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A CARTHAGINIAN PEACE



Marcel Gabbett
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Smoke climbed to Jupiter as men burned inside bronze armor. Belt straps melted to flesh, helmets warping heads into disfigured sacks of puss, ballistas collapsing onto squealing engineers. Lit by starlight and braziers, Carthage’s harbor was visible across the Mediterranean; a sea that continued to spew forth enemies, saltwater steaming as saboteurs sparked flint at the base of siege engines. Their underclad lookouts hurled spears at Romans exiting tents and dreams of retirement. 

Sejanus, a mere legionnaire, had himself been envisioning the patch of land he’d earn in twenty more years. Visions of drinking wine, watching children fly kites, dissipated under the moaning of wood and metal. The Carthaginians cheered as they hunted a defeated and retreating Roman cohort. Sejanus sliced his gladius across an assassin’s throat before spinning and following his companions. 

Dozens of legionnaires weighed down by packs of plunder and equipment slid down the dunes, back into Carthaginian steel. Sidestepping one such man, Sejanus unfastened his pack and finished the climb. The cohort’s remains ran faster than Mercury under the moonlight. Across a grassy plateau, the cries of frenzied enemies far behind, a new voice roared before them. 

“I will not have men deserting their posts!” 

The general drew his sword, his horse snorting in displeasure. Sejanus stopped dead in his tracks to grasp at two of his tent comrades. His grip firm on their wrists, he yanked his friends Tiberius and Crassus back to stand beside him. 

“Are you mad?” Sejanus whispered. “It’s him.” 

General Scipio Aemilianus, newly appointed Consul of Africa, bellowed at the deserters who neglected his commands. “Were these members of the Sacred Band of Carthage? That you would choose to flee?” 

Scipio’s mounted guard tailed him—grizzled, quiet veterans who’d fought alongside his father in Spain. Their horses broad and spotted, their armor colored like roses cut at summer’s first rain. A nod from the general was sufficient instruction for the elites to turn their steeds and pursue the fleeing cohort. 

Sejanus closed his eyes as his companions were trampled. Spines cracked under hooves, pila flew into backs. Distinct sounds of dismemberment accompanied unanswered cries for mercy. When all was quiet, Sejanus opened his eyes to behold the consul and his beast looming. 

“You three obeyed. But the fact remains, you still fled.” Preemptively electing the young captain to consul was a desperate measure for the Senate. Sejanus could see in Scipio’s eyes that the exalted had no intention of wasting their opportunity. 

“This war will not be won by headstrong fools. It will be won by loyal soldiers, willing to do anything required.” Scipio smiled through his teeth. “For the absolution of your crime, are you three willing to do what I require?” 
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Rome’s newest centurions licked wine from their lips as they turned their attention to the dice. At stake: usual wages, coins hailing from western corners of Africa, pouches cut from snakeskin, statuettes of pagan deities. Tiberius tossed bone dice across the tree trunk they used as a table, cheering as he did so. Crassus and Sejanus sighed as they retrieved silver denarii from their pockets to toss into the pile. 

At the victor’s call, their servi privati entered the tent holding a long flask. A gift from Scipio’s father, now on loan to Tiberius, the elegant Spaniard lived a better life than most in the Roman empire. Under the pretext, of course, that desertion would result in his family’s execution.

“What news?” Tiberius asked as the servi filled his cup. 

“The Carthaginians have spent all night plugging the hole with stone and mortar. They must have collapsed some of their own homes to achieve this.” 

Tiberius chuckled his approval. “And Utica?” 

“Additional legions have arrived. With Mancinius’ assassination at Lake Tunis, the Senate thought it necessary to bolster our new consul’s fleet. 

Tiberius exchanged glances with his two companions. “Yes, a tragedy indeed, our great general falling. Tell me, how has morale been?” 

The servi shrugged. “May I speak plainly?” When Tiberius gave an enthusiastic nod, the Spaniard grinned. “Mancinius accomplished little. In just a few moons, Scipio has taken us beyond Carthage’s walls. We blockade our enemy at land and at sea. Finally, the end is in sight.”

“Excellent, now pour yourself a cup and run along.” The servi bowed and complied. 

Tiberius licked his lips. “You see Crassus, our men celebrate.” 

Crassus studied his hands as if they were still coated in blood. Try as he might, consistent sobriety could not overshadow a face as handsome as the pantheon. 

“Regardless, we’re here because the Senate forbade Carthage to contest Numidian encroachment. Ten thousand talents in penalty from the last war, and still this land’s markets flourish greater than any of Italia’s coasts.” 

Tiberius kicked his feet up onto the trunk, knocking his winnings off. “Where does this obsession come from? Have the women here so entranced you, eh? All that dancing, hips rotating and jewelry dangling? Or do you choose to forget about that devil, Hannibal? Just ask our servi outside, what Carthage’s champion did to the men of Spain.” 

Sejanus placed his cup on the grass below and clasped his hands together. “When you enlisted, Crassus, what was your aim?” 

“To make something of myself. Not to do the bidding of some court socialite who spends more time reading and licking old senators’ asses than...” Crassus motioned to the unruly sight of their table, cups and game.

“But you have made something of yourself!” Sejanus snapped. “I care little for the gossip of his habits. Scipio has given us everything. It was Mancinius who placed our cohort on that island like bait.” 

Crassus narrowed his eyes. “You’re a devout man, Sejanus. Always carrying that statuette of Juno, kissing it when you think others aren’t looking. How do you think she will repay our disloyalty?” 

“Disloyal?” Sejanus rose to his feet, clutching the hilt of his gladius. 

The tent’s flap opened, but instead of the servi, an armored primi ordine bowed and entered, his helm brushing against the ceiling. 

“What?” Tiberius slurred, his face red under the lamplight.

The captain grit his teeth. “Hasdrubal is enraged. They... they peeled the skin off our brothers and burned them alive. Hundreds of prisoners hang from the city walls.”

Tiberius’ raised an eyebrow and peered sidelong at Crassus. “A very elegant and sophisticated people indeed.” 
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A statue of Demeter, struck by a ballista-launched stone, crumbled onto a cohort of legionnaires. Now blockaded, Scipio’s force of four thousand were barraged by arrows and boiling oil. With all alternate routes ablaze and Tiberius’ legion unaccounted for, the army had turned into target practice. Sejanus’ legion finished hammering nails into their makeshift ramps and surged to the rooftops to provide relief. 

Archers atop the city canopy, startled by the resourceful Romans charging up their flimsy ramps, called alert to the neighboring rooftops. Sejanus commanded his men to set a moving shield wall in order to protect their engineers and additional ramps. Leaving his men to the deed, he swept his gaze across the city. The hippodrome to the west burned like a camp bonfire. Cylindrical towers plummeted by the Eastern coast, providing a line of sight to the harbor and flaming Phoenician ships. Sejanus observed, a few buildings behind him, a family shoved out of their home. Without hesitation, the legionnaires drew their swords and beheaded the pleading Carthaginians. 

Distracting the archers allowed Scipio’s force to push through Demeter’s remains. They continued up the main road, Carthaginian soldiers and citizenry alike stepping out of smoldering buildings to chuck spears. The Romans’ quarry, Byrsa, lay at the end of the street—a hill only, but fumes and adrenaline could have miraculous effects on a man’s perception. Sejanus craned his neck to spy the temple dedicated to the Phoenician God of Healing, Eshmun, stretch past Mount Olympus. 

He joined his men, who had already crossed to the next rooftop. This one was vast with a shallow dome, presumably the top of one of the city’s many theaters. Among the enemies, Roman traitors using Spartan shields and Numidian spears, hurled Latin curses. Sejanus bashed his shield into one such villain, scattering broken teeth across the ground. He followed this with a gladius swipe to the chest, and the traitor subsequently tumbled off the roof. Even through the haze of smoke and dust, Sejanus could see that the foe had somehow landed right beside Scipio himself. 

The consul was encamped with several assisting primi ordines, viewing maps and shouting orders. Sejanus’ body seemed to move on its own accord, guided by the gods or by a new moral instinct. He knelt down and retrieved a spear by the roof’s edge. The invasion would end just before its climax. With Mancinius gutted by Sejanus’ own hands, the chain of command was less than clear. Scipio’s death would undoubtedly conclude this conquest. 

A war cry snapped the centurion back into the rooftop battle. Sejanus fell to his knees, a longsword swinging above him. He glimpsed purple tread on a white tunic, a linothorax clad in bronze. The Libyan mercenary was shieldless, sweat gleaming on tan skin. Sejanus managed to pull the man down to his level. They clawed at each other’s faces, used knees to strike below the belt. After Sejanus finished choking the life out of his opponent, he looked to find the consul had moved on. 
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Hasdrubal wore a purple tunic and silver armor. His helm was discarded, revealing a full head of curly black hair. Calloused hands clasped around the jeweled hilt of a curved falcata.

Scipio, alongside his most senior generals and a handful of legionnaires, finished climbing the spiraling staircase to the Temple of Tanit’s roof. Halfway up the Hill of Byrsa, the lesser temple radiated a primal sense of maliciousness. On murals covering every surface, Tanit, the Lioness and Protector Goddess of Carthage, glared at the invaders. Above the Temple of Tanit, at Byrsa’s peak, the Temple of Eshmun had rivaled even the most sophisticated of Greek structures. Now, Carthage’s apex scorched hotter than Vulcan’s forge. Magnificent spires and statues, cut from marble and gold, tumbled aflame down the hillside. 

Hasdrubal stood with his back to the destruction. “What do you know of Byrsa?” 

Scipio stopped a few paces from Carthage’s final commander. “Very little.” 

The Carthaginian smiled thinly. “It is where our founding Queen Elissa bartered with tribal bands for this land. How fitting. Our birthplace now becomes our tomb.” 

“Where are the remainder of Rome’s traitors?” Scipio asked. “Tell me, and you will be escorted to Rome to live out your days. No harm shall fall upon you or your family.” 

“I admit, I do not wish to die a pointless death, though my people would expect it of me.” As he spoke, Hasdrubal removed his armor, piece by piece. “Nor do I wish to become Hannibal, running and hiding until I must poison my own cup. Your traitors are below us. The tombs are lighter than they appear, and reveal passages.” 

“Husband!” The cry echoed from the top of Byrsa, on one of the smoldering Temple of Eshmun’s ramparts. It came from a woman in a golden dress, a green crown upon her head, two children clutching at her legs. 

“You are no warrior, no man of Carthage. Our city dies, and you give in to dread rather than fight and die with it. Baal Hammon curses you. I curse you!” 

Before a wide-eyed Hasdrubal could respond, his wife kicked one of their sons off the rampart, flames licking the child as he fell. Possessed by madness and spite, she threw the second off as well. Hasdrubal sank to his knees, clawing at his face, helpless as finally, his wife spread her arms and fell face first. The commander roared and grabbed a dagger from a Roman’s belt, bringing it to his neck. The attempt was futile, as legionnaires caught and yanked the bawling man away. 

Tears streamed down Scipio's face as well, sufficient to drown the blazing city. “It is a vile deed, vanquishing such a majestic foe.” The consul turned and stared at a bookkeeping exacti who seemed always to trail him. “The day shall come in which our sacred Troy and Priam, and the people over whom spear-bearing Priam rules, shall perish all.”

Nodding enthusiastically, the exacti recorded the Iliad quote and included a sketch of their rooftop view. Centurions gasped in awe and shared their own words of lamentation. Watching the consul’s every move, Sejanus felt his body begin to shake.  

“Have Hasdrubal brought to the emperor immediately. He will be paraded through the streets of Rome.” The tears disappeared, Scipio’s lips now curling in pleasure. 
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“Tiberius’ men ascend,” an exacti told Scipio. One of the centurions close enough to hear, Sejanus tightened his grip on his horse’s reins. “The rumors were true. His legion turned north, to loot the temple of Apollo.”

“Gold and jewels are worth far less than loyalty. I will deal with them after.” The consul stroked his chin, feathers on his plumed helmet swaying in the wind. “So, those tunnels beneath Tanit are old catacombs. Defiling burial grounds by using them for his army’s operations... it could’ve been the fruit of Hasdrubal’s antagonism with the city council.” 

The contingent threw curses at each new bend in the road. Even if the direct distance between the two temples was short, Byrsa was organized as both a fortification and a test of the faithful’s willpower. The path spiraled from the foot of the hill to temples of increasing size.

Finishing their ascension, Scipio’s contingent discovered hundreds of traitors, hands bound, stripped to their undergarments. They knelt on sixty grand steps leading to an unrecognizable temple. Heavily clad legionnaires encircled, careful to avoid broken pieces of pillars and glass shards. The horse-guard in front, clad in burnt crimson robes and blackened bronze peeled back, forming a lane for Scipio and his beast. 

Crassus knelt at the bottom step, his shaved head bowed, his skin the texture of raisins. 

“You,” Scipio declared as he tapped his spearhead on Crassus’ head. 

The traitorous centurion lifted his head, locking eyes with the consul. “Congratulations general, you have conquered a most majestic creature. Did you not spot the shrines declared for Isis of Egypt? Or tapestries traded from the far east? This land, fertile in song and histories, swept away by a court usurper.” Crassus spit on the hooves before him. “I will spill your lies, and then you will know fear. Not the jealousy of Minerva or the lubriciousness of Jupiter, but the embrace of Eshmun, the roar of Tanit, the light of Apol...”

Crassus’ last words were of gargled blood and bile as Scipio’s spear plunged into his throat. As the legionnaires massacred the remaining traitors, haunted visions of the consul’s elites disemboweling deserters bubbled to the surface. Sejanus’ breath came heavy as he witnessed, at last, the end of their conquest; Pluto’s claws now free to sprout and claim the souls of men far from home. 

“Let them rot in the Temple of Tanit. Carthaginian citizens they so desired to be, and now they will bring disease to the halls of its protector.” The consul turned his horse and locked eyes with Sejanus. 

“Centurion, your worth alone has trounced the crimes of your comrades. Intercept Tiberius’ men and have them transport these carcasses. Then, your legion has the first gander at Apollo’s treasure. Ensure that Tiberius’ men share in none of Carthage’s fortunes.”
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“The catacombs maze down Byrsa. At the base of the hill, they stretch as far as the cisterns to the north and the tophets to the south.” 

Sejanus nodded, and the Immunes engineer bowed his head before walking back to the temple. While second to Eshmun, Tanit’s ornate ivory pillars still competed with the best of Roman artistry and architecture. Perhaps Hasdrubal had honored the guardian of Carthage by making this his military nexus. A double door engraved with lion heads opened as Romans pushed wheelbarrows in. Using pulleys and levers, the treasure would be lowered to the bottom tunnels and then brought to the harbor fleet.

The scent of death pervaded the structure, inside and out. Many of Sejanus’ men coughed and wheezed, cloths pressed to their noses. In front of the temple, Tiberius’ men, cursing and spitting, were frisked and prodded. 

“So, we three are reunited at last.” Tiberius appeared beside him, pointing at the ailing legionnaires. “A heavy price to pay, but I’m sure it will be worth it.”

The commotion of insults and wheelbarrowing died down as hundreds of men turned to observe their commanders. 

Tiberius smiled, his eyes cheerful even in his moment of folly. “Crassus was right, Carthage was grander than Rome. I had to make sure no one got to Apollo’s treasures before us.” He pounded his chest. “Before us Romans, I mean. Apollo is our God, not theirs! Do you understand what I’m saying?” 

Before Sejanus could open his mouth to respond, a line of blinding light pierced through the clouds. A pulsating arrow impaled Tiberius. Flesh and bone sizzled at the edges of the gaping hole in the centurion’s chest cavity. When the arrow evaporated, he crumpled. 

The two legions stood frozen for a few moments, mouths agape. Then another arrow of light plummeted, this one striking a horse’s eye—beast and rider toppling into a heap of armor and unfastened sacks of gold. A volley illuminated the overcast sky in white and yellow swirls of energy. Man-sized arrows followed screaming Romans as they fled for the temple doors. 

Halfway to the Temple, Sejanus tripped over a severed arm. He turned to see a break in the clouds usher forth a sun fiercer than the face of Theia. Oil lamps, city fires, all nearby sources of illumination dimmed as their light glided through the air like a blinding sandstorm. They drifted like ocean waves to a sphere expanding above Tiberius’ sputtering body. Eventually, the orb manifested into the figure of a man—a faceless, flickering figure of pure light. 

One legionnaire close enough abandoned reason and charged. The monster caught the soldier’s spear with a massive hand, tendrils of white heat and blistering luminescence lashing. It pulled the weapon into its body and then grasped the Roman’s head. Eyes popping, thick fluid gushing from his ears, the legionnaire’s body slowly disintegrated until the monster held nothing but ash.

Then it started to sing; its voice, a mocking shriek of lyres and chanting tibicines. Sejanus shuddered as the creature took long strides in his direction. Dead Romans underfoot guided him through the darkness as he dashed into Tanit, legionnaires shutting and barring the double doors as he entered. 

Passages spiraled downward, the air thicker and hotter with each new step. Sejanus made his way by following distant shouting, as well as a steady stream of dead men. A hiss slowed him down in one hall, as he witnessed a snake coiled around a slumped Roman’s neck. Other men had gashes on their arms and entire chunks of their necks bitten away. 

The air thinned as Sejanus entered a vast chamber. Its ceiling, a tapestry of Phoenician history: sailors guided by Melqart across the Mediterranean, all manner of tentacled monsters lapping at their hull, tools hammering and chiseling homes on a new coast, sacrificial burnings of lambs and bulls, warriors and nobles meeting with neighboring kings. Slits in the ceiling permitted sunlight to shine onto a garden in the chamber’s center. Unmainted, its flowers were now wilted, its soil rotten. Emptied baths lined the walls, Romans leaning on them to catch their breath. 

From the dozens of passages leading to the ceremonial chamber, the clinking of armor echoed. White-faced legionnaires, as well as newly acquired Carthaginian slaves, stumbled over each other to escape the tunnels. Otherworldly growls portended their predators. 

The once human faces were barely recognizable as they emerged. Sagging skin, pale with blots of green. Teeth brown and full of freshly chewed flesh. In death as in life, Crassus paved the way, exiting the tunnels first, head bobbing over a gaping neck. He shambled towards the nearest living legionnaire. A slice of the warrior’s sword dismembered Crassus’ arm, but Sejanus’ old friend hauled himself at his target nonetheless. Joined by the other traitors, they clawed and bit into the screaming legionnaire.

From the fiendish soil a hundred serpents burst. The stout trees cracked, roaring lions clawing out of bark and wood. The beasts charged at the men resting by the baths. Sejanus watched as one Roman expertly hurled a spear—the weapon pierced through two traitors, nailing them against a tree. A den of serpents lunged at another Roman’s legs, most fangs meeting metal, but enough meeting tendon. His Achilles torn, the soldier sliced one snake in half before tumbling. Then the snakes were slithering under his armor, under his clothes. 

Sejanus drew a dagger from the inner recesses of his tunic and thrust it into the belly of an approaching traitor. He was used to men dying, or at the very least, flinching in pain before attacking with renewed vigor. The traitor did neither, and seemed completely unaware of the blade lodged in its putrid liver. The centurion shoved the creature off and dashed through the havoc. 

A Roman cried for help as two lions enjoyed his limbs for dinner. Several traitors tackled an elderly Carthaginian into a basin, his lifeblood spurting and becoming the new bathwater. Sunlight from the ceiling’s slits curved to highlight one passageway, its entrance blocked by another of Crassus’ legion. The creature's intestines dangled like spiced lucanica, and Sejanus yanked them out with his bare hands before departing the revived chamber of sacrifice. 

Each lantern reminded the centurion of the fires raging in the city above. Each exhale stirred into his mind a queen’s curse, an abandoned post, a rooftop and a spear in his hand. Long after the screams and growls had become inaudible, Sejanus turned a corner to find a hall of red. The elites were splattered across the walls, bodies ripped and flattened, crimson armor shattered into a thousand pieces. Ignoring the pain of sharp metal or the slipperiness of liquid flesh, Sejanus made his way through the splintered entryway.

Gold laced tomes and religious texts led the way to a collection of desks. Urns of wax were spilled, a black river now sullying Canaanite translations and dictionaries. In the center of his new study, Scipio lay slumped in a plush armchair. A scroll lay across his lap—a study of animals encountered in Rome’s northernmost strongholds. The consul was unarmored, dressed in a simple tunic and slippers. His own sword protruded from his chest, its opal adorned scabbard at his feet.

A familiar tune echoed down the corridors as Sejanus fell to his knees, grabbing at his commander’s legs. Even with his eyes shut, the world started to glow. The busted door frame creaked, low growls and a hideous melody beckoning to Sejanus. The centurion reluctantly opened his eyes to behold steam rising from Crassus’ leathery skin. His tent comrade had caught fire, walking so close to the monster of light. The two creatures inched their way through the study.

Sejanus whimpered and crawled away, towards a far corner of the room. “Why?” He climbed over chests and fallen bookshelves. “Why?” His tears evaporated into mist behind him, leaving only salted ground. 

His back against the wall, Sejanus retrieved the statuette of Juno from one of his belt pouches. Monsters approaching, he ran his fingers over the limestone; her eyes pupilless, mouth open as if in disgust, a crown atop her combed locks. Sejanus kissed Juno just as they reached him.

Deafening song and white light consumed the centurion’s world. Sejanus’ skin bubbled, his eyes bleeding and popping. Screams became gargles as Crassus’ hands wrapped around his neck, jagged teeth descending. 
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A HIGHLY COMBUSTIBLE MAN
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Preliminary Remarks Regarding B. Barmel

In an obscure archive housed in the Ghent Museum it is recorded that during the winter of the year after the plague the King of Patois appointed B. Barmel to be his country(s ambassador to the Monarchy of Fptu. At the time little was known of Fptu, a small and remote island nestled among the volcanic islands of Mendois Sea. Although the archive documenting Barmel(s tenure as ambassador is vague and incomplete, it clearly states that a ship with him aboard arrived at Fptu in the ninth month of that year. Most of what happened after his arrival is clouded in mystery, since whoever it was who authored the archive, for the most part, seemed inclined to speak in riddles. 

Fifty years after B. Barmel(s disappearance I was petitioned by the Minister of State to investigate the matter in the hope that I could redeem Barmel(s good name, and in the process perhaps allow our nation to initiate diplomatic relations with Fptu. Why I was selected for such a job was as great a mystery as the man(s appointment as ambassador. Insofar as anybody can ascertain, prior to his appointment Barmel had been a substitute clerk in the Office of Animal Husbandry in Okirt who periodically took protracted leaves of absence to work in circuses scattered about the Continent. As for me, I was merely the man whose job it was to train the animals who entertained guests at royal functions. The only reason offered by the Minister of State for why I was selected to visit Fptu was that it was populated with more animals than people, and that all of the animals on the island were both undisciplined and ferocious.

I decided that the matter of B. Barmel would best be investigated by interviewing those with whom he came in contact from the time his left Patois until he seems to have disappeared on Fptu. Given the fact that half a century had passed I expected that most of those who might provide useful information would no longer be available, let alone alive. After extensive investigation I did, however, ascertain that Barmel journeyed to Fptu on the Patoian freighter Oxoon captained by one Amos Kleb. Weeks of arduous search allowed me to locate Kleb at the Old Seaman(s Home in Boso. Except for the fact that he was quite elderly and an unusually large man, the most notable thing about Kleb was his nose, which was populated with numerous mushroom shaped warts.

Amos Kleb

I well remember the tiny sprite by the name of Barmel who accompanied the Oxoon on a voyage during the harsh winter we carried a large load of antlers and spines to the Southern Hemisphere. I advised the King(s messenger who brought the sprite aboard that it would be best if he found passage on another vessel, since our course would force us along latitudes populated by sea monsters and pirates. The
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