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“Five minutes are enough to dream a lifetime, 
that's how relative time is.”
Mario Benedetti
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I. One of Romans

[image: ]







Rome, 740 Ab Urbe condita​[1] ,

Ides of December

––––––––
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“In the beginning, all was darkness and at the dawn of the world, Rome illuminated the chaos. It was an unequal struggle, a painful battle against barbarism, with the earth watered with thick red blood, overshadowed by the emptiness of death, where the spirit of our ancestors prevailed thanks to the courage that tensed the muscles of their arms with the sword, where the force of reason conquered the unbelievers and where the pious support of the gods tipped the scales in our favor. Today, the orb progresses with confidence under the consulship of the divine Augustus; civilization unfurls its erudite mantle from East to West across the Mare Nostrum, guided affectionately by the father of the nation. We, the Roman citizens, his grateful offspring, proudly celebrate the era that has befallen us.” 

“By Castor and Pollux! I think that's all very well, but have you seen her?” asked the newcomer on the run. 

“Ave, Publius Virgil Maron. To whom?” 

“Who is it going to be, my pet.” 

“Your pet?” 

“Yes, a fat blue-winged fly.”

“A blowfly here, indulging in a hot bath?” exclaimed Cornelius, an elderly senator reclining on the steps of the hot water pool, clearly surprised.

“Wouldn't it be more like a giant bumblebee with black and yellow stripes, my friend Virgilio?” laughed Quinto, another bather who was ironically rummaging in the water.

“No, by all the gods! It's my little sky-winged heart!”

The two senators held their bellies with their hands; they laughed and laughed, unable to contain their laughter, and one of them, Cornelius, the old man with white hair and a beard with silver strands, fell on his back, plunged into the water and emerged again, spurting a hot jet from his mouth, in imitation of a gigantic frog, as if trying to catch the poet's missing friend in mid-air.

“Don't mock, you uneducated people!” Virgil scolded them angrily, “Very great souls are stirred in small bodies.”​[2]

“I piss myself” exclaimed Quinto, a young man with black curly curls. 

The laughter hit the paintings on the semicircular walls of the room, giving the impression of being the waves of an angry sea that lashed against a stone casement, bounced with an amplified roar and rose quickly to reach the stucco vault with the central oculus, through which the warm light of the midday sun filtered. The poet left the caldarium with a frown on his face, but not without a last glance at the agitated waters of the pool in search of a dark floating stain, which fortunately he did not find. With an uneasy step and a shrunken spirit, he made his way to the next room, where the pool of cold water was located. He stretched his lips forward, emitting a hissing sound with a pinion-like mouth, calling with a soft whistle to the loved one who, so ungratefully, had left his company.

“By Jupiter Optimus Maximus, either that poet has lost his mind, or he has drunk several amphorae of wine” exclaimed Quintus in wonderment. 

“And not exactly from a good Falerno” nodded Cornelius.

“He is a good writer, of that there is no doubt, the Bucolics and the Georgics are works of height.”

“I would rather say that he has a good godfather,” said the old man, drying his body with a towel offered to him by a slave.

“You mean that ridiculous mannered Gaius Maecenas?” 

“Hush, you're crazy!” said Cornelius fearfully in a low voice, sitting on a stone bench. He cast a furtive glance at the slaves wandering among the rooms. “He is the right eye of Octavian Augustus!”

“You're right, as bad as it may seem, there are spies everywhere. In politics there is no Pax Romana.”

The two men left the room and moved to the massage tables. Lying face down, two burly eunuchs with greasy hands spread the oil on their backs and began to beat them with a strong, but pleasant rhythmic motion. Moisture and sweat spread on the faces, the touch of the hands on the skin relaxed the muscles, the tendons began to rock with the caress of a quiet pleasure. 

The old senator smiled, in the next room awaited a Germanic boy with whom he would practice more intimate relaxation games; the pedophile's mouth was watering with his latest acquisition on the market. In an unplanned gesture, the old senator stood upright, and the eunuch began to remove the body oil with the help of a scraper. He gazed reflectively at his companion; he owed client obedience to his powerful patrician family, the Cornelius Scipio.

“They say that the Prínceps is delighted with the new poem Virgil is writing.”

“Yes, I think it will be called the Aeneid” Quintus nodded.

“Fortune favors the bold.​[3] Yes, you must admit, that's a good line. I think we should invite our friend to a dinner party. Given his proximity to the circles of power, we could use him as an ally.” 

“I agree. If the rumors are true, we are going to have problems. We must deactivate this new decree that Mecenas is preparing at any cost.”

“The conspiracy is already underway, but we must finish the job. Yes, we'll go to his house, Quinto. Take an interest in that damned fly, bring him something, a gift, and earn it.”

“But what do flies eat?”  

The old senator rested his arms on his companion's shoulders, smiled and solved the riddle:

“Shit.” 

On the Quirinal hill, a distance away from the marble city adorned with the splendid buildings of the Roman Forum by the Prínceps, and nearly at the edge of the populous Subura neighborhood, where the streets were inundated with the stench of feces, garbage, and excrement, along with the discarded remains of deceased animals, permeating the air with an unbearable odor amidst a labyrinth of six and seven-story skyscrapers for the common folk, Marco was diligently organizing his master's belongings. This discreet domus served as a temporary residence for both his master and his dear friend, the poet Horace, during their sojourn in the bustling city. They would rest there for a few days by the grace of their common magnanimous protector, the powerful Gaius Maecenas, confidant, and political advisor of Augustus, but also an important promoter of the arts and protector of the young talents of poetry.  

Marco was still panting, fear coursing through his body. The young man, dark-skinned and as slender as a reed, sported short brown hair styled in the Roman fashion. His hazel eyes bulged as he was dressed in a maroon tunic that barely reached his knees. He put a hand to his heart, attempting to calm its rapid beats. Next to him, in an exquisite wooden box adorned with ivory and a blue cameo, emanated a loud humming sound. 

“Zzzzz.”

“Fucking blowfly, it almost got away from me.”

The hunt for the pet had triggered the master's hysteria, the calm and sensitive Virgil easily lost his head when it came to his beloved companion; He considered her more attractive than the most captivating of the sensual daughters of Venus, enraptured by the song of her bluish wings as if they were the melody of a siren, enraptured by her little red eyes as if they were the most beautiful of rubies and dazzled by her wisdom as if he were sitting in the Academy of Athens before Plato himself.

The young slave smiled. He knew a trick: the ungrateful bug could not resist a good slice of bread smeared with honey. The sweetness of the nectar and the sponginess of the breadcrumb, covered on its perimeter with a hard rye crust, worked the miracle. That gigantic flying insect, as fat as those marbles with which children played in the mud of the streets, had a lazy and gluttonous nature. 

“Zzzzz.”

“I'm coming, little pearl of the gods, I'm just finishing tidying up and I'll prepare lunch for you” Marco said in a loud, honeyed voice.”

“Zzzzzz, zzzz, zzzz, zzzz” nodded the blowfly, grateful for the young man's words.

The slave laughed, he knew for a fact that the unusual dipteran recognized his voice and, by some magical enigma, also understood his words. Whether they were in Latin or Greek, like any citizen with a minimum of education. Marco was reassured, life with his new master Virgil was pleasant, in contrast to what he suffered at the hands of his previous owner, a fat freedman of Sicilian origin who abused him with the whip on that farm outside Tibur​[4] and for whom he was forced to flee for his life. 

The goddess Fortuna had not granted him her favors before, when he was seized by the vigiles​[5] in a tavern in the Subura district. His former cruel master had ordered that the letters FUG be branded on his forehead, as a fugitive before the law and to prevent further escapes. However, the dice changed their fortune when, in a fortuitous trance, he rescued a bluish blowfly from a muddy pond. The blowfly was sailing on a crumb covered with sticky molasses, on the verge of drowning.

Virgil's tears, desperate to find his pet, turned into howls of joy when everyone thought the phlegmatic blowfly was dead. The poet bought his freedom, and the young man became the handsome servant of the insect citizen. 

“Well, if there are madmen who worship a few simple geese as sacred or throw chickens on the deck of a ship before a naval battle, waiting to see whether they peck the grain or not to find out the will of the gods, and there are even those who think of making their horse a senator, who am I to judge a poet?​[6]

In the streets, just twenty meters from the domus, prostitutes, their hair painted orange and dressed in brightly colored robes, tried to attract the attention of customers by dragging them to a nearby brothel. Marco sighed at the sound of their voices; his body longed for the touch of female skin, the soft caress of a hand and the juicy taste of a woman's lips. The dreamy moment of reverie faded with the rumble of a deep male voice behind him.

“Don't listen to them, you bastard. All the whores in this neighborhood have Venus’s disease.”

Marco turned and before him rose the giant figure of an African slave. His arms were muscular, the body, bulky, disproportionate. The face, round, with large lips, pin eyes and a brutish countenance; the skin, like ebony, and the hair, very short and curly. His age was approaching maturity, and, from the manner of his gestures, he was proud of the position of power he occupied. Undoubtedly, he was the chief steward in charge of the property and a cruel taskmaster to the rest of the servants under his dominion.

“Gonorrhea? Who cares, you must die of something in this world.”

“There are other alternatives, my dear” the foreman hinted, putting a hand on his penis.

Marco swallowed saliva, averted his gaze in intimidation; next to the butler's mass, he gave the impression of a weak reed engulfed by a cedar of Lebanon. A simple movement of the giant and he would become bait for his appetite. 

“I am Marcus, servant of Publius Virgil Maron, I must prepare my master's cubicle before his arrival.”

The African foreman carefully read the metal slave badge Marco wore around his neck, cast a sly glance at his forehead, on which were branded the words indicating his former status as a fugitive, and let out a chilling laugh.

“I know, little one, I have been warned. I am Gaius Anus Sodomitus, the servant in charge of this property of Gaius Maecenas.”

“Fuck, what a name” stammered Marco, unable to help himself, “I'll have to walk close to the wall.”

The giant African slave smiled with yellowish teeth that contrasted with his ebony skin, bent down, and pressed his
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