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To the girls with endless rage inside them





For whenever I look at you even briefly

I can no longer say a single thing.

SAPPHO








This book contains scenes of a sexual nature and dark content that may be triggering for some. For a full list of warnings, please turn to the end of the book.
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PROLOGUE

Ten years ago

Gia ran ahead of her brothers, waving an imaginary trident, a wreath of flowers draped around her neck.

‘And then Salinator said, “UGH”!’

Acting out the gladiator battle she’d seen at the amphitheatre, she mimed thrusting a weapon at an opponent.

‘But Thaddaeus said, “not today, shades of the underworld”…’ She spun on her heels, ducking the invisible weapon, driving down with her own invisible sword before she stumbled, tripping over her own feet.

‘Watch out,’ her mother said, yet her warning went unheeded.

‘Because Salinator wasn’t done yet. Though he was hurt and bleeding, he swapped his trident to his left hand and – BAM! Right in the eye!’ She mimicked the roar of an imaginary crowd, pumping one fist at the sky.

‘Perhaps it was a mistake to let an eight-year-old watch,’ mumbled her father, walking behind her arm in arm with her mother.

‘It’s just a game,’ said her mother. ‘The earlier a girl learns about the world’s brutality, the better she can prepare for it.’

Gia continued, undeterred.

‘But the eye was stuck on the prong of Salinator’s trident, so he pulled it off and stepped on it!’

The way the eyeball popped had made her skin tingle with horror, but there had been something thrilling about it too.

‘At first, his opponent was in shock,’ said Gia, ‘rooted to the spot as Salinator laughed, but when he was distracted Thaddeus took advantage and ran at him, driving the sword right into his guts.’

‘We know,’ groaned her eldest brother, Cassius, long-haired and knowingly handsome. ‘We were there too.’

‘I’m just excited,’ said Gia, hopping up and down. ‘I want to make sure I remember it all, every last disgusting little bit.’

She mimicked clutching at her stomach before collapsing like a log onto the ground, recreating the death of Salinator. She scraped her palms and knees in the effort, but it was worth it to make Cassius laugh, shaking his head in amusement.

‘Get up, idiot,’ said Atticus, the younger of the two brothers, while the elder hauled her upright. Atticus grimaced apologetically at the passers-by who watched on, his face pinched, his dark brows sloping. ‘You’re embarrassing us.’

‘People will be talking about the feral child of Via Stabiana if you’re not careful,’ said Cassius.

‘Then let them talk. It isn’t every day you see an eyeball pop.’ Gia sighed.

‘It is Floralia, I suppose,’ said Cassius, swirling the daisy he’d been given by a pretty girl near the docks. ‘The goddess wouldn’t allow the violence if she didn’t think it part of nature worth celebrating.’

They passed a mural advertising an upcoming gladiator match: one contender broad, bald and wielding a sword, wearing what looked like a bird helmet; the other dark and tattooed, holding a spear, with a stoic expression.

Gia pulled up in front of it curiously.

‘Why are there no female gladiators?’ she asked.

‘Don’t be stupid, sister,’ said Atticus.

‘I’m just asking a question.’

‘Men are made for war; women are made for love,’ he said, staring lustfully at their neighbour Rhea. Like them, she was walking home from the day’s festivities with her family, draped in flower chains. When he caught her eye, Atticus waved enthusiastically, but she merely pulled a face and returned to her conversation.

‘What Atticus means to say is that women are precious,’ said Cassius. ‘They are jewels and not weapons.’

‘I could be a weapon,’ Gia said.

‘I don’t doubt that, sister. You would be a most delightful dagger, I’m sure. But the world is the way it is and it won’t easily be turned upside-down.’

Gia turned to Atticus, who was in training at the local gladiator school.

‘What do they teach you at the ludus?’ she asked.

‘It is not for you to know.’

‘Will you show me how to fight?’ she begged.

‘Not a chance.’

‘I want to learn. Violence is in my blood; I can feel it.’

She snarled, striking a fighter pose and trying to look as fearsome as possible, but Cassius merely laughed.

‘No,’ said Atticus, drawing out the sound as he pursed his lips for emphasis. ‘You should focus on learning how to be a young woman. You’re not doing a very good job of it so far.’

‘Oi!’ she said, elbowing him sharply.

‘Ouch.’

Though Gia was just a child, she already knew her options in life were limited. She was a girl, and a girl’s life was smaller than a boy’s – there was no avoiding it. She wasn’t taught to read like her brothers, though she picked it up by reading signs and stealing scrolls. She wasn’t taught to use a sword, though she taught herself by watching the gladiators.

She would grow up to be a wife or a courtesan. Those were her choices.

‘But I want to poke people’s eyes out and stab them in the guts.’ Gia pouted, clutching at his tunic. ‘Please, brother, teach me.’

‘You’ll never find a rich husband like that,’ said Cassius.

‘Who says I want one?’

‘Everyone wants a rich husband,’ he said. ‘Even I wouldn’t mind being the playboy of a wealthy Roman.’

Gia looked to him, giggling. Cassius wiggled his shoulders coquettishly, eyebrows dancing.

‘Then maybe we should swap,’ she said. ‘I’ll go to gladiator school and you can be a courtesan.’

‘Stop it, Gia,’ came her father’s voice, but only half-heartedly.

‘I’ll wear the helmet and you will wear the robes,’ said Gia.

Cassius burst out laughing, tossing his long hair and shaking his head at her audacity.

‘A girl gladiator,’ he chortled. ‘Whatever next.’

‘We may as well have flying pigs for senators,’ said Atticus.

‘It would surely be an improvement,’ said Cassius.

‘Is that really so ridiculous?’ said Gia in a quiet voice.

The blush of humiliation coloured her cheeks.

‘The world is ridiculous, that’s not your fault,’ said Cassius.

‘Maybe the world can change.’

‘I suppose stranger things have happened in the history of time. It’s good to have dreams.’ He smiled at her kindly.

‘Women aren’t meant to fight. The gods made them soft and warm for a reason,’ said Atticus, with a sniff.

‘The goddesses aren’t soft and warm,’ argued Gia, picturing Diana the hunter with her bow, or merciless Fortuna spinning the wheel of destiny. ‘The goddesses are fearsome warriors.’

‘You are not a goddess, little sister.’

‘No, but I could fight like them. Please, Atticus, just show me a few moves so that I might use them against the neighbourhood boys. They’re always bothering me. No one needs a boot in the rear more than Maximus Marius.’

‘Who?’

‘The garum seller’s son. He’s always pulling my hair.’

‘He’s probably just sweet on you,’ said Atticus.

‘Well, that’s no way to show it,’ said Gia. ‘It hurts. I hate him. Next time, I’ll pull his arm right out of the socket.’

‘Gia, that’s enough,’ her mother’s voice cut in, accompanied by a worried look. ‘No more fighting today, please.’ She rubbed at her temples, then the bridge of her nose. ‘I have a headache coming on.’

‘That would be from all the wine,’ whispered Cassius.

Her family continued on along the road towards their home as Gia hung back, sulking. She stared up at the lavish mural on the nearby wall that depicted the emperor’s eight-year-old daughter, Claudia, paid for by the imperial cult. She and Gia had been born just three months apart. Claudia was already dressed like a miniature woman, golden-haired and green-eyed in a jewelled headdress, smiling serenely as if she knew something that Gia didn’t, which she probably did.

There was something irritating about her face. Her ridiculously pretty face. Gia could just tell that she was supremely annoying.

‘I bet the emperor’s daughter would be allowed to fight, if she asked,’ she said, running to catch up with her brothers. ‘She probably wouldn’t want to, though. She probably sits on her arse all day long, combing her hair and looking in the mirror.’

‘Probably,’ said Cassius. ‘I’m sure she gets everything she asks for. But you’re not really on the same level I’m afraid, sister. Too bad you were born to a humble wine peddler instead of an emperor. Such is life.’

They approached the villa on the corner of Stabiana and Menandro. The taberna her parents ran was on the ground floor, its lively noise raging night and day, though it was closed today for the festival. The taberna was a rectangle on top of a rectangle, a dull tan colour with a thick red stripe painted on the bottom and a mural of the food served inside on the eastern wall. On the ground floor, three arched windows were topped with red-and-white cloth awnings and lined with brown wood shutters.

Gia and her brothers often snuck out onto the balcony after dark, leaning over the stone-carved balustrade so they could listen to the curses and bawdy talk from the customers who filed in and out, their voices getting louder with every pitcher.

In this fashion, Gia saw a new side to their parents, a facet that was unfamiliar: the wide-smiling hosts who flirted and made jokes, proffering bowls of olives and baskets of bread, fawning over the senators Gia had previously heard them complain about.

The arched door was open, leading into a tiled restaurant area with a stone counter and a crumbling mosaic of Gia’s parents on the wall. Inside the building, past the burning-hot stove where food was cooked for customers, was an atrium, open to the sky, full of plants and a fountain featuring Neptune’s face.

Gia and her brothers ran in and collapsed onto benches. Petals floated on the breeze and drums beat faintly in the distance as her brothers told stories and made jokes about spoiled little Claudia, imagining how the rich lived.

‘They say she sleeps on pillows full of goose feathers individually plucked from living beasts,’ Cassius said.

‘Eight years old and she already has a staff of forty.’

‘Must be nice,’ Gia grumbled.

She slept on starchy sackcloth hand-me-down sheets covered in sinister stains left behind by her brothers.

‘They say she has her own choir who follow her around all day long, singing songs of her glory.’

‘And a servant specifically to wipe her arse,’ said Cassius.

Gia pulled a disgusted face.

‘I think I’d rather do that myself, no matter how rich and powerful I was,’ said Atticus, ‘if only for dignity’s sake.’

‘I don’t know,’ mused Cassius, ‘if they gave me a little spritz while they were down there, that could be refreshing.’

The boys laughed. Gia giggled too, although she didn’t really understand what they were talking about.

She sat on the bench, listening to the steady trickle of the fountain as she imagined standing in the amphitheatre, thrusting her weapon to the sky as the crowd chanted her name.

She would call herself Viatrix the Victorious. Her skin would be oily, her muscles defined. People would ask for her signature and paint her likeness on walls.

‘It’s not fair,’ she said, turning to face her brothers.

‘What isn’t?’

‘That some people are so rich while others are slaves, that men can fight and women cannot.’

‘Those are two different problems.’

‘Maybe all the problems are actually just the same problem.’

‘Is this your first day on earth, summer child?’ said Cassius.

‘Don’t be bitter, sister,’ said Atticus.

‘There are far worse things in the world to worry about,’ said Cassius. ‘Like what will happen if the empire is invaded.’

‘Invaded?’ Gia echoed.

‘You should hear what the generals of the army say when they think we’re out of earshot. They’d have us thinking Rome will fall in a day.’

Gia scoffed. She’d never been to Rome, but she’d seen paintings of it. It looked sturdy, as if nothing on earth could move it. Any disaster that had ever befallen it had merely caused cracks that could be easily repaired. Rome was unshakeable. With every catastrophe, it was rebuilt stronger and more formidable in her view.

She aspired to be as immovable.

‘The gods will protect us,’ said Atticus, ‘just as they always do.’

But Gia didn’t trust the gods. She wanted to be able to protect herself.

‘Atticus,’ Gia said cloyingly.

‘What?’ he grunted, sensing her intention.

‘If you show me what you’ve learned at gladiator school, I’ll do your chores for a week,’ she tried.

‘Do you not understand the meaning of “no”, sister?’

‘I do, but I don’t like the sound of it,’ she said.

‘Too bad. I’ll get in trouble.’

‘Two weeks, and I’ll talk to Rhea next door for you, tell her what a great brother you are,’ she countered.

His expression shifted, considering.

‘Talk to her first, then maybe I’ll think about it.’

Atticus departed, leaving Gia alone with Cassius. He stood up, looking her up and down.

‘What?’ said Gia, touching her face as if she had something stuck there.

‘I might not be a gladiator, but I am a soldier.’

He waited for Gia to catch on, opening her mouth in delight.

‘I don’t see the harm in showing you some of the moves I was taught, if you’re still interested,’ he said.

‘Am I ever,’ she said, bouncing on her heels. ‘Let’s go.’

Standing six feet apart, Gia watched his feet dancing nimbly as he stretched out his arms and legs. He wasn’t bulky like Atticus, but he was speedy and agile with a sharp mind. Gia could not – would not – underestimate him.

She pulled back her messy black hair, catching it with a hair tie to form a ponytail as fraying strands danced around her face. Cassius did the same.

‘The first thing to learn is how to defend yourself. If you’re lucky, you’ll have a shield, but if not, you’ll have to use your arm. Hold it up like this, as if it’s in a sling.’

Gia copied him, eyes narrowed in concentration. Her face was stony and serious, but her dark eyes glittered with excitement. Up close, she mirrored her brother’s determined expression.

‘First, make a fist. Keep your thumb on the outside, like so.’

‘So I can punch with it?’

‘If you have to, but you’re better off using your elbow. You can do more damage with an elbow. When your opponent gets close enough, you can move your arm like this, see?’

Gia copied the sharp, jutting movement as Cassius guided her arms into the right position.

‘An elbow to the nose hurts like a son of a bitch,’ he said. ‘If you hear it crack, it’s broken. That’ll give you time to make your next move.’

‘Got it.’

‘I’m going to take jabs at you and you’re going to fend them off, okay?’ Cassius said. ‘Don’t elbow me in the face, though. It won’t help my reputation if I get a black eye from my baby sister. Ready?’

‘Ready.’ She nodded.

The first hit took her by surprise, striking out like a snake’s head. She shimmied backwards, but too late to spare her arm.

When the second strike came, Gia was ready. Her elbow shot out and bumped his jaw, pushing him back. As he nursed it instinctively, Gia ducked and tripped him up with one skinny leg, causing her brother to sprawl on the ground.

Cassius flipped over, sitting on his rear.

‘That was… that was actually pretty good,’ he said, grinning.

‘Told you I could fight,’ said Gia, though she was also surprised.

‘Perhaps you’re the real warrior of the family. Don’t tell Atticus I said that.’

‘Try again,’ said Gia. ‘That was too easy.’

She watched her brother’s lips purse, his brow wrinkling, knowing she was baiting him. Gladiators goaded each other in the ring, insulting each other’s mothers in the hope that they would be distracted. Perhaps what she lacked in size, she could make up for in spite.

Gia and Cassius resumed their positions, dancing gently on the upper soles of their feet.

‘All right, let’s try something tougher now,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to tell you my move in advance this time, so you’ll have to react fast.’

‘React fast.’ She nodded, studiously. ‘Got—’

Before she had finished this sentence, Cassius was already upon her, wrestling her to the ground. She pushed back with all her might, locked in a stubborn embrace, but she couldn’t break free. Their legs tangled together until she toppled, smashing her chin against the stone bench.

‘Shit!’ Cassius pulled her upright, inspecting her face. ‘You okay?’

Gia’s pride was most wounded, but a dribble of blood trickled from the gash in her chin. ‘Oops,’ she said, unbothered.

‘Mother won’t be happy,’ said Cassius.

‘Then don’t tell her,’ said Gia. ‘I’ll say I fell down the stairs instead.’

‘You are pretty clumsy,’ said Cassius.

‘I’m not clumsy. It’s these sandals,’ she protested. ‘The soles are all sweaty and slippery. Stupid things.’

‘It’s not the sandals, it’s your skinny girl body,’ said Cassius. ‘Men have more muscle to protect them.’

‘On their chins?’ Gia retorted.

‘What do you know of physiology, sister?’ he said, though his eyes were light, his lips curving at the corners. ‘If you want to stand a chance at beating a boy, first you need to train – build up your strength.’

‘Let’s try it again. I’ll beat you this time. Watch me.’

‘No, no more,’ said Cassius. ‘My heart can’t take it. Mother will never forgive me if I kill her only daughter.’

‘You’re not scared, are you?’

‘Of Mother? Absolutely.’

She was no warrior, and yet she was fearsome in her own way.

‘Well, well,’ said Atticus, appearing in the doorway with a smug expression. ‘If it isn’t the consequences of your own actions. Didn’t I tell you it was a bad idea? Now look at you, sister.’

‘It’s nothing,’ said Gia stubbornly.

‘You’re getting blood on the floor,’ said Atticus, indicating the scarlet drops that spattered the stony ground.

‘What do you care?’ Gia grunted.

‘I just don’t want you to break a bone or lose a tooth. That won’t help with your whole –’ he gestured airily – ‘problem.’

‘What problem?’

‘You look like father.’

‘Atticus!’ scolded Cassius.

‘I’m sorry, but it’s true. Plain girls have to work even harder to catch men’s attention. That’s just the way it is.’

Cassius tutted. ‘Harsh, brother.’

‘And certainly no man wants a wife who threatens to kick him in the balls.’

‘Father did,’ said Cassius.

‘Well, he’s the only one.’

Gia had never noticed before, not even when she gazed at her reflection in the fountain’s pool, but, now she thought about it, she did have knobbly knees and a nose too big for her face, with scraggly hair that fell about her shoulders. She’d heard what people said about ugly girls. Pretty girls got favours and fortunes in life that others didn’t. Doors opened for their charms. People were more forgiving. She wanted to be pretty, like the princess of Rome.

‘You think I’m ugly,’ she said.

‘I didn’t say ugly, I said plain,’ said Atticus, softening slightly when he noticed her distressed expression.

‘Don’t listen to him,’ said Cassius. ‘Atticus is hardly an expert on the topic of attractiveness. He’s a beast. I got all the looks in the family, evidently.’

‘You got too many looks, I think. It’s making your head too large for your body.’

If Gia couldn’t be pretty, she’d have to be something else. She needed a different kind of fortune on her side, if she was to survive. No one would mess with her if they were scared of her, if she could fight like men did.

‘Let’s go again,’ she said, more determined this time.

‘No, absolutely not,’ said Cassius. ‘That’s enough now.’

‘You barely showed me anything.’

‘Yet still, you are injured.’

‘You really won’t help me?’ She pouted. ‘My own brothers? But how will I become a famous gladiator if I don’t practise?’

‘You don’t want to work a job so dangerous anyway,’ said Cassius.

‘You’ll be a soldier,’ Gia protested. ‘Soldiers die all the time.’

‘It’s different.’

‘Atticus will be a gladiator.’

‘It’s different for girls, I mean.’

‘But why, though?’

‘Be serious, sister,’ said Atticus. ‘If it were so easy, the streets of Pompeii would be full of female gladiators. There’s a reason there are none.’

‘Being born a woman has its own privileges,’ said Cassius. ‘At least you don’t have to fight the emperor’s wars for him. You should marry a rich old fellow who’s not long for this world, wait until he dies and spend your days lazing in the sun, kept full and happy by the denarii he left for you.’

‘Sounds dreadful,’ said Gia.

‘When the time comes, many years from now, just close your eyes and think of Rome,’ said Cassius.

‘Who cares about Rome?’ she said.

‘It’s just an expression.’

They silenced, listening to an argument erupting between their parents from within the villa. Even though their mother ran the taberna with their father, it was his name painted above the door. It was him people called the owner. People thought of it as his business and her as his employee, even though she handled all the deliveries and accounts.

‘If you can’t find a husband, you’ll have to sell yourself in the wolf den,’ said Atticus, as if it were nothing. As if she were nothing.

Gia knew what happened in the Den. Not exactly, not the specifics, but she knew it involved men paying women to spend time with them. She’d learned as much from listening to girls talk on corners, or eavesdropping on her brothers.

Gia recalled the screams of the girl who’d been beaten in the street six weeks past, dragged out of the Den half-naked by a customer. Gia had watched from the balcony, too frightened to move or even look away. She’d heard them arguing about money. He’d hit her once, and again. He wouldn’t stop, even when she ceased protesting.

Cassius had come out and found Gia, watching in horror as the screaming sound echoed.

‘Men take what they want,’ her mother had said, when Gia told her about it. ‘You must never sell yourself like those girls. You are not a jar of garum or a basket of bread.’

Back in the present, Gia met Cassius’s eye.

‘I don’t want to end up like that brothel girl,’ she said.

‘What girl?’ asked Atticus, but Cassius didn’t need an explanation.

He knew. He remembered. It was why she wanted to fight, and it was why he wanted to teach her.

Gia was young, but kids grew up fast in Pompeii. Even then, at the age of eight, Gia knew she would rather die a fighter than give away something she didn’t want to. She would kill a man if he tried it with her. She would slit his throat if she had to, and spare him no pity, just like a gladiator.

Gia signalled for Cassius to move back into place.

‘Again,’ she demanded. ‘Fight me again.’



Long ago, Hannibal of Carthage advanced towards Rome with a plan to conquer the eternal city. The known world hailed Hannibal as a military genius and he had sworn Rome as his enemy. The Romans were outnumbered. The Carthaginians had almost one hundred war elephants. The public feared that Hannibal was unbeatable.

The Emperor and the Senate had no solutions, so they turned to the scholars for guidance. Professors at the College recommended a direct appeal to the gods. Twelve human sacrifices were offered, in the form of criminals and virgins.

Twelve harmonious gods appeared to claim their souls, turning them into constellations which they wore as crowns. They showed themselves to the Senate as colossal shining figures with molten eyes, who spoke in voices that echoed for millennia. The gods agreed to aid Rome, but in return they instructed the people to honour them.

The Senate hastily arranged a feast in their name. Beautiful and divine, the gods dined in human form before a select audience of noble mortals, but even in the flesh they were colder than the infinite dark from which they’d been born.

A three-day festival was subsequently held. Many thousands of citizens travelled to the city to worship them, chanting and burning incense as they begged for divine protection in the face of certain defeat.

Yet Hannibal never reached Rome. His advance was halted by the Roman Legion, and his army was forced to retreat.

The Romans understood that the gods had assured their victory, directing from the unknowable heavens. The belief that the gods were their allies gave the Romans the confidence to go forth and conquer the world, and so the Republic became an Empire.

The gods had ruled the world ever since.

The city commissioned gilt statues of the deities in six male-female pairs: Jupiter and Juno, Neptune and Minerva, Mars and Venus, Apollo and Diana, Vulcan and Vesta, Mercury and Ceres, to stand in front of the Pantheon of Rome.

The temple to all gods was closed to the public on holidays when the divine pantheon it was named after were said to gather there. Crowds often congregated in the Forum outside, hoping to catch a glimpse of Venus’s girdle or Neptune’s trident. Everyone had a favourite deity, and who it was said as much about a person as which senator they supported. The gods too were said to have their favourites: mortals of interest whose lives they influenced.

But the Pantheon was guarded by soldiers, while the deities themselves took various precautions against being spied on.

It was said that whoever was caught trying to intrude on their business would be transformed into an animal, a flower or a tree – if they were lucky.



It was inside the Pantheon that Fortuna, the ancient deity of destiny, requested to meet with the goddesses Diana, Minerva and Venus.

Fortuna was unremarkable at first glance. From one angle she appeared youthful, with the light of Juvenalia shining in her clouded eyes, but from another she was aged, her hair silvered. Her head was shrouded by a filmy grey palla: a long, billowing silk shawl that covered her entire body. She was neither beautiful nor ugly.

She simply was.

Inevitable and unmoving, she stood beneath the coffered concrete dome – a central opening bared wide open to the sky – and dramatically pulled down her hood.

Three other women appeared from behind columns. One tall and armoured, wearing a plumed helmet. She was stern and scholarly, bowing to the woman in the palla. The other was young, pretty and barefoot, wearing only a belted chiton. She issued a wave, less reverential than the first. Finally, came the short-haired huntress in sandals, with a bow and arrow at her back. She officiously circled the perimeter then saluted the elder like a Roman soldier.

‘All clear,’ she said, with a nod. ‘We are alone.’

‘Thank you, Diana.’

‘Why did you summon us here, Fortuna?’ said the youngest, suppressing a yawn. ‘And so early? I have yet to eat my ientaculum.’

The helmeted one gave her a sharp look. ‘There are things in this world more important than breakfast, Venus,’ she said.

‘Then I am yet to hear of them, Minerva.’

‘That is enough, girls. Pay attention now,’ said Fortuna.

Fortuna was not one of the Twelve. She was far more ancient and powerful. She had existed before the idea of them, and she would continue to exist long after they ceased to be: the living embodiment of destiny itself.

‘I wished for us to meet before the rest of the Twelve arrive, so we may speak in private. You three are the only ones I can trust, and even then, with considerable reservations,’ said Fortuna, her eyes lingering on Venus.

‘You wish for us to keep secrets from Jupiter?’ asked Diana.

‘I have spun the wheel,’ said Fortuna, in a voice that echoed through the colossal building. ‘I have had a vision. I have glimpsed through the veil of time and space and seen a grave warning, a dark portent, of things yet to come.’

Fortuna moved her hand just so and patterns formed in the dust, caught in the rays of sun that poured through the oculus. The motes spun and swirled, forming the face of a balding man wearing a crown of leaves.

Fortuna’s eyes were unseeing. She couldn’t perceive him physically, but she traced the dust with the lightest graze of her fingertips, reading him in her mind where her vision was intact. She saw a vision of his last moments, clutching at his neck, foam slipping from purple lips as a stretched shadow cast over him.

The others watched as his face emerged, the dust gathering until it became solid like a bust of marble, suspended in the air and revolving slowly before it crumbled into dust once again.

‘The emperor will be murdered,’ summarized Fortuna.

‘Not again,’ said Minerva, with a world-weary sigh. Ever since Julius Caesar, the mortal empire had been a never-ending bloodbath.

‘Tiberius will be betrayed by one of his own,’ said Fortuna.

‘Aren’t they all?’ said Venus. ‘It is an occupational hazard.’

‘What’s the issue? Don’t tell me you feel sorry for him?’ said Diana.

‘I pity all mortals, for their lives are short and miserable, but Vulcan is the emperor’s patron,’ said Fortuna. ‘This betrayal will enrage the god of fire… even more than usual. Vulcan has long been at odds with Jupiter. The premature death of Tiberius, the mortal he has guided since childhood, will finally cause him to blow his top. His anger shall bleed from the Earth. There will be war.’

Venus rolled her eyes. ‘He is all smoke and no fire.’

Vulcan had pursued her aggressively, but she’d resisted, drawn instead to the toxic charms of Mars, god of war. According to Diana, her taste in men was appalling, but then Diana was a fan of no man.

‘I think the expression is, there is no smoke without fire,’ corrected Minerva.

‘Vulcan may be an insufferable old hermit,’ said Venus, ignoring her, ‘but he isn’t foolish enough to start a war with Jupiter.’

‘Do not speak too soon,’ said Minerva. ‘We all remember what happened in Etna when they last quarrelled. Jupiter burned down his forge. Vulcan had to rebuild it in Pompeii. He has been holding a grudge ever since.’

‘The emperor will be betrayed, you say?’ asked Diana, turning to Fortuna. ‘By that terrible son of his, I presume?’

Fortuna paused, closing her eyes and looking inward.

‘Yes, the emperor’s son, Decimus, is sponsored by Jupiter,’ she replied. ‘When Emperor Tiberius is murdered, Vulcan’s era will be over. Jupiter will ensure that Decimus inherits his father’s position, with the help of the imperial cult. Vulcan will see it as a deliberate attack against him, reigniting the feud between them.’

‘So Vulcan and Jupiter will argue and the world gets another terrible emperor,’ said Venus. ‘What else is new?’

‘It is far more serious than that. If Decimus rules, it will set in motion a series of cascading events. Jupiter’s arrogance makes him an unsuitable patron, and Decimus is void of any sentiment. The combination will be disastrous for Rome. Jupiter will push Decimus to advance the empire beyond its bounds, causing it to collapse. I see a future in which us gods are absent from the world entirely.’

‘Gone?’ gasped Venus. ‘Where would we go?’

‘We are Roman deities. If Rome should fall, we will be forgotten. We only exist for as long as there are people to believe in us.’

The goddesses paled and fell quiet. They couldn’t imagine not existing, just as it was difficult for mortals to conceive that they were once unborn.

‘We would be unable to influence human society, for better or worse.’

It was unthinkable. Humans weren’t known for their great wisdom.

‘When?’ asked Minerva. ‘When will the emperor die?’

‘For as long as Proserpina spends under the sun each year. For half a turn of Anna Perenna,’ said Fortuna.

‘Why must we always talk in riddles?’ asked Venus.

‘In six cycles of the moon; just a heartbeat in immortal time.’

Another moment of silence filled the chamber.

‘This could be the beginning of the end,’ said Fortuna. ‘The fury of Vulcan. The rise of Decimus. The fall of the empire. The great wastes of the dark age. A war in the heavens that will sever the pantheon in two and destroy the mortal realm.’

‘If it is so, then we cannot stop it,’ said Venus. ‘How are we to stand against destiny and the king of the gods?’

‘This is how I know you pay no mind to my teachings,’ said Minerva.

‘Not true. I listen… occasionally.’

‘Fate is not set in stone like the pieces of a mosaic,’ Fortuna said. ‘Fate is malleable, like clay. There is yet time to rework it.’ She smiled at the gathered goddesses. ‘We are deities, after all.’

‘What do you suggest?’ asked Minerva.

‘The emperor is sure to die, but we can prevent his son from seizing power,’ said Fortuna. ‘We goddesses must form an opposition. We must have a contender to challenge Decimus… and Jupiter, too.’

‘But who?’ Diana queried.

‘Minerva, are you not the patron of the emperor’s daughter?’ asked Fortuna.

‘Claudia. I am indeed. She has prayed to me on many nights.’

‘What do you make of her? Tell us honestly.’

Minerva hummed, tilting her head back and forth. ‘She is brighter than the gods would give her credit for, and she would be a far better ruler than her brother.’

‘But?’ said Diana. ‘I sense a but.’

‘She is hungry for power, believing herself superior to all the men around her. She could be ruthless. She is kissed by Venus, as they say,’ said Minerva. ‘The men of Rome worship her as if she is one of us.’

Venus gave a little envious huff, turning her back.

‘The gods are certain that a woman will never rule Rome, yet I see a future in which she could be its empress instead,’ said Fortuna.

‘You are serious?’ said Minerva, rapt.

‘A woman would rule Rome?’ said Diana.

‘The first empress of the empire. The vision is faint, but it is there. She may lead our world into a better era, but she cannot do it alone. She is powerful in her own way, but she is not a fighter. She will require a warrior to battle for her. A warrior of great name and stature, like you, Diana.’

Diana’s cheeks coloured with pride.

‘A warrior who would give their life to save hers. A warrior to kneel at her feet and give her their very soul,’ said Fortuna, ‘just as Venus herself would.’

Venus perked up at this, looking back over her shoulder with interest.

‘A soldier of the Legion?’ asked Minerva.

‘No… a gladiator,’ said Fortuna, as if the vision she saw was clearing, like the sky after a storm. ‘I can’t see their face, but I see victory, grief, fire, blood and… love.’

‘Love?’ said Venus, clasping her hands together in excitement. ‘All right, fine, now I’m listening.’





ACT I
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1. TO BE BURNED

Twelve days after her brother Atticus died, Gia washed and dressed in the bathroom, pulling on the thin undergarments of her fascia and wrapping her body in a plain wool tunic, cinching it with a leather belt.

She was ready to greet the world again.

Gia had grown into her face. If ever she’d been ugly, as Atticus had once claimed, it was a thing of the past. At seventeen, her nose was the perfect size. The hair that had once been straggly was scraped back into a neat braid. Though she still dreamed of cutting it short like the goddess Diana’s, she grew it out in memory of her other brother, Cassius. When she tossed her long locks in the polished metal mirror, she briefly saw his face in hers. She feared that one day she might forget what he looked like, or that she might forget herself in turn.

Unintentionally, she had taken his advice, building her strength through the weight of responsibility. Her knees, though cut and bruised from weeks of labour, were no longer knobbly, but in line with her calves and thighs. Her legs were shapely from running back and forth at the taberna. She was tall and fit, and her biceps were hard, but she was still a woman, and that was all that mattered in Pompeii.

Gia had spent her whole life in the city, and she loved it with all that was left of her heart. She loved the chorus of animals and drunkards that rang through the night. She loved how busy and bustling it was at any given hour, and the calendar of festivals that broke up the annum. She even loved the rancid smell of sewerage mixed with grilling meat from the smoky corner stalls. But Pompeii was also the setting of her life’s tragedies. Every street reminded her of her losses, every pavestone reminded her of the world’s shortcomings.

Pompeii was still a prison for a woman like her. There were no female senators. Only the goddesses wielded true power and they didn’t reveal themselves, perhaps because they knew some plebian would insult them with a cat-call.

The men of Pompeii would harass Venus herself, if only they had the chance.

It was just Gia and the living ghost of her mother now, with no one to spar with. She kept fit by lugging sacks of grain and legumes up the cellar stairs, by sweating in front of the burning fornax, by ferrying back and forth between the tables of red-faced, loud-mouthed customers who were never satisfied, no matter what she did. At dawn, when the taberna closed, she’d smoke and drink and play knucklebones with the other employees. They’d crack jokes and tell stories about the gods misbehaving. But they were not friends, and they were not brothers.

Nothing was the same, nor would it ever be again.

Gia was so lonely she reconsidered her opinion of the Den. From a distance, the workers were a welcoming sisterhood, arms around each other as they walked the streets looking for clients. They fed vagrants and stray cats. On one occasion, they comforted her as she sobbed for her brother on the stoop outside. On another, a girl named Berenice had given her a slice of the cake she’d made for her own birthday. If she joined them, she would have a new family to love and protect her.

But she’d promised her mother that she’d never be a Den girl. Being a man was dangerous enough – to which her brothers could attest – but being a woman was far more perilous. The thought of letting a stranger touch her made her hurt worse. She had sacrificed too much already to let wretched men take her body as well. Her desire to fight was stronger than ever, the fury inside her growing horns and teeth.

In her quiet moments, Gia still imagined herself as Viatrix the Victorious, holding her sword aloft as the audience cried her name. She kept dreaming, for Cassius’s sake. ‘It’s good to have dreams’ – that’s what he’d said.

When the sun hung directly overhead, casting long shadows from the olive trees on the horizon, it was time to leave the house. Gia passed the dark room where her mother sat staring at the wall.

‘I’m going out now,’ she said. ‘To meet Cyrus.’

Her mother nodded slightly, to acknowledge that she had heard, but she said nothing. Her robes were stained, her hair dishevelled. Gia was glad of her silence, preferring it to the slurred strings of rantings and ravings she had taken to lately.

‘Make sure you’re back to open up,’ was all her mother said.

Lately, Gia had been running the taberna by herself, much to the dissatisfaction of the regulars who found her rude and slow, an inferior chef.

Out in the atrium, Gia sat on the stone bench as she tied her sandals, listening to the spluttering of the fountain.

She stared at two matching tombstones, one for each brother.

She could still remember the day Cassius had first taught her how to fight, right here. She ran her fingers over the scar on her chin, barely visible now. Her mother had found out, of course. Atticus had told on them and Cassius been punished for leading her astray. But they had all laughed together that night over dinner, her father proud to have such a tough little girl, he said.

Gia’s eyes stung bitterly, her throat constricting as if a serpent had wrapped around it, squeezing ever tighter.

The smaller, newer gravestone was carved with a gladiatorial scene, showing Atticus with a broken neck as his sparring partner wept, still dusty from the engraver’s work. An accident in the amphitheatre. It was meant to be a friendly fight, but fate had intervened, like a giant invisible hand descending from the skies to crush him.

Life and death were the domain of the pantheon. The Fates decided who would die, how and when, cutting the lengths of thread with which they spun tapestries of destiny. It was a sick and wicked world that turned people to dust in a blink, but, for the most part, Gia accepted it. Such was the way of fortune. It was cruel, but it was beyond human control.

No. It was Cassius’s death that made her bitter.

The larger, older stone was engraved with a battle scene depicting the barbarian Brits who’d torn her other brother to pieces. Nothing left of Cassius but the ring his commander sent home, his blood still splattered on the brass.

The thought of it turned Gia’s stomach, took her knees out.

Cassius had always been her favourite, and though she’d never have admitted it out loud, she was certain that he knew it too.

She could still hear his jubilant laughter, imagining his clownish expression as he cracked some wry joke.

Dead for nothing, dead in the name of the empire, and what difference did it make? He should’ve stayed and been the playboy of a rich old Roman, like he wanted. The emperor whose wars Cassius had fought was oblivious to his existence, to his sacrifice. The army hadn’t even paid to bury him, leaving her mother to struggle.

Behind them was her father’s gravestone, weeds already sprouting shaggily around the stone, illustrated with a carving of a decanter of wine. He was five years gone. A disease of the liver had taken him, swiftly and without mercy.

Her mother had begged the gods to spare him, but his death had already been decided, or so Gia assumed from their silence, for no attempt at summoning the pantheon to reprimand them had been successful.

She imagined descending to the underworld like the heroes of myth to retrieve the shades of her family and bring them home, but she knew they would never be the same; that their souls were gone.

Her eyes rested on the brass fixture on the wall, a wheel of fortune with the goddess of destiny atop it. Blindfolded and holding a sword, she symbolized the turn of fate, from good to bad to good and back again.

‘Fuck Fortuna,’ Gia murmured, hoping the goddess was listening. ‘What kind of destiny did you give me?’

They were dangerous words, but she stood by them. She needed someone to blame, and the ancient goddess of fortune and misfortune seemed like a fair enough target. She didn’t even know Gia existed anyway.

Squaring her shoulders, Gia stood up and marched on along Via Stabiana towards the ludus.

Her brother’s tutor, Cyrus, had promised to return Atticus’s things. Wishing to issue his condolences in person, he’d invited her mother to share a drink in his honour – out of guilt, probably. But her mother hadn’t stepped outside in weeks, all through the sweat of early summer. She lay in bed with the shutters drawn until it was dark, waking only to buy more wine.

Gia would fetch them herself.

On her way, Gia passed the mural of the emperor’s daughter, updated to depict her now-eighteen-year-old form.

She had an angelic face that reminded Gia of a cupid, her hair elaborately curled. Her ruffled dress was fastened with a girdle, her stola embroidered with flowers. A jewel hung in the centre of her forehead.

She seemed to catch Gia’s eye, but her painted smile was met with a scowl.

‘Fuck you too,’ said Gia.

Her father had ordered Cassius to be sent to Britannia and she had probably benefited from it, somehow. His blood had paid for her luxuries. His life had been the cost of her bliss. She symbolized everything Gia despised.

Picking up a sharp-edged stone, Gia carved a vulgar word in the cracking paint underneath her portrait.

ORAPUTIDE. Mouth-stinker.

She probably did have bad breath too, from eating all that rich-person food. It was childish, but it made her feel better.

The emperor and his heir were painted on the wall opposite: one red-nosed and balding like Bacchus, the other young and handsome in a gaunt and ghoulish way, with the flat gaze of a dead fish.

The emperor’s wife had died the year before her father, but Gia felt no empathy. The imperial family did not suffer as she suffered. They did not grieve as she grieved. Their power and money protected them from the worst of the world.

RUCTABUNDE, she carved beneath the boy. It meant gas bag, or full of burps. If Claudia was spoiled, then Decimus was rotten. Rumours told that he tortured his servants.

She began to carve another rude word beneath the emperor’s portrait, one so rude it felt illicit even to speak it in her mind, when she heard a sudden voice.

‘What are you doing?’

Gia turned to see the shopkeeper, staring at the jagged stone in her hand. His eyes drifted to the words she’d carved.

‘You little shit!’

She was gone before he could scold her, long legs striding down the street and hurtling around the corner. She disappeared into the stink and din of the city.

Ass-pulled carts rumbled over the uneven pavements, loaded with bruised fruits. Sellers called out from open doors, advertising the imported wares of merchants, like tins of poppyseed and rolls of linen. On the corner, women in gaudy orange togas huddled on corners, inching up their hems as a group of soldiers walked past.

‘Gia!’ One of the younger girls raced over, almost being mown down by a chariot. ‘Whoops!’ Her curly black hair was piled up on top of her head, and her eyes were ringed with kohl.

‘Hello, Berenice,’ said Gia. ‘How’s business?’

‘Not so bad.’ She jingled the bag thrown over her shoulder as she fell in line with Gia, walking at pace. ‘Last night’s customer was a famous wealthy Roman.’

‘Who?’

‘I cannot say. He swore me to secrecy.’ She clutched at her chest, giddily. ‘But he paid me thrice as much as the thieves around here and he gifted me this lovely shell necklace from Phoenicia. Isn’t it pretty? See? See?’

She held it up for Gia to admire, and though it wasn’t her sort of thing, she was happy that Berenice seemed so pleased with it.

‘Nice. Did he treat you well?’

‘He was gentle after. He even wept.’

Gia didn’t know what to think about that.

‘He confided his secrets in me. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.’

Berenice was a runaway whose history was a mystery. She said only that her family had hurt her many more times than she could live with. Gia quietly suspected that she might be insane, but she liked her anyway.

‘Where are you off to?’ asked Berenice.

‘The ludus,’ said Gia. ‘The master wants to give my brother’s things back.’

‘Oh. That’s…’

‘Depressing? I know.’

‘How’s your mother?’

‘Terrible.’

Berenice gently patted her shoulder. ‘I’m here for you, friend.’

‘You should steer clear.’

‘Never.’

‘I wouldn’t blame you,’ said Gia. ‘I’m not the best company right now, nor am I in Fortuna’s favour.’

‘Fuck Fortuna, right? That’s what you told me when I was heartbroken over the hunk from Gaul,’ said Berenice. ‘What has she ever done for us?’

‘We’re alive,’ said Gia.

‘Is that all?’

For the rest of the walk, Berenice talked about her mysterious new lover and how she was drawn to him on a deep spiritual level, how this might be the good fortune she was overdue. Gia was just glad for something else to think about, even if Berenice did have a habit of repeating herself.

‘This is it,’ said Berenice, when they pulled up in front of the modest building known as the ludus. ‘I’m going to the shrine of Venus. Maybe if I venerate her enough, she’ll make me pregnant with the Roman’s baby and I can quit work.’

Gia frowned and scratched her head.

‘I know,’ said Berenice with a shrug. ‘Just let me have this.’

It was a bad idea, but off she went to do it anyway, skipping down the street. Gia watched her go, sighing and feeling older than her years. She couldn’t imagine acting so heady over some silly boy, but maybe her heart was all dried up from grief. It seemed that way sometimes, like it was difficult to feel anything at all.

The gladiator school comprised of several small buildings, set back in a dusty courtyard. The street-facing front had a triangular pediment painted in faded red and gold with murals of famous fights on either side. To the right, a terraced gymnasium with an upper walkway looked out onto the courtyard, where boys in gladiatorial gear practised sword fighting.

The ludus hadn’t been repaired since the last earthquake. Dusty, with a broken shutter out front, its walls were daubed with graffiti even more explicit than the insults Gia had scratched. She crossed the courtyard, towards the stone arch that marked the entrance.

A group of boys stood out front, blocking the door.

Gia groaned inwardly.

There were four of them, including a tall, broad-shouldered youth with a shaved head who stared at her. She had seen those looks before. She knew what happened next. Gia hesitated before pushing forwards, listening to the end of their conversation.

‘So then she said, “can my friend join us”?’ announced a red-haired boy with the exuberant presence of an actor.

‘She did not.’

‘She did, so I said, “sure, the more the merrier” and screwed them both. At the same time.’

‘You’re such a liar, Felix,’ said a boy with black skin as he folded his arms.

‘You sound jealous, Dominic.’

‘I’m not jealous because you’re full of shit.’

Red-haired Felix whistled at Gia as she passed. A chubby boy with curly hair made obnoxious kissy noises. Dominic pulled what Gia interpreted as an apologetic face. But the boy with the shaved head stood in her path.

‘Hello,’ he said menacingly.

Gia ignored him, trying to push past, but he stepped right and blocked the way again. ‘Not going to say it back?’

‘Hello,’ said Gia, in a very unenthusiastic voice.

‘Rude. Why don’t you stop and say hello to my friend here?’ He clutched suggestively at his crotch. ‘He’s pleased to see you.’

If this idiot wanted to play, then Gia was ready to play.

Staring in the direction of his groin, she said, ‘Oh sorry, my mistake. I didn’t see you there, little guy.’ She gave it a wave. ‘You’re so small, so easy to miss.’

The boys whooped and hollered, flashing wide-eyed looks.

‘Watch out, lads,’ said the curly-haired boy. ‘We got ourselves a shit talker.’

‘I like them angry,’ said Felix.

‘Now, get out of my way,’ said Gia.

‘We’re just being friendly.’

‘Is that what you call it?’

Gia pushed him to one side, hard enough that he staggered.

‘Watch it, bitch,’ he warned.

She glared at him, reminding herself that murder would be inconvenient, messy. She was halfway through the door when she heard:

‘Hey, isn’t that Skidmark’s sister?’

‘Who?’ asked Dominic.

‘You know, the gladiator who died in an accident,’ said shaved head, with a note of disgust.

Gia paused just out of sight, flushing hot and cold.

‘Oh yeah,’ said the curly-haired one, nonchalantly.

‘Got his neck broken in a friendly, didn’t he? I recognize her now. I saw her at one of his matches.’

‘That’s too bad,’ said Felix.

‘It figures that she’s just as stupid as him.’

‘Why did they call him that?’ asked Dominic.

‘Because he had a skid mark in his loincloth one day and everyone saw it. One of the boys ripped it off and passed it around for us to laugh at,’ said Felix.

‘He was a chicken shit,’ said the shaven head. ‘He fought like a girl anyway.’

The grief and rage of Atticus’s death reared up inside Gia like a wild horse’s head, baring its teeth, dark eyes manic. Without warning, she spun around and launched herself through the door, grabbing the boy by the collar of his tunic and slamming him against the wall.

‘Say it again,’ she said.

She wasn’t sure which enraged her more: her dead brother being called a skid mark, or that girls fighting was considered an insult.

Shocked, the boy swung at her, scrapping, trying to pry her off, but she was unnaturally strong, as if the presence of a goddess had momentarily entered her. The others fell silent, though Felix suppressed a grin at the corners of his mouth.

‘Say it again,’ Gia demanded, pulling back one arm. ‘Say it again and I’ll wipe the words off your lips with my fist.’

‘Get off me, ass-face!’

‘What’s his name?’ she said, turning to Felix.

‘Don’t tell her,’ said the boy she’d pinned.

‘Fabius,’ said Dominic quickly.

‘Listen to me, Fabius. If you speak to me like that once more, you’ll have bigger problems than the empty wasp’s nest you call a head.’

A chortle of laughter rang out from the curly-haired boy.

‘I don’t know what your problem is, but cross me again and you’ll be the one leaving skid marks,’ she said.

Fabius hissed at her through his teeth. ‘I’ll slap that smirk right off your face.’

‘Go ahead, and I’ll tell all the local girls how terrible you were in the sack. I’m sure they’ll have no trouble believing me.’

Fuming, Fabius swung at her again.

Gia ducked, stepping aside so he fell flat on his face. When he scrambled up, she grabbed his neck and pushed him down, but Fabius caught her ankle, twisting it and pulling her with him. As they rumbled on the floor in thrashing movements, Gia managed to free one leg, kneeing him hard in the groin as he pulled at her hair, both of them grunting and snarling.

Impulsively, Gia jutted out her elbow, thinking of Cassius as his nose cracked. Fabius yelped and twisted out of her grip, hands cupping his face as blood trickled through his fingers.

‘You broke my fucking nose.’

The other boys goggled at her, surprised. Gia expected to feel regretful but instead she felt that same glorious revulsion she’d experienced after watching Thaddeus’s eye being popped out.

‘How does it feel, loser?’ she said.

‘I didn’t lose yet,’ said Fabius.

He lunged again, both of them rolling on the ground as the boys formed a circle around them, fists and feet flying. The curly-haired boy started clapping.

‘Break it up!’ came a voice.

The others shrank backwards at once.

‘What’s going on here?’

Gia looked up, wiping dirt out of her eyes, to see the man she knew as Cyrus. She had only seen him from a distance before, cheering on Atticus during fights. Muscular, with dark skin and short, tight curls, he had a face much kinder than she’d expected, with dimples and tender eyes. He wore a short woollen cape around his shoulders, with rusted armour beneath, and he walked with a slight limp.

Cyrus was not just a former gladiator and a teacher at the ludus, nor just the boys’ trainer and mentor. He was also the one who placed bets on gladiators.

If they lived, he made money, and if they died, he went hungry. The ludus was afforded by such windfalls, allowing them to train another generation of boys into fighting men. Some would even go on to protect the imperial family.

‘Gia?’ he said.

She nodded, shamefully.

She guessed Cyrus to be about thirty or so, though he could’ve been younger, aged by the tribulations of life.

He gripped the back of Fabius’s tunic, pulling him up and throwing him aside. The boy slumped against a pillar, cradling his face.

‘You will stay behind after class and clean the latrines as punishment for your lack of discipline,’ he said.

‘But, Cyrus, she—’

‘I don’t give a rotten fig. She’s here as my guest. If I can but teach you one thing, Fabius, it’s to treat others with respect.’

‘What about me? She broke my damn nose!’

Cyrus looked him over, casually.

‘It will give your face character,’ he said.

‘Godsdamn. My mother will be furious.’

‘Then I’ll tell her what you said to deserve it. I know your mother and, despite the way you turned out, she’s a fine woman who wouldn’t stand for it.’

Fabius swallowed, averting his eyes.

‘Go fetch some cold meat from the cellar and hold it up to your face to reduce the swelling; Lucas will help you. Go on.’

He nodded at the chubby curly-haired boy, who groaned. Fabius grumbled something inaudible, muttering all the way down the hall as Lucas followed behind.

‘Gia, please come with me.’

Cyrus crooked one finger at her, flashing a friendly smile. She followed. Inside, the floor was tiled with mosaics depicting fighting figures. He led them into the room that served as his office. This was the room with the broken shutter. There were gleaming trophies on shelves and in alcoves, and many hand-drawn portraits of gladiators painted on the walls, each one signed with their name.

Cyrus took a seat on the wicker couch piled with cushions and throws, which formed a right-angled nook with another couch. He gently fondled the leaves of a plant, which hung in a basket suspended by woollen strings.

‘I do apologize about Fabius,’ he said. ‘Bit of a mad dog. Mostly bark, but also a little bite.’

‘I’m not scared of him,’ Gia replied.

‘I see that… I’m sorry about your brother,’ he said, softly.

‘Me too.’

‘I feel responsible.’

‘Why? You didn’t force him to fight.’

‘No, but he was always trying to prove something. He never felt good enough. I don’t know who he was trying to impress, but I don’t think he ever succeeded in it.’ Cyrus shook his head. ‘Maybe there was something I could’ve done to prepare him better. More training, a better speech of encouragement, nicer lodgings…’

He rubbed his face wearily, showing off the marks on his wrists. They were manacle scars, marking him a freed slave.

‘I let him down,’ he said.

‘It was an accident,’ said Gia.

‘The worst kind.’

‘Then there’s nothing for you to cry over.’

‘Here,’ he said, pulling out a wooden box and handing it to her. Gia looked down, as the room seemed to tilt and groan beneath her feet.

It was full of her brother’s belongings. His sandals and tunic, a bag of coins, and… her name, engraved on a stone.

Her eyes filled. Gia bit her bottom lip, holding the tears back, and reached into the box to pick it up. She tossed the smooth pebble up and down, too scared to hold it tight.

‘Oh,’ she whispered.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said.

The engraving on Atticus’s tombstone flashed behind her eyes, his opponent weeping because he hadn’t meant to kill him. None of it was on purpose. But that only made it worse. He could’ve lived.

He should’ve lived.

‘I watched him die, Gia,’ said Cyrus, as if mirroring her thoughts. ‘I’ve seen men die before, plenty of them, but… not like this. Young boy like that with his whole life ahead of him… such a waste. Even his opponent was destroyed by it. He hasn’t fought since. Fortuna wasn’t feeling merciful that day.’

His hands were shaking. Up close, she could see the dark half-moons beneath his eyes. He reached out for a clay decanter and poured himself a chalice of wine, then he nodded at the second, empty, cup.

‘You in?’

‘Sure.’

Gia had a complicated relationship with the vine. She’d developed a taste for it, but it was also the poison rotting away her mother.

No good. The worst side of her won out. She was hurting and she wanted to forget the pain. She wanted to be a kid again, spying from the balcony, fighting with her brothers in the atrium.

She downed the glass Cyrus poured for her, warmth rushing to her cheeks, then held the empty glass out expectantly.

Cyrus smirked, impressed. Gia felt her head lightening. It was much stronger than the watered-down stuff her mother sold at the taberna.

‘Got yourself some moves out there.’ Cyrus raised one dark brow, downing his wine before refilling the cup immediately, and hers.

‘You think?’

‘Who taught you?’

‘My brother, Cassius,’ said Gia, sipping slower now.

‘Interesting,’ said Cyrus.

‘But also from watching the gladiators at the amphitheatre. Mostly on holidays,’ she added.

‘Who’s your favourite fighter?’

Gia didn’t need to think about it. ‘Celadus.’

Cyrus chuckled into his chalice.

‘Celadus the Handsome, huh? All the girls like him best – fancy that,’ he said, after taking a long drink. ‘I hear even the emperor’s daughter favours him.’

‘Not like that,’ said Gia, face souring. ‘He’s not as big as the others, but he’s graceful. It’s admirable, how he weaves like a reed. Watching him fight is like dancing. It makes me think…’ She chickened out of ending this sentence. ‘Never mind.’

Cyrus watched her carefully. ‘You want to fight?’ he intuited.

Gia squirmed. ‘What did Atticus tell you?’ she said.

‘Nothing. Just a feeling I got.’

‘Don’t laugh,’ she said, staring down at her lap, ‘but when I was a kid, I wanted to be a gladiator. It always seemed so stupid to me that women aren’t allowed to fight when so many of us have this rage inside us. Endless rage. The kind men shall never know or understand.’

Cyrus said nothing, waiting for her to finish her train of thought.

‘Sometimes, I’d hang around the amphitheatre after a match and ask the winner to teach me. They usually just laughed at me, honestly. Some of them had some more colourful words to share. I tried the losers instead, but even then… I never had any takers. So it goes.’

She grew anxious waiting for him to respond. Gia began to wish she’d never said anything, but the wine was making her careless.

‘What about now?’ Cyrus said.

‘What about now?’ she replied.

‘Do you still want to be a gladiator?’

‘I have bigger problems,’ she said, ‘like how I’m going to keep the taberna open and look after the wreck of my mother.’

‘Money’s tight, huh?’

‘Tighter than Lady Lando’s purse strings.’

Cyrus chuckled again at this reference to the brothel owner, a coin-counter and corner-cutter. They called her the Mother Wolf.

Everyone knew: you didn’t fuck with Lady Lando.

‘You were really beating Fabius’s ass out there,’ he said. ‘I admit, I waited for a moment before I called it off. I was impressed.’

‘You were watching?’

‘You picked up a thing or two from young Celadus,’ he said, ‘if not a burning lust for his sculpted abs. You dance when you fight too. Did you know that?’

‘I don’t know… It’s not like I’ve watched myself.’

‘Okay, then how do you feel, when you fight?’

Gia wet her wine-stained lips, her head swimming. Her tongue was loose and she was off-guard.

‘Like I’m floating… like I’m free.’

‘So you enjoyed hurting him?’ asked Cyrus. ‘Fabius.’

‘Can you blame me?’

‘Not at all. Smug little shit. He’s not usually too bad in the ring
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