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			‘Richard the Lionheart’s name echoes down the centuries as one of history’s greatest warriors, and this book will immortalise him even more. A rip-roaring epic, filled with arrows and spattered with blood. Gird yourself with mail when you start’

			Paul Finch, author of Strangers

			‘Ben’s deeply authoritative depiction of the time is delivered in a deft manner. I was immersed in the detail of Rufus’s life, with its heat and cold, its odours, foods, clothing, beats, politics and all the other minutiae of the age’

			Simon Scarrow, author of the Eagles of the Empire series

			‘Kane’s virtues as a writer of historical adventures – lively prose, thorough research, colourful action – are again apparent’

			Nick Rennison, The Sunday Times

			‘Lionheart has plenty of betrayal, bloodshed and rich historical detail’

			Martin Chilton, Independent

			‘Plenty of action, blood, scheming, hatred, stealth and politics here, if that’s what you want in your read – and you know it is!’

			Sunday Sport

			‘To read one of Ben Kane’s astonishingly well-researched, bestselling novels is to know that you are, historically speaking, in safe hands’

			Elizabeth Buchan, Daily Mail

			‘This is a stunningly visual and powerful read: Kane’s power of description is second to none . . . Perfect for anyone who is suffering from Game of Thrones withdrawal symptoms’

			Helena Gumley-Mason, The Lady

			‘Fans of battle-heavy historical fiction will, justly, adore Clash of Empires. With its rounded historical characters and fascinating historical setting, it deserves a wider audience’ 

			Antonia Senior, The Times

			‘Grabs you from the start and never lets go. Thrilling action combines with historical authenticity to summon up a whole world in a sweeping tale of politics and war. A triumph!’

			Harry Sidebottom, author of the The Last Hour

			‘The word epic is overused to describe books, but with Clash of Empires it fits like a gladius in its scabbard. What Kane does, with such mastery, is place the big story – Rome vs Greece – in the background, while making this a story about ordinary men caught up in world-defining events. In short, I haven’t enjoyed a book this much for ages. There aren’t many writers today who could take on this story and do it well. There might be none who could do it better than Ben Kane’

			Giles Kristian, author of Lancelot

			‘Exceptional. Kane’s excelled once again in capturing the terror and the glory . . . of the ancient battlefield, and this story is one that’s been begging for an expert hand for a long time’

			Anthony Riches, author of the Empire series

			‘Carried off with panache and Kane’s expansive, engaging, action-packed style. A complex, fraught, moving and passionate slice of history from one of our generation’s most ambitious and engaging writers’

			Manda Scott, author of the Boudica series

			‘It’s a broad canvas Kane is painting on, but he does it with vivid colours and, like the Romans themselves, he can show great admiration for a Greek enemy and still kick them in the balls’

			Robert Low, author of the Oathsworn series

			‘Ben Kane manages to marry broad narrative invention with detailed historical research . . . in taut, authoritative prose . . . his passion for the past, and for the craft of story-telling, shines from every page’

			Toby Clements, author of the Kingmaker series

			‘This thrilling series opener delivers every cough, spit, curse and gush of blood to set up the mighty clash of the title. Can’t really fault this one’

			Jon Wise, Weekend Sport

			‘Ben Kane’s new series explores the bloody final clash between ancient Greece and upstart Rome, focusing on soldiers and leaders from both worlds and telling the story of a bloody war with style’

			Charlotte Heathcote, Sunday Express S Magazine

			‘A thumping good read. You can feel the earth tremble from the great battle scenes and feel the desperation of those caught up in the conflict. Kane’s brilliant research weaves its way lightly throughout’

			David Gilman, author of the Master of War series
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			SANDS OF THE ARENA

		

	
		
			part i

			The ludus at Capua, summer AD 39

			It was hot, cursedly hot. Even the flies were dozing. The air was fetid with the smell of oiled leather, unwashed bodies and bean-farts. Eyes closed, I slouched on my bunk, back sweat-stuck to the wall, feet on the dirt floor, in the only position that provided a modicum of cool in the stuffy cell. My roommates sprawled on their own bunks, silent or asleep, one above me, two opposite. It amazed me how they could lie on the rough woollen blankets and straw ticks in this heat, while I could not.

			And yet it was not that surprising. I, fair-skinned and Hibernian, was used to cool, rainy weather, not this form of Hades, which is what the summer months in Capua felt like to me. You could say the other three had been born to it, Piye the Nubian most of all. Black as charcoal, he, I reckoned, could fall asleep in the midday sun. Big Dog, tall and long-limbed, was from the far south of Gaul, a place almost as hot as Italia. Dapyx – skin-inked on his chest and mad as a rabid wolf – was from north of Thrace. I had no real idea where that was, other than it was far to the east, and if he was to be believed, a place with scorching summers and winters cold enough to freeze a man’s breath.

			From the courtyard, a familiar sound started up, the thwack, thwack of wood hitting wood. It was not a time of day to be training, I thought. A man would soon get heat stroke. Curious, I leaned forward to peer through the bars. Our cell was like all the others, a ground floor, square room twelve paces by ten; it faced onto the centre of the ludus, where we exercised and trained. Opposite was another rank of cells, as well as the kitchens, dining area, hospital and the armoury. On the first floor there were offices, and living quarters for Crixus, our gloriously named lanista, and the trainers.

			Thanks to the semicircle of wooden seating that occupied one half of the courtyard – used when private shows were staged – many cells had no view of the fighting area. Mine did, which meant that I could see the two unfortunates who had been set to fighting one another on the burning sand. I did not recognise either. Crixus was also there, lank-haired, pot-bellied, his whip dangling from his right hand as ever. His armed guards, whom he was never without, lounged nearby.

			Tirones, I thought. Fresh from the slave block.

			It was clear why Crixus had bought the pair. Both were young and well-built, and the one nearest me was a hand taller than Big Dog, which took some doing. It was impossible to assess a man’s fighting ability in the market, however, where the vendors would swear blind that this man was Hercules reborn, and that one the killer of five legionaries before he was captured. Not until Crixus got them back here and placed wooden swords in their fists, and set them at each other would he know if the coin he had paid out had been wasted, or potentially well spent.

		

	
		
			part ii

			‘Mi-deer.’ Dapyx mangled whatever language he spoke, save his own, and my name was no exception.

			I did not turn my head. ‘What?’ I spoke in Latin. None of us spoke it well, but it was the lingua franca that allowed we gladiators, dragged from every corner of the earth, to communicate.

			‘Who . . . out there?’

			‘What am I – your pissing slave? Look for yourself, you lazy bastard.’ My cocky answer was designed to show I was not weak. In the ludus, strength was everything, and weakness a sure path to Charon’s hammer. I had no idea if I could beat Dapyx in a fight, and I did not ever want to have to try. 

			There was a thump as Dapyx hopped down onto the floor and came to see. He grunted something foul-sounding at me in his own tongue. Wondering if, hoping I had not, gone too far, I ignored him. The unfolding duel soon grabbed my attention. I quickly decided that the two newcomers were strangers, because they were going at each other like there was a blood feud between them. I had been in the ludus only a few months, but that was long enough to spot friends who arrived together. It often took a thorough whipping before they were prepared to harm one another. This pair, however, were holding back not at all.

			The taller one was slim, but he had a longer reach, and was using that advantage to belt the other every chance he got. His opponent, who by his skin colour and chlamys garment could have been Greek or Illyrian, already had red welts on both his muscular arms and on one side of his face. He was angry too, snarling and trying to close with the tall man, who, light on his feet as a Minoan bull rider, kept skipping back and out of the way. Then he got a punch in with his left fist, a solid blow to the midriff that made the tall man oofff with surprise and pain.

			‘He . . . strong,’ said Dapyx. ‘Another punch, and . . . over.’

			‘I think you are right,’ I said.

			‘I . . . always right.’

			I thought of a smart answer, and swallowed it down.

			‘You are talking out of your arse, Dapyx.’ Piye had come to watch as well. ‘The way you always do.’

			Dapyx snorted. ‘Piss off.’

			I listened to the banter, jealous of it; the two were friends, mismatched, the complete opposite of each other, and yet close as brothers. I had no idea why.

			Whack, whack. The tall man landed one blow on the Greek – as I had come to think of him – and then another. Throwing the second was risky, because it was still not a bout-ending strike, and it allowed the Greek to close on him. The punch he took as a result was so powerful that we heard his teeth snap shut. It lifted him up in the air, and, already unconscious, he flew backwards, landing in a heap before an impassive-faced Crixus.

			Dapyx elbowed me hard. ‘What . . . I say?’

			Ribs stinging, losing control for an instant, I shoved at him. ‘Anyone could see he was going to win.’

			Dapyx bared his teeth at me, and my skin crawled. I stared at him to show that I was not afraid – I was, though – and he glared back at me.

			To my relief, Big Dog had woken, and clambered down from his bunk over mine. He came ambling up to the bars. ‘Tirones?’ he asked, shoving between me and Dapyx.

			‘Yes. One good fighter, one show-off.’ Dapyx’s attention shifted, as it tended to do. Like the mad creature he was, he paid me no more heed.

			I kept the thought to myself that the tall man was quite skilled. If he had used more force, his blows might have downed the Greek before the sucker punch.

			Big Dog peered out into the blinding sunlight. Directed by Crixus, a slave was upturning a bucket of water over the tall fighter. Coughing and spluttering, he woke. The Greek watched, no doubt wondering what would happen next.

			Crixus began the speech he gave to all rookies: blood and guts, dire threats and flicks of his whip to and fro across the sand. I had heard it so many times now that I knew it almost by heart.

			Big Dog chuckled. ‘Drunken sot Crixus may be, but he can deliver.’

			‘True enough.’ I glanced sideways at him, who was as near to a friend as I had in the cell. We had shared a few jokes, and neither of us farted too much.

		

	
		
			part iii

			Big Dog and Dapyx had had one fight before, when Dapyx had arrived in our cell half a month earlier. Separated by a trainer, it had been a brutal affair – cuts and bruises had marked them for days after – and to all intents, a draw. An odd truce had sprung up between them since, which both seemed content to observe. It left me as the only potential enemy for Dapyx, a situation which I did not like. Trouble simmered between us, but not in any predictable way. He was not a one for throttling a man in his sleep – nor was I – but the harsh words we had just exchanged might have sent him into one of his killing rages.

			There was no way of predicting his reaction to the most banal thing, which meant that I constantly had to be on my guard, and my nerves were the worse for it.

			I had wondered about trying to earn his friendship, but nothing had presented itself.

			Maybe I should just kill him in his sleep, and have done, I thought. An image of the last fighter to murder another sprang into my mind: crucified in the yard, he had taken three full days and nights to die. His moans had been our lullabies at night, and his cries for water the cockcrow at dawn. It had been a mercy when he finally succumbed.

			I could not slay Dapyx, I decided.

			Nor could I avoid him.

			We had to become comrades, but quite how a man could befriend a dog as likely to bite him as wag its tail, I had no idea. It was either that or become a gladiator even better than Dapyx, something I was not sure was possible. Lean as a gazehound I am, you see, with the ribs to show it. ‘All sinew, you are,’ my mother had always said. ‘Born to run.’

			Scarcely ideal gladiator material.

			I had only survived my own tiro bout by using the old ruse of flinging sand into my opponent’s eyes. Momentarily blinded, he had fallen before my determined assault. Crixus had sneered, and told me that I would need better tricks if I was to survive my second contest in the arena.

			Which was how I became a retiarius, a fisherman.

			‘They aren’t prisoners of war,’ said Big Dog.

			‘Too well fed,’ said Piye.

			‘Not auctorati,’ Dapyx put in. ‘Look like slaves.’ Those who volunteered to become gladiators were citizens.

			‘Damnati ad ludos then,’ I added. ‘I wonder what they did.’ Slaves who had displeased or angered their owners were often sold into the ludus.

			‘The Greek ploughed his master once too often, and got caught by his mistress,’ said Big Dog.

			Dapyx laughed. So did Piye.

			I snorted. ‘Not every Greek is a molles.’ Molles meant ‘soft’, and was a derogatory term for those who preferred to lie with men.

			‘That tiro looks like one,’ said Big Dog, waggling his eyebrows and pouting. ‘Put a hand on his arse in the kitchen queue – that will tell you if I am right.’

			I stared at the Greek, who seemed no different to any other man. ‘Piss off!’

			Big Dog laughed.

			Crixus had finished his speech.

			We stopped talking.

		

	
		
			part iv

			The voices from other cells – plenty of men were watching – also fell silent. No one wanted to miss the spectacle. Now came the moment that we had all gone through, the taking of the gladiatorial vow. It was, according to Crixus and the trainers, more binding than any other oath in the Roman world. It bound us all, made a familia of us, a brotherhood linked by blood, sand and the sword.

			‘Miserable specimens you might be, but you are about to become gladiators,’ said Crixus in a loud voice. ‘Once taken, you will be comrades with every man inside these walls.’

			We cheered. Spoons rattled off the bars. Feet were stamped.

			The tall man and the Greek glanced at each other.

			Like a master orator speaking at a public gathering in the forum, Crixus waited until it was quieter. ‘Repeat after me . . .’

			Total silence descended on the ludus. The whining creak of a dry-axled wagon from beyond the walls – not a sound that would normally carry within – was shockingly loud.

			‘We swear . . .’

			‘To be burned, flogged, beaten . . .’

			I was watching the tirones’ faces as they echoed Crixus. There was a trace of fear in the tall man’s expression, but he mouthed the words without hesitation. The Greek looked most unhappy.

			‘And to be killed with cold steel – or whatever else is ordered.’

			‘And to be killed with cold steel,’ said the tall man and the Greek. A moment’s hesitation, and they added in unison, ‘or whatever else is ordered.’

			Crixus made a gesture, and slaves came forward from the direction of the forge, where our weapons, helmets and some armour were made. With thick lengths of wood as carrying arms, they were bearing a three-legged iron brazier. Its base was a dull red colour, a mark of the hot charcoal within.

			Everyone watching knew what would happen next, but it only dawned on the tirones when they saw the iron pokers. They quailed, but there was nowhere to go. The trainers and guards had closed in around them, sticks at the ready, weapons on their belts if either turned stupid. Urged by Crixus, the two men lay down, and did not resist as their arms and legs were pinioned.

			Into the brazier went the irons. Crixus turned them every so often. When the first was ready, he lifted it up appraisingly. I could not take my eyes off the dull-red glow. Its end, I knew, had been twisted into a neat arrangement of small letters. They read: lud. cap., which was cursive Latin for Ludus Capua, our gladiator school. Every man in the place had the same brand on the upper surface of his right forearm. Marked for life, even if you won the rudis and were freed.

			‘A denarius the tall one screams,’ said Big Dog.

			‘Done,’ I said. Before he could change his mind, I shook his hand.

			Hiss. There is nothing quite like the sound of a branding iron being pushed against flesh. Nothing quite like the charred stench of it either.

			The Greek wailed and sobbed like a newborn left half a day without milk.

			A groan escaped the tall man, and no more.

			Delighted, I needled Big Dog until he went back to his bunk for the coin.

		

	
		
			part v

			That afternoon, as the sun disappeared behind the top storey of the ludus, and the gong rang for food, I made sure to join the queue behind the tall tiro. My confrontation with Dapyx had decided me to be on the lookout for an ally, and a newcomer was a good place to start. His face was drawn, and he kept looking at the salve-covered wound on his right forearm.

			‘It hurts like a bastard,’ I said.

			He glanced at me warily. ‘Aye.’

			‘The first two or three days are the worst. I can get you some poppy juice if you want.’ The ludus surgeon would sell anything to a man with the coin. He had a taste for whores and gambling, which meant his purse was always empty.

			A suspicious look. ‘Why would you do that?’

			I shrugged. ‘Just being friendly.’

			He turned his back.

			We moved a few steps nearer the kitchen. Big Dog joined me.

			‘My name is Midir. I’m a retiarius. This long streak of misery is Big Dog. He fights as a murmillo.’

			The tall tiro glanced over his shoulder. ‘Mattheus.’

			‘Unusual to meet another cloud-toucher,’ said Big Dog. ‘You a Gaul too?’

			‘No. I am half-Jewish, half-Roman.’

			‘Explains the name,’ I said. ‘You must be a slave then, rather than a prisoner of war like me. I am from Hibernia, which is a rain-misted isle—’

			‘I know where it is. North-west of Gaul and west of Britannia.’

			Respect flared in Big Dog’s eyes. ‘That’s more than I knew when this flea-bitten dog told where he was whelped.’

			‘That is because you are a brute with no education,’ I retorted.

			Big Dog snorted. ‘Says the man who cannot read and write.’

			I laughed, partly in relief that he had taken my insults and thrown at least one back. He was becoming a friend.

			We shuffled another half dozen steps.

			‘I was a scribe to a merchant,’ said Mattheus. ‘He caught me stealing. The first couple of times, he beat me black and blue. The third, he sold me to the ludus.’

			‘Why did you keep thieving?’ I asked curiously.

			‘You would laugh if I told you.’

			‘We are going to take the piss out of you anyway,’ said Big Dog cheerily. ‘That’s the way life is here.’

			‘He’s right,’ I said.

			Mattheus scowled. ‘I was buying books.’

			‘Books?’

			Big Dog looked as nonplussed as I.

			‘It is I who should be mocking you,’ said Mattheus. ‘But I will not.’

			A wise choice, I thought. For all our jocularity, we would have turned on him like wild dogs if he, the unaccepted newcomer, had had the temerity to poke fun at us.

			‘Books are stories, set down on parchment,’ said Mattheus. ‘There can be more information in one book than in all the tales you have ever heard.’

			‘Stealing money to pay for drink or whores, that I can understand,’ said Big Dog, shaking his head. ‘But books?’

			‘All that learning isn’t of much use here,’ I said. ‘In the ludus, life is about survival.’

			‘I thought that,’ said Mattheus, looking again at his still-weeping brand.

		

	
		
			part vi

			‘Are you going to stand there gossiping all day?’ growled a voice behind us. ‘Get a move on, cocksuckers.’

			I rolled my eyes. The gap between Mattheus and the next man along was no more than five paces. There was always an impatient one, however – someone whose belly thought his throat had been cut. It was not worth a fight, but to back down meekly was not wise either. I glowered at the man who had spoken, while nudging Mattheus forward.

			‘Don’t get any ideas about jumping the line,’ Big Dog warned over his shoulder, but he was also moving.

			Our conversation ceased as we reached the doorway into the kitchen, where a table served as the counter. One of the cooks, a sour-faced German, stood with a ladle in hand. In front of him was a large steaming pot and a pile of loaves. Simple clay bowls were stacked to one side.

			Mattheus pointed. ‘What is it?’

			The cook sneered. ‘Surprise.’

			‘Take a bowl,’ I said quietly. ‘Hold it out. Move on.’

			Mattheus bridled.

			‘Unless you want him to spit in it as well, do what I say,’ I said.

			Mattheus obeyed, but he was grumbling under his breath.

			The cook gave him no bread.

			I was next, and Mattheus realised he had been deprived. He made to go back, but I shoved him on. ‘Did the wooden sword scramble your wits? Do not annoy the cook, or you will be eating weevils and maggots for the rest of your time here.’

			‘He’s a slave like us,’ protested Mattheus.

			‘Aye, but he serves the food, and you don’t,’ said Big Dog.

			Each mealtime, the tables that usually stood up against one of the courtyard’s side walls were moved out onto the sand. We found a table that was unoccupied – always the best policy – and sat down.

			‘Where’s the Greek?’ I asked. ‘The one who knocked you out.’

			Mattheus scowled. ‘I have no idea. Not in my cell. And he is no Greek. He’s from Asia Minor.’

			I stared. He might as well have said the Garden of the Hesperides to me – that was a fantastical place at the end of the world, apparently.

			‘Have you heard of Troy?’

			‘No, I haven’t,’ I snarled.

			‘Nor me neither,’ said Big Dog.

			Mattheus sighed.

			I had had enough. ‘See here,’ I said, flattening my hands on the table in order not to bunch them into fists, ‘we might not be educated like you, but we know how to survive in the ludus.’

			‘So far,’ said Big Dog in a droll voice.

			‘Aye, so far. You, on the other hand, seem to be a smart arse. Keep looking down your nose at us, and if we don’t leave your brains leaking out on the floor of the latrines, someone a lot meaner than us will. And that’s after he has raped you. Not noticed the looks you have been getting?’

			Mattheus’ eyes flickered around the tables. More than one man was staring in his direction. One licked his lips; another rubbed his groin. ‘I hope you like biting the pillow,’ called a third. Mattheus’ gaze returned to me and Big Dog. ‘I do not mean to insult,’ he said. ‘Forgive me. The world I have been used to is very different to this.’

			‘You don’t say,’ I said.

			‘For a soft-handed scribe, you fought all right, though,’ said Big Dog. ‘How come?’

			‘A few years ago, the master’s premises were robbed several times in quick succession,’ Mattheus replied. ‘All his male slaves had to learn how to fight. It is not something I liked, but I was good at it.’

			‘Aye, well, fighting in the arena is different to anything you will have experienced. Best pay attention to the doctores, the instructors,’ I said. ‘A few other things also. Mouth shut. Ears and eyes open. Avoid eye contact if you can, but if someone gives you shit, give it back verbally.’

			‘It’s a balancing act,’ said Big Dog cheerily. ‘You have to know how far you can push a man before it becomes dangerous.’

			Mattheus looked less than happy, but he nodded. ‘I will do what you say. Is there room in your cell for another?’

			‘No,’ I replied, wishing that I could swap him with Dapyx.

			‘Who’s that?’ Big Dog was gazing at the entrance, which was always manned by two armed guards. They had unlocked the gate and admitted a self-important-looking type in a richly cut tunic and stylish sandals. He was escorted by one straight to Crixus’ quarters.

			‘If that is one of the magistrates’ lackeys, I’ve never seen him before,’ said Big Dog, who had been in the ludus for a year and a half. ‘He’s from out of town.’

			My interest pricked, I watched the dandy enter Crixus’ reception room on the first floor, the entrance to which I could see from our table.

			Little did any of us know it, but the visitor would change all of our lives.

		

	
		
			part vii

			Peace fell on the courtyard. A hum of conversation filled the air, broken by occasional bursts of laughter. Everyone had eaten; soon we would be locked into our cells for the night, and so men were playing dice or latrunculus, and drinking wine if they had it. Two Thracians were arm wrestling, and being egged on by a dozen others. My bladder was full, and I was debating whether to risk using the facilities – a dangerous place on one’s own – or to wait and piss in the pot that we shared. Imagining the abuse I would get from the others for using it so soon after lockdown, I decided to go now. Big Dog declared he would join me; Mattheus quickly said the same.

			My worries eased. There was little chance of getting jumped in a group of three. We made for the latrine, which was close to the kitchen. A square room with seats on three sides, it was a fuggy, foul-smelling place in which one did not linger. As yet, the aqueduct did not supply the ludus, so there was no channel of running water to carry away the waste. Under the wooden seats was a deep trench; when it filled up, it had to be emptied, which was a task everyone hated.

			‘Be careful when you piss,’ Big Dog said to me as we went in. ‘The next man who needs a shit doesn’t want to sit on your efforts.’

			It was a standing joke. No one sat down unless they absolutely had to. I cheerfully told him where he could shove a blunt stick, and we chose our spots. Side by side, obviously – that was the safest. Mattheus, awkward, still unsure, moved as far from us as possible. I was about to warn him, but Big Dog muttered, ‘Leave him. He has to learn.’

			I held my tongue, and lifting my tunic, sighed as my overfull bladder began to empty.

			Voices behind; my skin crawled. I looked around. In came the Greek who had knocked out Mattheus. His face was thunderous. My mouth opened to warn Mattheus, but then the arm-wrestling Thracians came in close behind him, and on their tails was another of their cronies.

			‘Trouble,’ I said quietly to Big Dog, explaining what I had seen.

			I do not wish to describe what the Thracians wanted. I suspect that it has always been the same in places where violent men are deprived of women’s company. Whether the Greek had realised what they were about I do not know, but his strangled protest as they leaped on him made it clear that he did not want it.

			I finished. ‘Ready?’ I asked Big Dog.

			‘Aye.’ He had his fists bunched, in case we needed to fight our way out.

			‘Mattheus.’ I stared over the knot of punching, grabbing bodies on the floor. ‘Can you get around them?’

			‘I – we . . .’ he said. ‘Should we not help him?’

		

	
		
			part viii

			‘Who?’ I asked innocently.

			‘The G-Greek. From Asia Minor.’ His eyes kept darting to the struggle. The Greek had landed a mighty punch, and knocked out one of the Thracians, but he had taken a kick to the balls, and his strength was fast ebbing.

			‘Unless you want what is about to befall him to happen to you also, I suggest you leave. Now. With us.’

			His face tortured, Mattheus scuttled around the seats to where we stood. ‘This is not right. It’s vile. An abomination.’

			‘Aye,’ I said. ‘It is. Coming?’

			Fists at the ready, eyes on the door, I led the way outside.

			Perhaps five heartbeats later, a roar followed us, such as is made by a man at the limits of desperation.

			Heads turned. Seeing us, Dapyx leered, as if to suggest we had been involved. I paid him no heed.

			Two guards came running, cudgels in hand.

			We sauntered back to our table, and watched.

			In went the guards. Crack, crack came the sound of their staffs, indiscriminately, I had no doubt. Out sloped two of the Thracians, supporting the third between them. The Greek was last, weak-legged, a purple weal ringing his throat, but still able to walk. His undergarment was also in place, for which I was glad. The filthy Thracians had not succeeded.

			Crixus came storming down from his office, sword in hand.

			The guards prodded the Thracians and the Greek to stand before him.

			‘That shout would have woken Somnus himself!’ snarled Crixus. ‘Who made it?’

			No one answered.

			‘I am in no mood to humour fools. Someone speak,’ warned Crixus. ‘Quickly.’

			One of the guards said, ‘These barbarians –’ he indicated the Thracians – ‘were attacking the Greek. I think it was he who cried out, dominus.’

			Crixus’ eyes, flintier than ever, bore down on the Greek. ‘Well?’

			‘I slipped and fell. I was in a lot of pain.’

			A snort. ‘That’s what they all say.’ Crixus stared at the Thracians, and very slowly, as if speaking to small children, growled, ‘What have you to say?’

			A shared glance.

			The biggest Thracian said, ‘We . . . arguing . . . between us.’

			The two others nodded like puppets bouncing on the end of strings.

			Crixus clicked his fingers, and one of the guards tossed him his cudgel. Catching it in his left hand, the lanista laid into the big Thracian, toppling him to the ground with a flurry of vicious blows. His companions looked on in horror. One took a step forward, but Crixus anticipated it. His sword whipped up, and the Thracian froze, lucky not to impale himself on the tip.

			Crixus paused to make sure we were all watching. There was a mad look in his eyes, which reminded me of Dapyx. A deathly silence hung over the ludus as Crixus resumed beating the biggest Thracian. He continued long after his victim had stopped moving.

			Never had I seen a man beaten to death before. What lingered in my mind afterwards were the wet cracks, those of breaking bone.

			Panting, his face spattered with red, Crixus pointed the cudgel at the remaining Thracians and the Greek. ‘Cross me again, and the same will happen to you. Understand?’

			Thoroughly cowed, they all nodded.

		

	
		
			part ix

			Quietness still reigned over the courtyard. Hardened fighters, tirones, ordinary slaves, we were stunned by the savagery of what we had just witnessed. The Thracian had been killed for no apparent reason.

			Except of course Crixus had had a reason; I realised this as someone began to clap.

			My gaze shifted to the balustraded walkway that ran around the first floor in front of the offices and bedrooms. There stood the dandy who had come in during our meal, an unpleasant smile on his face.

			‘Past it, am I?’ Crixus called up to him.

			‘It would seem not,’ replied the dandy. ‘Let us talk again.’

			Crixus did not bother to wash off the gore before he went back up the stairs.

			The guards had the Thracian’s companions drag his corpse to the gate. It left a revolting trail of brain slime in the sand. The body was left sprawled by the entrance. If he had paid into the burial fund, he would have a grave; if not, he was bound for the town rubbish heap, where his eyeballs would be taken by the birds, and the soft bits – tongue, ears, prick – by the rats. Within a day, his belly would begin to blacken and bloat. I was grateful when Mattheus asked me a question, and took my mind from the disturbing images.

			‘Who in Hades is the dandy?’

			‘No idea.’ I glanced about. The query, or versions of it, was falling from everyone’s lips.

			Big Dog shook his head. ‘Never seen him before.’

			I asked Dapyx and Piye, who had come walking over. They didn’t know either.

			‘Did you see the guards he left on the street?’ This from Sextus, a tough secutor with the little finger missing on his left hand.

			‘No.’

			‘I was by the gate when he came in.’ Limping over, he said in a low voice, ‘Those are a couple of Praetorians out there, or I’m an Egyptian dancing girl.’

			‘I’ve seen you do a good impression of one of those,’ said Siccum, one of his cronies, who fought as a Samnite. Siccum, so named because of his dry humour, was averagely tall, and averagely built. He was also quiet, and balding at the temples. That caused men to underestimate him, which was foolish, because he was a dangerous bastard.

			Sextus snorted. ‘They were Praetorians, I’m telling you. Arrogant as you like, with big-city accents and ivory-handled swords. Who else carries weapons like that in Capua?’

			‘The emperor wants a show, maybe,’ I said.

			Sextus nodded. ‘Why else would a perfumed arselover like him come in here?’

			‘Gaius Julius Caesar Augustus Germanicus,’ said Mattheus, lingering over the words. ‘Caligula.’

			We sucked on the marrow of that troubling idea.

			Siccum said in a quiet voice, ‘Meant to be a right whoreson, he is.’

			‘He wasn’t always like that,’ said Big Dog. ‘Everyone loved him at the start.’

			I hadn’t been a slave two years earlier, when Caligula had taken the purple, but I had heard tales of the extravagant games he had thrown on at Rome. Months they had lasted, apparently.

			‘He has been denouncing senators,’ said Mattheus.

			It was delivered with such a tone of certainty that no one questioned it.

			‘I don’t give a shit about senators,’ said Siccum. ‘I wonder if the dandy is here to buy some of us so the emperor can auction us off?’ This had happened in Rome.

			‘It’s contests to the death I would be more concerned with,’ I said. Caligula was also known for his bloodlust.

		

	
		
			part x

			‘Gather round!’ Crixus’ voice rang out across the courtyard.

			We exchanged a glance. The dandy was still upstairs. Whatever announcement was about to be made had something to do with him.

			As we gathered below the spot where Crixus was standing, I found myself not just with my cellmates, but with Mattheus and Sextus and Siccum as well. It did not mean that they were my friends yet, but the suggestion was there. It felt good.

			‘The ludus has been honoured today with the visit of a member of the imperial household.’ Gruesome with his still blood-marked face, Crixus indicated the dandy, who was by his side. ‘This is Lucius Villius Tappulus.’

			We stared at him.

			He was a short-arse. Any man of us could have torn him limb from limb, but he did not give the slightest impression of caring, which said a lot for his exalted position compared to we gladiators.

			‘The Divine One, our emperor, wishes to hold a munus,’ Crixus went on. ‘And this ludus has been given the honour of supplying the fighters. It is—’

			‘How many of us?’ Siccum shouted.

			Crixus glared at being interrupted, but in the bright sunlight, he could not see who had spoken.

			Tappulus spoke for the first time. ‘All of you.’

			Surprise rippled through us. This was unheard of. There were seventy-odd of us, which meant thirty-five paired fights, and at the least, a lot of injuries.

			‘There will be fine prizes for the victors,’ said Tappulus. ‘Gold. Jewels. Women. The emperor may even ask to meet some of you, should you impress him.’

			I liked the sound of that. So did others, but I could see Mattheus wasn’t happy. Rookie, I thought. Sextus was frowning too, however, and listening to Siccum mutter in his ear. Unease tickled my spine.

			Sextus cupped a hand to his mouth, and asked, ‘And the losers?’

			Tappulus’ smile reminded me of Dapyx’s, when he had killed his last opponent. ‘They will receive iron.’

			The term we used for being slain in the arena sounded odd coming from his lips, and seeing the expressions of the more experienced fighters change, my unhappiness grew.

			‘All of them?’ yelled Big Dog.

			‘Yes.’ Tappulus’ expression was gloating.

			I glanced at Big Dog. The same horrible realisation was in his eyes. If we were pitted against each other, only one of us would walk away. 

			Dapyx, Piye, Sextus and Siccum were eyeing each other up and down.

			Mattheus was looking at the sand between his feet.

			Dread filled me. I had fought only once in the arena since arriving in the ludus, whereas the majority had done so on multiple occasions. The betmakers who plied their trade in the arches that ran around the base of the amphitheatre would give me poor odds indeed.

			‘The contests shall take place in ten days,’ Crixus announced. ‘That will be all.’

			I felt sick.

			Ten days.

			Ten days until my life was over.

		

	
		
			part xi

			I lay on my bunk that night, unable to sleep, thinking about my home and family. This was not something I normally allowed myself to do, for it led me down a spiralling path of misery that culminated in me considering whether I should open my veins or pick a fight with Dapyx. Tonight, however, was different.

			I had grown up in a small settlement on the east coast of Hibernia, the older of two boys. I had a younger sister also. My parents farmed, as did most of our neighbours. We had hens, and a thin-boned cow. Life was hard, or so I had thought it until I entered the ludus. Unceasing toil on the land, foraging in summer and autumn, and hunting for extra meat were all I knew. It was not entirely bad, of course. We bathed in the sea in sunny weather, and danced around the bonfires every midsummer. Wintertime was easier, confined as we were to the house, but those dark days were also when food ran short, and we went to bed hungry more often than not.

			That existence would still have been mine – and I would probably have been married – but for the events of a fateful day about a year before. Our settlement was attacked by British tribesmen, come over the sea in small craft, in search of slaves. Although every man in our village possessed a spear, we were farmers, not warriors. We were easy prey.

			It was a cloud-ridden, showery day when the raiders appeared, causing complete panic. Women shrieked, snatched up their babes and ran. Old crones and greybeards stared in confusion, or wailed and cried. Men cursed and picked up whatever was to hand as weapons. I had fought as well as I might, stabbing one Briton in the meaty part of his thigh and driving off another from the door of our one-room hut. I had not seen the warrior with a club coming at me from the side until it was too late. Knocked senseless, I woke, trussed like a pig for the slaughter, with blood in my eyes and my mother’s screams filling my ears.

			I tried to shove away the memories, but I could not. My sister had been lucky – she fought so hard that the Briton trying to rape her had in the end slit her throat. Her lithe-limbed corpse had lain beside my poor mother, who had suffered the most unimaginable horrors before she had died.

			How cruel are the gods, I thought. Never would I revenge myself on the Britons who had murdered my family. Never would I marry the freckle-faced laughing girl from the farm near our settlement upon whom I had set my heart. Never would I return to Hibernia, the land of my birth.

			Tears formed in the corners of my eyes; I could not fight them away.

			I was going to die in the Capuan amphitheatre, with an emperor watching.

		

	
		
			part xii

			I do not remember at what time my eyes closed, but roseate fingers of light were creeping down the walls on the other side of the courtyard. It seemed like I had had only a few moments of sleep when one of the doctores came to wake us. It was their habit to run a wooden sword across the cell bars, rap, rap, rap, and loudly tell us that another day had dawned. This morning, the doctor was using a real blade. Whatever chance I had of not waking up with the former, there was no possibility with this method. I was muzzily aware that the use of the sword was not a coincidence either.

			‘Up, up, you gelded grunters! Wake up, you ex-tenants of pigsties!’ Tong, tong, tong went his sword.

			I heard Big Dog mutter something under his breath.

			‘Out of your bunks!’

			‘We heard you,’ growled Dapyx.

			‘Not asleep,’ said Piye.

			‘Feet on the floor then!’

			Dapyx and Piye made no reply, and the doctor ran the sword blade over the bars faster and faster, a metallic cacophony that reverberated inside my exhausted skull. I wanted to tell him to piss off, that we were awake, but I had the wits not to. Giving lip to the trainers was foolish. A beating might result, or shortened rations, or being pitted against a tougher fighter in the training bouts that would follow our morning meal.

			It was better to say nothing, and to think the insult I wanted to shout. Donkey ears, I thought. The trainer outside our cell had long ears which waggled when he spoke or got excited. I prised my gummy eyelids open, and sat up. Big Dog’s feet were already hanging down from the bunk above. The doctor leered at us. ‘Rested? Ready for a hard day’s training?’

			No and no, I wanted to snarl at him. Instead I nodded.

			Big Dog muttered something again, but quietly enough that it did not carry over the din from the courtyard – the other doctores were making sure that everyone had woken in the same way.

			Out of nowhere, Dapyx leaped to the ground and swarmed forward from the depths of the cell. He came so fast, with his teeth bared, that the doctor took a step backwards, like a man would if a caged beast he has taunted snaps at him.

			‘I . . . ready. Want . . . fight me?’ Dapyx asked. ‘Real weapons . . . not wood.’

			The doctor’s lip curled, but fear sparked in his eyes. He stabbed the sword forward, through the bars. ‘Back, filth!’

			Dapyx did not move an inch.

			If the doctor had used all his strength, he would have spitted Dapyx like a piece of meat on a cook’s skewer. He realised too late that his victim was not moving, but had enough time – just – to weaken the thrust. Nonetheless, I winced as the V-shaped point struck.

			Dapyx made not a sound.

			I stared.

			The doctor pulled back his right arm, his gaze fixed on the end of the blade, the very tip of which was crimson. It had gone into the top of Dapyx’s abdomen, perhaps half a finger’s breadth.

		

	
		
			part xiii

			Dapyx did not look at the blood trickling down his belly. Instead he leered at the doctor, and asked, ‘Is that . . . your best?’

			The doctor’s eyes travelled up to meet Dapyx’s stone-cold ones, and went back down to the wet-lipped wound he had caused.

			‘If I die . . . Crixus . . . not happy.’ Dapyx sounded delighted.

			He was right, I thought. If the cut turned septic, Crixus would lose one of his best fighters. That would have been bad in ordinary circumstances, but with the imperial contests imminent, it bordered on catastrophic.

			The doctor was not about to admit anything, but he unlocked the cell gate and jerked a thumb in the direction of the surgeon’s quarters. ‘Go and get that looked at.’

			‘The wine sponge will still be snoring,’ I said. 

			‘At least he will be sober, or some way towards being sober,’ said Big Dog. ‘Imagine if this had happened at midday.’

			‘Shut your mouths!’ snarled the doctor, trying to regain control of a situation that had spiralled far beyond his intention. ‘Move,’ he said to Dapyx.

			‘I eat,’ Dapyx replied, making to walk out into the courtyard.

			Blustering, but unwilling to get himself into any more trouble than he already had, the doctor watched impotently as Dapyx strolled towards the kitchen.

			Men noticed the blood. Voices called out, asking if he was all right.

			Dapyx laughed. ‘I . . . hungry. Bread first!’

			‘He’s mad,’ I said.

			‘Iron hard,’ said Big Dog, shaking his head in awe, disbelief, or both.

			‘Why didn’t you stop him?’ I asked Piye.

			A shrug. ‘I am not his master.’

			If I had the misfortune to be pitted against Dapyx when the time came, I hoped that his injury was still causing him problems.

			‘Outside!’ the doctor shouted.

			I went first, willing away the tiredness that stung my eyes and clouded my head. I buried my grief, and thoughts of home, and asked my gods to hear my prayers, as they had not appeared to do since my capture.

			The first man out of the next cell was Atticus, a tall Briton with hazel eyes and a bleak sense of humour. He gave me a nod, which I returned. Atticus had been in the ludus for only a short time longer than I; he too had only fought in the arena once. We could soon end up facing each other, I thought, because he was a secutor, a ‘chaser’. Thus far, no indications had come of how Caligula wanted the fights to proceed. Half of us were to die, but how? Would it be veteran against veteran, Dapyx against Piye, and rookie against rookie, me versus Atticus? Maybe the emperor would just want a slaughter. Place a veteran in with a novice, or a tiro, and the contest would quickly be over. Dapyx would slice up Atticus inside fifty heartbeats, I thought, trying to shove away the knowledge that he would probably do the same to me.

			‘What happened with Dapyx?’ Atticus asked.

			I told him. ‘He does not care about anyone, or anything. Pray that you are not pitted against him in Caligula’s munus.’

			Atticus nodded. ‘Any idea what will happen?’

			‘Your guess is as good as mine.’ I hesitated, and then added what he would probably think, if he wasn’t thinking it already, ‘You might have to fight me.’

			‘We should make a bargain, in case it does,’ said Atticus in a serious tone.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘We give each other a death wound, so that both of us die. That will piss off the emperor.’

			I cast a wary look at him, almost sure he was joking, but also wondering if he was as demented as Dapyx.

			He gave me a shove. ‘I was joking!’

			‘I knew that,’ I lied, giving him a belt back.

		

	
		
			part xiv

			Munching on a hot-from-the-oven loaf, Dapyx took himself off to see the surgeon. Curious glances were thrown after him aplenty, but the morning began to unfold in its usual fashion. Men emerged from their cells, yawning and stretching. A queue formed outside the kitchen, and another outside the toilets. Those who liked to keep clean were splashing water over themselves from buckets. There was no bathing complex like the one used by the townspeople just a few blocks away; we made do with what came in from the street via a leaden pipe.

			That water could be brought from hills many miles away in sufficient quantity to supply an entire city was still something a little beyond my comprehension. I had seen the baths on my way here, and marvelled at the structure, a block in size. I still struggled to believe that inside were cold pools and warm ones, and sweltering rooms where clouds of moisture filled the air, but it was not unique. I had seen similar edifices in towns all the way from Gaul to Italia.

			Big Dog came out of the cell. ‘Daydreaming again?’

			I snorted, annoyed, because he was right. ‘I’m for a piss.’

			‘Me too.’ He glanced about. ‘There’s Mattheus.’

			Our new friend, who had emerged from his cell, hurried over.

			‘You made it through the first night?’ I asked.

			‘I did. Atticus is all right. The others seem to be as well. You going to the latrine?’

			I nodded.

			‘I take it it’s safer to go together?’

			‘Aye,’ I said, following Big Dog. ‘After what Crixus did to the Thracian, it’s unlikely that anyone would be boneheaded enough to start a fight in there, but you never know.’

			‘What about the Nubian?’

			‘Piye?’ I chuckled. ‘No one wants to tangle with him, believe me.’

			‘His shit also stinks like you would not believe,’ Big Dog threw over his shoulder. ‘That’s why men stay away from him.’

			Mattheus’ lips twitched.

			‘Did you hear what happened with Dapyx?’ I asked.

			‘Yes. The doctor had a face on him like a slapped arse.’

			I laid out the tale. ‘Dapyx is a law unto himself.’

			‘I suppose it’s a good place to be, not caring whether you live or die,’ said Mattheus.

			‘Hard to argue with that,’ I replied.

			‘Another ten days from now, and only half of us will still be alive.’

			‘Enough,’ I snarled, uncomfortable with the reminder that I would likely be one of those waiting for the ferryman.

			‘Why?’

			I rounded on him, fist raised.

			Mattheus made no attempt to protect himself. ‘I am a dead man walking.’

			I lowered my arm. ‘You don’t know that.’

			‘What are my chances?’ His eyes moved over the nearest fighters, and mine followed.

			‘It isn’t much different for me,’ I admitted.

		

	
		
			part xv

			We had reached the line of men waiting to enter the latrine. I appraised each one, trying to imagine a bout against them, with thousands of people roaring and cheering every move we made. The Thracians – I could not beat either of them, unless they fell or made a similar blunder. Sextus was too tough for me as well, and as for Siccum, well, at least I would have a quick death. Big Dog shuffled forward a couple of steps, and glanced back to see if we were following. Could I kill him? I wondered. Maybe, but not very likely. Dapyx and Piye would cut me into little pieces.

			A fierce anger burst into flame inside me that Caligula – the soft-handed emperor, who had probably never handled a weapon in anger, who had slaves to wait hand and foot upon him night and day – should so easily determine my fate.

			Standing there in the queue to empty my bladder, I made a vow to myself. I would not die in the upcoming munus.

			I did not know how yet, but I would survive.

			The morning meal was barley porridge, as always. Filling, nutritious, it helped to build our muscles, but by the gods, it was boring. Honey would have made it taste more palatable, but I had almost no coin. I did not bother annoying myself by looking at the tables of top fighters like the Thracians. They had their own bowl of honey, and fruit as well.

			We were given a short time to digest our food, and to oil our muscles – something I had learned was useful to prevent injury – and then the doctores ordered us out into the centre of the courtyard. Tables had been set up behind them, and slaves were walking to and from the armoury, carrying bundles of weapons. My interest pricked. Normally, we trained with wooden swords and in my case, a crudely fashioned trident. Allowing us to use the real thing was rare, because of what had happened in this very ludus.

			A century before, a slave rebellion had started here. Led by a charismatic Thracian called Spartacus, the uprising had seen him assemble an army of slaves, more than one hundred thousand strong. Over a two-year period, he had marched the length and breadth of Italia, defeating every Roman army in his path. After his defeat, gladiators’ existence had changed forever. No longer were they allowed to come and go, to leave the ludus whenever they wished. Their weapons, once easily accessible, were kept under permanent lock and key, and they were confined to their cells much of the time.

			A fantastical idea popped into my mind. I counted the doctores: one, two, three, four, five. They had whips and daggers. The guards at the main gate were armed with swords and shields, but there were only two of them. Swarm forward as a group, seize a weapon each, and we would be out of the ludus in no time.

			Impulse seized me. ‘We could escape,’ I said to Big Dog.

			He glanced at me in surprise. ‘Eh?’

			I whispered my plan.

			‘Kill them all?’

		

	
		
			part xvi

			‘Why not? They would slay us at need without even blinking.’

			His eyes narrowed, and he regarded the laden-down tables. ‘It could work, I suppose.’

			Somehow Atticus had heard. ‘Are you mad? Don’t you know what happened to Spartacus’ men at the end?’

			I had chosen not to think about that. I pictured the thousands of crucifixes that had lined the road all the way from Capua to the capital.

			‘One hundred and forty miles it is to Rome,’ said Atticus, ‘and there was a crucified man every two score paces. They put guards on them too, so no one could give the wretches water or food, or try to rescue them. The bodies were left until they rotted. Can you imagine the stench? It is said that the vultures grew so fat they could not fly.’

			I shoved the horrific image from my mind. ‘We could still get out of here. Rush the doctores, grab the weapons, kill the bastards, and out! Take a ship to Gaul or Hispania, and we would be free men.’

			My voice had risen. Sextus, Siccum and Dapyx had joined Big Dog, Mattheus and Atticus, and formed a little circle around me.

			I could see the interest growing in their eyes. Even with the huge risks, freedom appealed more than a one-in-two chance of death in the arena. Someone with no knowledge of a ludus might have wondered why we had not considered this measure before, but the answer was simple. Bouts with real weapons were strictly controlled, and only the swords or tridents needed for the individual contests were taken from the armoury. Never before had enough blades for all of us been laid out in plain view.

			My eyes went round the others’ faces. ‘We need to move now. Now. Who’s with me?’

			‘I am,’ said Mattheus, his voice trembling.

			I gave him a quick nod, but I needed better fighters. ‘Big Dog?’ Get someone like him to join, I thought, and others would follow.

			Big Dog’s gaze flickered to the table of weapons, and past it, to the gate. ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘I will go.’

			‘Me too,’ said Atticus.

			‘Aye,’ Sextus added.

			I almost charged then and there, but still I needed more accomplices. ‘Siccum?’

			He nodded.

			Dapyx laughed. ‘If you . . . stupid enough to try . . . I am in.’

			‘Come on then,’ I muttered. ‘With luck, others will come too.’ I took a step forward.

			Mattheus shot in front of me.

			Until that moment, I had not realised quite how desperate he had felt.

			He broke into a run, when we should have all gone together.

			I tensed, about to spring after him.

		

	
		
			part xvii

			A hand seized my upper arm. I wheeled, a curse on my lips.

			It was Siccum who had grabbed me. He put a finger to his lips, and then, with a flicker of his eyes at the walkway above, indicated danger.

			My guts wrenched. ‘Mattheus!’

			He checked, but the fool kept running.

			‘Mattheus, stop!’

			He paid no heed.

			A bowstring twanged.

			Mattheus jerked, as if someone had shoved him. Down he went, face first, a feathered head sprouting between his shoulder blades.

			Anguish tore at me. My eyes shot to the walkway. There stood Crixus, watching like a hawk. Beside him were two guards with bows, one of whom was nocking a second arrow to his string. The other was ready to loose.

			‘Try it,’ called Crixus, his lizard eyes on us. ‘Go on!’

			In my fury, I almost broke free of Siccum’s grasp.

			‘Stay calm.’ Sextus’ voice was in my ear. ‘Otherwise you’ll be next.’

			Reason seeped in through the red mist. However bad my chances were in the arena, they were better than trying to dodge two archers and get past the gate guards. ‘Aye,’ I said thickly. ‘Our chance is gone.’

			‘We should have moved faster,’ said Atticus. ‘Crixus will not make that mistake again.’

			‘No, he will not,’ I said, casting a look at the malevolent lanista. He reminded me of nothing so much as a spider, perched at one high corner of his web, waiting for prey to land.

			‘Anyone else care to run?’ Crixus called.

			No one spoke.

			‘Good. In that case, it is time to train. Choose your weapons!’

			We joined the queue. Glances aplenty were thrown at Mattheus’ corpse, which still lay where it had fallen. I got looks too, and so did my companions, the men who had clearly been planning to do the same as Mattheus. No one said a word to us.

			We reached the table. The best weapons had already gone, and the net I chose was full of holes. Not for the first time, I wished I had been chosen to fight in a class other than that of retiarius. It wasn’t my weapon that I disliked; with its long reach, the trident was superior to a sword. I hefted the one I had picked up, and imagined having to plunge it deep into a man, or cutting the throat of a defeated enemy with my other weapon, a dagger. In my one fight, I had only ripped a few chunks out of my opponent’s flesh. No, I thought, walking on to the piles of padding and shields, it was the lack of protection. True, I wore a manica, a thick-stuffed linen arm covering, like most fighters, but everyone else had leg coverings and a shield, while I had only a high bronze shoulder-guard called a galerus. It did not compare to a shield, and retiarii did not wear helmets either.

		

	
		
			part xviii

			Instead of Big Dog, I found myself beside Sextus. We helped one another to don our manicae; he settled the galerus to my satisfaction and buckled the leather strap that ran from it over my chest, under my right armpit and back around to my left shoulder. We had come out of our cells wearing the broad leather belts and undergarments worn by every fighter; all that remained was for Sextus to put on his helmet.

			It was one of only two ways to tell between him and a murmillo in the arena. There was no broad brim or box crest, just a narrow ridge that ran front to back; instead of grillwork eyepieces, there was a pair of small round holes. It left him with a very narrow field of vision. The other way of knowing was to pick the helmet up and feel the weight. Thicker, heavier, affording more protection than those worn by other fighters, it was hellish to wear for more than a short time.

			‘Comfortable?’ I asked Sextus.

			‘What?’

			I had forgotten he could barely hear inside the close-fitting helm. ‘Comfortable?’ I repeated, louder.

			He made a small adjustment, and nodded.

			I fastened the clasp at the back that locked him inside it.

			‘You fight . . . Sextus?’ asked Dapyx, materialising by my side. He was no Thracian, but that was how Crixus had ordered he should fight. He had a griffon-crested helmet, small square shield, and a vicious, short, curved blade called a sica.

			‘I hope not,’ I answered, hating even the thought.

			‘Me too,’ came Sextus’ muffled voice. ‘I would rather kill someone else than you, Midir.’

			My laugh was a note higher than I wanted it to be. ‘I would kill you, egghead,’ I joked.

			He aimed a slap at me, which I dodged. Slipping around behind him, where he could not see me, I rapped on the back of his helmet. ‘See how easy that was?’ I taunted. ‘If that was my trident, I would have skewered you through the back of the neck.’

			Muffled laughter came from inside Sextus’ helmet. ‘As if that would happen.’

			He turned, and we stared at each other, him through the tiny eyeholes, me trying not to let my fear show.

			‘The gods would be cruel to pit us against each other,’ I said, sticking out my hand. ‘We are brothers.’

			Sextus stared at my hand.

			My mouth was dry. He had been about to join my escape before Mattheus was slain. Don’t be a fool, I told myself. It did not matter what he thought of me. If we were picked to fight each other in Caligula’s munus, only one would walk out of the Gate of Life. The other’s corpse would be hauled through the Gate of Death, and on the floor of the mortuary have his throat slit to make sure he wasn’t playing dead.

			And, like as not, it would be me.

			Sextus accepted the grip, and shook. ‘Let us pray we fight other men, eh?’

			I nodded. The small gesture of friendship meant a lot.

		

	
		
			part xix

			‘You two!’

			Crixus’ voice turned our heads. He had seen us. His lip was curled in disapproval. ‘Best of mates now, are you?’

			‘I wouldn’t say that,’ said Sextus, but the lanista wasn’t listening.

			‘Train together. I’ll be watching, so better impress!’

			We were to use protection on our weapons that morning – there was no sense in men being crippled or injured before the lucrative contest ordered by the emperor – and I was grateful. Sextus wrapped his sword blade in strips of leather, and I did the same with my dagger and the prongs of my trident.

			Into the centre of the courtyard we walked, the archers watching from above, arrows on their strings. Pairs of men were sparring, and the doctores pacing to and fro, barking orders, giving advice and encouragement. There was room for about twelve of us; any more than that and we would have been squeezed up against one another. Dapyx was pitted against Piye, and the pair of them were enjoying it, if the obscenities they were hurling was anything to go by. Atticus had been selected to fight Siccum. Big Dog was circling the new Greek, the one Mattheus had knocked out.

			‘Ready?’ asked Sextus, his voice seeming to come from the bottom of a well.

			I licked my lips, and tried to remember my training. ‘Yes.’

			Without hesitation, he came at me, shield high, right elbow bent, his sword at the ready.

			Sand ground between my toes as I retreated, trident held over my right shoulder, net trailing by my left side.

			He advanced at speed, hoping to close.

			I jabbed my trident at his head, one-two, forcing him to duck behind his shield, but still he came forward, and I abandoned any pretence of attack. Dancing on the balls of my feet, I darted to his left, trying to get around him. His helmet turned, he desperate to keep me in sight. I broke into a run, and he twisted. The leaden weights at the edges of my net flew about my head in a blur as I whirled it around. Keeping hold of one edge, I launched it at him.

			It was not my best effort, but a decent section landed on his helmet. It did not catch, sliding instead onto his left shoulder. He cursed, and tried to shake the net off. It was enough. I came in, trident prod-prodding at his unprotected right foot. I landed a blow, and I shouted. ‘Hit!’

			It was almost my undoing. An angry rumble came from inside Sextus’ helmet, and he barrelled forward, my net falling to the sand, his shield ready to smash me down and after it, his sword to finish the job.

			I scrambled backwards, protesting. ‘Hit – I hit you!’

			Sextus paid no heed. His shield boss connected with my sternum, and I yelled in pain, even as I fell, landing hard on my back. I stared up at the eyeholes of his helmet and the tip of his blade, which was ready to thrust down into me.

			‘You are mine now,’ he said in triumph. ‘Yield!’

		

	
		
			part xx

			I refused to make the gesture for mercy. ‘I hit you,’ I snarled. ‘There is no way you could have attacked me like that in the arena. Your foot would be pumping blood. You’d still be limping about and roaring in pain.’ Giving me a chance, I thought.

			Sextus snorted. His sword came down, frightening despite its leather cover, until the point was only a handsbreadth from my throat. ‘Yield.’

			He wasn’t going to let me up until I gave in, I decided. No doubt his pride was stinging because of my lucky strike; there was no point antagonising him further. My mouth opened.

			Thwack. The impact of the blow rocked Sextus. ‘Let him up!’ roared Gaius, the oldest doctor, a snaggle-toothed veteran of more than thirty fights, twenty-four of them victories. He waved his stick in the air. ‘Think you can get away with cheating?’

			Sextus’ head turned, and he glared at Gaius.

			‘The retiarius hit you in the foot. Not a mortal wound by any means, but there is no question that you could have attacked him at once. You should have backed up, and let him take his chance.’

			Sextus muttered something inside his helmet.

			I clambered to my feet.

			Gaius told us to go at it again.

			This time, Sextus made no mistake. I was subjected to a battering attack from close range, one-twos from his sword and shield that I had no answer to. Inside twenty heartbeats I was flat on the warm sand again, staring up at him and totally at his mercy. I am not proud. I raised the index finger of my right hand. ‘Missio,’ I said loudly.

			In my head, I could hear the crowd roaring, ‘Iugula! Kill him!’ At Caligula’s munus, there would be no cries of ‘mitte’, to indicate that I should walk free.

			‘The fight is over,’ said Gaius.

			Sextus laughed and stood aside so I could get up.

			My cheeks hot with both the physical effort and my shame, I retrieved my net and trident. I had seen how my life would end, and there was little I could do about it. My eyes roved over the nearest fighters: Dapyx, the Thracians, Piye, Big Dog, Siccum and so many others. If it wasn’t Sextus whom I faced, one of these men would send me to the underworld, the place the Romans called Hades.

			Sextus laid down his blade, and stood his shield upright. He took hold of his left hand with his right, and with a little sigh, began rubbing vigorously at his palm, and the place where his little finger had been.

			Hope flared in my breast, and I looked away in case he saw. His hand was hurting not just because the shield was cursedly heavy, but also from the lack of a digit. Wrench hard enough on the top rim of his shield, and maybe, just maybe, he would not have the strength to stop me ripping it from his grasp.

			I changed my prayer to the gods at once.

			Now I wanted to be pitted against Sextus.

		

	
		
			part xxi

			The training session was not over. I had to fight Sextus again. Tempted though I was to try out my theory about his weaker hand, I refrained. If we were drawn against each other, and Sextus had the slightest inkling I knew, he would end the fight faster than fast – before I had a chance to grab at his shield. So I put on a good show, enough to convince both him and Gaius that I was not faking, and let him beat me for a second time. At this point, Crixus bawled out the command that after a short rest we were all to change opponents. My bout had ended before some of the others. Under normal circumstances, I would have sought out the shade and a dipper of cool water, but now I slaked my thirst in the sun, watching Dapyx and Piye.

			The wound had slowed down Dapyx, but there was still a deadly grace in his movements. He reminded me of a lynx. Just once in my life had I caught sight of one of the secretive wildcats, on a hunting trip in the southern mountains with my father. Lithe, precise, wary, lethal, I would even have used the word beautiful to describe the creature. Dapyx was the same in human form, and whatever he was, so was Piye. Muscles rippling and coiling under his black skin, his movements reminded me of a dancer. An expert swordsman also, he was what my father would have called a natural warrior, whereas I was someone who fought only when he had to.

			Piye won the bout, in the main I suspected because of Dapyx’s injury. Dapyx made no complaint. He lost the second round as well, which confirmed my suspicion. I found myself guiltily hoping that his wound festered; if that happened, I wanted to be selected to fight him. My spirits rose a little. Although the number of men in the ludus meant that the odds were against either Dapyx or Sextus and I being thrown together, here were two contests that I had at least a chance of winning.

			Then Gaius put me up against one of the Thracians, and he battered me to the sand even quicker than Sextus had the second time we fought. He ignored Gaius’ shouts as well, and hammered me a couple of times with his iron shield boss, bruising my ribs as well as my dignity. Ignoring my cries for missio, he only backed off when Gaius beat him about the shoulders with his staff, and threatened worse.

			The Thracian laughed, and threw back, ‘What are you going to do, kill me?’

			Gaius spluttered and mentioned a whipping, and the Thracian laughed again. ‘Whip me. I do not care.’

			Gaius poked him with the stick, and told him to watch his mouth, and to stop when he was told in future.

			The Thracian swaggered away, turning his back not just on Gaius but on me. It was all I could do not to rip the guards off the prongs of my trident and plant the thing in his back. I restrained myself, because to do that would seal my fate in Caligula’s munus even faster than was likely already.

		

	
		
			part xxii

			Whether it was because he had effectively lost the confrontation with the Thracian, or because he felt sorry for me, Gaius did not make us fight again. Gruffly, he told me to get a drink. Atticus would be my next opponent, he said. Hoping that I could win at least one training session, I walked gingerly to the water barrel, which stood by the entrance to the kitchen. I threw back the contents of the dipper, uncaring that scores of men had used it before me. I could easily have downed another two or three, but I did not. A slopping belly full of water was the last thing I needed.

			My gaze wandered over the courtyard. Atticus was fighting Siccum, and making heavy weather of it. Siccum, economical in his movements, and each one measured, looked as if he were playfighting with a child. For a moment, I pitied Atticus. He would die even quicker in the arena than I. Down he went, with Siccum darting forward to stand over his prone body, his sword tip resting on Atticus’ throat. Atticus’ left index finger went up in the signal for missio, and the doctor shouted for Siccum to step away.

			I blinked, seeing myself in that situation, and I quenched my pity. Caligula’s munus was about who would survive and who would not. I had to concentrate on myself and no one else.

			When my turn came, I also made short work of Atticus. A third opponent I could face, I thought, and probably the most likely to offer me a chance of life.

			And so our days passed.

			Training, sweating, eating, exercising, and sleeping.

			Caligula’s official Tappulus came to visit several times, to watch our progress. Each time he did, Crixus would force us to heroic efforts. It was difficult to know if Tappulus was impressed or not – his face remained as impassive as a statue’s – but he said nothing that had Crixus storm down to beat a man to death, and for that, we were grateful.

			The last day, the one before the munus, we did not have to train. It was better to allow tired muscles to recover, Crixus told us, leering, before their final exertions. Unctores were brought in, slaves trained in massage, and we were each given a session. Gods above and below, it was bliss. I could have lain on the table all day. So enjoyable was it that I fell asleep, and had to be prodded awake by the smiling unctor.

			That evening, we were to feast in Capua. The cena libera was a grand affair, celebrating the gladiators; anyone could attend. I had been to one before, on the eve of my first fight, and the memories of it were still vivid in my mind. Better food than we were ever fed in the ludus; unlimited wine flowing; rapacious-eyed women enticing fighters off into the shadows.

			I was in no mood for it, but there was no option of refusal. At sunset, our wrists were bound with light shackles, and we were marched under guard to Capua’s forum, a grand rectangular space at the city’s centre.

		

	
		
			part xxiii

			Every single man stared at the amphitheatre as we passed by. Shrouded in darkness, it loomed out of the night, squat and brooding. I spied a couple of enterprising stallholders who had already set up their booths, taking the best spots for what would be a booming trade the following day. The normally tantalising aroma of frying sausages carried to me, but instead of rumbling, my belly gave a sickening roll. Seeing the building where we would soon fight hammered home my fate as never before. 

			Drool filled my mouth. I spat, and I was not alone. I heard a man retching further down the column. A barrage of jokes at his expense began. The loudest voices felt the same way, I decided. They were trying to take their minds off what awaited us. If I had been in better mood, I might have wagered with Big Dog over who would be first to vomit when the sumptuous dishes began to arrive. Instead I hoped not to be the one myself.

			The only parts of Capua I had seen were the outskirts through which I had walked to the ludus, and the route to the amphitheatre. As we entered the forum, which was bright with torchlight, I forgot my nausea and had to stop myself from gaping like a fool. The scale and majesty on every side was staggering. Mighty-pillared temples, a colonnaded market, vast civic buildings. The open space was equally impressive, dotted with huge painted statues, the plinths they stood on stone islands in the sea of people. I recognised Jupiter and one of Caligula, but I had no idea about the rest.

			We were noticed at once.

			A man pointed. ‘There they are!’

			The shouts went up. ‘The gladiators!’ ‘The hordearii, the barley men!’

			Men whistled. Boys waved toy swords in the air. Some of the women made eyes at the better physical specimens among us. ‘Show us your steel!’ cried one, running the tip of her tongue around her lips. More lewd suggestions rang out. A matron – clearly the worse for wine – sidled up to Piye and ran her fingernails down his chest, stopping at his groin. He stopped and let her grope, giving her arse a squeeze at the same time. She moulded herself to him, and it seemed more might have happened if one of the guards had not intervened.

			Piye reluctantly peeled away from the matron, who pulled him back for a kiss with tongues.

			‘Move,’ said the guard, stepping closer. ‘You can do more of that, and whatever else you like, when we get there.’

			‘Come and find me,’ Piye said in his thick-accented Latin. ‘I’ll show you why they call me lord of the maidens.’

			The matron pouted, which was no doubt meant to make her seem alluring. All it did was make me think, mutton dressed as lamb.

			The fawning continued. The closer we got to the tables that had been arranged in the centre of the forum, the more women there were. Hands pawed at us, not at me, but at the Thracians, Dapyx and Piye, Big Dog, Sextus and Siccum. They seemed happy enough with the attention. I stared at the animated faces pressing in around us and read in them, lust, adulation, and fear.

			I was reminded of what I had heard Crixus say once.

			Ferrum est quod amant. They are in love with the steel.

		

	
		
			part xxiv

			The tables had been arranged like three sides of a square. A trio of three-person reclining couches stood in the middle of that space, where they could be looked on by all. The best fighters were accompanied to these – Dapyx, Piye, the Thracians, and five others, among them Siccum – where they reclined to hoots and jeers from the rest of us. They made obscene gestures in reply; we did the same back. Sextus muscled his way to a place at the central table. Atticus made for the end of one of the ‘arms’, where the weakest fighters were congregating. I would have followed, but Big Dog took my arm.

			‘Don’t sit with him.’

			‘Why? I want no trouble. Look at the squabbles already.’ Men were arguing and shoving one another over who sat where. Everyone wanted to be on the central table, or the parts of the ‘arms’ that were closest to it.

			‘The she-wolves will not want men who perch at the edges.’

			‘You go,’ I said wearily. ‘I have no desire to make the beast with two backs tonight.’

			Big Dog muttered something under his breath, but when I walked off, he came after me.

			‘Changed your mind about ploughing a Roman woman?’ I asked.

			‘If the right one came along, I might be persuaded.’

			‘Why are you here then, with me?’

			‘Loyalty.’

			Shocked, delighted – touched – I glanced at him. ‘You are a good man, Big Dog.’

			He punched me, hard.

			I thumped him back. Like a moth drawn to a flame, I could not stop myself from saying, ‘And if tomorrow—’

			‘Don’t.’

			Our eyes met.

			‘Gods willing, you and I will not face each other.’

			‘But if we do?’

			‘Both of us will do what is necessary.’

			I nodded, grateful at least that he would make my end swift. There was no guarantee of that with the Thracians, say. They liked to play with their defeated opponents, slicing and dicing them, covering the sand in blood, and making the crowd bay and scream.

			We parked ourselves beside a surprised-but-pleased-looking Atticus. Picking up the nearby jug, he poured us all a cup. ‘Comradeship,’ he said.

			We drank.

			I smacked my lips with approval. ‘This is good – not like the piss they serve in the ludus.’

			‘Only the best for Caligula’s chosen,’ said Big Dog, downing his in one. He banged down the cup, making everything close by rattle, and said to Atticus, ‘Fill her up.’

			Although the vintage was good, and the wine watered down after the Roman fashion, I was still unused to it. In Hibernia, we drank beer; that would have been my first choice, but if it existed in Italia, I had yet to be offered any. I had no wish for the wine to go to my head either. In the amphitheatre, I would need every scatter of wit I had.

			Only a fool would lessen his own chance of survival – or so you would have thought. Big Dog soon reined himself in, but I watched with amazement as others drank as if there was no munus in the morning. I began to wish that every murmillo and secutor – my most likely opponents – would drink until he slid off the benches.

			It was a faint hope, of course.

		

	
		
			part xxv

			Food began to arrive, great platters of roasted pork and beef. There was fish too, more types than I had ever seen, served whole, fried, grilled, and baked in the oven with herbs. One serving dish in particular is worthy of mention; each fish on it was chased and pursued by another. Mouths almost touched tails in an eternally doomed attempt to catch the prey. In the centre was set a mound of enormous oysters.

			My appetite had returned somewhat, and I tucked into the shellfish with gusto, much to my companions’ disgust. ‘Try one,’ I said to Big Dog, cutting it open with a swift jerk of my table knife, and proffering the glistening oyster on one half of the shell. I winked. ‘It stiffens the rod, or so they say. You might need it before the night is over.’

			He gave me a shove that slopped the oyster onto the table, and called me a savage. I laughed, and scooped up the oyster with my fingers, downing it in one swallow. I ate two more, but stopped then, lest they gave me diarrhoea, as sometimes happened.

			I ate a couple of herb sausages, and a hunk of bread, and decided that would do me. The food kept coming, pigs’ feet in mustard, shellfish with a cumin sauce, and fried balls of squid meat, and of chicken, and of a bird I had never heard of, peacock. There were faggots made from pork liver, wrapped in bay leaves and smoked – Atticus raved about these, although he could not persuade me to try them – and the womb of a sow, stuffed with a mixture of leek, dill, pine nuts and spices.

			Nothing short of an exemption from the munus would have made me taste the last dish.

			Piye ate a whole plate, however, and slapped his tight stomach afterwards, announcing that it was victor’s food, and that we should all try it.

			‘I hope it rots in his guts and gives him the screaming shits,’ said Atticus vehemently.

			‘Worried you will face him?’ I asked.

			Atticus’ expression blackened. ‘Aye.’

			‘I am too.’ My fists tightened around my cup. As gladiators, I thought, we were supposed to accept the risk that we might one day die on the sand. We were supposed to spit in the eye of death, and to take the iron proudly when defeated. It was not right, not fair, that one in two of us should bleed out, should travel to the underworld, over the course of just one munus – and all because a spoiled cocksucker in a purple-edged toga commanded it be so.

			‘Caligula,’ I muttered. ‘What I would give to have him here now.’

			‘We would tear him limb from limb,’ said Big Dog, as if he could think of nothing more pleasurable in life.

			‘And make him eat one of the bloody stumps,’ said Atticus.

			We drank to that.
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