws a punch he takes advantage of his scaled manica, the skin on Verus’s chest gradually shredded by the razor-sharp edges of the ice-man’s armor.


      The sand seeps up dark droplets of sweat and life.


      The mob sweats and bleeds, too: the match has got their blood up and a fight between gamblers on the south terrace is spiraling out of control. It began with a bald thirty-five-year-old, a plump man with mustache typical of a brothel’s clientele. Blind drunk on ale, he managed to tip the contents of the last cup over a peevish fat man. It was unintentional, he certainly did not mean to do it, but the chubby guy was even drunker and did not take it well. He spun around and landed a prize-winning punch straight on his nose. The other responded with a well-aimed kick skywards, shattering the jaw of the fat man and forcing him to spit out a canine. The attack sent him tumbling onto a rather undesirable fellow who did not appreciate the intrusion into his already limited personal space and pulled a home-made dagger out of his pocket, made from a sharpened offcut left over from a blacksmith’s workshop tied onto a wooden handle with a few loops of hemp.


      Blood and punctured flesh, of course. The violence spreads with amazing speed, leaping from one skin to another, clawing at innocent necks, ripping out hair, dealing black eyes. In just a few turns of the sand timer, thirty men are going at it like Mars intended up on the terraces. The bravest display their skill with flying kicks, risking a lengthy fall. The flames of pain are flaring up left, right and center, the Amphitheater is on the verge of exploding.


      The city guard steps in to knock a bit of sense into the thick skulls of the mob, clubs in hand. The temperature rises, a cocksure baker throws a head butt at one of the Eagle’s men and the latter loses his balance. He staggers backwards and slips, bouncing down the terraces one after another. No one manages to stop him; no one even tries. Everyone is caught between two fires that do not cease to crackle: the fight up above and the war of the gods, down in the arena.


      The club rolls down and falls into the arena, just inches from the iron-clad warriors. Priscus glances at it, his back to the wall. He is drooling like a thirsty dog.


      Verus gives no quarter: rotten with sweat and streaked with red, he goes on punching with the fury of a raging bull. He goes for the head, driven by the desire to smash his opponent’s crystal face to smithereens.


      The Thracian breaks free, rolls onto his right side and feels his punctured calf give way beneath his weight. He finds himself with his face in the yellow sand: searing grains cake his forehead, slip treacherously into his mouth, grind between his teeth. Priscus has to get moving. He swallows down earth and sweat, rolls yet further and grabs the piece of wood that has fallen from the terraces.


      When the Briton tries to disarm him he is already too late. Priscus, now back on his feet, treats him to a two-handed broadside; the club lands cleanly on his cheek, cutting into the skin and fracturing his jaw. Verus is stunned. He drops to the ground and his snarling adversary is on top of him.


      Ice has transformed into storm, lashing down on the flaming son of the Island without hesitation. He wants to extinguish him, reduce him to oblivion.


      Up in the Emperor’s box, Domitian is baying for blood at the top of his lungs, while Titus, on his feet, watches attentively as the fight unfolds.


      Julia is broken by pain, overcome by the blind fury that has taken hold of the men she loves. Like everyone else, the girl knows there is no room for two lives in the arena.


      One will be extinguished by the hand of the other, unavoidably.


      The thought destroys her, strangles her. Salty tears streak her rouge-smeared face. Julia is ancient pain, pain that cannot be stifled.


      In the meantime, down there, in the temple of death, the boys are still hard at it.


      Verus takes another couple of blows, the brutal energy of Priscus’ assault shredding through his leather and fabric protection, leaving him virtually naked. All he has left is a useless shin guard protecting his left leg. Everything that remains of the Ludus Argentum’s prestigious armor.


      Priscus, on the other hand, is still properly attired: his hair a tangle and his gaze pure red, blood staining the thousand blues of the metal. He is an infernal demon, risen from the icy underworld to claim a fiery life.


      He limps forward, club raised high above his head. Verus is on the ground, dazed, desperate and filled with rage.


      Gropes frantically at his shin guard, he finally finds what he is looking for. He waits until Priscus draws near, then pulls out the knuckle-duster.


      It looks like a bear’s claw, an iron tube for the warrior’s fingers to grasp hold of, crowned by a metal arch with four sharpened obsidian blades embedded in it. Keener than razors, thin and deadly.


      Priscus is too busy bringing down a shuddering double-handed blow to notice the counterattack. And so the murmillo tears into his face without thinking.


      The black nails dig deep into the Gaul’s forehead, scraping the skin down to the bone, ripping and shredding.


      The Gaul loses his club but Verus does not go in for the kill.


      They stand, one in front of the other; horrible masks of death, breathing eternity and pledging endless pain.


      The crowd tears its clothes, makes love to both the champions. This is a real fight. No more ships or sideshows, no more trained beasts or two-bit monsters. Just man’s ancient fury, blessed by history. One on one, as it should be.


      To the last breath.


      The combined noise of the crowd is appalling, ravaging stomachs and bursting eardrums.


      Julia is crying, imploring her father to stop the circus of blood.


      “I beg you. I beg you…”


      Domitian, hungry for violence and revenge, looks down at her kneeling form and savors the moment.


      Titus is a statue.


      It continues.


      Priscus backs away, staggering towards the terraces where the senators and vestal virgins are making more noise than a herd of giraffes in heat. His leg is a serious problem, his forehead makes him cry out. He undoes his shin guard and the cavity between calf and thigh is thick with sticky rubies, lumps of half-dried life: without medical attention, he will not last long.


      They are playing for all or nothing, now. Priscus fumbles in his manica and digs out a stiletto. Attached to the leather straps, it is the perfect condiment for the main dish. The grand finale is but a step away.


      Love, rage, sex, blood, hatred and love again dance before his eyes.


      It is time, by the gods.


      It is time.


      Verus walks slowly towards his destiny: the man he considers a brother is waiting for him at the end of the road, ready to take him down. So it is written. From the very beginning.


      The Briton himself is not doing well: the gashes across his chest are rivulets of lava on the slopes of a ruined mountain, his jaw is still ringing from the impact with the wood and his head is throbbing like crazy.


      Priscus did not go easy on him. The son of the Island is hunched over as he advances, bent by the Gaul’s blows, made imperfect. But he continues regardless, one foot in front of the other, slowly, obsidian talons clasped in his right hand, a will of iron.


      It is all right here, the fate of a god of the arena: heart and blood at the mercy of the Eagle and its wretched mob.


      Confused and wounding thoughts, the ferocious pounding of hearts, sweat and skin in the sun.


      Love squeezed out, wasted.


      Brotherhood of bronze, sand and black blood.


      Death, ladies and gentlemen.


      Death, one way or another.


      Priscus and Verus look each another in the eye one last time. Smiles haunt their lips and tears fail to take form.


      “I loved you,” thinks the Gaul. “I truly loved you.”


      The Briton, though, does not think at all. Too much fire in his head, in his belly, flowing through his veins.


      The shouting swells again, the thronging masses apparently determined to raze the Amphitheater to the ground with nothing but the power of their voices. Then there is no more room for anything. Just the silence of the soul, the final moments before the glittering end.


      Verus lunges open-mouthed, his shout inaudible, the dark razors finding their mark, cutting through the muscle of Priscus’s naked forearm. The Gaul stabs the Briton in the side: once, twice, three times.


      The same sick ardor, mirror image of blind, deaf rage.


      Red rains down onto the sand, blades meet once more, sparks and skin in pieces.


      Wounds, punches and blows, kicks and sweat.


      Salt sears skin, fever rises, the yellowish hue of eyes tinged with hate. Or the opposite.


      Body to body.


      Until the breaths of both are little more than whispers.


      Until their two broken hearts come together, as one.


      Their weapons drop to the ground and the warriors collapse: on their knees, locked in an embrace, a step away from their final task. Bare hands will suffice.


      Fingers tighten around throats, eyeballs bulging and jugulars squeezed shut beneath unspeakable pressure.


      Verus and Priscus hold each other’s gaze.


      Only one will remain.


      It is in that very instant, in that exact split second of silent perfection, frozen and burning, that the miracle occurs.


      Yet again, the Amphitheater is transformed into a theater of inexplicable magic, the sacred womb of infinite wonders.


      It begins with a tear and a weary plea. It is Julia, on her knees at Titus’s feet.


      “I beg you, my father. My light, my Emperor, glory of Rome. Stop them, I plead. Do something…”


      Domitian turns his head to the right to look at her. His throat is dry, left raw by the shout of “Death! Death! Death!” Vengeance pumps through him like a lethal poison that has reached its destination, impatient to do its worst.


      Domitian sees Julia, and it is like the first time. In her eyes, reddened by tears, he does not see the girl he desired and then enjoyed; there is no malice, no rumble of flesh. There is only compassion, infinite and crystal clear; there is wild and dangerous love, the same love he feels for her.


      Julia too turns her gaze on him and sees, after having spent all day avoiding it. As the colossal farce reached its final act and she realized that her own beloved uncle was behind the whole jeering, blood-soaked orgy, she forsook him with all of her soul. But now she understands that in the sad eyes of the Eagle’s golden-haired officer there is nothing but love. Desperate, malevolent, final, senseless. But still love, damn it. Love for her and hatred for the rest of the world. Domitian wants Julia’s heart all to himself; he will suffer no rivals, Verus and Priscus do not deserve her. He wants them dead and buried, far away, disappeared. So that she is his alone.


      The girl understands, then. She does not stop loathing him, but she forgives him.


      The person she cannot forgive is herself. For not being able to stop loving him, in spite of everything.


      Titus, left alone in the supreme moment, the eyes of the world on him, rises to his feet.


      And time stops once more.


      The referee in his white tunic springs instantly into action, running to pull Verus and Priscus apart, the two still locked in their lethal embrace, one step from the abyss.


      That is how it works in the arena: no one dies at the hands of their opponent, only at those of the Primus. It is the Emperor who decides, glory draining downwards like drool from the throne.


      Nothing happens, unless he wills it.


      At the climax of the fight, the designated victor stops and asks the monarch’s permission to carry out the sentence. Otherwise, it is the vanquished who pleads for mercy by raising two fingers.


      But mercy is not at home, today: the two men at the center of the bloody arena took the field to win or die.


      All or nothing.


      Verus and Priscus, battered and gasping for breath, lurch to their feet, sullen gazes on the Emperor’s box.


      It is up to Titus, now. Titus alone.


      If he raises his right arm, Priscus will survive. And it will be down to him to slit the throat of the only person he has ever loved.


      If he raises his left arm, Verus wins, and no salve will ever be able to ease the pain; the burden of his own brother’s death on his conscience.


      Silence. Nothing but surreal silence, barely broken by Julia’s sobs, the despairing daughter of the Emperor of light.


      Infinite, perfect silence.


      Not even a breath, before the storm.


      Titus Flavius Vespasianus, Augustus of Rome and lord of the entire world, raises both hands.


      For the crowd, up on the terraces, it takes a moment or two to register.


      Two victors.


      No vanquished.


      No damned death.


      Not today.


      And then, the stadium erupts with approval like a volcano. All Rome acclaims Titus the Magnificent, the Merciful, the Just.


      Verus and Priscus cannot believe their eyes; they blink stupidly, struck dumb. But the expression on the referee’s face, as he raises their arms in unison and allows the crowd to worship them like gods, leaves no room for doubt.


      Verus and Priscus cling to one another, stunned, on their shoulders the weight of the pain they have caused, of the life torn away.


      They stagger, but manage to keep one another standing. Hand-picked protagonists for an event without precedents.


      Alive, damn it.


      Alive.


      Emperor Titus seems to read their minds: with the same hands that have just transformed their lives into legend, he signals to the referee to continue.


      The surprises are not over.


      At a whistle from the man in white, four servants enter the arena. Two of them carry a sacred branch, the palm of victory. The others hold in their hands a gnarled stick, and with it the scent of the future.


      “The staff of freedom!” Martial shrieks from the terraces, tears in his eyes, wild with joy. The poet has followed every instant of the epic confrontation and has every intention of immortalizing it with an epigram.


      Verus and Priscus receive their gifts, and in that moment their destinies change forever. Not only have they won, but they have become free men.


      The staff of freedom liberates them of all obligations to their masters, transforming them into Roman citizens. Victors and citizens, free to live their lives as they see fit, without having to answer to anyone.


      Verus is overcome with emotion and hugs the man of ice to him with all the strength left in his body.


      And the ice-man melts, instantly.


      Free, at last.


      Free.


      Today is a unique day; its memory will live on, branded into the history of the Eternal City.


      Never before has anything like this happened.


      Never before has an Emperor shown such honor or such mercy.


      This is the apogee of the Augustus’s reign, the crowning moment of an entire life, the realization of a mad dream, conceived by his father Vespasian. Today, at the center of the Amphitheater, at the end of the first of the hundred days that the inaugural games will last, Titus is the fulcrum around which the entire universe revolves.


      Even Domitian’s plots and Julia’s cruel ingenuity, stains of egoism and pettiness on the spotless imperial cloak, fade away before the rays of glory that shine from the heart of the Emperor.


      The people of the Eagle, moved to tears of joy, launch into songs of jubilation for their magnificent master. Sanctifying the lives of the two warriors of iron, for all eternity.


      After today, Rome will not be the same.


      Power, in its laurel crown, will still conserve its darker side, while the lowly, just like the well-to-do, will still pass from cradle to grave subject to all the uncertainties of life. But in a thousand years and a thousand more, people will still speak of this incredible feat, which grew brick-by-brick into a dream made flesh and blood. The legend of undying victory.


      Julia’s tears of gratitude, Domitian’s bitter smile, the light immersing Titus’s features.


      The heads and tails of the She-wolf’s coin: indelible portraits of the perfect day, soiled, just like the others, by the blood of the just.


      All eyes are on the Gaul and the Briton, now. They are the most famous men in Rome.


      Hailing from distant lands and survivors of a pitiless destiny, they have become gods, sweating real life into the yellow sands. Rome worships them, chanting their names as though they were immortal divinities.


      But by tomorrow, when the wounds have been sewn and the blood washed away, the two companions will already be on their way to disappearing. They will both agree not to drink from the chalice of eternal glory, deciding instead to taste of the delicious fruit that Caesar Augustus has been good enough to offer them: freedom.


      Not even Martial will manage to track them down, once back in the city. He will hunt high and low for them, but without success. In the end he will write unique verses in their memory, which will echo down the centuries.


      Nobody will ever know what became of Verus and Priscus after they left the Amphitheater, their final bow. There are those who say they left together on a journey north, others who say they went their separate ways after a long embrace.


      What is certain is that, wherever the gods of the arena went, their names lived on in Rome. Ingrained forever in letters of ice and fire on the heart of the Eternal City.

    

  


  
    
      Author’s Notes


      


      


      THE ATTENTIVE READER—in fact I am sure even the distracted reader—will have noted that, in a novel entitled Colosseum, the term “Colosseum” does not appear once. And, quite reasonably, they will have wondered why. The answer lies somewhere between historical fact on the one hand and the story I wanted to tell on the other. Sticking to the facts, as an author of historical fiction is expected to do, in the days of Verus, Priscus, Titus, Julia, and Domitian, the greatest arena in the world was simply called the “Amphitheater”, or, if the speaker wanted to sound particularly formal, “Flavian Amphitheater.” It was only in medieval times that people began to call it “Colosseum,” due to its vicinity to a colossal statue of Sol, the sun god, or rather a colossal statue of Nero converted by Vespasian into one of Sol after the damnatio memoriae of the last emperor of the Julio-Claudian dynasty, designed to erase even memories of his reign. The statue disappeared as the centuries passed, but the name stuck. And even today, all over the world, the word “Colosseum” is enough to conjure up an image of the symbol of Rome.


      But titling a novel “Flavian Amphitheater” would not be quite so evocative. Nobody would have thought of blood, sand or gladiators, but rather of a stupendous example of imperial architecture.


      And that is not quite what I had in mind.


      This is without a doubt one of the most ambitious novels I have written, in terms of historical documentation: in order to enter into the maze of the Flavian Amphitheater and dissect its secrets, I needed the help of many guides. I wanted to place my trust in the oldest ones, going to consult sources that date back to the reigns of Titus and Vespasian, but at the same time I preferred not to neglect the work of more modern historiographers who, in the course of their investigations, have analyzed the most disparate aspects of the Colosseum’s history.


      At times, during the journey, it was necessary to consult technical texts intended for those working in the sector, while on other occasions works aimed at a wider audience came to my rescue, explaining in plain language the realities of everyday Roman life during the first century AD.


      In the bibliography that follows, you will find both types. A special thanks goes to the authors of the texts listed, for having breathed a little historical nourishment into an imagination otherwise so blatantly dependent on Hollywood.


      


      Various authors, Sangue e Arena (exhibition catalogue), Ministry of Cultural Heritage and Activities, Archaeological Department of Rome, editorial production by Electa, 2001.


      Various authors, Rota Colisei: La valle del Colosseo attraverso i secoli (exhibition catalogue), by Rossella Rea, Ministry of Cultural Heritage and Activities, Archaeological Department of Rome, editorial production by Electa, 2002.


      Alberto Angela, Una giornata nell’antica Roma. Vita quotidiana, segreti e curiosità, RAI Mondadori, Rome-Milan 2007.


      Ross Cowan, Angus McBride (illustrated by), Roman Legionary (58 BC – AD 69), Osprey Publishing Ltd., Oxford 2003.


      Federica Guidi, Morte nell’arena. Storia e leggenda dei gladiatori, Mondadori, Milan 2006.


      Keith Hopkins, Mary Beard, Il Colosseo: La storia e il mito, Laterza, Rome-Bari 2008.


      Martial, Epigrammi, introductive essay and introduction by M. Citroni, translation into Italian by M. Scandola, notes by E. Merli, Bur, Milan 1996.


      Fik Meijer, Un giorno al Colosseo: Il mondo dei gladiatori, Laterza, Rome-Bari 2006.


      Konstantin Nossov, Gladiatori: Sangue e spettacolo nell’antica Roma, published by Goriziana, Gorizia 2010.


      Fabrizio Paolucci, Gladiatori: I dannati dello spettacolo, Giunti, Florence-Milan 2003.


      Rossella Rea, Heinz-Jürgen Beste, Lynne C. Lancaster, Il cantiere del Colosseo, in “Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts, Römische Abteilung”, 109, 2002.


      Graham Sumner, Roman Military Clothing Vol. 1 (100 BC – AD 200), Osprey Publishing Ltd., Oxford 2002.


      Peter Wilcox, Angus McBride (illustrated by), Rome’s Enemies 2. Gallic and British Celts, Reed International BooksLtd., London 1985.
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      WRITING COLOSSEUM HAS been a great adventure. An adventure that began a long while back, its roots planted firmly in my obsession with history and the faith placed by the publisher and the entire editing team in the modest abilities of a narrator of dark tales. Ever since I began to take an interest in ancient history I have wanted to write about gladiators; hell, anyone who thinks of Imperial Rome cannot help but imagine the gods of the arena going at it like Mars commanded. There was no way someone like yours truly, accustomed to telling stories of bloody conflict, could pass up the opportunity to describe that sort of battle to the death. However, I wanted something a bit special, one of those stories that leaves its mark. Luckily, almost two thousand years ago, that bad boy Martial jotted one down that fit the bill exactly. Thanks to him, but above all thanks to Verus, Priscus and the miracle they managed to pull off on that August afternoon, my dream has come true. I have put a big chunk of my heart into the pages of this novel, and lavished all the energy on it that I could. But none of it would have been worth it without the invaluable help of those who were along for the ride with me. I am in debt to all of them, so allow me to thank them properly. Thank you Gianni Biondillo and Lorenza Ghinelli, the very first fans of Colosseum.
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