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Eboracum,
March 374 AD
      
    
  




  

    
The
    fog completely covered the horizon, settling like an immovable
    monolith on the meadow still covered in frost.
  




  

    
Slowly,
    dark shapes slowly emerged from the banks of mist, announced by
    their
    rhythmic and uniform step even before their own contours. The
    legion
    thus showed itself, like a theory of ghosts that arose from the
    deep
    and unexplored waters that surrounded the island, to the
    inhabitants
    of Eboracum.
  




  

    
Faces
    covered in scars, unkempt beards, wrinkles as deep as the
    furrows in
    the fields prepared for the harvest of a few benevolent
    months.
  




  

    
The
    clink of weapons hanging at the soldiers' sides like an echo, a
    reiteration of their arrival signaled by that walk. Silent,
    granitic.
  




  

    
The
    inhabitants of the Roman city and fortress responded in turn
    with a
    heartfelt, respectful and grateful silence. Not a cry, not a
    cheer or
    a gift. Just a silence full of meaning. In the middle of that
    human
    river, like a purulent appendage ruining the harmony and order
    of
    that march, there was an enormous group of war hostages. Shaggy
    hair,
    very long beards, grim eyes and gigantic physiques covered in a
    few
    skins and rags.
  




  

    
Picts.
  




  

    
The
    worst of the people who populated the dark and desolate lands
    of
    Northern Britain, beyond the Antonine Wall. Those barbarians
    had done
    nothing but sow death and destruction with each of their
    descents, to
    the point of requiring the intervention of the troops stationed
    everywhere throughout the island. And that was the
    result.
  




  

    
The
    Roman armies had massacred all the tribes they had found in
    front of
    them, and were now returning to Roman Britain, the civilized
    part of
    the island, with with them a huge loot of human lives which
    would
    have earned the empire a substantial income with their resale
    to the
    slave markets.
  




  

    
With
    his senatorial toga and cloak wrapped around his nose, Flavius
    ​​Claudius Ambrosius kept his gaze fixed on the soldiers who
    cut
    the city in two with their passage, barely suppressing his
    shivers
    from the cold made even more unbearable by the humidity of the
    morning.
  




  

    
Fortunately,
    the legions still remained. Otherwise the whole of Britain
    would have
    ended up at the mercy of those people completely detached from
    civilization, accustomed only to massacres and rapes.
  




  

    
In
    truth, in the meetings he had always attended within the city
    palace
    he had always wondered, extending his doubts also to the other
    respectable members of that assembly, whether the monumental
    valleys
    built by the emperors Hadrian and Antoninus in the previous
    centuries
    would still be sufficient to contain the offensives of those
    peoples.
    Nonetheless, in addition to the Picts, the Saxons had also
    begun to
    press insistently, often landing on the coasts of the
    island.
  




  

    
It
    seemed that those grandiose works of the past, those immense
    walls
    dotted with fortresses could no longer hold, as if destined to
    be
    overwhelmed by the human tides that were said to reside beyond
    their
    borders, holed up between mountains and forests.
  




  

    
Everyone
    had always denied the catastrophic prospect of an invasion, but
    the
    news arriving from other imperial regions did not bode well.
    The
    empire that had once had secure borders, wide enough to see the
    sun
    rise and die within them, now had to defend itself from the
    barbarian
    hordes that had emerged from the most remote lands.
  




  

    
And
    it wasn't just Germans.
  




  

    
He
    had wanted to be present at the passage of the legion, of the
    invincible soldiers of Rome, the City of which he felt fully
    part, to
    understand. He wanted to see with his own eyes the forces
    entrusted
    with safeguarding the empire, the world in which he
    lived.
  




  

    
Yet,
    despite the victory of the moment, he saw tired faces, worn out
    by
    Constansdeprivation. He often met the eyes of the veterans,
    seeing in
    them the desire to arrive at their discharge as soon as
    possible to
    escape from that life made up more of hardship than of honors
    and
    recognition. It didn't seem like a good show to him at
    all.
  




  

    
He
    seemed to see a tired and impatient master trying to tame a
    tireless
    and furious beast, a wild horse impossible to saddle and tame
    in any
    way.
  




  

    
The
    Picts were silent for a few moments, then they went back to
    struggling, making incomprehensible noises trying to free
    themselves
    from the knots, until some soldier hit them, bringing them back
    to
    calm.
  




  

    
There
    could be no room in the empire for such beasts.
  




  

    
He
    had seen enough.
  




  

    
The
    cold was making him lose sensitivity in his fingers,
    penetrating his
    temples with excruciating pain while his barely open eyes were
    becoming increasingly dry.
  




  

    
He
    had hoped to witness a triumph, and instead he had seen a sad
    procession of very poorly motivated soldiers and men - if they
    could
    be defined as men - destined to be little more than objects,
    cannon
    fodder.
  




  

    
He
    wondered to what extent those positions would remain so and if
    they
    would ever be reversed. The prospect gave him another shiver,
    much
    deeper, which made him understand that he had reached the limit
    of
    endurance.
  




  

    
He
    then turned and headed quickly towards his home. He had taken
    too
    much time away from what should have been his real priority.
    His wife
    was now at the peak of her pregnancy, and she would probably
    give
    birth to her firstborn that same day.
  




  

    
And
    he wouldn't have missed that scene for anything in the
    world.
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Hadrianple,
9 Augustus 378 AD
      
    
  




  

    
It
    seemed to Valens that the end of times had come.
  




  

    
Selfishly
    he was pleased to be on the verge of death, so that he could
    avoid
    seeing everything end, fall apart, be reduced from its most
    resplendent magnificence to a pile of ashes.
  




  

    
He
    tried to move his right hand to try and feel the wound on his
    side
    which he still felt was bleeding profusely, but he could barely
    move
    his fingers. He sadly gave it up.
  




  

    
He
    never thought it would end like this.
  




  

    
The
    decisive battle to defend the empire's borders had been lost
    miserably. And it was his fault alone.
  




  

    
It
    was he who thought he could subjugate the Visigoths, opening
    the
    doors of the empire to them to then make them slaves and
    laborers.
  




  

    
It
    was he who entrusted the management of the refugees and
    military
    operations to Lupicinus, accepting that he would then try to
    treacherously kill the barbarian leader Fritigern. The failure
    of
    that conspiracy had unleashed the fury of the Visigoths, who
    then
    rose up in arms against Rome.
  




  

    
And
    he had always agreed with moving troops against the enemy
    without
    waiting for the Western emperor, Gratian, to come to his aid so
    that
    he could fight the enemy with considerable numerical
    superiority.
  




  

    
He
    gasped laboriously, breathing hoarsely, as he felt the strong,
    nauseating taste of blood fill his mouth.
  




  

    
And
    so his forces, the forces of the empire, had been routed by
    that
    horde of Visigoths who had seemed invincible. Even when there
    had
    been the possibility of retreating and saving thousands of
    lives
    while waiting for Gratian's arrival, he had decided to persist,
    to
    engage in battle in the hope of triumphing. Him, and that's
    it.
  




  

    
He
    had lost his excessive ego. This was.
  




  

    
When
    he was injured he was immediately taken to his tent. But then
    the
    Visigoths, after having exterminated almost all of his men, had
    arrived there too. He had understood it, albeit partially
    unconsciously, when he had seen doctors and servants fleeing
    without
    telling him anything, while he had felt a growing heat all
    around.
  




  

    
The
    barbarians, without even knowing who was inside, had set fire
    around
    the tent. How foolish!
  




  

    
How
    much loot they had just lost! Not to mention the honor of being
    able
    to hoist the Augustus's head on a pike!
  




  

    
And
    he, Valens, the lord of half the world, had lost against such
    naive
    people. He had let tens of thousands of brave Roman soldiers be
    killed, torn to pieces and then vilified by that horde of
    beasts who
    had nothing human about them.
  




  

    
What
    a strange sensation it was, in that frenetic superimposition of
    present and past images, to experience the cold sweats that
    served as
    an antechamber to passing away while everything around burned
    inexorably.
  




  

    
Valens
    laughed. Yet he cried.
  




  

    
In
    a few moments he realized he no longer felt his legs.
  




  

    
His
    body was now abandoning him, and he wondered if once he died
    the Lord
    would not abandon him in turn, not being able to forgive him
    for his
    madness.
  




  

    
He
    had longed to be the supporter of one of the greatest military
    victories in history, and instead he would be remembered by
    posterity
    as the person responsible for a shameful and senseless
    extermination.
  




  

    
Perhaps,
    even the end of the greatest empire ever.
  




  

    
And
    what's more, his hated colleague Gratian would have emerged as
    a
    misunderstood hero, blameless in the face of that
    catastrophe.
  




  

    
Now
    the Visigoths, and with them all the other barbarian
    populations,
    would have understood that Rome was not invincible. Not
    anymore.
  




  

    
If
    decline and the end of everything would have been, the blame
    would
    have been his forever. And no one else's.
  




  

    
Incomprehensible
    screams reached him from outside. Animalistic grunts, guttural
    cries
    of joy, almost more like howls than words.
  




  

    
Would
    the world belong to these people from that day on?
  




  

    

      
What
      a misfortune!
    
  




  

    
Valens
    saw everything shrouded in fog. He first thought it was the
    smoke,
    then the tears that he could no longer hold back out of shame,
    but
    then he understood that he was simply bleeding to death, and
    that he
    no longer had any strength.
  




  

    
His
    time was almost here.
  




  

    
He
    would have liked to take his own life, making a final gesture
    that
    would remind him that he was a Roman, the first of the Romans,
    and as
    such a certain dignity and morality were imposed on him.
  




  

    
But
    he couldn't anymore. He was already paralyzed. Reduced to a
    larva.
  




  

    
An
    end marked by extreme ignominy had been decided for him, as
    punishment for the madness that had generated his
    actions.
  




  

    
And
    he deserved it, after all.
  




  

    
Who
    knows if all those people he had chosen to elevate to the
    highest
    positions in the preparation of that battle had been
    saved.
  




  

    
He
    would have liked to feel resentment towards them, but he had
    done too
    much himself to be able to place even a single blame on anyone
    other
    than him.
  




  

    
Only
    him.
  




  

    
The
    tent began to burn. The flames were devouring
    everything.
  




  

    
He
    had no strength left. At that point, she closed her
    eyes.
  




  

    
Let
    those flames devour him.
  




  

    
And
    that they purified his soul from the sins he had
    committed.
  




  

    
The
    crackling, together with the screams outside, dominated
    everything.
  




  

    
Before
    committing his soul to God, he prayed that Rome and the entire
    empire
    would not suffer the same fate as him.
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Eboracum,
June 380 AD
      
    
  



“

  

    
So
    you want to be a legionnaire, kid?”
  




  

    
Constantine
    widened his crystalline blue eyes and nodded vigorously,
    shaking his
    raven curls. He held out his hand without any embarrassment.
    The
    soldier straightened up and laughed.
  



“

  

    
Do
    you want this?” she said, pointing to the sword he held at her
    side. Constantine nodded again, thrilled.
  




  

    
"Okay,"
    said the man, whose name was Gratian, handing it to him.
  




  

    
He
    burst out laughing as he watched the child struggle to even
    hold it
    in his hands, the tip dragging on the dirt.
  



“

  

    
But
    it's very heavy!” she complained.
  



“

  

    
It's
    still a little early for you to already be able to hold a
    weapon, but
    good will is always an excellent starting point” interjected
    the
    other legionary, whose name was Marcus.
  




  

    
The
    two had completely opposite features: tall, robust and
    broad-shouldered Gratian, with thinning hair and a strong nose,
    while
    Marcus was smaller, no less muscular but with elegant facial
    features
    made slightly rougher by thick brown curls and a thick, bristly
    beard
    that covered a good part of his ruddy face.
  




  

    
They
    had taken a liking to those two boys who every now and then
    slipped
    away from the careful supervision of their tutors to sneak into
    their
    camp, immersed in a forest of centuries-old oaks.
  




  

    
The
    magical atmosphere of that fortress nestled in the wild nature
    must
    undoubtedly have had an influence on such young children. And
    if
    Constantine was already known to most, being the son of a
    member of
    the Senate and scion of a noble family, they just couldn't
    understand
    who the other child was, thin and milky-skinned, with thin
    greyish
    feline eyes and long hair. the color of snow.
  




  

    
There
    was a lot said about albinos. That they were children of
    forbidden
    unions between virgins and forest spirits, or that they were
    possessed by the devil and capable of dangerous and dark
    sorcery.
  




  

    
Furthermore,
    his serious attitude and silence made him much less affable
    than
    Constantine.
  




  

    
Marcus
    knelt in front of him. The child stared at him without showing
    any
    sign of emotion.
  




  

    
"And
    you? Do you also want to be a legionnaire like your
    friend?"
  




  

    
"Yes".
  




  

    
Nothing
    else. Marcus frowned.
  




  

    
He
    was a really strange child.
  



“

  

    
And
    yet you do not seem to be of equal rank to your companion.
    What's
    your name?" Gratian intervened.
  



“

  

    
Vortigern.
    My name is Vortigern."
  




  

    
From
    the harsh expression he gave him, the two understood that the
    little
    boy must have been the son of humble people, and not only
    because of
    the style of his clothes, much poorer than the refined clothes
    of
    Constantine, who meanwhile looked at him with pity.
  




  

    
He
    was undoubtedly the son of Britons and not of Romans. And he
    definitely didn't appreciate their nod to his lineage.
  



“

  

    
Come
    on, take it too!” Constantine encouraged him.
  




  

    
Vortigern
    gave him a faint smile, and unlike his friend he managed to
    keep his
    sword firmly, even sketching out some slashes thrown in the
    air,
    albeit clumsily.
  




  

    
"Not
    bad!" Marcus congratulated, trying to make up for the
    unfortunate statement his companion had made earlier.
  




  

    
The
    boy didn't answer him. He seemed lost in thought as he stared
    at her
    hand holding the sword. Then, as if nothing had happened, he
    stared
    at the legionnaire and handed it back to him.
  



“

  

    
Can
    you take us for a ride?” Constantine asked.
  




  

    
That
    place seemed fantastic to him. The weapons, the horses, the
    marching
    soldiers, the fortification itself with its stone blocks and
    palisades… it was a dream!
  




  

    
How
    he would have liked to one day be a member of the glorious and
    invincible legions of Rome!
  



“

  

    
Claudio
    Flavius ​​Constantine!”
  




  

    
Ambrosius
    burst in like a fury, covering the distance that separated him
    from
    his son with long strides. He angrily grabbed his wrist and
    yanked
    him towards him as he moaned.
  




  

    
Marcus
    and Gratian instantly stiffened. They didn't want any
    trouble.
  



“

  

    
Senator…”
  




  

    
Ambrosius
    seemed to notice them only at that moment.
  



“

  

    
I
    ask you to forgive me, soldiers. Unfortunately, this little boy
    makes
    me feel worse every day “ he said, glaring at Constantine, who
    lowered his gaze in embarrassment.
  



“

  

    
But
    no, the boys didn't mean to disturb us… they were just asking
    us a
    few questions”.
  



“

  

    
Questions
    they should ask in class, assuming they aren't skipping them on
    purpose!”
  



“

  

    
Father,
    I…”
  




  

    
"Silence!
    We'll talk about it once we get home. I ask you again to
    forgive
    their impetuosity. You can also go back to your
    exercises."
  




  

    
The
    soldiers nodded, bowing slightly.
  



“

  

    
Come
    on, Vortigern. Come with us too, come on."
  




  

    
The
    boy with the old man's hair gave one last, cold look at the two
    men,
    and then lost himself in examining the ramparts of the
    fortress.
  




  

    
He
    seemed attracted by the solitary flight of an eagle that was
    currently crossing the cloudy sky above them.
  




  

    
Then,
    without saying anything, he took Constantine's hand and turned
    around.
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Caledonia,
December 385 AD
      
    
  




  

    
In
    the very dense birch forest, where the fog snaked between
    trunks and
    branches in the night, an imperceptible glow appeared.
  




  

    
Hidden
    from all eyes, in a tiny clearing was a stone altar, consisting
    of a
    huge monolithic block of metallic grey. All around, in a
    circle, tall
    gigantic stones, like pillars without a roof to support
    them.
  




  

    
A
    fire crackled on the altar and was getting bigger and bigger.
    Few
    hooded figures attended this. A man of indefinite age, with a
    very
    long white beard, continued to throw dry branches and leaves on
    it,
    rekindling the flames.
  




  

    
He
    muttered formulas so archaic that they escaped the
    understanding of
    almost everyone present, while with short, lightning-fast
    gestures he
    collected the ashes from the fire and scattered them all
    around.
  




  

    
His
    eyes were closed, his body swayed as if a wind known only to
    him held
    him up and made him levitate according to his will.
  




  

    
He
    opened his arms and two attendants, also hooded, handed him
    what he
    had requested. The heart, still warm, of a deer.
  




  

    
He
    then turned to the two more distant figures, who revealed their
    faces. A man and a woman, still young, stepped forward, each of
    them
    holding a child in their arms.
  




  

    
Not
    even the cold and the old Druid's Constanstalking seemed to be
    able
    to wake them up, on the contrary. That ghostly atmosphere
    seemed to
    have put them to sleep, instilling in them an imperturbable
    calm.
  




  

    
The
    little ones were placed, while the swaddling clothes were
    removed,
    leaving their little bodies completely naked, on the stone
    altar, not
    far from the fire which gave off fleeting white and bluish
    flashes.
  




  

    
The
    druid placed his skeletal hands on each of them.
  



“

  

    
Breanainn…”
    he whispered hoarsely.
  




  

    
The
    two young parents remained silent.
  



“…

  

    
Maewyn”.
  




  

    
Upon
    pronouncing their names, the children simultaneously began to
    cry,
    loudly and uncontrollably, as if something, in addition to
    having
    awakened them abruptly from their sleep, was disturbing them
    deeply.
  




  

    
The
    druid then took the heart of the deer and squeezed it with the
    pressure of his hands, until the dark and warm blood that came
    out
    completely flooded the bodies of the two infants.
  




  

    
The
    children's mother covered her mouth with her hand in fear,
    while her
    husband held her close trying to reassure her.
  




  

    
It
    was a dangerous rite, a dark rite, but it was what had always
    been
    done among their people, for centuries. Even when the people of
    the
    South had arrived in their lands, and had almost completely
    exterminated them. Even in those days people were still talking
    about
    the fury of Rome, the homeland of the conquerors who had almost
    erased from the earth and from the memory of all the ancient
    and
    sacred druidic rites to which they had all been introduced a
    few days
    after their birth.
  




  

    
That
    was the farewell to life for those children, in the name of
    their
    ancestors.
  




  

    
The
    druid progressively raised his voice until he screamed at the
    top of
    his lungs, and a gust of wind hissed through the rocks all
    around,
    insinuating itself everywhere through the forest.
  




  

    
He
    collected a small bundle of leather from a bag and opened it,
    then
    scattered its dusty contents onto the flames.
  




  

    
These
    grew enormously and roared as they rose into the starry sky,
    surpassing even the tallest stones in height. The reddish
    reverberations of the tongues of fire danced everywhere, spirit
    presences arriving among men from their occult world. It was
    not the
    first time for any of them to witness such a ritual.
  




  

    
But
    every time the magic took over, prostrating souls and making
    everyone
    abandon themselves, reciting subdued and chanting prayers, to
    the
    sacredness of the moment.
  




  

    
The
    flames enveloped everything, until they hid from sight the
    little
    ones who had stopped crying in the meantime and the old druid,
    who
    raised his arms to the sky and with a heartbroken voice
    continued to
    scream his formulas at the stars, until a blinding glare fell.
    on the
    altar, blocking everyone's sight for a few moments while the
    roar of
    its impact expanded, quickly fading.
  




  

    
A
    few moments later, a thick, pungent-smelling haze settled on
    the
    cool, damp ground, gradually revealing silhouettes.
  



“

  

    
Did
    Eogan succeed?” the woman murmured, trembling.
  




  

    
"Yes,"
    her husband reassured her, holding her a little more. "He
    succeeded." A flash of pride flashed in his green eyes as the
    clouds finally cleared.
  



“

  

    
Now
    our two beloved children will also be druids. Just like us, and
    our
    fathers before us."
  




  

    
The
    old man was on the ground, exhausted, curled up on himself as
    if
    humiliating himself before the majesty of what had just been
    accomplished. On the altar the fire had magically gone out,
    leaving
    only barely smoking embers.
  




  

    
There
    was no trace of blood on the stone.
  




  

    
Finally,
    the two children reappeared last, both lying down and asleep
    again,
    with sweet and seraphic expressions on their perfectly
    identical
    faces.
  




  

    
The
    man and woman went to the altar, while the hooded figures
    rescued the
    druid Eogan and lifted him up, trying to help him recover after
    that
    superhuman effort.
  




  

    
Under
    the stars of the most remote and wild Britain, the two children
    were
    clothed by their parents, and then hoisted to heaven and thus
    consecrated to the immortal spirits who were everywhere around
    them,
    and who would serve until the end of their lives.
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Constantinople,
January 386 AD
      
    
  




  

    
"I
    have big plans for him."
  




  

    
Stilicho
    looked askance at Theodosius, the emperor of the East, as
    together
    they watched over little Honorius, the son of the Augustus who
    slept
    peacefully, the plump oval of his face just touched by a ray of
    afternoon sun.
  




  

    
At
    less than two years old, the child had already been appointed
    consul.
  




  

    
That
    noble and secular position, which required a life of sacrifices
    and
    strategies for most to achieve, had been given to him as a
    gift,
    without much reflection, by his father. Undoubtedly a political
    gesture aimed at strengthening what was, in Theodosius' plans,
    to
    become a dynasty inextricably united with absolute
    power.
  




  

    
The
    little boy would have grown up at court, in the heart of the
    Eastern
    empire, and would have learned immediately how to move and how
    to
    interpret the gestures and intentions of everyone around
    him.
  




  

    
But
    Stilicho was a barbarian. He was the most powerful barbarian in
    the
    empire, but still a step below any Roman who had pure blood.
    And not
    even his already immense military merits and his loyalty to
    Rome
    could ever have elevated him to similar positions.
  




  

    
It
    was as if, despite being an important figure - indeed vital
    given the
    turbulence at the borders - of that world he was not allowed to
    be
    completely part of it, always excluded from the circles that
    really
    mattered and which he aspired to due to his origins.
  




  

    
It
    was enough to mention these for his valor, his military wit,
    his pure
    spirit and his honesty to fade into the background, leaving the
    honors of the limelight to someone else.
  




  

    
As
    in the case of that plump child, with long and slightly messy
    black
    hair, who rested blissfully on his side while he and Theodosius
    looked at him.
  




  

    
Undoubtedly
    Honorius had taken after his father, both in the color of his
    hair
    and in his pale skin and face with soft and gentle features.
    There
    was little to say about Theodosius: his military career spoke
    for
    itself, and even on his throne he immediately knew how to
    impose
    himself with his political intelligence.
  




  

    
He
    had deserved the purple. That child, however?
  




  

    
Stilicho
    just couldn't explain why a child still incapable of speaking
    had
    just been made consul to the detriment of dozens, hundreds of
    illustrious and deserving men.
  




  

    
Men
    like him.
  




  

    
But
    at this point he had to worry only about military maneuvers
    since
    politically, he had to realize, he was worth less than zero.
    Theodosius, astute as he was, had understood how delicate the
    situation in the empire was. The Visigoths who had destroyed
    Valens'
    army years earlier had been stationed along the Danube, not
    without
    rightly fearing that they would repeat what they had done in
    the
    battle of Hadrianple.
  




  

    
In
    Britain, then, the legions had elected a usurper, that Magnus
    Maximus
    who had gone as far as Gaul and because of whom, during one of
    the
    subsequent clashes, the Augustus of the West, the young
    Gratian, had
    perished.
  




  

    
When
    the empire had been divided into two parts, this had seemed the
    wisest choice to restore order in a political and economic
    landscape
    that was going through major changes.
  




  

    
Yet,
    no matter how great the efforts made, new threats continued to
    emerge
    from the borders, and not only from outside, as evidenced by
    the rise
    of Magnus Maximus, elected by the British legions.
  



“

  

    
You'll
    see, Stilicho. The child, growing up immediately in a position
    of
    power, will naturally become an intelligent ruler and perfectly
    at
    ease in making even the most difficult decisions, whatever the
    matter."
  




  

    
Theodosius'
    eyes shone as he contemplated his son.
  




  

    
There
    was no doubt that with Honorius and his eldest son, Arcadius,
    he
    planned an empire governed in all respects by the dynasty he
    had just
    started.
  



“

  

    
I
    have no doubt about it, sacred Augustus. He will be a great
    ruler."
  




  

    
But
    he knew full well he was lying.
  




  

    
It
    was not possible, indeed it was not the slightest bit logical
    to make
    such observations on what was just an infant.
  




  

    
History,
    which he had learned late but with great voracity, had taught
    him
    that Rome and its ruling dynasties had often known scions who
    had
    proved unsuitable for government, if not downright degenerate
    across
    the board.
  




  

    
Caligula,
    Nero, Commodus, just to name a few.
  




  

    
Young
    people who grew up at court, just as Theodosius hoped for the
    small
    and innocent Honorius, who instead of becoming wise and
    moderate
    regents had wallowed in vice and privileges, worsening their
    troubles
    beyond measure once they achieved power.
  




  

    
Often,
    even shedding blood in their own family.
  




  

    
Stilicho
    shook his head. Maybe he was going too far.
  




  

    
"What
    are you thinking about?" asked Theodosius, who had noticed his
    silent brooding.
  




  

    
The
    Vandal felt caught red-handed. He stroked his thick brown beard
    and
    smiled absently.
  



“

  

    
To
    no avail, Augustusus. I was just thinking about what awaits us
    now,
    with that Magnus Maximus in Gaul."
  




  

    
The
    emperor placed a friendly hand on his shoulder.
  



“

  

    
Don't
    think about it now, General. We will then discuss it with the
    guardians of the young Augustus Valentinian. The statue I had
    erected
    for him will certainly have calmed him down. Once we have
    decided
    what to do, you will return to Italy and supervise the
    expedition
    yourself."
  



“

  

    
You
    honor me, sacred Augustus” murmured Stilicho, kneeling.
  




  

    
It's
    better that way. She couldn't wait to sail West.
  




  

    
There
    he would go back to doing what he loved, and at which he was
    the
    absolute best. Command the army.
  




  

    
Without
    imperial infants to rob it of its indisputable merits.
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Surroundings
of Eboracum, March 386 AD
      
    
  




  

    
Constantine
    handed Vortigern a still unripe apple. The young Briton bit
    into it
    without complaining, and remained staring at the very green
    lawn
    while he let his bare legs dangle in the void.
  




  

    
Ever
    since they discovered that magical and isolated place one
    winter day,
    they had made it their hideout.
  




  

    
Chasing
    a roe deer they had entered a dense forest of centuries-old
    oaks,
    arriving at a small and lush clearing, covered with tufts of
    very
    green grass and multicolored flowers, into which it seemed that
    the
    sun was pouring all its rays which could not penetrate the
    branches.
    some trees. In the center of the clearing there were large
    stones,
    mostly placed vertically and in a circle and covered in turn by
    blocks arranged horizontally, with the exception of one
    gigantic one
    placed in the center. On the frosty mornings typical of
    Britain, the
    ice covered them with a shining patina, which gave off flashes
    in all
    directions, piercing the haze of the dawning day.
  



“

  

    
So
    those were temples?” Constantine asked.
  




  

    
Seen
    like this from above, while they rested on the branches of a
    colossal
    oak, that construction was even more suggestive, with the tops
    of the
    forest all around and the mountain ranges on the
    horizon.
  



“

  

    
My
    father always told me that it was in places like this that the
    druids, men with the gift of magic, performed their rites. That
    is,
    until the Romans arrived."
  




  

    
"And
    then?" Constantine asked him, leaning towards him.
  



“

  

    
At
    that point, they disappeared. While the Romans conquered the
    entire
    island, the Druids holed up in centuries-old woods like this
    one.
    There are those who say that they then disappeared completely,
    or
    perhaps that they were exterminated, which is very likely.
    Others
    even say that they fled beyond Hadrian's Wall and then
    Antoninus'
    Wall, all the way to Caledonia. But since there are only Picts,
    Saxons and pirates there who come from the island of Ibernia, I
    doubt
    whether they have found a land to settle in."
  



“

  

    
So
    they would be magicians…”
  




  

    
Vortigern
    shrugged. Nothing seemed to impress him.
  



“

  

    
If
    you want to call them that,” he said, listlessly throwing away
    the
    apple core.
  




  

    
Constantine
    leaned with his back against the trunk of the oak.
  




  

    
He
    remained staring at the spectacle of nature, the infinite
    wonders
    that that enchanted island gave them every time they decided to
    leave
    the city to play, to exercise or even just to explore the
    surroundings and free their imagination. He loved that
    land.
  




  

    
"We
    are lucky to live here, Vortigern."
  




  

    
The
    albino gave him a look halfway between melancholic and
    emotional. He
    was happy that his friend Romano appreciated the beauty of his
    native
    land. Constantine was a good boy, loyal and capable of
    balancing his
    reluctance and his introverted nature with his boyish
    enthusiasm.
    Yet, knowing that the island where he and his ancestors were
    born was
    dominated by the Romans did not make him entirely happy. Yes,
    they
    had brought civilization, culture and commerce, but at the cost
    of
    hundreds of thousands of human lives.
  




  

    
The
    arrival of their culture, although enviable, had almost
    completely
    erased the traditions, myths and legends that only dared to be
    remembered in front of the fires inside the homes of the
    natives, at
    night and with the shutters barred.
  




  

    
The
    courage of Boudicca, the fiery-haired queen who raised the
    Britons in
    revolt against Rome. The magic of the druids, their
    conversations
    with the spirits of nature. The fantastic creatures that lived
    in the
    woods, the sea monsters that dominated the deep waters that
    surrounded the island, waters the same color as the
    impenetrable fog,
    capable of confusing and making even the most skilled navarch
    lose
    their way.
  



“

  

    
I
    would never want anyone to threaten our land. I could never
    allow
    it."
  




  

    
Yet,
    with those very sincere statements, Constantine was able to
    earn his
    friendship, giving him several reasons to respect the
    Romans.
  



“

  

    
I
    think that with Magnus Maximus we won't run into these
    problems. He
    is a great warrior."
  



“

  

    
And
    we will be too!” Constantine blurted out, sprinting and pulling
    himself up until he was standing on the thick branch.
  




  

    
He
    stared at Vortigern with feverish eyes.
  



“

  

    
We
    must swear, my friend. We always wanted to be soldiers,
    remember?
    Memories? And then, as soon as we are old enough to take up
    arms, we
    will join the army so that no one can jeopardize all this!" he
    said excitedly, then spreading his arms to indicate the green
    expanse
    in front of them, climbing up to the green mountains of lush
    forests.
  




  

    
Vortigern
    was admired, partly for his friend's heartfelt speech, and
    partly for
    the beauty and harmony of nature that surrounded them with its
    colors
    and scents.
  



“

  

    
Whether
    they are barbarians or even Romans, no one must ever bring war
    and
    destruction to Britain. This is our world, and in the future we
    will
    have to be the ones to defend it from the dangers that are
    shaking
    the empire! So, what do you think? Do you agree?"
  




  

    
The
    Briton couldn't help but smile. Constantine was capable of
    involving
    anyone, with his quick talk and his apparently cold but
    incredibly
    expressive eyes.
  




  

    
He
    was jovial but determined, easily galvanized but also capable
    of
    reasoning with studied precision.
  




  

    
A
    truly special boy.
  




  

    
He
    is a sincere friend who you love and trust blindly.
  




  

    
"I'm
    in!" he convinced himself to say Vortigern, standing up too and
    squeezing his friend's arm.
  




  

    
Constantine
    smiled at him, his eyes shining with exaltation.
  




  

    
They
    then descended from the oak and headed towards the mysterious
    monolithic complex, a legacy of that very ancient and dark
    world that
    both Vortigern the Briton and Constantine the Roman had decided
    on
    that spring day to choose as theirs.
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Lindum,
September 386 AD
      
    
  




  

    
Constantine
    was in ecstasy. Already having accompanied his father to
    Lindum, an
    old town now used only as a military fortress, had thrown him
    into
    that Castro world that he had always dreamed of. However, he
    never
    expected to find himself in front of Magnus Maximus
    himself.
  




  

    
The
    man who had revolted against the empire that opened its doors
    to the
    barbarians, the soldier who came from the same land as the
    Augustus
    Theodosius was there, sitting in front of him in a small room
    hastily
    rebuilt while the head of the legions Britannica received some
    influential members of the Senate.
  




  

    
He
    looked at it better. He was robust, powerful with broad
    shoulders, a
    bull neck and muscular arms although the purple he wore hid his
    grandeur. He wore short hair, the color of straw, and had a
    large
    straight nose like that of the ancients. His forehead was
    protruding
    and furrowed by a few wrinkles, while his small eyes, almost
    set
    inside their sockets, darted quickly. His square face
    emphasized the
    toughness of a man at arms.
  




  

    
He
    completely isolated himself from the conversations that his
    father
    and Magnus had, mostly relating to the economic performance of
    the
    main cities and the consensus of the population. From time to
    time,
    the thundering voice of the one Ambrosius had called Caesar
    several
    times had awakened him. There was no doubt whatsoever: the lord
    of
    Britain was a very powerful man, venerated by the legions, a
    true
    warrior to whom he would have liked to ask so many
    questions.
  




  

    
But
    he was only there to keep his father company, and so he sadly
    decided
    to remain silent.
  




  

    
Then,
    for an instant, he met Magnus Maximus' gaze.
  



“

  

    
Gods,
    Ambrosius, your son looks every bit like an ancient Roman!
    What's
    your name, boy?"
  




  

    
Constantine
    was dumbfounded, his eyes wide open. He turned to his father,
    who
    with tight lips eloquently urged him not to make his
    interlocutor
    wait too long for a response.
  



“

  

    
My…my
    name is Flavius Claudius Constantine, my lord”.
  




  

    
A
    good-natured smile appeared on the face of Magnus Maximus, who
    raised
    his right hand from the armrest of his chair and made a gesture
    that
    was difficult for a boy like him to understand.
  




  

    
He
    was, in truth, affably acknowledging the nobility of his
    progeny and
    the names they bore, reminiscent of the Augustus past.
  



“

  

    
And
    tell me, Ambrosius, how does your firstborn behave? Is he
    perhaps a
    true Roman also in his values?
  




  

    
Ambrosius
    broke into a slightly forced smile, undoubtedly dictated by
    nervousness. His hands were sweaty.
  



“

  

    
Of
    course, Caesar. Constantine diligently studies the classics of
    the
    greats of the past, and is educated in respect of the values
    that
    made the empire great."
  




  

    
"Of
    course, of course," said Magnus Maximus, stroking his freshly
    shaved face. Then he glanced curiously at Constantine.
  



“

  

    
It's
    a shame, however, that the empire itself is bastardizing
    itself,
    allowing vile barbarians to sully its pure blood. This is why
    we
    demanded justice by rising up in arms, as children of one of
    the
    first regions that Rome conquered, a people always loyal to
    them."
  




  

    
Both
    Ambrosius and Constantine nodded vigorously.
  



“

  

    
And
    what do you think, son? Did we act right?"
  




  

    
Constantine
    felt his legs go soft and a lump clogged his throat. He would
    have
    liked to say a thousand things, to demonstrate that he was more
    mature than his twelve years and capable of fine reasoning, but
    emotion and the fear of saying something stupid stopped
    him.
  




  

    
Magnus
    Maximus laughed. He had very white teeth.
  




  

    
"Do
    not fear. No one will send you to your death for your opinions.
    Not
    in this part of the empire, at least!” he urged him, bursting
    out
    laughing at his joke, followed by Ambrosius.
  



“

  

    
I-I,
    I…I agree. The empire must be of the Romans. No people should
    be
    part of it for profit or necessity, as in the case of
    barbarians who
    are welcomed only to become servants or craftsmen with poor
    results.
    But they should only be part of it if they are truly useful in
    fighting for the greatness of immortal Rome."
  




  

    
He
    bowed his head, hoping he hadn't overextended himself, but the
    clapping of Magnus's hands woke him up.
  




  

    
He
    saw his father sincerely surprised by his speech.
  




  

    
"Good
    boy! Well done Constantine! Honor your name with these words.
    Ambrosius, you really have a golden boy on your hands!”
  



“

  

    
You
    honor me, Caesar” moaned Ambrosius.
  



“

  

    
But
    tell me, son. For the speaker that you are despite your green
    age,
    what would you like to do when you grow up? Maybe the
    lawyer?”
  




  

    
Constantine's
    eyes widened.
  




  

    

      
What
      did he want to do when he grew up?
    
  




  

    
He
    had actually always known it. But his father and mother had
    always
    prevented him from doing so. Joining the army would have been a
    disgrace for a member of a senatorial family. Yet he felt that
    this
    was his calling. He certainly aspired to greatness, but he
    intended
    to achieve it as the ancients did in ancient times, through a
    brilliant military career.
  




  

    
And
    the sympathy that the most important man in Britain seemed to
    have
    for him was too good an opportunity to pass up. She couldn't
    help but
    step forward.
  



“

  

    
Caesar,
    I…I…” he stammered, stopping himself as he met his father's
    warning gaze. Damn it, he told himself.
  



“

  

    
I
    would like to be a legionary, Caesar!”
  




  

    
Magnus
    Maximus' eyes lit up.
  



“

  

    
What
    fantastic news! We really need young people so upright and
    devoted to
    the original ideals of the empire!"
  



“

  

    
Caesar,
    please… he's just a kid, he doesn't know what he's saying…”
    Ambrosius intervened.
  




  

    
Magnus
    Maximus waved his right hand in the air.
  




  

    
"At
    all. The boy knows what he's saying. And I say: why not give
    young
    people, even nobles, the opportunity to demonstrate their worth
    not
    only in front of a tutor or in administrative exercises, but
    also by
    taking up arms? Do you forget that Rome conquered the world by
    fighting, Ambrosius?"
  




  

    
"No,
    no, not at all, my lord."
  




  

    
"So!
    Constantine, if I'm not mistaken you're twelve years old,
    right?"
  




  

    
He
    couldn't believe it. Everything was going as she hoped!
  




  

    
He
    nodded with a bright smile.
  



“

  

    
I'd
    say you have to study a little more” reflected Magnus, who was
    liking him more and more due to his extroverted and
    strong-willed
    character. He almost felt like a friend. A very powerful
    friend.
  



“

  

    
But
    in about two years, you might already be joining the ranks. We
    will
    turn a blind eye, given the respectable family you are part of
    “
    she smiled at him.
  



“

  

    
Caesar,
    it is an incredible honor for me...” muttered Constantine with
    tears in his eyes.
  



“

  

    
Not
    a word anymore. Whenever you want, you can go to the various
    camps
    and observe military techniques while the legionnaires
    practice. You
    can also be a volunteer servant if you want. But let me give
    you
    something to remind you of our meeting" said Magnus, getting up
    and taking some large rolls from a dusty shelf.
  




  

    
Constantine
    took them from his large hands, and was amazed.
  




  

    
They
    were copies of Vegetius' De Rei Militari, the most famous
    treatise on
    war that existed, which was studied by heart and respected in
    battle
    by the greatest generals.
  




  

    
A
    reading he had always wanted to undertake.
  



“

  

    
It
    is right to stimulate brilliant and willing minds like yours.
    Today,
    I met a young friend of the empire" Magnus Maximus smiled at
    him, ruffling his hair. “Ambrosius, make sure the boy reads
    this
    book well. That's all for now."
  



“

  

    
Certainly,
    Caesar. I won't miss it “ said Ambrosius, taking his son by the
    hand and bowing before him.
  




  

    
Before
    leaving the room, Constantine turned around again.
  




  

    
Magnus
    Maximus was still there, on the bench.
  




  

    
The
    Augustus of Britain gave him a shrewd smile, which he returned
    with
    all the gratitude he could muster. He was certain at that
    precise
    moment that serving Rome was his only, inescapable
    destiny.
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Surroundings
of Eboracum, January 387 AD
      
    
  




  

    
Constantine
    felt like crying. And fighting back tears to seem stronger,
    more like
    the man he dreamed of becoming but wasn't yet was costing him a
    lot.
  




  

    
It
    seemed to him that he was suffering an enormous
    injustice.
  




  

    
It
    wasn't right. Why was this happening to him?
  




  

    
He
    tried to peer, as the darkness loomed over the evening and his
    blush,
    into Vortigern's pearly eyes.
  




  

    
The
    wind whistled mournfully around them, singing dark
    dirges.
  




  

    
Suddenly
    the magic of their hiding place, of that clearing surrounded by
    trees
    and shining with the joyful colors of nature, seemed to have
    suddenly
    vanished.
  



“

  

    
But
    are you sure of what you say? Is there really no other way to
    solve
    this?”
  




  

    
"I've
    already said. My father has now made up his mind. In the south
    the
    pastures are lusher, and the climate is milder due to the
    proximity
    to the sea. The weather here is too harsh. We have lost far too
    many
    livestock. If we remain here any longer, all our leaders will
    die,
    and we will find ourselves in poverty."
  




  

    
How
    could he talk like that? And their friendship?
  




  

    
Yet
    Vortigern had always expressed himself that way, as if nothing
    could
    affect him, but at the same time he cared about everything,
    suffering
    so much that he was left without energy.
  




  

    
His
    voice was toneless, the emotion in him impalpable.
  



“

  

    
You
    can't leave! You've been living here for years... let me talk
    to my
    father, he will be able to help you, I'm sure he will find a
    solution, and..."
  



“

  

    
For
    what? To end up asking for alms from a nobleman like the dozens
    of
    customers who crowd in front of your house asking for work and
    food?"
    Vortigern glared, finally moved by a feeling, even if an angry
    one.
  




  

    
Constantine
    bowed his head, and it seemed bad to him.
  




  

    
"Do
    you think I don't mind?"
  



“

  

    
I'm
    not saying that. But it's not right that he refuses our help.
    You are
    my friend, you should let me lend you a hand."
  



“

  

    
These
    are my family's decisions. And we never discuss or contravene
    the
    orders of the fathers."
  




  

    
That
    statement shocked Constantine quite a bit, who perceived in it
    a
    reference to how he had managed to cleverly gain admission into
    the
    army despite his father's wish for him to have a career as a
    politician.
  




  

    
In
    addition to yet another sharp allusion to their differences, to
    the
    fact that he was a Roman noble, while he was a Briton, natural
    master
    of those places but far from his comforts and fortunes.
  




  

    
As
    if it were his fault if history had taken that direction
    centuries
    ago, deciding that that island would become the dominion of
    Rome.
  




  

    
He
    tried to come to terms with it and understand his friend's
    feelings,
    even though he felt a great chill in his chest. Below them,
    where
    they had once admired green meadows and wild animals wandering,
    he
    seemed to see emptiness, a whirlpool whose whirlpools led
    directly to
    oblivion, to a world of eternal sadness and loneliness. What
    would
    have become of him without his friend with snow-colored hair?
    As
    outgoing as he was, he had actually always struggled to make
    friends.
    And now he would be left alone, without the only person who,
    however
    different from him, he was sure truly understood him.
  




  

    
He
    suddenly came down from the branch and headed towards another
    centuries-old oak tree, with its gigantic trunk gutted who
    knows how
    many years before by a bolt of lightning, which had created a
    small
    cave in it.
  




  

    
Constantine
    disappeared into the alcove, then reappeared with something in
    his
    hand, giving off fleeting gleams in the impending darkness.
    Vortigern
    watched him in silence, until they were face to face
    again.
  



“

  

    
What
    are you holding in your hand?” she asked.
  




  

    
Constantine
    showed him a dagger, with a shiny and very sharp blade, with a
    decorated gold-plated handle. An authentic jewel.
  



“

  

    
Where
    the hell did you find it?”
  



“

  

    
At
    the training camp. Some legionnaires will have lost it. I was
    thinking of giving it to you so we could finally practice
    together.
    But it seems I have to resign myself to giving it to you as a
    parting
    gift."
  




  

    
Vortigern
    remained silent, head bowed.
  




  

    
The
    most sincere display of affection he could allow
    himself.
  



“

  

    
We
    swore that we would become soldiers… do you remember
    that?”
  




  

    
"Yes.
    I remember".
  



“

  

    
And
    then”, said Constantine in a tremulous voice, “I give you this,
    no longer as a weapon to use in war, but as a sign of my
    friendship.
    I'm sure you will make good use of it and will keep it safe. I
    hope
    that when you are far away, you will have the heart to remember
    your
    friend Romano every time you hold him."
  




  

    
At
    that point they hugged each other, embarrassed but also in need
    of
    confirmation from each other on the purity of their bond. A
    smile
    flashed on Vortigern's sad and candid face.
  



“

  

    
Are
    you really going to join the army, then?”
  




  

    
Constantine
    put out one of his boldest smiles.
  




  

    
A
    ridiculous fiction.
  



“

  

    
Of
    course,” he said, puffing out his chest. “Magnus Maximus said
    that I will soon be able to become a recruit”.
  



“

  

    
Then,
    my friend, fight for me too. I know that my land will be
    protected,
    as long as true Romans like you are ready to take up arms to
    defend
    it."
  




  

    
"Be
    sure of that," was all Constantine could say with wet
    eyes.
  




  

    
Then
    the emotions took over, just as the sun died, and they hugged
    again.
  




  

    
In
    a whisper, almost without hearing each other, they promised to
    remain
    friends forever, despite any distance and vicissitudes of
    life.
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Eboracum,
March 387 AD
      
    
  



“

  

    
Damn
    it, Constantine! Where are you going? Wait, you
    can't..."
  




  

    
The
    tutor fell to the ground in the dust, while Constantine, who
    had
    freed himself from him by elbowing him in the stomach, ran at
    breakneck speed towards the horizon throwing away all his
    parchments
    and styluses. He ran with all his strength towards the shadow
    that
    was becoming smaller and smaller, a tiny dot that was preparing
    to be
    swallowed up by the fiery disk of the dying sun.
  




  

    
She
    was crying, and he could feel the salty taste of her tears
    creeping
    between her dry lips as she gasped and sobbed at the same time.
    He
    didn't know if his legs would give him the strength to reach
    that
    shadow, due to the overwhelming emotion that made him tremble
    from
    head to toe.
  




  

    
He
    gritted his teeth and widened his eyes, and bowing his head he
    began
    to run even faster, jumping over the ditches on the paved road
    now
    abandoned to neglect. He stumbled, and fell, ending up with a
    bloody
    abrasion on his left arm. With a growl he gave chase again, and
    ran
    and cried and despaired until his form grew larger.
  




  

    
It
    was a chariot he was chasing.   
  




  

    
On
    that chariot, pulled at a steady pace by powerful black horses
    was
    Vortigern, and with him all the affection and friendship that
    he felt
    he would never receive in return from any other person in his
    life.
    Even though he was very young and had his whole future ahead of
    him.
  




  

    
Why
    hadn't she notified him of her departure?
  




  

    
He
    was ashamed of it, he was sure of it.
  




  

    
He
    was ashamed of abandoning him like this, to his fate, a Roman
    among
    those who were not Romans, a nobleman with a humble soul
    surrounded
    by people incapable of understanding him and grasping his
    innate
    tendency to want to mix with everyone, to be well-liked, simply
    loved. Like any kid.
  




  

    
He
    already knew that Vortigern would leave, and he had understood
    it
    when his father, with all his herds, had set off towards the
    South in
    advance, leaving the rest of the preparations to his
    family.
  




  

    
Since
    then he had met his friend on a few occasions, and like any
    situation
    in which one would like to throw out everything that is kept in
    one's
    chest, he had been unable to do anything other than utter a few
    casual words, for fear of ruining the good memories of the
    past. and
    to admit to himself that that separation would have irreparably
    damaged their relationship.
  




  

    
But
    could distance reduce the noblest human feeling to ashes? She
    had
    always loved Cicero's De Amicitia madly, precisely because of
    the way
    it discussed that pure and delicate theme.
  




  

    
And
    he in turn placed respect on that feeling, that unique
    sensation of
    affinity that warmed the heart and gave a position in the
    world, at
    the top of his moral values.
  




  

    
He
    would never have resigned himself to losing his dearest friend,
    his
    childhood companion, in the face of the twists and turns that
    life
    artfully, mockingly created for men.
  




  

    
He
    would have fought, for himself and for his friend, and would
    have
    managed to find him again, to shake his hand again, to laugh
    and joke
    with him, as they had done until then.
  




  

    
And
    he would still feel appreciated, loved and esteemed for who he
    was,
    not for the name he bore or for the wealth of his family. He
    was
    exactly the one who made people feel alive, he was sure. And he
    could
    never give it up.
  




  

    
There
    was only one way to keep that bond alive, other than to show up
    there, as he was doing, exhausted, panting and dusty, while
    Vortigern's head finally peeked out of the wagon window.
  




  

    
And
    that way was to remind him, while they exchanged a look that
    was
    worth more than any words, what truly bound them
    inextricably.
  




  

    
The
    love for that extraordinary, magical land, made of green
    valleys that
    seemed infinite where the wind vented itself without ever
    finding
    obstacles, where the rushes bent to the currents, and hisses
    and
    songs echoed among the branches of the centuries-old forests,
    perhaps
    carried by spirits of the woods, or perhaps by their
    ancestors.
  




  

    
They
    had sworn eternal love to Britain, and pledged to protect that
    land
    at all costs.
  




  

    
He
    felt his limbs grow weak and the tremor make his knees
    unstable. He
    had to bend down, hearing a sinister hiss rising from his lungs
    as
    his dry throat silenced his moans before letting them out and
    his
    eyes filled with tears again.
  




  

    
He
    raised his head. Vortigern was still there, staring at him
    impassively, but certainly as shaken as he was.
  




  

    
The
    wagon continued to move away.
  




  

    
Then
    Constantine stood up, finding the proudest posture he could,
    and
    puffed out his chest, seeking the breath he no longer
    had.
  



“

  

    
Vortigern!”
  




  

    
The
    Briton leaned forward even further, as if hoping in vain that
    he
    could reach him by doing so.
  




  

    
"You
    promised! Remember what you promised! “ Constantine shouted
    with
    all his strength, falling to his knees with his face distraught
    from
    crying and the emotions that seemed like they could tear his
    chest
    apart.
  




  

    
It
    was just then that he saw Vortigern pull himself up, holding
    onto the
    top of the wagon, unbalancing himself and climbing out of the
    window
    until he sat on the edge. For a few more seconds there was
    silence
    and just the sound of wheels on pavement.
  




  

    
Then
    he smiled at him, with infinite sadness in his eyes, and put
    his
    right hand on his heart, without saying anything.
  




  

    
Constantine
    did the same, before seeing the chariot disappear on the
    horizon.
    That was the end of their story.
  




  

    
But
    his closest friend would always carry him with him, in his
    heart and
    in his thoughts, and would keep his memory alive, honoring, he
    was
    sure, the promise they had made to each other.
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