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CARCER TULLIANUM

“In the prison there is a place called Tullian, sunk about twelve feet underground.
It is surrounded by strong walls and above by a ceiling made of a stone vault. Its
appearance is repulsive and frightening because of its state of abandonment, darkness
and stench.’
Gaius Sallustius Crispus

Tullus, the pit, the antechamber of death.

For twenty-five centuries, this place has maintained its sinister
appearance, untouched by the passage of time. It is the oldest and only
surviving prison of ancient Rome.

This underground place was not a prison for detention or punishment; in
ancient Roman justice, imprisonment was used to hold a person guilty of a
crime pending trial, which could then lead to punishment, confiscation, exile
or slavery. The Mamertine, on the other hand, had a different purpose: to
temporarily hold a prisoner sentenced to death. This cold, damp and dark
place was the antechamber of death.

According to Livy, its construction is attributed to the fourth king of
Rome, Anco Martius, six centuries before the birth of Christ. He would have
taken the name Mamertine from Martius or from Mamers, an ancient name
for Mars. Its other name, Tullianus, seems to have been a later addition by
Servius Tullius, or simply derived from the archaic word tullus, meaning
nothing more than a spring of water.

Sources report that it was built on the site of a stone cave at the foot of the
Capitolinus Hill and has always been described as a 'horrible building'. It was
accessed by the Gemonian staircase, which led from the Forum to the Capitol,
passing by the Temple of Concord. The name Gemonia seems to have been
derived from the groans of the condemned men who descended it before
entering the prison, where their naked bodies were thrown after being
strangled. There, as a warning to all, the condemned man's body was
harpooned with a hook and dragged across the Forum and the Velabro to the
Sublicio bridge, from where it was thrown into the Tiber. If he was a king ora
great leader who had fought against Rome, his execution took place during



the triumph of those who had defeated him, who waited for confirmation of
the execution before crossing the threshold of the Capitolinus Temple of
Jupiter.

The inside of the building is made of large pieces of peperino, a typical
igneous rock of central Italy, and is divided into two floors: an upper one,
known as the Carcer, built during the Republican period, and an older lower
one, built during the royal period. The lower room, called the Tullianum, had
no doors and was entered through an opening in the ceiling, now closed by a
grate, from which the prisoner was lowered or thrown.

Over the centuries, Rome's enemies passed through this opening. Only
the names of the most illustrious are known: Pontius, king of the Samnites,
winner of the Caudine Forks, beheaded here in 290 BC; Quintus Pleminius,
governor of Locri, executed in 180 BC, Erennio Siculo, friend of Gaius
Sempronius Gracchus, strangled in 123 BC; Jugurta, king of Numidia, left to
starve to death in 104 BC; Aristobulus, king of the Jews, beheaded in 61 BC;
Lentulus and Cetego, Roman senators, strangled in 60 BC with other
supporters involved in the Catiline conspiracy; Sejanus, minister of Tiberius,
executed by strangulation in 31 AD and thrown into the Tiber after the people
had made a mess of his body. Sejanus' own sons were condemned to death
and thrown from the Gemonias. Simon Bar Giora, defender of Jerusalem, was
beheaded in the Tullian in 70 AD. Then the leader of the Gauls, Vercingetorix,
who lived here for almost six years of his existence before being executed in
46 BC.

In my twenty minutes in Tullus, on a hot Saturday in mid-October,
thinking about those five and a half years of imprisonment, I immediately
knew I had to write a story about it.

And here is what I came up with.



I

TRIUMPHUS
ROME — SEPTEMBER 46 B.C.

The roar of the crowd exploded in the blue late summer sky. Little Aulus
looked up and saw petals of every colour dancing like light snow on the tens
of thousands of people crowded along the streets. He tried to make his way as
far as he could, but there were people everywhere and no one would give way
to him.

Beyond the curtain of giants that surrounded him, he saw colourful
garlands encircling the columns of the Temple of Felicitas, built after the
victories over the Celtiberians in Spain. The temple, like all the others in the
city, had been opened to the public for the occasion. The bronze letters on the
gables had been polished and shone in the sunlight. There were flowers
everywhere, even the statues lining the street wore garlands of intertwined
flowers around their necks and seemed to gaze ecstatically from their
pedestals, a splendour that Aulus, from his height, could only imagine.

The child touched his bulla, the amulet his mother had placed around his
neck when he was born, and with his worn tunic and peeled knees, he slipped
like a squirrel among the people and the makeshift scaffolding that had been
erected everywhere. There was not a window, balcony, column or roof that
was not swarming with spectators. He quickly climbed one of the supporting
poles of a small stage set up along the Vicus Iugarius and, in the distance, saw
the dancers and musicians amidst the roar of applause; hundreds of musicians
with polished instruments, belts and golden crowns, playing their lutes, flutes,
horns and buccinas. Then he looked away, calculating the time it would take
him to reach the Vicus Tuscus, which skirted the slopes of the Palatine,
through the Velabro and the Foro Boario, and arrive before the procession at
the Circus Maximus.

He had to do it.

He released his grip on the pole and went down among the people again,
to see the world from his own height, too low for the wonders of that day. He
kicked about like a wounded ferret, limping from his left side since birth, but
still a skilful runner. Though clumsy in his movements, he disappeared and



reappeared in the crowd, sometimes thinning out, sometimes squeezing
through. From time to time he would stop to check where the procession was,
and if he couldn't make out anything beyond the wall of heads, he would cling
to the cloak of someone in the crowd along the road and crane his neck to look
over.

‘Get off you brat!

And the little one had already disappeared into the crowd.

Rome was his world; he knew every stone that paved its streets, from the
Suburra to the Capitol. Aulus knew every house, every insula, every temple
and statue; he knew every taberna and every fountain. He knew the crowds
that were an integral part of this overpopulated city, where a new regulation
allowed chariots to travel only at night to avoid clogging the streets. He knew
how to find the crowds, how to disappear into them after stealing purses or
food from the hawkers' stalls. He knew how to use them to his advantage, and
how to avoid them when he needed to make a quick getaway, but on this day
even little Aulus had been taken by surprise. He had never seen anything like
it. The whole city had poured into the streets, and thousands had come from
outside, perhaps tens of thousands. They were all there: onlookers,
shopkeepers, merchants, paupers, lawyers, aristocrats, criminals, craftsmen,
pedlars, magistrates, servants, outcasts and beggars; all had come to applaud,
with pomp and emotion, what one of them, a son of this city, had done. All
felt part of that triumphal pomp which was the allegorical representation of
the power of Rome itself, in which the whole world participated, in arms or in
chains, to pay homage.

All those people had come to see the triumph of Gaius Julius Caesar, the
heroic victor over the Gauls.

The buccinas echoed over the din, and the people applauded
enthusiastically. Aulus paused for breath, crushed by the crowd that had
become a wall. He wished he had reached the steps of the Circus Maximus,
the best place to witness the triumph. The width of the runway would have
allowed the procession to unfold and pass openly among the thousands of
enthusiastic people on the stands. A seat on one of the large stages erected for
the spectacle near the Flaminio would have been fine, but most of the people
had already taken their seats, and from what he could see, many had
bivouacked there during the night to secure a privileged position.

The music was now close, and anxiously Aulus realised that he was not



going to make it. He cursed himself for not having taken up position since
dawn, but the crowds had never been a problem for him before this day, so
much so that he had stopped on the way to the Campus Martius to watch the
legions prepare outside the Triumphalis Gate before forming the procession.

The music, the thousands of people shouting and cheering excitedly, the
roar. Aulus looked around, but the human wall completely blocked his view.
Everyone had crowded into the street, trapping him and preventing him from
moving forward.

Musicians passed by, opening the procession. Between the heads of the
people, Aulus glimpsed long buffalo horns, lutes, glistening flutes and
cymbals. No, he could not miss the spectacle, he had to find a way out, he had
to make up for it, as he did every day of his existence. He rubbed his bulla and
asked his mother for help, then he raised his arms to the sky and slid down,
being swallowed up by the crowd, to crawl on the pavement and pass
between people's legs like a weasel, until he saw the cobbled surface of the
Sacred Way.

He was kicked, pushed and insulted until he found himself outside the
crowd, alone in front of the road that the great Gaius Julius Caesar would soon
cross in his chariot. He stood up and was knocked senseless by a blow to the
back and a shove that sent him back to the ground between the legs of the
people who had taken to insulting him.

“The road must be free,” shouted a huge slave armed with a stick, whose
job it was to keep the procession's passage clear.

With a grimace of pain, Aulus placed his grimy hand on his shoulder
blade. Sitting on the ground, frightened and in pain, he realised that he had
won his place in the front row and would not have moved for anything in the
world, not even if they had continued with the insults and beatings. He gave
the man with the cane a fierce look, like a kitten about to challenge a lion, and
then stood up with the same posture towards the next person to make it clear
that he would hold his position at all costs; no retreat.

It was a futile challenge as the crowd no longer looked at him. They were
all shouting and applauding towards the street, so he turned and opened his
mouth to the giants that were materialising against the light in front of him.

‘I triumph!” shouted the marching soldiers, making him jump.

He had seen them from afar on the Campus Martius, but now they were
two paces from him, and they were truly terrifying. They were huge, so



massive that the road seemed to shake as they passed, or maybe it didn't seem
to shake, it really did shake.

One of them led the way, waving a laurel branch proudly. He was
unarmed, as were those who followed him, the only military garment over
their tunics was the cingulum, the belt that jingled as they passed through the
exalted crowd. On their heads, instead of helmets, they wore the laurel wreath
of victory. The laurel was a sacred plant, the only one never struck by
lightning. It was a remnant of ancient times, when triumph was the ritual that
allowed the soldiers to return gloriously at the end of the war season, cleansed
of the blood they had shed. With this march back to Rome, from the Field of
Mars to the Temple of Jupiter Capitolinus, they would pass from military to
civil status, and the triumphant would return to Jupiter his weapons and his
command of the legions, which could not be carried within the Pomerium, the
sacred boundary of the city.

The soldiers proudly carried ferculas on their shoulders, laden with the
spoils of the defeated. There was everything: weapons studded with precious
stones, shields, helmets covered in gold and jars overflowing with coins, so
many that Aulus thought there must have been millions in gold and silver.
These were the incredible riches the war had brought, and at the end of the
ceremony they would either go into the State Treasury or be displayed in the
temples.

The crowd was proud of the triumphant general and his soldiers, who
carried the gold on their shoulders as if it weighed nothing, just like the scars
of battle that covered legs, arms and many, many faces. Despite their clean
tunics and laurel wreaths, their gaze radiated all their ferocity, exalting the
spectators who felt part of that power.

‘People, lock up your women!' shouted one of the soldiers, his face crossed
by a terrible scar. 'We're bringing in a bald adulterer,' he said, making the
crowd laugh. ‘He fucked the women of Gaul with gold borrowed from Rome.’

These were the famous triumphal songs that little Aulus had heard. Songs
improvised by the soldiers, made up of phrases of praise and derision,
designed to temper the exaltation of success and the haughtiness of the
triumphant, and also to prevent the gods from becoming jealous of an over-
glorified mortal and unleashing their wrath upon him.

Laughter gave way to amazement, and the crowd went into raptures as
they watched the elephants move slowly towards the Sacred Way. They had



little to do with Gaul, but they were magnificent, and great things were
needed for this triumph. Caesar had to surpass in beauty and majesty the
triumph that Pompey had celebrated in these streets fifteen years before, the
most magnificent in the history of the Urbe.

An eight-horse chariot appeared behind the pachyderms, carrying a huge
cart laden with the wreckage of enemy ships. It was the first of a long line of
chariots filled with objects of the highest craftsmanship that would adorn the
public monuments of the city and bring eternal glory to the triumphant and
to all the people of Rome.

It was a riot of colours, fabrics, precious vases and gems, jewels in bronze,
silver and gold. A procession of such precious objects that fascinated and
seduced the public: once again Rome had conquered distant peoples and
appropriated the best they could create.

Triumphs and victories in Italy, Greece, Africa and all the lands that
touched the Mare Nostrum had brought the wonders of every people's art to
the city, and the austere Roman lifestyle that had always characterised the city
no longer existed. The Rome of the past, full of barbarian weapons and bloody
trophies, was but a memory. Beautiful Greek sculptures lined the streets and
porticoes, and the customs and luxuries of Asia, Africa and Magna Graecia
had so permeated the old, rigid Roman mentality that they had overtaken it
and become the fashion to follow. Rome had been conquered by those it had
conquered.

‘Caesar has subdued Gaul,” shouted a soldier on a majestic horse, waving
his laurel branch at the crowd as if it were a sword. ‘Nicomedes subdued
Caesar,” he continued, alluding to an alleged affair with the king of Bithynia
when Caesar was young. The soldier held out his laurel wreath to a young
woman who laughed at him. ‘Behold, now Caesar, who subdued the Gauls,
triumphs, while Nicomedes, who subdued Caesar, does not triumph,” he
concluded, to laughter and applause.

He was followed by a cohort of giants pulling huge siege engines, bronze-
headed rams and throwing machines of all kinds. Aulus widened his eyes at
the onagers and scorpions of all sizes passing before him, pulled by oxen or
pushed by the mighty strength of the soldiers themselves.

‘Look, Quirites,” shouted a legionary in the procession, holding painted
wooden panels alongside others. ‘Look at what we did in Gaul!” The soldiers
in his entourage displayed wooden panels depicting the various stages of the
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Gallic wars. There were landscapes and cities filled with buildings, stormed
by legionaries using war machines and massive siege towers. On one panel,
Caesar, in the foreground, watched a city in flames as entire armies of enemies
were destroyed. In another panel, walls of extraordinary size were torn down
by machines, and an army swept through the city among enemies who,
unable to resist, raised their hands in supplication. On the next panel, Caesar
showed the ships an unknown sea leading to the island of Britannia, and on
the following one, the legions crossed a bridge over a river.

Some flutists accompanied dancers, artistically grouped in exotic
scenographies. Among them were acrobats whose stunts earned more than a
round of applause. But Aulus' eyes widened when they gave way to an
imposing chariot carrying an enormous table framed by a drapery of golden
quilts. It was divided into ivory panels depicting several scenes of battles that
ended with the enemies fleeing and many being taken into slavery. The crowd
went into a frenzy when they saw a Roman tribune on a chariot, like a living
sculpture, holding two kneeling barbarians by a chain. And the delirium
became a deafening roar as the defeated arrived in chains. The first savage
barbarians the public had seen that glorious day.

This war had cost a million lives and a million slaves. The Gaul of
Brennus, who had dared to attack and sack Rome three centuries before, was
finally crushed and would never rise again. It had taken three hundred years,
but Rome had finally destroyed the enemy that had disturbed the sleep of her
citizens for so long.

‘I triumph!” cried the tribune haughtily, exalting the crowd, and a roar of
applause, shouts of joy and exaltation, and insults echoed as the chariot
continued on its way, showing the Gauls plunged into misery from the
highest heights of pride.

The Roman people were saved. The spectre of the bloodthirsty barbarians
who had always threatened the northern frontiers had been vanquished, and
the gods would be duly thanked: the bellowing of a sacred bull, richly
adorned with bandages, wreaths and ornaments on its forehead and golden
horns, announced it. It would be the first in a long line of dozens of animals to
be sacrificed, accompanied in triumphant pomp by the priests and sacrificial
attendants who carried the knife, hammer or axe and the water for the ritual
sprinkling.

The passing of the sacred animals had caused the crowd to pause, and for
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afew moments they had stopped shouting, but from his position, Aulus could
feel something astonishing approaching, for he could feel the wave of the
crowd's shouts coming closer to where he had been standing all along,.

He realised what was coming as musicians and dancers passed by,
blowing flutes to announce the spoils of war. Carts and litters carried the
weapons of the defeated. A tangle of thousands of helmets, cuirasses, swords,
armour, axes and spears were paraded through the wings of the cheering
crowd. There were shields of every shape and colour, to be hung in the
temples of Rome alongside those of all the other vanquished that already
adorned them. On some of the wagons were chained prisoners, wearing their
lorica, as if they had been brought to Rome straight from the battlefield.
Dozens of wagons passed by, carrying panoplies on poles that would decorate
the whole city after the procession.

And then came a soldier full of decorations, leading a black horse with a
silver harness. That too was a trophy of war, and it must have belonged to a
very important adversary, for it was ahead of the group of distinguished
prisoners that was to follow.

Little Aulus was shaken by a surge of emotion. Behind the horse, four men
paraded, carrying a golden cuirass of rare beauty on a ferculum, mounted on a
pole which bore a helmet with a metal crest set with precious stones atop.

“The armour of the King of the Gauls!” cried one of the spectators, pointing
to the armour.

‘Vercingetorix!" shouted another, before the whole crowd erupted in
another roar.

Three painted panels followed, depicting the leader of the Gallic revolt in
battle, suffering defeat in a besieged city, and finally surrendering. Beyond the
panels, at some distance, came a soldier, a centurion, his chest covered with
phalerae, armillae and torques, military decorations hanging from leather straps
secured by buckles.

Aulus stood straight, his eyes full of emotion as he watched the centurion
advance with a stern gait, his head encircled by the laurel wreath. He held a
chain that bound the wrists of a man who followed him with uncertain steps.

“To death!”

The prisoner was very tall, a span above the soldier who held him by the
chain, and his gaze was terrifying. He had thick, shaggy hair and a long beard.
He walked barefoot, wearing Gallic breeches under a cloak, and a dark tunic
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fastened with a belt of gold studs.

‘Death to the bastard!

Covered in whatever the crowd had thrown at him, he shambled forward,
blinded by the sun and all that was happening around him. He stopped,
struck in the face by something that had come from the crowd. The centurion
felt the chain tighten and stopped, turning to look at him.

‘Kill him, Centurion!

The prisoner rubbed his face with his forearm as everything came from
the crowd along the road. A handful of dung hit the soldier as well, he glared
at the crowd, then turned and walked on, his shadow obscuring little Aulus
who was watching him. Their eyes met for a moment that seemed an eternity
to the child, then the roar of the crowd resumed and the soldier passed,
leaving Aulus speechless.

‘Make way, people, make way for the fearsome Gauls,” said a thespian,
drawing the boy's attention. Dressed as a satyr, he skipped around the chained
young men to the laughter of the crowd.

These were the first prisoners in a long line, the culmination of the
triumphal pomp, where the misfortunes of the vanquished were portrayed
amid the wealth, glory and strength of the soldiers. The great warriors who
had thrown themselves naked and boastful upon the Roman legions, the
warriors who had made Rome tremble, now flowed meekly in chains, with
hunched shoulders and absent eyes, while the spectators, encouraged by the
blatant gestures of the satyr, mocked them.

Aulus' gaze lost its liveliness. He turned his head again and saw, in the
distance, the silhouette of the King of the Gauls, slowly advancing and
disappearing among the chained multitude of the procession led by the satyr:
men, women and children in tears, all robust and healthy, marching on foot
or in wagons drawn by oxen. Not an old man, not a cripple, not an invalid.
The enemies Rome had defeated were healthy, strong and chained. But
although the best of physical prowess was represented, the parade of
prisoners was skilfully designed to touch the different emotional levels of the
crowd. There was a point at which the prisoners reached an extreme in both
the joy and sadness of the human condition.

It was a warning to enemies, but it also taught the Romans that anyone
could fall from grace, from the king to the last of his children. At that moment,
many citizens identified with the parents of the children passing by in chains,
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and many stopped shouting and rejoicing, feeling sincere compassion for the
changes in fortune that the gods had ordained for human beings.

After the prisoners, it was the turn of the hostages, children and relatives
of the peoples with whom a treaty of cooperation and alliance had been
signed. They were well dressed, because they were guests of the State, and
were treated with all the necessary honours, but they saw before them, in
chains, what their future could have been if they had not respected the pacts.

New trumpets sounded to announce the arrival of the senators in their
purple-trimmed robes, and then came the centrepiece of all the triumphal
pomp. The crowd resumed singing hymns to the victor, for at last, after all
these hours of waiting and mounting emotion, it was his time.

The lictors arrived to the tune of the musicians, who died away in the roar
of endless applause. They advanced with martial, slow, solemn steps, their
gaze fixed forward under a shower of flowers. They too were muscular, they
too bore the marks of a long career under arms that had brought them to such
a prestigious task. Symbolising the protection of the Chief Magistrate who
followed them, they were wrapped in red war cloaks. They held bundles of
birch sticks tied together with red leather straps, between which the axe was
inserted as a permitted exception at the moment of triumph. For the occasion,
the lictors’ fasces, symbols of sovereignty and unity, of the power of life and
death over the Romans, were also covered with laurel fronds.

The clatter of hoofs on the pavement added to the applause, which turned
into an ovation of astonishment when the four white horses, shod in gold,
which pulled the triumphal chariot, appeared. They too, girded with laurels,
rode majestically in their golden harnesses between the wings of the crowd,
held at a reasonable distance by the triumphator's escort, which created a void
around them. To little Aulus' eyes, these soldiers seemed even more imposing
than those he had already seen passing by.

Among them, like a tower, appeared the garlanded chariot of the victor,
in all its splendour. It was entirely decorated in relief with depictions of
trophies and gods in gold, ivory and precious stones. On the front was a
winged Victory with a palm leaf and a laurel wreath, and on top the living
image of Jupiter Victory: Gaius Julius Caesar.

Aulus' eyes were dazzled by such splendour. The victor had his face
painted with red cinnabar, the colour of victory, stained with the blood of slain
enemies. It was forbidden for anyone to enter the city with a face painted red,
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except those who had won a war against foreigners and returned home with
their army intact.

His eyes, set in cinnabar like two diamonds, looked out at the crowd as if
they were glowing. He stood on the chariot, wearing the vestis triumphalis,
consisting of a tunic embroidered with golden palm leaves and a purple toga
picta woven with gold. The rays of the sun itself seemed to dance around all
this gold and purple, giving Caesar a divine aspect.

He held a laurel branch in his right hand and an ivory sceptre with an
eagle with outstretched wings on the top. Behind him, a slave, by concession
of the Senate, held on his head a golden crown set with precious stones and
imitating laurel leaves, and whispered constantly in his ear. It was impossible
to hear at that distance, but everyone, even Aulus, knew what the slave was
saying to the divine Caesar.

‘Remember that you have to die, remember that you are just a man.”

Aulus tried to concentrate on the movement of the servant's lips for see if
he could hear the other words of the chant. ‘Look back, remember that you are
only a man.”

At that moment, one of the axles of the triumphal chariot gave way. Julius
Caesar and the slave clung to the left-tilting chariot and, to the astonishment
of the crowd, were almost thrown from it. The boy looked at the victor of the
Gallic war, who immediately regained control of the situation, but for a few
interminable moments he had seen the panic in his face.

The men of the escort immediately intervened and lifted the chariot with
the force of their arms, amidst applause and ovations of all kinds. Before the
soldiers blocked his view to repair the axle, Aulus could see some amulets
hanging under the chariot. There was a bell and a bronze phallus to ward off
bad luck, but they had obviously not done their job.

The crowd began to grow restless as they pushed from behind to see what
had happened. Little Aulus found himself being pushed towards the escort
soldiers, who had their own way of dispersing the curious. They had fought
off the fierce Gauls, and it was effortless for them to push back the Roman
public, and though they had no weapons or shields, they struck hard and
consequencently the boy tried to wriggle out of the way so as not to find
himself in the middle of the fray a second time. He slipped away, trying to get
as many people as possible between him and the first cohort of some
unknown legion, and found himself crawling between dozens of legs until he
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saw the open road ahead.

The halting of the chariot had created a gap in the procession, the lictors
had stopped and waited, separating themselves from the senators who had
continued on their way. Little Aulus had risen, his eyes fixed on the cluster of
soldiers around the chariot, then turned to the open road that snaked through
the wings of the crowd before him. The road of triumph. Had he followed it,
he could have quickly reached the Gemonian stairs and witnessed the
ceremony of Caesar's ascension to the Temple of Jupiter. Aulus looked at the
chariot, then at the open road: yes, it could be done, it had to be done.

A flicker, and the ferret was scurrying swiftly along the open corridor. His
step became a run, and he soon caught up with and overtook the incredulous
senators at the entrance to the Forum, opened his mouth in amazement at the
elephants lined up on either side of the road, and then ran again until he was
among the prisoners, mocking the satyr. He only caught his breath when, near
the Column of Menia, he saw the Gallic king's back slowly moving forward
amidst the insults.

‘I got you!

A painful squeeze made the boy jump. One of the public slaves who kept
the road clear had reached him and was holding him so tightly it looked like
he was going to break his arm. The boy twisted, bit, kicked and screamed as
he was tugged like a rag in the wind.

‘Let me go!” he cried, trying in vain to wriggle out of the grip.

‘Now I'll teach you a good lesson, you won't walk long, brat!’

‘Hey you!

The slave turned to the one who had called him.

“Leave the child alone!”

Quickly deciding that it was better not to argue with the decorated
centurion who carried Vercingetorix on his chain, the slave released his grip
and a moment later Aulus was gone.
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I1

FIVE YEARS EARLIER
ROME — SUMMER 51 B.C.

Publius Sestius Baculus sat on the bed and looked up at the ceiling before
shouting. “Shut him up!

‘He's only a child, the storm woke him up.’

‘He keeps crying, damn it.”

‘So, what? Will you stop shouting?’

Publius jumped up, knocking over the stool. ‘I've had enough! He
shouted.

‘We have had enough of you too, centurion!’

With a snarl Publius reached out his hand and grabbed his woollen cloak.
Another thunderclap shook the insula and the child upstairs resumed crying
as if he were being torn apart.

‘Fuck you all

The thud of the door, accompanied by the scream of the downstairs
neighbour, added to the child's cry.

“After you!

Come out and tell me, Hercules!” shouted Publius, pounding his hands on
his neighbour's door. ‘Open this door if you dare, you bastard.’

‘Go back to Gaul, centurion,' the other shouted back at him, 'go back and
let your Gauls kill you with dignity, and maybe you'll save us the disgust of
finding you drowned in your own vomit at the bottom of the stairs one night.”

Publius pounded his fist violently on the wooden boards and slumped
down through clenched teeth, holding his hand in pain.

“You're just a drunkard!

The man swung one last angry paw at the door and then descended the
dark stairs, cursing. His footsteps echoed through the corridor to the small
porch outside, which led him directly to the street in the pouring rain.

‘Gaul,” he growled through clenched teeth as the drops washed over his
head. Sniffling and clutching his aching hand, he raised his head to the black
sky, toward the upper levels of the insula from which he had just descended.
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"What do you know of Gaul?" he shouted, his face streaked with rain.

Covering himself with his hood, Publius stepped into the alley that had
turned into a raging torrent. Crouching down, he turned left and walked a
long way under the downpour before he ducked beneath a porch and reached
a taberna. He entered, drenched, and looked for a seat, but all the tables
seemed to be occupied.

“We have fish, chicken, ham and bread.”

Publius turned to the voice behind him. He was the caupo, the host of the
tavern, a corpulent, balding big man who usually stood outside to persuade
customers in, but on this evening, it was raining too much and he had started
serving tables.

“For one coin of as I'll give you wine, for two coins... a better wine, for four
coins Falernian.’

‘So, two coins of as then, but from the bad one,” Publius replied, taking off
his cap.

The host narrowed his eyes. ‘Just a moment - are you the troublemaker
from the other night?’

‘I just want a drink, no trouble, I promise.”

The host squared his face. Yes, he was the one from the other night, two
scars under his right cheekbone, and three fingers missing on his right hand:
index, middle and ring. ‘Open the cloak.’

Publius opened the cloak, which was dripping with water. Underneath
was a heavy tunic.

‘I don't want to see any knives like the other night!

“No knives.

‘Stand over there,” the host ordered him, considering whether to sit him
down or throw him out.

Publius Sestius reached the corner of a crowded table, pulled up a stool
and sat down, watching the slice of Rome gathered in this smoky tavern,
where the smell of cooked food mingled with that of humanity. Everything
you could find at night was there, including the table at the back where three
scarred faces were laughing heartily as they poured wine over and over again.
They were definitely his kind, soldiers or perhaps ex-soldiers on leave. They
talked animatedly and made sordidremarks to the girl who was bringing food
to the tables. She was young, pretty, perhaps the caupo's daughter, or perhaps
just a servant. Blonde, petite, with wide hips and two eyes that shone in the
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lantern light. Publius had seen her the week before, before the effects of the
wine. Then his vision had been blurred, his tongue slurred, his senses dulled.
He didn't remember much, just an argument, some tugging, a table toppling
over, then nothing, he'd woken up in pain in the middle of an alley with a
bloody head.

‘Here is your wine.”

Two coins landed in the host's hand.

‘Is there anything else you need?’

Publius shook his head, untied his cloak and filled the cups as the three
soldiers burst out laughing. With the first gulp, the wine descended to warm
his soul before reaching his stomach; with the second, he no longer felt the
cold; with the third, even the loud clamour in the room seemed to fade along
with the pain in his maimed hand. He stared alternately at the people around
him and at the violet reflections of the wine, without speaking to anyone.
Publius was among the people, and he was alone.

‘More wine, Caupo.’

‘My name is Vesbinus.”

Baculus nodded. “So... more wine, Caupo Vesbinus.”

‘Have you the money?’

‘I have it. Here, two more coins of the cheap one, it seems a good one now.’

The host pursed his lips. ‘It seems too much wine for one person, after
what you've already drunk.’

‘I promised you I'd be good,” Baculus muttered, looking around, 'and I'd
enjoy the company of the blonde girl along with the wine.”

Vesbinus looked up at the wooden mezzanine that occupied the upper
part of the room; the curtain was drawn. ‘She's occupied now, you'll have to
wait, and in any case, you'll have to pay in advance for wine and service.
That's four coins of as.”

“Very well

‘I'll start bringing you the wine.”

Publius Sestius looked around. One of the three soldiers was missing, as
was the petite servant. His carafe arrived; he filled his cup and looked back at
the wine until he heard a loud laugh. He raised his head to see the missing
soldier coming down the wooden steps of the attic with the young woman.
His two friends greeted him with a thunderous toast, and it was the second's
turn.
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‘Caupo!’

The host emerged from the crowd after a while. ‘I told you, my name is
Vesbinus!

‘All right, all right, Caupo,” Publius repeated with a garbled tongue.

‘Is the girl free now?’

Vesbinus looked at the mezzanine and then at the table where the two
soldiers were sitting. ‘I think it will take some time, I think they all want to
have a good time with Remilla.

‘Remilla...

“Yes, Remilla, she was a good buy. She comes from Gaul and the
customers rave about her hair. Gaius Julius Caesar has filled Rome with cheap
slaves and my business is much better now.

Publius Sestius nodded, as the rumble of thunder echoed through the
taberna.

‘I can imagine.

‘T'll return when the room is free, and if you can hold your own, you can
go upstairs with Remilla.

Publius drank again, losing track of time. ‘I have stood before dozens of
barbarians,” he said, his head dangling. ‘I will manage to stand before one
bitch. I am Publius Sestius Baculus, the primipilus, the first of the centurions.’

A man not far away looked at him and smiled, shaking his head.

‘Well, what are you looking at?’ asked Publius, giving him a threatening
look. “Come on, come here and tell me, what are you looking at?’

‘Hello.

Publius Sestius turned his head to the other side, Remilla was there.
“Vesbinus told me you wanted to spend some time with me.’

The man smiled. ‘Vesbinus was right... Remilla.’

“We need to go up then, the room is upstairs.”

Publius propped himself up on his knuckles on the table, overturned the
jug and the stool, sending the neighbours scurrying away to the laughter of
the three soldiers.

‘What are you laughing at?’

‘Let's go,’ Remilla said, taking him under her arm. ‘Come with me!’

‘They're laughing at me.’

‘They've been laughing all night, and they're half drunk.’
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‘Half drunk?’

“Yes, and you are completely drunk,” said Vesbinus, ‘you'd better go
home’

‘Hey, I've been waiting for Remilla all night, now it's my turn.

The host and the girl watched him stagger. ‘Can you climb the stairs?’

‘I can do anything.

‘Il do it, Vesbinus,” said the girl in her Gallic accent.

‘Be careful, that this one doesn’t fall asleep or vomits.”

‘She'll take care of it, Caupo,” said Publius, putting a hand on her bottom
as he climbed shakily up the staircase.

‘What is your name?’ the girl asked, pulling back the curtain of the small
room lit by a dim lantern.

‘Sestius Baculus.”

‘Baculus...”

“Yes, Baculus, like a stick,” he said, uncovering her breasts with vivid eyes.

‘Hey, gently.’

Without much preamble, Publius Sestius sank his face into the woman's
chest, making her wince. ‘Careful, you have a shaggy beard, it prickles.”

The man hugged her tightly, she stroked his head and tilted her head back
to give him her neck to kiss, while keeping her face as far away as possible
from Publius', which reeked of wine. She stiffened further as she saw the
mutilated hand move to her other breast, pretending to gasp as she looked up
at the ceiling.

“Undress! I want you,” Remilla whispered in his ear to speed up the
encounter as much as possible. ‘Undress, Baculus, and take me,' she said,
turning and rubbing her buttocks against his abdomen, which clung
insistently to her hips after she had pulled her robe up over her back. Again,
she felt his shaggy beard rubbing the skin of her loins, his wet tongue against
her back, his breathing growing heavier as his hands eagerly explored her
everywhere.

“Take me like this.’

She felt Sestio's body against hers, moving rhythmically as he continued
to kiss and touch her hard, too hard.

“Yes, I like this Baculus, take off your tunic,” she continued, feigning
pleasure as she tried to lift Publius' tunic with her hands. She felt the contact
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with the trembling man's muscular legs. It was a good sign, he would not last
much longer.

‘I want you naked Baculus.

Publius gasped, desperately thrusting his pelvis towards those
voluptuous buttocks. The girl felt the strength of the man's arms, felt the flat,
muscular stomach leaning against her, felt the power of those thighs, but
could not feel the man's manhood. Her client was panting, moving, but more
than seeking pleasure, he was seeking himself in those movements.

“Undress!’

Publius did not stop, he went on and on, but nothing grew in him.
Nothing could grow, and finally he rested his panting head on her back.

Remilla turned and looked at him with a reassuring smile. “You drank too
much while waiting for me, Baculus, come, let's lie down there,” she said with
a smile, pushing him towards the filthy bed that took up most of the room.

Publius Sestius let himself fall and folded his arms over his face as the
young woman fumbled with her tunic.

‘But... what's all this?” she asked, looking at herscarred forearms.

‘Nothing.’

The flickering light of the lantern revealed wounds on his legs and chest,
a maze of cauterisation marks from hot irons.

‘Sky gods, what... what happened to you?’

‘I said “nothing™

The girl stroked his chest and then his shoulder, looking at him with
sincere compassion, but it seemed as if her touch annoyed the man.

‘Are you a gladiator?’

‘No.

‘Are you a soldier?

‘I have not come here to talk.’

Remilla nodded and continued with her hands without further pretence,
then, as the man's arousal failed to come, she tried with her mouth until he
stopped her.

‘Enough.’

The girl looked up, and Publius shook her off and sat down on the bed
with his head bowed, then picked up his tunic and quickly pulled it on.
Without a word he got up, numb from the wine in his body, and drew back
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the curtain, hearing the laughter of the people below. A feeling of dizziness
made him cling to the balustrade of the stairs, which he began to descend step
by step, as if he were on a ship at the mercy of the waves. He managed to fight
the storm within him until he reached the middle of the stairs, when he missed
a foothold and slipped, falling to the amused laughter of everyone. He
staggered to his feet. He raised his hand to his forehead and saw it slick with
blood.

‘Let's see it again!” cried one of the three soldiers, laughing out loud.

Publius Sestius glared at him.

‘Come on, throw yourself down the stairs again!’

“You want to see blood?” muttered Baculus, showing him his vermilion
hand.

“Yes! Yes, again!

Publius sniffed and made his way through the crowd with teeth clenched,
as if no longer feeling the effects of the wine.

‘Here's the blood,” shouted Publius, knocking over the table with
everything on it as he grabbed a stool and jabbed it into the face of the nearest
man, before ramming it at the second whilst hurling a jug at the head of the
third. Then a brawl broke out, with sharp fragments and hard blows, which
continued until Publius Sestius had no one left to face.

‘Have you seen your face, Sestius Baculus?’

Publius held the young quaestor's gaze, wrapped in his white tunic that
seemed to illuminate the entire room. His name was Quintus Cornelius Silius,
a patrician not yet thirty years old who was just beginning his mandate. He
would be in charge for a year, and this was not the best day to meet him for
the first time. He replied after choking back a regurgitation. “Yes, sir.”

‘And what did you see?’

Silence.

“Shall I tell you what I see? I see before me a face swollen with blows
received in a brothel in the Suburra. The face of one of the many outcasts who
populate the filthy alleys of this city at night.” The magistrate shook his head
in disbelief, waving a letter in his hand. And I wonder if the bloodshot eyes I
see before me, which I am sure have barely found their way here this morning,
are those of the man mentioned in this letter of recommendation signed by
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Titus Labienus.”

Again, a silence and a stony stare.

‘The Legatus Titus Labienus,” the quaestor replied, ‘the most important
man in Gaul after the proconsul Gaius Julius Caesar, wrote in his own hand
that you fought honourably under him when he commanded the Xllth
Legion, and that you were the ideal man for the job. I'll read the text : "Titus
Labienus salutes Quintus Cornelius Silius Quaestor” etc. etc. Ah yes, here it is:
"Publius Sestius Baculus, Primipilus of the XIIth Legion, was discharged with
the highest honours, having risked his own life for the safety of all his
comrades. He served with such dedication, devotion and sense of duty that
he is now regarded as a dear friend rather than a subordinate. For his prestige,
and for the support of us and all our other friends now serving in Gaul, I ask
you, by virtue of your affection for me and our friendship, to receive him with
you as an official in charge of the administration of the goods and materials
we send from Gaul to Rome. I beseech you not to disappoint his expectations,
and I entrust all his affairs to you, no more and no less than if they were my
own", etc. etc.”

The quaestor threw the letter on the table. ""All friends now serving in
Gaul... " sounds more like a threat than a letter of commendation.’

Publius said nothing.

‘As far as I'm concerned, Titus Labienus has sent me what's left of his
centurion, and I have no intention of sullying my cursus honorum for someone
like you, do you understand, Sestius Baculus? So, listen to me, you're here
because you can't fight anymore, you lost your fingers somewhere in fucking
Gaul and you're no longer good enough to be a soldier. By the grace of your
former commander, you have been sent to Rome with an honourable leave of
absence that would even allow you access to high positions, even to try to
become a praetor, and for this reason you have been placed here in a quiet and
prestigious place that you should honour with servile gratitude.”

The magistrate gestured to the colonnade behind them. “As you can see,
this is not a filthy camp on the edge of the world from which campaigns
against half-naked barbarians are launched. This is one of the most sacred
places in Rome, the oldest sacred place in Rome after the Temple of Vesta and
the Temple of Jupiter, and we need an authoritative and civilised figure here.

Publius nodded.

“This is the Temple of Saturn, and within its walls we keep the bronze
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tablets with the laws of the Quirites, the decrees of the Senate and the insignia
of the armies. Here is the essence of our history and you should be honoured
to stand here.”

Again, agreement.

‘Beneath this floor,” Quintus Cornelius Silius continued irritably, “is the
Aerarium: the treasury of Rome, containing the city's reserves of bronze, gold
and silver, as well as its tax revenues. There's an immense treasure here, there's
still the gold of Carthage and the Punic Wars, gold that was accumulated here
after Rome was taken by the Gauls of Brennus. A public injunction prevents
this gold from being touched unless it is needed for a war against the Gauls,
an eventuality that is now very remote, since with the fall of Alesia and the
surrender of the rebels, Gaul has been brought to its knees forever.’

Publius listened to the quaestor without moving,.

“The surrender of the Aeduans and the Arvernians, and the war tribute
they owe us, will force us to find other buildings to hold the gold coming in
from Gaul, and guess what, they've given me Publius Sestius Baculus to
organise its safekeeping. Can you imagine? A drunkard who spendshis nights
in the Suburra.

Footsteps echoed in the hall. A stocky man with a sullen expression and a
scar across his eyebrow appeared in the light from the door.

‘Ave, Quaestor.”

“Ave Sceva, I have been waiting for you.”

The newcomer gave Baculus a grim look before Cornelius Silius
introduced them. “This is the triumvir Lucius Paquio Sceva, superintendent of
the tresviri capitales, the magistrates who make sure we sleep peacefully while
they patrol the streets of Rome at night. He also supervises the prisons and
executions.

This explains the gladiatorial attitude. Certainly a plebeian who had
somehow managed to get one of the minor magistracies.

“Lucius, this is Publio Sestio Baculus, Centurion of Titus Labienus, he is
here to help us manage the...” the quaestor picked up the letter again, looking
for the right line. “Ah yes, here it is, to help us manage the goods and materials
coming into Rome from Gaul.’

Tsee/

“Now, as to the reason for your being here, Sceva, I have summoned you
precisely because of a prison matter that concerns you. A matter of the utmost
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importance and urgency.’

‘What is it?’

‘I received this message yesterday to warn me that a very important guest
is arriving to be entrusted to your care.’

Paquio Sceva took the message and read it with a frown. ‘This is a
nuisance, where am I supposed to put the current prisoners?’

“You must tell me, Sceva, if they are awaiting execution I would say to
speed up the time.”

“Yes,” the other grunted, visibly annoyed. ‘But I am two men short, the
other night there was a fight in a brothel in the Suburra and I lost one of my
auxiliaries who got a knife in the throat. Another was wounded in the back
and will be out for a long time. If I have to continue with the night patrols, I
won't have enough men.”’

“You don't need a large guard to control the Tullian. You have that public
slave, what's his name?”

‘Who? Barbatus?’

“Yes, Barbatus.”

‘Barbatus is an idiotic old man, I can't leave him alone at the Tullian.”

“The carnifex?’

“The carnifex?” Nobody wants to work with the carnifex.

‘Alright, alright. I'll see if I can find someone for you, in the meantime try
to clear the pit. Do the interrogations quickly and get them out. How many
have you got in there?’

“Two, the ones we captured at the brothel the other night.’

“The two slaves who stabbed your men?’

“Yes.

“You can have them executed by tomorrow.”

Another grunt. “Anything else?’

The quaestor looked again at the papers on his desk and picked up
Labienus' letter. “Wait a moment...”

‘What?’

Quintus Cornelius Sillius read the letter again and looked up at Publius
with a smile on his lips. “You are short of men and I have a centurion in need
of a prestigious post.”

Sceva's grim gaze met that of Publius Sestius in the air, from the only eye
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he could keep open.

‘Who did this to him?’

The quaestor studied Publius' face. ‘I would not be surprised if it was one
of your men.’

‘I have enough problems, Quaestor.”

“You need only leave him in the Carcer, Publius Sestius Baculus will be in
charge of the incoming new guest.”

Baculus cleared his throat. ‘I don't know what this is about, Quaestor...”

‘Well talk about it; Il explain everything to you in peace at the
Mamertine.

‘At the... Mamertine?’

“Yes, the Tullian prison, do you know where it is?’

‘No.’

‘It's down here, next to the Gemonian stairs. You'll see the door, I'm sure.
I'll meet you there tonight on the first vigil”

Publius Sestius nodded, saluted Quintus Cornelius Sillius and glanced at
Lucius Paquio Sceva, then walked briskly out of the temple, his head
pounding like a drum from the drink and blows he had taken.

He paused before the great staircase leading down to the Clivius
Capitolinus. The blinding light made him blink several times, and he put his
hand to his forehead to shield himself from the sun and get used to the glare.
A flock of starlings soared into the air, drawing a wide arc across the Urbe sky
into the infinite blue. It was a beautiful morning and he looked forward to
going to sleep.

A cool breeze blew in from the west, carrying the scent of an impending
storm. Publius walked on, his gaze fixed on the last rays of sunlight piercing
the darkening sky, an apt reflection of his life.

Though he had rested and washed, the scars of the fight were still visible
on his face. He moved along the Rostra, observing the lingering crowds in the
Comitium, and headed toward the Sanctuary of Ceres, the symbolic heart of
the city. This sacred site housed the legendary pit dug by Romulus at the
intersection of the Cardo and Decumanus, representing the celestial vault
inverted on earth. It was considered the center of the world, the Mundus,
where the realms of the living and the dead intersected.
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The Mamertine prison was not far from this symbolic boundary, just past
the Column of Menia. As Publius approached, he saw a group of people
arguing near the site of a slave’s recent flogging.

At the entrance to the prison, two burly auxiliaries stood guard. The
centurion was expected, and with little fanfare, they let him in. The grate
creaked open, followed by the wooden door, releasing a cold, moldy draft.

"Wait by that corridor,” one of the guards said, pointing toward a dimly lit
tunnel. The door closed behind Publius, leaving him alone in the flickering
torchlight.

Footsteps echoed from deep within the prison. Soon, the glow of a lantern
illuminated the room, carried by an old man with a long, white beard.

‘Publius Sestius Baculus?’

“Yes, that's me.

‘Ave Baculus, I am Vibius Agathocles, but everyone calls me Barbatus.
Please, this way down to the Carcer.’

Baculus realised immediately that this was the public slave, the old idiot
praised by Sceva.

‘Be careful — the floor is wet, you might slip. I've been here a long time, so
I'm used to it. This place is like home to me. I've seen many come and go. You
know, Aristobulus, king of Judea, was here too.”

Publius followed, his eyes on the slick ground, barely acknowledging the
old man’s chatter.

“Yes, king and high priest of Judea,” Barbatus continued as they entered a
semicircular chamber of large stone blocks. ‘He was beheaded right there,
during Pompey the Great’s triumph. Screamed like a pig.’

‘Here we are, we have arrived. This room is called the Carcer, but this is
actually the prison,” the slave said, pointing to a circular opening in the centre
of the room, as wide as an arm, a kind of black eye that seemed to have no
bottom.

‘That's the famous Tullus, the pit, and that's the door to the prison. We put
them in there, come, I'll show you,” he explained enthusiastically, as if he were
showing his home to a distinguished guest. ‘Come closer,” he whispered with
a grin, illuminating the lantern which he then plunged into the darkness of the
hole.

A foul, stale stench rose from the pit, where one could see large stones and
the echo of black slurry.
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‘What's at the bottom?’

‘Water,” Barbatus replied. ‘It used to be a well, but when it rains, it floods
because the drain can’t handle all the water.’

Publius peered into the pit, but the old man stopped him with a gnarled
hand. ‘Careful, don’t fall,” he chuckled. “You can’t get out of the Tullus easily,
and if you fall wrong, you could break a few bones. Some die from the fall
before they're even executed. The honourable ones go in quietly, like Catiline’s
conspirators.”

Publius took a step back, letting go of the old man's hand.

‘We've thrown many down there. Publius Lentulus Sura accepted his fate
with dignity, despite being despicable. He was the first to be strangled, just
think, the carnifex lined them all up, Cornelius Cetego, Statilius, Ceparius,
Volturcius, Gabinius Capiton and... and then I don't remember, but I do
remember that he strangled them one after the other, while the others watched
and waited for their turn.”

Publius was annoyed by the old man's words, as he continued to stare at
him, illuminated by the yellow light of the lantern.

“You should to do something about that eye.”

“The eye is fine, don't worry.’

The Carcer was filled with footsteps, relieving the centurion from his
embarrassment, and after a few moments the cave threw up Quaestor Silio
and Triumvir Sceva.

‘Ave Quaestor.

“Welcome, Sestius Baculus. Has Barbatus shown you our charming Carcer?’

“Yes.

‘Barbatus handles the honors here, though the building is technically under
Sceva’s control. He only comes for special inspections or executions. The
Tullian is the antechamber to death —doesn’t it look almost inviting?’

Publius glanced again at the dark hole in the floor.
‘Now, Baculus, you may wonder why I called you here. We are expecting a
guest, perhaps the most famous prisoner in this place's history. Sceva’s
auxiliaries are stretched thin, so I'm entrusting this responsibility to you. I'm
sure you'll handle it diligently.’

Publius hesitated. ‘Forgive me, Quaestor, but Labienus” letter didn’t
mention this assignment...
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‘I expected that. The letter only recommends you for a position overseeing
goods and materials from Gaul. But tell me, what could be more prestigious
than guarding the leader of the Gallic rebels defeated by Caesar?’

“The Gallic leader?’

“Yes, Vercingetorix, king of the Gauls. He’s in an iron cage, on his way
here. When he arrives, you'll push him into this pit and guard him until
further notice. It's an easy task—even for a man with your... habits. So, I've
given the centurion of Labienus an assignment of great prestige. The drunk
before me can take this stool and stand where we beheaded the king of Judea.
Where's the spot, Barbatus?’

“That stone there.

“There you can sit with the stool and get drunk until you vomit the bile
into that shithole in the middle.

‘Il help you,” said the old slave, drawing a fierce look from Publius and a
sneer from Paquio Sceva.

‘I have nothing else for you to do, Baculus, or rather, I don't want you to
do anything else. Accept the mission or go back to Labienus.”

There was no great alternative. ‘I accept.”

This time it was the quaestor who was surprised. “Then you have no
objection?’

‘I have never questioned an order. I have always carried them out.”

‘Very well, then, congratulations on your new assignment, I think we're
done. Sceva, we can get out of here.

Another mocking grin from Sceva and the two walked towards the exit.

“There's a lack of air in here, isn't there?’

Publius looked at Barbatus without answering. Yes, there was a lack of
air, and the old man with his stale stench was standing too close to him. He
took a few steps away and looked around in annoyance, taking in the
dimensions of the room. Nine or ten steps in the length of the room and seven
or eight in the width. One step in the middle was taken up by the hole leading
to the pit.

“You get used to it,” the caretaker continued, ‘and besides, we are not the
prisoners. We can go in and out as we please, and anyway the auxiliaries and
tresviri are right back here, next to the Comitium, and they often drop by to
have a look. Besides them no one wants to come in here, and you can be sure
that the king of the Gauls will not coming out.”
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The rumble of distant thunder echoed over the stones of the Mamertine.

“Yes, a completely useless assignment,” muttered Publius.

‘It's not a useless assignment...”

‘Shut up,” shouted Publius. ‘“That bastard gave me a completely useless
assignment just to humiliate me,” he roared, kicking the stool that bounced off
the wall. ‘T have fought all my life, I am the primipil of the XIIth Legion and I
have more military decorations than that bastard can even imagine.”

Barbatus stood motionless, watching Publius pacing the room like a caged
lion. “What's the difference between a mission in the Temple of Saturn and this
one?

Publius paused, looking at the old man with contempt. ‘All the time
you've spent in here has made you stupid. Have you looked around? We're in
a stinking hole dug out of the Capitol rock.

‘It's an assignment,” Barbatus continued, picking up the stool. An
assignment, as you've had so many in the past. If you became first centurion
of a legion, it was because you never questioned whether the orders you were
given were right or wrong,’ he judged as he sat down. ‘If you became
primipilus, it was because you carried out those orders and did them better
than anyone else, and that made you the first of the first.”

Publius Sestius stared into the old slave's face.

‘Vercingetorix comes here, a man who fought against Rome and would
have wanted to destroy it,” Agathocles went on. ‘If I were the triumvir Sceva
and had to choose someone to oversee him, I would choose the best, for the
same reason that in war I would entrust the riskiest undertakings to the
strongest.”

‘Sceva is incapable of high office, that's why he ended up as a prison
triumvir. As for Vercingetorix, you could put even the wildest beast in that
hole,” replied Publius, pointing to the well. ‘Once in there, even if he had
wings, he couldn't get out again,” he said, as he walked past the overseer
towards the pit that led to the exit. ‘A stunned old slave would be enough to
guard it.

31



III
RIX

Publius walked up the narrow stairs, past the two guards and out. There
was a thunderstorm in the air, his wounded hand throbbed, it would rain
soon.

Walking slowly, he lost himself in the forum, gazing distractedly at those
he met. The sun had set and dark clouds had taken over the entire sky, taking
the light from the street. He passed the Temple of Concord, on whose steps
some guards were lighting two braziers. Some slaves, armed with sticks and
lanterns, beckoned him to move aside to allow the litter of a returning senator
to pass. Publius gave way and found himself standing in front of the Portico
of the Harmonious Gods, where the statues of the Twelve Gods seemed to be
looking back at him, hidden by the darkness.

A drop of water fell on his cheekbone. He brought the knuckles of his
mutilated hand to his face to dry himself as a flash of lightning illuminated the
huge statue of Jupiter, bringing it out of the darkness of the Propylaeum for a
moment. Another drop, and another. The statue had faded back into the
shadows, but its sudden appearance had remained in Publius' eyes.

“You don't frighten me,” he said, looking at the monument's stern face,
framed by a flowing beard. The thunder in the distance sounded like an angry
reply from the father of the gods. Publius glanced at the portico, where some
people were taking shelter from the impending storm. He took a step, then
another, then another, until he reached the portico. Ignoring the other people,
Publius approached the huge statue staring at him from the shadows.

“You've taken everything I had, that's all you can take.

A flash of lightning illuminated the portico, petrifying everyone present,
and soon after came the mighty thunder that seemed to shake the vaults of the
structure. Jupiter, king of the gods, son of Saturn and Opi, god of the sky, rain,
thunder and lightning, the best and the greatest, looked Publius Sestius
Baculus straight in the eye.

‘Come on, hit me! You forced everyone to hit me. You have beaten me
countless times in battle. You made me lose all my savings. What are you
going to do to me now?’
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The water began to roar over the porch as people moved away from
Publius, who had begun to shout at Jupiter, Lord of Lightning, Principle and
Power of all things.

‘Sestius Baculus.’

Publius turned to see the public slave, Barbatus, looking at him drenched
in water.

‘I've been looking for you everywhere. Horsemen have arrived at the
Mamertine, soon the chariot with the guest will arrive.

‘Soon when?’

‘Soon, perhaps he has already arrived.”

Publius watched the water fall hard over the columns. He turned back to
Jupiter. ‘Perfect timing,” he muttered, before walking to the portico steps and
down the Clivius Capitolinus, which had turned into a raging torrent as it
descended towards the Forum.

A few steps and he was completely soaked. He walked, cursing, while the
sky itself seemed to fall on his head with lightning and thunder. When he
reached the Mamertine, he saw about ten horses held by a group of soldiers
wrapped in woollen cloaks. He passed them and came to the door, where one
of the guards recognised him and let him in. Inside, the stench of mould, made
worse by the rain, mingled with the stench of the stables where the riders who
had entered the guardhouse had been kept. The ex-centurion glanced at them
and then stepped into the pit to reach the Carcer where two other soldiers in
dripping cloaks waited with folded arms. One of them, in ornate armour and
a helmet worth a fortune, squared Publius' haggard face.

‘I am Legatus Minucius Basilus,” he said, cutting off all pleasantries.

“Ave Legatus, welcome, I am Publius Sestius Baculus.”

“Who are you? One of the prison auxiliaries?’

‘I am the prisoner's keeper.’

‘I expected to be met by one of the triumvirs or the quaestor.’

Hurried footsteps came from the cave, then Barbatus appeared at the
entrance to the room. ‘I have sent for the quaestor, he is on his way.’

Minucius Basilius looked at Barbatus, then returned to cast a furtive
glance at Publius, as if trying to remember where he had seen him before, just
as a confused bustle came from outside. Footsteps announced the arrival of
soldiers, who entered the Carcer one by one. Among them was a horseman so
large that he seemed to be wedged between the walls of the passage.
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‘Damn, it's slippery,” he cursed, before removing his hood and saluting
Legatus Basilus.

“Vocula, I thought you'd stopped at a brothel.”

More armed men arrived and lined up along the walls of the room.

‘I wish it were so, Legatus, in truth the Decurion sent me to tell you that the
chariot carrying the prisoner has stopped in the alleys of Velabrus.”

‘For what reason?’

The soldier unbuckled and removed his helmet, revealing his face crossed
by an old scar. “The roads leading here are all clogged. Chariots loaded with
goods and materials for shops and markets are everywhere. The rain certainly
doesn't help: the gods must have sensed that we were bringing this bastard
here, and they opposed us.”

All the soldiers laughed, except for their commander.

‘All right, Vocula, take some of them outside and send them to clear the
road, I don't care if there's traffic.’

‘But..”

‘Do as I say, Vocula.

With a grimace, Vocula put his helmet back on. ‘Did you hear that? Come
on, let's go get that...” The scarred man's eyes met Baculus'. ‘Il be damned,
Publius Sestius!

The legate returned to the square to face Publius, who smiled. ‘Ave Titus.

The legionnaire stepped forward, grinning. ‘So, you finally made it to
Rome’

‘Of course, I did, and what about you? We parted in the Narbonne as
discharged and I find you here reenlisted.”

‘Of course, I told you I would stay in this garrison, after what happened
to us in Cenabum I had to make up for it somehow.’

‘And did you make it?’

“You bet I did, with interest Baculus, and I see you made it too, what are
you doing here?’

‘I'm in charge of the prisoner's custody.’

Vocula's grin accentuated his scar. ‘So, you made it in the heat, Centurion,
but what have you done to your face? The Gauls are even in Rome?’

Publius smiled sheepishly before Basilus interrupted their conversation.
‘Hurry, Vocula, bring the chariot and do it quickly!
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The soldier put his dripping helmet back on and shook his head, grinning.
‘Hey Legatus, that was the First Centurion of the XIIth Legion, when he still
had all his fingers. They called him Baculus, like the vine stick that centurions
carried as a symbol of command. He used it to whip us, and it often broke on
our backs.’

‘Primipilus of the XIlth Legion?’

‘I was discharged last year, Legatus.’

“Then we shared some of the same cold.”

Publius raised his right hand. “Yes, until I left my fingers to Atuatuca,
along with a bucket of blood and some broken bones.”

‘Atuatuca?’

“Yes, I was hospitalised there when the Proconsul gathered all the army
baggage there to flush out Ambiorige.

“Yes, of course, I remember, I commanded the cavalry.’

‘And I was one of the convalescents left in the camp.’

‘Waita moment..." the legate began to remember. ‘Publius Sestius Baculus,
are you the wounded centurion who held the door by himself until the guard
arrived? Are you that centurion?’

Publius nodded. “Yes, [ am.”

‘Of all the gods, only the dead have taken a worse beating than you, and
frankly,” he continued, “from what I have heard, you should be dead.’

“The problem is, Charon doesn't want me either.’

They both burst out laughing.

‘How is the situation in Gaul now?” asked Publius.

“We still have some problems with the Bellovaci and the Treveri, but they
should be the last remaining pockets of resistance, since the Gallic coalition
broke up after the surrender of the Aeduans and the Arvernians. Many druids
and many chieftains have gone into hiding in the forests.”

‘And Vercingetorix, how did you capture him?’

‘Oh, at Alesia... the battle of Alesia was unforgettable.”

‘Alesia...

“Yes, a fortified city in the land of the Mandubii, it was in a formidable
position on a hill at the foot of which two rivers flowed. It was considered by
all to be impregnable. Vercingetorix took refuge there with eighty thousand
of his rebels, waiting for reinforcements. We surrounded the city with a

35



rampart and then defended ourselves with an outer rampart against the
reinforcements coming from the rest of Gaul. We were barricaded between
two enemies, the eighty thousand of Alesia on one side and the two hundred
and fifty thousand Gauls who had come to reinforce them on the other.
Vercingetorix made us spit blood there, but in the end the coalition sent to save
them broke up and the king had to surrender. From then on, he was entrusted
to me, and I did not sleep during his captivity. This is not a prisoner, this is the
symbol of a bloody revolt. He fought us in every way, starving his people with
scorched earth tactics. He razed cities to the ground and sacrificed thousands
of his soldiers to defeat us. Vercingetorix means hatred of Rome, it means
cruelty and ruthlessness, intelligence, strategy, heroism. We hated him as
much as the Gauls did, because he was able to wage a ruthless war that in the
long run brought ruin and starvation to his own allies, so everyone wants him
dead. Everyone, from the Arvernians to the last of our men. Only one person
wants him alive,” Basilus looked into Publius' eyes. ‘Gaius Julius Caesar.’

The sound of horses' hooves came from outside, creeping between the
stones of the Mamertine.

‘I can't wait to hand him over to the quaestor and get rid of him,” the legate
said with a half-smile, ‘and from then on it will be you, Baculus, who sleeps
with only one eye.’

Titus Vocula emerged dripping from the cave. ‘Legatus, the prisoner is
outside.”

‘Bring him in.”

The rider turned towards the corridor. ‘Let the king enter!’

The stone vaults filled with laughter.

‘Bring the king in!’

More caligae footsteps echoed on the stone pavement as the legate stood
impassively watching the entrance.

‘Make way for the king!” Another voice shouted, followed by a second
roar of laughter.

Another soldier emerged from the darkness of the cave, his helmet
adorned with a lock of water-soaked blond hair. He looked around the room
and the pit before bursting into laughter. ‘Hey, Rix, come and see what a
beautiful palace this is.”

‘Make way,” they shouted again from the pit.

Another soldier entered the Carcer with a smug grin. “Hey, you rude
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barbarians, show some respect, the king is coming!’

There was an immediate chorus from all present. “The king! The king! The
king!’

‘Silence!” Basilus thundered to the soldiers.

The men fell silent, but an amused murmur continued in the background
as they entered in a huddle, adding to the sense of airlessness. As the last to
enter turned towards the darkness and tugged at the chain he was holding,
the chorus erupted again.

“The king! The king! The king!

The torches illuminated the silhouette of a huge man, so imposing that he
had to keep his head down inside the cave. He took a few steps forward, the
heavy iron vincula at his ankles forcing him to walk slowly. He wore a
threadbare tunic, was barefoot, and even had irons on his wrists. He had an
unkempt moustache and beard, his soaked hair falling over his shoulders. He
raised his head and looked around, avoiding the gaze of the laughing men,
then his eyes rested on the pit that swallowed the centre of the floor.

“You see, Rix.” Vocula exclaimed, “there's even a latrine, you'll be fine.”

The laughter echoed and receded between the circular walls of the Carcer,
growing louder and louder until Vercingetorix, in the midst of it all, met the
gaze of Publius. For a few moments, the voices faded like a distant echo, the
soldiers and the legate became faded images, and in that timeless stone room,
Publius Sestius Baculus and Vercingetorix remained, staring at each other,
motionless as two bronze statues.

“The quaestor has arrived,” said Barbatus, just as Silius and the triumvir
Sceva emerged from the tunnel.

‘Legatus Minucius Basilus,” said Publius to the leader of the mob, ‘these are
the quaestor Quintus Cornelius Sillius and the Triumvir in charge of the
prisons, Lucius Paquio Sceva.’

Basilus greeted the quaestor and Triumvir formally, then turned his gaze
on the soldiers, silencing them instantly.

‘Welcome Basilus, I hope you had a good journey.’

‘A special journey, Quaestor, and I'm really glad it's over. I've waited a
long time to come here, to the famous Tullian.”

‘Ohreally? I think you are the first to say so.’

‘Maybe, but the king of the Arvernians was a troublesome guest to walk
around with, and I'm glad to leave him to you. This assignment has kept me
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awake at night, and I really need a few days' rest.”

‘I'suppose so,” replied Cornelius Silio, looking at Vercingetorix for the first
time. “We'll take care of him now.’

Minucius nodded. ‘I'll need a receipt with your seal, Quaestor.”

‘Of course.’

‘As you can see, 'm leaving him with you in perfect health, not a scratch
on him. I was given precise instructions as to his condition, and that was one
of the reasons I lost sleep. We kept him locked in his carriage, away from
danger and hidden. We fed him and guarded him day and night to prevent
him from committing suicide. I do not know what will become of him, but I
know that Caesar will want to see him healthy when he arrives.’

Silio nodded and returned to look at the prisoner in chains, a bear
standing on two legs. “Thank you, Legatus Basilus, do not worry, he is ours
now.’

“Very well, I just need your seal as proof of delivery and my work is
definitely done.

‘Alright, let's go to the guard table.’

‘One moment,” Barbatus interrupted. ‘Excuse me, but the prisoner has to
be put in there,” he said, pointing to the opening in the floor.

Basilus looked at the old caretaker and then at the hole. ‘In there?’

“Yes, the Tullian is this hole.”

The soldiers burst out laughing again.

‘Everybody out!” thundered Basilus, addressing the soldiers, who then left
in a huddle, mocking Vercingetorix with noisy goodbyes.

“There is water in there,” the legate continued, once the room had emptied
of his escort.

‘It's a pit, of course, and when it rains the aquifer fills up.’

‘How long do you think he can last down there?’

‘Oh, they last, Legatus,” said Sceva.

Basilus looked at the triumvir but turned to the quaestor, Sceva was too
low to be considered. ‘Cornelius Sillius, I have watched over this prisoner day
and night, charged with bringing him to his destination alive and well. I
brought ninety men with me to keep any curious person who might guess
who we were carrying at least two hundred paces away from this chariot, and
do you know why?’
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‘No.’

‘Because everyone wants this man dead,” Basilus pointed at Vercingetorix:
‘He's a traitor to everyone. He is a traitor to the Romans because he was once
a friend. This scion of the nobility followed the Proconsul Caesar at the
beginning of the Gallic campaign and was taught our ways of war in exchange
for his cooperation and his knowledge of the territory of Gaul Comata. He is
a traitor to the Gauls because he led them to ruin after burning down dozens
of cities and leaving them to starve. The only one in the world who wants him
alive is the Proconsul Gaius Julius Caesar, and what matters to him, to the
Senate, to all the people of Rome and Gaul is that Vercingetorix is here,
Minucius said, pointing to the paved floor. “The ruthless, the traitor, the
barbarian, the king of the Arvernians is in the Tullian, Rome can sleep
peacefully, that is the message.’

‘The Proconsul knows very well that the Tullian is the pit for those
condemned to death,” replied Silio, ‘otherwise he would have sent him into
exile somewhere, or he would have told us to treat him as a hostage and not
as a prisoner. But be calm, from this moment on he is ours, and you can go
back to sleep in peace.’

‘Listen to me, Quaestor, I come straight from the underworld, you cannot
imagine what this war has been like. In seven years, by any and every means
possible, we have taken over eight hundred cities. I repeat the number: eight
hundred. We have subjugated three hundred peoples and fought against
three million armed men. But now we are all tired of this war, Gaul is a tamed
beast and Caesar has some time ago begun a policy of expansion in these
lands. He wants to extend Roman citizenship to Cisalpine Gaul and Latin law
to the Narbonians. One of the Proconsul's most trusted collaborators, the
keeper of the seal with which Julius Caesar signs all his letters, is from
Narbonne, and his followers in Comata have all become Roman citizens.
What sign will the Proconsul give to Rome and to all the Gallic aristocracy
with Vercingetorix? Will he have him killed as he enters the temple of Jupiter,
or will he show the Romans and the Gauls how great he really is with a gesture
of mercy?’

No one replied and the Legatus continued: “Where do you think Caesar
recruited most of the men for his campaign in Gaul? Have you ever heard of
the V Legion? The Legion of Larks? Do you know what their original name
was? The V Gallic, because it was made up of soldiers recruited from the
native transalpine Gauls. Legionaries, do you understand? Not auxiliaries,
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legionaries! In other words, Roman citizens in every sense of the word.’

‘We can see that you come from the underworld, Legate Minucius, and
above all that you have been missing from Rome for a long time,” Cornelius
Silicius interrupted him. “You speak as if you expected nothing more here than
to celebrate the triumph of the Proconsul of Gaul. I do not wish to disappoint
you, dear Basilus, but there is no great enthusiasm in the Senate for Caesar's
campaign in Gaul. Our beloved Proconsul has killed a million people without
anyone ever asking him to, and having satisfied his boundless ambition with
blood, he has brought to his side those who profited from this outrage against
humanity.’

“All this pretended pro-Gallic policy is not to our liking here, and we begin
to wonder if Caesar is not worse than the Celts or the Britons. There are many
who think that the Proconsul should immediately dismiss the legions he has
privately recruited at his own expense without the consent of the Senate, and
there are many who think that Roman citizenship should not be extended to
these peoples. Some have even suggested giving the Proconsul to the Gauls
themselves.”

“Yes, the rumour has reached us, if I am not mistaken, Cato Uticense
proposed it. You must know that we laughed a lot, and the soldiers composed
dirty verses for Cato, when the news came that the Senate had responded to
this provocation by decreeing twenty days of supplicatio.”

‘Laugh if you will, but no one here gave the order to start this war,” Silius
raised his tone, ‘no one here gave the order to arm armies and declare war on
the Helvetians, the Germans and the rest of Gaul as far as Britannia. All this
was done for the boundless personal ambition of one man, an ambition so
great that it threatened the very principles of the Republic. The Senate does
not wish to celebrate triumpbhs, it wishes to curb that ambition, I assure you,
at the cost of the use of force.

The Legatus brooded, his lips parted. ‘None of the exploits of our generals,'
he said, 'nor of the generals of any other people, nor of the rulers of any age,
can compare with what we have all done in Gaul. Here in Rome, sitting warm
on the benches of the Senate, you deliberate without considering what was
done when we crossed the Alps in the middle of winter, without regard for
the interests of our allies and the people we protected. Here in Rome you
consider the war in Gaul to be harmful, and then,” the officer growled, “at the
end of the session you go to the slave market to hoard what the proconsul
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sends you, and use it to decorate your rich houses or to enlarge the aerarium,
which can no longer contain the gold arriving from Gaul. The Proconsul will
have his triumph, at the end of which he will decide what to do with this
prisoner. Whether he wants to cut him up and throw him out of Gemonia will
be his business, but I can assure you that when he parades in triumph to the
temple of Capitolinus Jupiter here above,” Basilus went on, pointing to the
smoke-stained stone vaults of the ceiling, ‘he will want to exhibit this man as
the fiercest and most ferocious enemy of Rome, and he will want to exhibit
him as we have delivered him to you tonight: big, strong and evil.”

‘Save your anger for when you will be back among the barbarians,
Minucius Basilius, you are in Rome, you are speaking to a quaestor, and
believe me, it may be most inconvenient for you to have a magistrate against
you in the near future when the Proconsul will be called to account for his
actions. I would not want Gaius Julius Caesar to be the next guest here.”

The legate stared at Cornelius Silius with the look of a man about to order
a legion to battle. “Very well,' he retorted, 'all this has little to do with my
mission. Let Caesar or the Senate or whoever decide in due time. Until then, if
I'were you, I would keep him alive, but even that is not my concern once you
have put your seal on the prisoner's release.’

‘Perfect, | would say there is nothing to add. Thank you for your excellent
work, Legatus Basilus, now come, you will be tired from the journey. Let's go
up to the guardhouse and finish this business.”

Minucius Basilus passed by Vercingetorix's side without even looking at
him, but before entering the corridor he stopped and turned to Publius. “You
are the centurion of Atuatuca, do not listen too much to the quaestor's talk,
Gaius Julius Caesar will return and it will be better to be on his side.”

There was no chance for a reply, the legate had already disappeared into
the darkness, followed by the sound of his footsteps. The room had emptied,
and at that moment it seemed too empty to Publius, even though
Vercingetorix filled the whole room with his presence.

“We should call the guards, Barbatus.”

The elderly guard nodded, and after an anxious glance at Rix, he too
entered the corridor.

The former centurion and the former king of the Arverni looked at each
other in silence. Without betraying any emotion, their gazes met, and it
seemed as if the echoes of fierce battles, the clash of weapons and war cries
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began to ooze from the stones of the Tullian.

The hooves of the horses of Minucius Basilus' escort moved away, making
way for the approaching caligae of the guards. As Barbatus returned to the
room, followed by three jailers, Publius was able to look away from the
colossus without appearing to give in.

‘Is this all we have? Where is the Triumvir?’

‘He has left with the quaestor.’

Publius surveyed his paltry army, then turned to the slave. ‘How is this
generally done?’

‘I they are willing, we remove their vincula and bring them down by the
ladder we hold up to the guardhouse.’

“If they are not?’

‘We'll leave them in irons and lower them down by rope, and if they are
really unwilling, we'll throw them in by force.”

The ex-centurion pointed to the guards' weapons: ‘Put them over the
railing,” he ordered, “it's better to avoid blades in here. Barbatus, take the rope
and lock yourself outside the gate with the weapons.”

‘I can be more useful here.

‘I am not used to having my orders discussed,” Baculus replied sharply.
‘Do as I say!

The old caretaker slipped into the guardhouse to fetch the rope, brought
it back and stood behind the grate.

Publius pointed to the pit and looked at the Arvernian. “You must go in
there!’

The prisoner remained motionless.

“You have to go in, whether you like it or not,” Publius continued, taking
the prisoner under his arm. Vercingetorix stiffened, watching the Roman's
grip as it forced him to walk towards the pit. When he reached the edge, the
prisoner stopped and, seeing the reflection of the black water at the bottom of
the hole below him, shook himself free and stepped back.

“You've got to get in there!” shouted Publius. ‘Come on, help me, you
three!’

The men of the guard approached the Arvernian, who faced them
menacingly. Two of them grabbed his arms, while the third grabbed the tunic
on his back to push him towards the Tullus. Vercingetorix broke free and
elbowed the man holding him from behind in the face, causing him to fall with
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a groan of pain. Publius was at his neck with a leap, but the prisoner, roaring
like a bear attacked by hunters, threw him to the edge of the Tullus with one
paw.

They were all over him as Publius lay gasping on the ground. ‘I'll kill you,
you bastard,” he muttered, before rising to his feet and striking the prisoner in
the stomach. Vercingetorix tried to dodge a second blow but, held back by the
others, he fell backwards, eyes wide open, and Publius was on him again. The
four of them fought like mad dogs, tied together, while the elbowed guard
staggered to his feet, his nose shattered and his face a mask of blood.

Tl kill you, I'll kill you! shouted Publius, tightening his grip on
Vercingetorix, who stiffened his neck muscles and struggled back with
superhuman strength. With a scream, the prisoner broke free, threw one of the
guards against the wall and pinned Publius down in an instant. He raised both
hands, clenching them into fists, and tried to strike Baculus in the face, who
dodged the blow but not the thick iron ring that bound his wrists. The blow
landed hard between the cheekbone and jaw, already battered from the night
before. Vercingetorix struck the other guard as well and then, with bloodshot
eyes, tightened the chain that held his wrists around Publius' neck.

Sestius tried to break the iron grip, but the strength of it was impossible to
break. He tried to grab the Arvernian's neck and then strike him in the face,
but the Gaul's size was such that he did not seem to feel the blows. It took a
kick to the face from one of the guards to break the grip that would soon have
strangled the centurion.

Again, the guards were on top of Rix, pinning him to the ground as
Publius gasped for breath. The chains still seemed to press against his neck.
He repeatedly spat out the blood that filled his mouth and turned on the
prisoner with all the force of his hatred. Even when he was out of breath, he
kept punching him in the face.

‘Twill kill you!

The Arvernian tried to free himself with a sudden flicker, but his body
was numb from the many blows he had received, and his vision was blurred
by blood. He struggled again, and again he was beaten by Publius and the
others, who overpowered him after an exhausting struggle that left him
pinned to the ground, motionless and without strength, like his jailers. Publius
Sestius, straddling his victim's chest, put his hand around his throat to strangle
him.
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‘Did you want to kill me, you bastard?” he gurgled, drooling bloody
threads, as Vercingetorix, gnashing his teeth, grasped exhaustedly at his
wrists.

‘I will be the one to kill you instead, you can swear to it,” he shouted, his
neck full of veins. ‘I will move Olympus itself to have this privilege, and if I
cannot, I will move the Underworld as well, but I will kill you with these
hands.

‘That's enough!” Barbatus opened the gate and reached Baculus. ‘Leave
him or you will suffocate him.”

“Piss off, you stupid old slave.’

“You will kill him when the time is right, but that time is not today.’

Publius Sestius gritted his teeth in a final clench, then loosened his grip as
the prisoner gasped convulsively, having finally succumbed to his jailer's will.

Publius looked at the prisoner's pained face, then stood up, exhausted and
breathing heavily. He took a few unsteady steps into the room, his heart
pounding over his wounds. Then he turned back to Vercingetorix, like a
gladiator closing in on his victim to finish him off.

“You are here to die,” he shouted, pointing at him between breaths. ‘Don't
ever give me a chance to speed up time again, or I swear I'll send you to the
underworld with the only hand I have. Do you understand, you filthy beast?’

The prisoner looked up at him from the floor, spasms that made him spit
drool, his hair and beard smeared with blood, his face battered.

“You are here to die! Do you understand? To die! No one wants you,
friend or foe. You are alone in the world, and the world does not want you! It
does not want you!’

Vercingetorix slowly lifted his head and rested his neck on the dirty floor
before closing his eyes. A gleam trickled down from the corner of his eyelid. It
was not blood, but a king's tear.

‘Let's drag him down to the pit and throw him in.’

‘Wait,” said Barbatus, “we need to tie him up, he is huge and if we throw
him down he risks breaking his neck.’

Publius shrugged, then touched his bloody face. "He can croak now for all
I care’

‘Let's do as I say, once he's down there you'll see that everything will be
over and we can forget about him,” the guardian continued, taking the rope
and handing it to the guards. The three of them began to lift the prisoner, who
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was no longer struggling.

They lifted his back and sat him down with his feet dangling in the hole.
Vercingetorix stared at the chains around his wrists, then at the darkness
beyond his knees. The guards fumbled with the rope and passed it under his
armpits. A drop of blood fell from the tip of Vercingetorix's nose and
disappeared into the darkness below.

‘Don't tie it in knots,” said Barbatus, “just pass it around so that when we
get inside we can slip it off and retrieve it.”

“The vincula? asked one of the guards.

“That's his business,” Publius interjected, “he'll have it on him for the rest
of his life. His hands will never be free again. Are you ready?’

“Yes.

Vercingetorix looked up at Publius.

“You're about to enter the underworld, you're practically dead already,’
he hissed. “We'll pull you out with a hook through your chest and all the
people of Rome will come and kick your body.’

The Arvernian spat at Publius Sestius, who kicked him in the stomach,
sending him sprawling.

‘Down!’ cried the ex-centurion. ‘Down, damn you, down!” he continued,
kicking him again.

Barbatus shoved the prisoner and the ropes tightened.

‘Down!’

Vercingetorix tried to cling to the edge, but a kick stopped him and his
hair disappeared into the blackness.

“Slowly,” said the old guard on all fours above the hole. ‘He is in now,
lower him slowly until the ropes are no longer taut.”

With dexterity, Barbatus lowered the prisoner and then retrieved the rope.
‘Our guest is safe,” he said to the others, who sat on the ground to catch their
breath and lick their wounds.

Publius approached the well, looked down and saw nothing. Then he
dropped to his knees and placed his hands on the edge. He lowered his head
until it entered the hole. There, at the bottom, along with the sound of a steady
dripping, he heard the heavy breathing of Vercingetorix. He searched for him
until he saw the glint of his eyes in the darkness.

“You would have done better to have been killed at Alesia.’
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1AY
CHOSEN BY THE GODS

Publius Sestius Baculus was left alone in the Carcer. Barbatus and the
guards had retired, the storm had passed, but the face of the statue of Jupiter,
illuminated by the lightning, remained indelibly etched in the ex-centurion's
mind.

In the deafening silence of that place, Vercingetorix's breath came out of
the Tullus like the wheezing of a wounded animal. Every sound, even the
slightest, echoed from that hole in the ground with a kind of surreal
reverberation, so much so that it seemed as if his breath had been joined by
those who had been there before him.

Publius bent down to look at the beast he had managed to imprison after
the gruelling battle, but the Tullus returned only sounds, no images. The floor
of the Carcer seemed to be a battlefield of sorts, littered with glistening blood
and shreds of cloth. The Arvernian king had been tamed at great cost, and
Publius still felt the pain. His jaw ached and his lips were so swollen that he
slurred his words.

His hatred for the prisoner who had dared to defy him drove him to put
his head in the hole, just for the pleasure of seeing him fall into the abyss of
shame, but the floor slabs were thick and only allowed him to see the part of
the cell directly below the hole.

He strained his ear and heard nothing but the rhythmic sound of a drop
falling from part of the ceiling onto the floor. Vercingetorix's gasp was gone.
He propped himself on the edge with his left hand and dipped his head in,
but saw and heard nothing save the echo of the water below emerging from
the darkness.

No trace of the Arvernian, no sound except the fall. Publius lay on the
ground and leaned past with his shoulders, looking down. A few moments of
darkness, then his eyes adjusted and the gleam of Vercingetorix's eyes
emerged from the darkness in front of his face. A roar and the prisoner's hand
darted up and clawed at his throat. Supporting himself on his hand, Publius
tried to pull himself up with every ounce of strength in his body, but he could
not.
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The Arvernian grabbed him by the neck and pulled him down, wanting
to drag him into the pit. With a desperate effort, the centurion tried to fight the
other's strength, but it was useless, he was too strong and too big, his steel grip
tightening as Publius' strength waned with each passing moment. His air
began to run out and his mouth filled with drool, he could not breathe. He
tried to scream in one last desperate effort before he was pulled below. His
hand could no longer grip the stones of the floor.

Publius Sestius Baculus ended up in the pit with the beast.

He screamed loudly and even louder, so loud that it felt like his lungs
were being torn apart.

‘Damn it, will you get it over with?’

Publius opened his eyes and awakened from the nightmare, breathing
convulsively. He ran his hand over his sweaty neck, as if to make sure no one
was strangling him. He looked towards the small window and through the
crack in the curtain he saw that it was dawn. The noise coming from the alley
and the burning of his wounds would have prevented him from falling asleep
again. He sat up and touched his cheekbone and his right eye, which was
almost completely closed from the beating he had received the night before.
He looked down at his swollen hands with scraped knuckles, and when he
got to his feet it felt as if his whole body had been beaten. He reached for the
bucket and dipped his hands in it, feeling the coolness soothe his wounds,
rinsed his face, which still had a gash on his cheekbone, and returned to sit on
the blood-stained bed, looking around his dingy room. Sure, he could have
done better if things in his life had turned out differently, but for now this
cramped room in a Suburra insula was all he could afford.

He got up, dressed and slipped down the stairs to the ground floor. The
streets were still wet from the rain that had fallen during the night, while the
sky to the east, beyond the insulae, was tinged with pink. It was the time of
day when those who lived by night took over from those who lived by day, a
moment of apparent peace in the chaotic Urbe.

Publius walked briskly towards the Forum, avoiding the peddlers who
were beginning to display their wares in the stalls of the arcade. He reached
the Via Sacra and continued towards the Comitium with only one thing on his
mind: the Tullian.

Passing the Rostra, he left the Mundus on his left and walked around the
Menia Column until he reached the Gemonian Stairs and then the door of the
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Mamertine, where he was met by the usual current of air.

‘Open up!

A sleepy guard emerged from the darkness inside. Recognising the
healthy half of Publius' face, he saluted and took the keys that jingled in the
lock. The hinges creaked and Publius was inside. The smell of mould was
much stronger that day, and Baculus did not realise why until he entered the
corridor that led to the staircase. Everything was dark, there were no burning
torches, there was no smell of fuel and there was no smoke.

“There are no lanterns?” he asked the guard.

“No, we only use them when someone comes.’

‘Thave come.”

Embarrassed, the auxiliary nodded, tried to take an oil lamp from those
in the guard room and gave it to Publius.

‘Go back to sleep,’” Sestius said contemptuously, before entering the
stairwell, followed by his huge shadow. The light of the flame dimly
illuminated the stones of the Carcer beyond the corridor. There was no one
there, just him, the pit and the usual smell of mould.

The ex-centurion looked around. It was the first time he had been in there
alone, he looked at the hole and walked around it, keeping a step back. The
images of the dream were still too vivid in his mind to stick his head in, but
the Tullus had something magnetic about it that drew him in.

“You son of a bitch, have you come to haunt my sleep?” he said, pacing
back and forth with his gaze in the blackness. ‘Do you hear me, King of the
Arvernians?’

No reply. The Tullus remained silent and impenetrable, fastidiously
impenetrable.

“You don't speak, Rix? Answer me, you fucking bastard!

He set the lantern on the ground. ‘I have something for you,” he said,
lifting his tunic. ‘I've been saving my morning piss for you ever since you
woke me up,” he continued, letting out a groan of relief.

‘And every time you come to me in your sleep, I will come to you with
this in the morning. Do you understand? In fact, it's so good that I may do it
every day.

When Publius had finished, he let go of his tunic and looked at the hole.
‘And you'll have to thank me and do as I say if you want any respect when I
have to kill you,” he said, taking the stool and sitting on it. ‘Is that clear, fucking
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Arvernian?’

There was no reply, just silence, a silence loud enough to hear the sizzle of
burning oil in the oil lamp. Publius touched his pitted eye with a painful
grimace. Then he looked at the knuckles of his hands, full of the cuts and
abrasions of battle, glistening in the reflection of the light. He looked at his
right hand, the hand that had led him to the highest office a soldier could
aspire to. He still couldn't get used to seeing it like this. Perhaps he would
never get used to it.

“You looked at my hand yesterday, Rix, I saw you,” he said, speaking to
the hole in the ground. ‘I left my missing fingers in your fucking Gaul. They
must have rotted somewhere outside the door of that camp in the Belgica.’
Publius tried to make a fist with his only remaining fingers, then shook his
head, annoyed at the jolt of pain the movement caused him. ‘Oh, but the one
who took them from me rotted with them. I pulled him from his horse and
pounded him in the face with my shield until his brains were splattered in the
mud.

He put his forearms on his knees and bowed his head. “Then everything
went black and I could not see. I felt the blows, but I felt no pain. This, I
thought, is death, this is how you leave life, and I am leaving it as I deserve.
Standing alone before the enemy, invincible. Then I awoke from that deep
sleep feeling the most pain I have ever felt. They were cauterising my wounds
with a red-hot iron and I realised that I was not dead and that what I was
feeling was the unbearable pain of life.”

A clanking of keys interrupted Publius' words. Voices came from the
guardhouse.

‘And I still feel it

The glare of a faint light painted itself on the stones of the burrow. Publius
sat staring at the entrance without another word as the sound of footsteps
came from the stairs.

‘Tknew it,” Barbatus said, his grin illuminated by the lantern light. ‘I knew
I'would find you here.’

‘Well, I have to stay here.’

“No,’ replied the old man, leaning on a second stool he had brought down
from the guardhouse. "No one told you to come here so early, this is the
Tullus,” he continued, pointing to the opening in the floor. “The Tullus called
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you.
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“The Tullus called me? Bullshit.

The old man sneered to himself. ‘I bet you dreamt it.”

Publius looked at Barbatus without saying a word.

“You dreamt it, did you?’

The ex-centurion did not answer.

‘I had a nightmare that first night,” the jailer said as he sat down.

‘Many years have passed, but I still remember it, a terrible nightmare. I
was curious to see the prisoner we had thrown in the day before, but I could
not see him. Since he must have broken something in the fall and I could no
longer hear him complaining, I had stuck my head into the hole to see if he
was still alive, but I lost my balance and fell in.”

Publius listened impassively.

‘Once inside, I felt trapped. I had just changed the guard, and no one
would get me out. I was alone with the prisoner. Can you imagine that? Being
in there with the condemned man?’ said the old man, before his gaze was lost
in the pit.

‘And then?” urged the other impatiently. ‘Go on!

“The prisoner was dead.’

‘Dead?’

“Yes, from the pit came a beam of light, you know, from up here itisa dark
pit, but from down there it looks like the eye of a god watching you. It is light,
and this light came straight into his face, illuminating him. It was the purple
face of a dead man with his eyes wide open at me.’

Publius laughed. ‘Well, then you were lucky, you fell without injury while
he died”

“Uh, no,” Barbatus continued, approaching Publius with his fiery eyes,
‘because the corpse jumped at my throat.”

Baculus drew back and the old guardian narrowed his eyes. “‘He began to
strangle me with a grip so tight that I could not free myself, I lacked air. I tried
to fight, but he was much stronger. I struggled, but in the dream, it was as if I
had no strength, as if my arms didn't want to hit him, as if they were so heavy
that I couldn't loosen him.

With his hands at my throat, he pushed me against the dark wall. The
stench of his corpse made me sick, I would have vomited but for his hands
around my throat. Shaking me in the air like a puppet, he brought me back to
the centre of the room, and just as I felt the life drain out of me, we landed
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under the beam of light, and that's when I suddenly woke up in my bed. [ was
shocked, sweaty and gagging, but I was glad it had all been a nightmare. The
worst of my nightmares.”

Thousands of pins went through Publius' head as he thought of the
similarity to his own dream.

‘And yet,” Barbatus continued, moving his lantern close to the edge of the
hole, ‘I ran here soon after, drawn to this place. And I ran here for many years
after l awoke. At first, I couldn't explain why, but in time I think I understood.”

‘What?’

“You see, this circular black void separates misfortune from fortune, or at
least that's how it appears to an unobservant mind. On this side is light,
freedom, life; beyond this invisible boundary is darkness, imprisonment,
death. Yet from here, where we sit, one can be privileged to learn much. From
here we can feel like a god, watching one of his chosen ones struggle against
adversity.”

‘A god?

‘Of course, it's like watching the fights. Have you not been to Pompey's
theatre? I was at the inaugural performances. There I saw the crowd go wild
over a young man facing a lion with a spear in his fist. The two studied each
other under the sun of the arena, the boy smelling the wild scent of the beast,
the beast smelling the blood before he leapt. Then the fight, the roar, the huge
claws tearing through flesh, the spear piercing the lion's side. Both used all
their strength and senses to escape their fate. Their prize was life, and the
people cheered and shouted with excitement as they saw the boy emerge from
the dust, the beast's claws glistening in the sun on his chest.”

Barbatus's gnarled forefinger rose in warning towards the stone vaults.
“Tolook passionately at a wretch defending himself for a few moments against
a threat contains all the superficiality of the human soul. We like to see how a
man behaves in the face of danger; we like to see fear, the terror of death and
action. But here,' he continued, pointing to Tullus, 'is a spectacle worthy of a
god. Here is the cold struggle of a man who cannot be saved. Here is the end
of physical strength, no more muscle, no more courage in action. There is only
the virtue of the human soul. Here one must only be able to die.”

‘I have been ready to die a hundred times,” said Publius.

“You did it with a sword in your hand,” Barbatus apostrophised him, “you
did it in battle. You did not do it alone, away from everyone, with your hands
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tied, isolated in an underground hole that kills you little by little, day by day.
I 'am sure that some of those who enter here are chosen by the gods, I am sure
of it. Men who have faced their departure from the world with an incredible
inner strength. Those who know how to reach this state of mind are no longer
prisoners, have no chains, bid farewell to life with clarity and become...
immortal.’

“You are mad, old man,” Publius laughed. ‘In a month I shall be gone, and
he shall be food for the fishes of the Tiber."

‘But in a thousand and a thousand years they will still be talking about
Vercingetorix, and no one will speak of you, who witnessed his misfortune.
Those who enter the pit become immortal.”

‘If they ever remember him, it will be for what he did before he went into
the Pit, not for what he lived there.’

‘True, we only know that,” the finger rose again, ‘we will know if he is a
chosen one of the gods.’

A metallic sound came from below.

“Your chosen one is apparently still alive,” said Publius, “and for what it is
worth, if he were a chosen one, he would have won the war against Caesar.’

The guardian stood up and looked into the hole. ‘Victory does not always
come to the strongest, Primipilus,” he said, causing a sort of echo in the Tullus.
“You are a living example of that.”

Another sound came from below.

‘But in war, you win or you die,’ the ex-soldier replied. “There is no
surrender.’

‘Often the plans of the gods are beyond our understanding. If he is here,
there must be a reason, we will find out, or maybe not, maybe we are not the
ones who need to know. We simply find ourselves here.”

Publius touched his pitted eye and then looked at the old guardian with
the healthy one. ‘Do you know what is a sight worthy of the eye of a god,
Barbatus? That of a maniple of legionnaires standing in the rain after two days
of marching without sleep or food.

The ex-centurion gazed ata distant point in the darkness. "When you have
nothing left, when all you can feel is cold, hunger and such fatigue that another
step in the mud is impossible, and you see before you the insigna of your
centuria and the crest of your commander, facing the enemy with his chin
raised, you realise that all this can only make you stronger. In that moment,
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you realise that fate cannot dare challenge you, that there is no cold, no
hunger, no fatigue, no lightning that the gods can hurl at you to stop you. At
that moment, you realise that you still have breath, heart and anger, and you
go on, fighting and fighting again, until you die or until you have finished
killing.” His gaze dropped to the hole in the ground. “To be captured and end
up in this damned pit is no virtue, it's defeat, and it's right that a defeated man
lives in the pit. Fate met the king of the Arvernians on his way and, seeing his
bravery, looked upon him with contempt and moved on to test himself
against someone stronger. Your immortal in there is not worth one of the
fingers I lost in Gaul.’
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\Y
THE GREAT KING OF WARRIORS

“Vercingetorix, wake up!’

‘Mom.”

‘Wake up darling, we have to go.’

“To go?

“Yes, we have to leave quickly.’

‘But ... why are you crying?’

‘Please, hurry up, let's go.”

Thunder lit up the entrance and the boy looked up at the thatched roof.
‘But it's still night, it's raining outside.”

“We have to go, I said,” his mother repeated, pulling him up from the bed.

“The cart is ready,” Ambactus said as he entered the room with the water-
soaked cloak. ‘Let’s go.”

“The chariot? Where are we going?’ the boy asked, 'and where's Dad?’

Ambactus approached Vercingetorix, his face twisted into a grimace of
pain, and he crouched down to reach his height. “There was a plot, my boy,’
he said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Your father,” he said in a broken voice,
‘was attacked during the meeting of the nobles.’

“Attacked?’

“Yes.

‘But... how is he?’

No one answered.

‘How is he?’

Ambactus looked down. “They took him, processed him, and sentenced
him on the spot.”

Vercingetorix shook his head. ‘Sentenced?

“Your father,” the knight replied, looking at him with red eyes, ‘is walking
in the sacred forest with Kernunnos, the god of the regeneration of life.”

The little boy remained motionless as a statue, his lips parted.
‘Kernunnos,” he repeated, his eyes glazing over. A tear crossed his twelve-
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year-old face as the certainties that had always accompanied him through life
dissolved in a matter of moments. “That's not true...”

“There was nothing I could do,” Ambactus said, distraught, ‘he went to the
meeting alone, he told me to stay with you.”

‘It's not true, it's not true,” cried the tearful boy, “‘where are the clansmen?
Where is Uncle Gobanitio?’

Ambactus looked at Vercingetorix's mother who was silent, said nothing
and put the cloak on the boy. "We have to go,” he interrupted him, pushing
him towards the exit.

‘No, I'm not coming, I want to see dad, where's Uncle? And you,
Ambactus? You've been his squire all his life, you've always accompanied him
and looked after him, why aren't you with him and Uncle Gobanitio?’

Mum sobbed. ‘Uncle Gobanitio was the one who killed him.”

Vercingetorix stopped and looked at his mother, unable to understand,
unable to take in all these terrible realities.

“The clan betrayed him, they were led by your uncle,” the squire added.
‘He was betrayed by his loyalists, few of the Arvernians abstained and none
intervened to save your father. That is why we must leave here, leave
Gergovia, go far away. Perhaps there is someone still loyal to your father on
the borders of Arvernia who can help us.’

‘No, I don't want to leave,” the little one sobbed tearfully.

‘Listen to me, Vercingetorix, tonight was a trap. For a long time, the
Gergovian nobles had decided to kill him because he wanted to become the
ruler of the Arverni with dynastic rights, and after his death, you would
succeed him.

‘Me..

“Yes, you Vercingetorix,” said his mother, “your name means great king of
warriors, and that is why your father Celtillus chose it, and that name is
dangerous here,” she continued. “We will join my brother and if things get bad
we will try to ask the Sequans for asylum.”

‘Idon't want to do that,” Vercingetorix said tearfully.

“We have to! Don't make things more difficult than they are.

‘I don't want to run away,” cried the boy.

‘If we don't leave now, they'll come looking for you,” Ambactus grabbed
his arm and forced him out.

‘Dad!
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Moments before, he had been asleep in a warm bed, the son of the future
king of the Arvernians, and heir to the throne. And the moment he awoke, he
found himself fatherless, in the cold and rain, running from his home like the
last of the servants.

‘Dad!

‘Dad's gone, you must pull yourself together!”

‘I will avenge him!’

‘One day you will, now you can't, now we must flee. Get in!’

Vercingetorix gave a tug and broke free, running into the rain. His father's
squire followed him, his feet splashing in the puddles, and was on his heels,
crumbling with him in the mud.

‘I'will kill them all! Leave me!’

“They'll kill you, hold on!

‘I don't care if I die, leave me!

“Think of your mother, Vercingetorix, listen to me!’

With his arms pinned down and his back slumped in the mud, the boy
could do nothing against the man's bulk.

‘Listen to me, you are her son, she will not let anyone touch you while she
is alive. Do you understand? If you go to them, she will go with you and you
will both die... in fact, we will all die, because I will not leave you alone either.
But what chance have we got?’

The boy looked at him through clenched teeth, his face dirty with mud.

‘All we do is give them what they want if we go there.”

Tears mingled with the rain.

‘I'will help you, Vercingetorix. I will help you in your revenge by teaching
you everything I know. I will teach you to grow, to fight, to make alliances,
and I swear to you that I will spend the rest of my days building your revenge,
our revenge, step by step. But it will take time. Now it is a mistake to go back
there, but in five or ten years it will no longer be a mistake.”

A sob.

‘Do you believe in me?’

“Yes.

‘Then you must start now, you must try to be strong and save yourself for
when you are strong enough.’

The boy hugged the squire.

56



‘Come on now.’

Vercingetorix climbed onto the canvas-covered wagon and took his place
among all that his mother had managed to take with her. He felt something
hard behind his back and turned to see his father's old sword. Ambactus must
have saved it.

The little boy took the big sword. ‘I will avenge him.”

Ambactus spurred the horses and the wagon moved. The woman
covered her son with thick fur and hugged him in silence.

“Yes, one day, but now you must grow up and be strong. You have to be
strong...’

Vercingetorix opened his eyes and blinked several times.

“You have to be strong.’

He looked around him in the darkness of the Tullian. He blinked in the
blackness as his mother's warm embrace faded into the cold. There was
nothing in there but cold, black and loneliness.

He rubbed his arms and tried to move to warm himself, clenching his fists
and gritting his teeth.

“You have to be strong.

He started pacing back and forth like a beast in his stone cage, then he
pounded his fists against the wall, once, twice, five times, until he was out of
breath and his hands ached. He returned to his wooden plank and sat down,
hugging his knees. He looked up where the hole was and saw nothing but
black.

He was alone, he had to be strong,.
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XXVI
THE TEMPLE OF SATURN

Publius Sestius Baculus arrived at the foot of the stairway leading to the
temple of Saturn with his daily report on the prisoner to be taken to Sceva. He
saw an important person pass by followed by his escort, who was leaving in
a hurry through a door at the base of the temple. There were lictors in the
group, so that was not simply an influential man with his escort, it was Consul
Lentulus running with his toga raised.

A swarm of attendants followed him down the stairs of the temple.
Publius grabbed one of them by the arm. “Where are you going?’

“The Gauls are coming,” the other replied, wriggling in panic to join the
rest of the fleeing group. “They're going to kill us all’

The ex-centurion looked around, then climbed the steep staircase leading
up to the entrance of the temple, passed the portico and disappeared into the
shadows, where his footsteps echoed among the marbles beyond the entrance
and mingled with the hubbub coming from within.

‘Consul, consul!

Publius Sestius Baculus found himself face to face with the quaestor
Quintus Cornelius Silius, who seemed to be fleeing from a fire. “Where is the
consul?’

Publius pointed to the entrance. ‘I saw him running down the Clivus
Capitolinus.’

‘But no, no,’ Silius turned back and ran to the desk where he gathered his
things, knocking over countless documents, then walked back towards the
exit, losing parchments along the way.

‘Quaestor....

Silio turned, “What do you want?’

‘I'm looking for the Triumvir Paquio Sceva, I was told he was here, I have
to give him the report on the prisoner.’

‘I don't give a shit about your prisoner. Fuck you, you, the report and the
Gallic king!

The silhouette of Quintus Cornelius Silius was swallowed up by the light
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and disappeared, leaving Publius Sestius unanswered, while the swift
footsteps of another group of attendants bounced between the columns of the
temple before fading into silence. The former centurion found himself alone
with the rays of light filtering through the doorway, illuminating the
polychrome marble of the floor strewn with documents. The last time his gaze
had wandered across this floor, Quaestor Silio was haranguing him.

This is one of the most sacred places in Rome, indeed, the oldest sacred place in
Rome after the Temple of Vesta and the Temple of Jupiter. Within these walls are
preserved the bronze tablets with the laws of the Quirites, the decrees of the Senate and
the insignia of the armies. Here is the very essence of our history.

Someone came from the colonnade, the figure of a man passed in the
beam of light and stopped to look at Publius Sestius.

‘Triumvir Sceva.’

‘What are you doing here, Baculus?’

‘I was looking for you to deliver the daily report on the prisoner, they told
me you were here.’

Paquio Sceva looked around, leaving Publius with the tablet of the report
in his hand.

‘What is going on, Triumvir?’

Sceva did not answer, he pointed to the papyri on the ground. ‘Pick up
these documents.”

Sestius Baculus ignored the magistrate's words. ‘I saw Consul Lentulus
Crure running down the Clivus Capitolinus in a hurry, and Quaestor Silio
too..”

“Escaped, yes, I know.’

‘And why?’

‘A courier arrived at the Senate to warn of Caesar's arrival. One of the
secretaries ran over to bring the news and everyone fled. They had been
worried for some time, ever since the news that Caesar had taken the city of
Rimini. The soldiers of the garrisons of Pesaro and Fano surrendered before
his arrival and fled or went over to his side, and Ancona also fell. Moreover, it
was here that the worst things began to happen. Some say they saw blood
raining down, statues sweating and lightning falling on temples. Then, this
morning, a servant arrived with news of a mule that had given birth.

‘A mule?

“Yes, one of those brought by the peasants who are filling up Rome.’
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“Yes, I saw, the city is filling up with frightened peasants.’

‘The populares... an ignorant and rude mass. Those who live outside
Rome are trying by all means to reach it quickly to save themselves from the
coming of the Gauls, and those who live in Rome are trying to flee for the same
reason. Help me to put these things in order.”

‘So Caesar's legions are in Ancona?’

“They are on their way down, the news that came this morning is of the
surrender of Osimo, which may have fallen days ago, so Caesar's Gallic
cavalry may be very close. They speak of a routed army ready to sack Rome,
the Gauls waiting for nothing more than to avenge what they have suffered,
and Caesar waiting for nothing more than to eliminate the entire Senate that
has turned against him.’

‘Pompey is outside Rome with the army, he will arrive in the city at any
moment.

‘Pompey has moved south with his legions and the entire Senate, leaving
the consuls to collect the treasure and bring it to him. This morning Lentulus
Crure arrived to organise the transport, but the news of Caesar's arrival caused
panic. The streets filled with people who blocked the wagons that were to
arrive for the transfer, and the confusion was such that the consul finally left.’

“They are... abandoning Rome?’

“They have already abandoned it. And those who don't are considered
accomplices of the enemy.’

“This is unheard of.

“This is what is happening. The city is out of control, the senatorial class
has fled and the guards are on the run. Soon the people will overthrow the
social order and there will be chaos. Unlike the riots of Sulla's time, Rome is
now being abandoned by the 'first' and not the last'”

Sceva looked up at the statue of Saturn that faced towards the entrance.

“This place is a gold mine. It will be the first to be plundered.’

‘Did the guard flee as well?’

“There were twenty auxiliaries taking turns and a centurion, but they fled
with the consul.’

Publius looked at the imposing statue of Saturn holding a scythe, the
symbol of agriculture, civilisation, wealth and law. Saturn symbolised the
sowing and fertilising necessary to leave one cycle of life and enter another
through upheaval. The desire to abolish elapsed time by creating a moment of

61



lack of rules, of chaos, in order to create a new time, a new cycle of life that
would restore order. When Publius returned to look at the floor, he saw
something familiar among the scattered documents. It was the letter of
recommendation for the Quaestor that Labienus had written to him. He
picked it up and tucked it into his tunic.

“We must prevent the rabble from entering here, Baculus.

Go to the Mamertine, gather the guards and return here tonight with
them.’

‘And the prisoner?’

‘But what do I care about the prisoner! I already have my problems with
the temple, I must try to salvage what I can before it is sacked. We're talking
about the Temple of Saturn, not some stinking hole in the Capitol.’

Publius Sestius Baculus arrived at the entrance of the Tullian and called
the guard in a loud voice. ‘Open up, it's me.’

No one answered.

‘Open up!

Barbatus' struggling silhouette appeared between the shadows of the
grating.

“Where are the guards?’

The old caretaker opened the door and looked at Publius with wide eyes.
‘Fled....

‘Fled?’

“Yes, the city is in chaos. I have already witnessed several beatings and
have locked myself in here.”

Sestio entered and Barbatus closed the door behind him. ‘Rumours say
that Gauls are coming, hordes of Gauls.’

“Yes, I was at the temple of Saturn and I heard the same thing, I cannot
believe that Caesar will do what is rumoured, but it is like him to spread such
hearsay to create panic.’

‘Meanwhile, I heard them shouting outside,” said the old caretaker
worried.

‘Who?

“The rabble, the people.’
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‘For what reason?’

‘To take the prisoner, the king of the Gauls. They fear their arrival and
want to take him, perhaps to trade him or simply for revenge. I believe they
will return, perhaps equipped to break down the door.”

Publius looked at the old jailer. He was right, in an uncontrolled crowd
someone might have shouted revenge and come looking for the Gallic king. It
was not a remote possibility, for some troublemakers had already appeared
on the Gemonian stairs. Besides, the city was full of Gauls, Gallic slaves who
might have rebelled and come to reclaim Vercingetorix.

The ex-centurion walked into the burrow. ‘Take the ladder and follow
me!’

The two reached the Carcer where a torch was burning near the two
stools. Publius reached the hole in the centre of the floor and put his head into
it. ‘Rix!

A few moments of silence, then the chain moved at the bottom.

‘Rix, get ready... let's get out of here.

Vercingetorix's face came out of the shadows and was illuminated by the
light of the torch. The flame glowed in his eyes.

‘We will drop the ladder. Climb it holding your hands up, no tricks,
understood?’

Vercingetorix climbed the rungs of the ladder with his hands towards the
vaults of the prison.

‘Stop!

The Rix waited in silence for Publius to put the irons on his wrists.

‘I'm trying to save your life, Gaul King, but the first wrong move you
make I'll send you to Tartarus. Now get out!”

The prisoner looked up at his captor. His hideous cave had become his
refuge, and he inexplicably felt the dread of leaving it. He clung to the ladder,
following the torchlight until his filthy, haggard face emerged from the Tullus.

‘Help me, Barbatus!

‘Come on, he weighs a heap.’

Vercingetorix stood outside the pit. He looked ten years older.

“We have to take a walk,” Publius explained, ‘it's not very far, but we need
to be ready to run if anything happens.’

The Arvernian looked around, not understanding why the two were
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taking him out without the presence of the other guards. He followed
everything they told him without resisting, as if his will had been dormant
after all that time in the Tullus. The man who came out of that hole was no
longer the same man who had entered it.

They put a heavy hooded cloak over him and pushed him, dripping with
water, into the tunnel from which he had come. He entered with his back bent,
dragged by Publius, who held him with a chain, while the old guard followed
behind him, torch in hand.

They reached a grate, which Publius opened, and then a door. The keys
clicked in the lock and the door opened, letting in a draft that hit Vercingetorix.
The Arvernian closed his eyes and breathed in; it had been months since he
had smelled fresh air.

‘All clear!

He stood outside in the darkness of the night, his eyes wide open, looking
around. He saw nothing; he could see nothing in front of him. Then he realised
that what he was looking at was some kind of wall, a staircase in fact. He stood
upright and looked up until the hood slipped off his head. Open-mouthed, he
stared up at the stairs to the starry sky and almost lost his balance.

The chain tensed. ‘Let's go!

Staggering, the Rix followed Publius, never taking his eyes off the huge
building. The old man behind him put his hood back on, while Vercingetorix
continued to stare at the huge white colonnade that made its way through the
darkness. He stumbled and the chain tightened again.

‘Hey, look ahead.’

They passed the foot of a colossal statue, then another and another, as
shouts came from afar. They passed an arcade full of statues staring at them,
while on the opposite side a huge column stretched towards the sky,
disappearing in the stars.

‘Move!” Barbatus pushed him from behind.

Dozens of ships' prows emerged from a wall, with columns rising above
them, leading to the tops of statues. Beyond the statues were more temples
and an even more massive building. Vercingetorix stumbled again at the
bottom of a steep staircase.

Publius came to him like a hawk and pulled him up. ‘Blockhead, will you
move?” he hissed. "We can't stay out here, come on!’

With a sore leg, the Arvernian king climbed the steps and saw the
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triangular pediment of a temple appear among the stars, then the capitals and
columns that grew taller with each step. At the top, the three entered the forest
of stone columns until they reached a gigantic bronze door, where Sceva,
armed with a staff, was waiting for them.

‘Where are the men of the guard?’

‘They are not here.

‘What do you mean they are not here?’

“That would be to say that all the guards here are me, even the Mamertine
auxiliaries have run away.’

‘Why did you bring the prisoner?’

‘Because I do not abandon my consignments.”

‘Itold you...

‘That's enough, Sceva.’

‘What?’

“That's enough, I said. I have been given a mission and I will carry it out,
whether you like it or not. There are no more rules in this city, our superiors
have fled, here there are you, me, a slave and a prisoner. If you want to defend
this place, this is your army, make it fit.’

‘I will make you swallow what you have said.’

‘If we get out alive, that is, if Pompey wins, for sure, but if by chance
Caesar wins, you'd better have me on your side, Triumvir."

The two faced each other like mastiffs ready to fight, then both realised
that for the moment their forces would have to unite, however reluctantly.

‘Let’s enter!

The gate opened and the group entered. Vercingetorix watched as his feet
hit a floor that reflected the light of the torches. The huge door behind him
closed with a thud, leaving them in a large atrium where a huge statue
awaited them, its head covered and holding a scythe.

"'We need to get all the documents in here,' Sceva said, 'pile them up where
the gate is and then get them under the Treasure.

To the gate?’

“Yes, the Treasure is not inside the temple.’

‘How... it's not inside the temple?’

“The treasure is under the floor of the temple, it is accessed by a door on
the base of the building at the bottom of the stairs.”
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‘Why do you want to take everything there?’

‘It is the safest place: the door is smaller but it is all made of bronze, it
would take the rams of an army to pull it down.”

Publius agreed. ‘Come on, let’s get to work then.”

It took them a long time to collect the documents and deposit them near
the front door, and only when they were finished did they open the gate to
carry them down the steps in baskets. As the group came out into the open,
Vercingetorix, exhausted from the effort, stopped to look around. From the
top of the stairs, in the light of the torches and the bustle of the streets below,
he saw a vast Rome, stretching as far as the eye could see, with its temples, its
statues, its staircases.

‘Do you want to move?’ Publius urged him.

They descended the stairs and turned to the right, where, at the side of the
stairs, a small door opened into the basement of the temple. Sceva clanked a
huge key and opened it, letting the others in, then closed it again. The room
was definitely small, but very neat, with polished marble on the floor.

“This way. The Treasure is in the last room at the back, but you can stay
here’

‘What's that?’

“The official metal weighing scale. Don't touch it, and don't touch anything
you see, though there's very little, the rest is all locked up and the questors
who escaped have the keys.

The torchlight illuminated a room that had something familiar about it,
and Publius approached the grille that barred its entrance. ‘And these?’

‘Military insignia.”

‘What are they doing here?’

“The insignia of the legions are kept here in peacetime, right in this room.
You should know that.’

‘I've never lived in peacetime,” Sestius replied, leaning his forehead
against the grate and trying to peer inside. “And I have never seen insignia like
these, not all of them are legionary insignia.”

“They are very ancient insignia, they are the war symbols of our ancestors,
and I believe there are also insignia taken from enemies.”

“There are also shields.’

“Yes, shields of Etruscan kings or Samnite meddixes. There are spears,
swords, helmets. There is what was saved from the fires.”

66



Publius shook the grating to see if the door was open. ‘Over there in the
corner are stacked insignia on the floor.”

‘Ttold you it's locked, no use trying, you need a battering ram for that one.’

“What are signs doing on the floor?’

‘I don't know, those must have been brought in recently.’

Publius Sestius tried to shine a light into the corner away from the grille.

Paquio Sceva looked at Vercingetorix with suspicion and reluctance.
“Well, since you are settled here, I will return to the temple.”

“Very well. Barbatus, you go too, for tonight I will stay with him.”

‘Are you sure?’

Publius looked at the old slave's tired, hollowed face.

‘Sure, go to sleep. Tonight, I'll stay and see how things go, tomorrow he
can be on his own.”

“As you wish, Baculus. Where are you going to chain him?’

‘Here,” replied Sestius, ‘in front of the military insignia will do nicely.”

Sceva lit a lantern as the two secured the chain to the prisoner. “There are
oil lamps in the niches outside the doors, if you need them.”

‘Right.”

‘See you tomorrow.

‘See you tomorrow.”

The torches faded with the footsteps of the two. The sound of the bolt
echoed in the darkness, and then there was the dull thud of the gate closing,
and again the metallic echo of the lock.

The ex-centurion and the king of the Gauls were left alone, locked beneath
the floor of the huge Temple of Saturn, the only remaining lantern casting the
shadows of the bars on the walls.

‘I have seen these insignia many times, Rix,” said Publius Sestius, shining
a light towards the pile. “They are Gallic military insignia.”

The prisoner remained silent his hands clutching the bars.

‘Do you recognise them, Rix?’

“Yes, they are the insignia of Alesia.’

The eyes of Rome's fierce enemy grew small, and after a few moments his
jailer moved the lantern and placed it on the floor, plunging this corner of the
room back into darkness. The sight of a defeated enemy plunged into the
abyss of shame had always been the best reward for Publius Sestius, but he
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was used to seeing it on the battlefields after a victory, blood pulsing and
wounds burning from the fight. He did not know what became of the
defeated; he had always fought warriors, never helpless, powerless prisoners.

He imagined himself in the place of his prisoner, watching as the
legionary insignia were taken by his enemies and thrown to the ground in a
darkened hall.

No, he could not even think such a thing, it was far better to die than to
suffer such shame.

‘Have you seen what's out there, Rix?’

Vercingetorix did not answer.

“You could not win.”

Again, the silence.

You couldn't, this city was founded by the God of War and we are all his
sons, we are the sons of Mars, and after what you did to Cenabum we would
have gone on and on until we won, for sooner or later we would have won. It
was only a matter of time, Rix, only a matter of time, if not this year it would
have been the next or the year after that. We could have continued the war for
years, decades if necessary, no matter how long it took, and if Caesar had died
or been deposed, someone else would have carried on the war in his place.
After Cenabum, Rome would take its revenge, you can be sure of that, and I
can also tell you that Alesia is not the defeat of Vercingetorix for Rome, Alesia
is the revenge of Brennus, the Senon who came here to sack the city four
hundred years ago. Since then, the sons of this city, generation after
generation, have plotted their revenge, and Cenabum gave them the
opportunity to carry it out.”

Again, the Rix fell silent. He did not even listen to his jailer. He was
thinking about what had happened and how he had ended up there.
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XLIV
INUTILES BELLO

Commius, king of the Atrebatians, spurred his stallion into a gallop as he
paraded before the army, and the cavalcade seemed never-ending as the men
lined up and beat their weapons against their shields.

There had been no mass conscription, as Vercingetorix had demanded,
but a contingent had been imposed on all the tribes of the Alliance. The
decision had been taken by a council of nobles who had opted for this solution
in order to prevent the excessive concentration of troops and the resulting
confusion from making it impossible to maintain discipline, to distinguish
between the various contingents and, last but not least, to supply so many
men. The Aeduans and their clients had pledged a total of thirty-five thousand
men to the cause, and the Arverni had provided as many. These armed men,
who together with those provided by all the tribes of the coalition reached the
impressive number of two hundred and forty thousand foot soldiers and over
eight thousand horsemen, rejoiced with their war cries at the passing of
Commio, the man who had long collaborated with Caesar in Britain in return
for exemption from tribute for his people, legal and legislative independence
and sovereignty over the Morines and Atrebates. All this was not enough,
Commius wanted far greater glory than Caesar had given him, so he decided
to side with the rebels, dragging thousands of them with him, all united and
determined to wage this war for freedom.

Slowing his pace, Commius caught up with the horsemen who formed
the Coalition army's war council, made up of men chosen from the various
nations. Prominent among them were three mighty knights wearing
magnificent bronze helmets. They were the three supreme commanders of the
expedition who, along with Commius, would command the entire army.
They were the Aeduans Viridomarus and Eporedorix, and the Arvernian
Vercassivellaunus, cousin of Vercingetorix, who had the honour of setting the
whole army in motion.

‘Free men of Gaul, the very fact that we are here in arms makes us prey to
the gods. All of Gaul trusts in our courage to regain its ancient glory and
freedom. Let us therefore be worthy of the arduous task entrusted to us, and
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let us set out with serene hearts. We are here either to win and return free, or
to die, and either way we will be heroes to our loved ones!

The sky filled with shouts of approval.

‘Let’s go to Alesia, where destiny awaits us, and let us make them feel the
iron of our swords!

Caesar spread out a rough map of Alesia on the table. “We have suffered
several attacks in the last few nights,” he began, pointing to the locations of the
clashes. “The Gauls have come out of the city and tried to destroy our works
with fire, but despite the sudden sorties we have contained the attacks and
suffered little damage. The moats stopped the attacks and the large branches
sticking out of the embankment blocked any attempt to reach the ramparts we
had built. I can confirm that the counter-valley of Alesia can be considered
completed and in full working order'”

A brief pause to make the officers even more attentive.

‘It is now necessary to begin work on the encirclement to defend us from
outside attack; then go in search of building materials and grain to feed all the
legions. I have given orders to provide us with grain for thirty days, for when
the fortifications are completed, fifty thousand men will be trapped between
the two valleys and there will be no possibility of going out to procure food.

It will be necessary to employ a large number of men to provide this
supply, and they will have to go farther and farther from the camp to find the
grain. The fortification work will have to continue with a correspondingly
reduced number of men.’

A turn of the table with his gaze and then his finger was on the map again.

‘I've considered adding more defensive works, to hold the opposite valley
with fewer soldiers. We will scatter traps all over the area in front of the moat
with water, very strong branches, stripped of their bark and sharpened at the
top. Then we will dig long, deep trenches and drive stakes into them, tied
together at the base so that they cannot move. I will put them in five rows,
linked and intertwined,' he said, showing their arrangement. Whoever enters
this area will go and stand on the sharp poles. In front of the sharp branches
we will dig other pits, arranged according to the five cubes, into which we will
drive turned poles, very sharp and hardened with fire at the end, so that they
do not protrude more than four fingers from the ground. Cover the rest of the
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hole with wicker, branches and grass to hide the trap. In front of it we will
place the spurs, foot-long pegs with iron hooks, which we will scatter
everywhere at short intervals.”

A satisfied look crossed his face, as if his idea had already come to pass.
‘Whoever tries to leave Alesia to attack the contravallus will have to pass
unharmed through all these rows of traps, under the range of the archers on
the towers we have erected in front of the excavations, cross the first flooded
ditch, twenty feet wide, enter the second ditch, four feet wide, and negotiate it
under the range of the slingers on the palisade, climb the embankment itself
without sticking to the branches and trying to uproot them to reach the
palisade. If he could do all this, and still had breath and blood, he would then
have to climb or destroy the palisade, and finally fight a freshly armed
legionnaire.’

A look of satisfaction spread across the faces of everyone present.

‘“That's the good news. The bad news is that last night we caught two
wretches trying to escape across the moat to the north of the city. I entrusted
them to Marcus Antonius, who has infallible methods for loosening prisoners'
tongues, and we have learned that Vercingetorix has ordered a mass
conscription throughout Gaul. Very soon we will be caught between two fires
by an overwhelming number of enemies.’

After a moment's silence, Caesar turned to Mamurra. ‘Marcus Vitruvius,
as soon as the additional defences I have described are completed, begin to
replicate the same work outside the city. Traps, branches, spikes, spurs, moats
with water, moats without water, embankments, palisades and towers every
hundred feet. The meeting is over, everyone back to work.”

‘Rations are running out and we are isolated,” said the noble Aeduan
Convittolitave nervously in the audience hall of Alesia. “‘We have no contact
with the outside world, and we don't even know if our people have managed
to gather men to come to our aid.’

“We knew from the moment we arrived here that sooner or later we
would face starvation,” Vercingetorix interrupted. “When I saw the trench
being dug in the plain, I realised that Caesar wanted to keep us here like rats
in a trap. I still didn't know how he was going to do it, or in what time frame,
but I knew he would succeed, at the cost of depriving his soldiers of sleep and
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food.”

‘And indeed, we have trapped ourselves!” cried Convictolitave as he stood
up.

“You didn't think so when you saw this fortress after the battle,” roared the
Rix, overpowering the other voices in the hall. “We had already decided to
retreat here in case things got bad.”

“No one imagined that things would get this bad.”

“Yes, I know, starting with all of you who have done nothing but call for
the great battle against the Romans.’

‘What's done is done,” Critognatus interjected. “We must decide what to
do from now on.

‘And what would you like to do?’ replied the Aeduan.

‘Surrender!” said another.

‘Have you gone mad?’

“What do you suggest? Starvation and death?’

‘Let's attack the Romans and get it over with,’ said the nobleman
representing the Carnutes. “We must do it now, while we have the strength.’

There was a cheer of agreement.

‘I will not even consider’, Critognatus said aloud as the other voices
began to fade, ‘the opinion of those who dare to call surrender the most
shameful form of slavery, and I believe such people should not even be
allowed in this assembly.’

The angry ones on the pro-surrender side began to raise their voices.

‘Silence!” shouted Vercingetorix again.

‘I speak for those in favour of the attack. We are all inspired by the courage
of warriors,' Critognatus continued. But not knowing how to endure hardship
for some time is weariness of spirit, not valour. It is easier to find those who
are willing to face death than to endure pain patiently, and I would agree to
the sorties proposal, so strong is the sense of honour in me, if it were only a
matter of risking our lives.”

The room fell silent again, the tone lowered.

‘But in making this decision, we must think of all of Gaul, whom we have

1 Speech of Critognatus at Alesia, from Gaius Julius Caesar, De bello Gallico, VII,
77.
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called to our aid. How do you think the relatives of the eighty thousand men
who will be massacred here will fight if they are forced to fight over their
corpses? And how will we help them when we are dead?

The Romans toil day and night around these outer fortifications; do you
think they do it for pleasure? This should make us realise that our people are
already close and that we must resist. You want my opinion? We must do
what our forefathers did in the war against the Germans. They, like us, were
forced to barricade themselves in the cities, they, like us, were tormented by
hunger. Well, they stayed alive by feeding on those whose age made them
useless for the war, and they did not surrender to the enemy.’

Critognatus' words left a vacuum. The room fell silent until Convittolitave
spoke. ‘Do we take it for granted that if we attack the Romans with a sortie,
we will all die?’

‘Have you not seen the defences they have built? They have laid traps all
over the ground in front of the ditches. Our only chance is a joint attack with
the relief army.’

“The relief army will not remove their traps.”

‘But it will get Romans out of the stands for those who manage to get
there.

‘In any case,” Convittolitave interjected in disgust, ‘I will not start eating
human flesh while waiting for reinforcements. I'd rather die on the battlefield.

Again, there was a clamour of agreement and disagreement. “We will look
for another solution before we come to what Critoghatus suggests,
Vercingetorix said, trying to calm the mood. ‘We still have some supplies.’

‘But they won't last long,” Critognatus argued, ‘a few days at most.’

‘If reinforcements have not arrived in a few days,” the Rix replied, ‘we will
put your advice to a vote rather than suffer terms of surrender or peace.’

Ambigatus of the Bituriges intervened passionately. “We would rather
remove the Mandubii and non-combatants from the city, lest they consume
precious food rations needed by the warriors.

Canavos, the Mandubii noble, immediately raised his fist. ‘Do you wish
to sacrifice those who opened the city gates for you?’

‘I am not aware that you have joined the Coalition. Had you been for the
cause of Gaul as a whole, you would have fought; instead, it seems to me that
you stood by and watched how things turned out. Well, things turned out
badly.’
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Canavos looked around and saw from their expressions that the
Biturigan's proposal was tempting. ‘If we had closed the city gates, you would
have been trapped between the fortress and the Romans: a sure death
sentence.’

‘We are here for the salvation of all Gaul, and we are prepared to die for
the cause. You, Canavos, whose side are you on?’

“We opened the gates for you and cared for the wounded, we have
brought you food and cattle, is this not enough to show that we have helped
you?

‘So, you are on our side now?’

Canavos remained astonished. ‘I would say we have proven it with facts.”

‘Well, given the desperate situation, I suggest we get all non-combatants
out of Alesia.

“You mean children, old men and women?’

‘Children, old men and women are still mouths, Canavos, as are the
wounded, they too are mouths, no matter what tribe they belong to. Only
those who can fight will remain in the city, including the Mandubii.”

‘This is madness, you are condemning our women, our elders, to
slavery..”

Canavos' voice was lost in the confused din of the hall until Ambigatus
began to shout. “And since my proposal is so shocking, let's stick to the
Arvernian Critognatus': let's eat them!”

The hall descended into chaos.

‘One by one, starting with the already doomed wounded!

‘Silence!” cried Vercingetorix. “The Mandubii will be treated like any other
member of the Coalition.”

Ambigatus glared at the Rix with a bloodshot gaze. ‘In Avarico, you were
not so interested in the city's population. I remember your words,
Vercingetorix, when you told me that Avaricum should be abandoned
immediately. I asked you what would happen to the civilians, and you didn't
bat an eyelid, you told me you wanted your twenty thousand fighters in the
city, the rest was up to me.’

The Rix clenched his jaw, and over the din, Ambigatus' voice came to his
ears as sharp as a blade. “So, what's the problem? You have eighty thousand
fighters to save and you're worried about the children and women of the
Mandubii?’
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‘Do you really want to turn away the people who have helped you, who
have provided the houses and offered all the cattle?” Canavos asked again,
indignant.

‘Don't you understand, Canavos? It is for the common good,” Ambigatus
said ironically as he looked at Vercingetorix. ‘We've burnt half of Gaul and put
ourselves in such a position that even if we win this damn war, we'll starve to
death, assuming the Arvernians don't eat us first.”

Critognatus lashed out at the Biturigian, and ten of them had to step in to
break up the fight.

‘That's enough!” shouted Vercingetorix, pounding his fist on the table. ‘In
Bibracte, you all agreed to a general uprising and war against Rome. Now
Rome is down there on the plain waiting for us, and at any moment the
horizon could be filled with horsemen from every corner of Gaul. Critognatus
is right when he says that the very behaviour of the Romans should make us
realise that a huge army is coming to our rescue. We are not trapped, the
Romans are.”

‘Really? But they keep piling food into their forts. Carts and carts of it
arrive every day!” cried Convittolitave. ‘And yet we starve here.

‘That was our food,” said Canavos, ‘the food we would have gathered if
you had not brought your damn war here.”

‘Oh, you could have left” ruled Convittolitave, ‘if you stayed it was
perhaps because you sniffed out a bargain there. In the event of victory, this
place would have become sacred throughout Gaul, and good Canavos would
have been elected saviour of the Coalition's army, and become rich and
powerful, and his descendants honoured. Well, sorry, you backed the wrong
horse. You should have gone to the Romans and allied yourself with them,
they would surely have treated you as a great lord.

“That's enough, Convictolitave,” growled the Rix.

‘No!" the Aeduan replied dryly. ‘I want a vote on the proposal to take
those who cannot fight out of the city.”

All the Aeduans and their clients raised their voices in agreement with
Convittolitave's words.

‘Non-combatants!” Canavos said, raising his finger. ‘So that includes not
only the Mandubii, but all your wounded, sick and families you have in tow.”

Rix felt acid rising in his stomach. He looked at Canavos' red face,
Convittolitave unconvinced, Critognatus opposed and Ambigatus visibly
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satisfied. He was the one who spoke. ‘All non-combatants! There are no
private interests here, we act for the common good and sometimes...,” his gaze
fell on Vercingetorix and his arms spread wide, ‘to save the body, it is
necessary to amputate an arm.’

“What is going on?’ said Damona, running towards Vercingetorix as soon
as he crossed the threshold of his quarters. ‘People are screaming in the streets,
women are crying, I saw them running around in a panic. Are they attacking
us?’

The Arvernian king stopped motionless a step away from her. Looking at
her, he saw again the many moments they had spent together over the years
without ever realising her presence, her importance.

‘I wish they would attack us.’

‘What do you mean?

‘At least it would be over...

‘But what...

‘Hold me, hold me tight.’

Damona took the step that separated them and held him close, receiving
in return the embrace she had always dreamed of. A hug so strong that it took
her breath away and gave her warmth, a hug that erased time and fulfilled
everything. With her head on his chest, he felt his heart pounding until he
trembled. A drop fell on her cheekbone, then she pulled her head away and
looked up. Another drop, but these were not Damona's tears, but those falling
from the Rix's lashes.

“There was a vote in the war council,” he murmured, as if out of breath.
‘Supplies are scarce and there is no news from the relief army. It is not possible
to attempt an attack on a single front against the Roman fortifications, because
we have estimated that only by acting in coordination with an attack from the
outside will we have any chance of victory, even at the cost of great losses.’

The woman nodded attentively.

‘But it may be days before Vercassivellaunus arrives with reinforcements.’

‘Tunderstand.’

‘In order not to make everything that has been done so far in vain, and to
try everything to deal a decisive blow to that damned Caesar, it has been
decided to further ration the food.’

“Yes.”
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‘And to let only the fighters eat...”

The look, the silence.

... And to send the non-combatants out of the city.’

Damona blinked several times, her eyes watering too.

‘Tvoted...”

The woman brought her index finger to her man's lips. “You voted for the
best of all.’

His lips trembled under his unkempt beard. “You should not have
followed me, Damona.’

‘I'm where I want to be, I've told you before and I'll tell you again.’

‘Forgive me....

‘Give me another hug like the one before, please.’

The two held each other in a light, tearful embrace.

“This makes my whole life worthwhile, Rix.”

‘Ilove you, Damona.’

‘Ilove you too, and this is so beautiful.’

Sobs took the place of words and the taste of tears joined the taste of kisses
the two would never want to stop giving each other.

‘Il go out with you.’

‘No!” she said, recovering. ‘Indeed, let all see, let all know how great the
king of the Arvernians is.’

‘I don't want to, Damona.’

‘No one wants to, but it must be done. Let our example ease the suffering
of others, let everyone be willing to fight for something greater than what we
are. We do it not for ourselves, but for the children of the Arvernians.”

Again, his eyes glazed over.

‘We are planting a tree under which we will never sit and enjoy the shade,
we are planting it for future generations, this is what a great king must do!

They embraced again.

“You are a great king.’

The night of memories was over, it had been long at times and too short
at others. It had given and taken; it had been filled with tears, caresses and
endless hugs. It had been the same throughout the city, for that night the
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people of Alesia had been closer than ever. There had been no corner or alley
where someone had not done something to remember. Fathers had held their
sons, their wives, their mothers and their fathers. Some had preferred death to
a cruel fate and committed suicide.

For those who had forced themselves to live, the memory of that night
should have given them the strength to accept everything that would happen
the next day, for those who left and for those who remained.

‘Now you must return to be the king. You will do it for Arvernia, you will
do it for Gaul

The Rix looked at her, holding her hands. ‘For now, I can only tell you that
I'will do it for you.

Damona closed her eyes, clasping his hands as if to remember every single
instant of this moment. “Your memory will give me the strength to peacefully
accept the inevitable, whatever it may be.’

‘I wish I had your strength, Damona.’

“You do, my heart is within you, you only need to remember me.’

They hugged each other tightly, choking back tears as cries of despair rose
from the street below the tower.

‘It's time to set an example, be strong, you are the king.’

Another embrace, the strongest hug of their lives. The cries of the children
mingled with those of their mothers.

‘Give me your cloak, please, and keep mine.’

Vercingetorix took off his cloak and covered his woman.

‘It will be as if I always felt your embrace.”

The Rix agreed and put on her cloak.

‘Let’s go.’

They emerged into the midst of the people of Alesia, who were weeping
their way to the western gate of the city. The Aedui, the Arverni, the Sequani,
the Senones, the Bituriges, the Carnutesi, and so on, huddled at the edge of the
alleyways, watching in astonishment and helplessness as the non-combatants
passed by, accompanied by their loved ones. Wounded soldiers barely able to
stand, old men walking slowly supported by their grandchildren, mothers
carrying their children and fathers who had chosen to share their fate with
their loved ones rather than stay. No battlefield, even the worst, could have
conveyed the sense of deep anguish that ran through everyone's soul.

‘Bastards!”
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‘Murderers!

The Mandubii who came out insulted the men they had taken in and
cared for and were now driving them out of their city.

‘Vercingetorix, [ want you to die in agony!

A weeping mother raised her son to the sky, towards the ramparts
crowded with the Coalition army. ‘Look at him, Vercingetorix! Look at him
well, for he will torment you for the rest of your days.’

Damona tightened her grip on his hand as he watched with a stone face.

“You bastard!

Screams, insults, hugs, goodbyes, tears and more hugs all the way to the
western gate that opened onto the vast plain in the valley where Canavos
waited silently. The nobleman had decided to follow the fate of his fellow
citizens and look after them on the short journey that would take them from
Alesia to the Roman fortifications.

It took hours to bring the people of Alesia down from the mountain, and
it would have taken more than a hundred years to describe their grief and
anger. One by one, they saluted, they wept, they hugged each other under the
horrified gaze of those who would remain, abandoning to a sad fate those who
needed help the most.

‘I will always love you, my king.”

‘Me too... my queen.

The last embrace, the most intense, the most painful.

“Win this war.

Vercingetorix nodded, then his grip weakened.

“Win for all who leave today.’

The two broke away.

“Win for all who remain and for those who have gone.”

The hands parted.

‘Win for me.”

‘Ave Caesar.

‘Marcus Antonius.’

‘Something is happening in the western part of the city.’

The proconsul dropped the dispatch he was writing, picked up his helmet
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and walked out of the tent with his legate.

“There is movement, they seem to be leaving the city, but it is not a sortie.
They are moving very slowly, there seem to be children, women and several
wounded.”

The two mounted their horses and set off along the vast corridor between
the two palisades, the one that surrounded Alesia and the one that defended
them from the world.

“The XIIth legion is already in position with the Xth, Labienus has them
deployed on the inner rampart.’

Julius Caesar and Marcus Antonius arrived near the fort that guarded the
area. Mamurra had built twenty-three of them, originally to protect the
soldiers working on the ditches and the ramparts, but later they had become
an integral part of the Roman defences.

The two passed a stone cart that had arrived to supply the throwing
machines. They climbed the stairs, manned by legionaries, and reached
Labienus on the tower, crowded with archers.

‘Inutiles bello, said Titus Labienus, pointing to the line of people slowly
descending from the city in the distance.

Caesar leaned against the parapet and sharpened his vision. It looked as
if those coming from Alesia were the inhabitants unable to use weapons. He
could distinguish women, children and perhaps old men, as well as people
who were struggling to move and being transported on carts.

“They sent out the inhabitants of the city,” whispered the Proconsul.

‘And the wounded,” Labienus echoed.

There is only one reason, they are running out of food.”

‘I think so too.”

Marcus Antonius put his hand to his forehead to see better. “There must
be five thousand people.’

‘Perhaps more.”

‘More will come down.

The servants loaded the onagers, and from tower to tower echoed the
sound of gears acting on metal triggers. Caesar raised his hand. ‘Stop, don't
pull’

‘Do not pull!

The centurions repeated the order from sector to sector, and even the
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archers on the tower slowly released the strings of their bows.

Canavos walked down the Alesia road to the pass. From time to time he
turned to speak a few words of strength to his people. He led his flock towards
the Roman defences, which he saw were thick with soldiers. He walked on
until he realised he was within range of the terrible throwing machines, then
he turned to his followers. ‘I will go on and speak, you wait here.”

Weeping women and children lined up as they came. All had their eyes
on the towers, which were much larger than they had looked from Alesia, as
was the palisaded wall that rose above the moats.

Canavos took a few steps, his hands in sight. His foot trod on a dry branch,
then another. In front of him lay a wide strip of ground littered with branches,
brambles and dry leaves. With a bead of sweat on his forehead, Canavos
moved slowly, trying to be very careful where he stepped. He knew the
ground was littered with death traps, but as he moved forward, step by step,
he could feel the texture of them, a luxury he would not have had if he had
been running in a group, with a rain of stones and arrows coming from the
towers.

He put his foot on something soft and pulled it away, looking for a better
passage. He became entangled in the bramble branches that littered the
ground and stumbled, falling a palm's length from a sharp point that
protruded from the ground. A few women watching let out a scream of pain.
Canavos looked at the towers, expecting them to start a throwing contest with
him at any moment.

‘I am unarmed!” he shouted, showing his hands, before he stood up and
lost his balance, falling back onto his knees and injuring his shin. Behind him
they shouted again, and in front of him they laughed.

Canavos got to his feet again and moved forward, step by step, trying to
keep his balance and avoid all the hidden holes, until he came to a sort of deep
hedge of sharp branches that stretched out in front of the moat. It wasn't very
high, only up to his waist, but the way all those branches had been driven into
the ground prevented him from moving forward. He tried, got tangled up,
and tried to move forward, becoming more and more entangled in this bristly
network of spikes and thorns.

It took a long time to cross the field of branches and reach the water-filled
ditch where Canavos stopped panting, his breeches completely torn and his

82



legs covered in blood. It was too wide, even if he could have taken a long run,
he would not have made it to the other side. The only way to cross the trench
was to enter it and swim.

He heard the Romans laughing and cheering, looked at the palisade that
was almost there. He could make out the faces of the hundreds of soldiers
crowding around it, mocking him and gesturing to him to jump in. A hiss
came from the palisade, and Canavos barely had time to open his mouth
before he saw an arrow splitting the ground two feet in front of him.

He showed his hands. ‘I am unarmed! I want to talk!

He had no answer, and so he began to think about how he was going to
cross that damned ditch. For all he knew, it could be full of traps, even the
muddy water that stagnated in the trench. Finally, he plucked up courage and
plunged clumsily into the water, trying to reach the other side. It took him
three or four strokes, no more, but when he reached the bank that led to the
wall, he was completely covered in mud. Gasping for breath, he tried to get
up again, slipping in the mud until he was out of it. He paused to catch his
breath, gagging from the slime that had entered his mouth and covered him
completely, then wiped his eyes and got to his feet. The palisade on the bank
was getting closer, higher and higher. From where he stood, they could have
easily hit him with a spear throw.

He took two steps forward and found himself at the edge of the second
moat. It had steep walls, was as deep as three men and as wide. The opposite
wall of the ditch was overgrown with sharp branches that prevented climbing
out of the ditch; they looked like deer antlers and numbered in the thousands.
Where the moat ended, an embankment as high as the moat itself began,
doubling the climb. Above it was the battlemented palisade. It looked very
high from there, and as he looked higher, he could see the towers bristling
with faces that looked at him like the gods of the sky. Hundreds of eyes were
on him, thousands, tens of thousands. The Romans watched him from the
defensive palisade, the Mandubii and the wounded who had been driven
from the city watched him, and they watched him from the walls of Alesia.

‘I have a message for Caesar,” he said in Latin.

‘Speak,’ replied a voice among the hundreds of faces.

Canavos tried to make out who was speaking. He saw a tall man in a
rough woollen cloak, towering over the others, making his way to the stands.

‘My name is Canavos,” he said, his mouth clogged with mud. ‘I bring the
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Mandubii, the inhabitants of Alesia. We have nothing to do with this war, the
coalition led by Vercingetorix drove us out of the city after taking possession
of it, all we ask is to pass through and leave in peace.”

“The population of Alesia is made up of women, children and old men?’

‘T have with me the innocent, those who cannot stand against you or those
who have taken possession of the city.’

Marcus Antonius looked at Caesar, who was staring at the little mud-
covered man on the other side of the ditch. "What are we going to do?’

“Vercingetorix must be running low on supplies,” the Proconsul reasoned,
‘I see no other good reason to drive women and children from the city. If we
ration the reserves, we can survive for fifteen or twenty days, but then we too
will face starvation. By capturing them, we would play into Vercingetorix's
hands and save them, but at a very high cost. We would have to review the
distribution of food and reduce the already reduced rations of our men, who
are working on empty stomachs. Frankly, I don't see the reason: from a
strategic point of view, it would be a grave mistake, because sooner or later an
army will come to Vercingetorix's rescue, and the later it comes, the worse it
will be, not only for Vercingetorix, but also for us.’

‘Besides,” Labienus judged from his side, ‘by capturing them we would
give the fighters of Alesia hope of being reunited with their loved ones in the
event of victory.’

“Yes, I think so, and I think we would achieve the same result by simply
letting them pass. Of course, we would save ourselves from having to feed
them, but we would be giving strength to our enemy.’

There was a moment of silence, a puff of air between the battlements of
the palisade.

‘Shall I arm the ballistae?” asked Marcus Antonius.

‘No, no,” replied Caesar, ‘all we have to do is keep them away. If they
approach or start to tamper with the traps, throw a few arrows, but otherwise
leave them alone, every single arrow of ours is precious.”

Everyone agreed.

‘By killing them, we would increase the warrior fervour of those
entrenched in Alesia. So let Vercingetorix decide the fate of those he has sent
out of the city. We refuse to take them, but he will decide whether to reopen
the city gates or let them die of hunger and thirst. Whatever he decides, I'm
sure not everyone will agree, and that's to our advantage.’

84



Labienus agreed. “Yes, this solution is the best for us, and it is the one that
does him the most harm.”

‘Let's get back to work, we need to finish the external fotification quickly.’

‘All right. Did you hear that?’

The centurions repeated the order from tower to tower.

‘Get to work, only the archers and those on guard duty remain.”

Canavos watched as the heads of the men left their defensive positions
and disappeared from the palisade. ‘Hey, can you hear me?” he blurted out.
“We surrender to you, we surrender. Do you hear me?’

Marcus Antonius leaned out of the palisade. 'Canavos, the custom is to
surrender before the ram touches the walls. In this case, given Alesia's
position, there will be no attack on the city, for you see we have surrounded
the perimeter to starve it out. Accepting you would benefit our enemy, so we
cannot accept your proposal.’

‘But... no, listen, Commander...."

‘I'm sorry, go back to Alesia.”

‘“Wait, wait....”

Marcus Antonius' silhouette disappeared from the battlements.

‘Hey, we surrender, we surrender without bargaining, we become slaves,’
he shouted, taking a step too far forward that sent him crashing into the moat
with a thud. The women of the retinue screamed, Canavos gasped, clutching
his thigh, which was in excruciating pain. “Help me.” A sharp stake had been
driven into his leg, pinning him to the bottom of the trench.

‘Help me, please.

He looked up, a cloud obscuring the sun, the palisade far away, the towers
unreachable.

“They hit him!" growled Critognatus from the highest tower of Alesia.

“No, he did not appear to me to be hit,” Convictolitave echoed. ‘He fell.’

They stood staring intently at the spot where Canavos had disappeared,
unable to see anything. The Mandubii nobleman had been swallowed by the
ground in front of the Roman palisade.

‘They hit him, I saw.’

“No, no.
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‘Does it make a difference?” said Vercingetorix, looking at them.

‘I'would say yes, Rix, a big difference.

‘The way I see it, no,” Vercingetorix argued as the wind ruffled his thick
hair. “We decided to sacrifice the Mandubii, we voted that we had to get rid of
them, and if the Romans kill them they are only doing us a great favour, they
are saving us from having to watch their agony from up here.’

The Arvernian looked across the plain at the people of Alesia, who stood
united and motionless, unsure of what to do. He clutched at Damona's cloak,
searching the plain for his own. She was somewhere over there. He
remembered her as a girl and inevitably thought back to his mother, whom he
had lost in Caesar's raid on Arvernia. From his mother, his thoughts led him
to Ambactus, as much as he would have liked to ask him for advice on what
to do. From Ambactus he found himself even younger, much younger, with
his father Celtillus. If only he had known how much the dream of becoming
king would have cost, he would never have pursued it.

The wind carried him back to the Tower of Alesia. There he was, among
dozens of nobles from glorious clans, the commander of them all, yet he felt
utterly alone. A clap of thunder made them all raise their heads to the black
sky. Only he stood motionless, his eyes fixed on Alesia's victims, his cloak
clenched between his fingers. “Take courage, my love.”

Damona looked at the threatening clouds, then stepped into the middle
of the road leading into the city. All morning the crowd of old men, women
and children who had been forced outside the walls had been begging the
Romans for bread, but to no avail. They had scattered to see if there was a
more accessible passageway somewhere, but eventually all realised that
Alesia was caught in a vice from which no one would escape without a fight.
After hours of begging and crying, some of the elders had given up and sat
down on the bare earth, not knowing what else to do. Some women wandered
about with their children, looking for some roots to put under their teeth,
while others, having finished their tears, looked intoxicatedly at the space that
separated the mountain of Alesia from the Roman wall; there was no mercy
in that piece of land, and the more time passed, the more they realised that it
would become their graveyard.

Some, however, could not accept the idea of dying of hunger, and they
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decided to return to the city gates.

“No, no,” Damona called back to them, “we cannot go back.

Some women approached her, their faces hollowed by hunger and fear.
‘The Romans won't take us and won't let us pass, we've tried every way.’

‘T have seen, but what we must do is wait.”

“Who are you?

Another thunderclap, a few drops began to fall.

‘It doesn't matter who I am, but I know the rescue army could come at any
moment. We have to hold out.’

‘It could take days. How will I feed my son?’

Damona shook her head. ‘I don't know, but it won't help anyone to take
us under the walls of Alesia and let our men see us like this. Let us not give
them the burden of seeing us suffer.’

“Who are you?

Another approached her. “Yes, who are you? You are not from Alesia.”

‘I'm from Arvernia.

‘Wait, I get it, you are Vercingetorix's woman, I saw you with him.”

“Yes, it is true, Vercingetorix is my man, and just to be on an equal footing
with the Mandubii, he sent me out with the non-combatants so that someone
could eat my share of food, survive and fight for all the other women of Gaul
who will learn of us, of what we have done for our land and for our men.’

‘What kind of man is yours, who got rid of those he should defend the
most?’

A drop of rain trickled down her cheek. ‘If he could, he would trade places
with all of you, believe me. All he did was pander to a vote, the majority
decided.

“What are you talking about? I have heard that since that bastard has been
in charge of this rebellion, he has burned villages and farms and starved
everyone.’

‘But he has also starved the Romans.’

They approached her menacingly. ‘I don't think so.”

“Yes, believe me. The Romans are also starving, and this fortress they have
built to hold Alesia is actually blocking them here, and they themselves will
be surrounded by the army that is gathering all the others in Gaul.’

“This army cannot be seen, and if it is not here in a very short time, we and
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those of Alesia will die.”

‘It's only a matter of time, they will come.’

‘We cannot know that, what we do know is that before Vercingetorix
came to bring war, we had enough to eat and raise our children. We traded
with Roman merchants and lived in peace; now look, your man, having taken
our food supplies and our herds, has driven us from our homes and separated
us from our men, whom he will force to fight for him.”

“The cause we are fighting for is more important than us...

A woman lunged at her and shoved her. ‘Damn bitch, my son is more
important than any cause.”

The others were on her too, venting their frustration at the untenable
situation. ‘Damn the Arvernians and all the others who wanted this war and
came here to make it!’

Damona received more shoves, kicks and slaps until she tried to defend
herself from the melee amidst the screams and cries of the children.

‘Let's kill her!

They grabbed her by the hair while a woman began hitting her with a
stone.

‘Let me go!’

More kicks to the stomach.

“Let's kill the whore of Vercingetorix!

A thunderclap rattled the ground and the rain began to fall hard.

‘Stop, what are you doing?’

The women turned to see an old man, who had been chased out from the
town, looking at them with wide eyes. "What are you doing?’

Damona broke free and ran from the others in tears, fleeing as far as she
could in the hellish rain. She ran and ran, skirting the area of the Roman traps,
hiding in a hollow in the ground, and when she felt far enough away she
stopped, touched her bruised face without stopping crying, and collapsed to
the ground.

She stood in the rain and cried for a long time. ‘My love, where are you?
Help me my love, give me courage.’

It was only when she had stopped crying that she saw an elderly couple
sitting in the grass not far from her, watching her. They said nothing, they did
nothing for her, they had probably recognised her too.
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Damona tried to control herself, looking at them with a mixture of
tenderness and envy. How it would have comforted her to have someone at
her side at this moment and how lucky she would have felt to have lived a life
beside someone and to be able to share death together.

Another thunderclap. Damona took her eyes off the two and turned
towards the Roman fortifications, clutching her lover's cloak. She felt she had
no life left, no one to share her fate with. She was alone, in the rain, cold and
hungry, she was afraid. She dropped to her knees and held out her hands as
if offering them to the chains, to the Roman guards who watched her from the
towers in the distance.

‘Help me..”
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XLVIII
VICTORY OR DEATH
ALESIA, SEPTEMBER 52 B.C.

At dusk, Vercassivellaunus, Commius, Eporedorix and Viridomarus
arrived on horseback at a small clearing where a number of chieftains were
waiting, anxious to know why they were meeting in such secrecy outside the
camp.

‘Before we begin,” Commius exclaimed, ‘I must ask you to take a solemn
oath not to tell anyone what is said here tonight. A possible leak of information
could alert the Romans and cause more casualties than are necessary to
achieve our purpose.’

All agreed, and the Atrebatian continued his speech. “We have learned to
our cost that a frontal assault with large numbers of men against this
fortification is useless. We do not have the necessary machinery to sustain an
offensive that would limit casualties, it would take time to build it and set up
a siege, but unfortunately we do not have the time.” Commius pointed to the
towers of Alesia in the distance in the twilight. ‘Up there they are exhausted
and probably already out of food. They've already suffered two attacks like
ours and several casualties; they can't hold the blockade much longer.

There was a murmur from those present and the Atrebatian resumed
speaking in a higher tone.

“After consultation, we then decided that we needed a new strategy based
on time, that is, an attack that could be carried out in a very short time, but at
the same time had a certain guarantee of victory. Perhaps, we said to
ourselves, there is a point along this fortification that is less manned or easier
to attack because of the conformation of the terrain, and we went looking for
someone here in the area who could point it out to us. We found some farmers
and asked them.

Silence fell.

‘And we have the weakest link in the chain!’

Vercassivellaunus pulled stones from a saddlebag and arranged them on
the ground before speaking. “To the north of Alesia is a hill which, because of
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its vast area, was not included in the ring of fortified walls. Here the Romans
have built a camp for two legions on gently sloping ground. The camp is ina
formidable position against an attack from Alesia, but not so much against an
attack from the outside through the woods behind it. There is only one small
fortification on the plateau, and given the layout of the land and the river that
runs through it, there is no rampart to the outside.” Vercassivellaunus looked
at the chieftains. ‘It is a perfect position for a diversionary attack,” he said.

“We have thought of forming an attacking force of fifty or sixty thousand
men, chosen from the best of all the contingents that have arrived here,
Commius continued, ‘and have them leave the camp quietly, using the grace
of darkness to make them reach the woods near the hill. The next morning,
we will begin the usual frontal attack to the west, which will also draw in the
besieged of Alesia, and around noon we will bring out the men who have been
kept in hiding to attack the weak point of the Roman perimeter, four miles to
the north. The Romans would then suffer three simultaneous attacks, one with
the best men we have in the least defensible sector.”

Vercassivellaunus glanced at the chieftains and saw in their expressions
that they agreed with the plan. He spoke again in the manner of an
uncompromising leader. ‘I will personally command the contingent of the
chosen Infantry that will launch the attack.”

Fortress of Alesia

Vercingetorix looked up at the pink sky from the tower, then down at the
dull colours of the plain, where the Romans continued to work. The hammers
of the smiths never stopped beating iron, the axes cutting wood. As soon as
the fighting was over, swarms of shadows would emerge from the ramparts
to wander among the fallen, as if the gods of the underworld were vomiting
disciples onto the earth to take possession of the corpses. They were not
interested in the dead, but in anything that would increase their numbers.
They took spears and arrows and stripped the fallen of everything: weapons,
shields, but also bracelets, torques, helmets, armour. Servants and nobles lost
their past, their glory, their dreams, their wealth. They became mere corpses
to be plundered.

‘Over there!

Vercingetorix said to Critognatus.
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“To the south and west, do you see them? There are movements of ours.’

The Rix looked towards the hill where the relief army camp was
positioned. “Yes, they are moving towards the wall.’

‘Do 1 give orders to our men?’

‘We wait. Let's see what they do and where they attack, then we get the
machines out.”

Caesar's headquarters - Southern sector of the fortress

“They're advancing, Proconsul!’

Caesar watched the Gauls' movements from the top of the tower of the
main fort of the entire fortification, the one on the highest hill. From this tower
he could see over much of the surrounding area.

‘It seems that they are returning to the positions of the day before
yesterday, advancing from the west.”

Caesar sharpened his eyes on the enemy's movements, then went through
their camps, forts and watchtowers one by one to see if there were any signals.
There were no signals except those directed at the enemy.

He began to give orders to the messengers he had around him, and they
disappeared one by one at each command. ‘I want the German horsemen to
be ready in front of the camp gate for a possible attack.”

“The Germans are already in position.”

‘Make sure Marcus Antonius and Gaius Trebonius are ready. The Gauls
are heading to their sectors.’

“Yes, sir.”

The Proconsul leaned out of the tower and made sure his horse and escort
were ready, then went back to watch the Gauls manoeuvre out of their camp.
He glanced at the sky, where the white hills were giving way to blue. Just then,
an eagle soared high above him. Gaius Julius Caesar closed his eyes and took
a deep breath.

‘Here we go!’
Woods beyond the northern sector of the Roman encirclement

Vercassivellaunus had spent the day preparing for an ambitious attack on
the Roman fort in the northern sector. Not wanting to risk being spotted by
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Roman scouts, the cousin of the Rix had sent some local peasants with his
Arvernian horsemen to find a road that would avoid the enemy fortifications.
Meanwhile, he had discussed the plan with the various chieftains, and with
them he had gathered the sixty thousand men he had chosen, and then
organised them into divisions under the orders of good commanders. They
had decided to be light, carrying only what was necessary for the night and
the attack.

They had left camp at nightfall, following the guides who had identified
aroad that made a wide loop around the wooded hills of the northern sector,
and had marched seven hours in the dark before reaching the forest where
they had decided to hide. Once there, the Arvernian had given the men a rest
and led them along another stretch of road until they reached the plateau
overlooking the Roman watchtower. They had crawled through the thicket
until they saw the towers of the fortress, and only then had Vercassivellaunus
been sure he had reached the right place. So he had returned to the forest and
rested as dawn broke. He had time, he had to stay hidden, he knew that in a
few hours Commius would begin a broad front attack that would serve no
other purpose than to draw the Roman forces away from the other sectors,
and he hoped that his cousin would do the same with an attack on the inner
Roman wall from Alesia.

Western Plain of Alesia - Outside the Roman Wall

Commius and his stallion passed in front of the line, and as always the
men cheered and cursed the Romans as he passed. The ruler of the Atrebatians
had divided them into three separate contingents to cross the plain west of
Alesia and attack the Roman fortifications along a front of over four miles. He
had ordered them to remove the walkways and mobile shelters they had built
the day before, and had kept the Romans' attention on this sector throughout
the morning. He had then moved the cavalry forward in a long circle, as if to
confuse the defenders of the wall, but in reality all this movement was to allow
Vercingetorix, and above all Vercassivellaunus, to take up position. With a
flick of the reins, he stopped his horse and looked up at the sun. The moment
had come, now the Roman wall had to be attacked with all possible force.
Commius drew his sword and pointed it at the one who had made him king,.

‘Attack!
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The roar rose from the ranks and the earth shook. At Commius' side,
Eporedorix and Viridomarus moved their ranks. The people of Gaul, who had
come to the plains of Alesia to claim their freedom, advanced in step, shouting
all their desire for vengeance.

There was no longer a name to follow, but an ideal to live and die for.
Mount Rea, north of Alesia - Roman watchtower

The centurion walked past the second cohort deployed inside the wall.
‘They are preparing. They will still attack the western sector, where the
defences were put to the test the day before yesterday,” he said to the men
lined up listening to him. “We could get the message at any moment to move
in to support our boys over there, so let's be ready. No one is to leave the line
without my permission, is that clear?’

“Yes sir!

‘I want everyone on duty at the palisades, the archers at the....

‘CenturioV’

The officer turned and looked at the sentry on the tower, who whirled
around and called to him. “What is it?’

“There's movement in the woods on the plateau.”

With a few strides the centurion reached the embankment, the whole
tower vibrating as he climbed the steps with the agility of a tiger. In an instant,
he was on the highest platform, facing north. “‘Where?

‘Over there, in the trees.

His gaze narrowed to the wooded scrub in the distance, suddenly filled
with men.

‘Sound the alarm!’

The enemies came out of the woods, advancing at a rapid pace.

‘Move!

There were thousands, tens of thousands.
Rock of Alesia - Southwestern tower

Vercingetorix had been watching the movements on the plain all morning
from the fortress of Alesia. No new strategy, so the relief army would try a
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new frontal attack against the Romans under a hail of arrows.

Critognatus joined him on the tower. “The men are ready, Rix. They have
already brought out the trellises, poles, protective canopies, scythes and
everything else we have prepared for the sortie.’

Vercingetorix nodded, unconvinced by what he had seen from above.
Determined to play his part to the end, he turned to go down the stairs.

‘Wait...” Critognatus sharpened his eyes, then pointed to some smoke
rising from the towers of the Roman camp north of Alesia. ‘Something is
happening over there.

The Rix scanned the scene with bated breath. “The towers of the Roman
camp to the north are sending out signals.’

‘Signals of what?’

‘I don't know... but something is happening over there.

Vercingetorix turned to the west to look at the deployments on the plain,
then returned his gaze to the north. ‘Of course... it's a diversion, and perhaps
the main attack is to the north. That's why they kept the men in sight all the
time!’

‘Perhaps that is indeed the case,” Critognatus agreed. ‘So... where do they
expect our support?’

‘Perhaps where they've been in sight the longest. Let's head in that
direction and spread our people out over a wider front to keep as many
defenders busy as possible.

‘Right!’

‘Come on, come on!" the Rix shouted as he quickly descended from the
tower. “This is it, this is it men, the day is today!

The roar of Alesia's men interrupted the feast of crows that had risen into
the sky from the corpses of the fallen of the previous days. And soon the same
sky was filled with the sound of arrows.

Caesar's headquarters - Southern sector of the Roman fortifications

From one of the towers of the southern camp, Gaius Julius Caesar saw the
signals of the camp to the north, on Mount Rea; the weak point of its perimeter
had been identified and was under attack. He looked away from this sector
and watched the direction of the attack coming from the besieged Alesia. He
observed the area and the reaction of his forces from the ramparts, then moved
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on to the third flank, where the bulk of the enemy army was slowly but surely
approaching the outer wall.

Finally, he lowered his gaze to the corridor that ran between the two
fortified valleys, where a galloping messenger was arriving. This space, which
Caesar wanted cleared of men and vehicles, was used as a road to send cohorts
or cavalry to relieve any sector, and was as important and vital as the
palisades, ramparts, moats and traps. Along this route, fresh men could be
sent to sectors in difficulty and intervene in the event of a breakthrough. If the
Gauls had managed to infiltrate where the lifeblood of his defences flowed, all
would have been lost.

The messenger dismounted and climbed the stairs of the tower as if
pursued by death.

‘An attack on the fortifications of Mount Rea, Proconsul.’

‘How many men are in the enemy force?’

‘Many, at least fifty thousand, and the slope on which the camp is built
favours them. They are throwing a lot of missiles at us, advancing in turtle
formation and constantly replacing tired men with fresh troops. They are
covering the traps and tearing down the obstacles.”

Caesar looked north again, wondering who the commander of these men
was, and who had trained them in such Roman tactics. He turned to an
attendant to his left. Let us send a message to Labienus in the fort east of Alesia,
closest to the Rea.

‘What shall we tell him, Proconsul?’

“To take six cohorts and bring himself at once to the aid of the struggling
garrison. In case he cannot hold the position, let him take the cohorts out and
counterattack, but only if it is necessary.’

“Yes, sir.”

The proconsul's eyes were fixed on the events on the Rea. He was worried,
for if those men had crossed the fort's palisade, they would have poured like
a flood into the corridor between the ring road and the opposite valley,
destroying all the Roman defences. That would have meant the immediate
collapse of his own. Labienus would have stopped them for a moment, Caesar
was sure, but he also knew that a counter-attack could prove risky if it failed.

The proconsul looked at the other points of his fortress under attack, made
his calculations and realised that only one person could resolve this desperate
situation, and that person was him. He descended from the tower and joined
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the guard who was holding his horse.

My scarlet cloak.”

The servant struggled to put the cloak on before Caesar leapt into the
saddle of his white stallion.

“The helmet, sir....”

‘No helmet. Let friends, foes and immortal gods recognise me.”

His retinue of knights roared with excitement.

“Either way, today is our last day of toil, I promise you, whether we win
or die!

They all burst into laughter.

‘And today I am not going to die, I can feel it!"

They galloped off in the wake of the red cloak.

Mount Rea north of Alesia - Deployment of the Gauls

‘Shields up!” shouted Vercassivellaunus before a hiss cut through the air
above his head. “We are approaching, everything will rain down on us. Stay
compact, tortoise formation. Let's move forward!

Arrows and stones began to hit the shields. Incredibly, the compact
formation greatly dampened the effect of the stones hurled by the ballistas.

Moreover, the outer defences were not as substantial in this area as
elsewhere, and to disarm the traps, it was enough to throw earth over them.

‘Forward!

One man fell twisting with an arrow through his neck, and another
immediately took his place. Vercassivellaunus looked ahead at the Roman
palisade, then at the towers bristling with archers, and beyond them, in the
distance, at those of Alesia.

“Hold on, cousin, I'm coming to get you out of there!’

The carnyx rang out across the field, and the men continued to advance. A
ballista's dart struck Vercassivellaunus’ shield, piercing him and stopping two
fingers from his face. 'This is not my day,' the Arvernian said with a grimace,
before turning to lead his men once more.

‘Forward, men, forward! The fate of all Gaul depends on us!’
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Western sector of the Roman fortifications

Caesar reached the sector of Marcus Antonius. ‘How is the situation?’

‘For the moment we are holding, Caesar, but the men are exhausted. The
Gauls are attacking relentlessly, they are trying hard.”

‘We must be better than they are, if we lose this battle, the whole Gallic
campaign will have been in vain, if we lose today, it will be the end of
everything, but if we win, no one will ever dare to attack us again.”

“Yes, Caesar!’

‘One last effort, Marcus Antonius, ask them for one last effort.”

“Yes.

The Proconsul looked around, saw exhausted faces coming down the
stairs to be relieved by fresher men’. He rode past them on his horse. ‘I have
seen you fight, you are the best!’

The eyes of the legionaries lit up as the proconsul held out his hand to
shake hands with his men. Dozens of hands immediately reached out.
‘Courage men, we are here to make history, your great grandchildren will talk
about you for a long time and boast that they had an ancestor who was at
Alesia!’

The soldiers cheered as Caesar passed his hand through the dozens who
sought it. “The true strength of this fortress is you, remember that, you!’

Western sector of Alesia’s besieged attack

Vercingetorix watched as his men approached the usual western sector of
the Roman fortifications, trying to take advantage of the filling in of the last
attack. They were advancing under the rain of arrows, but moving much
faster than before.

He surveyed the vast Roman fortress with his eyes. From his position on
the plain, he could no longer see the forts under attack to the north, but he
could see a wide swathe of the western Roman wall, which he traversed along
its entire length until his eyes swept up to the hill where Caesar had set up his
first camp. The ground there rose steeply, and the Romans had not dug the
trenches. They had only built the embankment with the palisade.

‘Critognatus.’

The Arvernian nobleman approached Vercingetorix with a purple face
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and the hoarse voice of someone who had been shouting all morning. ‘Look
up there.’

“The Roman fort?’

“Yes. That was the first fort Caesar built when he arrived here, remember?”

‘Of course.”

“That fort controls the whole area, I bet you can see the whole Roman
perimeter from those towers, and surely that is Caesar's headquarters, from
there he sends contingents to help the various sectors.”

‘Maybe.”

‘Let's attack him.’

Critognatus turned to the Rix. ‘But... do you want to stop the attack in the
west?’

‘No, I want to detach some of the men and create a sudden diversion on
our side, exactly on the opposite side from where we attacked in the north.”

“The slopes are steep on that side, Rix, and that place, as you said, is the
most difficult to attack.”

‘I know, and that is why the Romans do not expect us to attack there.”

‘Tt's a risk, Rix.”

‘I know, but by attacking that fort we will draw the attention of the
Romans, who will have to send men to garrison it, and by doing so we will
remove cohorts intended to provide support in areas already under attack.’

Critognatus remained silent for a few moments, gazing at the Roman
towers on the mountain as his breathing returned to normal.

‘I know it may seem like a gamble, but it could work. I'll take Ambigatus
and all those waiting and lead them towards the plain, as if to widen our front
of attack, and then suddenly lead them south, towards the hill. If we can break
through that damned fortress, we'll be safe.”

North-Western Sector of the Roman Fortress

‘Commander!” The messenger came galloping in at the speed of the wind.
‘Commander, an attack to the south, against the main camp.’

Caesar reined in his stallion and turned to see the slopes of the mountain
manned by Gauls trying to climb them with the force of desperation.

‘They are climbing the heights,” the messenger continued, catching his
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breath, ‘filling the ditches with earth and trellises and tearing down the
ramparts and embankments with scythes. Our men are fighting to hold them
back.

Caesar spurred his horse and joined the cohorts who were ready to take
action on the ramparts under the orders of the young commander Decimus
Junius Brutus.

‘Junius Brutus, we need support at the main fort to the south.”

“Yes, Caesar.”

‘Our men are in trouble, go with yours immediately, it is imperative that
the Gauls do not pass the defensive stockade.”

‘It will be done!” Brutus replied, before calling to his men. ‘First cohort,
forward ata run!

The proconsul spurred his horse forward until he reached the nearest
tower. He took up his shield and climbed it, shielding himself from the arrows.
When he reached the top, he watched the battle raging below him like the
stormy sea seen from the mast of a ship. It almost seemed as if the tower
swayed above the screaming crowd. In front of him, the relief army rushed in
waves against Mamurra's defences, and behind him, Alesia's army fortified
all positions, ready to rush en masse into the most desperate sectors. Fighting
raged simultaneously on all fronts, and the Romans, spread out along a very
wide defensive line, struggled to withstand all these simultaneous attacks.

A stone crashed into the parapet of the tower not far from Caesar, and an
arrow struck his shield. An archer at his side screamed and fell to the ground,
his face covered in blood. The Proconsul took one last look to the south and
then to the opposite side, to the north, where the midday attack was in
progress. Both were critical situations, but since he had sent Labienus to the
north, he decided to resolve the situation in the south first.

Quickly, the Proconsul descended from the tower and mounted his horse
to join a cohort waiting to move into action on the orders of the Legate Gaius
Fabius.

‘Gaius Fabius, an attack on the fort in the south is in progress, go there
immediately with all available cohorts.”

“Yes, Caesar!’
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Southern sector of Alesia’s besieged attack

‘Drop the grids!” shouted the Rix, holding his shield above his head as he
stomped up the slope. ‘Come on, that's it, it's there, the bloody palisade is
there, we're touching it!

An arrow buried itself in the ground a step away from him, his men
closing in and drawing their spears towards the fort before ducking back
under their shields.

“This is it, this is it! Forward!

One Arvernian managed to cross the trench and climb to the edge of the
embankment with the force of desperation, spurred on by all the others.
Another was behind him, and then another, while comrades with arrows and
slingshots kept the wall defenders at bay.

‘Forward!

Breaths were short, arrows were missing, those on the ground and in the
corpses were recovered. There was no earth to throw into the trenches, but
they climbed, they climbed with their nails.

Caesar's headquarters - Southern sector of the Roman fortifications

Gaius Julius Caesar arrived at a gallop, followed by his escort. Behind him,
men gathering from all over the place came panting into the Roman camp.
“Take your places in the stands!’

The centurions divided the men who began to take their positions on the
terraces, Caesar himself took to one of the towers and began to direct the aim
of his men, while archers and slingers from another sector came panting and
reached the towers.

“They must not reach the palisade!’
Southern sector of Alesia’s besieged attack

Arrows and stones fell on Rix's men.

‘Get behind the shields! Take cover behind the shields!

The fatigue of climbing and fighting began to take its toll. The attackers
were exhausted, but stopping to catch their breath meant becoming an easy
target.
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‘Hang on, hang on, here we go!’

The man at Vercingetorix's side fell to the ground, screaming. The
Arvernian king tried to save him, shielding him behind his shield. Breathing
heavily, Vercingetorix looked up at the tower and saw, against the light, a
silhouette surrounded by a red cloak, that he recognised among all the others.

‘Caesar! Caesar is up there!’

He turned to his men and roared like a lion, pointing to the tower. “Aim
up there!

A stone crashed into his helmet, his head dangling. Another hit his shield,
then an arrow. A warrior to the right disappeared in the crush and the man in
front of him turned to flee, crashing into him.

Screams, hisses, carnyxes and horns from who knows where. Another
stone, this time on the shoulder of his armour. The Rix took a step back, sliding
over the agonised body of a wounded man. He fell to the ground and one of
his men tried to pick him up, taking an arrow straight in the back.

‘Do not retreat!’

Vercingetorix dropped his shield and tried to get up, his eyes on that red
cloak up there.

‘Get down, you bastard!

A man pulled him from behind. “The front is collapsing, Rix.’

‘No!

“The men are exhausted, they can't take much more.”

‘Let’s keep going!’

A stone struck the man speaking to him in the forehead and he fell like a
lifeless dummy, rolling down the slope as a deafening din rose from the
palisade.

“No, no.

Faced with the renewed strength of the defenders, the attackers fell back,
exhausted, out of breath, out of strength and out of weapons. They began to
turn, one by one, then all together, seeking a possible escape down the slope,
avoiding the bodies and traps under a thick shower of missiles.

‘No...”

Vercingetorix fell to his knees. A stone whistled not far away, bouncing
off the armour of a lying nobleman of who knows what tribe.
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Caesar's headquarters - Southern sector of the Roman fortifications

Gaius Julius Caesar quickly descended from the tower to the cheers of his
men. Picking up a lance that had been stuck in the ground a short distance
away, he immediately mounted his horse and called to his cavalry. He
galloped down the corridor between the two valleys, watching the battle on
the outer perimeter and the inner counter-valley. For miles around, wounded
and cohorts were trying to regroup and return to the stands. A tribune lined
up his exhausted men, who revived at the sight of the proconsul.

‘Commander!”

A messenger halted his horse just short of Caesar.

‘Labienus sends me to inform you that neither the walls nor the moat can
withstand the enemy's attack. There are breaches in the walls. The legate has
called for all available cohorts from the neighbourhood to be sent out
immedjiately to launch a counter-attack.”

Caesar turned to the tribune. "'How many men do you have?’

‘Four cohorts, commander.’

“Then take them and run as fast as you can to the fort on Mount Rea and
place yourself under the command of Titus Labienus.”

“Yes, sir!

Then it was the cavalry's turn. The proconsul called Minucius Basilius and
the other commanders to him. “The time has come for the cavalry, listen to me
carefully, the fate of this battle depends on you.”

They gathered around him.

‘Part of the cavalry will come with me, we will go up the inner corridor of
the fortifications to bring relief to Labienus in the fortress on Mount Rea to the
north. The rest will come under the command of Minucius Basilius.’

“Yes, sir.”

‘Minucius, you must return to the main fort in the south and exit through
the eastern gate, the one that is not visible from the enemy ranks. Once outside,
you will head north, bypassing the entire eastern side of our fortifications. This
whole area is not under attack, so you will not be seen by the enemy. I want
you to cross the entire outer side of the wall and attack the Gauls up there at
their backs.’

Minucius Basilius stared at the proconsul. It was about ten miles, maybe
more, for a group of a few thousand horsemen to take on tens of thousands of
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attackers.

‘I know what you are thinking, Minucius, that there are three thousand of
you against forty or fifty thousand.’

‘I have no objection to that, Caesar.”

The proconsul of Gaul approached him. ‘If no one sees you coming and
you suddenly appear behind them, they won't stand there and count you,
they'll run away.’

“That is, if they haven't put cavalry in the woods to protect against such an
attack.

‘Whatever men they have at their disposal will attack our perimeter, I'm
sure of it. This is the moment of their greatest effort to break through, they are
trying everything, and the point is that they are succeeding. We have no
choice, Minucius. If the Gauls break through up there and penetrate our
defences, it will be the end, all our legions depend on your command.”’

‘I'will go up there like the wind, Caesar, swift and silent; then I will attack
them like a storm, the ground will shake and I will raise so much dust and
shouting that we will look like millions.”

“That is why I have chosen you.

‘Know that even if we do not meet again, I will have done the possible
and the impossible to my last breath, mine and my men's. Whatever the
outcome, you will be proud of me.

Mount Rea, north of Alesia - Gaul deployment

A roar rose from the ranks as the first of the Arvernians climbed to the top
of the palisade.

‘This is it!’

One by one, the closest of them scrambled like cats over the trunks to join
him. Vercassivellaunus stepped into the mass, which threw everything into
the trench to fill it, and smashed with axes and scythes the branches that
blocked the climb up the embankment. Looking up, he saw his men fighting
on the ramparts. ‘We're in! We are inside!’

This vision gave strength to all the men he had brought with him, who
threw themselves forward with all their might. ‘Forward! Forward!”

The defenders began to retreat from the trenches along the palisade, but
from the nearby towers the deadly fire of the archers continued.
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‘We must take the tower! The tower!

A group of Aeduans, led by a bare-breasted colossus, climbed the tower's
stairs and began to engage the defenders hand-to-hand. Step by step, the
Romans were driven back to the upper floors until, at great cost, the Aeduans
had conquered every floor of the cursed tower, all the way to the top. The
defenders were killed and thrown to the ground, and the precious position
was lost, allowing the attackers nearby to approach the palisade without
coming under direct fire from the archers.

“This is it, let's throw ourselves in!

Vercassivellaunus climbed up the embankment, filthy with earth, mud
and blood, clinging to the stumps of cut branches, and with the help of the
others reached the base of the wall. The first to climb had thrown down ropes
to help the others, and Vercingetorix's cousin grabbed one and clenched his
teeth as he climbed with the last of his breath. Once at the top, two men helped
him up and hoisted him into the stands, where others with their shields gave
initial protection to those who reached the position. Vercassivellaunus looked
over and saw the inside of the Roman camp, where men were running,
surrounded by the centurions. He took the shield he had slung across his back,
drew his sword and was ready to take his share of glory. He looked over his
shoulder at the mass of his men climbing over the moat and up the palisade
to reach the terraces, and realised that the first thing to do was to take the
terraces and towers, just as the Romans had done at Avaricum.

‘Let's take the towers!

The men fought fiercely to drive the Romans back from the trenches,
trying to reach the towers to take them one by one, while the throwing of
stones and arrows finally began to die down: the Romans were losing ground
and beginning to run out of ammunition.

‘Come on, the tower, let's take this damn tower!”

Some men climbed the stairs, others scaled the outer structure. The
fighting was fierce, one centurion fought furiously until they surrounded and
slaughtered him before throwing his body below.

Vercassivellaunus reached the top and watched from above as his men
spread out on the terraces. The pressure of his attack, begun at midday, had
overwhelmed the Roman fortifications and their defenders by late afternoon.
They were inside, now he had to get the men down from the stands inside the
camp to allow the others to enter and give the Romans the final assault.
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‘Forward! Quickly, we must get inside before more of their men arrive!
Down the steps and into formation, don't scatter!”

The first groups of Aeduans and Arvernians poured into the fort, ropes
were used to break through some of the palisade beams, and a roar greeted
the breach as more men poured in. More and more sectors were taken by the
Gauls, who entered the camp, while the Romans, driven back from the
ramparts, retreated with heavy losses and tried to regroup in small
formations.

For a few moments, everything seemed to hang in the balance: the Gauls
who had entered the fort paused to catch their breath and stood side by side
in formation in front of the retreating Romans, waiting for reinforcements.
From the tower, Vercassivellaunus could see the whole of the Roman fort and
the corridor between the two ramparts that descended to the south, where
fierce fighting was taking place on both sides. It was from this corridor that
the cohorts arrived to bring aid to the legionaries who were defending the
camp. This was the vein that had to be cut in order to prevent new troops from
joining the enemy. The fatigue vanished, the breath returned, and
Vercassivellaunus realised that only a hundred paces separated him from
decisive victory. If he could slip into that corridor, he could destroy all of
Caesar's work.

‘Quickly! Quickly! Inside, everyone inside!”

The Arvernian turned to the opposite side, where his men, finally free of
the defenders' throwing, were scaling the palisade and pouring into the
Roman camp.

‘Quickly! It is done!” cried Vercassivellaunus. ‘Victory is at hand!

He took the ladder from the tower to lead the final charge, but just before
the first rung, something stopped him. He peered into the mass of enemies
coming from the corridor between the two walls and saw a knight in a red
cloak, a lance in his fist, leading a swarm of mounted Germans at a gallop.

‘Caesar..”A grin appeared on Vercassivellaunus' face. “Too late, Ultimate
General, you have no place to lead your cavalry in here... I fucked you!
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XLIX
PORTRAIT OF THE DEFEATED

‘Wake up!

A bucket of water poured into the pit and Vercingetorix jerked.

‘Do you hear me, King of the Arvernians? Wake up!

Rix turned on his wooden bed; there was movement outside the pit.

‘It's a great day, Rix,” Vocula said from above. “The Triumvir Sceva himself
is coming here with artists, you know? Drawers are to paint your portrait, I
don't know what for. You are famous, Rix.”

Vercingetorix sat up and continued to look up, just as he had looked up at
that damned tower in Alesia that had just returned to him in a dream. That
red cloak visited him from the top of the tower almost every night, and no
matter how hard he tried, he could not get his spear to hit it, even in his
dreams. Each time he tried, and each time he lacked the strength to reach so
high.

A second bucket of water hit the ground, shaking him, and a few splashes
reached him.

‘Here's water to wash you down, Rix,” Vocula's voice echoed mockingly.

If only he had succeeded that day at Alesia, if only he had hit Caesar, the
Romans would not have made it. For in the end it was he, the Ultimate
General, who made the difference in that battle.

‘I have to get you out of there; you know what that means, Rix, don't you?’

He looked up again.

‘I'm going to send you down the ladder, you're going to climb up with
your wrists exposed, and I'm going to put the irons on you. The first time you
move, I'll beat you with a stick.”

They lowered the ladder from above.

‘Come on, climb up!

Vercingetorix hesitated.

‘If you force me down, it will be much worse, Rix, | guarantee you won't
be able to walk for a long time.”

The Arvernus clenched his jaw, gripped the ladder with his hands, placed
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one foot on the first rung, then the second, and climbed up, stretching his arms
out until Vocula grabbed his wrists and placed them in irons.

‘Get out!”

A few steps and his head emerged from the stone floor of the Carcer,
followed by his shoulders and slender torso. One last tug on the chain and the
Rix was out, staggering.

“Always a pleasure to put the vincula on you, Rix.

Vercingetorix looked down at Vocula from the height of his stature, his
mighty body worn away, but the height remaining. One of the guards passed
a chain around his waist and fastened it to the irons that held his hands so that
he could not separate his arms from his body, and as soon as the guard had
finished his work, Vocula delivered a powerful blow to the Arvernian's thigh,
causing him to fall to the ground with a scream.

‘I need to soften you up, Rix!’

‘No!’

A second hard blow to the other leg, and then one to the back.

“You know, that's the rule, every time I pull you out of the pit!

Another blow to the leg, then a kick to the stomach. Vercingetorix
remained on the ground, panting.

‘I can't hit you in the face, Rix, or you'll look like crap in the portrait.”

The guards laughed and Vocula crouched down beside the prisoner to
look at him.

‘Do you remember the first time I put the irons on you, Rix?’

Vercingetorix coughed and curled up into himself.

‘Come on, you must remember that day, a memorable day, Rix. Everyone
was there for you. Hey, look at me when I'm talking to you!’

The prisoner opened his eyes and looked at Vocula.

“That's how I like you. I know you remember when I put you in irons, it
was a memorable day, not to mention the day before. We had a really bad time
because of your bastard cousin Vercassivellaunus.’

Vercingetorix's eyes widened at once.

‘Ah, you see, you heard me, you bastard. Of course, I was one of the riders
who attacked the camp in the north, on Mount Rea. Your cousin himself was
in charge of those who managed to enter the fort. Bastard, he got away with
it, believe me, he came within a hair's breadth of slipping into the corridor
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between the two ramparts after repelling Labienus' cohorts. That would have
been a real mess, Rix. Just think, if he'd succeeded, you'd have been the one
with a stick in your hand, breaking my back.’

Vocula gave him a few more blows on the thighs and chuckled.

‘What your cousin didn't realise, nor did anyone else who managed to
enter the fortress, was that they were looking at someone who was much,
much more of a bastard than they were: Gaius Julius Caesar.” The grin faded,
leaving a grimace. ‘Caesar had brought a handful of German horsemen from
the south to make their way around the fortress from the opposite side, the
one not visible to the attackers, and had them come out through the woods to
the north, behind your people who were attacking the ramparts and entering
the fort.”

The pain of the blow throbbed in the Rix's brain and he pushed it back to
hear these words. He had never known what had happened to
Vercassivellaunus on that damned day in Alesia, more than three years ago.

‘Do you understand? He gambled, he sent a few thousand men on
horseback after you, and your brave fifty thousand Arvernians ran away.’

Vocula looked at the guards, the grin returned and became a laugh on
everyone's lips.

“All you had to do was stand still and wait for the riders, and the outcome
of this battle would have been very different.”

The jailer's gaze returned to the prisoner on the floor.

‘Instead, everyone took to their heels. I wonder what your cousin must
have thought when he saw what happened. The riders galloped in from the
north, coming out of nowhere in a cloud of dust. I imagine that after a
moment's hesitation, those in the rear began to scream and run as far as they
could, their cries spreading from man to man like a stone thrown into a pond.
Panic, Rix... panic broke out like a fire among all the men, who began to push
to escape, to push, to trample, to trap each other more and more, amidst cries
of fear and pain. Have you ever found yourself in the middle of a panicked
crowd, Rix?’

Vercingetorix did not answer.

‘Of course, someone must have tried to stop them, who knows, maybe
your cousin shouted at the men to get back into formation, but it was no use,
because the Germans threw themselves at you like a wave of the sea breaking
and then dispersing on the shore. Tens of thousands of men, trapped between
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the cavalry charge and the palisade of the fortress, realised that the only way
out was to run along the Roman wall and flee south. Bad idea, Rix... for that
whole strip of land was littered with traps. But the eagerness to run like mad
sheep made them forget where they were. We found thousands of them stuck
in the branches and ditches.’

The Rix imagined the scene.

‘And inside the fort... inside the fort there was an equally magnificent
spectacle. Caesar himself led the cavalry charge, driving the enemy against
Labienus' cohorts, who had now regrouped. The attack did not even have to
be pushed to the limit; the Arvernians and Aeduans immediately realised that
it was pointless to fight and threw down their weapons. One of them
approached unarmed Gaius Julius Caesar and said that his name was
Vercassivellaunus, that he was the commander of these men, and asked that
their lives be spared.’

Vocula grabbed Vercingetorix by the hair and pulled his head up.

‘Caesar had some cohorts take care of the prisoners and then ordered
Labienus' men and the cavalry in his retinue to leave the fort and attack the
enemy in turn. The cavalry would pursue the fugitives, while the infantry
cohorts would head for the coalition camp.’

The prisoner swallowed.

“The mass of fugitives rode down from Mount Rea and met those who
were still trying to besiege the wall on the west side. The latter, seeing
thousands of men running towards them, panicked in turn, and when they
realised that Caesar's cavalry was charging from the north, they ran
everywhere; tens of thousands of men abandoned the battle and fled, ending
up in ditches and traps, crushing and suffocating each other in the crowd. A
great spectacle, Rix.”

So that was the end of it all. Caesar's winning move that had broken the
balance of this battle. He had never understood what had happened on the
other side of the wall. Vercingetorix remembered piecing together the
survivors of the attack on Caesar's headquarters and reaching Critognatus,
who was pushing his men against the Roman defences. His retinue was tired
and unmotivated, and so were Critognatus' men.

They had struggled all afternoon to reach the palisade and had suffered
many casualties. All the while, they had been expecting the Romans to
collapse under the immense assault of the relief army on the other side of the
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wall, but it had not happened. They had continued to hope that the situation
in the north would improve, but that had not happened either. Now that
Vercingetorix's diversion had also failed, all that was left was to hope that the
great number of men attacking the wall from the opposite side would get
through, but a sudden roar had risen from the Roman front. Something had
happened, something that had given strength back to the enemy, who once
again began to target Critognatus' attackers with all kinds of missiles. Now he
knew that the roar rising from the palisade was the vision of Germanic cavalry
pushing men into ditches and traps. It had all been for nothing, all of it. This
catastrophic outcome no longer justified anything that had been done to reach
Alesia. He had burned dozens of cities for nothing, starved tens of thousands
for nothing, killed thousands upon thousands of warriors for nothing, fought
and hoped and suffered... for nothing.

Sedullus, commander and prince of the Lemovici, fell, Vercassivellaunus
the Arvernian, was captured alive on the run, seventy-four military insignia
were delivered to Caesar; of an army so numerous, few returned to the camp
unharmed. From the city, they saw the slaughter and the flight of their
comrades: having lost all hope, they called back the troops that were attacking
our fortifications. The signal to retreat, heard from the camp, caused the Gauls
to flee immediately. Were it not for the exhaustion of our soldiers, who had
been in and out of battle all day, the entire enemy force would have been
wiped out. The cavalry, sent in pursuit, reached the rearguard around
midnight; many were captured and killed, the others, escaped and returned
to their peopleZ.

From the corridor of the Carcer came the creaking of bars, voices echoing
off the stones. The cave filled with yellowish light and footsteps. Vocula pulled
Vercingetorix to his knees and stood behind him, holding the chain in his left
hand and the staff in his right.

‘Ave, Magistrate Sceva.’

The triumvir left the corridor behind him and pulled a flap of his tunic
over his nose, annoyed as usual by the smell of the Tullian: ‘Greetings to you,
Titus. How is our guest?’

The Arvernian remained motionless, his gaze fixed on the stones of the

2Gaius Julius Caesar, De bello Gallico, VII, 88.
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floor. “Very well, Triumvir, you told me to prepare him outside the pit, and I
have tamed him, as one does with beasts. You know, he could stay down there
for years, but he would still be dangerous, and to reason with him, words are
not enough, you need the stick.”

Sceva turned to see a man behind him, definitely a freedman,
accompanied by two young orderlies. “You may proceed,” he said to them.
The three of them walked a few steps closer to the Rix.

“We need more light,” the freedman offered as he sat down on one of the
stools in the carcer.

‘Bring torches!” Vocula shouted to his men, who set about lighting the
place. 'Is that good?’

‘Very good.”

The three of them positioned themselves a few paces away from
Vercingetorix and began to pull sheets of papyrus and calamus from their
saddlebags for the drawing.

‘A portrait for what, Triumvir?’

Sceva pulled the flap of his tunic over his nose. “The magistrate of coinage,
Lucius Hostilius Saserna, has requested a portrait of our host for the minting
of coins to commemorate Rome's victory in Gaul.

‘Damn, did you hear that, Rix? You're going to be on coins.’

‘Can you get him in profile?” the freedman asked.

Vocula tugged at the chain to get Vercingetorix in the right position. “Like
this?’

“Yes, and if he can look in front of him, not down.”

‘Look up, Rix, come on! Straight and proud, as if you were at Alesia!’
laughed Vocula.

Vercingetorix looked up at the wall of the Carcer, but instead of the grey
stones he saw the sky of the last dawn from the tower of Alesia and the plain
that led to the Roman wall. Wherever he looked, there were dead bodies and
columns of smoke.

On the battlefield that stretched across the hills beyond the walls, cavalry
divisions set out in all directions to ensure the relief army's effective retreat.
Some cohorts garrisoned the abandoned Coalition camp, which had been
overflowing with men until the day before. Carts loaded with food, barrels
and supplies of all kinds were taken to the Roman fortifications on the other
side of the battlefield, where centurions lined up the corpses and stripped
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them of their weapons.

The first rays of sunlight illuminated the battlements of the tower. It was
the first time he had seen the sun rise without hope: it would be his last dawn
as Vercingetorix, the great warrior king.

With death in his heart, he descended the stairs to the audience chamber,
where the chieftains who had survived the siege and the attacks of the
previous days were waiting with hollow faces. He walked past them for a few
moments with a sad expression on his face, then broke the silence.

“The relief army no longer exists. Those who are not dead have fled,
pursued by the enemy cavalry. The camp of our allies is under the control of
the Romans, who are taking everything that can be of use to them. Hundreds
of wagons full of provisions destined for us are entering Caesar's camp
through the battle zone, where the legionaries are stripping the dead and
stacking weapons.”

The Rix paused, his eyes downcast, and swallowed.

‘What remains of the anti-Roman coalition is here, imprisoned in Alesia,
and the fate of these men must be decided by us in this room, bearing in mind
that we have no food, our men have not eaten for two days, and we have no
room for negotiation with the Romans.’

Vercingetorix returned to look them in the eye. “We must accept our fate
and surrender or die, there is no other solution.”

No one argued. Everyone knew there was no alternative to surrender,
they just had to decide how to surrender.

‘I did not fight this war for personal ends, but for common freedom. I did
not fight to live free, but to live among free men,” Rix continued. ‘I was elected
at Bibracte to lead this war, and now that the war is lost, I take responsibility
for it and bow before you. I am ready for any decision, whether you wish to
appease the Romans by handing me over dead or alive.”

There was a long, embarrassed silence in the room, which was broken
when Critognatus spoke. ‘Everyone here wanted to take part in this war, we
should all turn ourselves in.”

An angry murmur filled the room. It was clear that everyone was hoping
to save themselves by surrendering the Avernian king.

‘Let's send ambassadors,” the Rix said firmly. ‘Let Caesar choose, we will
propose my surrender in exchange for the salvation of our men.’
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A group was chosen to represent the various tribes, led by Critognatus.
Vercingetorix went to the tower to watch the ambassadors go out of Alesia
unarmed, without shields, helmets or cuirasses, and descend across the plain
towards the Roman camp. He saw them approach the towers, where the
archers immediately took up their positions. The palisade was filled with men
and centurions with crested helmets were waiting for the delegation.

A gust of wind at the top of the tower ruffled the Rix's hair. It was the only
thing that still seemed to have life in its stone face. He stood there, motionless
and silent, watching the men in the distance. In the group, even from that
distance, he could make out Critognatus, who had advanced alone and was
talking to someone on the stockade.

Two riders entered the corridor between the Roman fortifications and
headed south, towards the fort that Vercingetorix had tried to attack the day
before.

The delegation waited for a long time under the palisade, then more
crested helmets arrived on horseback, climbed the battlements, spoke to
Critognatus and the others, and finally dismissed them. The Rix stood still and
watched the delegation return to Alesia; an argument had broken out between
Critognatus and Ambigatus, who was shouting like a madman. Vercingetorix
did not move from the tower, but remained there until he heard footsteps on
the stairs and saw Critognatus coming, taking a breath before speaking.

“They want us to hand over all the insignia of war and throw the weapons
from the walls - all except yours.”

The Rix nodded.

‘After that, all chieftains must reach the Roman camp to the south and
surrender... all except you.”

‘Goon..

“The ringleaders will be taken hostage and used for future peace
negotiations with their respective peoples. After that, all Arvernians and
Aeduans must also leave, they too will be held as hostages until negotiations
for war reparations and the official surrender of the two peoples.’

Critognatus ran his tongue over his pasty lips. ‘All others will be
considered prisoners and will become slaves.’

That explained Ambigatus' cry. “They want to divide us, to treat us
Arvernians and Aeduans differently, so that everyone else will resent them,’
Vercingetorix commented.
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‘I think so. I think it serves to rule Gaul from now on.”

‘What about me, what have they said about me?’

“You... you must go last, Rix, when you hear the sound of their trumpets.’

Again, Vercingetorix nodded.

“You must wear the finest armour and the most precious weapons. If you
have none... they will give you some.”

‘I have them.

“Yes, I told them. You will also have to be on horseback... they wanted to
give you one, but I said we still have horses.”

“Yes...the last ones left to eat.

“Yes.

Critognatus blinked. “You must go through the Alesia Gate, down to the
Roman camp. The legions will be lined up, with our people kneeling before
them. You'll pass a corridor of guards until you reach Caesar and his
commanders. When you arrive, throw your weapons at his feet, dismount,
kneel, and offer your hands in submission.”

Vercingetorix remained still.

“If you refuse or commit suicide, they’ll enslave all the prisoners. But if you
comply, perhaps the Avernians and Aeduans will be released.’

The Rix sighed. “We have no choice. Maybe this will save the Avernians.’

‘I think so too.”

They stood in silence before Vercingetorix placed a hand on Critognatus'
shoulder. “Let's get it over with. Give the order.’

‘All right.”

They descended the steps of the tower, Critognatus went out, and
Vercingetorix stood behind the tent where he had slept these last agonising
days. He took from his chest the bronze armour that had been forged for him
in Gergovia after his election. He took his father's sword, the one that had been
with him all his life, since the night of the rain when he fled Gergovia with his
mother and Ambactus. He looked at it with his heart in his throat, it was
ruined, the blade showing the marks of the battles it had endured. All that
effort to get here.

He began to dress while they argued and fought outside. The Aeduans
wanted to leave first, to get to the Romans before anyone else, as if to prove
that they had been forced into war by the Avernians. They scaled the walls,

116



threw down their weapons and walked out of the gate amidst the general
commotion.

The chieftains of the various tribes began to argue with the ambassadors
who had treated their slavery so shamefully. Fights broke out between those
who still had their weapons and those who had thrown them away. Several
times Vercingetorix heard his name cursed, several times they asked where he
was, demanding revenge, but the Avernians built a wall to defend him.

The Rix fell onto the bed and put his head in his hands as his name echoed
between the stones of the tower. He thought of Cenabum, of his arrival in
Gergovia, of the time he was banished by the aristocrats who ruled it with
Gobanitio, and of the time he returned there to banish Epasnactus. He thought
of the time when everyone wanted to send armed men to the cause. He
thought of the ambassadors who came from every land. He thought of
Avaricus and Gergovia, then of the battle at the Roman column that had
forced him to take refuge in Alesia, the impregnable Alesia. If he could go
back, he might have done things differently.

But there was no turning back in life.

He finished dressing, his mind wrapped in a thousand thoughts, until
Critognatus arrived a long time later. He wore his armour and helmet, his gold
torques and his family's bracelets and rings.

“There were riots, but the chiefs made it clear there was no choice. Some
escaped to the north, but they’ll still be caught. Others disappeared. Everyone
else is gone, Rix.’

Vercingetorix nodded.

‘I've had the horse readied for you.

‘Thank you.”

Critognatus shook his head with tight lips. ‘I wanted to say goodbye.”

‘Of course.”

The two shook hands.

“We tried, Rix.”

“Yes, we did something nobody ever thought of.’

“Yes.

A last hug, both holding back their emotions. Then the Arvernian
nobleman tightened the laces of Vercingetorix's armour and adjusted his
cloak, realising it was Damona's. He held the emotion in and left the small
room without looking back.
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‘Farewell, Rix.”

‘Farewell, Critognatus.’

The footsteps died away and Vercingetorix stood alone. After months of
noise, war cries, battle sounds, screams, groans and cries, he heard nothing
more. The silence he had longed for was now worse than any noise, even the
moans of a dying man.

Silence was death.

He ran his fingers over the hilt of his sword, rubbed his cheek against
Damona's cloak and patted Ambactus' dagger. “You who are already in the
realm of the most, give me strength.’

He walked out into the open air of the ghost town, which showed no signs
of life. The streets were deserted, the animal pens empty, the fires in the houses
extinguished. With slow steps, Vercingetorix followed the road to the gate that
led to the plain. The sound of his footsteps carried him through the silence.
This city had seemed a safe haven to him and all his people when he first
arrived, but day by day it had become a prison without bars.

Esus whinnied as he saw him coming from a distance. The stallion had
not moved from his stable during the siege, and the scarce food had made him
thin, resembling his master in every way. The Arvernian approached and
stroked his muzzle. ‘I have tried to preserve you to the last, Esus, now who
knows what will happen to you.” The horse seemed to realise that it was finally
time to go. ‘Perhaps you will become the stallion of a Roman decurion or one
of the Germans who fought against us.’

The Rix leaned his forehead against the horse's neck and closed his eyes,
breathing deeply. ‘I will miss our rides in Arvernia, Esus.’

The sound of buccinas rang out from the Roman camp. Vercingetorix put
on his helmet and tied it tightly, then mounted his horse.

“Let's enjoy this last ride together, my friend.”

A flick of the reins and the horse moved. The two of them entered the city
gate, and as soon as they were outside, Vercingetorix began to tremble. He
took a deep breath and rode through the area that had been fortified at the
beginning of the siege, then out into the plain.

‘Go, Esus!

The horse began to run down the road, while the Rix looked at the huge
cage in which they had locked his fate and that of the entirety of Gaul.

‘Run, my friend, run!
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He had to turn left and ride towards the area where he had led the attack
the day before, until he reached Caesar's headquarters. It was a ride of over
two miles along the Roman defensive line, which was already manned by
only a few sentries.

Rix urged the stallion into a gallop, knowing he would never ride again,
knowing he would never feel the air on his face again.

‘Ilove you, Damona!” he cried, his heart in his throat.

Esus rode past one of the watchtowers built to protect the works, where
legionnaires had lined up and jeered as he passed.

‘Mother of mine, stay close to me.’

The ground opened before him, and in the distance a line of men waited
outside the towering camp gate.

‘Father... I couldn't make it.”

A centurion raised his hand, pointing to the entrance beyond the moat.

‘Ambactus, give me strength.’

Vercingetorix crossed the two moats over which temporary bridges had
been built, passed under towers manned by archers and was inside the
Roman fortifications. Two centurions beckoned to him to slow down and the
Rix pulled on the reins, slowing Esus to a walk. He looked around, seeing all
that had been set up to repel the attacks of his people, while the legionaries
lined up along the side of the main road watched him with satisfied grins.

‘Go on!" one of the two centurions gestured, pointing to the corridor of
legionaries. Vercingetorix made his way down the long corridor, between two
wings of armed men who jeered and accompanied him with all kinds of
insults and laughter.

‘Now we're going to make you pay, Rix.

‘Irrumator.

‘Ave, Arvernian King,’

‘Es stercus.”

‘Fuck you and your horse, you bastard.’

‘Mentula.

‘Stultus.

In front of them, on their knees, irons around their necks, were the
defenders of Alesia, who stared at him in silence as the line of armoured men
began to rhythmically tap their swords on their shields.
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‘Rix, Rix, Rix.”

Vercingetorix looked no one in the face as he rode up the hillside among
the thousands of prisoners and enemies that formed the backdrop to his
passage.

‘Rix, Rix, Rix.”

Further on were the many prisoners of the relief army, also chained and
forced to watch on their knees as he passed, and towards the end of the slope
the passage narrowed as two rows of legionnaires held the captured military
insignia with the sacred emblems turned to the ground as a sign of defeat and
submission. There were the insignia of the defenders of Alesia, who had just
surrendered, and others that would come from the defeated Coalitionists of
the previous day. Among the many was that of the Arverni, upon which the
Rix had sworn on the night of Samhain when it all began.

Pretoria Street was finished and the camp opened up into a large open
space where the legions were lined up with all their banners. In the centre of
the camp, clearly visible to all, on an improvised podium, surrounded by his
commanders and a forest of military insignia, sat Gaius Julius Caesar, the
Ultimate General.

‘Rix, Rix, Rix.”

Vercingetorix crossed the square in front of the pass, under the gaze of
tens of thousands of eyes and voices mocking him. He approached and looked
at the high officers who surrounded the proconsul of Gaul with folded arms,
in a glitter of helmets and plumes. A group of some twenty decorated
centurions on either side of the Ultimate General watched him, along with
veterans armed with lances, ready to intervene at the first suspicious
movement.

The Arvernian stopped Esus and looked into Caesar's eyes, wrapped in
his red cloak. He had long dreamed of this scene in the opposite direction, but
the facts had proved otherwise, the gods inexplicably on the side of the
Romans. Slowly, the voices faded and silence fell over the camp. Their gazes
locked for a few moments, Esus shook his mane, the harness jingled, the
moment that should never have come had arrived.

Vercingetorix drew his father's sword from its scabbard, turned the blade
sideways, looked at it one last time, felt his heart clench, and threw it to the
ground, the hilt facing the Roman general. The dream of becoming ruler of the
Arverni was finally over.
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A roar rose from the legions, startling Esus. The Rix controlled his stallion
and brought it back before Caesar, pulling out the dagger that had been
Ambactus's and throwing it as well. Another piece of life thrown to the
ground.

He waited until Esus had calmed down and silence had returned, then
dismounted and stroked his neck. “Farewell Esus,' he whispered, thinking that
this would be the last contact he would have with his world, the last caress he
would give in life.

He took a few steps forward and immediately a centurion motioned for
him to stop, pointing to the ground at his feet. The Rix stopped, undid the
chinstrap of his helmet, took it off and threw it on his sword.

He swallowed, blinked and knelt, gazing one last time into Caesar's eyes,
alook that contained nothing but resignation and sadness. Then he bowed his
head and stretched out his arms, reaching down to touch the ground with his
elbows, while all around him the shouts of tens of thousands of legionaries
filled the sky above Alesia.

“The king, the king, the king!’

He stayed like that for a long time, looking down at the ground, listening
to the insults that rained down on him. He pushed away every thought and
tried to free himself from his own body. From that moment on, Vercingetorix
no longer existed; if he had to survive with his body, he had to let his spirit
die. If fate had brought him here, there must be a reason. He did not yet know
it, but he had obviously been born here.

‘Caesar, Caesar, Caesar.”

Caligae approached him.

‘Stand up!’

The Rix rose from the ground.

‘Caesar, Caesar, Caesar.” But Caesar and his staff were gone. Centurions
and legionaries armed with spears remained.

‘Take off your cloak.”

He would have liked to beg the centurion to let him keep his cloak, he still
seemed to smell Damona's scent in the weave of the cloth, but he knew that
any weakness on his part would only make his enemies more cynical. He
unclasped his mother's brooch and handed it to the centurion before him.

They took from him Damona's cloak and his mother's brooch.

‘And the breastplate and the baldric.”
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A legionnaire, his face scarred from a sword blow, approached and
flashed a grin in which his lower incisors were missing.

‘Take off your shoes.”

The Arvernian stood barefoot. Unconcerned, the legionnaire placed irons
on his wrists and ankles. ‘Son of a bitch, we got you.’

‘Don't squeeze too hard, Vocula, he has to walk.’

The legionnaire ignored the centurion's words and tightened his ankles
and wrists, causing pain.

He quickly pulled the bracelet from the Rix's wrist to hide it, but the
centurion did not let the movement pass. ‘Give it here, Vocula!

‘Come on, Centurio, you've already taken the rest.

‘I didn't take anything, all this stuff will end up in Rome for Caesar's
triumph, when our king of the Arvernians will parade through the city before
he is killed. Give me the armband.’

The legionnaire snorted and handed over the ill-gotten goods.

“Well, Magistrate Sceva, I have what I need to mint the coin.”

The triumvir approached the freedman and looked at the work.

“The portrait must consist of a few essential strokes,” the artist explained,
‘because it must be transferred by the engraver to the die, which will then
remain on the coin.

‘It resembles him, except for the beard.’

‘A fuller beard would hide a lot of facial features.

‘Can't you make it fiercer?’

‘Magistrate Saserna instructed me to draw the face of the defeated and
imprisoned Vercingetorix, not the one he once was.’

Sceva looked back at the Rix. “Then you have brought back exactly what
Saserna asked for.”

‘Thank you.”

The portraitist rose from his stool and his servants helped him to tidy up
his things. They all took one last look at the ruthless chained Gaulish king, and
after greeting the senator, they left.

‘Shall we put him back in his cave, Triumvir?’

“Yes,” Sceva said before turning towards the cave. “Oh, by the way, Titus,
while I am here I will take the opportunity to tell you some news.’
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‘What?’

‘I've received a letter,” he replied gloomily.

‘A letter?

“Yes, about the appointment of a new commander of the guard.’

‘A commander?’

“Yes,” the triumvir shrugged. ‘I mean, there are no great changes, just that
Publius Sestius Baculus is coming back here.”

‘Baculus? But why? Was I no good, Magistrate?’

“Yes, but Baculus seems to enjoy great sympathy among the powerful:
after his cursed letter of recommendation from Labienus, he has procured
another.

Vocula’s face twitched.

‘Signed by the Propretor Marcus Antonius,” Sceva pointed out, ‘the most
powerful man in the world after Caesar.’

Publius Sestius Baculus walked briskly, holding a vitis, the vine-wood
staff that symbolised the command of the centurions. He passed the portico of
the gods Consenti and glanced at Jupiter, who was staring at him sternly as
usual.

This time there was no quarrel between the two, Publius had returned to
respect, and Jupiter, king of the gods, son of the god Saturn and Opi, god of
the sky, rain, thunder and lightning, gave him some of his thunderbolts to hurl
against the adversities of life.

And that day Publius felt that he wanted to throw some thunderbolts.

‘Open up!

The guard squinted at Publius from behind the bars. “‘Who are you?’

‘Publius Sestius Baculus, your commander. Open at once.”

After a long time, the squeaking of the Mamertine's bars opened and the
smell of mould hit the centurion. He was home again.

Publius took a torch and walked down the corridor, reached the carcer
and bent over the hole. ‘Rix!" he had no answer. He poked his head into the
darkness and called again, ‘Rix!" but nothing came from the Tullus. ‘Guards,’
he shouted, “the ladder, quickly!

In a few moments the two from the guardhouse came to him with the
ladder and helped him lower it into the pit.
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‘Give me light with a lantern!” he ordered, before sinking into the darkness
to find Vercingetorix lying on the muddy stones.

‘Rix...

Publius tried to lift him back up, but the Arvernus was in bad shape, he
had been beaten up pretty badly and was in a semi-conscious state. “You two,
come down and help me!’

The guards hesitated for a moment.

‘Come down, I said!”

The ladder vibrated and the Tullus filled with gasps.

‘Help me get him onto the planks.’

“Yes, sir.”

“Who did this to him?’

The two did not answer. Publius came within an inch of their faces,
holding the torch. “You will stay here with him until your memory returns.’

“Titus... Titus Vocula, sir.”

And for what reason?’

‘He says the prisoner must be kept meek and weak.’

‘Great man, our Vocula. Now go get buckets of water and clean up in here,
then bring blankets, straw and food if you do not want me to tame you.”

The two quickly scurried off to find what was needed, and Publius
approached the prisoner.

Vercingetorix opened his eyes slowly.

“Welcome back to the land of the living, Rix.”

“Why are you here, Baculus?” he asked in a low voice.

‘Something made me return.”

The Rix closed his festering eyes again. “Have you come to witness my
execution?’

‘No longer.”

“Then why?’

‘Perhaps because we are alike, Rix. All my life I fought to always be the
best, the first among the first, the one who would later build an honourable
political career off this job and live out his old age as a wealthy man respected
by all. Then life turned out differently, what was bound to go wrong went
wrong, | lost everything and became a nuisance to everyone. You were right,
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Rix, we have both been abandoned and we are no longer anyone.’

‘Tt's different, Baculo. You're in the Carcer, I'm in the Tullus.

‘That's why I came back, Rix, because in here I'm still somebody, just like
you.”

Vercingetorix opened his eyes again. “‘What do you mean?’

‘We are no longer anyone to the others, but in here you are still
Vercingetorix, the King of the Avernians, and I am Publius Sestius Baculus,
the primipilus. If one of us is missing, the balance is broken and we return to
nothingness. I need you to remember who I was.”

“Vercingetorix no longer exists.”

“Yes, he exists, and he will exist for a long time, he will outlive you, Rix.
Publius Sestius Baculus, on the other hand, has not existed since the battle
outside the fortress of Atuatuca.’

Vercingetorix opened his eyes again and turned his head towards his
jailer. ‘Do you remember the night of my arrival? That rainy night?’

“Yes.

“You told me that I was here to die, that no one wanted me, neither friend
nor foe. You told me that I was the king of the defeated, that I was alone in the
world, and that the world did not want me.

Publius bowed his head in agreement.

‘Go back to what you were that night, Baculus, and kill me!

A few moments of silence.

‘I cannot.”

“No one will know, Baculus, you found me on the ground, I am in a bad
way. Vocula could have killed me for real. If you do it, it will look like his fault.
A few hard blows to the back of the head with the stick and it'll be over.’

‘Tcan't, Rix.”

‘Help me get out of here.” Publius shook his head and the other grabbed
his arm with a hand full of wounds, his fingers dirty and bony. ‘I want to die,
I can't stand it anymore.’

Publius Sestius' hand rested on Vercingetorix's, who sobbed, tears
streaming down his dirty cheeks.

“We will go on, Rix, from defeat to defeat, never giving up, for salvation
may come.”

‘I'm not interested in salvation, Baculo, mine is no longer life and can
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never be again after what has happened. I want to end it, only death can
remove me from here and from my past.’

“Your past cannot be erased, Rix, not even by death. Remember who you
were for all the people who followed you, for all those who died and for those
who would still take up arms to follow you in spite of everything. For all of
them, you are not the king of the defeated, but of those who tried, and the
important thing was to try, accepting all the risks, from chains to death.
Whatever happens, you will be remembered as the one who was able to unite
Gaul to fight Rome, no one had ever done that before, and you succeeded,
even if things did not go as they should have. Your chains here are around
everyone's neck, not just yours. Remember that and lead by example, for
though it may not seem so, all of Gaul is watching you, and so is all of Rome.
You must rise above the Tullian and make your appointment with destiny, be
it exile, reconciliation or the step we all must take sooner or later. Face it as
Vercingetorix, King of the Arvernians.”

When Titus Vocula arrived at the Mamertine in the afternoon, he found
Publius sitting on a stool in the Carcer, tapping his vine staff on his chin.

‘Welcome back, Baculus.”

‘Fetch the bucket of the prisoner's piss and throw it out.”

The veteran looked at the hole in the pit and then back at Baculus. ‘Since
when does the prisoner have a bucket?’

‘Since today.’

‘Get one of the tirones to do the job, Baculus.’

‘I'm in charge here!” the other blurted out, rising sharply. ‘I decide who
does what, and if you disobey my orders, you will suffer the consequences.”

‘We're not in the Legion, Baculus.

Two steps and Publius was in front of Vocula, showing him the command
staff in his fist. “Wrong, we are no longer dismissed from the legion, we are
recalled and I am here as commander of this place, so either you do as I say or
you will taste my stick, and you know my stick, Vocula.

“You're a son of a bitch, Baculo.”

With a thrust, Vocula was against the stones of the Carcer. Baculus
pressed the stick against his neck. ‘A second letter is coming, signed by Praetor
Marcus Antonius, Vocula: it seems he needs you to carry on the war.
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L

CLEMENTIA CAESARIS
THREE YEARS LATER

Rome, 24 September 46 BC - Two days before Caesar’s triumphal parade
over the Gauls

‘Let me go, let me go!”

“You little rascal, I'll fix you now!

‘Help, help!

The shopkeeper tugged at the little boy as he struggled to free himself.

‘What's going on?”

“This scoundrel tried to take this bread!

Publius Sestius Baculus looked at the dirty little boy struggling in the
baker's sinewy arms. ‘Leave him, I'll pay for the bread.’

“You should give him a good beating.’

‘I know, but we are all happy today, the war is over and the city is

preparing for Caesar's triumphs, there will be days of feasting, distribution of
grain, oil and sesterces for all.’

‘I will not believe it until I see it with my own eyes.’

Publius drew a coin from his bag. “You will see it will be so, Caesar will
keep his promises. Here, and give me those two honey pancakes too.’

The baker released the boy to take the money. Publius crouched down
and looked at the little boy. ‘Do you like pancakes?’

The boy nodded.

‘Here, eat them, remember you did well today, but next time it might not
be so. I don't want to catch you stealing again, do you understand?” The boy's
eyes dug into those of Publius Sestius, and he agreed, sinking a bite into the
honey pancake. ‘And be careful walking around, because if he catches you, a
slave trader might get you and take you away.’

‘I have Mama's bulla,” the little boy said, showing the leather pendant
around his neck.

‘It doesn't always work against slave traders, you know?’
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“Yes.

“Now go back to your mother.”

Moments later, the little boy disappeared into the crowds that had filled
Rome for days to celebrate Caesar's victories and the end of the Civil War.

The Ultimate General had been enthusiastically received by his people,
and as soon as he had returned to the Urbe, he had made speeches to the
people and the Senate, proclaiming himself dictator and assuring them that he
would rule without tyranny. As proof, he pointed out that the city and the
whole of Italy had been spared the horrors of civil war and that, unlike Marius
and Sulla, Caesar had shown great clemency, avoiding persecution of his
enemies and welcoming with kindness all the Pompeians who presented
themselves to him at the end of the hostilities. In a speech to the Senate, he
confirmed the annexation of Gaul and Numidia, the protectorate of the fertile
lands of Egypt, which would provide abundant grain and prevent future
famines, and to commemorate the greatness of these victories, which he
promised would bring wealth and prosperity to the Urbe, he called for the
celebration of four triumphs, one for each military campaign he had
successfully completed: that of Gaul, that of Egypt, that of Pontus against
Pharnace and that of Africa against Juba. Two days later, the first of the four
triumphs was to be celebrated, the one in which the king of the Avernians
would be paraded in chains through the streets of Rome, and the city had
become a sort of gigantic building site, with work going on day and night to
create the setting that would welcome this triumph.

Wooden scaffolding was erected along the triumphal route to
accommodate the tens of thousands of people who came to Rome. The tens of
thousands of people who came from all over the world to see the celebration
that would be remembered for millennia to come. There were rumours that
some never-before-seen animals were being kept outside Rome, including
bizarre camelopards that would be paraded through the streets of the city.
Everywhere there was an air of celebration, everywhere people were eating
and drinking as they had not done for years, everywhere there was a desire to
live again.

‘And for you, sir? Can I sell you a pancake?’

Publius looked at the baker. ‘No, thank you.”

‘If you wish, for a few sesterces, I will reserve a place for you to watch the
triumphal procession on the steps they are building opposite.”
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Publius Sestius shook his head. “No, I do not need it, thank you.”

“You will not be watching the triumph?”

“Yes, but I have a place reserved.’

‘Then enjoy the show, and remember, if you want my pancakes, they are
here.’

“‘Of course.

Publius walked through the crowd, leaving the baker's stall behind him,
and made his way to the Menia Column to take the triumviri's seat amidst the
bustle of busy servants.

‘Ave, Triumvir Sceva.’

“There you are, Publius Sestius Baculus.’

‘I came as soon as I was told you were looking for me.’

“Yes, I have some arrangements for you.” Sceva searched through the
papers that littered his desk. ‘Provisions come from far above, Baculo,” he
continued, finally finding what he was looking for. ‘Here it is, in two days the
first of the four triumphs will be celebrated, we are already there and
everything is almost ready. The procession is quartered in the Villa Publica, in
front of the Pomerium, where Gaius Julius Caesar is waiting to enter the city.
There are a huge number of soldiers, orderlies, animals and carriages, so much
so that many have camped in the arcades in front of Pompey's Theatre. The
procession will therefore start from there in the morning of the day after
tomorrow, along the Via Triumphalis.’

Publius Sestius nodded.

“You must be there with the prisoner before dawn and I would advise you
to leave at night, for the city is in uproar and the streets are crowded. People
are already camping out to see the procession and there will be a huge crowd.
I'will give you the auxiliaries of the night patrols to escort you.

Another gesture of agreement with the head.

“You will be the one to lead Vercingetorix in the triumph.”

‘Me?

“Yes, it says so here. Publius Sestius Baculus. For the occasion you must
adorn yourself; I'll get you some phalerae today to wear, since you lost yours
at Cenabum, along with a tunic and a cingulum.’

‘T have the cingulum, that...  had on.’

‘Good, that's all you need. Oh yes, a laurel wreath. You'll have to find one,
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but they make them all over town.”

“Yes.”

‘It's all going in a box to the Mamertine this afternoon. The clothes for
Vercingetorix are in it too. Apparently, it comes straight from Alesia, it's what
they took off him the day he surrendered, check it's all there, an officer will
arrive at the Mamertine to dress and make up the prisoner, he can't have
anything wrinkled on him.” A smile appeared on Sceva's lips. “The people will
take care of that.”

“Make him up...?/

“Yes, we will give him a fierce look, the crowd wants the evil barbarian,
not the headless one we have at Tullus.’

‘Six years in the pit would change anyone.’

‘No matter, we are at last at the end of this long agony. Two more days
and we shall be rid of this Arvernian, then, when the procession reaches the
Gemonias, you will take him back to the Mamertine, and this will be the last
time. I will be there with the other Tresviri capitals, the carnifex and his
attendants, and a few barbarian officials that Caesar has asked to witness the
execution.’

‘No... grace?’

‘Grace? For what reason?’

‘He has been at the Tullian for six years and in that time much has
happened. Roman citizenship has been extended and granted to the whole of
Cisalpine Gaul and Latin law to Narbonne, Armenians and Aeduans are now
our allies, moreover Caesar won this civil war with several Gauls in his ranks,
so I expected there to be a pardon, since in the post-war climate Caesar has
been lenient with all enemies.’

“The clementia Caesaris was reserved for the Pompeians, Baculus, enemies
but still Romans. As you have just said, Caesar's legions are full of Gauls,
Rome is full of Gauls, be they slaves, prisoners, soldiers or nobles who have
just become citizens or who are doing their utmost to become citizens, invited
by Caesar to take part in his triumph, a triumph over the Gauls that was
achieved thanks to the Gauls.

“The people are beginning to think that the Gauls will soon be in the Senate
too, having taken off their breeches and put on the tunics of senators, and all
this magnanimity and benevolence does not please them. The Gauls are the
atavistic enemies of Rome, the ones who invaded her four hundred years ago
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and set her on fire, and who have kept her in terror all these centuries, and not
even Caesar, with the power he has acquired, can afford to be so pro-Gallic
towards the people who have always loved and supported him. His political
opponents would immediately turn it into a weapon to fight him.”

‘No matter how many years passed and what happened, Vercingetorix
was the beating heart of the uprising, he meant war, hatred, destruction, the
indiscriminate slaughter of the defenceless civilians of Cenabum. One can
forgive his opponents, but he was no opponent, he was a traitor and a ruthless
murderer, and he brought ruin to his own followers as well. The advantage of
killing him is infinitely greater than the advantage of sparing him. The death
of Vercingetorix is not Caesar's choice, it makes everyone happy, Baculus, the
Romans and the Gauls.’

Publius Sestius nodded.

‘It only seems to upset you.”

‘Six years in there was a long time for me too, Sceva. I had time to think,
to remember, but also to forget.”

“The people want to see the blood of the enemy king on the Sacred Way,
when they have seen it they will think that the danger is gone, that there will
be room for mercy in later triumphs. In the Egyptian triumph, a real gem will
be displayed, Arsinoe, Cleopatra's younger sister, whose life will be spared in
exchange for a good compromise, an exile to Ephesus. In the third triumph,
over the king of Pontus, Pharnace, in the absence of the defeated king, killed
in battle, the little son will be shown with a sign symbolising the speed with
which Caesar humiliated his father, there will be written... 'veni, vidi, vici', 1
came, I saw and I conquered... or something like that. Even the little son of the
dead king is spared, as you can imagine. Finally, the African triumph, the one
that people did not want to see. A triumph over the defeat of Pompey, turned
into a triumph over the defeat of the Numidian king Juba, his ally, who also
died in battle. A triumph without dignity, because in reality it concealed a
victory over other Romans, achieved even with the presence of Gauls in
Caesar's legions.

The two looked at each other, even Sceva was not the same as he had been
six years before.

“Vercingetorix’s will be the only execution of these four triumphs, show
him no mercy, Baculus. He must die, and the people must see his body
dragged through the streets.”
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Rome, 25 September 46 BC - The night before Caesar’s triumphal parade
over the Gauls

Vercingetorix heard the footsteps of Publius Sestius in the Carcer. His six
years of imprisonment there had taught him to recognise all sounds, and
Baculus' footsteps were unmistakable.

The Arvernian pulled himself up from his uncomfortable bed and
stepped into the beam of light coming from above, his eyes fixed on the hole.

‘Il drop you the ladder, get ready to get out, we have to be quick.”

There was no time to reply, Publius placed the lantern on the ground and
fumbled with the ladder as it slid down into the Tullus.

‘Hold it, help me.

Vercingetorix took the ladder and helped the Roman.

‘Up you come, move!’

The Rix climbed the ladder, the weight of the vincula on his ankles.

‘Come on, come on!

The prisoner narrowed his eyes, blinded by the dim light of the lantern,
and looked around. Baculus was alone, and there was no shadow of a guard.

“Take off your irons,” Publius ordered, handing him the keys, ‘then put on
this cloak, quickly!

“What is it, Baculus?’

‘Quick, don't ask questions, we have to get out of here before the guards
come.’

‘Leave... where?

‘Leave, Rix, move.’

Vercingetorix clanked his keys and shook his hands while the other
walked towards the entrance of the cave with a torch. In a few moments,
Vercingetorix reached Baculus, and the two of them walked through the cave,
past the guardhouse and to the grate, which was opened.

‘Put your hood on. Let's go!

The two were out in the dark, and after a few steps they were in the crowd.
There were people everywhere, stalls selling everything, laughter, the smell of
hot wine and sausages.
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“This way!’

The Arvernian walked with his head bowed, his gaze fixed on the back of
Baculus, who preceded him, occasionally raising his head to meet the gaze of
the crowd that had come to witness Caesar's triumph.

The people who wanted him dead were already celebrating the triumph
of prosperity, for everyone was out enjoying themselves, drinking and eating.
A patrol of night-watchmen crossed their path, and one of the auxiliaries
saluted Publius, who replied and pulled ahead, taking the hooded man with
him.

Vercingetorix's heart seemed to burst in his chest from the exertion of the
long, fast walk and the taste of freedom which intoxicated him more than
wine.

‘A boat is waiting for us by the river.’

The two of them crossed a bridge and walked down to the wharf where
the boats were moored. Men in dark cloaks were waiting for them in one of
them.

‘Get in, Rix!

Vercingetorix climbed into the boat with Publius, and the men of the crew
used poles to push it away from the shore. A few rows and the sounds of the
city were behind them. Vercingetorix turned to look at Rome, teeming with
revelers; on the opposite side, ahead of him, the black wake of the water was
a carpet of sparks coming straight from the moon.

‘Why did you do that?’

Baculus did not answer, he stared at him motionlessly, without a word,
and then Vercingetorix turned back to look at the river that had carried him to
freedom. He breathed in the air that refreshed his face and closed his eyes to
feel the life inside him, but when he opened them again, he saw nothing. He
blinked several times before realising that he was in the darkness of the
Tulliano.

He pulled himself up and sat down on the plank bed, trying to breathe,
but there was no air. It had been a damned dream that had brought him out
of it. For six endless years he had only been able to get out of Tullus by
dreaming.

‘I can't stand it anymore,' he cried in his own language. Father, take me
away, I can't stand it any longer. Take me away, I beg you.”

Footsteps came from the cave, it was the whole guard.
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The Arvernian pulled himself up from his uncomfortable bed and
stepped into the beam of light coming from above, his eyes fixed on the hole.

‘Tl lower you down the ladder,” Publius told him from above. “We have
to go, Rix./

The prisoner climbed the ladder, struggling to carry the weight of the
vincula around his ankles, and when he emerged into the carcer he saw at
least half a dozen armed guards and Publius Sestius Baculus, wearing a snow-
white tunic with a breastplate covered in military decorations.

‘Has the time come?’

“Yes, Rix, it has come. We must prepare ourselves.’

Vercingetorix agreed as a servant opened a trunk and began to place the
contents on the stool.

‘We have to dress you, take off what you are wearing,’

Within moments the prisoner was naked before the guards. As they
handed him the breeches and tunic he had worn in Alesia, his heart began to
pound, and when it was time for Damona's cloak, the great king of the
Arvernians barely held back a sob.

‘Even the bracelets, put them on him.’

They handed him his mother's brooch, which he put on himself, stroking
it along with the cloak, while Publius pointed to the bottom of the chest: “The
shoes?’

‘No, replied the slave, ‘no shoehorn, the people must see the irons at the
ankles. It's all right, it's just the make-up that's missing.’

Another slave approached him with pastes and began to apply make-up
to his face. Vercingetorix remained motionless, humiliated by the servant who
blacked out his eyes with soot powder. Next came the cheeks, which were
coloured with red earth.

“There, it is done.”

Publius looked at the Rix with embarrassment, the make-up making his
eyes stand out and his cheeks give him the grotesque appearance of a
theatrical mask.

“We have to go somewhere, Rix. There will be people, I can't take the
vincula off.”

The Arvernian nodded and looked at the hole in the floor, ‘I'm not going
back there again?’
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‘Never in there again....”

The great warrior king's eyes glazed over. ‘Good.”

The group set off, and after a few moments were outside the Mamertine,
where more armed guards were waiting to keep the crowd away.

“That's him!

“It's the Gallic king!’

“To the death!”

‘Keep them away!” ordered Publius, ‘do not spare the beating of those
who approach.”

“To the death!’

The guards circled the Rix as he advanced, following his jailer through the
streets of Rome. The people let them pass, limiting themselves to a few insults;
no one had any intention of being beaten, or worse, of ending up in prison and
getting a few lashes instead of watching the big show the next morning.

A large open clearing filled with soldiers and fires was the group's
temporary destination, but they were stopped by some guards guarding the
entrance to the Field of Mars, which had been turned into a temporary camp.
When Publius announced that he had arrived with the distinguished prisoner,
he was surrounded by the veterans of the XIlIth Legion.

“Is this the king of the Gauls?’

‘Men, come and see the king up close.

A crowd of tipsy and jubilant legionaries stood around, singing. ‘If you
behave well, you will be punished; if you behave badly, you will be king.”

“The king, the king!’

‘Drink with us, king.

Publius Sestius stepped in, showing his load of decorations. ‘Stand back!”

‘Hey, Centurio, take it easy!

‘Come on, Centurion, let's celebrate.”

There was some pushing and shoving, Publius pulled out his cane, and
fortunately the cackling drew the centurions nearby, who came to calm the
soldiers down.

‘I want a safe place to put the prisoner,” Publius told them sulkily.

‘Let's all calm down, let's put him with the other prisoners who have to
parade tomorrow.”

‘He cannot be with the others, this is Vercingetorix.’
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‘It is only a matter of a few hours, soon we will begin to prepare for the
procession, and at least there is the fence with the guards. It is impossible to
control the men tonight.”

‘Impossible to control the men?’

‘Centurion, the youngest of them have five years of war behind them, they
are looking forward to drinking, partying and whoring. Besides, we have been
ordered to entertain them and make them sing whatever they like at the
parade tomorrow, and they are taking advantage of that.”

‘I don't care, I'm in charge of the prisoner, nothing’s happened to him in
six years, and he almost ended up with me and my auxiliaries in the middle
of a bunch of drunken legionaries. Get a few of them clubbed and you'll see
that the others will calm down too.”

‘Now calm down, no one will be clubbed tonight, let me speak to the
tribune and we'll see where to put you, in the meantime come with me, for
now we'll put you near the praetorian tent, where the insignia are. Come, this
way.

The group passed the prisoners' enclosure and Vercingetorix glanced
between the torches. In some he saw the reflection of himself at the beginning
of his captivity, his head still held high and his gaze proud, in others despair.
He peered into the crowd of shadows, searching for a familiar look, but found
none. Who knew what tribe they were from, who knew where they had come
from? Judging by their condition, they had not been captured long ago,
perhaps on a raid into territories still hostile to Rome, to gather prisoners for
the triumph. They may not even have been Gauls; they may have been
labourers, slaves of some rich landowner. A giant with irons at his wrists
watched him pass without saying anything.

‘Over there, stand by the fire!” said the centurion leading them, having
reached the insignia of the XIIIth legion, guarded by a large group of sinewy
sentries.

‘Sit down, Rix!

Vercingetorix was exhausted. After so long motionless in the pit, the
journey had worn him out. He sat down as Publius took a last look around
before sitting down opposite him. The two stared at each other through the
fumes of the fire's heat.

“You did it after all, brought me alive to Caesar’s Triumph.’

‘So, it seems.”

136



‘So... no mercy?’

The embers crackled. The question was simple, a long silence was the
answer that left no doubt.

"How will it happen?’

‘Strangulation.”

The Arvernian nodded. “Will you be the one?’

‘No, no... I will carry you along the route of the procession, then... I will
escort you back to the Mamertine.

The Rix's gaze dropped to the embers. “Will you be there to watch?’

Publius swallowed, his face tightening.

‘Because... you would give me courage.’

‘I will remain if you wish.

‘It would help me.

‘I had hoped for a different ending, Rix.”

“This is my fate, I came here in chains on the road I took to freedom. I have
tried to sow most all my life, but I have not reaped as much, and what has not
given meaning to my life may give meaning to my death. In the end, death
will be my liberation, the way out of all this. From tomorrow I will be a free
man, Baculo, I am no longer afraid of dying, my only regret is that I did not
live life to the fullest.

“You did what you could, you faced adversity with courage, you spent six
years in captivity to arrive at this moment with your head held high. You had
great strength, Rix.”

‘It would have been better to die in Alesia, as you always said.’

‘Tt wasn't like that, don't think about it.”

“Yes, there's no going back.

‘No.

] can't even go on, Baculo, I've resigned myself to death and tomorrow
I'll relieve you of my burden, but it's time for you to resign yourself to life.”

Another log crackled.

‘Free yourself from the ruins of your past that you keep imagining are
there. Life is in front of you, not behind you like mine. Look ahead, Baculo,
look at what will happen tomorrow, the day after tomorrow, next spring. You
survived, that's what matters, don't think about what you no longer have, it's
gone. You still haven't realised that you don't need what you had to be well.
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You don't need it, you haven't needed it all these years.”

Vercingetorix looked in the direction of the dungeon in the distance.

‘Everything that is in the past moves away from us, whether we want it
to or not. I would have given who knows what to have heard that prisoner
speak my name, but instead he did not know who I was. I was welcomed by
the crowds, now there is nothing. Since I have no future, I cling to the past, but
you, you don't have to, because you have a future. Accept what has happened
to you, you cannot change the past and you cannot control the future, but
instead of complaining about the difficulty of living, live!’

The black rimmed eyes grew brighter than fire.

‘Live! Live, Baculo, in joy, in suffering, in passions; do not postpone life to
a moment that will never come, enjoy every moment. If you do not call back
the demons, they will remain where they are, and from afar you will see them
as they are: already small.’

‘Everything is in front of you, Baculo, joys, sorrows, tears, smiles,
struggles, freedom, life. Don't you want to see what happens tomorrow? I do,
I'would very much like to.

A sooty tear trickled down his scarlet cheek, and Vercingetorix clutched
his cloak, sinking his fingers into the weave of the fabric. ‘If only all this had
been for Damona's survival. All this time I have regretted not going to Alesia
to share her fate. It was terrible, Baculo, there was not a day I did not relive
that moment.”

Publius tightened his lips, searching for words. ‘I am sure she is waiting
for you and proud of you, you did everything she asked.’

The Rix rested his cheek on his cloak. ‘I don't know, but at least this pain
I'm carrying will go away with life.”

‘She's waiting for you, Rix, I am sure of that.”
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LI

THE TRIUMPH
ROME, SEPTEMBER 26TH, 46 B.C.

Light slowly replaced darkness as Rome’s sleepless night turned to day; a
day destined for history. Out of the dawn mist emerged knights, soldiers,
slaves, senators, prisoners, artists, musicians, generals, strange animals,
massive chariots, golden litters, and war machines. Everything that had made
Caesar great in Gaul was gathered on the Field of Mars, preparing for the
grand procession to the Temple of Jupiter.

An elephant trumpeted, drawing stares from those who'd never seen
such a creature. Oxen with golden horns pulled a huge chariot laden with
weapons and shields, while musicians blew twisted buffalo horns. A satyr
danced and made the crowd laugh, leaping toward Vercingetorix.

‘And who might you be?” he asked, jumping towards Vercingetorix. ‘A
Gaul? A fearsome Gaul?’

‘Go away!” growled Baculus, waving his stick. The satyr vanished into the
crowd.

‘Here, Rix, I found some food.

Vercingetorix took the bowl, shook his head and handed it back to
Publius. ‘I'm not hungry, Publius.’

‘Neither am I

The contents sizzled in the dying embers as Vercingetorix looked around
in a daze. He had no idea what a Roman triumphal procession was, and
everything he saw was both incredible and incomprehensible.

“What's going on, Baculus?’

‘I don't know, Rix, it's my first time too.”

A group of elegantly dressed young men passed by, carrying vessels filled
with gold coins, and behind them other musicians with lutes.

Then a group of flutists with belts and gold crowns paraded in perfect
order, singing and dancing.

“Make way!

Slaves cleared the way for a team of eight garlanded horses pulling a
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massive chariot laden with bronze spoils taken from ships, followed by siege
engines drawn by oxen. Vercingetorix thought of Avaricum and Gergovia,
but the sight of them in chains made it all more striking.

“There he is,” Publius muttered, spotting the centurion of the XIIIth Legion
who had led him before. He arrived with orderlies and a freedman holding a
large chiselled shield.

‘Ave, Publius Sestius Baculus, I have brought you the shield of the King
of the Gauls. You must carry it on the road.”

The ex-primipilus stood astonished, then took the heavy shield.

‘Why does the prisoner not wear the vincula around his neck?’

‘I didn't know he had to...”

‘Of course he must! Quick, find a chain!” he shouted to his slaves. ‘Take
one from a prisoner, a bull, an elephant, just find me a chain!

His men scattered into the crowd. The freedman turned back to Baculus.
‘Listen carefully. I'll put you in place. Ahead are the dancers, followed by
chariots with spoils and prisoners. In front of you will be a centurion leading
a black horse: the King of the Arvernians” horse.”

Esus, Vercingetorix thought, searching him with his gaze.

‘Behind the horse, four soldiers carry the condemned man’s armor on a
ferculum. After them, others carry painted tablets of the Gallic revolt. You will
walk about twenty paces behind, holding the shield in one hand and the chain
in the other.”

‘I only have one hand.’

The freedman widened his eyes.

‘Calm down, I will hold the chain and the shield in the same hand.”

“Are you sure? If not, I'll find another...”

‘I am sure!

‘As you wish,” continued the doubting freedman, ‘behind you will be the
satyr announcing the arrival of the other prisoners, then on and on to all the
rest, from hostages to senators, whom you do not care about. But...,” the freed
man opened his mouth and looked at Vercingetorix. “The make-up here is
going, I wanted him to be more frightening, fix it at once.”

The servants were immediately around the Rix, fixing his make-up, as the
freedman began to give his instructions to the prisoner as well. ‘Do you
understand me?’

140



‘He understands you.”

“You don't have to walk close to him, you have to stand a few steps behind
him. Did you understand what I said?’

‘He understood you.”

‘The choreography is very important, if the horse in front of you stops,
you have to stop too, you can't push. The condemned man must be clearly
visible to everyone, hopefully they will find a long enough chain, and you,
Centurion, you must pull him now and then, but keep him away, people must
see him, people want to see him, they want to insult him, they want to see him
dead. Do you understand?’

Publius stared at the freedman, clenched his jaw and flared his nostrils.
His heart began to beat.

‘Centurion... I am speaking to you, do you understand?’

Publius Sestius lifted his shield in a flash and brought its lower edge two
fingers from the freedman's throat.”

“At the next word, I will rip your head from your neck and tie it to the belt
of the Gallic king. To make it more gruesome, for the choreography.’

‘I found... a chain,” said one of the slaves in the retinue, who returned and
looked at Publius in horror. ‘But not the neck ring.’

‘Hurry and put it on his wrists,” ordered Publius Sestius, watching the
servant's trembling hands at work. ‘Is this the horse to follow?’

The freedman nodded, still trying to catch his breath from the shock.

‘Come on, let's go, Rix.”

“That's not my horse.”

‘I thought not.”

‘And that's not my shield.’

“Vercingetorix! Vercingetorix!

Publius Sestius and the prisoner turned around. Behind them, on a
chariot, a man was shouting and shaking his chained fists at the sky. He wore
armour and a helmet that shone in the sunlight. The Rix narrowed his eyes
and opened his mouth wide. ‘Vercassivellaunus....”

“Vercingetorix!”

His stomach and heart clenched.

‘Courage!’

A soldier reached the chariot and clubbed Vercassivellaunus to silence
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him.

‘No!” Vercingetorix roared, tugging at the chain held by Publius. ‘Please,
Baculus, let me see him.

A glance passed between them.

‘I beg you.” With firm steps, Baculus walked towards the chariot, taking
the Arvernian with him. ‘Hey you, soldier, hold it!’

The legionnaire stopped his strikes. “Who are you?’

‘Publius Sestius Baculus, primipilus of the Xllth Legion, leave that
prisoner or you will taste my stick!”

The soldier glanced at the pile of military decorations on Publius' chest
and left Vercassivellaunus, who stood up with a trickle of blood running
down his forehead. The two cousins looked into each other's faces as if
petrified. Vercingetorix looked at the chains on his cousin's wrists; they were
of gold.

“They caught me at Alesia, I had broken through the wall, I had almost
made it. Victory was there, Rix, it just missed us by a whisker. I'm sorry,
forgive me.’

Vercingetorix shook his head. ‘I always knew you did everything you
could, I was sure of it.”

‘1 did not betray you!

‘I know.’

‘I've done nothing but think of you and hope to see you again.”

‘Me too.”

From the wagon, Vercassivellaunus held out his hand and his cousin tried
to shake it, their fingers brushed, the trumpets sounded and in the distance
the roar of the people could be heard. Some officers shouted for positions.

‘We must go.’

‘Courage, Rix, as you always have had.’

Eyes glazed over. ‘Hold on, Vercassivellaunus, hold on for me, and if you
can, go back to Arvernia one day and tell of us.’

Twill

‘Promise it to me.”

‘I promise!

A decurion on horseback rode by from the procession. ‘Enter the
procession in column. Hey you, with the prisoner!’

142



‘We must go, Rix.”

‘Farewell, Vercassivellaunus.”

‘Farewell, Rix, I take you with me.’

The chain was tightened and Vercingetorix had to follow his jailer for the
final journey. The two stood behind the four who carried the armour on the
litter and those who held the painted panels.

“Thank you, Baculus.’

Publius Sestius turned, more trumpets, more shouts from the crowd. ‘It
will be hard, Rix, look to the sky and think of home. This body is not yours,
this is not you.”

Vercingetorix nodded, his legs trembling, the delirium caught in his
throat.

‘Hold on a little longer, for the last time.”

“Yes, one more time...."

The procession moved ahead of them. ‘Let's go, Rix.”

The chain lengthened and Vercingetorix followed Publius, step by step,
looking up at the clear sky of this hot day, filled with music, shouts, laughter,
applause and flower petals that seemed to rain down from above.

You must be strong, Vercingetorix.

“There he is!’

‘It's the king of the Gauls!’

“You bastard!

“Kill him!

Spitting began to come from the people, A rotten egg hit him in the chest
as the procession passed through the parodoi of Pompey's theatre.

This body is not yours, this is not you.

“Kill him Centurion, kill him!

A little boy threw dung at him and everyone burst out laughing.

“We want to see him dead!

The two passed under the Triumphal Gate, beyond which the roar grew
louder. The scaffolding was swarming with people, waving their hands and
shouting. Between the glances of the many in the crowd who insulted him,
Vercingetorix imagined his mother's face looking at him with tears in her eyes.
Your father would be proud of you Vercingetorix, great warrior king.

‘Mother...
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You must be strong.

‘Die you bastard!’

Do you hear those voices? They're calling my name. Everyone out there is calling
my name because they believe in me.

More dung, more laughter, more insults and petals from the sky.
Something struck him in the temple. Vercingetorix stopped and put his hands
to his head, and Publius froze.

‘Can you go on, Rix?’

“Yes.

‘Hold on.

Another egg, and this time it hurt as it caught Damona's cloak.
Vercingetorix turned with bloodshot eyes and tried to charge the crowd,
roaring like a lion, but Publius quickly pulled the chain and the public slaves
holding the people back lunged at the Arvernian, clubbing him.

‘Stop! Stop, I said!’

Publius stood in front of the prisoner, protecting him with his shield, and
with a fierce glare he created a vacuum around him.

‘Get up, Rix!’

Tcan't..”

“You have to walk, Rix, if you can't do it with your legs, they'll beat it out
of you by dragging you behind the horse,” Publius leaned down and spoke to
him in a whisper. ‘Do it standing up, as king of the Arvernians, don't give
them the satisfaction. Get up! Get up, Rix, remember who you are!’

Vercingetorix crawled and then stood, staggering. The crowd cheered and
resumed their insults and throws.

You must be strong.

Publius lengthened his stride; Vercingetorix's fall had taken him away
from the litter and the planks. He, too, could take no more. He had seen all
kinds of battles and terrible wounds, but he could not bear what he was
seeing. He turned to look at Rix, who was already following him, helpless,
absent, without will, without strength, without life.

He looked forward again, trapped in the wings of the cheering crowd that
came to him with their shouts, their music and their applause.

‘Death to the bastard!

The chain tightened again, Vercingetorix stopped, struck by something.
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Publius approached him. ‘Courage!

A handful of dung hit Baculus, who glared at the crowd, though it made
no difference. As he turned to continue, he spotted Aulo, Remilla’s son, whom
he had rescued two days earlier. Their eyes met briefly, a moment of silent
understanding, before Publius moved on through the frenzied crowd.

Laughter, emotion, shouts, verses, insults, hymns. All this emotion
translated into an unbearable din that followed the pair on a long and arduous
journey that on other days would have seemed little more than a walk. After
all, that was what the crowd was expected to do in this procession:
Vercingetorix, along with the other prisoners who paraded, served to remind
hundreds of thousands of Romans that even a sovereign could fall to the dust
and, above all, of the risks they would have run if this war had ended in defeat,
if fate had been against them and if they had not had a man like Caesar.

Finally, the column of Menia appeared above the heads of the people to
announce the final destination of the procession. Behind the column was the
Gemonian staircase, which awaited the arrival of the triumphant hero to take
him to the temple of Capitolinus Jupiter, where the ceremony would end after
the completion of the last formality: the execution of the public enemy of the
Republic, which would take place in the Mamertine prison, at the foot of the
stairs.

The spectators were kept away from the base of the Gemonias, but the
shouts and hymns reached everywhere without interruption, accompanying
the work of the guards who kept the procession moving so as not to cause a
bottleneck. One of the slaves tugged at the little boy Publius Sestius had seen
in the crowd, who had somehow made it up there. "Hey you!

The slave turned towards Baculus.

‘Leave the child alone!’

It was better not to argue with the centurion who carried Vercingetorix on
his chain. The servant let go, and a moment later the boy had disappeared,
dodging one of the bulls to be sacrificed, which was standing in the middle of
the road, unable to move forward or backward. In the confusion of the
moment, two elephants became nervous and began to trumpet.

It took a long time for all the pachyderms to line up again on either side of
the passage leading to the Gemonies. Then the chariots, which had formed a
traffic jam with all those who had completed the triumphal route, resumed
their journey.
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‘Hurry up with those chariots and war machines, get them past the Curia,
let's go, let's go!’

Finally, they managed to drag the bull away as well.

‘Hey, you with the scenery, get up the stairs! Hurry up!

“The senators have to get through, let them through, they have to get up
to the temple.”

For a moment, in the confusion, they seemed to forget Vercingetorix. He
was filthy, covered with all the things people had thrown at him. He seemed
to have aged ten years on the road; he was not yet thirty-five, and looked like
a shivering old man, barely able to stand, staring into the void.

‘It's over, Rix,” Publius said as he approached. “You did it

One of the prison auxiliaries joined them, making his way through the
crowd. “This way, Baculus, we must reach the Mamertine.

The ex-centurion handed the shield to the guard and moved closer to the
condemned man. ‘Look at me when you are in there and think of Damona,
you are in your forests on a summer morning.’

The shaking increased uncontrollably.

‘Baculus, they are waiting for us.’

‘Remember who you are, Rix! Think of that ride on the river while
everyone was shouting your name.’

More auxiliaries arrived. “We must go to the Carcer, Baculus, Caesar's
chariot has broken an axle and stopped, slowing the parade, now we must
make up for lost time.

Vercingetorix's eyes glazed over. ‘I am afraid.’

‘Only a fool wouldn't be.

Vercingetorix nodded. ‘I will die as king of the Arvernians.’

‘Come on, Baculus, Sceva is waiting for us.’

The auxiliaries made their way through the crowd, and the two followed
them side by side to the entrance of the Tullian.

At the door the Arvernian turned to Baculus: ‘Live for me too!’
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LII
A BLOODLESS HEART

The roar of the crowd followed the group as they passed through the door
of the Mamertine and into the tunnel, piercing the deafening silence of the
Carcer. So often Publius had thought of this moment as his liberation, and at
last the long-awaited day was turning out to be nothing like he had imagined.

The joy of Rome reached into his secret bowels, so much so that the stone
vault of the tunnel seemed to echo with the shouts coming from outside.
Publius had lived there for almost six years, in the absence of light, in the
absence of time, years in which it had seemed to him that life had ceased
between those stones. Outside, everything had changed and the world had
gone on without him and Vercingetorix, who were now being summoned
from this tomb to finally settle accounts with the past.

Coming out of the burrow, Publius found the eyes of Paquio Sceva and a
dozen people he had never seen before; he guessed who they were from their
clothes. Closest to Sceva must have been the new tresviri capitales, who were in
full attendance at the execution. At the far end of the room, the executioner
and his two assistants stood cross-armed at the side of what must have been a
recently erected pole. On the opposite side stood three foreign dignitaries
who, from the clothes they wore, must have been Gauls.

‘The breaking of the triumphal chariot's plank has affected the whole
parade,” Sceva said to Publius, who was taking the prisoner into the carcer
with the guards. “We must catch up...”

The executioner began to prepare the leather strap. Prisoner and
condemned man looked at each other without saying anything. They could
no longer speak to each other in there, but in that look was the essence of those
years of shared life, for better or for worse.

‘Let's make this quick,” Sceva ordered, motioning for the guards to
proceed.

They took Vercingetorix by the chain and led him to the post. They made
him face the onlookers, leaving the executioner behind.

Only then did Rix recognise one of the foreign dignitaries. It was
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Epasnactus, the aristocrat he had driven out of Gergovia.

You're making a big mistake, Vercingetorix, you're taking on an enemy you can't
defeat, and what's worse, you're dragging down with you all those who absurdly
believe in you.

The presence of Epasnactus, dressed in the ceremonial robes of a noble
Avernus, was meant to signify that he had been placed in this position by
Caesar, and had been specially invited to the triumph to witness the final end
of the Gallic revolt. The world of Celtillus and Vercingetorix ended that day,
marking the beginning of a new era, and dying right before one of the
aristocrats who had fought his father was the final and greatest defeat that
could be inflicted upon the leader of the rebels.

It had all been in vain.

“Vercingetorix, son of Celtillo,” Sceva sentenced, looking at the Arvernian.
“You enlisted under our insignia, which you then betrayed. You acted against
the Roman Res Publica by leading an armed insurrection against our legions
stationed in Gaul. You have been guilty of heinous crimes, persecuting and
killing innocent Roman citizens.

The Senate of Rome sentences you to death by strangulation, and in view
of the gravity of your crimes, you are deprived of any opportunity to defend
yourself.

The trembling went from his hands to his arms, which were clasped
around the pole. The carnifex turned to Sceva.

‘Shall I proceed?’

‘Proceed!

The executioner's hand began to twist the staff, tying the knot tighter and
tighter, and the faces of those present faded one by one, leaving only that of
Publius, who stared at him motionless, moving his lips without uttering a
sound.

I'm here with you Rix.

The Arvernian stared at the Roman with bright eyes.

Think of Damona.

The Arvernian king nodded, no longer able to control the trembling that
had reached his entire body.

You must be strong, Vercingetorix... you must be strong.

His neck tensed and became a network of veins.

Courage, Rix...
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The bloodshot eyes turned a deep green, even Publius' face disappeared,
everything became a blur...

Twish I had your strength, Damona...

You've got it, my heart is in you, just remember me. It is time to show an example,
be strong, you are the king.

The condemned man gritted his teeth, a scream that could never come out
again became a murmur. His eyes narrowed in that red and dirty face as the
leather strap twisted around his neck.

Now you must be king again. You will do it for Arvernia, you will do it for Gaul.
Your memory will give me the strength to welcome the inevitable, whatever it may be.

His legs shook with the convulsions, the great king of the Arvernians tried
to free himself with all the strength he had left, but he could do nothing against
the ropes and laces that held him to the pole. He began to foam at the mouth
and turned blue in the face.

Your father would have been proud of you.

He blinked his eyes, which seemed to have no pupils, searched
desperately for breath without finding it and shook his head. His mouth
opened and his tongue stuck out between strands of drool.

Freedom is not given to us, freedom must be taken and won, at any cost, even at
the cost of one's life.

The executioner tightened his grip again and Rix's head fell forward,
covering his face with dirty hair, but his body continued to move between
convulsions and nervous shudders as if he would not accept death.

Twill fight for this victory until my last breath.

Sceva looked at the executioner, who shook his head. He is not dead yet.
He looks dead, but in reality, he is only losing consciousness, it will take time.

‘Go ahead!’

The day has come, we are here, we have made it to our appointment with destiny,
you must be proud.

The shaking became a slight trembling. The lace could not be tightened
any further, but the executioner held on to it to prevent it from loosening,.

Ilove you, Damona.

His legs no longer supported his body, but the rope that bound him to the
stake and the lace that tightened his throat continued to hold the great warrior
king upright until the executioner released his grip and his head dangled
forward.
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“The execution is complete,” the carnifex pronounced.

Paquio Sceva stepped forward, placed his fingers on the victim's throat,
waited a few moments and nodded to the other magistrates. “The sentence is
carried out.

The triumvirs hurried to the exit, they had to report the outcome of the
execution to the triumphator who was waiting for them outside the
Gemonias. The Arvernian dignitaries followed the magistrates, but before
entering the cave, Epasnactus turned for a moment to watch the executioner
remove the lace and untie the rope, allowing Rix's lifeless body to fall to the
ground. He cast a last, satisfied glance at Vercingetorix's bluish face, peering
out from his smeared hair. The line of pretenders to the throne was
extinguished forever.

‘Remove the irons from his hands,” the executioner ordered his young
assistant, ‘and strip him.’

‘Is that really necessary?’ interrupted Baculus.

The executioner picked up the hook and looked at Publius Sestius. ‘At
least the tunic, I have to put the hook in his chest.

That was enough for Epasnactus. He turned and walked out, leaving only
the guards, Publius and the executioner with his assistants.

‘Rip his tunic without taking it off,” the centurion said firmly, ‘but first
make sure he is dead.’

‘He is dead.’

‘Do as I say! shouted Publius.

It was better not to contradict the man laden with decorations who was
scrutinising him like that. ‘Give me the hammer and the peg,” the executioner
said to one of his men, before turning Vercingetorix's head and delivering a
sharp blow to the base of his skull.

‘Alright?’

Publius nodded. “Take off the cloak and give it to me along with the
armbands.’

The carnifex turned Rix's body over, removed the cloak and stripped him
of the armbands. When he had given everything to Publius Sestius, he took
the hook.

It was enough even for a veteran centurion who had seen everything in
life. Publius took one last look at that face, still marked by the suffering of
death, and sat down on the stool by the side of the pit, looking at the dirty
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cloak in his hands, while outside, to the cheers of the crowd, Gaius Julius
Caesar walked up the steps to the temple of Jupiter.

He never raised his eyes to see anything of the executioner's work, not
even when he heard them drag the body of the Rix from the carcer. He
remained motionless, his eyes fixed on the weave of Damona's cloak, in that
timeless place.

Here s the cold struggle of a man who will not be saved. Here is the end of physical
strength, no more muscle, no more courage in action. Here is only the virtue of the
human soul. Here is only the ability to die.

Looking up at the stones on the floor, he saw Vercingetorix's blood
glistening as he was dragged out. A trickle, following the shape of the ground,
reached the pit and dripped into the Tullus.

You see, this circular black void separates misfortune from fortune, on this side is
light, freedom, life, and beyond this invisible boundary is darkness, imprisonment,
death.

Publius watched the drops disappear into the void from which he had
always heard Vercingetorix's footsteps, his words, his breath. Now, the
Tullian was as silent as a heart without blood.

But from here, where we are, one can have the privilege of learning much, from
here one can learn how to live.

“You were right, Barbatus.’

Publius got up, the noise from outside was over. He passed the pit and
reached the cave, walked through it and past the guardhouse towards the exit,
where he was blinded by the light. He covered his eyes and looked towards
the Temple of Jupiter: the triumphal procession was over; the crowd was
beginning to thin after the long hours of waiting and parading.

On the opposite side, the trail of blood disappeared into the crowd that
had invaded the now free street. With his head bowed, Publius walked
through the festive crowd, following the fading traces of vermilion until he
reached the middle of the Sublicio Bridge, where they finally disappeared.

Leaning against the parapet, Publius watched the river gleam like a carpet
of sparks in the sunset light.

Live, Baculus, in joy, in suffering, in passion; do not postpone life to a moment
that never comes, enjoy every moment. Everything is before you, Baculus, joys,
sorrows, tears, smiles, struggles, freedom, life. Don't you want to see what will happen
tomorrow? I do, I would very much like to.
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‘Goodbye, Rix, I hope your gods have given you back your peace.”

A gust of wind came up from below, bringing fresh air. Publius looked at
the bracelets and brooch he had received from the executioner, then threw
them into the river, leaving the Tiber to guard them with those who had
brought them. He looked at the cloak, clenching it between his fingers,
choking back the emotion in his throat, then loosening his grip and letting it
slip down.

“When you see her again, put the cloak back on her shoulders.”

His vision blurred for a few moments, just long enough to see the cloak
unfold and slide gently into the water before being swept away by the current.

‘Are you sad?’

Publius Sestius turned to his left and saw the little boy who had spoken.
Aulo, the baker's little delinquent.

‘A little.

“Why?’

‘I was saying goodbye to a friend I shall never see again...’

“'Has he gone?’

“Yes.

‘And he's not coming back?’

‘No.’

‘And can't you go to him?’

Publius smiled. ‘Of course, one day I will reach him... but it is still a day
away.’

Aulus nodded, looking at the current of the river.

‘How about eating a fritter?’

‘A honey fritter?’

“Yes.

A smile appeared on the child's face and Publius took his hand.

‘Let's go,” he said, turning one last time towards the carpet of light.
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CHAPTER

LI

HAS BEEN OMITTED FROM THIS SAMPLE MANUSCRIPT
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AUTHOR'S NOTE

Triumphus (the original title) was born on 14 October 2017, during a visit
to Mamertine prison. After stepping into that place, I felt an overwhelming
urge to set a story there.

I began researching Roman triumphs immediately, as I wanted the book
to open with a burst of emotion. I imagined seeing the triumphal procession
from a unique perspective: a child struggling to see over the crowd. This vision
inspired the first chapter, with little Aulo racing through the streets to catch a
glimpse of the wonders of Caesar's parade.

Initially, the plot seemed straightforward —a psychological relationship
between the prisoner and the jailer, separated by the famous hole to the
Tullian pit. But as I delved into Vercingetorix’s revolt, the story expanded. To
portray Vercingetorix’s motivations, I had to go back to his childhood, the loss
of his father, and simplify the historical facts, keeping only the key characters.
If it feels like there are many names in the story, know that I've included only
the most essential figures. Caesar mentions far more in De Bello Gallico and the
list of peoples involved in the coalition alone could fill a page.

The work of condensing characters and streamlining the story took three
years of passion, study, and doubt. Now, as I finish, I feel like I'm leaving the
Tullian, at peace, much like Publius Sestius Baculus, who resembles me in
many ways.

The final words of The Prisoner of Caesar were written on 30 March 2021. I
had immersed myself so deeply in it that I could no longer be objective. I wrote
itin solitude, without feedback, making it truly my own. But I needed to know
if readers would feel the same excitement. As Vercingetorix says in the book,
"the road you take does not always lead to where you want to go."

The day the book was finished, I gave a copy to a group of friends to see
what they thought. Their reactions made me realise I had arrived where I
wanted to go. [would like to thank them all, in strict order of the date the book
was handed in, starting with my colleague Andrea Bianchi, who did an
enormous amount of reading and editing. He read it twice in a few days and
kept me constantly informed by email. He found it beautiful, compelling, and
brilliant, but on the second reading, he rediscovered parts he had missed and
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found it even better. I continue with Marco Neri, my personal idol since
childhood, author of several books on nutrition and training techniques, and
one of Italy's best-known sports coaches and experts in nutrition and dietetics.
On this occasion, Marco left the scientific field to pursue his great passion, the
history of ancient Rome.

I'would also like to thank him for the double reading that kept him locked
in my Tullian for several days. Marco, who is very knowledgeable about the
subject, understood the effort of historical research and also pointed out that
the character sketch of Vercingetorix and Baculus was worthy of a psychology
book. Even for him, the second reading reinforced the feelings of the first.

Could a woman's opinion have been missing? I would say not, which is
why I added Silvana Mazza, a great reader who has long collaborated with
blogs and book review sites, to the group. Silvana shared her enthusiasm with
me and admitted that she had fallen in love with my Vercingetorix to the point
of emotion, and she could not have told me anything more beautiful.

To these very first readers of The Prisoner of Caesar, I add Vito Rufolo, a
true lover of Roman history and someone I hold in high esteem. Vito has
literally seen the world, having travelled the length and breadth of the globe
while working in the textile industry, and now that he is enjoying his well-
earned retirement, I took the opportunity to ask him if he could see
Vercingetorix in my lines. He told me that Vercingetorix and Caesar jump out
of the pages of the story, taking the reader from Rome to Alesia in a succession
of emotions.

Finally, I want to express my deepest gratitude to my friend Des Hubbard,
who poured extraordinary care and dedication into the translation of this
book, meticulously working on it word by word. Without him, the English
version would never have seen the light of day. His attention to detail has been
incredible, he didn’t just translate, he refined, questioned, and even uncovered
errors that were present in the original language. Des, you are truly the best.

Now, The Prisoner of Caesar is ready to cross the oceans and reach readers
across the world — his prison is no longer the Tullianum.

I could not have wished for anything better from this work, I give it to the
publisher. It is said that half of a book is written by the writer, the other half
must be written by the readers.

I entrust it to you, make it a triumph.
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