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Obrienicus in Judea.

Only with the truth had they been able to deceive him. The echo of that certainty bounced off the gray walls of the sepulcher where he lay buried alive. Only with the truth had they been able to defeat everything he represented, the world that was to come... although it would be a useless victory, because he would not die there.

A faint slit of light filtered down from a ceiling, that he could not reach, releasing him, in part, from a darkness he could not overcome. The water was not a problem, he could lap up the water that seeped through the wet rocks, with an awful bitter taste that made his guts burn. Whoever had built this place had taken care that its guests did not die of thirst in a few days and lacked the lucidity necessary for their purpose. Food was also not, at the moment, a concern. In Britain, as a child, he could see on many occasions how the Ordovician warriors, besieged by their Roman enemies for months, maddened by hunger, devoured the fallen, the old, or the wounded who could not defend themselves, without even giving them the comfort of a quick death before becoming the food of the strongest.

The remains of the half-devoured corpse of one of the assassins that accompanied him was proof of this. If he was anything, he was a survivor. It had always been that way. He had always prevailed, and now it would be no different. Killing the tough assassin that accompanied him was not difficult. During the time that they remained together in the cave, waiting for help, the gleam of fear that accompanies a prey could already be seen in his eyes. He started by the most muscular parts of the legs, tearing at bone and tendon like a hungry wolf. When he was full, he gutted, chopped and buried the rest to delay, as much as possible, its rotting.

5

In the collapsed tunnel that led to that accursed chamber lay two more of his lackeys, recruited from the worst of Rome's sewers. Their muffled cries had been heard for some time but had ceased days ago. He hoped they weren't too far away; This would allow him to remove that mass of rocks and earth and have more food with which to increase the time he had to escape or be rescued. He always had the gladium in his hand, like an amulet to cling to, but suicide was not an option for him.

No, thirst and hunger were definitely not his main problems. It was anger. A dull rage that suffocated and prevented him from concentrating and thinking clearly. A feeling that exploded in his throat every time he remembered how he had ended up there.

His connections in the palace, and some inexpensive, bribes had earned him the position of second-in-command to the Prefect of Judea. No one wanted that dangerous destiny that little glory and triumphs could bring. After the devastation of the legions and the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple, the province was relatively calm but exhausted; nothing to tempt the greed of a patrician. Any hint of rebellion was punished with the most severe penalties and only a few bands of outlaws, led by the umpteenth fanatical mix of thief and messiah, a sure candidate for the cross, altered the day-to-day life of the pax Romana.

He, thus, had time to learn basic Hebrew and, above all, to achieve his main purpose: to unravel the obscure meanings of those columns of characters, almost all Jewish, some Greek, engraved on a piece of reddish copper metal. It spoke, in an ancient code, about the existence of hidden places where more gold and silver than anyone could have ever imagined were hidden. In just two years, with the invaluable help of Jewish scholars, who paid for their erudition with their lives, he had located the sites that the document described. 

6

Especially the last one, where they would find the riches that would place him among the most powerful and influential people in the empire.

He left at the head of a cavalry turma, with the routine excuse of pursuing those responsible for a new massacre in a village that had been more obsequious than reasonable with its Roman masters; but that was not his destination. In the distance, he could still see the centurion in command of the horsemen shaking his head as they rode away. The veteran officer disapproved of the tribune going out into the open alone, to an unknown destination, without the protection of cavalry, accompanied only by the three sinister individuals in black robes that never left his side. He was still standing, watching them as they disappeared into the desert.

The signs and clues provided by the metal document were clear to anyone who knew how to read them. The sun was setting when they found the entrance, hidden at the bottom of an empty pool that collected the water from the scarce rains, between complex games of weights and levers that moved stones of colossal weight. Two of his henchmen remained on guard, while the third accompanied him down the dark, narrow tunnel by the flickering light of a torch. The corridor was not very long, barely the height of a person. It led into a spacious room carved into the rock, with a high vault that must have been located under the roof of the cistern. A dusty table with a cobwebbed footstool and a bookcase with several carefully arranged papyri was the only visible furniture inside. No trace of gold, silver or jewels, nor of chests or trunks that could contain a treasure of such enormous size.

7

But his ambition was stronger than his disappointment and he let his guard down. His instinct, his eternal safeguard, desperately screamed to get out of there, that there was something strange in all this, that danger lurked. But, the place of prudence was taken by the denial of the obvious. Before him, his elaborate plan disintegrated. He wanted to turn the Cristos, a vulgar Zealot rebel, into the referent of the new Roman empire that was to come and himself into its guide. He had not achieved a total control of the Christians of Rome to do this. Searching for hope to cling to, he turned his attention to the documents that lined the shelves, strangely clean compared to the rest of the room. They smelled of linseed oil, someone was taking care of them carefully. Among the papyri, a metal scroll, similar to the copper one, but smaller in size, gleamed in the light of the fire. Its silvery color struck sparks of light from the torch. It was that glow that immobilized him at the decisive moment. He watched it hypnotized. He reached out his hand to pick it up when a crack shook the entire room and pieces of dirt and rock  fell where the entrance had been. The silence was followed by cries for help and pain from the men he had left on guard.

Anger, anger flared in him. The hatred against those miserable Alexandrian slaves who had led him there and who wanted that absurd Messiah and his gospel of knowledge to triumph over the world of order and power that the new ecclesia, the new blood of the empire, would bring. Even if they buried him in the bowels of the earth, they couldn't stop it. When he returned to Rome, they would suffer a similar fate to the one that had been destined for him. He would bury them so deep that no memory would have recollections of their passage through the world. Neither their families, nor their texts, nor the last of their ideas would survive them.

8

He did not need to read the papyri in the cave to know that he would find nothing in them that would interest him. Only endless sermons about Yahweh, the uselessness of the riches of this world and the arrival of a Messiah who would destroy the enemies of Israel and rule the Celestial Jerusalem, capital of the country of milk and honey. All of them were reduced to ashes, each of them.... except the silver roll.

For days, he did not dare to open it. He sensed that his destiny was trapped between the thin sheet of metal. When he did, he read engraved in glittering letters his death sentence. He tossed it aside, with all the contempt he could muster. If he wanted to get out of there, he couldn't afford even the slightest bit of doubt in his resolve.

Time passed, dense, dripping with hours and hope, taking him close to the lands of madness, where he talked for hours with his dead stepbrother while delicately caressing the enormous head of a lion on a gelid island of Britannia.

The ferruginous water that flowed from the wall gave him extreme dysentery. The humidity and putrid smell of the remains of his victim made the air unbreathable. There was nothing left to eat, and he had not reached the corpses of those who had fallen in the entrance, although his raw fingers, his torn nails and his broken sword gave clear evidence of the ferocity with which he had tried.

He was very weak. He barely moved so as not to use up his strength. He heard familiar voices on the surface, they were from the turma riders looking for them. He yelled as loud as he could, but his voice barely broke against the cave walls. It did not matter, he was the tribune, they would find him. They would not leave him there. They would not abandon him to his fate.

9

The commanding centurion would not return to Jerusalem saying he had lost his commander, at least not until the last of his horses was dead, otherwise, his head would adorn the battlements of David's capital city. He had to gather his strength and scream, scream so loudly that a shiver of terror would engulf Rome itself.

10

Sofia in Alexandria.

They slowly walked the few meters that separated them from the grounds of the Great Library. No servants guarded the gates even though groups of rioters roamed unchecked. They searched without distinction for Christians and Jews, even in the palatial district of the Bruchion, under the complacent gaze of some vigiles patrols who took care, above all, that the looters did not go to the wrong house. They felt each step as if they had lead in their sandals. They wanted to fly, to run for safety, but their haste would have given them away as fugitives and that fact would have been fatal. Appearing calm, with the usual serenity, they crossed the garden and entered through a small side door, avoiding the great staircase and the porch. The Museum was no longer a safe place as it used to be, in the time of Athenagoras, but at least they had the advantage of knowing every corner and every room. When the time came, if the worst came to the worst, they would know where to hide.

From the upper rooms you could see the smoke from the fires at the other end of the city, the dull clamor of the screams and the pleas of the suffering city clearly reached them. Mourning would flood the streets of Alexandria again as soon as the sunlight allowed the spilled blood to be seen. The orphans, the widows, the invalids... all of them would form an inexhaustible source of hatred in which victims and executioners would be exchanged and that would fuel future reprisals, again and again and again.

Sofía sat down on one of the benches where in the past, in happier times, she taught her classes. She concentrated on regaining the rhythm of her breathing, on mastering her fear. The former was certainly easier than the latter.

11

Ever since that fateful day in Rome, she felt that fear had destroyed her, had eaten away at her insides, separating her, with a blow, from the great universal spirit. She remembered the sour smell of the executioners' sweat and the sweet touch of the fat with which they smeared her body. Even after the years, remembering it, the feeling of nausea flooded her stomach. 

Her fear was not born from the pain of torture, nor from the suffering of seeing loved ones suffer unspeakably. It came from the fear that she was wrong, that he was right, that the world that was coming was his and not hers or Markos's, and everything she saw around her only foreshadowed it like an ill-fated haruspex.

It had been years since she had returned with Irene from Rome, and she knew that he would never come back. They would never meet again on this earth. During that time, they moved freely around Alexandria. No one disturbed their teaching in the Great Library or their worship in the Christian community, but they felt watched. She had no doubt that his hand could reach them wherever they were, no matter how far they tried to hide. Lest they forget, sometimes a messenger out of nowhere delivered them letters from the captives, letters from Markos, written in his own handwriting. She covered them with kisses, she read them hundreds of times, she could recite them all by heart, but she never dared to answer honestly, to give him a key with which to understand what was happening. Her enemy would find it and use it against him, without a doubt.

A cool gust of wind blew through the room, making her eyes narrow. The heavy curtains that covered the windows moved to its rhythm and she could sense the ghostly shadow of Athenagoras wandering through those rooms, from which, perhaps, his spirit had not wanted to leave. 

12

Then she saw Irene. Oblivious to everything that was happening. She was searching with her only hand in one of the shelves that were usually closed to her, taking advantage of the prevailing chaos to grab some text that she eagerly wanted to consult. She felt her mother's gaze on her back and turned, smiling, like a child caught in a mischief.

If everything that had happened had destroyed her, Irene, despite the damage suffered and her loss, seemed to be even stronger, more aware. Yes, if there was hope, it was in her and in everything she represented. She would only need one hand to turn the pages of a book. She would only need a hand to point the way.

13

Marcus in Rome.

I saw nothing of what I told. I was not there. I didn't hear him. Only after long years of despair and darkness, only in this hour when Thanatos claims me, have I embraced the truth from my heart. I have understood. I feel everything, I perceive everything, I believe everything. Obrienicus was right.

From this small room where a ray of sunlight barely penetrates, I see the face of Jairus, the head of the Capernaum synagogue, incredulous as he witnessed how the bluish lividity of the skin of his daughter's corpse changed in the color of the life that revived in her veins. I hear the murmur of the crowd, vehemently claiming the miracle as proof of the presence of the Son of Man. He who let the blind recover their sight; who let him who did not walk, walk; that the one who did not utter a word could speak again; that the demoniac, possessed by unclean spirits, would be free. In my teeth, I feel the grinding and on my tongue the taste of the dust of the roads of Judea. I smell the aroma of freshly baked bread and fresh fish multiplied for a crowd as expectant as it is hungry. I point to the faint imprints of impossible footsteps on the waters of the Sea of ​​Galilee, and I am thundered by the echo of the hooves of a donkey pounding on the stones of Jerusalem. But I also feel the stone entrails of twelve men incapable of understanding the message and seeing beyond death; the bewilderment and anger of the merchants of the temple; the signs of tragedy in the clean air of the Gethsemane night; the furrows left by the tears on the face of Mary of Magdala when she did not find his body in the tomb... Every moment is before me, like a clear dawn that I will no longer see.

14

In the end, I have understood, I have come out of my mistake, my stubbornness. Faith has saved me and it doesn't matter if that Barabbas, Bar Abbas, the father's son, existed or not; or if the Roman centurion, who recognized Jesus as the true son of God, was in that last hour at the foot of his cross. It does not matter if we rewrite the end of the Gospel or if we transform what Paul of Tarsus wanted to bring to the hearts of men, because everything has been done at the service of faith in Jesus, the Risen Christ and his Roman ecclesia. The traces of vanity and pride that led me to question all this for many years, tormenting me, have ceased. Empty signs of a sick reason that needs to trust science to understand what only faith can contain. 

Epilogue time. Last echoes of a world that is dying, even if it doesn't know it yet. The reality we know—its history, its science, its literature—is going to disappear. Socrates, Pythagoras or Plato are no more than ashes that the wind of the future will scatter into nothingness. Greece, Persia, Rome itself... the ecumene that the Great Alexander built thinks it is strong and vigorous, but a small tumor nestles in its heart. It will grow up and nothing Will be able to save her.

My name is Marcus Marcius, although for a long time I was just Markos. I wrote the evanghelion, the announcement, the story of the risen Jesus, the proclamation of the Messiah who was to save us all. This, inevitably, will never be my story, but his. To write it, I traveled through many cities and was many men. From the noise of war, which led to the inevitable destruction of Jerusalem, to the silence of the empty soul of the Library of Alexandria; from the lives cut short in the search for the fabulous treasure narrated by a blood-red metal scroll, to the confusion caused by false Christians; from the truth of Obrienicus, to the mirage of Athenagoras; from the love of Sofia to the love in Christ. Sofia, Sofia... always... Her memory was the only obstacle to Obrienicus' total victory, but she was already a shadow so, so far away...15
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First part:

The Centurion
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Column I
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In the ruin that's in the valley, walk under

the stairs going east

forty cubits - there is a chest of money and its total:

the weight of seventeen talents. KEN

In the funerary monument, in the third row:

one hundred gold bars. In the great cistern of the patio

of the peristyle, in a hole in the ground covered by the sediment

opposite the upper opening: nine hundred talents.

On the hill of Kojlit, pots of tithes of the lord of the peoples

and sacred dresses;

total tithes and treasury: one-seventh of the tithe

second impure making. Its opening is on the edges of the North Channel,

six cubits in the direction of the chortal of ablutions. XAΓ

In the plastered cistern of Manos, descending to the left,

at a height of three cubits from the bottom: silver, forty talents.

17
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Chapter I

Jerusalem, summer of DCCCXXIII ab urbe condita (a.u.c.)*
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The way we preserve our memories says a lot about us. Over time, we shape them. Like the potter, we remove the pieces of clay that are useless and we shape others that are not always as they were. In spite of everything, the moment that first comes to mind when I want to put the past in order never ceases to amaze me. This story could have begun in many places, be told embodied in the eyes of many people, narrated from the heart of its decisive events. I could start with that, the inexplicable meeting decided by the fatum, so that what was established by the will of God would be fulfilled and that was the origin of everything that happened later. I could take you to Antioch, with the common teachings and memories of my father's house; to Jerusalem, among the smoke of the fires; or to Alexandria framed by the nude body of Sofia, white marble, half desire, half soul in the night of an Egyptian island. I could lead you to Rome, always Rome, center of power, casting Obrienicus's dense black shadow over the world.

_____

* AD 70

18

But it is not to them that my vigil turns. Of all of them, the only one that reassures me, the one that gives me the security of a better time, the one that always appears when I close my eyes desperately looking for Hypnos, is a gesture of my hand. The place does not matter, nor the faces, nor a landscape that blurs. It is an imperative act, of he who is accustomed to giving orders and being obeyed with the discipline of blood. A movement in which my hand rises towards the sky and is projected with authority forward, causing the mournful creak of the springs of a dozen catapults. Deadly missiles then fly against one of the many dying cities, hitting the walls and sweeping away defenders who have already died a thousand times in a thousand nameless sieges.

From that moment on, all my memories lacked the certainty of that hour. In the days that followed, there was only quicksand, smoke. I only found allegories, mysteries, mystical mathematics, interpretations of the spirit and of the life that was to come... But then, there, then everything was real. The blood was blood, the metal, metal. I have already told you my name. Know now that I was a centurion of the X Legion, the Fretensis, I was the pilus posterior, the second commander of the tenth cohort. We were in the last act of the brutal war against the Jews. We were besieging Jerusalem.

We had been there for four months under the command of Titus Flavius Sabinus, the eldest son of the new emperor. His father, Vespasian, began the campaign four years ago, but had to abandon it to bring order to the empire after the death of Nero, when the emperors followed one another like gladiators in the circus. At thirty, Titus had shown mettle and intelligence, in equal measure, to lead a fight like this.

19

All the sins that man could commit since the origin of the world were present in the land of Israel and irrevocably led to a war where only the extermination of one side fulfilled the hopes of the other. The petty avarice of Procurator Gesio Floro, robbing hand over fist throughout Judea; the envy of the Greeks in Caesarea, massacring Jews while the Roman garrison remained a mere spectator. Without forgetting the hatred that the Israelites themselves professed among themselves. An anger that seemed to have its roots in Averno itself and that caused the death of James the Just, the brother of our Lord Jesus Christ at the hands of the high priest Ananias. Such a well-fed fire was going to be very difficult to put out.

The siege was claiming a high number of lives. Jerusalem had a triple wall, with great blocks of sand-colored stone and many thousands of fanatical warriors to defend it. They would have been no match for the legions in the open, but in the close quarters, the fighting proper of a siege, they were a fearsome foe. The Roman commander-in-chief was the first to see the determination of our enemy. At the beginning of the siege, a massive outing of the defenders surprised him, recognizing the ground protected only by a few hundred horsemen. The plume of feathers and the paludamentum, the purple cloak that identified him as the general cum imperium of this army, were too kind an invitation to refuse. Only his courage, Apollo, and the speed of his horse saved him from being captured. That the son of the emperor of Rome had been displayed as a trophy on the Temple square could have changed the fate of that war.

20

After the predictable failure of a first frontal attack, something in which we were consummate masters began: a full-fledged siege. Bastions and buttresses defended our siege engines permanently harassed by the Hebrews, who sought to destroy them with fire. The stones were soaked with blood and the first and second walls were taken. But, with the heart of the city within reach, attempts to nail the legions' banner to the top of the battlements of the third turned into a real disaster. The Jews dug mines under our battering rams and assault towers, which sank, dragging hundreds of men down with them, and set fire to the rest, including those of my legion. The demoralization spread in the army, but with those actions the defenders only managed to gain time, to delay an inevitable end. At stake was the pride of Rome and the gold of the Temple, which Vespasian urgently needed to consolidate the imperial throne.

Urged by his father's messengers, Titus responded with the construction, in just one week, of a wall that surrounded the entire city and suffocated the besieged. The atrocious hunger was now an ally of the empire. The main citadel remained, with the mass of the Torre Antonia; the four-towered fortress, named in honor of Mark Antony, built by Herod the Great, and which served, until the revolt of Eleazar Ben Ananias, as the headquarters and last tomb of the Roman garrison in Jerusalem. A place that I knew well. I knew what was behind the white walls, in its patios, its rooms, its  dungeons.... Next to it, the solid walls of the Temple were the other main obstacle that opposed our victory. But the city was doomed.

21

We all thought that if we had sat down to contemplate the landscape, no military action would have been necessary. The Jews alone were enough to annihilate each other. Their hatred towards us was only surpassed by their hatred for each other, which caused a real civil war to break out inside Jerusalem. Zealots, Sicarii, Idumeans, and all imaginable sects and groups were merciless in a fight without quarter that left thousands dead within the city walls. They shared their fanaticism for extreme compliance with the laws of Moses and their hatred for any foreign influence in their land. Anything reminiscent of Greece or Rome was exterminated. They awaited the arrival of the warrior Messiah of the House of David who would bring an apocalypse of extermination for the kittim legions, as they disparagingly called us.

But not only their god moved those men. In their eyes, anyone who had flaunted his wealth was a Roman collaborator and should be treated as such. The ostentation of the priests and the arrogance of the notables, unable to foresee the approaching storm, did not help them much. The first step was to do away with Pharisees, Sadducees, Herodians and anyone who had helped us in one way or another or represented the previous social order. Their hatred led them to burn down rival supply stores in a famine-stricken city. They only interrupted their fun when we decided to attack, demanding some attention for us, for the besiegers. At that time, they made a strange defense of the city that was never common and in which zealots and Sicarii avoided joining forces to defeat the siege. When some of them attacked us, the others watched from the walls and prayed to their Yahweh that their enemies would be defeated by us, claiming all the glory of future victory for themselves.

22

––––––––
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In the suffocating heat of that place, my men moved accustomed to the hardness of their work. Except for the legionnaires in the front line, the rest vaguely resembled an army, because each one fought the heat as best they could. The Kidron River served to alleviate, from time to time, the merciless presence of a leaden sun, once its scarce waters were already far from the arrows that rained from the walls. Canvases, turbans and improvised clothing did the rest. For those on the front line, things were different: helmet, shield, lorica segmentata, pilum... more than one collapsed due to the heat, but no one could be careless. We had lost many men in the attempts to destroy our fortifications by fire and no one risked being in the combat zone anymore without wearing full field gear. They were all seasoned professionals who could be blindly trusted. Soldiers, as well as blacksmiths, carpenters, and engineers, knew perfectly well the operation and needs of all the necessary requirements for a siege and were engaged in competitions to see which crew managed to make their onager throw the projectiles with greater precision, at a distance of more than four stages. Assault towers, scorpions, battering rams, and all sorts of other destructive devices would render useless the work the defenders toiled at night to rebuild what we so effectively destroyed during the day. We had been fighting battles across Asia for ten years, from Armenia to this inhospitable corner of the empire. Therefore, our commander had placed us in the key place of the final battle that was approaching.

23

The Tenth established their camp on a hill to the east of the city, which they called the Mount of Olives. What was then no more than a military decision, looking for the height and effectiveness of our siege weapons, became a curious irony. In one of those stones that we were now throwing against the city, the Messiah, together with James, John and Andrew had sat down to rest. His disciples asked the master, the Christ, the Anointed One, when the prophecy that predicted that of all the buildings, that they contemplated from the hill, still intact, would not be left stone upon stone would be fulfilled.

I still did not know the events that had occurred there barely forty years ago and that I would later have to relate, but, it is necessary to admit, that the place caused a certain preoccupations. Hundreds of graves and stumps of cut olive trees populated its slopes. The Jews thought that from that hill the redemption of their dead would begin, that is why they sought to bury themselves in it. At its feet ran the flows of the Kidron River. Beyond, in the valley opened by the river, the Garden of Gethsemane led directly to the first fortifications of Jerusalem at the foot of the Temple and the Antonia Tower. The trees that watched the capture of the Son of Man on the way to his martyrdom had been cut down to offer no shelter to the attackers.

Alongside our positions, there were passing detachments of the XII Legion, the Fulminata, to whom Titus, seeking to recover his lost honor, had entrusted the most dangerous tasks. They looked at us with a mixture of envy and resignation.

24

They had the misfortune, four years ago, of accompanying the imprudent Cestius Gallus, governor of Syria, on his excursion through Judea. The petulant patrician thought he was going to make a lesson by punishing a bunch of outlaws. He had no idea who he would be dealing with. They let him advance without much hindrance to Jerusalem itself, but, confident in his strength, he did not secure the territory. When winter came and he had to retreat, having no supplies, he plunged into Eleazar Ben Simon's ambush in the hills and ravines of Beth Horon, leaving behind half a legion. Surprised as they marched, the Fulminata legionnaires had no time to compose their order of battle. What was normally an orderly exercise in military geometry turned into bloody and chaotic carnage. If Cestius Gallus was spared, it was because maniple after maniple, the legionnaires of the Twelfth sacrificed themselves to protect the legatus's retreat. They lost all their gear and heavy equipment, but what's worse, they lost their Aquila. The Zealots paraded it through Jerusalem to show that the legions were not unbeatable and since then, the Fulminata soldiers had been determined to recover it and show everyone that they were the best unit in the Roman army. Surely Titus would know how to take advantage of that anxiety to use the XII as the spearhead of the final assault that was approaching. But we had no doubts that the final blow would come from us.

The sun had gone down and the heat still showed no signs of letting up. It would be several hours yet before the night air cooled the air. It was time for the changing of the guard.

25

—They won't give in. They'll try again, I've never seen anything like it.

The speaker was a centurion recently arrived from the Caesarea Maritima garrison to cover the heavy casualties suffered and who had already had to go to great lengths to stop attempts to burn down our defenses. Behind the protection of the parapet, he began to remove his helmet and breastplate at full speed, his eyes searching for the wine jugs we had kept in the shade.

The rest of the officers looked at him with a mixture of indifference and sarcasm. We had gathered for several hours, futilely sheltering from the heat under one of the few olive trees that had miraculously survived felling to shore up our fortifications. We were deciding which would be the best locations to move our machines now that the second wall had fallen and the legion had positioned itself at the southern end of the walls, facing Simon bar Giora’s sicarii. The planning time had brought the gathering to an end and provided a moment of respite.

- You'll miss the Parthians soon enough, - a wiry centurion with a thick Syracusan accent sneered to the laughter of the rest. Now that was a real war. I'm sure Mars used it to wank his meat off. Open fields, legions in formation, cataphracts charging. If you stood firm and in order you won. If the rumble of thousands of horses made you shit your pants, you were lost. There were rules: if you were taken prisoner, you knew what to expect. If they dismembered you, they did it according to the regulations.

The rest laughed and nodded. The newcomer looked at us strangely. We remembered our campaign twelve years ago under the command of Gnaeus Domitius Corbulon against the Parthian horsemen of King Vologases. The speaker was Aulus Artorius, the pilus prior, the commanding officer of the Tenth Cohort. My superior was a half-Carthaginian Sicilian, petite, hard as metal, who loved gold and booty above all else and only dreamed of amassing enough to have his own farm on his native island, 26

- Of course, our friends on the other side are nothing alike, you have to kill them several times to make sure they don't rise again, -  added Gaius Decius, the signifer, the centurion's standard bearer.

- That's why they think they can resurrect, - laughed the others.

Conversation and food were rudely interrupted by several legionnaires and a liaison who, by his insignia, came directly from our legion's legatus. We all snapped back to military composure.

- Centurion Marcus, the legatus demands your presence in the praetorium.

I could see the looks that my collegae exchanged, a mixture of curiosity and surprise. Being summoned in this way did not bode well. That the pilus prior of the cohort was not also summoned was also unusual.

Aulus Artorius fidgeted nervously adjusting his straps. He understood that the message included him as well, although the liaison hadn't mentioned him, and he got up to join me while the rest of the officers continued with geometry and carpentry.

Leaping from tomb to tomb, we reached the top of the hill where the praetorium of the Legio X's legatus stood. Aulus Larcio Lepido held command of the legion from shortly before the beginning of the siege of Jerusalem.
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Since his very arrival he had seen it all. He had faced serious crises and high casualties, but he had a good unit, and he knew it. He showed respect for his officers and took their opinions into account.

We finished climbing the hill at top speed, our lungs blowing like a forge. Arriving at the tent, the presence of Titus's guard and several tribunes waiting outside put us on alert. Decidedly, this was not a normal meeting.

- We are the centurions of the tenth cohort, the legatus has ordered our presence, - I recited martially, anticipating Aulus, who looked a little taken aback. The legionnaires made way for me but closed their pila when Aulus tried to block our way.

-What are you doing? The legatus has summoned us and....

- Not exactly, centurion, - a voice that was not our commander’s interrupted from inside the tent, - we really only summoned the pilus posterior. Let them pass.

That unmistakable voice only confirmed our fears. It was the voice of the general in chief of that army. We had heard it numerous times haranguing the troops, pushing us to defend our position. We would not easily forget it. Right after the Legio X arrived at the Mount of Olives, when we were beginning to establish our camp and dig the first palisades, a very heavy attack by the Israelites surprised us and almost disbanded the legion. The sudden appearance of Titus with cavalry reinforcements made no one want to give in to the general and the retreat was halted. The lines were recomposed, and we forced the attackers to seek refuge in the city walls again.
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From that voice, as from everything in our General, emanated authority. His wide neck, prominent chin, and not at all delicate face contributed to giving that image that he knew how to exploit properly. He was a good soldier, but also a remarkable strategist and a skillful manipulator. A perfect mix for the situation in which we found ourselves. His men respected him because they knew he was not going to sacrifice them uselessly.

The interior of Aulus Lartius’ praetorium was of a Spartan rigor. At the entrance, a meeting room presided over by a table where one can display the maps of operations with several chairs. In the background, some curtains separated, with little success, the private rooms of the legatus. Several triclinia, a bed that was little more than a pallet and some trunks with a jumble of clothes, documents and belongings that some slaves were busily sorting. The Roman patricians exhibited an austerity on the battlefield that they could soon forget when they traded the lorica and the helmet for the senatorial toga.

There they were, still sweating profusely, in addition to the legati of the X and XII legions, those of the V Macedonica and the XV Apollinaris, together with their main officers. This was a general staff meeting that was apparently drawing to a close.

- Well, I think we can end the meeting, - Titus concluded -. You can return with your troops and, by Jove, we will celebrate our victory in the Temple court.

The faces of the legati did not express as much optimism as that of their commander. The defenders had repelled the assaults time and time again, and although they no longer displayed as much energy for the ferocious sorties that we had become accustomed to, they also seemed unwilling to spare lives in the final fight that lay ahead. Especially if they were ours.
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Stiff as posts, with our right fists clenched on our chests, we let the commanders of all the legions besieging Jerusalem through. Only Titus and Aulus Larcio remained there.

- Perhaps some wine will reassure you centurions, - Titus fraternized jovially.

The slaves busied themselves bringing cups and a Campano wine that was far from the one served to the legionnaires. The liquid had barely reached my throat when Titus posed the point that had brought us there bluntly.

- You are a Jew and you know Jerusalem, right, centurion? -

It was like if the impact of the battering ram that was trying to bring down the Antonia Tower had been aimed directly at my stomach. Aulus's surprised face didn't help either. That I had served in Jerusalem, he could have known just fine (although why the emperor's son had bothered to find out that detail of my record remained to be seen), but, by all the deities in hell, I had no idea how he had found out the rest.

- Calm down centurion, at this point I don't think you're a spy or anything like that, I just think you can be of great help to us. - You also speak Hebrew, right?

- General, my father is a Jew, a Roman citizen, I was born in Antioch, - I managed to stammer, - my mother is Greek. I never...

- Centurion! - Titus cracked like a whip, - you didn't come here to tell me your family history. I don't really care what holidays you observe or if your cock is missing a piece. I see that you have a figure of a bull around your neck, so it is not very difficult to understand that you are a believer in the cult of Mithras. So, can we focus on what interests us?
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Aulus neither blinked nor breathed. He must have been cursing the moment it occurred to him to accompany me. It must not have seemed like such a good idea to anger the general like this, who only two days ago had two dozen Syrian auxiliaries of the Roman army crucified within sight of the walls of Jerusalem. My compatriots decided to check if the story circulating, that the Jews fled the city after swallowing all the gold and jewelry, they owned was true. They robbed a caravan of those fleeing the city with an imperial safe conduct and they opened the womb of all of them, men, women and children. They soon found out that Titus did not have much of a sense of humor with those who contravened his orders.

—Yes, general, I speak Hebrew, Greek and Aramaic, and I served in the city more than ten years ago, I think... when Marcus Antonius Felix was governor.

- Well, well, more wine, centurions?

We mechanically lengthen the cups. If they had been full of hemlock, we would have drunk them just the same. Our legatus watched us amused.

- Do you know Flavius ​​Josephus, centurions? -

Titus's question was completely rhetorical. The entire Roman army in Judea knew his story. A clever guy, without a doubt. Yosef Bar Matiyahou, who later pompously called himself Flavius ​​Josephus. He was the military commander appointed by the Sanhedrin to defend Galilee against the Romans. Vespasian beat him several times and, in the end, he had to take refuge in the fortress of Jotapata, an almost impregnable rock. When Vespasian took the city, he hid in cisterns with several dozen of his compatriots. Following the traditional custom, they decided to commit suicide so as not to fall prisoner and be sold as slaves; but since suicide is forbidden for the Jews, they used to designate two men who were murdering the rest and who then killed each other. 
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Flavius ​​Josephus managed to be assigned this hard work and when they finished sending his brothers to Yahweh, he convinced the other executioner that there had already been too much blood and that it was best to surrender to the Romans.

They took him to Vespasian, who must have been amused by the cynical cheek of the subject who prophesied loudly that the general would soon become emperor of Rome. If he was spared from the cross, it was because, in addition to suddenly discovering that he was a Roman at heart, he had an obvious training, oratorical ability, and connections throughout Judea that Vespasian must have found useful. He joined the entourage of Titus and, in addition to becoming the official chronicler of that war, he applied to the emperor's son to act as mediator with his former co-religionists. Difficult task.

- Yes, General, we know him, - we replied in unison.

- Well, tomorrow you will be his escort. - He is going to try to convince his compatriots of the futility of resisting and to make them an offer of mediation. He has good contacts within the city and we may be able to weaken their will to advance to the end a little. I also hope that you keep your eyes wide open and inform me of every detail you see, even if you think it is not important. Any information can be capital and save a lot of blood.

-Yes, General, - again in chorus.
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- Your legatus will give you specific instructions for tomorrow. Good luck, centurions, let's hope the gods are good to us.

- Salve, General.

Escorts of Flavius Josephus in an attempt at mediation. We both thought we'd be lucky if the Zealots let us get one step beyond our lines before mowing us down. That was typical of Titus. In addition to being a brilliant military man, he liked the mental aspects of war. A few days after the fall of the second wall, he paraded the entire army in their best clothes and in perfect order around the city. He encouraged any attempt at mediation and protected the lives and property of all those who surrendered or at least tried to, at the risk of a final trip from the top of the wall. By the time we recovered, Titus had already left with his escort and our legatus stood before us, looking at us quizzically.

- Look at my centurions, I see that you are much appreciated... Tomorrow at noon in the breach of the Antonia Tower, without weapons, - and he pointed to the door of the tent with a loud laugh. We left ruminating the situation. We walked for a while in silence. Aulus was the first to speak.

- By Jove, Marcus, you're full of surprises, - he reproached me bitterly, - after that thing happened in the desert, I thought you wouldn't surprise me so much again... Jew? Do you know this disgusting city? Have you been here before? You only told me that you had served for some time in Caesarea, and you did not see fit to inform me of all that...?
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He felt how the questions and the reproaches crowded in the throat of Aulus. That thing, that thing, the word echoed like the anvil of a forge. The truth was that we had not talked much about the strange event in that cave in the desert. It was not a subject that Aulus liked to remember, nor did I like to remind him of it. We had never known what to call it and in the end we always referred to what happened as that thing. I thought it had been forgotten, a simple anecdote from the war, at least for Aulus... but now it reappeared in full force, and it was not going to be possible to stop explaining. Several curses crossed my mind.

We headed for the tent we shared, and I ordered our slaves out of the room. I poured him a good glass of wine, legionary wine, of course, not imperial wine.

- Look, Aulus, this doesn't matter at all. We have been fighting together for years. You know I am a Roman citizen, from Antioch. It's true, my father was Jewish, but it has nothing to do with those crazy people who populate the battlements. He is more Greek than Hebrew. My mother is fair-skinned and blonde like a wheat field, of direct Macedonian descent. I have never practiced the law of that Moses, nor do I know his rites well. Although my father practiced them, he was also tempted by the mysteries of Attis and Cybele, and if I speak Hebrew and Aramaic, it is because I wanted my brothers and I to have the best possible training and I only served in Jerusalem for a few weeks. I do not...

Aulus drank looking at the glass of wine without seeming to care about anything he was saying. I was silent waiting for his reaction. He slowly finished his glass and began to speak softly.
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—It is true, Marcus, we have been fighting together for years, since Armenia, but in all this time you have never told me anything about this. I had to find out in a meeting in which the legatus only mentions you, because our commander has found out, only the gods will know how. We have been here for months, and you have never said that you had been in this unfortunate city before. Not to mention that, until today, you haven't bothered to explain to me why we're still alive after that thing happened in a lost cave of a shitty castle in the middle of a shitty desert. Anyway, tomorrow I have to risk my life with you and with that Judeo-Roman hero who seems to have been born in the forum and sucked from the tits of the Capitoline wolf herself and I admit that I don't really know what to expect.

The tone of his voice rose progressively.

- You knew what to expect in Artaxarta, right, Aulus?

That had been a low blow and Aulus accused him, but I had no other way to stop him. In one of the fights in the campaign against the Parthians, before the fortress of Artaxarta surrendered, he was trapped under the armored horse of a Persian cataphract. He would have been easy prey had I not killed several attackers, who thought that skewering a Roman officer was a good present and stayed with him until several more legionnaires were able to lift the animal's heavy carcass and carry it with a broken leg out of the yard main combat zone.

—I also know it here when I have you at my back or covering my position; none of that has changed, you can be sure.

My words had an effect and Aulus's expression changed, he seemed to relax. The clouds that darkened his gaze disappeared as soon as they had arrived, typical of Aulus, although the situation, it was obvious, was uncomfortable for him.
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—Karima's whores will be better company than you tonight.

He finished his glass of wine and left, patting me on the back.

-Aulus, - I called, and he turned to look at me from the doorway. - I have not spoken of this, nor of my service in Jerusalem because I thought that it would only bring concern to men.

His expression was unreadable, he sank back into silence, closed the curtain and left. I lay down on one of the pallets that served as our bunks, playing with my fingers at the small figure of Mithras that hung around my neck. “Nothing has changed”, he had told Aulus, but we both knew that was not true. Everything had changed since that event in the desert. It was something imperceptible. On the surface, his attitude was coldly normal, sometimes too normal, but for a few weeks, especially since the second wall fell, there was something else, something he was hiding, something that gave him a permanent glow of anger and mistrust in his eyes.

I had many collegae in the legion, men with whom you bled, lived and died daily, but Aulus I considered him a friend, a frater and I did not want to offend him. We had been together almost ten years, and we had had too many opportunities in that Judean campaign for the pride of the pilus prior of the cohort to feel hurt. The disagreements began when that thing happened in the desert and continued with events like the one that had taken place that day. Aulus had a temper that could rival Vesuvius.
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He could erupt with the harshest punishments for any of his men's lack of discipline and be sharing a pitcher of wine a moment later, showing no sign of his anger. Feeling despised before his officers, but before the commander of the army he would not have been a pleasant dish. Unfortunately, I knew I couldn't talk to him about what had happened, or about the contents of the bag that the man had given me in the cave, especially as it had to do with the red metal document and its infinite list of treasures. He would have been immediately blinded and would never have been able to understand its true meaning. His soul had not begun the path to move away from the earthly and was intimately linked to the world by his desires. He lived only thinking of his retirement in a Syracusan villa surrounded by lascivious slaves and fruit trees. He would never understand me and his pride was far above his curiosity. Better that he didn't understand anything about the conversation I had with that old man. I wondered who was this Liar to whom we owed our lives and which of the many fanatics that populated this country would be the Evil Priest; but mostly the main question was why we weren't dead.

Maybe the answers were in the leather bag I hid under my bunk. There I kept everything that those men gave me. I had gone through its contents many times, but then they were just broken pieces of an amphora that I didn't know, that I couldn't fit together.

In those days, only Mithras served as my refuge, the future oracle that would satisfy all my questions, the guide that I had been seeking for so long.
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My father did not want to raise us as Jews, but as Greeks, but he immersed us with games and stories in his culture and, inadvertently, planted in us, at least, the flame of the search. My encounter with the Mysteries was in the war against the Parthians. Many soldiers who came from the eastern borders in Persia learned about the mysteries of Mithras and, through the army, quickly spread his cult throughout the empire. The hierarchy of their rites was not strange to the soldiers, they liked that, it gave them security and it did not displease their commanders.

For centuries the mystery religions, the Mysteries, spread like wildfire throughout the Mediterranean, ever since Pythagoras brought them from Egypt and made them known to the Greeks. The same path for the soul to become part of God again, even though it had many faces, many names. He was Dionysus in Greece, Serapis in Egypt, Attis in Syria, or Mithras in Persia, Dionysus Polynomus they called him...

No one believed in the ancient gods or their pantheons anymore, they were just an empty shell, pure ceremony for the rulers. In the mysteries, the initiate had an evolution to follow, various levels to which he ascended, and which should lead him to gnosis, knowledge, union with the divinity. In the rites of Mithras, he had already been the corax, the raven, a mere servant, to later become the nymphus, the husband, who was instructed in simple stories about the life and miracles of Mithras and about his moral precepts. Then, it was time to move forward as the thousands, the soldier, to whom the secret meanings of the sacred stories we had been told so far would be made known, as a story is told to a child to teach him how to live. 
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My initiation into this new stage had been a few months earlier, on the day of Natalis Solis Invicti*, when the birth of the god was celebrated.Therefore, it was a special ceremony, shared by many devotees, almost all collegae of the army. The mitreum where the rite was performed was a spelaeum, a large natural cave near the sea at Caesarea, the site of our winter quarters. In the center was a wide rectangular table with two long benches for the sacred meal. In front of it, a small pool and an opening carved into the floor of the cave, practically a niche where a person would barely fit squatting, on which there was a catwalk of strong wooden sleepers. In the background, the altar with the image of Mitra Tauroctonos, a sculpture that represented the god killing a bull. The blood and semen of the animal would spill life over the world.

In front of us, the masters—the heliodromus and the pater—were conducting a secret rite in Greek that we had sworn not to reveal. They were flanked by two figures with torches. One pointed upwards pointing to the heaven of the just; the other, downwards, towards the caverns of Hades. After several days of fasting, we sat down to the ritual meal. The corex served the purified food, with the mystical drink that contained wine and ahoma, a plant with ancient properties that altered consciousness and the perception of things. The dinner concluded by offering the heliodromus, bread, water and wine, with the sacred formula: He who does not eat of my body or drink of my blood to be one with me and I with him, will not know salvation. Only then were we ready to follow the pater. We stripped off our clothes and headed for the small pool where the heliodromus submerged us. 
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