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How much the rich owe to Christ, who brings order to their households! If there were an unfaithful slave therein, Christ would convert him and would not say to him: ‘Get rid of your master, for you have recognized him who is your true master; he may be impious and unjust, but you are faithful and just; it is unworthy that a just and faithful man serve one who is unjust and unfaithful.’ He would not say that to the slave, but rather, ‘Be a slave.’

– Augustine, Exposition of Psalm 124

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.

 – Galatians 3:28

I know how to love those who love; I understand, if someone wrongs me, how to hate; for I am not inexperienced in both.

 – Anonymous, The Greek Anthology, 12.103




I


Sparrow has never seen the stars like this before. They spill across the sky from horizon to horizon, massed and sharp, pointing at him like spears. At the zenith, far above him, a river of light streams across the darkness like a brilliant gutter. Far below, at the dead centre of the black, gleaming disc of the sea, a tiny ship see-saws on the swell, its single mast waving back and forth as if beckoning him closer. Sparrow tucks his wings and plummets toward the ship, then at the last moment spreads them again to hang just above the masthead. The rigging creaks, the timbers groan, the sail snaps and thumps in the inconstant wind. By starlight he sees sailors asleep on the planking or curled on coils of rope. He floats above the helmsman huddled over the tiller, who is singing quietly to keep himself awake. Slowly beating his wings, Sparrow drifts over a cage on the deck, where a boy – a slave, a whore, a motherless son – lies rigidly on his back with wrists crossed and fists clenched over his chest, staring wide-eyed and wide awake up through the iron grid of the cage at the silhouette of Sparrow printed against the stars.

Sleep, they told me, but how can I sleep when the deck below me sways and shudders, lifts me and drops me, twists me from side to side? How can I sleep when the swell slaps and seethes against the hull? In the life I lived until just three days ago, I used to lie full length in the dirt of a tavern garden and stare up at the stars, and the earth was massive and cool and immovable beneath my back. There, in Carthago Nova, it was the stars that moved, wheeling slowly within the frame of the garden walls, and I watched them glide, one by one, behind the roofline of the tavern. Over the course of days, I watched the moon swell and deflate like a bladder. But here, out of sight of land, my old life has sunk beneath the waves behind me, and everything under and around me rocks and creaks and groans – except the silent sky, where the river of light directly overhead bears me away from everything and everyone I knew. Meanwhile, Sparrow, my old friend, my last remaining friend, drifts against the stars, staring down at me as I stare up at him.

We are linked, he and I, by an unbreakable cord, or so I’ve always thought. He comes when I need him most, when I’m afraid or in pain, when no one else can help me, and tonight he hovers over me as I clutch myself to keep my heart from pounding out of my chest and try not to weep out loud. I’m safer in this cage than I have ever been before – without the key, no one can get at me – but I’m also more exposed than I have ever been, with no way out and nowhere to run. The cage lets in the wind and the salt spray and the glittering spearpoints of the stars, and if I lift my head, all I can see beyond the sides of the ship are black, slowly tumbling waves, ridges and valleys rising and sinking endlessly all the way to the horizon, swirling with pale blue luminescence. Sparrow cannot see the land, either, but he’s outside the cage, floating free in the briny air and coolly watching me below. As I dig my ragged fingernails into my palms, part of my terror is that he, too, will abandon or betray me, the way everyone else has, that he will fly away and never come back.

A big wave splashes against the hull, and fat droplets sail through the starlight and drench me, soaking my tunic to the skin and plastering my hair to my skull. Gasping as the water slowly streams away, I swipe my eyes with the heels of my hands. My mouth is full of seawater, and it’s true what I’ve always heard – the sea does taste like salt. It reminds me of semen, sweat, and blood, tastes I know well, but it also tastes like other things that I can’t identify, salts I’ve never tasted before. As the water clears from my eyes, I see beyond Sparrow to the fierce stars penetrating me through the bars of the cage, and I think of Euterpe, the only person who has ever really loved me, awake on the deck of another ship going somewhere else, far away from me.

I asked her once, ‘What are the stars?’ Euterpe was my mother and not my mother, and at the time we were both sitting under the tender blue of a morning sky, with not a star to be seen. We almost never sat under a dark sky together, because she was a wolf – a tavern whore – and always worked at night. Soon enough, so was I. Even so, I asked her what they were, because on those nights when I’d lain awake outside on my own, I had noticed that most of the stars were fixed in relation to each other and turned slowly, while a few bright ones moved on their own from night to night. Once in a while a star streaked against the dark, flaring before it faded as swiftly as an ember. Stars, it seemed, weren’t immortal. They could die, just like people.

‘And some of them flow together in a stream,’ I said, tracing an arc against the blue with my hand, ‘like … like …’

‘Like milk,’ Euterpe said, and I laughed, because she was right. Then, as was her practice, she told me a story that didn’t quite answer my question, but entertained me enough for me to forget what I had asked. In the time of the old gods, she told me, when there were many of them and not just the one god of the Christians, someone brought Juno, the queen of the gods, a half-human child to suckle, without telling her who it was. She pitied the boy and let him fix on her breast, but he sucked so vigorously that he hurt her, and she realized that he was Hercules, one of the bastard children of her cheating husband, Jupiter, the king of the gods. So she angrily pushed the boy away, and the milk from her teat sprayed across the night sky, glittering like all the stars around it, because it was the milk of a goddess.

‘What happened to Hercules?’ That’s what I took from the story – that the boy was pushed away by his mother, or someone like his mother. Stars could fall, goddesses could be bitter and hateful, children could be thrown away. Nothing in this world was certain.

‘Did he die?’ I said.

‘No.’ Euterpe held me close and kissed the top of my head. ‘He grew up to become the strongest man in the world.’ She tipped my face up to hers. ‘If you can survive being spurned by a goddess,’ she said, ‘you can survive anything.’

Wasn’t that just like her, to tell me something hopeful that wasn’t entirely true? In the end she tried to save me, she tried to save us both, but in our attempt to escape we were caught and torn apart for ever. The woman who engineered our separation was another one of my teachers – I won’t call her mother – the conniving wolf Melpomene, and for her sins, I helped to murder her and burn down the tavern where we all lived and worked. It hurts to think of all of this, but it hurts even more to know I will never see Euterpe again. Is she safe tonight on the deck of her ship, looking up at the same stars I’m looking at, or is she below decks with all the other slaves, bearing the raw stripes of the lash and already wearing the iron collar of a runaway? All I can be certain of is that, wherever she is and whatever they’ve done to her, she’s wondering the same about me. She’s thinking of me more than she thinks of herself. No one in my life, before or since, has ever loved me like Euterpe did. If she’s not my mother, then I never had a mother.

Now the stars are blurry, and I hear someone whimper. It’s me, of course, and I’m angry at myself. Slaves don’t cry – the tavern’s pimp, Audo, and the kitchen slave, Focaria, taught me that, Audo with his fists, Focaria with her sharp tongue and sometimes a strap. I don’t want the helmsman to hear me crying, so I draw a deep, shuddering breath and let it slowly, shuddering, out. I swipe my eyes again with the heels of my hands, which are still stinging with cuts from the events of the past few days. I’m still wearing bruises on my arms, my face, and my neck, and my throat is still raw from breathing smoke. Above me, the grid of the cage prints itself in silhouette against Juno’s milk, and the ship’s sail swells and deflates, bleached pale by starlight. Below me, the mat they gave me to sleep on is sodden with seawater. Nearby, the helmsman quietly sings his mournful song in a language I don’t recognize.

Has he had me? I wonder. It’s not unlikely, and even if he hasn’t, it’s not unlikely that some of his shipmates have. The tavern in Carthago Nova was close to the harbour, and many of the punters who came into my cell and used me like a woman were sailors. But if he or any of his shipmates had fucked me, how would I know? I don’t remember faces usually, because when it’s happening, Sparrow takes me away. Like my sisters, the other wolves, I had my local regulars whose faces and names I did know, some of whom even reclined on my cot afterwards and told me their troubles as if I was their friend, their slave, or their son. But many of the punters were simply passing through the city, and if we came face to face in the street, or on the deck of this ship, we would not know each other. I was just another boy in another port, something they used to scratch an itch, to relieve their boredom. Just another hole to empty themselves into.

But now I have been made new – born again, as the Christians say. I am still a slave, but my new owner, Tatius the slave dealer, tells me that he intends me to become the plaything of only one man, a powerful imperial official in the city of Tarraco, the capital of the province of Tarraconensis. This is why I lie alone in a cage on the deck: I’m too valuable to wedge into the hold with his other slaves. They are all shackled at the ankles, shoulder to shoulder, arse to arse, breathing each other’s farts and underarms and sour breath. I curl on my side at the edge of the soaking mat, clutch my knees to my chest, and press my ear to the damp planking of the deck. I can hear them all below, snoring, sighing, coughing, groaning. Some of them whisper together, someone sings quietly to herself. Someone else, seasick, throws up, and I hear meaty thumps as the nearby slaves punch him. I even hear two slaves fucking, but I can’t tell if it’s a man and a woman, or a man and a man, or a woman and a woman. But their grunts and moans are as familiar to me as the bruises on my skin.

Wherever I’m going, Tatius means for me to arrive there unmarked, unharmed, and unmolested. I saved my own life several days ago, mustering a cunning I didn’t know I possessed – the legacy of Melpomene – but now that I have been expelled from everything and everyone I ever knew, I have no idea what’s coming next. Will life in Tarraco be as hard as life in Carthago Nova? Will my new Dominus be better or worse? Usually Sparrow only appears when I’m in pain or physical danger, but tonight I am in mortal fear for my future, and he flutters just above my cage, as if he’s trying to decide whether to stay or to abandon me.

Then the ship heels and another wave pummels me, sloshing me up against the side of the cage. The water seethes away, and I slide back from the bars and flop flat on the wet deck, huffing and gasping, my arms and legs spread wide, my vision blurred with stinging saltwater. As my sight clears, Sparrow and I look at each other through each other’s eyes, and we say to each other, in the same instant, in one voice, I will never leave you. I cough out a mouthful of seawater, with its taste of strange salts, and as I lie there spreadeagled, drenched and cold and exhausted, I come to the only conclusion I can under the circumstances.

The sea tastes like starlight. It tastes like loneliness and betrayal and abandonment. It tastes like the bitter milk of an angry goddess.

Now, at the other end of my life, my body is failing me. On the deck of that ship long ago, my body was supple and intact and desirable, but my mind was restless and troubled. Now my bones are as brittle as glass, my teeth are gapped and loose, my ears ring all day like tiny bells. Flesh hangs off my arms in flaps and folds, my sunken stomach rumbles with hunger, my ribs press through my skin. My knees betray me at every opportunity, my crippled foot tingles. Sometimes my heart thumps so irregularly in the night I’m afraid it will stop and never start again. I rise seven times each night to piss, I shit turds as hard as rocks. Lately I have started to cough up blood.

But my mind is clear, and I am at peace, or as close to peace as I will ever come. My mind, full of philosophy and history and poetry and stories – some of them my own, some of them stories I’ve read over a long lifetime – my mind is what got me here, at the end of the world, free by default, my own master at last. All my life I have traded in information – in smoke, as one of my teachers liked to call it – and I have survived my tormentors and outlived the empire that enslaved me. Putting my stories down on papyrus is the one thing that keeps me alive anymore, and it is the one tangible legacy I will leave this bitter world. Even then, I doubt anyone will ever read this. When I die – probably in this room, in this chair, with this pen in my gnarled fingers, my sunken face collapsed on the desk, eyes wide and mouth agape like a gutted fish – this story will remain unfinished. As my body rots, the house will likewise collapse around me and this manuscript will crumble into nothing and blow away, and all of us – house, manuscript, author – will disintegrate (says the philosopher Lucretius) into the seeds of matter and return to the void.

Like smoke, in other words. I am smoke, this manuscript is smoke, and you, the reader I will never know, are smoke. We are here, and then we’re not. But we linger in the air, and we live on in the breath and blood of those who come after us.

In the morning I’m awakened by the grating of the lock. Tatius squats in the open door of the cage, and the slave dealer smiles at me as he would at a frightened dog.

‘Peace of God, Ganymede,’ he says. ‘We’re here.’

From a corner of the cage, I try to say ‘peace of God’ back to him, but my throat is dry and my lips are raw. All I’ve had to drink all night are mouthfuls of seawater. Tatius snaps his fingers, and a sailor appears with a tin cup of fresh water. I gulp the whole thing, and Tatius hands the cup back to the sailor. ‘More,’ he says.

‘Are we at Tarraco?’ I manage to say.

‘Not yet,’ Tatius says. ‘Tarraco’s another couple of days up the coast.’

When Tatius bought me several days ago, in the old theatre of Carthago Nova, he told me that, assuming the rich man in Tarraco buys me, my new name would be Ganymede. As he led me away from the slave market, he asked me, ‘Do you know who Ganymede was?’

I wasn’t saying much that afternoon. I was still bruised and smelling of smoke from the fire that had destroyed the only home I’d ever known. Only the day before, I had shamelessly lied to powerful men who could have killed me. Tatius addressed me directly, not like an equal, but not like an idiot, either. He was a compact and robust man with sharp, twinkling eyes, as if he was always thinking of a joke he didn’t intend to share with anyone else.

‘Ganymede was a boy like you,’ he said. ‘He was the lover of the king of the gods, and Jupiter wanted him so much he turned himself into a giant eagle and carried the boy away on his back.’

I remembered Euterpe’s story about the goddess Juno and her husband’s bastard son, and it occurred to me that Jupiter seems to have left a lot of little boys in his wake. I remembered the tavern’s hand mirror – now a lump of melted brass – the mirror the wolves and I took turns with each afternoon to put our faces on for the punters. When I had it to myself for a few moments, I used to turn it over and look at the mottled etching on the back, of a boy riding a giant, fierce-looking bird. I had wondered who it was, and now it turned out it was me. No matter which side of the mirror I gazed at, I was looking at myself.

Now, as I sip another cup of water, Tatius tells me, ‘We’re at the port of Illici. I’m leaving you here for three weeks or so, with some people who will look after you and prepare you for the man I mean to sell you to.’ He smiles again. ‘As long as you don’t burn anything down, they’ll treat you kindly. We need to clean you up a bit, maybe lose some of that weight.’ He winks at me. ‘The governor likes his boys a little leaner than you.’

I hand him the empty cup, and he passes it off to the sailor behind him and pushes himself to his feet. The sailor hands him a leather satchel, and Tatius slides the strap over his shoulder and beckons me from the cage.

‘Let’s go,’ he says.

I crawl out the door, but I haven’t stood in three days, and as I rise, I wobble on my feet like a drunken punter. Tatius catches me round my shoulders, and he half walks, half carries me across the slippery deck. I stiffen in his embrace, but my legs remain unsteady. At the bulwark the sailor holds me upright with blunt fingers as Tatius swings easily over the side into a rowboat bumping against the hull, where another sailor rests on the oars. Sparrow flutters for a moment overhead as the sailor swings the limp boy down into the boat, where he sits beside the slave dealer on a bench in the stern. The rower hauls on the oars, and the ship lurches away. Neither Sparrow nor I look back. What for? Our life, such as it is, is ahead of us now. There is nothing behind us anymore.

Tatius puts his arm around me, and I lean into his embrace, shivering with my hands clasped between my knees, even though the late-summer day is warm. As the boat rides the swell, I stare past the sweat-sheened shoulders of the oarsman at the shore tilting from side to side. Boats are pulled up onto the beach, and nets are drying over wooden frames. Beyond the beach rise the bleached walls and red roofs of a small town, where plumes of smoke lean away from the steady breeze off the sea. To the right, a blunt tower squats on a rocky headland overlooking the town, and to the left, the bare masts of ships rise above a long jetty. Beyond them my gaze falls all the way to the mountains along the horizon, sharp, dusky silhouettes under a brilliant sky piled high with clouds.

The boat lurches with each stroke of the oars, and the oarsman’s sunbaked face approaches and retreats, approaches and retreats. I rock back and forth on the bench, smelling the sea and Tatius’s underarm. At this point in my life, I have never ridden an animal, but it feels like an enormous beast is undulating under me, completely unaware that I’m on its back. My heart races and my breath comes short, and I lower my gaze to the dirty water sloshing in the bottom of the boat and hunch closer to Tatius, who squeezes me and murmurs in my ear.

‘Don’t worry,’ he says. ‘I spent too much on you to let you drown.’

Then the keel grates in the sand, and we both lurch forward. The sailor ships the oars and swings into the water. Tatius lifts me over the side and the sailor folds me over his sweaty shoulder like a sack of wheat, then wades through the surf and plants me feet first in the hot sand. My heart is still racing, but my whole body loosens with relief to be on dry land again, and I manage to stand erect on my own. The sailor wades back into the surf, and Tatius rides him piggyback onto the beach. Once he’s on his feet, the slave dealer shouts instructions into the sailor’s ear, then he gives my shoulder a squeeze and starts marching up the beach toward the town.

Someone took my shoes over the past few days, I don’t remember who or when, and I’m barefoot for the first time in a long while. I’ve never walked on sand before, and it slides under my feet and burns my soles, so that I’m simultaneously slogging and dancing on tiptoe as Tatius, his thighs working, strides up the beach. The shadows of swooping gulls streak over us. Unlike Carthago Nova, the little town up ahead has no city wall, just a line of ragged, rattling palm trees and a sight that makes my breath come short. On the corner where a street empties onto the beach is a tavern with wide doorways, and girls in filmy gowns slump on the benches outside and lift their faces to the sun. The dingy walls are scribbled over with the usual enormous cocks and cavernous cunts, crudely drawn. Is this where Tatius is taking me? To another tavern?

The sight opens the recent wound in my heart, reminding me once again of what I have lost. These wolves look like my sisters at the tavern in Carthago Nova, but they are not my sisters. Their bare limbs and stained gowns make me think I should know their names, but as they lower their weary faces to watch me stumbling up the beach, each one is a stranger, her eyes tired and indifferent under last night’s stale make-up. Do they at least recognize me as one of them? My tunic is blackened with soot from the fire that destroyed the tavern in Carthago Nova, my hair sticks out in greasy spikes, and I still wear bruises round my neck where two people choked me. One of the wolves looks me up and down, as if to say, Rough night? Before I can gesture or reply, she closes her eyes. As far as she’s concerned, I’m just another boy treading up the beach, and she’s just another whore stealing some daylight before her working day begins again.

I hustle to keep up with Tatius, following him through a litter of desiccated brown palm fronds. The sand thins under my feet and becomes gritty paving stones, much to my relief – I know how to walk on a street. With a glance back, Tatius leads me through the morning traffic of the town. The sun is still low, and the street is in shadow. I feel another stab of homesickness. All along the street we pass familiar scenes performed by unfamiliar faces, like characters in a play I know by heart portrayed by different actors – a shopkeeper putting back his shutters, a man leading a mule pulling a cart, a girl snapping a sheet out a second-storey window as if it has done her an injury. No one pays me any attention as I slip along in Tatius’s wake. In Carthago Nova, I was one of them, but here I’m a stranger, a nameless, hungry, dirty boy trotting to keep up, trying not to tread barefoot in the filth.

Tatius buys a fresh loaf of bread at a hole-in-the-wall shop and hands it to me. I rip at the loaf like a hungry dog while Tatius leads me back up the street. The town doesn’t end so much as fade away into abandoned houses and empty plots, and now we’re walking up a rutted lane that runs in the shadow of the bluff overlooking the town – stony ground the colour of bone, with tufts of yellow grass, green cactus, and short, bristling trees. Dry tracks wind away through the brush to little stone huts. Some are roofless and abandoned, but some have smoke rising from them. Men, women, and children, bony and nearly naked, huddle in dim door-ways, while equally bony livestock – pigs, goats, an emaciated mule – root about in the dry grass. Tatius catches me staring at them.

‘You wouldn’t get far,’ he says. ‘They’d just sell you back to me, if they didn’t eat you first.’

He thinks he knows what I’m thinking, but escape is the furthest thing from my mind. I may be afraid and uncertain of what comes next, but I know that my only chance of survival, at least for now, is to stick with Tatius and do whatever he wants. The very thought of running into the brush sends Sparrow flickering over my shoulder, looking down from above at the boy trotting after his Dominus, stuffing the last of the bread into his mouth and picking crumbs off his tunic. We’re the only travellers on the rutted lane, but then we join a paved road coming up from the harbour, which is busy with a steady stream of carts and wagons and files of slaves carrying bulging bundles on their backs or on their heads. We walk beside the edge of the road to let the wagons creak and rattle past us, drawn by blinkered mules with drooping heads and clopping hooves. The burdened slaves walk slower than us, sweating and breathing hard, all muscle and bone, their horny feet splayed against the paving stones.

‘The city of Illici is ten miles up this road,’ Tatius says. ‘But we aren’t going that far.’

And soon enough, not far from the port, we turn into another rough lane that winds around a low, rocky hill. The track is full of small, sharp stones that sting my feet, and Tatius slows to accommodate me as I pick my way after him as best I can. As we come round the rump of the hill, the rumble of the busy road dies away. Up ahead the track rises through an open gate in a weather-stained wall, into a yard of packed dirt that climbs to a large, rambling farmhouse. The house is taller at one end than the other, with red roof tiles over its peaks and valleys. Some of the tiles along the edges have slid away, leaving ragged bite marks in the eaves. The dun-coloured walls are cracked and mottled, punctuated by small windows, some shuttered, some just empty black holes. The house doesn’t look like anyone built it, but rather that it just grew out of the hillside like a goitre.

At the sight of this strange place, Sparrow flutters over my shoulder, and I hesitate, my bare, stinging feet pressed into the warm grit of the track. At the farmyard gate, Tatius turns and looks back at me. Nothing behind us anymore, I remind Sparrow as I limp up the track. As we pass through the gate, Sparrow returns to me, and an overpowering stench of animal and shit washes over me like heat from an oven, coming from a low building to the left of the house, a long red-roofed canopy over half walls of stone. I can’t see them, but I can hear the snorting and snuffling of many pigs. In the shadows between the eaves of the roof and the low walls, I see the silhouettes of two people, one taller and broader than the other. Tatius smiles at the face I make at the smell.

‘Sweet, isn’t it, Ganymede?’ He draws a deep breath. ‘The smell of money.’

He leads me across the packed earth of the yard. Dry runnels crease the dirt where rainwater has coursed away down the hill, and off to the right is a well with a bucket hanging from a pulley. Straight ahead, a door stands ajar in the middle of the longest wall of the house, and on the doorstep, a bony yellow hound curls on its side, its back leg straight up in the air as it languidly licks its testicles.

Then a pig starts squealing from inside the long barn, and the hound twists around to sit up on his haunches. He starts barking at Tatius and me, and Tatius stops us halfway across the yard. Inside the barn, the squealing gets louder and higher, and the two silhouettes move close together, working at something between them that I can’t see. I hear a woman’s sharp voice: ‘Hold him tighter. How many times do I have to tell you?’

The squealing becomes more frantic, and the two figures stoop lower.

‘That’s one,’ grunts the woman, then a moment later, ‘that’s the other.’

The squealing rises to a scream. In the shadow under the roof, the shorter figure lifts a frantic piglet, its little trotters waving, and carries it deeper into the barn. The taller figure stands up straight and peers at us out in the yard. She comes through a doorway in the middle of the long wall into the daylight, a tall, moon-faced, broad-shouldered woman with her colourless hair pulled back in a bun. Once again, Sparrow flickers briefly to life at the sight of her bloodstained leather apron and the short, narrow knife she holds in one hand. In her other hand, she holds two small, pale balls like oysters. A glistening white thread hangs from each one through her bloody fingers.

‘Peace of God,’ she says, in a rough accent.

‘Peace of God, Arbuscula,’ Tatius replies.

Without looking away from us, the woman lifts her voice over her shoulder. ‘Barbatus! Dominus is here.’

As if to prove something to its mistress, the dog lifts itself off the doorstep and barks more energetically at Tatius and me. I move behind Tatius and watch over his shoulder.

‘Dexter!’ snaps Arbuscula. ‘Shut up.’ The dog stops barking. ‘Sit.’

The dog settles tensely on its rump, its gaze drawn to the glistening balls in Arbuscula’s hand. His long pink tongue swipes over his yellow teeth, and he quivers on his haunches. The other person in the barn comes out into the light, a slight, slope-shouldered man with sad, hollow eyes and an improbably bushy black beard with tendrils of grey in it. He’s duskier and shorter than the woman, and he stands a step back from her, wiping his hands on a rag.

‘Peace of God.’ His voice is hoarse and thin, as if he’s worn it out shouting.

Tatius thrusts me in front of him and presents me to the man and woman.

‘This is a new Ganymede,’ he says. Then, to me, ‘This is my vilica, Arbuscula, and my vilicus, Barbatus.’

I stand perfectly still as Arbuscula and Barbatus look me up and down. I’m used to being on display. They won’t hurt me, I think, because Tatius won’t want them to. Didn’t he just say in the boat that I was worth too much money to lose?

Tatius reaches into his satchel and pulls out a scroll. ‘Here’s his bill of sale, if anyone asks.’

‘The aedile never shows up here,’ says Arbuscula. Her voice is more commanding than the man’s.

‘Take it anyway,’ Tatius says, ‘just in case.’

Arbuscula lifts her hands. ‘I’m all bloody, Dominus.’

‘Hm,’ grunts Barbatus, and he steps forward and takes the scroll.

‘I’ll be back for him in three weeks or thereabouts,’ Tatius says. ‘Walk him around a bit. He needs to lose some weight.’ He squeezes my shoulders. ‘But not too much. I want him sleek and unmarked for the governor in Tarraco.’

‘He’s going to Arcadia?’ Arbuscula says.

‘God willing, and with your help,’ says Tatius.

Arbuscula and Barbatus exchange a look. The little man twists the scroll between his hands. ‘Dominus,’ he says, dipping his beard.

The slavering dog, meanwhile, is whimpering now, tensing its legs, lifting its backside off the ground. Arbuscula says nothing, but jerks her hand and flings the two white balls away from her. They sail over the packed earth of the yard, their little white tails waving after. The dog dashes between us, its claws scrabbling in the dirt. A moment later it has gulped down one ball and then the other, and it trots back between us, licking its chops, and settles on the doorstep again.

Wiping her fingers on her apron, Arbuscula turns to Tatius. ‘We’ll make sure he’s what the governor wants.’

Tatius turns to me. ‘Do what Arbuscula says,’ he tells me, ‘and she’ll take good care of you till I come back.’

Then, with a perfunctory peace of God, Tatius turns and walks back down the yard, switching his satchel from one side to the other, departing with even less ceremony than our arrival. When I turn back toward the house, the vilica is hovering over me, gazing at me as if trying to guess my weight or my price or both. The knife is no longer in her hand. Barbatus is nowhere to be seen.

‘When’s the last time you washed?’ she says.

With a bucket of water from the well, Arbuscula gives me a cold bath in the farmyard, scrubbing me raw with a brush and roughly massaging all the soot and grease out of my hair. No one has washed me like this since I was a little boy, when Focaria used to scrub me down in the tavern garden. Arbuscula is even rougher than Focaria was, and as I stand trembling in the sunlight, the last traces of my life in Carthago Nova roll away through the dirt in a little tide of filthy water. Tatius said nothing to Arbuscula about my history, and as she turns me about between her callused hands, I expect to her ask me why I’m so dirty, why I have bruises around my neck and cuts on my hands, why my tunic smells of smoke. But apart from ‘Lift your arms’ or ‘Hold still’, she says nothing, and I’m relieved that where I came from and what I did before simply don’t matter to her. The life of a slave is like the writing on a wax tablet – in an instant, your entire previous history can be smoothed away, as if it never happened.

Bath over, Arbuscula takes me into the cool kitchen of the farmhouse, where she tosses my ruined tunic into the unlit hearth. I stand naked and dripping and watch Barbatus through the glare of the open door as he slouches across the yard from one chore to another, shoulders stooped, beard thrust forward. Arbuscula roots around in a trunk until she finds a coarse woollen tunic, old but clean, that’s big enough for me. Then she dives into the trunk again and comes up with several pairs of old shoes. While I sit on a little stool, she presses the sole of one shoe after another against the bottom of my foot until she finds a pair that fits, then has me do a turn up and down the packed dirt of the kitchen floor.

‘Now take them off,’ says Arbuscula. ‘You’re not going anywhere today.’

Barefoot again, I follow her broad backside up a narrow, twisting wooden stair into the taller portion of the house, where Arbuscula unlocks a stout wooden door from a ring of keys suspended at her waist. More roughly than Tatius, she pushes me into the room ahead of her. It’s narrow and oblong, with a wooden floor and a high, barred window which casts a patch of sunlight on the wall. The only furniture is a low cot with a bolster and a blanket. Except for the high ceiling, it’s almost like my cell back in Carthago Nova, and as I stand in the middle of it, homesick and estranged all at once, Arbuscula steps behind the open door and nudges a chamber pot across the floor with her toe.

‘Are you hungry?’ she says.

‘No, Domina.’

‘All right. Lie down and sleep.’

‘Domina?’ It’s not even midday, and I’ve been dozing on the ship for three days. I’m taller than I used to be, but Arbuscula clutches me under my arms and swings me off my feet as easily as she’d pick up a piglet. I go breathless in her grip – Audo, the pimp in Carthago Nova, swung me onto a bed like this the day he split me in half – and for a moment Sparrow flutters frantically in the high corners of the room. Arbuscula drops me on the narrow bed, and my head bounces against the stiff bolster. She briskly tugs my legs straight, then flaps the blanket above me, and it settles slowly over me like a rough, scratchy shroud. From the corner of the ceiling, Sparrow watches the boy below, rigid under the blanket, his arms at his sides, his fingernails digging into his palms, his toes clenched. I couldn’t be more awake.

‘I say what I mean,’ Arbuscula says. ‘I don’t ask twice.’

She looms over me, the biggest person I have ever seen, bigger even than Audo.

‘When I say sleep, you sleep,’ she says. ‘I want you rested.’

‘Yes, Domina,’ I manage to say. My throat is still dry.

‘I’m not your Domina,’ she says. ‘Call me vilica.’ Then she’s gone, and the door is shut and locked. Lying rigid under the blanket, my heart pounding, I hear her steps creak down the stairs. For a long time I stare at the ceiling beams and listen to the sounds of the farmyard – the dog barking, the pigs snorting, Arbuscula snapping at Barbatus, and Barbatus grunting back. The room grows hot and stuffy, and I kick off the blanket. Eventually my heart slows, my breath comes easier, my limbs loosen. I fall into a fitful sleep. Sometime later more squealing from the barn wakes me, but I stare at the slowly moving patch of sunlight on the wall until I fall asleep again.

The rattle of the lock wakes me from a dreamless stupor. The room is even hotter than it was before, and the blanket lies in a heap on the floor. The patch of sunlight has crossed from one wall to the other. The door swings open, and Arbuscula comes in holding a cup. She hauls me up to a sitting position by the front of my tunic and hands me the cup.

‘Drink,’ she says.

I take the cup in both hands and sip. It’s unwatered wine.

‘All of it,’ she says, and tips the cup against my lips until it’s drained. I gag a bit, but keep it all down.

‘Are you all emptied out?’ She’s peering down at the chamber pot, where sometime during the day I emptied my bladder and deposited a single dense turd.

‘Yes,’ I gasp.

‘Come on, then.’ She tugs me to my feet and marches me out the door and down the twisting stairs. Sparrow flutters after us, looking down at the barefoot boy nearly obscured by the broad back of the woman. As we descend into the kitchen, mournful-eyed Barbatus is coming in from the yard, carrying before him a saw horse with a worn leather saddle slung over it. He sets it next to the kitchen table, near the hearth. Dexter lopes in after him, but Arbuscula kicks the dog in its bony ribs, and it yelps and scrambles out the door. Arbuscula plants the stool I was sitting on earlier next to the table, then plants me on the stool. She lifts a pitcher from the table, pours out another brimming cup of wine, and hands it to me.

‘Drink it down,’ she says, and without hesitating this time, I drink it all in three gulps. It’s swill – I know a little about wine from life in the tavern – but it’s unwatered and potent. I’m just a boy drinking on an empty stomach, and so only a few moments after having been woken from a feverish sleep, my head is already beginning to swim. I put the cup on the table a little too hard, and Arbuscula fills it again and slides it toward me.

‘I’ll pass out,’ I say.

She pushes the cup into my hands. ‘That’s the idea.’

‘Hm,’ says Barbatus. At the far end of the table, near the saw horse, he’s setting out a clean cloth, a bowl of water, a needle and thread, a little stoppered jar, and a small sharp knife. I finish the third cup of wine in one, two, three gulps, and I wobble on the stool, waving the cup toward the table until Arbuscula takes it and fills it again. I’m breathing hard as I pick up the cup, as if it’s the heaviest thing I’ve ever lifted. My head is buzzing, my belly is sloshing with wine. The room rolls around me as if on a pivot. Even Sparrow is drunk, swooping from corner to corner under the roof beams. I take a gulp and cough it up again, splashing half the wine onto the floor.

‘I’ll be sick,’ I hear myself say, my voice slurred.

Arbuscula gives Barbatus a look as if to say, This is what I have to deal with. Barbatus says ‘Hm’ again, and then, in his hoarse, hollow voice, ‘Don’t want him to choke.’ Arbuscula sighs and takes the cup from me, finishing the rest of it herself.

‘I’m sorry, Domina.’ My head wobbles. ‘I wish … I wish …’

Arbuscula bangs down the cup and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand.

‘You’ll wish you’d taken that last cup, pusus,’ she says, and hauls me to my feet.

She’s right. I wish I had drunk the fourth cup. Before I know what’s happening, my tunic is stripped off over my head, and I’m folded over the saddle on the saw horse, my head near the floor, looking back, upside down, at my own ankles. The leather of the saddle is cool and slick under my thighs and belly, and it’s hard to breathe doubled over. Even upside down, the room is still spinning, and I’m sick, gasping a mouthful of wine onto the packed earth of the kitchen floor.

The vilica and vilicus ignore my distress. Barbatus straps my wrists tightly to two legs of the sawhorse while Arbuscula straps my ankles to the other two. My bare backside is pushed into the air on the crest of the saddle, exposed and chilly, even in the stifling heat of the kitchen. Arbuscula puts her cold hand on one cheek of my bottom and says, ‘Guide my hand, Dominus. Let me not damage the property of my Dominus.’ Then, to Barbatus, ‘Please tell me you’re ready.’

‘Hm,’ he says.

I remember each slice of the blade even now, at the far end of my life, as the means of fathering a child were taken from me and, for all I know, fed to Dexter the dog. I even remember the order – one sharp, hot seam of pain opening my left testicle, then another sharp, hot seam opening my right – and I remember Arbuscula’s blunt fingers inside of me as she squeezed out first one pale little teste and then the other, severing their strings with a twist of her fingers. Then there was the slicing off of the empty sacs, and the fiery piercing of needle and thread, in and out, as she stitched me up with her bloody fingers.

Meanwhile, Sparrow sees nothing, because Sparrow, drunk as a poet, has sailed out the door into the yard and soared as high as he can, spiralling higher and higher until he’s looking down upon the hammered blue of the sea, the bleached hillside and the distant blue mountains, the dusty red roofs of the town, the swaying masts of the ships in the harbour, the fishermen on the beach, and the slaves like ants carrying their burdens inland along the road toward the city. From this vast height, the farmhouse below is only a little, irregular red rectangle surrounded by the dun dirt of the yard, but no matter how high Sparrow flies, no matter how distant he is from the earth, he is still tethered to the screams of the boy in the kitchen.

When I wake in my cell upstairs, the room is burning. Flames are sheeting up the walls and rippling across the ceiling, but the fire is cold and silent. There is no smoke scalding my lungs, no roar of crackling, snapping wood. The heat in the room comes from me, radiating out of me like a brazier, consuming me from the inside out like charcoal. Someone is rubbing my burning forehead with a damp cloth, wiping my cheeks, running the cloth under the neck of my tunic.

‘Mother,’ I gasp.

‘Not your mother,’ comes the reply, and I open my eyes. Through the red shimmer of flame I see Melpomene, the wolf I helped to murder, perched on the side of the cot, her weight pressed against my burning hip. She dips the cloth into a bowl of water and wrings it out, the golden rings on her fingers flashing in the firelight, then she wipes the cloth over my face again. She’s wearing her white gown, the one she died in, the front of it sodden and black with blood. Across her throat is the deep seam where Focaria cut her windpipe, and when she speaks to me, her voice, bubbling with blood, comes from that wide red mouth and not from her bluish lips.

‘Now you’re a woman,’ she says, roughly wiping my face. ‘You ungrateful little fuck.’

You’re dead! I want to shout. I killed you! But my tongue is swollen, burning like the rest of me. Her eyes flare with brilliant hatred, and she smiles at me with both mouths. Then she bursts into flame, and I scream inside my head and pass out.

When I wake again, the room is dark and cold, but I’m still hot. Sparrow flutters in the corner over the door, and he sees the boy lying face down on the bed, naked. His hair is matted with sweat, his cheek is pressed to the bare mattress, and one arm trails lifelessly to the floor, like Julius Caesar’s when they carried his body away from the Forum. A hulking dark figure passes through the door under Sparrow and looms over the bed. It’s Audo, still dead, trailing shreds of his winding sheet and the reek of his dank grave, and he puts one knee on the bed and parts the boy’s thighs. This wakes the boy, and he struggles and cries out as Sparrow beats the air frantically over his head.

‘This will make you feel better,’ says Audo, uncharacteristically gentle, and he keeps the boy’s legs apart with his knee and presses him into the bed with his hand between the boy’s shoulder blades. From a little cup, he smears an oily paste between the boy’s legs, across the livid scars where his testicles used to be.

‘No it won’t!’ the boy wants to say, but his mouth is muffled by the mattress. ‘It never does!’

But surprisingly, the ointment does help. It penetrates his scars with a stinging chill, lessening the pain, and the room fills with the peppery scent of yarrow, calming him. The man on the bed rolls him over, and I look up into the deep-set, mournful eyes of Barbatus. He parts my knees and elevates them with the bolster.

‘Keep your legs apart,’ he says in his ragged voice. ‘Try to sleep.’

‘I can’t,’ I say. ‘Everything bad happens to me in bed.’

‘Shh,’ he says. He rubs my nose with his yarrow-smelling fingers, and the scent numbs my mind and makes me sleep, it seems, for days and days. I am visited by others from Carthago Nova. Renatus the Christian baker, who holds me upright so I can piss into the chamber pot and who tells me that in hell, my whole body will sting the way the scars between my legs do now. Nazarius the fuller paces the room and tells me jokes only he finds funny. Opitria the fortune teller tells me my future, but her lips make no sound, leaving me no wiser than I was before. Even tongueless Tacita comes to me, but now she’s a little chatterbox, full of wicked gossip, spilling the secrets of her household and the street.

‘I had my master’s baby,’ she says, ‘but it died.’

I wake in the night to see Focaria looming over me, rolling her eyes, holding a bowl of broth and a spoon. ‘Didn’t I tell you your happy days were over?’ She props me up in bed and roughly spoons the broth into my slack mouth, then clamps my jaw shut with the heel of her hand to make me swallow. She holds my shoulders as I vomit it back up into a bucket. ‘What a waste,’ she says, prickly as ever.

The only one who doesn’t come, or won’t come, or can’t come, is the only one I want to see. As I burn and toss on the cot, hot in the day, freezing at night, my delirium cannot conjure Euterpe, a goddess and not a goddess, a Christian and not a Christian, my mother and not my mother. She is far away, she has forsaken me, she doesn’t remember me, she is dead and gone. She is lost to me for ever, even in my dreams.

At last the fever passed, but I was still weak. Sometimes I lay face down, sometimes I lay on my back with a bolster under my head and another bolster under my knees. Dusty daylight crawled across the floor, and at night, the window was full of stars and the scream of crickets. I slept on and off, and sometimes I woke to the sound of Dexter climbing the stairs, his nails clicking on the steps, and I opened my eyes to see him staring mournfully at me from the doorway.

Barbatus came and went. He carried away my chamber pot and brought it back empty, and he brought me bread and cheese and watered wine. Sometimes he just watched me from the doorway before slouching down the stairs again. Once he knelt beside the bed and pulled out of his tunic a little doll of sticks and cloth. Its head was a knot of coarse fabric tied off with a piece of twine, with two black dots for eyes and a black smudge for a mouth.

‘I made this for you,’ he whispered. ‘It can be your friend.’ He lay the doll on my chest and pressed my limp fingers around it. ‘You can whisper whatever you want to into its head,’ he said. ‘It will keep all your secrets.’ Then he put his finger to his lips even though I hadn’t tried to say anything, and he crept out the door and down the stairs.

Weak and listless, I held the doll over my face and wondered what to do with it. I had never had a toy before. In the street or through the doorways of houses, I had seen children with playthings, earnestly talking to them or pushing them about as if they expected the toy to wake up at any moment. I always wondered what they thought they were doing. The children I saw with toys were free, not slaves like me, so perhaps the toys were meant to teach them how to manipulate their inferiors and order them about, to give them experience with some soulless object that had no more will or self-control than a slave did.

Barbatus told me this doll was my friend, but I didn’t believe him. Urania, one of the wolves in the tavern in Carthago Nova, had a little brass figure of a god, and she sent me away with it once to pray for our sister Thalia, another wolf who was having an abortion. But as I sat with the little brass god in an abandoned temple, I felt nothing. The temple had been defiled by Christians, who smeared the walls with red paint and shattered the statue of Asclepius, one of the old gods. Their god didn’t live in brass figures or in statues – he was invisible and everywhere, all at once. If anything had ever lived in the brass figure, it was long gone, and it was the same with Barbatus’s doll. It was just sticks and cloth tied together with twine, and I could have crushed it between my hands. It was no more meaningful to me than the stick figures that punters scratched into the walls of the tavern. Peering up the skirt of its little dress, I could see it didn’t even have a cock and balls, usually the most prominent feature of the figures on the wall. Arbuscula had sliced away my balls, but I still had my cock, so perhaps Barbatus gave the doll to me as something that was even worse off than me, something I could feel superior to. But in truth, I was no better off than the doll. I was just a plaything for others, with no will of my own. My head might as well have been made of cloth, my limbs made of sticks.

When I’m able to get out of bed, Arbuscula starts sending me out for long walks in the company of Barbatus. We walk up the main street of the town to the sea, along the beach to the harbour, and then back along the quay, man and boy threading silently through sailors, slaves, and dockworkers. Barbatus always walks in front, leading with his beard, glancing back now and then to make sure I’m following. One day we stop to watch a group of boys playing at a slave auction in an empty lot. One boy stands on a pile of rubble while another boy struts back and forth and declaims his selling points in a piping, pompous patter. The boy on the block mimes tears and rubs his eyes with his fists while the other boys jeer and call out bids. I stood on such a block for real not long ago, and I halt in my tracks, my heart hammering, Sparrow flickering over my shoulder. Barbatus watches the boys impassively, but when he sees the look on my face, he leads me away.

The next day, he starts taking me up a steep, stony path behind the farmhouse to the top of the ridge that runs behind the town, where we walk along the bleached earth between stunted, spiky trees and tufts of yellowed grass until we reach the promontory that overlooks the sea. Here is the tower I saw when Tatius and I came ashore, but even though smoke is always rising from the top of it, we never see anyone go in or come out. Barbatus sits with his back to the warm, sunlit side of the tower, stretches out his legs, and offers me some of the water and salt pork he brought with him. Sometimes I join him, sometimes I let him eat it all. I still don’t have much of an appetite. The scars between my legs still burn, so I pace the stony edge of the ridge, careful not to go too far from watchful Barbatus. Walking distracts me from the pain.

When I used to sit in the top row of the old theatre in Carthago Nova, I saw a whole city with its grid of streets laid out below me, but as I gaze down on the port of Illici, the narrow strip of red roofs looks like a crust of sea wrack left by the receding tide. Unlike the rich aromas that mapped Carthago Nova – here was the fuller, here was the butcher – on this clifftop I smell only baking dust, the herbal tang of dry brush, and woodsmoke from the town. The tiny figures below look no more lifelike than the doll Barbatus made me. Sweating from the blistering sunlight and the ache between my legs, I wonder if I could crush them as easily as I could crush the doll.

What does overpower me is the sea. In Carthago Nova I could only ever see a narrow reach of it at the mouth of the harbour, but here, under the boundless blue dome of the sky, the sea is enormous, a deep, inky blue wrinkled with waves. It swells toward the horizon, patterned with complex currents that cross and mesh like the weave of a fabric. A tiny ship with a bright-green sail, its prow and stern see-sawing up and down, draws a white wake along the surface, which spreads and joins the weave of the water. Little lacy breakers lap at the shore, but the mass of blue water beyond seems full of tension and violent potential, as if the sea is only biding its time before it heaves up to drown the town and sweep away all the stick figures, until it surges up over the top of the ridge and around the ankles of the wounded boy who stands there with his heart hammering. If that happened, would I run? Or would I just stand here and let it take me?

‘You’re not going to jump, are you?’

Barbatus stands right behind me. I didn’t hear him come so close.

‘What?’

Barbatus steps beside me where the ridge drops sharply away, and he looks down the steep slope. ‘I had a boy try it once.’

‘Why?’ I say.

‘He was like you,’ Barbatus says. ‘After we castrated him, he wanted to die.’

The swelling ocean recedes in my imagination, and I wonder what it would take for someone to actively seek his own death. The drop below us isn’t sheer, but a very steep slope studded with sharp outcrops and boulders. If you took a running jump, you wouldn’t die from the impact, but you might be battered to death before you reached the bottom.

‘What happened?’ I say.

‘I stopped him,’ says Barbatus. ‘Tatius took him away to sell somewhere.’

Barbatus and I lift our gazes and stare silently together at the horizon. The seam where sea meets sky trembles like a mirage.

‘Maybe he did it later,’ Barbatus says. ‘Jumped off the ship or something. He really didn’t want to be some rich man’s boy.’

He glances at me, no doubt wondering if I feel the same. Perhaps he’s guessed where I come from and what I did before, perhaps he hasn’t. Whatever the earlier boy’s life had been before he came here, I wonder if he suffered what I’ve endured – night after night, one punter after another. I think of Focaria, the tavern’s cook in Carthago Nova and my other mother, and I think of something she used to say.

‘You can get used to anything,’ I say, as much to myself as to Barbatus.

‘I’m not sure I could get used to that, though.’ Barbatus watches me sidelong for a moment. ‘Are you good at it?’

I sigh. Why should this surprise me? Why should he be any different from all the other men I’ve known? Wearily, I turn to him, expecting to see the same avid look of every man who came into my cell every evening in the tavern. But Barbatus is just staring sorrowfully out to sea, his bony chest rising and falling. I can scarcely believe it, but maybe he doesn’t want to fuck me, maybe he really just wants to know.

‘Are you good at castrating piglets and boys?’ I say.

‘Hm,’ he says.

‘There you go,’ I say. ‘Practise, practise, practise.’

Barbatus snorts. He lifts an eyebrow.

‘Are you a Jew?’ he says. ‘Your penis is cut like a Jew’s.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Where do you come from?’ he says. ‘Do you know?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘Do you?’

He raises his long, bony arm to point across the sea. ‘Cyprus.’

‘Is that far?’

‘Other side of the sea.’

We stare out at the trembling horizon, at the weave of currents. I can hear him breathing through his nose.

‘I think about them every day,’ he says at last.

‘Who?’

‘My family. I wonder if I’ll ever see them again.’

‘I thought you were a freedman.’

‘No,’ he says. ‘I’m Arbuscula’s slave, and she belongs to Tatius. I’m a slave twice over.’ He looks at me. ‘Not like you.’

That’s true, I think. I’ve never been a slave’s slave. Barbatus’s lips are working inside his beard. I think he’s going to say something more on this topic, but instead he says, ‘Do you miss your family?’

I miss Euterpe. I miss my sister wolves Thalia and Urania. I miss my tongueless friend, Tacita, who could speak only with her eyes. But that’s not what Barbatus means. He wants to know if I miss my family, whom I don’t remember and will never know. I have no idea where I came from, let alone who I came from. I’ll never know what it’s like to be a son or a brother. And thanks to Arbuscula and the man asking me these questions, I’ll never know what it’s like to be a father. I am cut off from the world and all of its people, past, present, and future.

‘I have no one to miss,’ I tell him.

‘Hm,’ Barbatus says. ‘You’re lucky, then.’

That afternoon, Tatius arrives to take me away. He comes late, though, so he decides to spend the night at the farmhouse. Arbuscula makes another place at the table, and we all dine together that evening like a family. She pulls a stool up for me and forcefully sets me on it, no matter how much it hurts. She wants Tatius to see I’m on the mend. Our dinner at the farm is usually silent – Arbuscula noisily chewing and Barbatus staring into space – but not today. Like most merchants, Tatius enjoys the sound of his own voice. He peppers Barbatus and Arbuscula with jocular questions, teasing out of them the local gossip – has the aedile acknowledged the son he fathered on the baker’s wife, does the blacksmith still want to marry one of the wolves in the tavern?

‘Think of the sex you’d get for free!’ Tatius winks across the table at me. ‘You’d never have to leave the house again!’

‘Teach her to cook, teach her to sew,’ offers Barbatus, mournfully trying to match his Dominus’s twinkly bonhomie. Tatius claps him on his bony shoulder.

‘The perfect wife!’ he says.

All throughout the dinner they drink unmixed wine; Tatius insists on it. I stick with water, but soon the three adults are fairly drunk, even Arbuscula. She turns out to have a deep, robust laugh I’ve never heard before. Deeper in his cups, Tatius begins to expound at length about politics, while Barbatus struggles to keep his eyes open and Arbuscula yawns behind her hand. He mentions at least one name I recognize – the emperor Honorius – and some I’ve never heard before – Stilicho, the general of Honorius’s armies (‘Who pulls the Emperor’s strings!’ says Tatius) and the British soldier Constantine, who recently declared himself emperor (‘And stole his name from a real emperor!’).

‘And don’t get me started on the filthy Germans,’ he says, ‘pouring over the frontier and ravaging northern Gaul while nobody lifts a finger to stop them. Next thing you know they’ll be at the Pyrenees, and then it’ll be too late.’

Now I yawn, too, and Tatius slaps my back and barks, ‘Pay attention, Ganymede! Where you’re going, you’ll need to know all this!’

As the light fades, Arbuscula lights a lamp, and before they put me to bed, Tatius bends me over the table and pulls up my tunic so he can inspect Arbuscula’s handiwork. I press my cheek against the wood, staring through crumbs of bread at the blade of one of Arbuscula’s knives, pointing right between my eyes. Maybe it’s the one she used on me. Behind me I feel the heat from the flame as Tatius holds the lamp close between my legs.

‘Arbuscula,’ he says at last, ‘you’re an artist.’ The heat withdraws. ‘You’d never know they were there.’ He tugs down my tunic, stands me up, and turns me round so he can beam drunkenly at me with his damp palms cupping my face. His eyes glisten in the wavering lamplight.

‘It’s like you were born without them,’ Tatius says. To my surprise, he wraps me in his arms.

‘Lucky boy,’ he whispers, his sour breath wet in my ear. ‘You’re never going to grow old. You’re going to live for ever.’

As Barbatus escorts me up to bed, Tatius and Arbuscula’s laughter funnels up the stairwell behind us. The vilicus stumbles up the stairs; he reeks of wine and sweat and the farmyard. In the room, he doesn’t leave right away, and I wonder if he really does want to fuck me. He suddenly wraps me in a tight embrace, and now I’m sure of it – in spite of our Dominus making merry with Arbuscula just below us, he’s going to risk everything to have me, just once, before I’m gone. But instead he just clutches me tightly, pressing my cheek against his bony shoulder. I feel his heart pounding, I feel his tears falling on my neck, and I realize he’s not embracing me – he’s embracing someone else, far across the sea in Cyprus. I lift my hands and pat his heaving, bony back. Finally, he releases me, grasps my face in both hands, and gives me a long firm kiss on the forehead. Then he staggers down the stairs, leaving the door wide open behind him.

I sit on the bed. The pain between my legs is less than it has been, but I know I should be frightened, or at least worried – I’m leaving tomorrow for the city of Tarraco, after all, with no guarantee that the governor will buy me, and who knows what would happen to me then? Even so, Sparrow doesn’t come. Instead, clutching Barbatus’s doll, I crawl under the bed, which is where I used to sleep in my cell in the tavern in Carthago Nova. No one could see me there, and it felt at least a little safer than lying on the mattress where punters fucked me half a dozen times a night. Up the stairwell floats the drunken hilarity of Tatius and Arbuscula and the uncertain laughter of Barbatus. The table scrapes against the floor, a stool clatters over. Everyone laughs. Holding the doll does nothing for me, so I snap off one of the twigs in its legs, roll over to face the wall, and scratch a sparrow in the plaster, leaving my mark just as I did in Carthago Nova, on the wall under my bed. Through the open door behind me I hear the telltale sounds of heavy breathing and the slap of flesh against flesh. I hear Arbuscula laughing long and hard, and I realize she’s just standing back and watching as Tatius fucks Barbatus
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