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			How to read the adventures of Marcus Valerius and Deirdre of Armorica

This is a complex narrative web in which the two stories come together, intertwine and abandon each other just to re-join later, as the relationship between two people can be, when they face the winding roads of an authentic “journey of life”. Except that the life in question is not so much theirs as that of an entire continent and its civilization.
The outline of Marcus Valerius story begins in 476 AD, at the formal end of the Western Empire, when our hero is at the Eastern court: that Empire still Roman which, however, has Constantinople as its capital.
Soldier and lover of Empress Aelia Ariadne - one of the most influential personalities of her time, yet almost disappeared from historical chronicle due to her gender and her ability - Marcus initially fights for his sovereign, which is in turn engaged in a desperate effort to save not only the empire, but her own life from the pitfalls of the most treacherous court in history, where the deadliest threats come from her own family. Over time, Marcus will discover (or rediscover) universal values for which to fight beyond his affection for a woman who has dedicated her life to Rome rather than to herself.
His story unfolds in an era of spies, betrayals and battles that we witness closely, as experienced and seen by one of the last Roman soldiers, in turn engaged in missions and roles striving to keep alive two empires they are disintegrating and moving away from each other. Almost a desperate effort, as Marcus is refusing to accept the irreversibility of what appears to be the end of the world, and which witness the rise of the new masters of Europe.
Marcus’ is a novel that digs deep not only in history as we know it, but which goes further, in search of everything that was lost in the fog of a time when chroniclers were disappearing. A novel made up of research and reconstruction of events that we know to have really happened, but we have no clear clue about.
This relatively realistic universe, still consistent with established historiography is inextricably intertwined with the world of Deidre of Armorica, the young “elf” symbolically born on the vernal equinox of that same year 476 AD in which Marcus’ adventures begin, but whose story unfolds in a completely different domain, steeped in an ancestral and timeless rural culture, made not of facts but of legends; stories of magicians and arcane powers that Light and Darkness can grant only to those who “possess the gift of the Goddess”; a world that comes to us not through the dry chronicles of the very few scholars left in the West, but through the colourful, multiform and elusive legendary tradition of our continent.
Deirdre’s track is not a Roman paved road, however worn, like the ones that Marcus rides: it is a barely recognizable trail in a forest populated by mythical and indistinct figures, which have come down to us not in rolls of parchment written in ink, but through stories told for centuries in front of domestic fires to the frightened children of a world that had lost the light of civilization, culture and justice: a world that had lost Rome.
Unlike Marcus, a soldier already hardened by battles, Deirdre begins her adventure as a victim, but will know how to stand against injustices and abuses and will leave in search of a revenge, that she will pursue with ruthless determination, but also with a growing sense of responsibility. In the end, her search will merge into Marcus’: that for a new world heir to Rome, where justice does not come from the magnanimity of a king but from laws rooted in the
soul of a population free from oppression.
The two novels - historical the first and markedly fantasy the second - do not end in individual books but intertwine with each other in many different stories influencing and supporting each other to explain and connect well-known episodes, famous legends and obscure facts representing the tale of a dark and glorious era; a short period shrouded in darkness due to the absence of historical sources and at the same time - and for the same reason - source to all the great national legends of the West : that compelling era in which the world found itself the orphan of Rome, and in which Europe gave its first cries.

***

Inevitably, in such a complex intertwining where historical reality and fantasy mix in an attempt to recreate an almost forgotten world, and where, moreover, we look with the very different lenses of historical reality and epic legend, it is easy to get lost.
The double track followed by After Rome project, as we have said, follows two very distinct tracks; fans of the historical category may prefer the adventures of Marcus, and the faithful of the “fantasy” variety will probably prefer to follow the stories of Deirdre. It is absolutely possible to walk the two paths separately without any of them losing readability or understanding.
But just as the culture of our nations is made up of both History and Literature, in the same way After Rome offers its best by following both narrative lines alternating them.

	So where to start? ...

Obviously, if someone has a strong preference for the historical or fantasy style, they have the opportunity to simply follow the story of the character that best suits their tastes, ignoring their counterpart and simply meeting them when the tracks intersect. 
But those who want to fully exploit the potential of the After Rome project must necessarily engage both narrative paths. In order not to get lost in the complex and dark world of our characters, we have developed sort of a “map” that will allow the reader to move with a certain ease between one track and another without losing the thread of events - historical or legendary - that mark the rhythm. 
To access the “map”, click here. 
In any case, by way of advice, it is suggested to use and keep in mind the dates provided at each chapter as references to frame the events chronologically... Even if we have further complicated things by using the Roman or Celtic calendar from time to time, depending on whether the track in question is that of Marcus Valerius Eurus or that of Deirdre of Armorica.
Happy reading, and steady nerves: the world of After Rome is a constant challenge, not recommended for weak spirits...


Instructions for using the notes 

Inserted in the text of the novel there are numerous note pages intended to explain terms or expand concepts for the readers who may be interested. By clicking on the numbered links, you will automatically open the extra content. In order to go back to the previous page, you will have to click the number identifying the same note page.

		

	
		
			To Monica, late wife and courageous companion in adventure, without whose affectionate encouragement I would never have started writing again.

			Preface

			The year 476 AD has long been conventionally fixed as the transition from Ancient to the Middle Ages. Many historians have at various times observed how this date is misleading, as in reality it did not mark anything particularly significant from a historical point of view and unlike the discovery of America it did not change the perspectives of the universe.
More importantly, no one at the time felt a change in their life or in the state of the world. The Edict of Milan, triggering the conversion of the empire as a state entity from paganism to Christianity, had a much greater impact and occurred in correspondence with a profound change in the formal constitution of the State and in the social customs of the time.
The deposition of Romulus Augustulus, however, also due to his peculiar nickname, had an irresistible romantic impact and therefore the convention stuck. Since this is a fixed point in the collective imagination, I have adapted to it and therefore it is here, in the year of the consulship of Basiliscus and Armatus - as its contemporaries knew it - that our story begins.

In fact, that year saw a somewhat peculiar situation, as both branches of the empire were ruled by usurpers: in the West this Romulus formally reigned, installed by his father Orestes who held royal power, and the legitimate sovereign was sheltered at Salona, in Dalmatia; in the East, the legitimate rulers Zeno and Aelia Ariadne had been deposed by a composite power group initially directed by the widowed empress Aelia Verina and in which her brother Basiliscus had later emerged with arrogance, and the ousted rulers had fled to the remote region of Isauria.
For several centuries now, the empire, in its various configurations (unified, divided, pagan, Christian, principality, absolute monarchy...) had been afflicted by two endless, looming threats: the external one represented by the barbarian populations pressing on the borders, and that internal one, consisting of coups d’état launched with increasing frequency by anyone who considered himself capable of putting them into practice. Between these two threats, the incumbent emperors had always prioritized the second, as it was more immediate and directly brought to their person.
It must be understood that the sense of the State at the time was completely different from ours: first of all, there was no concept of the separation of powers, which had gradually become centralized in the figure of the sovereign - due to the reform of Constantine which placed the authority of the Augustus so above the ordinary as to associate it with the will of the new god which he tamed for his own political needs; secondly, Rome appeared to everyone as eternal and immutable, a sensation created by the length of it supremacy.
Basically, for the inhabitants of the empire and even for its barbarian neighbours, Rome was the World and as such it was a fixed fact of life: it could not “fall”; but it could be used. Both the usurpers and the barbarians did not intend to overthrow Rome, but only to appropriate it. Apart from Attila, all the barbarian rulers aspired to be part of the empire and to create within it a safe spot for their people and possibly a very specific position of power for themselves within it. A clear demonstration of this was the obsession of the barbarian leaders to be appointed Magister Militum, the commander-in-chief of the imperial army: not to become emperors themselves... Let alone to overthrow Rome.

Even the so-called “Sacks of Rome” by Visigoths and Vandals were something quite different from what is represented by the popular imagination: from the point of view of the barbarians of the time, they were carried out with respect and without excessive violence. In the first case, King Alaric left Rome, taking away substantially only the princess Galla Placidia and what he had found in the coffers of the city, which given the times was probably a small thing even considering that the state finances had been based in Ravenna for some time. In the second case, Genseric demanded a ransom that was paid by the aristocracy and robbed the city of treasures and works of art, but he was careful not to destroy it: he just robbed it.
The real devastation of the city was brought by Richimer and his mutinous troops, who in reality were an integral part of the Roman army, of which he was legitimately Magister Militum: they were barbarian militias, but in the pay of Rome and paid by the Annona from Milan. Emperor Anthemius bravely defended the city irritating Richimer and his men, and in the end, when they both lost their lives in the fray, the situation got out of hand and the uncontrolled soldiers really devastated the city which by the time had little wealth left to steal.

In any case, in the collective mentality, “Rome” was no longer just the city, but the whole world that revolved around it and which for some time now had its centre not in Italy any more, but in Constantinople.
While in the West the economic crisis caused by the continuous slowdown of the State machine due to the usurpations of power and the armed migrations of the barbarians had progressively degraded the central authority leaving space for barbarian tribal leaders holding local military power, in the East the State kept working thanks to a series of factors including slightly less incapable sovereigns, less fragmented public administration and less pervasive barbarian infiltrations.
The writer does not claim to be a historian, and does not try to propose new answers to problems discussed for centuries and connected to the end of that world that its inhabitants called “Rome”: he merely observes how in the West, almost suddenly, the fires of civilization had gone out, and that in the darkness that ensued we find it difficult to distinguish what really happened.On the contrary, in the East the fires never went out completely: among others, historians also continued to work as they had always done, without even realizing that in the West their colleagues had not only stopped, but were simply dying out because people no longer even went to school to learn how to write. 
For this reason, while at the end of the 5th Century in the West the historical sources run out one after the other leaving us practically in the dark, in the East we still have a rather clear vision of events, and we know many more details, including names, public positions and minor events that occurred at court and in the rest of the empire.
In consideration of this, my story begins in Constantinople, the city that at the time was the centre of the world.

			***

			CHRONOLOGY OF THE “DARK AGES”
From the Edict of Milan to the Fall of the Western Empire

			Note:

			The following table is in no way intended to be exhaustive. However, it represents the reference that I have taken as a model for my story. Several events are not confirmed, are disputed or even if established the exact date is not known. Given this uncertainty, while writing the story I had to take choices, and the following is my reference chronology. It is the result of merging numerous texts at times conflicting with each other, and I have elected myself as an arbiter among historians much more qualified than me, so there will certainly be flaws: do not use it as a proper historical reference!

			Legend:

			• Established dates are indicated in normal font.

			• Uncertain or disputed dates are in italics.

			• Key events are indicated in bold.

			AD Related Events

			313.	Edict of Milan. 

			323.	Constantine the Great sole emperor of Rome.

			325.    Council of Nicaea: Arian heresy is condemned.

			330.	Constantine places the capital of the empire in Constantinople. 

			

			[image: ]

			337.	Constantine death: civil war between his children. Constans II emperor.

			348.	Ulfila Christianises Pannonian Goths in the Arian heresy.

			352.	The fight against Arian Heresy begins.

			355.	The Franks, led by Clodius, enter the Empire and conquer Xanten and Colonia in Germania Inferior; the Alamanni invade Germania Superior.

			356.   Julian defeats Franks and Alamanni at Argentorate (Strasburg); Salian Franks under Clodius settle in Germania Inferior and enlisted in imperial service as Foederates (allies) and Auxilia (auxiliaries) in Germania Inferior, while Ripuarian Franks withdraw east of the Rhine and remain independent like the Alamanni.

			361.	Death of Constans II; Julian emperor.

			363.	Death of Julian. Jovian imperator.

			364.	Death of Jovian. Valentinian I emperor in the West; Valens emperor in the East.

			367.	Barbarica Conspiratio: mutiny of Britannia garrisons and invasion of the island by Frisonians, Scots and Picts. 

			368.	Comes (count) Theodosius Senior reconquer and reorganizes Britannia. Paternus Dux (duke) of Votadin tribe in the future Scottish Lowlands.

			370.	St. Martin of Turones (Tours) completes Christianisation of Gaul. 

			375.	The Huns destroy the Gothic kingdom of the Black Sea. Death of Valentinian I; Gratian emperor in the West.

			376.	Valens greets Goths, pressed by the Huns, to settle in Moesia as Foederates.

			378.	Battle of di Adrianopolis: the Goths revolt and kill Valens; Gratian sole emperor.

			379.	Death of Gratian; Theodosius (Junior) sole emperor of Rome. The Ostrogoths (Goths of the East) settle in Pannonia (Hungary), The Visigoths (Goths of the West) in Macedonia. The Huns move further westward.

			380.	Edict di Thessalonica: Christendom becomes State Religion. 

			384.	Magnus Maximus revolt in Britannia.

			386.	Magnus Maximus conquers Gaul.

			387.	Magnus Maximus invades Italy.

			388.	Theodosius defeats and kills Magnus Maximus; captured rebel British soldiers are settled in Armorica.

			391.	Theodosius bans pagan rites in the whole empire. 

			394.	Mutiny in the western army; Stilicho Magister Militum (General in Command) of Theodosius defeats the rebels and enlists barbarians to replace the rebels in the western army. 

			395.	Death of Theodosius: Honorius emperor in the West, Arcadius emperor in the East. End of the Empire Unity. 

			402.  Alaric king of Visigoths invades Italy but Stilicho defeats him. Western capital is moved from Milan to Ravenna.  

			403.    Stilicho defeats a second Gothic invasion of Italy.

			405.	Stilicho defeats a third Gothic invasion of Italy, but requires reinforcements from Gaul.

			406. 	Teutonic tribes from east of the Rhine cross the frozen river after the withdrawal of imperial troops and invade Gaul; Constantine III declares himself emperor in Britannia and crosses into Gaul to fight the barbarians and try to conquer the West, leaving Britain alone. 

			407.   Stilicho assassinated on Honorius order: western army shaken.

			408.	Anarchy in Gaul and in Spain, invaded by barbarian and contested between Constantine III and Honorius forces.

			409.  Alaric fourth invasion of Italy; the Visigoths sack Rome. Death of Alaric and withdrawal of his horde in Gaul. Ataulf new king of the Visigoths settles in Narbonne and defeats Constantine III. 

			410. 	Constans, new Magister Militum in the West defeats both the Visigoths and Constantine III and reconquers southern Gaul. Dardanus, new Prefect of Gaul, charges British local troops to defend the island: Comes Litus Saxonicum Ambrosius Aurelianus Priscus and Dux Britanniae Coelius lead remaining Limitanei and local Auxilia left behind by Constantine III.

			412.   Burgundians settle as Foederati under King Gundicar. Ambrosius Priscus is elected Imperator Britanniae by the British council of nobles.

			418.    Theodoric I, new king of the Visigoths, reconquers Spain in Roman service and settles in Toulouse as a Foederato. Pelagianism is condemned by the Church as heresy.

			421	Genseric elected King of the Vandals leads his people evicted from Spain to Africa.

			423.    Death of Honorius; Johannes I emperor in the West.

			425	Death of Johannes I, defeated and killed by Valentinian III, new emperor in the West with the support of Theodosius II in the East. “Populist” coup in Britain against the “aristocratic” Ambrosius Priscus, who escapes in Gaul to the British veterans in Vannes; Vitalinus becomes imperator Britanniae with the name of Vortigern. 

			428	Jutes mercenaries led by Hengist and Horsa land in Thanet Island as Vortigern auxiliaries. Agricola, bishop of Eburacum (York) support Pelagianism in Britannia. 

			429	Germanus of Auxerre, sent to Britain to fight Pelagianism, takes the lead of Cornovian auxiliaries and defeats Irish raiders in Powys, where Catellius is nominated Dux Litoris Scoticum by Vortigern. Genseric conquers Mauritania and Numidia.

			430	Genseric besieges Hippo Regius in Africa, where St. Augustin dies.  Cunedda, new Dux of Votadines moves to Powys on Vortigern order, while Catellius moves his Cornovians to southern Welsh and Devon to protect them from the Irish raiders.  

			431	Genseric captures Hippo Regius.

			432.    Aetius new Magister Militum in the West. 

			434.	Attila King of the Huns. 

			436	Attila invades and subjugates the whole Germania Magna. Catellius establishes Gwent and Dumnonia in south-western Britain.

			437	Ambrosius Priscus returns to Britain, joins Catellius and fight Vortigern, who calls Hengist with more Saxon warriors in support and lent him Kent for payment. Civil war rages in Britain.

			439.	Genseric conquers Carthage. 

			441.	Attila invades the eastern empire. 

			444.   Hengist first Brethwalda (High King) of Teutons in Britain.

			445.   Aetius reconquers northern Gaul with Salian Franks and Visigoth support. 

			446.	The Huns destroy King Gundicar kingdom; the Burgundians are settled as Foederati in Germania Superior. Civil war and plague in Britain: “Grieve of the Britons”. Aetius has no troops to spare, but send back Germanus of Auxerre: Vortigern is removed, Pelagianism suppressed and Vortimer son di Vortigern is the new leader of Britannia with the title of Pendragon and the approval of both Priscus and Aetius. Peace between the Britons, but war continues against the Saxons.

			447.   Monophysite Heresy is condemned. 

			450.	Death of Clodion, King of the Salian Franks: civil war between Childeric supported by Aetius, and Faramund, supported by Attila. Death of Theodosius II; Marcian emperor in the East.

			451.	Attila invasion: the barbaric Hunnic horde supported by all Teutonic tribes east of the Rhine, is met by Aetius and his Salian Franks, Visigoths and Burgundians: Battle of the Catalaunian Fields (Chalons). The Huns are defeated; Childeric King of the Franks.

			452.	Attila invades Italy and destroys Milan and Aquileja then withdraws to Pannonia before Aetius can arrive. Death of Vortimer due to the plague.  

			453.    Death of Attila; end of the Hunnic empire.

			454.	Aetius assassinated by Valentinian III; mass desertion from the army barely contained by his successor Richimer, a barbarian chieftain in imperial service who enlists tribes to refill the ranks. Aegidius magister aequitum in Gaul.  Childeric exiled in Thuringia. The Ostrogoths destroy the remnants of the Huns. 

			455.   Death of Valentinian III; anarchy in the West, managed by Richimer. Genseric sacks Rome. Childeric seduces Queen Basina of the Thuringians.

			457.	Death of Marcian; Majoran emperor in the West, Leo I emperor in the east. 

			458.	Aegidius defeats a Visigoths revolt employing Franks and Burgundians auxiliaries.  Hengist invites British nobles to Thanet to discuss peace, but betrays and kills them all: invasion and devastation of all Britain by the Saxons. Mass migration of Britons to Gaul, led by Riothamus, younger son of Priscus, who joins the migrants in Vannes.

			459.	Ambrosius Aurelianus, elder son of Priscus, Dux of Gwent. Aelle lands in Britain and establishes South Seaxe. 

			460.   Majoran fleet is destroyed in the harbour of Cartagena and he is assassinated by Richimer. Ambrosius Aurelianus elected Pendragon Britanniae; his son Agricola Dux of Gwent. Death of Hengist; Aelle new Brethwalda of all Saxons.

			462. 	Euric king of the Visigoths. Theodoric the Amal hostage in Constantinople. Childeric returns from Exile taking Basina with him, and gets back his crown. 

			467	Anthemius nominated by Leo I emperor in the West to end anarchy. War rages in Britain between Ambrosius Aurelianus and Aelle.

			468	Battle of Cape of Africa (cape Bon): a joint attack of the East and the West against Genseric fails due to treason during talks. Western military might is destroyed. 

			469.	Final breech of the Rhine Frontier. Alamanni and Saxons led by Ordovachar and allied to Euric cross the river and invade Gaul. Riothamus defeated and killed by Euric at Bibracte; Aegidius defeats Ordovachar at Andegavi (Angers). Aegidius cut off in north Gaul as Euric occupied the south and all of Spain. 

			472.   Richimer revolts and besieges Anthemius in Rome; fall of the city and death of both Anthemius and Richimer. Anarchy in Italy. Theodoric the Amal returns to his people after the death of his father.

			473.	Julius Nepos is sent by Leo I to reconquer Italy and becomes his puppet emperor in the West. Theodoric the Amal settles the Ostrogoths in Moesia. 

			474.	Death of Leo I; Zeno emperor in the East. 

			475.   Oreste, chief of the western army, deposes Nepos who runs for Salona (Dalmatia); Romulus “Augustulus”, Oreste’s son, emperor in the West. Zeno deposed by Basiliscus runs for Isauria. Both East and West are under usurpers now. Death of Ambrosius Aurelianus; Uther elected Pendragon Britanniae. 

			476.    End of the western empire: Odoacer kills Oreste and deposes Romulus: he takes charge of Italy but accepts the nominal authority of the emperor in the east. Zeno reconquers Constantinople and kills Basiliscus.  

			CHARACTER’S CHRONOLOGY

			452 AD	Aelia Ariadne’s birth.

			455 AD	Marcus Valerius’ birth. 

			467 AD	Aelia Ariadne marries Zeno.

			469 AD	Marcus joins Ecdicius’ army and fight at Andegavi. 

			471 AD	Marcus takes part in the defence of Clarus Mons against Euric.

			472 AD	Marcus takes part in the defence of Rome against Richimer.

			473 AD	Marcus joins the Sagittarii Juniores Orientales under comes Justinus.

			474 AD	Death of Leo I Augustus; Leo II is crowned; Zeno is Augustus Junior.Marcus loses an eye in the battle of Thessalonica and joins the Excubitores. 	Death of Leo II Augustus; Zeno is crowned; Ariadne is Augusta Junior.

			475 AD	Basiliscus conspiracy: Marcus escorts the Augusta Familia in Isauria. Marcus promoted Centurion.
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			Main Characters

			Marcus Valerius Euro: centurion of the Imperial Excubitores, previously levy in the urban militia of Ecdicius, Magister Equitum per Galliam.

			Senator Heliodorus: urban praefect of Constantinople.

			Zeno Augustus (Tarassicodissa): eastern emperor.

			Aelia Ariadne Augusta: eastern empress.

			Aelia Verina Augusta: eastern widow empress.

			Julius Nepos: legitimate western emperor.

			Romulus, aka Augustulus: western usurper.

			Leo I Augustus: late eastern emperor, husband to Verina and father to Ariadne.

			Leo II Augusto: late eastern emperor, son of Zeno and Ariadne.

			Anthemius Augustus: late western emperor.

			Theodoric Strabo: Magister Militum per Thraciam, commander of auxiliary troops.

			Illus: comes first class, commander of the imperial Excubitores, Isaurian like Zeno.

			Trocundes: comes first class, commander of the imperial Schola, brother of Illus.

			Basiliscus: eastern usurper, brother to Aelia Verina.

			Longinus: commander of Isaurian militia, brother of Zeno.

			Anastasius: decurion of palace’s Silentiarii.

			Acacius: patriarch of Constantinople.

			Eutiche: archimandrite of Constantinople, founder of Monophysite heresy.

			Afranius Arpad: centurion of the imperial Schola, of gothic birth.

			Zephira, Anicia: Aelia Ariadne handmaidens.

			Theodoric the Amal: Ostrogothic chieftain.

			Orestes: Western Magister Militum, father of Romulus.

			Odoacer: Magister Militum per Italiam, commander of auxiliary troops.

			Timotheus: patriarch of Alexandria.

			Euric: king of the Visigoths.

			Childeric: king of the Franks.

			Gundobad: king of the Burgundians.

			Genseric: king of the Vandals.

			Riothamus: king of the Britons in Gallia.

			Ecdicius: Magister Equitum per Galliam, commander of auxiliary troops.

			Junius Rufus, Marcius, Lucius, Claudius: citizens of Aquileja.

			Marcellus: fisherman of Rivoalto.

			Rekhared: goth, deserter from Orestes’s army.

			Satalo: Greek, deserter from Nepos’ army.

			Orhuf: Odoacer personal assistant.

			Dornhulf: Aryan bishop of Ravenna.

			Tufa: praefectus castrorum of Odoacer.

			Pierius: comes domesticorum of Odoacer.

			Cassiodoro: comes Sacrarum Largitionum of Odoacer.

			Thela: son of Odoacer.

			Sunigilda: wife of Odoacer.

			Epiphanius: Nicene bishop of Ticinum.

			Johannes Angelopte: Nicene bishop of Ravenna.

			Epinicius: nobleman, cousin to Verina.

			Uhlfer: Alan mercenary, soldier in the imperial Schola.

			Pamprepius: Egyptian fortune teller.

			Asteria: wife of Illus.

			Anthusa, Thecia: daughters of Illus.

			Cesarius Lentulus: young senator.

			Leontia: sister to Ariadne and daughter to Verina.

			Justinus: comes third class, commander of Sagittarii Juniores Orientales.

			Marcian: son to Anthemius, brother-in-law to Richimer and husband to Leontia.

			Sirius Pribonianus: optio of Comites Clibanarii.

			Johannes the Scythe: deputy to Theodoric Strabo.

			Sabir: young Vurgar slave.

		

	
		
			AFTER ROME

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			It was the dawn of a new era, but at the time no one imagined that a thousand years later historians would set the end of Antiquity and the advent of the Middle Ages precisely at that point. It was a tragic era that would mark in blood and fire the birth of a new civilization, due to rise as the result of the collision between the enormous forces that had overthrown a millenary world. The barbarian hordes had submerged the western empire1 , a new religion had eradicated from the conscience every trace of the values that until then had supported the society, and decay had undermined the very foundations of a system that had ruled the entire known world. Law and order had faded almost everywhere, chaos and violence reigned along roads once safe, cities and villages not yet burned or plundered lived isolated in anxiety and terror of what tomorrow would bring.

			Civil wars had been raging intermittently for many years since the death of the great emperor Theodosius, but it was the first time in recorded history, that both sides of the Roman Empire lay under the heel of usurpers at the same time.

			Europe was at the bottom of the abyss, and its scarred inhabitants couldn’t even imagine what terrible tragedies still awaited them before the rebirth.

			Yet, in the midst of this troubled world, few courageous people were preparing, without even imagining it, to refund civilization.

			Marcus Valerius Eurus thoughtfully observed the barren skyline of the mountains, so different from the ones of his own memories... His tired eye had been running the dry peaks of Anatolia for months now, as they could be seen from the mighty walls of the fortress of Papyrius2 . Every morning he reached the barbican of the main door facing west, and from its battlements he calmly observed the rocky reliefs set on fire by the sun rising behind him. His one grey eye needed to regain energy little by little after a night’s sleep, and calmly contemplating nature was the best way for him to start the day. Even his mutilated orbit seemed to relax, behind the black blindfold that the soldiers on guard always observed with some discomfort.

			It would have been nice to see the mountains of home again... In his vivid memories they were covered with green forests, and at dawn the leaves rustled slowly, greeting the flow of the Moselle waters at the bottom of the valley. How far were those forests now? A distance incalculable by now, both in time and space: he hadn’t seen them since he was little more than a boy, but he knew they were still over there, somewhere in the distant West.

			It was a sharp, dry dawn. The numb sentries huddled in their grease-soaked wool cloaks, eager to receive the change that normally arrived shortly after their one-eyed centurion’s inspection, at the touch of the hora prima. Marcus dropped an involuntary disdainful look to them: Roman soldiers of the Imperial Guard, guarding the last outpost of the Eastern Empire devastated by the civil war. 

			Roman soldiers who could not even speak Latin.

			He was a Roman citizen. His fellow soldiers boasted that title too, but it was not easy to consider them compatriots. Among them the same heresies so common among the barbarians circulated, their customs were decadent, their language and culture were those of the East, of that same East which for centuries had been the historical enemy of Rome and of its empire. 

			Marcus was a Roman. His land of origin was Gaul, the immense land conquered by the great Caesar, for centuries the heart of the Latin West and the counterweight to the Greek East within the empire when it was still centred on Italy. 

			He still remembered his ancestral house, built inside the walls of Treveri by the first of the Gens Valeria, who settled in the city to work as a blacksmith after receiving his honourable discharge from the legions. It was a brick house, overlooking a square near flowing water drawn from the river, needed for the functioning of the forge that had been handed over for generations from father to son. Marcus had done his apprenticeship there with his brother, and had always thought he would stay there forever.

			When then, for the umpteenth time the barbarians had stormed across the Rhine, and the legions were no longer there to defend Gaul: they were in Italy, veterans of the disastrous campaign against the Vandals of Africa. The local commanders had to call upon the citizens to defend Gaul, just as at the early times of the Republic.

			That had been the moment that marked his life forever: after, nothing had been the same. When his uncle came home to recruit him, Marcus left his family and followed the citizens in arms, even against his father’s will. He had fought for the defence of his homeland, in the best tradition of Rome. Together, the citizens of Gaul had stopped the barbarians; then he and his uncle had travelled as far as to Rome itself in search of help from the Western emperor... Only to see him betrayed by his own Magister Militum Richimer, besieged inside his palace and murdered in the sack of the Caput Mundi, the Capital of the World.

			As it always happened to him when his memory went back to those outrageous events, Marcus contracted his jaw, clenching his teeth: he felt hatred for the barbarians running in his blood along with the anger at his helplessness at the time.

			An army from the East had arrived to save Italy from the same fate of Gaul, led by an arrogant Greek patrician, a simple representative of Leo I, Augustus in Constantinople, who had expelled the barbarians from Italy and proclaimed himself in turn Augustus in the West. But at that point it was just a fiction: Italy was a simple province of the East, and Marcus no longer had a homeland to fight for.

			But fighting was the only thing he had learned to do, and by now he now knew it well. So, he had become a mercenary; full of bitterness, devoid of feelings but experienced and well paid: like all the soldiers of the Eastern Empire.

			He had fought for the Augustus of the East in Thrace, Moesia and Dacia Ripuaria3 , serving in the army of Magister Militum Illus against the Ostrogoths of Theodoric Strabo, in the hope that one day the empire would be restored in the its entirety, like so many other times before.

			He had lost an eye in the battle of Thessalonica against the Vandals, and with his remaining eye he had then witnessed Illus’ subsequent triumph in Constantinople.

			Then Illus himself had turned against his emperor, and Marcus had found himself embroiled in a murky story of intrigue and betrayal; when the Grand Palace was attacked by the rebels, he had escorted the emperor and his wife Aelia Ariadne to safety in Isauria; and now they were there in Papyrius, further away than ever from Rome and from Gaul.

			What else could a Roman do in a world where Rome was no longer, Gaul was lost and Italy was downgraded to a simple eastern province, other than serving as a merch the last legitimate emperor left and enjoy at best his pay? 

			No enemies on the horizon.

			Little Marcus knew, but in those same hours while in Asia he watched over the walls that enclosed the last vestiges of eastern imperial legitimacy, even the mere fiction of the existence of a Western empire dissolved in a brief skirmish in the imperial rooms of the Ravenna Palace.

			The West had fallen into the abyss of its Dark Ages.

			The same day, at the extreme western edges of the continent, a child would shout her first cries in the darkness of a forest. 

			Together with her, Europe itself would open the eyes...

									***

			“Marcus Valerius!”

			He spun around, rousing himself from his dark thoughts and turning in the direction of the female voice that had called him by name.

			She was the young Greek maid the empress had taken with her in Tarsus a few months earlier... In the frenzy of fleeing from Constantinople she had had to leave her personal handmaids behind, and as soon as disembarked she had taken with her that little girl who had been offered to her by the wife of the governor of Cilicia.

			What was her name... Anicia? Strange girl. Since leaving his father’s home, Marco had discovered he had few problems with women: for some strange reason he himself could not understand, they usually seemed quite inclined to respond positively to his approaches... And not always just due to the emperor’s gold. Anicia was an exception: she had been kind but firm in rejecting him, and remained fiercely aloof even now.

			“My domina desires your presence, now.”

			Marco hesitated: it was still broad daylight, and the idea as well as compromising could have been damn dangerous...

			The handmaid sensed the thoughts of the Westerner and did not hold back a grimace: “You are expected in the Augustus’ tablinum... And by both members of the Augusta Familia.

			Marcus grimaced in embarrassment and wrapped himself in his cloak as he followed with his one eye the figure of the girl who was walking away with a graceful step without waiting for him. She definitely didn’t like him too much. 

			With a sigh, Marco got up to follow her inside her keep.

									***

			He had been promoted Centurion4 of the Excubitores5 just after the arrival at the fortress, and there he had witnessed with angry helplessness the rapid deterioration of the situation, and was wondering with bitterness if and when someone would be capable of reversing the course of the events.

			It had already happened many times in the past that the empire seemed on the verge of dissolving: always a citizen had appeared out of nowhere, and had revived the fortunes of Rome.

			Most times it had been a soldier, emerged from the ranks at the very last moment: Cincinnatus, Scipio, Augustus, Vespasian, Aurelian, Constantine. Whenever Rome seemed over, a hero had risen to refund the empire on new foundations, stronger than ever.

			Of course, they all were patrician people, already established leaders and not centurions of plebeian origin and just promoted from the ranks, but it would have been exciting to make a contribution, not to mention that such an adventure could have yielded a lot of gold.

			What else could there be in life for a soldier without a country, if not gold and adventure? Perhaps he would never even go back to the West, and as he often happened to soldiers, he probably wouldn’t even be able to make a true family. After all, why get involved with a woman if he could buy a hundred of them with his centurion’s wages, and still be free from any sentimental commitment?

			He was just a Westerner, a foreigner in the East: essentially a mercenary. He lived for himself, for his sense of honour, and for his hatred of the barbarians who had deprived him of his pride in being a Roman citizen.

			The nominal Augustus of the West was hiding inside Salona6 , in Dalmatia, while his throne was occupied by the son of his treacherous Magister Militum7.

			The Augustus of the East was barricaded there in Papyrius, and his capital was in the hands of his wife’s uncle.

			Both usurpers sustained themselves with the support of barbarian auxiliaries and heretical clergy, but their real strength was represented by the inherent weakness of emperors without character and without reliable soldiers.

			The crisis in the West had come during the summer of the previous year, when the local Magister Militum had overthrown the Augustus Julius Nepos in order to crown his own son Romulus, who had been at once scornfully nicknamed Augustulus8 in Constantinople.

			The Augustus of the East, Zeno, who had been recently installed simply by virtue of being married to the eldest daughter of the previous sovereign, had not even had time to consider rescuing his Western colleague, that had been overthrown in turn by his brother-in-law.

			The eastern conspiracy had taken place earlier that same year.

			The real force leading to Zeno’s coronation was represented by his mother-in-law Aelia Verina, the beautiful widowed empress, who actually had originally intended to create Augustus her grandchild, son of Zeno and her daughter Ariadne, and in fact Zeno was originally a simple junior Augustus alongside his minor son Leo II. But when the latter was just seven years old, the young emperor had died under suspicious circumstances shortly after his coronation, and to her begrudge Aelia Verina had seen her son-in-law take on full powers, with his wife as empress consort. At that point, Verina had turned into a staunch opponent of her own daughter.

			Marco had experienced with annoyance the first palace gossip that ran from mouth to mouth among soldiers, employees and servants of the Grand Palace about the now consolidated hostility between mother and daughter; to a soldier accustomed to facing the barbarians and already uncomfortable in serving at court, they had seemed the meanness of village wives and he had tried to detach himself as much as possible from them. But he had also found himself dealing with that woman, and was struck by the icy courtesy and above all by her eyes, dangerous and shining like the edge of a blade. Aelia Verina was not reputed to be too tender-hearted; her lack of sympathy for her Augustus son-in-law was almost palpable, and seemed to extend to the young soldier who had accidentally saved his life in battle. Marcus perceived the hostility of the widowed empress, and instinctively could not help but reciprocate it.

			In the end, Marco’s instinct had proved right: Aelia Verina had hatched a complex conspiracy, associating herself with all those who had reason to oppose the current Augusta Family. First, her own lover, whom she had designated to succeed his son-in-law; then her brother, a former rival of Zeno in the regular army at the time of the previous regime ruled by Leo I, Verina’s husband.

			The main support, however, once again had come from the commander of the barbarian auxiliaries9 : Theodoric Strabo, who led the most powerful military within the empire, the only one capable of facing a pitched battle and winning it.

			The widowed empress’ plots had gone so far as to involve the clergy of Constantinople, insinuating the idea of alleged heretical sympathies on the part of Zeno, and even trying to attract to their side the main Isaurian leaders present in Constantinople as commanders of the imperial elite troops: the comes10 of the Excubitores, Illus, and that of the Scola11 , Trocundes, who were brothers.

			Aelia Verina’s conspiracy had grown so vast that her daughter had come to realize the threat.

			It was Marcus Valerius himself who alerted her: during his watch at the Augusta Familia, he suddenly felt like reporting the suspicious behaviour of his commander Illus, who had ordered the departure of the Excubitores from the Palace for unprecedented winter exercises.

			Aelia Ariadne was born and raised within the Sacred Enclosure12  and she knew the pitfalls that lurked in the shade of the purple. She had her own network of informants and trustees, and she had taken her precautionary measures by relying on the Silentiarii, the administrators who oversaw the running of the Palace’s activities.

			This way, when Marcus let her know that the Excubitores had been ordered to leave the Palace unattended, the Augusta had grasped the danger and managed to plan the escape not only for herself and her unsuspecting husband, but also for the loyal bureaucrats and above all for the imperial treasury, which she had secretly brought aboard some ships of the fleet.

			At the outbreak of the revolt, the Augusta Familia had managed to escape by sea along with all the loyalists before the barbarian auxiliaries took possession of the Grand Palace, leaving the conspirators without the treasure and without a fleet.

			Marcus had escorted the Augusta Familia, including Zeno’s brother, aboard the flagship quinquireme13  together with the handful of Excubitores on guard duty, and then found himself fleeing with them from the capital, while his treacherous commander remained master of an empty palace.

			The imperial fleet had found shelter in Tarsus14, and the Augusta Familia had taken refuge from there in the impregnable fortress of Papyrius, in the mountains of Anatolia, protected by the Isaurian people loyal to Zeno.

			They had remained there since.

			From that mountain stronghold they had witnessed the unravelling of the plans of the conspirators, who found themselves ruling the administration of the capital without having the treasury or even the Silentiarii at their disposal to govern it.

			The news arrived in fragments, often uncertain and contradictory: it was the task of the Silentiarii to order and compare them with their confidential sources to create a coherent picture. But gradually the situation in Constantinople had become clearer.

			The first to get burned had been Aelia Verina herself: her brother Basiliscus, who had managed and directed the revolt in person, as soon as taken possession of the Grand Palace had ordered the immediate arrest and execution of Verina’s lover, who she had meant to raise to the purple. Basiliscus had proclaimed himself emperor and had effectively placed his sister under arrest in her own apartments.

			With the bulk of the Isaurian troops remaining loyal to Zeno, Basiliscus had had to rely mainly on the auxiliaries of Theodoric Strabo: barbarians almost all of Gothic lineage and Aryan faith who hated both the Nicene Isaurians and the Monophysite Greeks so numerous among the citizens of the Great City. Marcus had found it ironic how what was a natural hostility to him between barbarians and Roman citizens was so brutally overcome by sectarian hatred between Christians of opposing faith. News had reached Papyrius about most of the Isaurians remaining in the city had been mercilessly butchered and numerous Nicene and Monophysite churches set on fire by the Goths, angry for not having been paid by Basiliscus as promised. The news of these events, and the nasty surprise of discovering how the new Augustus was bankrupt and not in a position to pay what was agreed to the conspirators, had put Illus and Trocundes in a difficult position. With Strabo and his men in control of Thrace, the two of them had been tasked with chasing Zeno’s loyalists into Anatolia by land, in the hopes that they could rally the Isaurian compatriots to their side. In June they had defeated and captured Longinus, the brother of Zeno who also aspired to the prestigious position of Magister Militum and was leading a loyalist army. However, they had not been able to storm the fortress due to its size and the hostility of the local population.

			At that point the Augusta Familia had had an easy game in reversing the situation at least in part A decurion of the Silentiarii had been sent to negotiate with Illus and Trocundes, and had easily managed to persuade them to change sides again, reuniting the entire Isaurian faction on Zeno’s side: now the conflict was all about the Isaurian and the Ostrogoth troops.

			Unfortunately for him, dumb Basiliscus was broken and Theodoric Strabo had refused to send his men to fight to Anatolia without adequate compensation. In order to pressure him, Basiliscus had denied the Goth the coveted office of Magister Militum Praesentalis, granting it to his own nephew Armatus instead; in the meantime, he had instituted very high taxes to build a new army with which to confront the Isaurians without the Goths. This way Basiliscus had lost the support of both Strabo and the Senate, but he still had full control of the capital and of the few regular troops within it.

			With Longinus hostage, Illus had managed to convince Zeno to appoint himself Magister Militum of the loyalist army, and so Marcus had found himself again under the orders of his treacherous former commander.

			In the meantime though, his own position had also changed: having saved the Augusta Familia on the night of the revolt had brought some advantages. These included a promotion to Centurion by decree of the Augustus himself, and the personal gratitude of the young Augusta, Aelia Ariadne.

			Being the Augusta’s favourite had made Marcus a courtier, a figure he had always despised. But had also put him in a position to influence events in ways that he would not have previously thought possible.

			Marcus had personally handled the details of Illus’ appointment to Magister Militum on the basis of the empress’s instructions, and afterwards the organization of the subsequent campaign to be conducted to defeat the usurper.

			Illus was a good administrator in peacetime, and he knew how to organize the defence of a city, but he was a lousy commander on the field. Zeno himself, despite being a former soldier, was no better than Illus as a strategist, and had always depended on the advice of his subordinates.

			In the end, the plan for the campaign to retake Constantinople had been conceived in the bed of Aelia Ariadne, where Marcus fulfilled his new duties as her favourite.

									***

			The fortress was quite large, but the area used as a Sacred Palace where the ruling family had retired was inevitably rather small: it corresponded to the highest level of the Keep and included just half a dozen rooms. The southern wing, which Marcus had recently started to frequent quite often, was used as a gynoecium... In the sense that the empress resided there with her only handmaid, and that a toilet room with a water pump had been hastily installed. But the northern wing, with the throne room and the quarters of Zeno with his office were certainly not within the reach of a young centurion, who normally stopped for his guard control services in the entrance hall.

			Escorted by Anicia, for the first time Marcus crossed the sacred threshold, guarded by his own soldiers who greeted him bringing their fist to the chest. He replied mechanically by outstretching his hand, and smiled to himself at the idea of how his prestige among them would rise simply by being called to a personal interview by the Augustus.

			Normally, the Lord of the World received surrounded by honour guards, dignitaries and advisers ... But those were not normal times. The emperor’s office was cramped and squalid, and even if the Augustus had such staff still with him, he would not have been able to welcome more than four people in his presence.

			Zeno had been a soldier, but by now his most vigorous years had passed: he was fattened and greying, and his morale was now not the best either. He sat slouched on his seat, with the saggy air of a sovereign in exile.

			Aelia Ariadne on the other hand, standing next to him, still emanated the same energy as when she sat on the throne of the Grand Palace. She wasn’t tall; however, her slim and slender figure, wrapped in a miraculously clean white silk dress, revealed dignity and confidence that could not appear but regal. Even her impassive face, with fine and regular features, radiated authority and charisma. Ever since she had lost her hairdresser, she’d let her jet-black hair fall smooth over her shoulders, contrasting with her absolutely white dress. Her hazel eyes, then, seemed to pierce the shoulders of her august consort for whom Marco now knew she had only disdain.

			When Marcus entered the small room, surprised to find himself alone in the presence of both sovereigns, the empress’s gaze shifted to him and for an instant her eyes seemed to burn like the embers in the corner brazier that hardly heated up the environment.

			“Ah, Marcus Valerius,” the Augustus sighed, raising his tired gaze on him: “Come, come on ahead. My august consort seems to place a lot of faith in your military skills, almost as much as I do... Every time I see that patch over your eye, I remember that I owe you my life for that day in Thessalonica.”

			Marcus remained impassive. The loss of his eye in battle had earned him both promotion to optio and admission to the Excubitores... But he wasn’t sure he had earned it in exchange.

			“Now, however, the empress tells me that you could be the man to be entrusted with a particularly important role in her... In our plan for the reconquest of Constantinople.”

			For an instant, the embers in Aelia Ariadne’s eyes seemed to burn like a fire.

									***

			The first night Marcus had spent with the Augusta had been just after their arrival in Isauria.

			Aelia Ariadne was tired, frightened, disappointed by an inept and demoralized husband. She had not slept with him practically since the death of their son Leo: the tragedy had cast a cold shadow between the two due to the dubious circumstances in which it had occurred.

			That night in particular, right upon her arrival in the gloomy Isaurian fortress, the Augusta had not wanted to sleep alone. Marcus wasn’t sure at the time what the empress saw in him, even though he was used to attracting women’s interest. Clearly during the escape from Constantinople, she had got used to having the young Western optio15 next to her to protect both her and her entourage during the flight from Constantinople, and probably once in that gloomy fortress she wanted to feel the presence of the same newly promoted centurion at her side as well, to continue to feel the same sense of security.

			It surely had not been a great sacrifice to Marcus: even being a few years older than him, Aelia Ariadne was young and attractive. She was also extremely intelligent, cultured like most of the Greek aristocrats, haughty and melancholic; but above all, the Augusta of the East was a very dangerous bed mate.

			An extramarital affair posed a huge risk to her, one that could have cost her head if they were ever discovered. For this reason, she could decide at any moment to secure herself by getting rid of her lover. Not to mention the risk to be caught together by Zeno himself...

			But Marcus was a young adventurer, and he appreciated both risk and charming women. Ariadne was both.

			The first night spent together was pleasant for both of them, so then others followed, while Zeno was soaked in doubt and indecision.

			Having satisfied her own carnal desires, the Augusta liked talking to her partner.

			Apparently, for her it had been a pleasant surprise to discover how Marcus could be not only a decent lover, but also a useful interlocutor. He was a mercenary from the West, a veteran of numerous campaigns and at the same time a stranger to the intrigues of the Court of Constantinople. From the Augusta’s point of view, this was refreshing.

			Speaking with her, Marcus had shared ideas and opinions that must have seemed sensible to her, and little by little she had involved him in her plans to bring down the usurper. 

			Aelia Ariadne had immediately recognized how the imperial treasury was instrumental for re-establishing control over the state, and Marcus had conceived the executive methods and identified the objectives to be achieved using the minimum necessary force.

			Having reorganized the loyalist army, Illus started marching west. Marcus was sent forward by order of Zeno himself to prepare the way together with a group of soldiers chosen by him personally amongst the Excubitores who had escorted the Augusta Familia to Papyrius.

			So, Marcus left Papyrius to play his part in restoring order and legitimate authority at least in the eastern half of the empire. He wore for the first time the brand-new insignia of his new rank of Centurion of the Excubitores, and was in command of an organic military unit.

			He would not fail.

			They had left Papyrius at night through a hidden passage to avoid being seen by Basiliscus’s spies, then they had taken secondary roads, heading west trying to attract as little attention as possible.

			They had spotted the usurper’s army led by Armatus to the south of Doryleum16 , and had made Illus bypass it from the east in order to cut off its communications with the capital, rather than facing it in an unnecessary pitched battle.

			When Armatus had realized that he was cut off from Constantinople and squeezed between Zeno’s army and the mountains populated by the hostile Isaurians, he lost his spirit and became easy prey to the offer of Aelia Ariadne brought to him once again by her faithful Silentiarius, accepting to be bribed out.

			Thus, without a single battle having been fought, Basiliscus found himself locked inside Constantinople, together with a hostile Senate and an unreliable garrison; his only significant ally left, Strabo, now alienated from the refusal of the office and the money he had been promised, was engaged in the north against his own people loyal to his young rival of Amal lineage.

			The usurper’s situation was precarious, but Constantinople was the best fortified city in the world, and even a shoddy army could defend it for a long time.

			Marcus and his team had reached the Propontis17 just when the imperial fleet loyal to Zeno had cast anchors according to plan in front of the capital; this way it had been relatively easy to cross through into Thrace and reach the Great City by land.

			Now the great walls were in sight, and Marcus had to find a way to recapture the largest city in the world, possibly without destroying it.

									   ***

			A bivouac. 

			The well-shielded fire heating the common mess to warm the numb limbs, with the contubernum18  squeezing shoulder to shoulder around it in an instinctive search for comfort, and the two younger men of the band stand guard wrapped in their cloaks waiting for their turn: one of the signature moments of soldiery life, maybe amongst the young Western Centurion’s favourite.

			Marcus smiled relieved, relaxing for the first time since they had set foot on land again in Europe, and looked over his companions.

			They were all Isaurians, except one of them who was still a Greek from Asia Minor... If he remembered correctly, he was from Halicarnassus. None of them hailed from that side of the Straits. They were those same soldiers on guard with him at the Palace the night they had luckily brought the Augusta Familia to safety.

			At that time, he had had problems with them: he had arrived relatively recently, admitted into the Excubitores directly by the field army, and moreover not only he was not Isaurian, but even a damned Western at that and was not even able to speak a decent Greek. To make matters worse, he already came with the rank of an optio, when all of them had served in the imperial guard for years now. Yeah, but he also sported that ugly black blindfold, and it was known that he had won it by saving Zeno’s neck in battle against the Goths.

			It had not been easy: distrust, envy and fear had created a gap between them, but this also made it possible to establish distances and exercise an authority that normally his young age would have made it difficult to enforce.

			Later though, there had been the great escape from the Palace, and Marcus had guided them through danger by successfully leading the rescue of the Augusta Familia... And once in Papyrius he had been officially admitted to the centurionate personally by the emperor: a very rare event.

			Inevitably, his prestige had grown... Now they no longer addressed him simply by name, but also used the patronymic.

			“Marcus Valerius...”

			He turned his face towards the soldier who had spoken: he was the Greek from Halicarnassus. Marcus felt the heat of the fire warm his empty socket, while the other half of his face was caressed by the night breeze. He realized with a hint of satisfaction that the Greek probably couldn’t even see his lone grey eye, and that this probably put him somewhat in awe.

			“Tell us about when you saved Zeno’s ass!”

			Marcus smiled. Of course, everyone knew that story by heart, it had been told so many times. But it was a typical ritual: at night, before falling asleep - and especially before a battle - soldiers told each other about their exploits.

			By now though Marcus had grown some experience, and he knew that this ritual was not just a habit: it was also a way of instilling trust in one’s men. He remembered the behaviour of his previous commander, before moving on to the Excubitores, and he smiled at the memory of how he had addressed him personally, before the battle of Thessalonica...

			“Nah!” he answered with a laugh; “Rather, you tell us about when you did Aelia Verina’s hairdresser... Is it true, she busted you being at that?”

			The others almost all burst out laughing loudly except two of the youngest who could not help themselves: “What the fuck... Is that so? Talk!”

			“But no... Well... She hasn’t really caught us at that, otherwise I wouldn’t be here with my family jewels left!”

			“Are you sure you still carry them?”

			“Wanna see them?”

			“Don’t make it so long ... Tell us! She’s the one with a little cross and with big boobs, right?”

			“Right, her... Guys, she knows how to do it! Now I’ll tell you...”

			Few things raise the morale of a soldier more than recounting his war adventures; one of these is sharing his gallant adventures.

			Mario smiled to himself, quietly resigned to hear once more that same old salacious tale.

									   ***

			It was the height of summer, and it was hot even at night.

			The advantage of having all served in the Excubitores was that each of them knew the city and its fortifications like the back of the hand.

			Since for the moment Constantinople was blocked only by the sea, the usurper’s soldiers concentrated their surveillance along the coast and entering the city at night through the Great Walls, using a service entrance corresponding to the passage of the Lycia River, was relatively easy.

			They moved quickly along the narrow streets of the poor neighbourhoods on the slopes of the hills near the Golden Horn, avoiding the main road that was represented by the northern branch of the Mese19 . Reaching the slopes of the Fourth Hill (Constantinople had seven of them, exactly like the first Rome), they went up along the alleys that led towards the basilica of the Holy Apostles, until they reached the perimeter of a senatorial villa.

			Marcus knocked heavily on the front door.

			- Open, in the name of Rome!

			

			
				
					1	For an overview of the political situation in Europe in 476 A.D., see X.

				

				
					2	Imperial fortress located in defence of the Gates of Cilicia, a short distance from Tarsus, 

					the provincial capital.

				

				
					3	Ancient Roman provinces roughly corresponding to modern Bulgaria and European Turkey.

				

				
					4	Contrary to what is commonly believed, it was not a grade but a category qualification: it corresponds to the current one of non-General Army officers.

				

				
					5	Cohort (today’s battalion) on foot of the Imperial Guard which had replaced the Praetorians abolished by Constantine. They were usually recruited from the Isaurians of southern Anatolia.

				

				
					6	Modern Split, Croatia.

				

				
					7	Highest military rank of the late empire. There was one for each imperial army, plus one (sometimes two) called Praesentalis who resided in the capital and corresponded to the current Chief of Defense.

				

				
					8	“Little Augustus”, due to both his age and his irrelevance.

				

				
					9	Soldiers of the campaign army (“Comitatense”) without Roman citizenship.

				

				
					10	Military rank of the late empire roughly corresponding to the current one of General and which implied access to the senatorial class. They existed as first, second and third class, respectively called vir illustris, spectabilis and clarissimus, each of which corresponded to a defined salary. Later this grade was also assigned to civil administrative jobs to define the salary level. Only in medieval Europe did it become a hereditary noble office related to a specific territory.

				

				
					11	The other cohort, on horseback, of the Imperial Guard in addition to the Excubitores. They were usually recruited from auxiliaries of Germanic origin. For an iconographic example of the Imperial Guard, see B2.

				

				
					12	The very irregular perimeter of the Grand Palace of Constantinople; it was marked by stone walls like a small town.

				

				
					13	The capital ship of the time: a large oar-powered galley with five orders of oars.

				

				
					14	Port city of ancient Cilicia, southern Anatolia, Turkey.

				

				
					15	Sort of non-commissioned officer, candidate for promotion to the centurionate and designated to succeed his centurion in case of need. From this rank ensues the word option.

				

				
					16	Ancient Greek city now decayed, near the modern Eskisehir.

				

				
					17	Sea of Marmara.

				

				
					18	Smallest military unit in Roman army, equivalent to a modern squad: the eight men whom shared the field tent or the barrack room and shared meal and fire together. There were ten contuberna in a Century.

				

				
					19	Main street of Constantinople, which crossed it from west to east, connecting the Golden Gate in the Theodosian Walls with the Bronze Gate (Chalkè) of the Sacred Enclosure.

				

			

		

	
		
			CAPUT MUNDI

			Constantinople, two days before the Calendae of August 
 MCCXXIX A.U.C.20 (476 d.C.)

			Constantinople, two days before the Calendae of August MCCXXIX A.U.C.  (476 A.D.)

			“Open, by the name of Rome!”

			The blows against the door of Senator Heliodorus’s domus21  echoed in the atrium of the urban villa, triggering the prompt reaction of the servants.

			The Great City22  was in chaos, more or less like the rest of the empire, and all the servants were in alarm, ready to defend their lord’s familia23 with arms.

			The Domesticus on duty rushed to the heavy oak door and opened the peephole to recognize the unexpected guests who came so peremptorily at the door of the Praefectus Costantinopolitanus24 .

			On a normal day, such a thing could never have happened: only the Augusta Familia could dare to knock on Senator Heliodorus’s door that way, but of course emperors usually did not go to visit the senators without warning.

			On the other hand, those were not normal times...

			“Open, by the name of Rome!”

			The repeated intimation implied that the person behind the heavy door of the Domus had an official chrism and represented the Augustus. Of course, in the situation in which the empire found itself, this could mean everything and its opposite.

			The slave on duty must have received precise instructions, because he hastened to open the security door to check: even the bandits knew that formula.

			The appearance of Marcus and his men, however, had to reassure him, because he opened rather quickly.

			“Is the Prefect Heliodorus present?”

			The slave bowed his head: “The Most Illustrious25  Heliodorus is at home, noble lords. Who should I announce?”

			“You will tell your dominus26  that a messenger from the Augustus requests to speak with him. At once.”

			The slave nodded nervously: “Of course. Please follow me...”

			Marcus and his men followed the slave into the atrium27  of the large patrician house, where the opening in the roof allowed the collection of rainwater in the pool tank that represented the heart of the house.

			The dominus of the house showed up after a few moments: he probably needed to settle into the white clothes that sanctioned his rank as a person who answered directly to the Augustus.

			The Praefectus Costantinopolitanus was the highest civil authority of the capital, and controlled in a more or less direct way everything outside the Sacred Enclosure. Heliodorus had not been in office for long and his power in the city was not particularly rooted: it was still based essentially on his personal network of contacts and on the trust of the Augusta Familia... But both were at least doubtful in the current situation, and therefore it was no surprise that the fifty-year-old aristocrat who met the unexpected group of armed Excubitores in his atrium was rather nervous.

			The senator’s expert gaze immediately recognized the rank of the soldiers from the uniforms and identified Marcus as the eldest, even if of a much lower rank than he had imagined.

			A simple Centurion, and quite a young one at that... Moreover, without an eye and with a conspicuous black bandage that made him appear older and more menacing.

			“Ave, most illustrious Heliodorus,” Marcus greeted him taking his fist to the chest as was fitting by a soldier in addressing the prefect of Constantinople: “I have a personal message for you from the Augustus.”

			The patrician stared at him with a spiteful and condescending aristocratic expression... But a slight trembling of his lips revealed his tension. As far as he knew, those soldiers might be there to arrest him, or worse.

			“Given the times, Centurion, I’m afraid I have to ask you which Augustus you are talking about.”

			“There is only one Augustus in the East, prefect. And of course, there is a usurper too. But given your reputation, the Augusta Familia has no doubts about your loyalty to them, to Rome and to the Holy Church.

			The prefect’s lips were white. Marcus had not provided him with the requested information, and now he was forced to guess, gambling everything on the next sentence.

			The senator swallowed empty, his eyes fixed on the spatae28 of the soldiers: they were not unsheathed, but they would have been more than enough to wipe out all his armed slaves and even the few expert bucellarii29 who protected his house.

			He needed to think fast.

			Basiliscus would not have sent a Centurion to him with such a massive escort: he would have sent him at least the Comes Domesticorum30, which would have been escorted by Germanic Scolae, not by Isaurian Excubitores... On the other hand, Zeno was first to infiltrate the capital with his most faithful men, not necessarily of high rank, but certainly experienced fighters...

			Heliodorus played his life and fortune in a single sentence: “The representatives of Zeno Augustus are welcome in my humble home. How can I serve the Augusta Familia?”

			Marcus smirked, intimately relieved. Zeno’s orders had been rather vague, but Aelia Ariadne’s were precise: had the prefect proven loyal to the usurper, he had to be taken out, and they would have to go and find someone else more reliable.

			Marcus extracted a scroll from the folds of his cloak: “I hand over to you precise orders for the city prefect, most illustrious Heliodorus.”

			The prefect sighed in relief, relaxing imperceptibly; but overall, he maintained his sustained demeanour.

			“Of course. Perhaps it is more appropriate that I read the Augustus orders in my office, Centurion. If you don’t mind...”

			Marcus did not hand over the scroll: “I am afraid, prefect, that my orders are to witness the reading of the document in person. And to discuss them with you later.”

			Heliodorus stiffened. He, prefect of Constantinople, discuss imperial orders with a Centurion? A damned Westerner at that, escorted by a handful of stinky Isaurians?

			Yes, but he was also the personal ambassador of the Augustus...

			He sighed and nodded: “Of course. Please follow me, Centurion... I’m afraid I don’t quite understand your name?”

			It was Marcus’s turn to feel embarrassed: after all those years spent in the capital, he continued to commit gross mistakes in etiquette.

			“Please forgive me, most illustrious. My name is Marcus Valerius Eurus, Centurion of the Excubitores, and personal guard to the Augusta Familia.

			“Hmmm… I see. From the accent, however, you are not Isaurian. Western, I would say: Gaul?”

			“Belgica Prima, most illustrious. I come from Treveri31 .”

			“I see. Well, Marcus Valerius from Treveri: if you will be so kind to follow me to my office...”

			The prefect’s scriptorium32  was small but well lit, with a single-seat desk and a small shelf containing a few documents; at the back, however, a smaller room stood out, with shelves piled high with scrolls and parchments that had to be handled by the official’s personal employees.

			Heliodorus sat down and opened the scroll.

			He quickly scanned it, making sure of the authenticity of the imperial seal placed at the bottom, then went back to reading it more carefully.

			Finally, he looked up at the Centurion standing before him.

			“I read with pleasure that the Augustus still honours me with his trust... I am flattered.”

			“The Augustus knows human nature well, most illustrious Heliodorus. He expects loyalty to be proportional to the amount of gold and ships that can be employed to claim for it.”

			The answer had been stinging, and Heliodorus made a face.

			Marcus decided to push even further: “In order to strengthen your loyalty even more, most illustrious Heliodorus, I also have orders to wait for you to return from this dangerous mission: here, in your home and together with your family... Of course, in order to guarantee their safety.”

			Heliodorus pursed his lips in annoyance.

			“Of course...” he agreed through gritted teeth: “I am grateful to the Augustus for his kindness.

			“These are painful times, prefect,” Marcus added with a smile: “We must be careful, for the sake of Rome.”

			The dominus hastily left his house, escorted only by two bucellarii of his personal guard, and Marcus took control of the building to guarantee himself and his party from possible surprises.

			The prefect’s wife and family locked themselves up in their rooms, and the Excubitores lined up the slaves and the remaining bucellarii to protect the doors and perimeter walls of the prefect’s vast Domus, which in effect was now the loyalist outpost inside the capital. If the rebels had wanted to storm it, they would have had to gather a small army, and given the limited number of troops available to Basiliscus, this would have forced him to unguard the walls.

			This, of course, assuming the Goths were still far from the city and actually engaged in fighting each other as reported by the imperial espionage: they were the real enemy to be feared.

			Heliodorus was not absent for long. He returned after a couple of hours, accompanied by four other characters who appeared out of breath as he was.

			Of these, only one followed him together with Marcus in the scriptorium: it was an elderly man, with a noble and elegant appearance and a dry and severe gaze; he was definitely more self-confident than the prefect.

			“Holy Patriarch...” Marcus greeted him slightly bowing his head, “I bring you the greetings and affection of Zeno Augustus and his wife.”

			Acacius, Patriarch of Constantinople, nodded solemnly. From the expression, he appeared far less doubtful than Heliodorus in uttering words of fidelity to the rightful ruler. 

			Marcus had expected a long discussion to convince the Patriarch to side with Zeno, but apparently Basiliscus had personally taken steps to ensure the church will side with his adversary.

			“The usurper welcomed in the palace the perfidious Timotheus Eluro, supporter of the theories of the wicked Eutyches, who opposes the dictates of the Council of Chalcedon,” the old man explained in an outraged tone: “Basiliscus had the audacity to publish an encyclical which rejects the dogmas of the Council… And even to try to have me accepting it!”

			The prelate’s voice vibrated with indignation.

			Marcus tried to recall the terms of the controversy: Eutyches was the top proponent of the Monophysite heresy, hostile to the Trinitarian vision of the Council of Chalcedon; his doctrine was strong in Asia and especially in Egypt, and if he remembered well, Timotheus himself was the Patriarch of Alexandria.

			The internal struggles of the Church were an inextricable tangle which fascinated the Greeks, but which Marcus had always found quite boring.

			“Outrageous,” he commented meeting with affected sympathy the patriarch’s outburst: “What an impudence... It is not for a humble Centurion to say, most holy Acacius, but surely divine grace will abandon anyone who demonstrates such arrogance.”

			“You bet,” grumbled the old man with a nod of approval for the demonstration of faith of the soldier in front of him: “The very fact that you and the imperial fleet are here prove it.”

			 “I am proud to be a humble instrument of the divine will, as well as of the Augustus justice, most holy Acacius,” added Marcus trying to appear convincing: “But now, it is my duty to deliver to you this letter from the Augusta Familia, which is at this moment safely aboard the fleet.”

			Acacius opened the scroll that was brought to him, and read it as Heliodorus had done before, that is, by first checking the seal; in the case of the letter addressed to him, this was double.

			“The seal of Zeno is flanked by that of Aelia Ariadne,” commented the prelate: “Pious woman! I see that divine grace continues to use her as a guide for her noble consort. The emperor’s orders are not in his usual style, so they can only have been inspired by her...”

			Marcus smiled sincerely for the first time: actually, the document had been dictated in person by Aelia Ariadne, in front of her husband who nodded stolidly his heavy head.

			“The Augusta Familia’s respect for the holy church is equal to the trust they have in it,” was the satisfied comment of the Patriarch in closing the scroll: “Marcus Valerius, please let the sovereigns know that what is requested of me, will be done. The evening mass on the day of our Lord will seal the end of the usurper’s power.”

			The Prefect, standing next to Acacius, solemnly nodded: “It is also true of me, Marcus Valerius. Let Zeno Augustus know that it shall be done as he ordered.”

			Two days at Sunday mass… Marcus sighed: time to move.

			Constantinople, the Calendae of August MCCXXIX A.U.C.33  (476 d.C.)

			Setting fire to a city is no nice thing to do, especially if it is the capital of the empire.

			Knowing that the fire will help prevent the horror of an assault to the walls, could help overcome the disgust.

			In theory, the choice of the Monophysite neighbourhood, detested by most of the inhabitants, should have helped to relieve him of the sense of guilt, but even if Marcus at least in theory was a follower of the official Nicene-Calcedonian church, the theological disputes had never impressed him too much and therefore found no relief in that: setting the capital ablaze made him sick.

			They set fire on Sunday at dawn in the designated points of the Monophysite neighbourhood near the Golden Horn, two miles north-east of the Domus of Heliodorus; there was practically no one on the streets, and the loyalists were able to retreat within the enclosure of the fortified dwelling before the alarm bells rang.

			Within two hours, the neighbourhood was engulfed in flames, the vigiles34  were busy fighting the flames, and the imperial fleet had appeared in front of the city, within catapult range.

			In the cathedral, the patriarch Acacius thundered against the Monophysites and the usurper who supported them, indicating the presence of the fleet and the ongoing fire as clear signs of how divine grace was on the side of the Augusta Familia and not the usurper’s and the heretics he protected.

			The Nicene crowd, so harangued by the Patriarch himself, came out of the cathedral infused with spirit of justice, and began to move towards the Grand Palace, just a few hundred steps away.

			Marcus and his men were already in front of the Hippodrome, together with Heliodorus’ bucellarii, his slaves and other armed men whom the Prefect had collected through his network of clientes35  and friendships... In all, no more than a hundred men, but all of them fully armed. In the forefront, Marcus’s loyalist Excubitores stood out with their gleaming weapons and their immaculate uniforms.

			When the crowd recognized them, Marcus stepped forward and saluted to avoid being mistaken for a man of Basiliscus’.

			“We are soldiers of Zeno Augustus,” he intoned with all the breath he had in his lounges: “We are here to drive out Basiliscus, usurper and heretic!”

			In the crowd there were several clerics loyal to Acacius, already instructed by the Patriarch on how to behave: they started shouting in turn against the heretic Basiliscus and his followers, bellowing support for Zeno and Aelia Ariadne, both of proven Nicene faith.

			For centuries, the control of the urban population of the empire had been a matter of crowd control, normally exercised by a few individuals in the pay of the stadium parties, or by particularly aggressive clerics loyal to the most popular sects. In the end, whoever controlled the crowd largely controlled the outcome of a political confrontation: bureaucracy, the crowd, the ruling church and the military were the factors behind power, and money largely controlled all four of these pillars.

			At that moment, with the distant Goths fighting each other, the fleet lined up in front of the city, the treasure safe in Isauria, and the offended Nicene church in control of the angry mob, Basiliscus controlled none of them.

			The roaring crowd, vast but unarmed, and Marcus’s few armed men faced each other in the Augusteion square: the soldiers had their backs to the Hippodrome, the crowd came from the cathedral of Hagia Sophia; between them stood majestically the Milion, the column from which the distances along the roads of the empire were measured.

			To the left of Marcus ran the Mese, the main street of the city; on the right, at the end of the Augusteion36 , there was the monumental entrance to the Grand Palace.

			Having obtained the attention of the crowd with the support of Acacius’ clerics, Marcus made a peremptory gesture, and his men moved decisively behind him. With the Excubitores in the lead, the armed men made a conversion passing in front of the tumultuous crowd, and moved across the large square in the direction of the Chalkè, the great ceremonial gate of the imperial palace.

			The crowd watched the strange parade, then moved in turn following the armed men, always incited by the Nicene clerics who harangued it in groups, inciting it more and more against the heretics and the usurper.

			A group of soldiers from the Scola was lined up in front of the gate: they were the chosen body of the imperial guard recruited mainly from the Teutonic mercenaries and rival of the Excubitores: the two units usually took turns guarding the Grand Palace and the Augusta Familia, and their rivalry had usually been seen as instrumental to prevent palace conspiracies. In a certain way it had worked this time too: in the end the Scola had taken the side of the usurper, while the Excubitores had mostly remained loyal to Zeno.

			The Centurion who commanded the Scola under the Chalkè appeared rather nervous: watching a hostile crowd in front of him was already a bad omen, but the imperial guard had already successfully defended the palace from popular uprisings.

			The problem was that on the opposing side now there were also the Excubitores, the army that should have been ready to support them was divided, and the revolt clearly enjoyed the support of the official church.

			Marcus recognized the colleague who was in lead of the opposing line and stopped in front of him, flanked by his men.

			“Greetings, Afranius Arpad.”

			“Marcus Valerius,” the Centurion of the Scola was pale, and his Teutonic accent stood out even more than usual: “What are your intentions?”

			“We are here to take back possession of the Grand Palace in the name of Zeno Augustus and arrest the usurper. Do you intend to oppose or collaborate?”

			The veteran Scola bit his lip. He knew well that his fate and that of his men depended on his answer. Of course, they could barricade themselves inside by locking the Chalkè... But in the Grand Palace there were at most another hundred Scola, while between Excubitores, bucellarii and a riotous crowd, there were three or four thousand people in front of them. Not to mention the imperial fleet that was docking at the military port at that very moment...

			Arpad swallowed hard and took a step to the side.

			“Welcome back to the Palace, Marcus Valerius. We are all anxious to welcome the Augustus back and offer him our renewed loyalty.”

			Marcus smiled with a veil of sarcasm that the barbarian probably didn’t pick up: “I’m sure, Afranius, the Augustus will certainly appreciate it.”

			The western Centurion entered the palace followed by his men, and the Teuton guards made a wing, saluting militarily.

			Leaving the bucellarii and the slaves of Heliodorus to control the Chalkè and the Scola, and to keep the crowd at bay, Marcus and his party entered with a steady step into the vast atrium inside the gate. On their left stood the Senate, which in Constantinople was called Magna Aura, while on the right laid the vast architectural complex of the Grand Palace.

			They passed in succession the three atriums called respectively after the Scola, the Excubitores and the Candidates, where their barracks and the lodgings of the palace officials were located, and reached the sacred area known as the Augusteum37  .

			The few Scola guards greeted respectfully, but otherwise the Palace appeared deserted: there was no trace of service personnel, nor of the officials who normally crowded it.

			It was a good sign: it meant that all the variegated inhabitants of the Sacred Enclosure had sensed the change of power, and Basiliscus was as well as finished.

			The Excubitores passed through the doors of Daphne’s Palace38 , the innermost area of the Grand Palace, and Marcus reached the Octagon39  , the central nucleus where the throne room and the private quarters of the Augusta Familia were located.

			Nobody.

			In front of the purple room, entirely covered in red marble, where the sovereign slept and above all gave birth, Marcus found the only remaining slave: it was a blind handmaid, who had served as a singer for Aelia Ariadne and had probably also been kept by Basiliscus’ wife because her splendid voice. Due to her blindness, the poor girl had not been able to run away and had been abandoned there.

			“Zephira!” Marcus called her: “Do you know where the usurper went?”

			“Marcus Valerius!” the young woman recognized him from his voice: Marcus had been on duty several times at the Octagon before Basiliscus’ conspiracy: “Mercy my lord! I have not done anything…”

			“You have nothing to worry about, Zephira. Do you know where Basiliscus and his family have fled?”

			The handmaid swallowed empty, turning her face in the direction of Marcus’s voice: “Fled, my lord... They all just fled!”

			“But where?”

			“I heard Basiliscus and his family talking about the Hippodrome, and then running towards the Kathisma40...”

			The private access of the Augusta Familia to their reserved sector in the Hippodrome: a covered bridge that connected the Grand Palace to the stadium, which crossed the Noumera41  - the narrow street that separated the two immense structures - and allowed the emperor to attend the shows and to be seen by the crowd in complete safety and without exposing himself to them.

			Marcus and his party ran through the Octagon, the most exclusive and sacred hall of the empire, as if they were a parade ground, and reached first the spiral staircase and then the access door to the Kathisma.

			It was normally closed by an iron gate, but now it was wide open.

			They ran across the covered bridge and came out directly on the Holy Stand in the centre of the Hippodrome.

			The huge stadium was practically deserted. Here and there some slaves were cleaning, but otherwise there was no one.

			The Holy Stand was inaccessible from the rest of the Hippodrome: it stood several feet above the battlements, protected by sturdy marble walls, designed to protect the Augusta Familia in case of riots, and also to prevent access to the Grand Palace from that side... However, a rope ladder now hung from one side of the stage that reached the senatorial stands, from which it was possible to quickly exit the Hippodrome through the gates that gave onto the Noumera, or by crossing the arena and then through the Black Gate42  which gave directly towards the city.

			“Curse. They must have fled past us while we were forcing the Chalké.”

			It made no sense to try to chase them through the tumultuous crowd that filled all the open spaces in front of the Hippodrome and outside the Chalkè.

			Marcus turned to one of his men and handed him a large white cloth: “Go and hoist it on top of the tower of Daphne’s palace. It is the signal to the fleet that the Grand Palace is safe.”

			The Excubitor snapped, and Marcus relaxed for a moment, thinking about his accommodation in the Triclinium of the Candidates, where a nice bath was finally waiting for him ...

			Marcus gathered half of his Excubitores in front of the only entrance of the Augusteum, and sent the others for couples to the various access gates to the Grand Palace to join the Scola and wait for the arrival of the rest of Illus’s cohort who was surely disembarking at the military port just beyond the walls of the Sacred Enclosure.

			The first to enter the Chalkè were Heliodorus and Acacius, welcomed by the prefect’s bucellarii and personally escorted inside by Afranius Arpad, anxious to prove his loyalty to the new imperial authorities.

			The two men showed disdainful detachment to the Teuton and Arian officer, but accepted his deference with the haughtiness typical of the Greek aristocracy. Marcus welcomed them into the Candidates’ atrium, and the two showed him a little more warmth.

			“The usurper is finally defeated,” declaimed the prefect with satisfaction: “When will the Augustus arrive?”

			“I guess shortly, most illustrious Heliodorus,” Marcus replied: “But I’m afraid the usurper has fled through the Hippodrome...”

			“Do not worry about Basiliscus, Marcus Valerius, Acacius intervened with a satisfied smile: “The heretic took a bath of humility, and gave himself up to the Church.”

			“What? But…”

			“Basiliscus, his wife and his son are safe in my personal library at the patriarchate,” the priest smiled seraphic: “Humble asylum seekers at the gate of the holy Church.”

			Heliodorus was outraged, but Marcus breathed a sigh of relief: if Basiliscus had taken refuge in the cathedral, he must have known to be done. The revolt had really collapsed.

			The soldier who had climbed the tower to hoist the white banner returned to report that the imperial flagship had immediately responded to the signal by raising a white flag in turn, and now the fleet vessels were landing one after another at the military port behind the Grand Palace. Illus’s soldiers had already begun disembarking, and soon the entire cohort of the Excubitores would be inside the Sacred Enclosure.

			Marcus wrinkled his nose at the idea of seeing his treacherous commander again, but before him he found himself facing someone even more ambiguous and far more dangerous.

			“Most holy patriarch, most illustrious prefect...” Marcus and his two aristocratic interlocutors turned abruptly upon hearing that female voice, and the Centurion felt his breath catching.

			Escorted by two scola, in front of them was nothing but Aelia Verina, the widowed empress.

			The true mastermind of Basiliscus’s revolt, the woman who had intended to overthrow her own daughter and son-in-law to raise her young lover to the glory of the purple and rule through him, was now in front of them: gorgeous and confident as ever.

			“Verina Augusta,” Heliodorus stammered surprised, instinctively addressing her as he always did before: “It is a relief to see you in good health after the recent occurrences...”

			“Really?” the woman smirked, “I thought an untimely demise of mine would fill you both with joy… Or should I say all three, as my august and unloving daughter’s favourite Centurion has no more love for me than you do.”

			Acacius was the fastest to recover from the surprise: “Verina Augusta, I knew you were a prisoner of your brother...”

			“Yes, indeed. I was in my apartment behind the peristyle43 when I heard the clamour and realized that my imprisonment was over. So, I asked my guards to bring me here to worthily receive my daughter and her celebrated consort, victorious once again in spite of his ineptitude.”

			Aelia Verina was the only person in Constantinople who always allowed herself sharp remarks towards the Augusta Familia: no one was surprised by her words, but the very fact that she dared to join the winners as if she had not been an integral part of the revolt left the others speechless.

			Having no idea of the attitude that Aelia Ariadne and Zeno were going to show towards her, the prefect preferred not to antagonize her, and the patriarch followed suit.

			Marcus was elated: the infamous hag, still splendid in spite of her age, but rotten inside for the hatred she felt for her own daughter, was going to get away with it.

			They did not have time to converse further: a first party of Excubitores entered the atrium, closely followed by Illus, Zeno’s new Magister Militum and therefore also Marcus’s superior.

			The latter stiffened, and in spite of all he saluted his commander pulling his fist to the chest.

			Illus was in a good spirit: he had just victoriously concluded a campaign that he had started on the other side, and all of that practically without bloodshed. He had remained on the crest of the wave despite his mistakes, and now he was not only the Magister Militum, but a victorious one.

			“Marcus Valerius!” he addressed him cheerfully: “Great job, my boy! Really well done. Most holy patriarch, most illustrious prefect... The Augustus congratulates you both on your courage and your loyalty.”

			Then Illus met Verina’s gaze, and shivered as he read all the possible hatred behind it.

			He swallowed hard and looked away without addressing the woman directly. The fact that she was there with the patriarch and the prefect and not already under arrest meant that she was already regaining her old power. There was no need to challenge her directly: if she were forgiven or even resettled in her former position, she could once again prove to be a relentless and vengeful enemy...

			The entire Grand Palace was quickly secured by the Excubitores, while the comitatenses44  soldiers quickly replaced the few urban guards in the streets and on the city walls.

			Constantinople had returned under the Augusta Familia firm control.

			Zeno arrived dressed like a soldier as in his old days, surrounded by Isaurian Excubitores. Fatter and older than Illus, the Augustus had at least realized he was no military leader and learned to let others lead the armies in his place... Too bad he hadn’t learned to choose his leaders better.

			“Illus! Marcus Valerius! What a pleasure to see you, my friends...”

			The entire population of Constantinople would have given their lives to be called that by the Augustus, and Illus was appropriately delighted. Marcus felt a shiver of annoyance, but managed to conceal it.

			The emperor of the East was really in an excellent mood. He had won a civil war and defeated the usurpers, at least partially regaining the respect of his wife... The only shadow on his shaggy face came when his gaze fell on his mother-in-law, haughty and smiling next to the patriarch. He had planned to skin her alive, but if she was under the protection of the Church, it would not have been appropriate.

			He could still take some satisfaction as a victorious soldier: slapping on the back his Magister Militum and his courageous Centurion, requesting a solemn mass to the patriarch, the blatant gesture of sitting on the throne with the sword in his hand, and commissioning a banquet with the soldiers in the atrium of the candidates at sunset.

			A martial ritual: the old greying soldier actually regretted the days of his youth, when he was just a regular in the Isaurian guard of his father-in-law, the great Leo I45 .

			It was also an opportunity to send Aelia Verina back to her quarters under good escort: no women at a soldiers’ banquet...

			Uneasy, Marcus found himself sitting on the left of the Augustus, who held Illus on the right and the patriarch and the prefect in front, while Excubitores and Scola not on duty ate and drank all around.

			The contrast with the usual etiquette of the palace was striking: it looked more like a banquet of barbarians than an imperial event... Only the food was typical of the court, and the soldiers appreciated it from the deep of their heart.

			The patriarch seemed somewhat uncomfortable in that barracks atmosphere that had nothing of what he was accustomed to, when he showed up at the Sacred Enclosure: refined and polished lunches, consumed lying on the triclinium conversing amiably in a low voice and to the sound of delicate music were his thing, rather than all that drunken screams and mugs clashing from men seated like barbarians.

			Marcus, on the other hand, enjoyed it.

			It would have been nice had Zeno really been like that. Too bad he was just an inept and coward ruffian instead, who only pretended to be a soldier. As for Illus, it was even worse; he didn’t even pretend to be a soldier: he was just into making a profit.

			Grand Palace, the day after the Calendae of August 

			MCCXXIX A.U.C. 46 (476 A.D.)

			That night Marcus slept in his old bed in the barracks, just as before the revolt... Finally.

			He had already visited the baths of the palace before the banquet, and his baggage would be collected on the ships the coming day.

			In the morning, he discovered that the people of the Grand Palace had already returned to their work. Officials, bureaucrats, slaves, maids, eunuchs and palace guards were all at their respective post as usual. All traces of disorder had disappeared, and even the signs of the banquet had been carefully erased.

			Easy to understand why: Aelia Ariadne Augusta was about to arrive, and poor Zeno did not want to disappoint his snooty wife by making her find the house dirty.

			The empress entered the Grand Palace as a true sovereign: after disembarking at the civil port from the flagship quinquereme with her entourage, parading through an acclaiming crowd and crossing the Chalkè between two wings of applauding people, she was greeted inside the palace by the honours from the Excubitores and the Scola gathered in the first lobby. Wearing her sumptuous royal vestments and holding her sceptre, she proudly walked the corridors leading to the Augusteum, climbed the entrance steps to Daphne’s palace, and entered the Octagon to sit condescendingly on the throne next to her husband, who for the occasion had put away his weapons to wear the purple again.

			She crossed the arms on her chest greeting the present, and declaimed aloud: “The revolt is quelled. Peace be for the world!”

			The patriarch was the first to pay homage to her, followed by the prefect and gradually by all the dignitaries who returned to the palace during the night.

			The last was her mother.

			The two Augustae met an icy gaze, where neither of them offered the least respect to the other. Ariadne was seated on her throne and Verina stood in front of her: the first of them was just over twenty years old, the second more than twice as much, but the differences in the appearance ceased there.

			Marcus wished to hear the arrest order for the widowed empress, hoping to be the one to carry it out, but the cunning Verina had managed to buy the necessary time, and the moment was over. She was now there at court, dressed in her most beautiful clothes, freshly freed from captivity: she had suffered more than the others during the crisis and now she was one of the victors. Arresting her would have turned her into a victim, and the church would not have approved an Augusta who had her own mother put in chains.

			No, Aelia Verina would have survived this time too, to hatch new plots.

									***

			“So, Basiliscus and his family are locked up in the Cathedral?”

			“Yes, Augusta. Under the surveillance of the armed clerics of the Patriarchate.”

			Marcus was standing in his white dress uniform without armour for the service inside the palace. Aelia Ariadne had requested a full report on his mission, including the current situation: Marcus had been summoned directly by a eunuch of her personal detail, and had spent more than two hours narrating the facts and answering the questions from the Augusta, who remained stretched out on her triclinium, as composed as before the revolt.

			“Is there any danger that he could escape?”

			Marcus shook his head: “Acacius would never run the risk of being blamed for that. He will only try to gain as much prestige as possible from his custody.”

			“True: he will intercede for his life... As he has already done for my mother’s.”

			Marcus nodded. He had imagined that the patriarch was also behind the Augusta’s clemency for her mother.

			“It would not be wise to challenge the patriarch right now,” added Aelia Ariadne thoughtfully: “What matters is that Basiliscus is neutralized. We will find the way to turn his impotence permanent, in due time. What worries me the most are the Goths.”

			“Strabo was furious with Basiliscus for failing to assign him the supreme command... And even more for the missed payment of his soldiers. So, when the Amal revolted, he left with his army to go deal with him: it is essential for Strabo to show everyone he is the supreme leader of the Goths, and only he.”

			“True, the Amal... In your opinion, who will prevail between the two, eventually?”

			Marcus hesitated: “The One-Eye has more soldiers, better armed and trained, and far more experience. The Amal has a more cohesive people, his own territory along the Danube from Pannonia to Moesia, and is younger and more ambitious. In the short term, Strabo is the strongest, but if he doesn’t win immediately and definitively… Hard to say, Augusta.”

			“Hmmm... Yes, my man - the one I sent to pay the Amal to revolt - he tells me the same things. An ambitious and confident young man, very dear to his people...”

			Marcus snorted: he disliked them both.

			Ariadne ate a grape: “I think the best strategy for the moment is to continue paying him to keep Strabo busy: they will bleed each other out until we are ready to get them both out of the way.” 

			Marcus nodded: “It’s probably the best solution, Augusta. But only in the short term.”

			“What do you mean, Marcus?”

			“They’re not stupid, neither of them. They will both realize that we are using them against each other... Sooner or later they will be able to talk, and they will come to an agreement. When that happens, we will need to be ready to face them both.”

			The empress smiled: “We will organize our forces for the case, Marcus. I guess when that happens, you want to be in the game, right?”

			Marcus cleared his throat respectfully: “I prefer to serve Rome on the battlefield than from the palace, Augusta... However pleasant life at the palace may be.”

			This time the empress chuckled: “Uh. What great words, Marcus! Luckily, you have already proven to me that they are not empty... Fine: I will keep in mind how to use your services in the future, now that I know you well. But for the moment, now that there are no enemies of Rome in the vicinity of Constantinople, I will try to take advantage of your presence in another way.”

			Marcus swallowed, feeling a shiver down his spine. A thrill of excitement.

			“Tonight, Marcus. After the second vigil, in my room.”

									***

			Marcus washed carefully in the barracks bathrooms and retired in time to his cubicle in the candidates’ barracks, where the officers of the imperial guard dwelled together with the palace officials who, like them, wore white as a sign of the honour of serving directly the Augusta Familia47 .

			In all three atriums there was a water clock that made it possible to measure time even at night, in order to mark the watch’s shifts. At the stroke of the hour indicated by the water hourglass, a servant would ring a bell.

			At the stroke of the second vigil48, Marcus got up, quickly put on the cleanest uniform he had, and went out into the hall.

			He took advantage of the opportunity to check the Excubitores on duty, and continued towards the Augusteum. There, too, he inspected the guards and entered Daphne’s palace, the residence of the rulers.

			The Centurion passed the Octagon and the last guards, and in front of the entrance to the empress’s apartment he found the duty maid. He was pleased to see that Zephira was still there: the blind singer would continue to cheer the Augusta’s ears with her beautiful voice, even though she had had to serve Basiliscus’s wife for a while. Nice to see that Ariadne was not vindictive... At least not out of purpose.

			She recognized him from his voice: “Greetings, Marcus Valerius. My domina awaits you...”

			Zephira escorted him with surprising ease for a blind woman, first through the private atrium and the purple room where the heirs to the throne were ceremoniously born in front of as many witnesses as possible, and then to the private chamber where the empress spent the night in a square bed placed in the centre of the room under a glass window through which the moonlight filtered.

			Aelia Ariadne, empress of Rome, lay in her bed between two feather pillows, draped in a very light robe that enveloped her slim body without in the least concealing it.

			“Hello, Marcus,” she greeted him with a warm voice: “I missed you...”

			He joined her in the bed and felt enthralled by the naked arms of the young woman the world called Augusta, “the greatest”.

			First, he met her lips, and kissed them tenderly. Then he explored her body, and stripped it of the little she was wearing.

			In a flash, he felt again in that cold room of Papyrius, where his sovereign had needed him to face fear, loneliness and despair through so many dark and cold nights, while her once master of the world husband snored drunk in the adjacent room...

			In that cold room in Isauria, during their forced exile, Marcus had learned to appreciate his empress, her sensitivity and intelligence, and also her small, soft and warm body. In that cold room they had made love in secret, and together they had planned the reconquest of the world.

			Now they were in a completely different room, warm, luxurious and comfortable, and the world was once again at the feet of Aelia Ariadne, Augusta. She had matured, but her cravings remained the same.

			“Love me, Marcus...” she pleaded in a voice hoarse from desire: “Love me again...”

			He felt her bare legs encircle his hips just as they did down there in Isauria; her hands caressed his back and hair, her breasts warmed his chest, and once again, he forgot she was the Augusta. 

			He loved her, as he did in those darker days, and indeed with even more passion than then... Because now she did not have to overcome fear, loneliness or despair, but only to satisfy her desires as a woman... Which made their lovemaking even more real.

			Then, satisfied the needs of the flesh, they remained embraced to satisfy those of the soul: with less passion and more tenderness, united in their mutual desire.
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			That night, and many more, whenever Marcus was on duty and Zephira watched over her lady’s door: every time they were reasonably safe and could give vent to their instincts, they met in the empress’ room.

			After love, Ariadne often let herself go.

			“How I would like to be able to really play with you...” she giggled: “I wish I could try to make you actually fall in love with me: I would like to try to have you for real, to make you lose your head for me completely, and do everything possible to make me yours!”

			“Why, am I not doing enough?”

			“Marcus, Marcus… You know what I mean. I can’t afford to love, and I can’t even be loved for real. I’ll never really know if you come to my room because you love me or because you want to please your empress. I have no doubts about your loyalty, but I will never know for sure what it is due to. I know I have your esteem, and this comforts me; I know you respect me, and your performance in bed convinces me that you also find me attractive enough… But all of that doesn’t necessarily mean love.”

			“You are the mistress of the world. You can have whatever you want…”

			“No, not this. Because you too cannot know if I want you here just to use you, or because I actually like you. You cannot really know me, and you will always have the doubt that I can commit terrible deeds. It will always be impossible for us to truly share feelings. We can only couple, please our bodies, and maybe even be friends. But nothing more...”

			A sob.

			“I will never truly know love, Marcus. Neither with you, nor with others. I can only imagine it, and enjoy what I can capture in these precious moments that we spend here, together.”

			“Ariadne…”

			“No, don’t add anything else. I just need you to pronounce my name... You are the only one who calls me this way, do you know? Even my husband, the rare times that he comes to see me, calls me “Aelia Ariadne”... My father called me “little girl”, and my mother ... Well, let’s forget her. I’ve had a few other lovers, but no one has ever had the guts to call me by name. Only you…”

			“I have no illusions, you know? I am aware I’m only a Centurion, and you are the Augusta.”

			“I know that. But I like to think that at night, in this bed, we are just a man and a woman. And I dream of meeting, even if briefly, a glimpse of what the poets call love. Even if only for a fleeting moment...”

			Sometimes, the empress cried in the arms of her lover, and then she seemed as fragile as a normal girl. When it happened, Marcus held her close, hugging her tightly, and let her vent.

			After a while, she began to find it comfortable to feel squeezed in the arms of a man she respected, and she stopped sobbing: she dried her tears, and kissed him again. At first tenderly, then with growing passion, until the desire for more captured them both; then, they returned to love each other with more ardour than before, to the point that often she had to burrow her face into the pillow in order not to be heard screaming.

			One night, she offered herself in a position very un-imperial, and she handed her lover a stick of butter.

			“Once, when I had recently given birth, my husband tried to take me as he usually did with his ephebes,” she explained in a light tone: “He didn’t manage, but made me curious about it... I know it’s a very widespread sin, especially outside the sacred bond, because this way it is impossible to conceive. Let’s try!”

			That was one of the times that Ariadne had to use the pillow to stifle her screams and avoid alarming poor Zephira ...

			Other times, satisfied her carnal desires, they talked about something else, and Ariadne cleared her conscience of some embarrassing secret. Thus, it was how Marcus learned the end of the story of the usurper and his family barricaded in the cathedral.

			“We had to promise Acacius not to shed their blood or to seize their life in any way. So, he forced them to hand themselves over to my trusted agent, you know the one I sent to bribe Illus first and then the Amal...”

			“Sooner or later, you’ll have to let me know who he is. I thought I was your trusted man...”

			“You are my soldier. There are missions where you would not be comfortable. Missions where it is necessary to bribe and not kill, flatter and not threaten, and make dishonourable pacts with detestable enemies...”

			Marcus shivered: “I understand. Thanks for keeping me out of these stories.”

			“Of course. I told you that it will never be possible for you to really come to know me... In short, this agent of mine took all three of them into custody, boarded them on a ship and took them to a monastery in Limnae, Cappadocia, where we had them locked up.”

			“So, you’re going to keep them there, forever segregated?”

			“Not exactly... My man stayed there until he was sure all three were dead.”

			“What? But you promised...”

			“We have kept our word, with the testimony of the monks who duly reported to the patriarch. We did not shed their blood, nor took their lives. We simply failed to feed them after we locked them up: they died on their own, alone.”

			Marcus shivered: “Basiliscus surely deserved it, but his family...”

			“Seeing them starve to death because of what he did, was part of his punishment. He was the last to die.”

			“You are right, I will never be sure I really know you,” he hugged her to him: “And I thank you for not choosing me for this mission.”

			“I knew you wouldn’t like it. On the other hand, it gave my agent great satisfaction, also because while accomplishing it, he forged useful ties with the monks and with Acacius.”

			“I’m happy for him.”

			“Hmmm... I finally made it: I drove you jealous, at least a little! I like that, it means that you care for me. His name is Anastasius: he was a simple Silentiarius here at the palace, but I decided to elevate him to Decurion... So, in addition to being my trusted agent, he will also have the authority to deal with others in his environment.”

			“Kind of when you had me promoted to Centurion?”

			“So, are you really a bit jealous? How nice... But he doesn’t share the bed with me, you know? I suspect that like many others in this building he prefers boys, especially if they are very young...”

			“One more reason not to meet him personally.”

			“Okay, I’ll try to keep the two of you separate,” she chuckled: “You know, he doesn’t fancy you either...”

			“Why, what does he know about me?”

			“Only that I trust you, and that you serve me holding a sword. He doesn’t like soldiers; except the ones who share his bed...”

			“I see. I will try to keep our relations at the current level.”

			“Good choice. I prefer you in my bed...”

			Still other times, like in Papyrius’s time when they planned the campaign against Basiliscus, they discussed motivations and politics.

			“Sometimes I really wonder how I got your loyalty.”

			“You know very well that I consider you an intelligent and capable sovereign.”

			“Hmmm... Really?”

			“You know that.”

			“Yes, but I do like hear you say that. And since I know I really am, I can even believe you. It is easier to believe in your respect than it is in your affection.”

			“My respect for you is not in question, and never will be.”

			“Unlike your affection, as I said,” she sighed: “Thank you for not trying to deceive me about that... You’re right, of course: you will never know what I really have in my heart, and I will never know what you have.”

			“Loyalty is an important feeling.”

			“And a very rare one at that, I know... That’s why I appreciate it so much. But my question stands: I understand your respect, but respect is not enough to generate loyalty. You can respect a valiant foe, but you will never be loyal to him, right?”

			“True. Well: I think it is because I feel that in addition to your purple, you are also bound to defend Rome. Just like me.”

			Ariadne remained silent for a while absorbing those words.

			“I had never thought of it this way, before... But it’s true: I really hope to pass our heirs a better empire than the one I inherited. I think it’s my duty as a sovereign, isn’t it?”

			“It is, even if only few sovereigns felt like that. And I do believe you are trying your best to put order in the chaos of the world. Even if sometimes you don’t like what you have to do.

			“I often dislike it, that’s true. But my father taught me what responsibility is. I guess a good soldier must know that too, right?”

			“A good soldier, yes. Many soldiers, however, don’t... Like Illus for example.”

			Giggle: “I don’t like him either. Unfortunately, however, we still need him... One of those things I don’t like to do. You like to fight, don’t you?”

			Marcus thought for a moment: “I guess so... But I don’t like war as an end in itself. It is important to choose your enemies.”

			“Hmmm… Let’s see: would you like to fight the Persians?”

			“They did no wrong to me.”

			“They are our sworn enemies.”

			“Points of view. For me the Persians are far away, while I consider the Goths our worst enemies, because they are here and trample our land.”

			“So, you prefer to fight them?”

			“Yes. Also because, once we have defeated them, we will be well on our way to liberating the West.”

			“Marcus, the West is a Nepos’50  problem. We have to think about the empire... This empire.

			“The empire is one. It’s called Rome. And it is for Rome I fight.”

			“Rome...” she said softly: “What is Rome for you?”

			“Rome is a city, now in bad shape, to be reconquered and rebuilt. But above all Rome is an idea: a civilization based on law, a universal homeland, a world founded on peace and progress...”

			“Little peace and even less progress, at least since I was born,” she commented; “But it’s true, you know? My father too, he dreamed of restoring the empire of Constantine and Theodosius. He eliminated Aspar51 , tried to rid the army from the Teutons, limited the power of the Goths. For what it counts, he was also trying to support the West...”

			“Yes: he had Nepos sent to us,” Marcus muttered bitterly.

			Ariadne giggled: “My father said that Julius Nepos was an idiot... But also, that he was the less idiot among the ones he could afford to send west: he needed the best men here in the East.”

			“Kind of him,” Marcus grunted, resentful.

			“Marcus,” Ariadne mumbled thoughtfully, crouching in her arms: “What is the West like?”

			He thought only for a moment, before replying: “Poor. Grey. Desperate.”

			“It sounds very sad... Maybe my father was right, then.”

			“It’s sad, of course; but your father was wrong: without the West, the empire is like amputated. It will never return to what it was, because the soul of Rome comes from there. Without the West, this empire would be called Greek, not Roman: it would be Hellenistic, even Egyptian or Babylonian, and not Latin. The values of justice, individual freedom and common progress would be forgotten in favour of those of wealth, power and subordination. Citizens would become subjects and no longer distinguish between their own sovereigns and the foreign ones.”

			“Marcus! Have you studied philosophy?”

			“No. I barely know how to read and write... Ariadne, my father was a blacksmith in Treveri, and there was only one public school left in the city, which will probably be closed by now. But I know and love my country, because I fought for it when the barbarians came; at that time, there was no one else to protect our cities, but the citizens... We, Roman citizens.”

			She looked at him intently: “Maybe I got you wrong. You are not only good with the sword, Marcus: you know how to speak too, when you believe in what you say. I’ll have to remember that...”
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			Aelia Ariadne remembered.

			During Lent, when winter had passed and the Goths had resumed slaughtering each other along the border between Moesia and Thrace53, at the end of a particularly fiery night with her Western lover, the empress felt again in the mood to disclose to him some imperial politics.

			“Marcus: do you still dream of freeing the West from the barbarians?”

			Taken by surprise, Marcus hesitated for a moment: “I don’t change much, Ariadne. My loyalty to Rome implies a desire to free the lands we have lost… And especially the one where I was born.

			Aelia Ariadne rubbed against him like a cat: “Here is my handsome philosopher soldier again! Just like Marcus Aurelius: maybe that’s where your name is from? You just miss the purple and the beard.”

			“I miss an eye, too,” he grumbled.

			“Details... But the beard would look good on you.”

			“Barbarians wear beards... It is the reason it’s called that.”

			“Your Augustus wears it too...”

			Marcus held his breath, wondering whether he just made a mistake: he knew he was playing a very dangerous game in Aelia Ariadne’s bed, and any mistake like that could cost him the head.”

			The empress burst out laughing at his embarrassment: “Marcus! It was a joke... I was hoping you were beyond this fear by now when you are in my bed.”

			“I’m sorry, Ariadne.”

			She smiled and stroked him.

			Then, she informed him: “News came from Italy.”

			“How’s Nepos? Is he reconquering the peninsula?”

			“No, he enjoys life in Salona as always... But the usurper who chased him away from Ravenna, that Oreste...”

			“What, the one who had his son crowned?”

			“That one. Well, it seems like he got overthrown in turn during winter by his chief auxiliary, an Odoacer.”

			“Odoacer? Sounds familiar... He was one of the generals in Richimer retinue.”

			“Possible. Anyway, this guy disposed of Oreste and took over Italy.”

			“Has he had himself proclaimed Augustus already?” 

			“No, this is the strange thing: he sent us an embassy of Roman senators with the Western diadems, insignia and laurels instead. He says that if it suits us, he will rule Italy in our name, or in the name of Nepos if we prefer... What do you think?”

			Marcus scowled: “That’s odd. A barbarian who wants to reunify the empire?”

			Ariadne wrinkled her nose: “I would rather call him a barbarian who wants to be sure we will not send an army against him to take away what he has stolen. He offers to recognize our nominal authority, and in return he asks to be left alone.”

			“I guess there is no hope of sending that army against him, right?”

			“Marcus, we are still trying to gather enough forces to face what will come after the civil war between the Goths is over... And then the Augustus has already said that we have sent two men to the West: one got killed54  and the other sent to exile55 . I don’t think he is very interested in Italy: he is much more into supporting Acacius against Timothy of Alexandria in their controversy over Eutyches...”

			“If we are unable to react, Nepos less than us, and this Odoacer really wishes to offer himself as governor of Italy in the name of the Augusta Familia, I think we should talk to him and make sure that he undertakes a policy useful to the empire.”

			Ariadne nodded her agreement: “We must avoid misunderstandings, and unfortunately misunderstandings often occur when we send around Senators as ambassadors.”

			“Hmmm... Are you thinking of sending your Silentiarius, that Anastasius, to Ravenna?”

			“No, Marcus,” the empress smiled: “I was actually thinking of sending you...”
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			WHERE ATTILA LAY WASTE

			Aquileia, five days before the Calendae of April  
MCCXXX A.U.C.56 (477 AD)

			The cry of death rang piercing in the muffled white silence.

			It had snowed all night, and now a uniform white blanket covered everything, muffling all noise. The silence was even more dazzling than the whiteness. The sun had been shining for almost two hours in a clear winter sky, the air was still, cold and clean. The snow seemed to have impartially covered all the dirt and all the life of the world, as if giving him a new virginity and offering him a new beginning.

			The thud of the hooves on the uneven Roman pavement was muffled by the uncut layer of snow, and the only sound until then seemed to be the breath of man and horses. The birds also seemed silent, and the wind, after bellowing a few hours ago, had stopped completely. The knight was still numb after the night spent wrapped in his wool cloak in the stable that in the semi-abandoned village of Pucino replaced the inn that had burned down a few years earlier. The clothes of raw wool and leather, suitable for breaking the wind, were soaked with humidity after the night out in the open, to the point that the idea of undressing and facing the dry cold bare-chested seemed almost tempting. As well as any diversion that would alleviate boredom as we traversed those desolate fields devastated by Attila just twenty-five years earlier.

			The scream repeated itself. The knight roused himself, trying to identify the origin of that sound that had wounded the silence. The hot breath created a cloud of steam on his face, and the breath of the horse was the only background to his cry. That never happened again.

			After a brief hesitation, the rider wrapped in his damp cloak spurred the horse by suddenly accelerating its pace and with his own that of the spare horse, laden with his soldierly luggage. The two animals set off at a small trot along the via Magistrale that wound its way across the plain between frozen swamps and impenetrable clumps of small trees.

			The snow was already dirty: the blood had stained it. The woman’s body, naked from the waist down, lay on its back in the middle of the street; an arrow stuck in the centre of her back made the blood that soaked the poor coarse woollen clothes dripped. Her face was sunk in the snow and covered with long black hair. Behind her a row of tracks indicated her attempt to escape from the point of attack, where the snow was trampled all around another body.

			He was a man. His face was turned to the sky, his eyes wide. His throat had been severed with a sharp blow from the knife. His clothes were torn, freshly ripped. And of course, there was no bag around. A double row of hoof tracks indicated the attackers’ escape route.

			Brigands, nothing exceptional on the roads of the empire. Traveling had been dangerous for over seventy-five years, from the first incursion of the Visigoths into Italy.

			Aquileia57  was a ghostly city. The walls were gutted in several places, and no men guarded the doors. Three-quarters of the buildings lay in ruins, and very few of the habitable ones were occupied by their rightful owners. Of the thousand inhabitants, only a few hundred were originally from the place: the others were refugees, fugitives from Pannonia or displaced from the countryside depopulated by terror.

			For at least half a century Italy had been devastated by two recurring calamities: the barbarian invasions that depopulated the countryside, forcing the settlers to flee to the cities in search of protection, and then the pestilences that plagued the cities, pushing the inhabitants to disperse again to the countryside to escape the contagion. In 452 the population of Venetia and Noricum had taken refuge within the city walls to seek escape from the hordes of Attila, but the Huns had not been stopped by the fortifications, and when Ezio’s army finally reached the city chasing the Scourge of God fleeing to Pannonia they found more than half of the population massacred and all the riches of the capital of Venetia pillaged. Two years later the plague had arrived, and the city was reduced to a few hundred desperate souls, while the countryside was repopulated. 

			By  454  Ezio’s army had disbanded and Italy was swarming with former  barbarian soldiers, transformed into marauders and raiders, fleeing towards Pannonia and therefore forced to pass through those same regions: the countryside had turned into a tragic desert. Fifteen years of uneasy truce, and Italy had fallen prey to the anarchy and greed of the barbarian Richimer. Then the eastern army of Julius Nepos had passed and had restored order, but that of the conquerors... Until it marched back home in the East leaving anarchy behind.

			Three roads converged on Aquileia58 : the Magistrale, which came from Dalmatia, the Julia Augusta, from Carnia, and the Postumia from Mediolanum. Streets once very busy and now deserted and travelled only by refugees and brigands: to the point that they weren’t safe already two miles from a city. From a dead city as it was.

			After passing the pagan tombs that welcomed travellers at the entrance of all Roman cities as a reminder of a long-gone opulence, the knight entered the city from the eastern gate without any tax collector requesting a toll, and not even the presence of two bodies on his pack horse attracted more attention than usual from the few passers-by. Since Julius Nepos’ flight, there have been no more magistrates in Aquileia, nor any form of established authority. The closest thing left to a public office was the only tavern still open, where the few travellers slept and where the few standing commercial transactions took place.

			When the knight entered the smoky and half-empty room, the inn keeper and the few patrons looked at him with suspicion. There was not much sympathy for men at arms in a region that for over a century had only known raiders and passing enemies. The innkeeper looked at the newcomer with a scrutinizing eye, wondering if it was more appropriate to show respect to a warrior probably not alone, or hostility to an isolated raider. The knight wore a classic Roman-style helmet, a thick coat of shiny leather covered with a metal mesh and a whitish tunic with breeches of the same colour. An old purple cloak with hood gathered on the left shoulder did not hide the hilt of a heavy Germanic sword. The shoes were well made, in thick tanned leather, and were superimposed on softer leather leggings that reached below the knee. A strange combination of Latin and Germanic elements, worn out by use but of expensive workmanship. His regular features, on the other hand, were decidedly Roman, his black hair and slightly olive skin together with his average height betrayed a typical Italic. A black bandage covered his right eye, while the left one, in the only non-Latin element, appeared of a particularly intense dark grey. If it hadn’t been for that and for the heavy armament, the knight would have looked like a typical citizen of Italia Annonaria. Perhaps he was a soldier from the East, a Greek mercenary...

			“My name is Marcus Valerius Euro,” the newcomer said in a flat and dry voice, without a trace of a Greek accent in his Latin: “I come from the Magistrale, and I found two corpses just outside the city. Is there anyone who may be interested?”

			They were two citizens of Aquileia; the customers knew them well. Married a few months ago, he had thirty springs and she twenty; they had left the city at dawn with two donkeys loaded with Moscato wine amphorae, heading for Tergeste59 . Going out at dawn they had hoped to avoid the brigands: they were poor, and selling that wine was their only hope of buying wood to heat their home in winter. The murderers had stolen their donkeys with the wine, the few bronze jewels, her cloak and his old gladius, then the girl had been raped in front of her husband. When the fun was over, he had been slaughtered and she was killed while trying to escape.

			Quite a common story. If the knight had arrived a couple of minutes earlier, the two might still have been alive.

			Or rather he would just die with them, judging by what he was being told.

			Marcus Valerius sipped his mug of goat’s milk, his gaze apparently fixed on the unleavened bread in front of him, but in reality, lost on distant worlds.

			He had passed through there only two years earlier, on his way to Constantinople to offer his sword to the emperor Zeno. Julius Nepos ruled Italy as a satrap of the Eastern Court, but it seemed that things were going to improve anyway: for Italy it was better to be a Province of the Eastern Empire than a land of conquest of the barbarians like the rest of the West. Instead, things had continued to go from bad to worse. Julius Nepos had been driven out by the chief of his mercenaries, and the latter in turn by his deputy, who was now distributing a third of the Italic lands to his Heruli. Depopulated, abandoned, desolate lands beyond all imagination.

			In Gaul it had to be even worse. In Italy at least there was only Odoacer with his Heruli. In Gaul there were Euric with the Visigoths, Childeric with the Franks, Gundobad with the Burgundians, Pyrus with the Britons and even Count Ecdicius with what remained of Roman power. All of them, more or less at war with each other. Poor Gaul, once the heart of the West...

			Whenever news from the West came in Constantinople, it was about catastrophes. The last one had been more formal than substantial, but in a way, it had been the final sanction of the disaster: Odoacer, the last barbarian leader who had taken power in Italy, rather than taking the purple for himself or for a puppet of his, had directly returned the imperial insignia to Zeno. For the most optimistic imperial advisors this meant that the barbarian recognized the authority of the Eastern Empire, and therefore, even that the empire was once again unified. For the more realistic, this simply meant that the Western empire had ceased to exist, and that the entire West was definitively lost, overrun by the barbaric tide.

			This had already been true for years, of course, since the Rhenish front had been broken, and Gaul and Ispania had been invaded and divided into barbarian kingdoms that did not even formally recognize any imperial authority. But now there was also the formal sanction of the dissolution of Roman power.

			The world had been going on for centuries between highs and lows; only the highs were less and less high, while the lows were deeper and deeper. Who knows how much more they would have fallen? 

			Goat’s milk and unleavened bread. In Italy! Incredible.

			In the East at least, despite decadence, civilization was still thriving. The barbarians paid tribute to the emperor and not vice versa, and if they occasionally attempted a raid, there was always an imperial army to drive them back, even if it was a mercenary one. Constantinople would never fall to the barbarians, and civilization would survive, at least there. Only, it was no longer a Roman civilization. It was Greek: Hellenistic, not Latin. Even the Christians were Monophysites rather than Nicene, and the people spoke Greek, not Latin. There was no longer any patriotism in serving a sovereign who was in effect a foreign monarch... 

			Sure, a monarch who paid well.

			Marcus no longer had a homeland, but at least he had a sword, and he might as well use it for those who paid better and somehow still represented Rome civilization. Even though he was Isaurian. Even if he was weak, a coward, a turncoat. Even though he was called Zeno.

			So, Marcus had returned to the West to serve the emperor of Constantinople and see who Odoacer, the new master of Italy, really was.

			A man sat across from him, noisily dragging his chair across the bumpy floor. 

			Marcus raised an expressionless eye to the uninvited guest. He was elderly, at least fifty, perhaps older. Difficult to say, in those times. He sported sparse grey hair, a patriarchal beard of the same colour, Italian clothes of good workmanship but evidently worn by time.

			“They say you’re a soldier.”

			“Who says that? I arrived less than an hour ago, and nobody knows me.”

			“The ones who saw you arrive on horseback say you don’t ride like a farmer or a merchant. You always look over your shoulder. Your horse is loaded with weapons and you have tied it to the entrance so you can watch it from here. And you didn’t lose that eye in a tavern fight, at least judging by the width of the scar on the cheek.”

			“You like to observe people, I see,” Marcus sighed; “Maybe I happen to be a soldier; so?”

			“You found those poor folks. Why did you bring them here?”

			“Because otherwise the wolves would have eaten them. I can’t say I’m a good Christian, but when it’s my turn, I hope someone will pick me up from the ground. Did they have relatives?”

			“A few months old son and the brother of the girl, who both lived with them. Look, if you’re a soldier, I have an offer for you.”

			“First of all, I don’t know who you are. Besides, I’m not interested in anything you can offer to me. It was not even my intention to stop: if I had not found those two sods, I would have skirted the walls and continued west.”

			“My name is Junius Rufus and I am the elder of the city. Since the last magistrate fled, I have been a point of reference for the citizens and I speak for them with the bishop.”

			“Well done.”

			“Wait before say you don’t care what I have to offer. Who are you fighting for?”

			“Whoever pays me best. And whoever pays me wants me in Ravenna, so whatever your proposal is, I’m sorry but I’ll be back on my way in a few minutes.”

			“Are you a man of Odoacer?”

			“I don’t see how this may be your business.”

			“You are not a barbarian: I can see and hear you are not. Why don’t you stop for a while? The bishop would pay you well, and we would be grateful to you.”

			“I have no interest for gratitude, the bishop can’t pay me enough, and I do not like the place.”

			“I can’t blame you. People are poor and terrified. That gang that took up residence outside the city is strangling us. No more merchants or food arrive, and you can’t go out either day or night. It’s like being besieged, but we can’t even surrender. The city is dying.”

			“I’m so sorry. But the same thing happens everywhere.”

			“No, it is not true. There are brigands everywhere, but they just steal. These bastards aren’t content with stealing. You saw them at work: they kill for fun; stealing is just an excuse for murdering. No self-respecting brigand would have killed those two poor people just to steal two jars of wine at the risk of scaring away any other wayfarer around.”

			“You’re right about that. In addition to being cruel, they are also stupid. Why don’t you get rid of them?”

			“It’s not that easy. The leader of the gang is a Goth, a certain Rekhared, a deserter from the army of Orestes, who has taken possession of a villa on via Iulia Augusta after having slaughtered the steward who was looking at it for his master, who in turn had long since fled to Salona. The Goth enlisted in his gang the Mauritanian slaves who worked in the villa. With this Rekhared there is Satalus, a Greek deserter from the army of Julius Nepos. As the former is wild and daring, the latter is treacherous and cunning. Together with the Mauritanian they started to raid the countryside, then the roads, and now they are even starting to show up within the city after sunset. But the worst part is that many of our young people have joined them out of desperation, hunger or God knows why else. They will end up slaughtering us all in our homes; or maybe they will just starve us, and the survivors will join them and go to do the same in Concordia or Forum Iulium60 .

			“I ask again, why you don’t take your weapons and go and get them in their villa? This city will still be able to bring out a hundred men, right?”

			The old man shook his head, disconsolately: “I’m afraid not. The few valid men are hungry and sick, with no military experience; they are scared, and most of all they don’t want to risk facing their own children and brothers. Those willing to try have already gone... They never came back. No, we need a professional.”

			“You will surely find him in Patavia. Or in Ravenna, or in Salona. Odoacer himself will need safe roads and will take care of that sooner or later.”

			“We can’t wait. We want you.”

			“You don’t even know me. For all you know I could be one of them. Anyway, I told you I don’t care: I’m in a hurry to leave. The bishop will have to find someone else.”

			The old man sighed: “The bishop will do nothing. He keeps repeating that the bandits are our brothers, that we have no right to harm them, and that God will preserve us... If he doesn’t, it will be because of our sins. I beg you!”

			Marcus smiled: “Here is the point, then: you want to send me to your brigands alone to do your work because your bishop does not want you get your hands dirty with the blood of your enemies. I should do the dirty work, get paid in secret, take divine wrath on my heathen mercenary shoulders and leave you free from sin and safe from robbers. Witty, your Bishop!”

			The old man bowed his head, miserably.

			“Do you know what I think, old man?” Marcus snorted: “Rome has fallen so low precisely because of people like you and your bishop. By delegating the responsibilities and the dirty jobs to others, we pulled the barbarians into the house hoping to keep both our souls and our hands clean, until they stole one from us and cut off the others. I don’t know if my God is the same as your bishop’s, but if He is, I don’t think He’s very happy with him. As for me, I will certainly not waste time with people who have lost their dignity so bad.

			The old man took his hand with a pleading look: “Please! You can’t abandon us, think about your soul... We are your people!”

			“My soul, according to your bishop, has been damned since I killed my first barbarian, and anyway I haven’t had my own people for a long time. Let go of my hand, old man!”

			“I beg you! We will pay you well, and it won’t cost you much time!”

			Marcus smiled mockingly: “Oh, really? If you think it’s that easy, why don’t you do it yourself? No, don’t tell me: your bishop wouldn’t approve. And then you could get hurt. But what makes you think that I have more sympathy for you than for those brigands out there?”

			The old man started to answer something, but Marcus interrupted him again: “I’ll make a pact with you, old man. I’ll give you an hour of time, till I finish my meal. If you find five men ready to come with me, I’ll do the job for you for free. If you can’t, I’ll go away and you won’t bother me with your whining anymore. What about that?”

			The old man looked at him breathlessly: “Five men... And then would you really do it for free?”

			Marcus looked at him amused: “Really. Just for the sake of seeing if there really are five men left in this city of trembling and devoted sissies.”

			Marcus calmly ate his unleavened flatbread, then went to check on his horse, put his cloak to dry in the cold winter sun and wiped the iron of his weapons, warming his back in anticipation of the long journey that awaited him along the via Postumia, Annia and Popilia. That night he could have slept in a tavern in Concordia, the next night in Altinum61 . Another night on the shore at the mouth of the Padus62 , and finally it would have been in Ravenna.

			The bell struck the hour, and Marcus got on the saddle, ready for the ride.

			“Marcus Valerius, you don’t want to deny your word, do you?”

			The old man was there, with a strange light in his eyes. He was not alone: with him there were another rather robust elderly man, a tall and thin youngster without a beard, a guy in his forties with a thick black beard and a girl with long brown hair.

			Marcus looked at them amused: “I asked you for five guys, old man. Five valid people in a city of a thousand inhabitants. Here I see two men fit for combat. Maybe three. Where do you want me to go, with an old man and a little girl in tow?”

			“We are five citizens of Aquileia who are not afraid to follow you, Marcus Valerius. And we expect you to keep your word.”

			The girl had spoken in a voice so firm that to Marcus sounded almost comical. For the first time since he woke up that morning a smile spread his lips: “So you would be one of the last real men of this heroic city. Heartfelt congratulations. And how many devoted young Christians will cry if you don’t come home tonight?”

			“No one. The only one who counted for me, and for whom I counted until recently, you brought him back to town two hours ago.”

			Marcus nodded: “I understand. A lonely avenger. Not very Christian, don’t you think? No, don’t answer me. Old man, this would all be ridiculous if it weren’t so tragic. Do you realize that in a few hours you could all be dead?”

			“If it weren’t in a few hours, it would be in a few days, Marcus Valerius. There is no more food in the city, and I have already seen many starving. I may not have lived like a real Roman, but I will show you that I will know how to die for my city.”

			“Amen. Do you at least have weapons?”

			It was the other elderly man who replied: “I have. I am the blacksmith of the city, and I have a supply in my forge.”

			“Really. Well then; let’s go and see.”

			The blacksmith was called Marcius; he was fifty-four years old and was the only blacksmith left in Aquileia. Marcus observed the edged weapons kept in the back of his forge, remembering his childhood. There were a dozen swords, twenty knives, two axes and a hundred arrowheads.

			“So, what do you think?”

			Marcus smiled: “You haven’t produced weapons for the Legions for a long time. The edge of the swords is double beaten only on the obverse; the reverse is repeated simple. Some blades are old and begin to rust, others are too sharp and the wire is suitable for slaughtering animals but not for colliding with weapons of war: they are fragile.”

			“Now you are also an expert in forging as well as in warfare?” asked Marcius in a bad mood.

			“I was not born on the saddle like a Hun,” Marcus smiled sourly: “My father was a blacksmith too, and I grew up beating the iron on our forge. We lived in Treveri, so we produced lots of weapons for King Childeric’s warriors. All of my weapons I have forged myself, and I guarantee you they work well.”

			“So, you come from Gaul, commented the old man: - Are you a soldier of comes Ecdicius?

			“I already told you that I fight for whoever pays me,” Marcus replied dryly: “Almost always. Anyway, yes: I also fought for Ecdicius.”

			He raised a sword with a critical gaze; then he weighed the knives.

			“The knives are all fine. Axes too, if anyone knows how to use them. Most arrowheads are great for hunting, not for piercing leather mail, let alone metal webbing. They can be useful if we catch them without armour. Three swords I would say are fine.”

			“I’ll take the axe,” Marcius said dryly: “I’ve always used it in the forest.”

			“I used a sword as a boy,” said old Junius Rufus.

			Marcus looked at the others with a questioning look.

			“Sword,” said the man with the beard, whose name was Lucius.

			“Sword too, said the other: “Also a couple of knives: I’m good at throwing them.”

			The girl, whom the others called Claudia, shrugged: “I’ll take two knives and some arrows; I have a hunting bow.”

			Disgusted, Marcus sent them home to get dressed in clothes more suitable to face cold and combat. Then they met at the North Gate.

			The Centurion smiled bitterly: the last time he had left a fortified city to go to fight, he had a dozen Excubitores behind him. War-hardened soldiers, not very versatile but tenacious and highly disciplined, and among the best equipped of all time. Now with him were five frightened, inexperienced and practically unarmed citizens. Two old men, a merchant, a young fisherman and even a girl.

			A wagon pulled by two mules, with Junius Rufus and Claudia on the box, Marcius and Lucius hidden among the household goods; Marcus and Marcellus, the fisherman, were on horseback about two hundred meters behind the bait cart, always hidden behind a tree or a bend in the road. They were headed north, in the direction of the villa which represented the lair of the brigands. Had they managed to pass without being seen, they would have arrived near the villa at dusk with a chance to catch the brigands by surprise. Had they been attacked instead... Well, from Marcus’s point of view it would have been a good opportunity to eliminate at least a few enemies before even storming the villa.

			Strange traveling companions, really; they looked like a cross-section of the fallen society of the West. Junius Rufus was the one who angered him most: cowardly, hypocritical, willing to appeal to his neighbour, always ready to ask and never to give. Marcus was wondering why he had decided to come with them... Maybe the bishop had ordered him to. Or was it a jolt of pride? He liked the elderly blacksmith Marcius better; not very skilled as a gunsmith and too old to fight, at least he did not try to explain him how to do it: he spoke little and showed at least good will; according to Junius Rufus he was the first to volunteer. Lucius, the bearded overweight merchant, had been the last: he had made himself available only after Junius Rufus had promised him a reward. Marcellus was the most enigmatic: he wasn’t even from the city. He came from the surroundings of Altinum, where he was a fisherman; according to him, he had come to sell his fish, then he had found himself stuck in the city and now he was afraid to go out alone to go home. Was it possible that he was willing to take a risk with them in order to solve the problem, rather than trying to sneak home alone, perhaps at night?

			Then there was the girl, Claudia. She had been dismayed in love with the young man who had been murdered that morning with his young bride, and she came with them because she wanted revenge. And Marcus was foolish enough to take her with them. Was he getting soft? No, he didn’t feel responsible for them, that’s all. He would keep his word, helping them get rid of the brigands, and if anyone got hurt in the meantime it wouldn’t be his fault. In case, the girl would be useful to attend the wounded. Besides, she was good for the wagon makeup.

			All in all, Marcus thought, it would be a diversion from the boredom of the trip. It would be fun. It would be a useful training. And if it went wrong... It would be a way like any other to leave. For what it mattered...

			The wagon advanced with exasperating slowness for somebody accustomed to traveling on horseback. Marcus and the young Marcellus were forced to stop constantly and often leave the road to keep an eye on the others without exposing themselves to the gaze of any lurking brigand.

			On the wagon old Junius Rufus looked around nervously, wondering what had made him do expose himself in that way. The girl next to him seemed calm, as if the whole affair wasn’t really dangerous, almost as if she didn’t care what might happen. Young people! Who could understand them? Without decorum or conscience, like his nephew who joined the brigands. After all what he had done for him! Perhaps there would be a chance to save him and his friends; especially him.

			Perhaps…

			It wasn’t a particularly sophisticated ambush: it wasn’t worth it for a wagon with an old man and a girl. The brigands leapt out of the bushes on either side of the road, brandishing rudimentary weapons. There were six of them: two robust Moors with edged weapons, certainly rebellious slaves from the villa, and four ragged young men armed with clubs and sticks; one had a bow and a quiver with some arrows, and a flash of cruelty in the eye. He must have been the one who had killed the girl that same morning. The old man seemed to recognize him: he was a playmate of his nephew when he was a child. He had run from home long before him, at the beginning of the previous winter, immediately after the passage of the Greek army returning to Illyria. 

			“But look here: old Junius Rufus himself!” exclaimed the young man with the bow, recognizing him: “And sweet Claudia with him... This is a very lucky day! What are you bringing with you?”

			Claudia stiffened at the old man’s side and started to say something, but there was no time; not even Junius Rufus had the opportunity to react: it all happened in a few moments. 

			An arrow materialized out of nowhere and pierced the young man’s throat. His crooked smile stiffened into an expression of disbelief and his mouth filled with blood; then he slipped to the ground with a strangled gurgle. 

			His companions, their eyes fixed on the cart, did not even notice it.

			“Now!” cried the old man. 

			Marcius and Lucius jumped from under the blanket that covered them on the back of the cart; Marcius brandished his axe and yelled for courage, the brigands stood for a moment stiff with surprise, then the gallop of two horses rang out, and they roused themselves, but it was already too late. 

			Marcus charged with his head down, as if he were at the head of his Excubitores, brandishing his broadsword; Marcellus was trying to keep up with him, but his nag didn’t want to break the trot, and he was certainly not an expert rider. 

			The two ebony giants reacted first, holding their Roman swords, but they had no idea how to meet the charge of a mounted knight, while Marcus’s horse was used to that kind of attack. The Centurion’s broadsword spun in a swift semicircle, and at the end of its trajectory it met the junction of the neck and the right shoulder of one of the blacks, who collapsed with a grunt spraying blood on the trampled snow. Marcus made the horse rear up to stop its race and turned, whipping the air and missing the other slave by a breath, as he stumbled and fell on the ground to avoid him. 

			Marcius, after winding his axe a couple of times above his head keeping the other brigands at a distance, jumped to the ground and hit the fallen Mauritanian with force from top to bottom: more sprays of blood littered the snow. 

			Marcellus arrived just in time, while two of the young men were about to attack Marcius from his back and Marcus engaged the other two from the top of his horse. The axe parried a clumsy blow and Marcellus’s sword stuck in the back of one of the two, remaining stuck in his dying flesh. 

			Lucius was still in the cart, dazed, and Marcellus was unarmed but still on horseback. 

			The other young outlaw, dismayed, did not even think of trying to blow his club against Marcius, and chose to run. 

			Marcus knocked down one of the two youngsters by severing his arm almost neatly, and the other slipped trying not to be hit by the horse’s hooves and fell into the snow. 

			Marcellus jumped to the ground to retrieve his weapon, Marcius pounced on the fallen young man on the ground and Lucius finally also got off the wagon. 

			Calmly, Marcus took up his bow, nocked an arrow, stretched the rope and took aim. 

			“No!” Claudia cried with a shrill scream. 

			Marcus shot, and the arrow went to lodge itself in the back of the fugitive who took another step before falling face down in the fresh snow without moving anymore. 

			It was all over.

			 

			Marcius and Lucius had beaten to death the youngster who had fallen to the ground. 

			Claudia was terrified, frozen in her place on the cart; the old man next to her practically had not had time to move: from the moment he had shouted his warning to his hidden companions, he had barely breathed three times, and now there was silence. 

			Only the panting of the horses and the desperate gasp of the boy with the severed arm and the whistle of the wind broke the quietness of the afternoon.

			While the blood continued to gush from the mangled bodies of the fallen, Marcus dismounted, approaching one of the dead, and began to clean the blade of his sword on his torn clothes. 

			“What now?” asked the old man in a tremulous voice. Never in his life had she seen so many people die in such a short time, not even when he had survived the terror of Attila’s hordes. 

			“Now we can rest for a moment, so you can calm down a bit. What matters is that no one has run away to raise the alarm. These bastards take turns: one group goes out at dawn lurking on the streets while the others stay at the base to mind their own business, then the group returns at dusk to eat and sleep. When we arrive in their place, no one will be expecting us. They are not very organized.”

			“What makes you think so?”

			“The fact that they send bloody but inexperienced people around with no seasoned warriors in lead. They don’t expect anyone to react for real”.

			“But why kill them all? Was it needed?”

			Marcus turned to Claudia: “Yes it was, since there is no one to keep an eye on the prisoners, that’s why. Or should we have let them go? I thought you wanted to avenge your beloved.”

			Claudia fell silent. Marcus calmly approached the wounded man who was desperately trying to stop the loss of blood: his right arm hung limp, attached to his shoulder only with a flap of skin. The boy was not more than sixteen, and he was crying desperately, numb with pain. 

			Marcus knelt in front of him and grabbed his hair, forcing him to look in his eye.

			“How many are there, down at the villa?” he asked, in a flat, strong voice.

			The boy continued to cry, without answering. 

			Marcus abruptly pulled his hair over the temple, and the wretch screamed in pain.

			“I asked you a question,” Marcus said again, without changing his tone: “You better answer, believe me.”

			“Leave him!” Claudia cried out in anguish: “He’s hurt!”

			“Of course, he’s hurt,” Marcus said calmly: “I didn’t kill him on purpose, so to ask him this simple question. So: how many are there?”

			New hair rip and new scream of pain. 

			“Ten! There are ten of them, plus the women!”

			“Are Rekhared and Satalo among them?”

			“Yes, they are there too, with the other four Moors and my four companions!”

			“What time are they waiting for you?”

			“Sunset. For heaven’s sake, bandage my arm!”

			“No need to bother,” Marcus’s knife cut the boy’s carotid artery with a clean blow; the young brigand rolled his eyes and fell instantly, dead.

			Claudia yelled again in horror.

			“What need was there to kill him?” Asked the old man in an unsure voice: “He could no longer harm anyone.”

			“Should I let him bleed to death? I don’t even do it with animals,” answered Marcus: “However, if you don’t like my ways, you can continue on your own.”

			Marcius cleared his throat: “Marcus Valerius is right: he was a mad dog. Besides, even if we wanted to, we could not have stopped the bleeding.”

			Marcus turned to look at them. The old man was clearly shaken. Claudia was numb with horror. Lucius had white lips, he seemed not to believe he had just killed a man, who among other things was already on the ground. Marcellus was short of breath, but he was already recovering. Marcius seemed the one in the best shape, even if he did not have the air of having fun; he too began to clean his weapon.

			“Well, if the complaints are over, I’d say move on. I want to reach the villa before it gets dark, or I won’t be able to observe it. Then we will attack them before they start worrying about the delay of these idiots. Marcius, Lucius, you two go back under the cloth: there should be no other brigands around, but you never know. Junius Rufus, are you ready to leave? Marcellus and I will continue to follow you.” 

			The mansion63  was half a mile west of the main road. The brigands were so sure of themselves that they hadn’t even left a sentry at the intersection.

			They left the wagon on the track to avoid dragging it on the dirt road at the risk of being seen.

			“Claudia, you no longer serve as a disguise, but you can be useful if you stay on guard at the wagon,” Marcus said: “We could use it if we have any wounded.”

			The girl didn’t protest.

			The dirt pathway that led from the paved road to the villa must have been wide and well maintained a hundred years earlier, but by now it was reduced to a mule track full of holes and brambles where you had to walk one at a time.

			The villa was also in a sorry state. It occupied an area of about three hundred paces by two hundred, but the low outer wall had collapsed almost everywhere. The main structure was Latin cross-shaped, and still had a sloping roof. The forepart was evidently made up of a cloister, the side wings were occupied by the service quarters for servants and guests, and the main body included the reception room and the lodgings of the domina and the owner. Outside the main building, on the right of the cloister, was the banquet hall with access from both the kitchens and the cloister, and between the main body and the guest wing were the small baths with the heating ovens of the water, which used to be taken in by a small aqueduct now in ruins.

			The flat roof of the baths had already given way, that of the banquet hall still held, and probably most of the brigands were there, ready for the evening meal: that was certainly the only environment where they could gather all of them. The Goth and his Greek accomplice certainly had a private room, the others probably dwelled in the unruined rooms that had belonged to the servants. Four horses were tied up under the external portico, which was adapted as a stable.

			The sun had set a few minutes earlier, and it would soon be dark. Some torches were already burning inside the villa and in the cloister. The raiders’ voices rang loud and coarse, especially as they addressed the women inside the building, probably kidnapped in the surrounding countryside to serve in the villa instead of the freed slaves.

			“How do you intend to act, Marcus Valerius?”

			Junius Rufus’s voice was tremulous, almost strangled. 

			Marcus sighed: “It’s all about finding Rekhared and Satalo. Taken away the two of them, the others will melt away. Those two will either be alone in their rooms waiting for the gang to return, or they will already be eating with the others. The best thing would be to wait until their bellies and heads are full of wine, but at that point they will be worried about the gang’s delay, and they will probably be alert. We should wait for the first of them to start eating, eliminate the idlers and attack the others concentrated in the canteen before they begin to get nervous about the delay of the others.

			“Sounds almost easy,” Marcellus commented in a light tone.

			“It would be, if you were trained soldiers,” Marcus grumbled, annoyed: “Listen, we’ll do this way: I’ll try to enter the villa from the side of the spa and I’ll pass through the main hall: if I’m lucky I’ll be able to surprise the two bosses there, then I will pass through the servants’ rooms and aim for the banquet hall. You will try to approach from the north avoiding the only sentry who is dozing at the entrance, and you will try to enter through the kitchen window. When I enter the hall from the cloister, you will join me from there, and if we are lucky, they will be taken by surprise and surrender. Do you feel like you can do it?”

			“Entering through the window will be easy,” replied Junius Rufus: “Convincing the women to shut up will be more difficult.”

			“Right. Before breaking in, you will wait for my signal. The howl of a wolf.”

			“But will you go alone?”

			Yeah, that was a problem. It was absolutely not smart to sneak into a villa like that without anyone watching over your back, but any of them would have hindered him, except perhaps Marcellus; but leaving the other three alone meant weakening them too much.

			Except, maybe... 

			“Junius Rufus, do you feel like coming with me? You’ll just have to watch my back. And it will be easier for you to enter the spa than from the kitchen window.”

			“Okay,” the answer came as a whisper. 

			It was better that way: the old man, scared as he was, would have been more of a hindrance than a help for others.

			“Alright then. Move slowly around the villa, and don’t let the sentry see you, then stand near the kitchen window and wait for the wolf call. Then jump into the kitchens and run into the hall making as much noise as possible. If everything goes well, it will be a matter of a few minutes like earlier on. Questions?”

			There were none.

			“Good. Marcius, you are the boss. Please do not get discovered ahead of time. Go!”

			It took half an hour to make it to the spa, south of the villa, without being seen or heard: the old man was very slow, almost paralyzed with fear. It would have taken much longer for the others to reach the kitchen, even if none were physically weakened as much as Junius Rufus; besides, Marcus had the impression that Lucius was even more scared than him.

			Nobody could be seen from that side. The breaches in the walls could not be defined as windows, rather they were real gaps. There were no lights on that side: only the reflections of the torches in the inhabited part of the villa could be seen. 

			Cries and coarse laughter came from the banquet hall. Definitely, the brigands did not expect surprises, sure as they were that the people of the plain would never try to react by attacking them in their own lair.

			A bark, not even that far away. Marcus cursed in a low voice: the dog was running away, and was running right towards them; a brigand appeared from the front corner of the villa, throwing a stone behind him and laughing, before returning to the entrance. The sentry, probably.

			The dog ran right towards them. Junius Rufus stiffened and Marcus put his hand to the knife. The animal stopped in front of them, panting and nervously sniffing the air, then growled. If the sentry appeared again, he would have discovered them immediately.

			“Kill him!” hissed the old man.

			“If I miss him, we are screwed,” Marcus replied: “Be good, doggy: clear!”

			The dog yelped, wagging its tail. It must have tried to steal something from the kitchens, and had been thrown out. And judging by the cut ear, it was not new to those businesses.

			“Get away!”

			The dog came up wagging its tail, alert. 

			Instinctively, Marcus reached out a hand; the dog sniffed it. A caress, a shake of the tail, then the animal run into the night.

			“Uff!” the old man sighed: “Finally.”

			“Keep your nerves, Rufus.”

			They approached the villa as the amount of laughter increased. Even a few yelps of women began to mingle with the commotion. Maybe they had already started drinking. But soon they would begin to wonder what happened to their comrades.

			They crossed the hole in the surrounding wall almost without realizing it, as the perimeter was in poor condition. The hole in the wall of the baths was much narrower, but the passage was still quite easy. Marcus slipped into the darkness and took hold of his short dagger, straining his ears: no noise nearby, only laughter and shouts in the room at the opposite end of the villa.

			Junius Rufus entered in turn, sword in hand. But he seemed to consider it more of a stick.

			They were in the spa frigidarium, and at that moment he perfectly answered his name. There was a stench of humidity and urine, and if he hadn’t been so cold, the stench would probably have been even worse. The use to which the environment was now used was all too obvious. With caution, Marcus passed into the adjacent room. It was the calidarium. On the left you went to the ovens, on the right to the tepidarium, and from there to the changing room.

			Making sure he had the old man behind him, Marcus reached the steps that led beyond the spa area. The only exit led to the corridor that cut across the villa, six steps up. At the end of the corridor, about eighty steps further on, you could see the light from the kitchens. For the first twenty steps on the right from the corridor there was nothing to be seen, then was the portico with the cloister; on the left there were the entrances to a series of rooms, and finally the official audience room. Further on, were the stairs to the dining room.

			Definitely, moving down the corridor was the most dangerous moment.

			Marcus nodded to the old man, then after a last glance, he jumped in with the dagger in his hand. Having climbed the steps, he kept a moment in the shadows, then he rushed into the first room.

			Deserted. Maybe it had been the guard room, but now it was now completely empty.

			“Clear!” Marcus hissed. 

			A second later, out of breath, the old man joined him.

			“Now we will proceed in the same way from room to room. While I’m in the new one you watch the corridor from the previous one and warn me if anyone comes. Got it?”

			“That is fine.”

			The next room was a warehouse of sorts. No problem.

			The one after that was a dormitory. And it wasn’t empty.

			What the man and the woman were doing, was pretty evident. She moaned softly under the weight of the male, and he gasped with evident satisfaction. The air smelled of wine. 

			Maybe it was a rape, or maybe the girl was consenting, Marcus didn’t care much: that was one of the Moors, and it was a worthy time to get rid of him.

			They hadn’t noticed him. Marcus approached without making a noise, while the man’s panting became faster and faster. Well, the conclusion was not going to be what he expected. With a quick gesture he grabbed him by the short frizzy hair, pulling his head back; a second later he cut his throat with one clean blow. A spray of blood flooded the woman below him, and she opened her eyes again without immediately realizing in the dim light what was happening... Then she understood, and screamed.

			Maybe it was a rape and maybe not, what was certain was that Marcus couldn’t waste time getting information or allowing the woman to alert the whole villa: he hit her hard in the face with the handle of the dagger, breaking her nose. Knocked out, the woman fell silent, and given the environment her short cry could easily be interpreted as something very different from terror.

			The next room was also a dormitory, but was unoccupied. From the door you could see the entire cloister with the portico, up to the entrance at the end, where the sentry hung. Otherwise, no one was to be seen. The noise from the mass room was increasing.

			The next chamber was the courtroom, bare and ruined: it must have been looted years ago. If the sentry had turned around, he could have seen Marcus in the light of the torches, but his attention was directed outside. 

			At the back of the audience hall were the office, the bedroom and the rooms of the domina and her maids. If the gang leaders weren’t in the canteen yet, they were likely to be found there.

			There was one. He worked seated at a table, counting coins by the light of a torch, and judging by his features and hair he was the Greek.

			Satalo wasn’t stupid, and he wasn’t drunk either. He heard a sound behind him, turned abruptly, saw the intruder and jumped to his feet brandishing a gladius while overturning his chair.

			“The renegade Satalus, I suppose,” Marcus said in Greek, holding his sword in turn.

			The Greek looked at him with such surprise at being addressed in his own language that he did not even think of shouting for help: “Who the hell are you?”

			“Marcus Valerius Euro, Centurion of the Excubitores of Zeno Augustus, to serve you. I guess you deserted from Julius Nepos’s army.”

			“And from that of Orestes, and from that of Basiliscus too. Don’t tell me that the emperor sent you to take me back, it would be too much honour.”

			“Don’t worry, I’m here just for the sake of killing you.”

			Satalo smiled, reassured. And he opened the mouth to shout.

			Marcus jumped, brandishing the broadsword in both hands. There wasn’t much room to swing such a heavy weapon, but the power of the first shot, if accurate, would have been decisive. 

			It was not.

			Satalo parried the blow with the gladius that broke under the violence of the impact, and for the backlash he stumbled and fell backwards. From the ground he stared in sudden terror as the broadsword rose to strike again, and he cried out. The heavy blade landed on his head an instant later, splintering bone and spraying blood and brain on the coin-covered table behind him.

			The old man let out a strangled cry from the next room: “Someone’s coming!”

			Not a moment to lose: Marcus raised his sword and joined the old man in the office the instant a young man with sword in hand appeared at the door of the audience room.

			The two armed men looked at each other for a second, then the newcomer started to shout the alarm, and Marcus jumped forward. His opponent was very young and clearly inexperienced: it should have been easy.

			It wasn’t. 

			Suddenly the old man stood in front of him and shouted to the other: “Run away, Galerius! Run away. He is a killer!”

			The young man was dumbfounded for a moment. Marcus struck the old man hard with the back of his left hand, knocking him to the ground, then raised the sword again, staring the young man in his eyes.

			“No!” shouted the old man from the ground, as the sword struck again.

			The boy could not scream, or even try to parry the blow with his weapon. He foolishly raised his left hand and lowered his head as if to protect himself from a stone instead of a sword blow: the broadsword just cut off his hand before crashing down at the junction of the neck with the shoulder. His head did not completely split from the trunk, but his death was equally immediate: the boy collapsed to the ground without being able to utter a single groan.

			Then Marcus turned to the old man, a murderous flash in his eyes.

			“He was my brother’s only son...” the man stammered, pale as death watching the Roman sword pointing at him dripping with his nephew’s blood.

			“And I, who kept you behind me for safety,” Marcus growled, raising his sword again.

			“No... Mercy!”

			“Are you asking me for mercy, wretched scum? You said that I’m a killer: a killer you begged to solve your town’s problems.”

			Marcus hadn’t liked him from the start, but he didn’t think he could be a traitor: at most a coward. But there was no limit to the baseness of the people: in front of people like Junius Rufus, even an honest thief, and even a brigand could look respectable.

			He beheaded him coldly.

			For a moment, he wondered what the bishop would think; but then he thought that after all he wasn’t there for money, and therefore the bishop’s opinion was kind of irrelevant.

			No other threatening noise: just the clamour from the canteen. 

			Three brigands were already out of the way, including one of their leaders. There had still to be seven or eight of them, including the sentry.

			Marcus slipped out onto the corridor and then into the wild garden in the centre of the cloister, hiding in the darkness. The sentry was about fifty steps away, beyond the gate. In front of him there was now the main entrance to the banquet hall, full of brigands who enjoyed themselves and laughed. On the left of the room, and at the end of the corridor that he had just left, there were the kitchens, in which presumably only a few women worked, those not allowed to entertain the men in the canteen. 

			It was time: Marcius and the others had to be ready behind the kitchen window by now. Any time soon, Rekhared would begin to wonder what the hell had happened to the band that went out that morning.

			A patter in the night. A woman’s cry.

			Something was happening at the entrance; Marcus had no time to understand what, that the sentry gave a warning cry. A scream of anger followed the first shout, and Marcus crouched in the shadow, hiding among the plants.

			“Where?” a blond giant came out screaming from the canteen, passing less than two meters from Marcus: “Where the hell are they?”

			“I don’t know,” answered a woman’s voice: “They must be somewhere around here... The soldier is very cunning: he will have come up with something to surprise you.”

			It was Claudia. She must have followed them after her being assured they couldn’t see her, and had warned her friends just in time. Here is who it was who warned the brigands of those who were leaving the city.

			With good peace for her old love to avenge!

			“How many?”

			“Five, but only the soldier is dangerous. That devil killed Manlius and the others in just over a blink of an eye, without giving them a chance.”

			“So, eventually this land of cowards has finally given birth to a man,” growled Rekhared: “I can hardly believe it. What are you waiting for, idiots? Find them, they must be around the mansion. Hurry up!”

			Another shout. A young man rushed into the cloister, panting: “Rekhared! Satalus, Galerius and Moussa lay dead in their rooms. With Galerius there is also an old man.”

			“What? Did Satalus got himself killed by that devil? Then they’re already in here, and maybe they’re even listening to us, idiots!”

			Curse. 

			Marcus had been on the point of attacking Rekhared while he was alone with Claudia: taken him out, the others would have dispersed, but now there were three or four of them again. And the others were now in immediate danger.

			Damn bitch.

			“Rekhared!” somebody shouted from outside: “Rekhared! We got them!”

			“Bring them here, quick! I want you all by torchlight!”

			They dragged them into the cloister from the main entrance: Marcius and Lucius.

			“It’s them,” said Claudia: “The old man is the blacksmith of the city, the other is a leather trader. The other old man inside must be Galerius’ uncle: Junius Rufus, the bishop’s lackey.”

			“There was another younger one, but he ran away,” said one of the Moors.

			“Marcellus, a stranger,” Claudia confirmed: “Only Marcus Valerius, the soldier, is missing.”

			“Slut!” snarled Marcius: “You sold us.” 

			Claudia chuckled: “You fool. You’ve been beating the iron for forty years and still believe that someone cares about you? Here you are, alone; you will die alone in a few minutes, and no one will notice that you are missing. You are a city of rats!” Then she turned towards the Goth, lighting up: “Rekhared: he is a real man, not like you who are chasing a prize you will never see in this life. What he wants, he takes it! A man capable to care for his woman...”

			“Enough now, woman!” roared the barbarian, visibly pleased: “You! Where is the soldier? The one who killed my friend?”

			Lucius was crying softly, and trembling like a leaf. 

			Marcius grumbled, looking at the ground: “Find him alone, Goth!”

			Rekhared made a cruel grimace and reached out to the blacksmith, grabbing his arm. Then he twisted it abruptly, without stopping smiling. Marcius screamed, and Marcus distinctly heard the bone breaking.

			“I will find him, slave. And when I have found him, you will regret not having helped me to get him earlier!” he then turned to Lucius: “You...”

			Lucius fell to his knees: “Pity, great Rekhared! The soldier is around here, we don’t know where. He had to enter with the old man from the baths and inspect the various rooms before letting us in from the canteen. He had to call us making the cry of the wolf!”

			“Well, this means, my dear, that you warned us just in time,” Rekhared smiled coldly at his woman: “He must be inside the villa. Let’s stick together, I don’t want to lose you all one at a time.”

			The bastard’s not stupid, Marcus thought, barely breathing. It was a matter of minutes, he would not be able to move from under the bush, and the Goth would hardly forget to inspect the garden.

			Lucius and Marcius were on their knees just a few steps from him, silhouetted against the torchlight of the cloister. Both were crying softly, one in pain and the other in fear. Rekhared looked at them thoughtlessly: “Gumba, go into the corridor and stay in sight: from there check that no one leaves the rooms. We will check the garden, then we will check room by room.”

			“What do we do with the prisoners, boss?” asked the other Mauritanian pointing to the two Latins on their knees.

			Rekhared shrugged: “After all, I don’t think their deaths will be any fun, and again they are in ours way. Slaughter them.”

			“No!” Lucius’s scream was chilling “Great Rekhared, don’t kill me. I am rich, I can pay for my life. Kill him if that pleases you, but I can help you. I can make you rich!”

			Rekhared laughed coarsely. 

			Claudia turned to the bearded merchant and laughed at him: “Rat, Rekhared is already richer than you. Besides, soon everything in Aquileia will belong to him. And then everything in Venetia!”

			“Well said, baby!” Rekhared laughed: “Come on, Obando, cut their throats, and then let’s move.”

			A dangerously close howl drowned Lucius’s desperate cry of terror.

			“The wolf’s cry,” Claudia said: “It’s the soldier!”

			“You fool,” Roared Rekhared: “It’s just a dog!”

			“It’s that damned dog from before,” one of the boys exclaimed: “I chased it away with stones a little while ago.”

			“There it is, at the entrance!” Obando said, distracting for a moment himself from the execution: “I’ll get rid of it once and for all.”

			Everyone’s attention was fixed on the dog, which in turn stared at them from the entrance: the same animal that Marcus and Rufus had met before entering the villa, who stared at the brigands with an unfriendly grumble.

			Well, a four-legged ally was better than no allies; sure enough, better than some humans he had brought with him... Maybe it would have been fun too.

			With a leap, Marcus jumped from under the bush.

			Claudia screamed again, but too late.

			The first blow of the broadsword cut down one of the Moors, while Rekhared turned again at Claudia’s warning. The other Mauritanian, who was about to attack the dog, also turned around, so it was the dog who attacked him.

			Marcus’s sword collided with the Goth’s, shooting sparks.

			The three young people were bewildered, but Gumba, the Mauritanian guarding the corridor, rushed towards the cloister in support of his master. Marcus cursed: the Goth was stronger than expected, and the arrival of the Moor would put him in trouble.

			He moved his back to the porch, to avoid being taken from behind, so he could see what happened next.

			The Moor passed by the prisoners without even deigning them to look; Marcius reached out with his good arm, grabbing him by the ankle, and the black man fell with a grunt.

			Marcus was beginning to assess his opponent: the Goth was much stronger than him, but he had no technique; he was all belligerent strength, recklessness and bestial fury. His broadsword was heavy but badly sharp, and his blows were more like a beating than a fencing thrust. The best thing was to avoid contact: every impact of the blades benefited the strongest and most resistant barbarian, tired Marcus and ruined the edge of his weapon; each missed shot, on the other hand, unnecessarily fatigued the blond giant and unnerved him, while Marcus, more agile, could keep his distance and strength.

			Gumba managed to get up, mad with rage, and turned against Marcius with blind fury. Marcus could not do anything for him: the blacksmith was killed with a series of brutal blows, and Lucius died soon after, slaughtered like a whimpering kid.

			Rekhared struck a shot from left to right which Marcus avoided by ducking abruptly. The Moor was back on his feet and approaching; time was running out. 

			Marcus’s broadsword darted forward in a straight blow that the Goth parried at the last moment, staggering backwards, but Marcus could not insist because his opponent, taller, took a step away. The Mauritanian started to rush, then staggered and fell forward.

			The women looking out from the kitchens screamed in unison: a young man with curly hair had suddenly materialised brushing some of them aside.

			Marcellus’s dagger was planted in the muscular back of the fallen black man.

			“Marcellus, it’s a pleasure to see you!”

			“My pleasure to find you still alive, Marcus Valerius! Can I still help?”

			“I guess so. I’ll have a little more with this beast.”

			The scream of the women was repeated as Marcellus got rid of them and leapt into the garden. One of the young men jumped at him with his sword drawn and the two began to fight. The other two boys left recovered their weapons and threw themselves alongside Rekhared, arousing the ire of the Goth.

			“Get out of my way, you idiots!” Growled the barbarian, impeded in his movements by his own underlings.

			Any trained fighter knows that in a hand-to-hand combat, in order to fight more than one against an isolated opponent, one must be well trained to cooperate, otherwise they get in the way of each other and the enemy takes advantage of it.

			Marcus had moved to the corner of the garden, with his back covered. Rekhared tried to nail him, but charging the blow he collided with one of his companions, lost balance and his blow died down.

			While the Goth roared with rage, Marcus hit back and plunged the tilt into the belly of one of the boys, who fell mortally wounded. While Marcus struggled to uproot the blade, his inert body hindered the barbarian who could not take advantage of his opportunity, and the Roman could slip away along the wall.

			Angry, Rekhared hit the other young man with a kick to chase him away.

			They were now in the centre of the garden, near the old fountain. The surviving Mauritanian was still struggling under the angry dog near the entrance, and Marcellus was clumsily fighting against his equally inexperienced opponent at the stairs leading from the cloister to the corridor. The women noisily watched from the porch, and Claudia, speechless, stared at the scene next to the bodies of the slain prisoners. The last boy, stunned by Rekhared’s kick, looked around from the ground, wondering what to do.

			The Goth was getting tired: his very heavy sword was moving slower and slower, and for Marcus it was getting easier and easier to avoid it.

			“Are you exhausted already, Goth?” Marcus mocked him, without panting: “What is it, after having murdered so many innocent people you are no longer used to fighting real soldiers?”

			“Save your breath, Roman,” growled the barbarian: “If you escape me, you will need it to run, when my brothers will invade these lands.”

			“Your people may wreak havoc on everything in their path, Goth, but they certainly won’t stay around for long. You will pass and die without leaving trace, while Rome will live forever!”

			“Feed on your pride, Roman! That’s all you have left. And soon you won’t have that either.”

			Rekhared sank with momentum, Marcus dodged easily and the barbarian was left unbalanced.

			Marcus put his weight on his right leg and prepared for the final blow.

			“No!”

			Claudia leapt forward, trying to grab the Roman’s arm. Marcus avoided her grab and hit her with a backhand, knocking her to the ground with a violent blow from his left hand, but then he was unable to strike with the sword.

			Rekhared, having recovered his balance, struck in vault, and Marcus was forced to parry, absorbing the vibrations of the blow in his arm. But this time the Goth also felt the impact.

			His sword fell almost to the ground, while Marcus’s remained higher; the Roman continued on the leap, sinking with little force but sufficient precision, and this time the blade stuck in the lower belly of the barbarian.

			Rekhared let out a strangled groan and went on his knees, sinking his sword to the ground and leaning on it to avoid falling. Marcus regained his balance and reloaded his weight while raising his sword.

			From the ground where she had fallen, Claudia screamed again, but this time she could not help but look in horror at the heavy burnished blade fell on the neck of her lover. 

			A dry noise, like cleanly cut wood, and no vibration in Marcus’s arm: the Goth’s head fell to the ground and rolled in the frozen grass, while the body collapsed in a pool of blood, ending up in the drained tub of the fountain.

			“No!” Claudia shouted again, agonized, throwing herself on his corpse.

			Marcus got up, looking around.

			The dog was just finishing off his enemy, sinking his teeth in his throat. Marcellus was slowly pushing the still standing boy towards the canteen, while the one still on the ground stared incredulously at his beheaded master. His gaze met that of the Roman soldier who in a few minutes had destroyed all his dreams, and was filled with horror. With incredible speed, he jumped to his feet and ran. For a moment, Marcus wondered how long he would survive, alone and unarmed in a countryside where anyone who met him would hunt him down like a mad dog, then he forgot about him. 

			Even the hound, busy tearing up its opponent, ignored him.

			A strangled cry again attracted Marcus’s attention: Marcellus pulled the blade from the chest of his enemy, who collapsed to the ground at the door of the canteen.

			It was all over.

			The women on the porch were speechless. Claudia was crying. The dying ones gasped. 

			The night wind blew, light and cold.

			Marcus wiped the blade of his sword on Rekhared’s robes, ignoring Claudia’s heartfelt tears. Marcellus approached holding his sword like a broom, shaken; his lips trembled slightly, but his hands were firm enough.

			Marcus turned to the women, gesturing for them to get out of the way, then looked back at Marcellus and smiled at him: “How are you?”

			“Well... I think. They all are…”

			“Dead? Mostly yes, some will be shortly. One of the boys has run, but he is now less dangerous than a wild rabbit. You have been good. Thanks.”

			A faint smile: “I told you I do well with the knife.”

			“Now this countryside will be quiet, at least for a while.”

			Marcellus looked down at the dead ones: “Too bad that Marcius can’t rejoice.”

			“He was a good man: he did everything he could. There should be more, like him...”

			Claudia was still crying, bent over the Goth’s corpse.

			Marcellus looked at her with disgust: “The whore!”

			Suddenly, he grabbed her by the hair, pulling her to her feet all smeared with blood.

			“She said she wanted to avenge her lost love! She probably had him killed on purpose by her Goth lover to take revenge on him!”

			He still had a dagger at his belt; suddenly, he sank it in her stomach, and Marcus did nothing to stop him. Claudia opened her mouth to scream, but she only managed to emit a strangled gurgle and a mouthful of blood. Then Marcellus let her go, and the girl slipped to the ground, in agony; it would take a while for her to die, but not too long.

			“What are you going to do now?”

			Marcellus shrugged: “First of all I will bring the body of Marcius back to his family. And those of others. Then I’ll go back to my house.”

			“Where do you live?”

			“I have a hut and a boat on a small island in the lagoon, just south of Altinum. We are a dozen families displaced from the hinterland: it is a safe place. A little damp, but safe; it’s called Rivoalto64 . Maybe someday we’ll make a city of it.

			Marcus smiled: dreaming of founding new cities at a time when even the existing ones were falling into ruin was a utopia worthy of the best Roman spirit of the past. He liked that boy.

			“Well, I have to go that way too. If you like, I’ll come back to Aquileia with you, and then we could go on together. I shall be in Ravenna within four days.”

			“You’ll make it there. The roads between Altinum and Ravenna are still safe. Odoacer is cleaning up the area quite effectively.”

			Going to the exit of the villa to retrieve the wagon they met the dog, who stared at them proudly, his bared teeth stained with blood.

			He barked, then wagged his tail, pleased. On impulse, Marcus bent down to caress him.

			“He’s right, he was also part of the winning team,” Marcus smiled “Or should I say she was... What do you think, my friend? Coming with us?”

			Marcus was answered with a happy bark.

			The three friends set off into the night, leaving behind that villa full of dead and ghosts.
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			The second chapter sees Marcus travel to an Italy grown barbaric beyond all hope: the description of Venetia at the end of the 5th century is based on very few historical sources, and is largely based on the author’s imagination. It is a fact that the great cities of northern Italy almost suddenly disappear from the annotations of the historians of the time, and the quoted localities seem to become much smaller provincial cities, which will remain in vogue for a few centuries before returning in the shadows when the ancient big cities are making a comeback... With some exceptions.

			Milan in the late imperial age was very important: it was the true capital of the West, seat of the Annona and the Augustus, who had left only the Senate to Rome; yet at the end of the 5th Century, it is hardly mentioned any more, while Verona, and above all Ticinum, due to become Pavia, suddenly become important. The reason for this must necessarily be economic, but the causes of Milan’s sudden loss of economic power can only be military: the city was reached by Attila in 452 AD. No chronicles have come down to us that describe the events in detail, but indirect evidence, such as the subsequent letter of Maximus II, bishop of Turin to the Milanese, shows that the clash was bloody and the city was almost completely destroyed. Certainly, the walls must have been damaged in such a way as to make the city an unsafe place for the surviving population and an insignificant military objective for several centuries, until the position of the city “in the middle of the commercial streets” meant that the population returned to grow and rebuilt their walls.

			The same thing had happened to Aquileja; only that the population never returned and preferred to settle in the lagoon: the disgrace of the ancient capital of Venetia is the basis of the fortune and glory of Venice.

			The attitude of the local population, conquered and deprived even of dignity, is the result not only of historical observation, but also of the author’s experience, who was able to observe how populations that have lost all trust in public authority tend to withdraw into their own personal selfishness. It is a fact that the Latin populations of Italy were not really able to take back their destiny until the expulsion of the Longobards.

			In the third chapter an attempt is made to frame the government of Odoacer. This is one of the most controversial characters of the time, largely a victim of the circumstance that led to identifying the fall of Rome in the deposition of Romulus Augustulus, and therefore in Odoacer himself the villain who caused it. In reality, the king of the Heruli deposed a usurper, and even treated him quite well, assigning him a pension, and actually he also legally put an end to the division of the empire, recognizing Zeno as the only Augustus. Like the other barbarians, Odoacer did not want to bring down the empire, but only to find a place within it for himself and for his people.

			His attitude towards the Italics is not clear, as it demonstrates an alternation of liberality and repression, but this probably still depends on the wrong lens with which we observe the period: for Odoacer there were no “Italics”, but only civilians of his territory, which in turn were clearly divided into aristocratic landowners and peasants, mostly Nicene where he and his men were Aryans and therefore looked upon with suspicion by both. As a ruler, he had to administer and then make decisions that displeased someone from time to time.

			In conclusion, I tried to convey the idea of a military leader who finds himself doing a job for which he is not prepared and who therefore accumulates various mistakes committed mostly in good faith.

			In the fourth and fifth chapters, Marcus returns to Constantinople and finds himself involved in a series of historically known but not detailed incidents.

			Illus’ character is particularly intriguing for his obvious incompetence combined with an incredible resilience. He appears as an era version of those modern politicians who thrive on the incompetence of their opponents in spite of their own. Even the continuous overturning of alliances around him is such as to confuse ideas and reminds me of the low-profile politics of today’s times, and it is from these that I was inspired by trying to give a logical explanation for the known events stills offered by documented history.

			The sixth chapter tries to explain the sudden demise of Theodoric Strabo, whose immanent figure dominated the politics of the empire for over twenty years with his pathetic aspiration to a military position which in reality did not mean much but which obsessively fascinated him: another example of how the barbarians aspired to integrate into Rome rather than destroy it.

			Based on my professional background, I tried to give a military explanation to the manoeuvres of the One-Eyed army during the period, highlighting how unsupported military power can prove frustratingly useless.

			The invasion of the Bulgarian horde is not reported by any source, but it is likely; several hordes from the steppes roamed north of the Danube at the end of the fifth century, and it was the custom of the empire to use them against each other with a certain ease and an absolute lack of scruples. In the specific case, the complete lack of historical references can be explained by the fact that the episode, although of rather significant proportions, would have taken place far from relevant witnesses able to report it.

			The death of Strabo in particular is extremely murky, and the version reported here could be plausible. In fact, it should be borne in mind that, in the absence of a free press similar to ours, the authorities had greater opportunities to obfuscate or even cancel unwelcome events or episodes; the promise of the empress to keep Marcus’ mission hidden could easily be at the origin of the mystery about the sudden demise of the One-Eyed.

			In conclusion, the events narrated in this volume want to outline the story as it was observed at the time from what was in effect the centre of the world, where society continued to function as always... At a time when all around the lights were shutting down one after the other and the world itself was suddenly becaming smaller.

			

			

			
				
					56 	1230 from the foundation of Rome, the year of consulship of Basiliscus e Armatus

				

				
					57 	Capital city of the Venetia region in North-Eastern Italy. For a map and a visual reconstruction of Aquileia in the imperial age, see D.

				

				
					58 	For a map of Venetia with the consular roads in the imperial age, see E

				

				
					59 	Modern Trieste, Italy.

				

				
					60 	Modern Concordia Sagittaria and Cividale del Friuli, North East Italy.

				

				
					61 	Modern Altino, ancient town next to modern Venice, Italy.

				

				
					62 	Modern river Po, Northern Italy

				

				
					63 	For a schematic map of a Roman villa from the imperial age, see F.

				

				
					64	Rialto is still today the central district in Venice.
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