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Thrace,
547 AD
    
  




  

    
"Come
    on, come out, you filthy bastard," whispered the nurse grimly,
    gnashing the few rotten teeth that now remained in her
    mouth.
  




  

    
In
    that miserable shed, into which every now and then the water
    flowed
    and descended more and more abundantly, it didn't even seem
    like that
    unique and sacred ritual which is the birth of a new life was
    being
    consummated, once again.
  




  

    
Maria
    was young, perhaps too young, the old woman thought, to face
    such a
    painful birth. And the very setting of the ordeal, with the
    dark sky
    yet so full of clouds that you could see them even in the
    night, did
    not seem to promise anything good.
  




  

    

      
Gods,
      it looked like this creature wanted to disembowel its mother
      from the
      inside, rather than come out and begin its life.
    
  




  

    
The
    poor girl continued, with her head completely turned back, to
    find a
    rhythm in line with her breathing, which was becoming
    progressively
    hoarse. And there wasn't even a damp cloth that could give her
    the
    slightest bit of relief. Even the rags on which she had been
    made to
    collapse had quickly become soaked, with some small (but
    clearly
    visible to the eyes of those who had seen hundreds of parts of
    her)
    very unpromising dark spots.
  




  

    
Maria
    moved forward with a feral sprint, grabbing the dusty dirt that
    served as the floor of the shed with her tapered, cut-filled
    hands.
    Outside, meanwhile, it showed no signs of stopping raining. The
    poor
    girl had now lost all her nails, seeking a precarious
    balance.
  




  

    
Giving
    birth to a creature, one that was so resistant, was almost
    impossible
    without any help, the old woman thought.
  




  

    
In
    that remote village of a few huts immersed in the mud it would
    have
    already been a lot to scrape together a skin of oil.
  




  

    
The
    most imDoornt events were the sporadic incursions of passing
    Byzantine troops. And when the banners fluttered on the horizon
    and
    the loricas were illuminated by the sun's rays, it was never a
    good
    sign. The few provisions present were requisitioned 'for the
    supplies
    due to the army', and the local women, if considered pleasant -
    and
    they always were, for those pigs - always ended up pregnant and
    abandoned, clinging to the vague promise of the return of their
    soldier, rich of glory and spoils.
  




  

    

      
It
      was never like this
    
  


  

    
,
    and in fact it had not been so for Maria, now forced into a
    birth
    that seemed damned, a divine punishment to face without even
    the
    comfort of a drop of ointment.
  



 







  

    
The
    veins in Maria's neck emerged with unprecedented vehemence as
    she let
    out a deafening scream and then collapsed again onto the thin
    pillows
    filled with rotting straw mattresses.
  




  

    
"Poor
    creature," hissed the nurse, surprised by that outburst of
    charity, "another push, come on!"
  




  

    
Maria,
    a trickle of blood dripping from her lower lip marred by the
    bites
    inflicted, seemed to gather the last of her energy for the
    final
    push. The nurse caressed her forehead, looked at her ashen
    face,
    beaded with cold sweat and sharply ordered another woman to
    rekindle
    the fire, throwing some essence on it to help the pregnant
    woman's
    breathing.
  




  

    
The
    nurse saw the baby's head, full of long, sticky hair, and
    prepared to
    welcome him into her hands.
  




  

    
Then
    a slow, thick trickle of dark blood began to drip between
    Maria's
    legs. Suddenly looking up at her, the nurse seemed to see a
    perverse
    relief in the young peasant woman, almost as if the final act
    of
    giving birth, whether everything went to waste or not,
    represented a
    liberation.
  




  

    
Maria
    let out an indecipherable moan. Was she in pain? Was she
    bracing
    herself? Was she asking for help?
  




  

    
A
    gush, this time of great force, soaked the nurse's sleeves up
    to the
    elbow.
  




  

    
It
    was going badly.
  



“

  

    
Don't
    abandon yourself for any reason!” he ordered Maria.
  



“

  

    
You,
    keep her awake even if you have to slap her! Listen, girl “she
    continued” don't give in to this cursed creature that is
    shaking
    you. Push her out, then we'll see what to do."
  




  

    
Maria
    didn't seem to understand. Her glassy eyes were lost for a
    moment
    then she, a bundle of nerves, gritted her teeth and let out a
    genuine
    roar, which she suddenly died away as she collapsed, scattering
    the
    pillows everywhere.
  





  

    
The
    nurse found herself literally covered and surrounded by blood:
    black,
    lumpy, smelly blood. Blood of entrails. While the other women
    rushed
    towards Maria, noting her state now close to her death, the
    nurse cut
    the cord and observed the child, struggling to discern his
    features.
  




  

    
His
    cries echoed shrill, sinister and almost far away from that
    smoky
    hut, above the subdued noise of the deluge.
  




  

    
The
    old woman took the little one better in her hands.
  




  

    
Not
    a flap of skin was free from that foul liquid, such as he had
    never
    seen in decades of assisted births.
  




  

    
He
    turned fleetingly towards Maria. She lay lifeless, horrifyingly
    pale,
    surrounded by two other elderly women. She seemed almost
    smiling at
    having freed herself from that little beast, the daughter of
    who
    knows who, despite paying with her life.
  




  

    
No
    one knew if the mother had thought of a name for that
    child.
  




  

    
And
    honestly, thought the nurse, a creature already capable of
    tearing
    her own mother to shreds like that would only deserve to be
    forgotten
    by the world as soon as possible.
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Thrace,
559 AD
    
  




  

    
The
    boy looked up shyly and made eye contact with the soldier. The
    man
    was over fifty years old, and had long since passed the
    threshold of
    discharge. His long, gray hair, like a tangle of hair, fell to
    his
    shoulders, framing a face full of furrows, sporadically
    illuminated
    by the fleeting movement of his irises the color of the
    sea.
  




  

    
The
    man didn't consider it at all, continuing to chew the dried
    meat from
    his ration. The boy noticed, holding back a smile, that the
    man's
    enormous aquiline nose almost touched his upper lip as he
    chewed.
  




  

    
Then
    he asked him the same old question once again.
  



“

  

    
Hermann,”
    he found the strength to whisper, moving closer, “so why do I
    have
    the name they gave me?”
  




  

    
The
    soldier ungentlemanly scratched first his armpit, then his
    bearded
    chin and slowly turned towards him.
  




  

    
"For
    the umpteenth time, Phocas," he replied with the guttural Latin
    of all barbarians, "I've already told you that when we picked
    you up in that pile of shitty sheds, an old woman said that was
    your
    name."
  




  

    
"But
    for what reason?" the boy replied curiously.
  




  

    
Hermann
    thought for a moment about when was the last time he had beaten
    him
    up for tormenting him during the break between one watch shift
    and
    another.
  




  

    
"May
    Heaven strike you down," the barbarian growled. “That old
    woman said that your father, if you had one, was a soldier who
    came
    from the valleys of Phocis, in Greece. Too bad he got your
    mother
    pregnant and ran away. What a man! Nobody wanted you there, so
    we
    took you in."
  




  

    
Phocas
    knew, from how Hermann had pronounced those last words, that
    the
    Herulus deep down cared for him like a son. With his
    countrymen,
    coming from the remote lands of the North, now permanently
    enrolled
    in the army of the East under the great emperor Justinian, they
    had
    crossed all the Balkans, rejecting hordes of peoples who
    threatened
    the borders that that great emperor was strenuously defending
    and
    reconquering. And in one of their requisitions near a remote
    village
    in Thrace he had accepted the pleas of a ragged old woman who
    had
    offered him, together with their last supplies, to take the
    child,
    who was just five years old.
  




  

    
However
    tough a soldier could be, Hermann had not been able to resist
    that
    last, illusory hope of having a family. The continuous request
    for
    militias had infinitely pushed away the day of his farewell,
    and with
    it the images that many nights, before falling asleep in the
    open, he
    had reconstructed in his mind.
  




  

    
A
    woman at the door waiting for him after a day working in the
    fields,
    a young daughter with a basket full of first fruits, a son to
    help
    her. A plow and some livestock.
  




  

    
A
    peaceful old age, far from war and hardship.
  




  

    
That
    child that no one wanted, in truth, had partially filled that
    void
    for him. He could already see it, the stick of his old
    age.
  




  

    
And
    the boy wasn't even bad-tempered. He knew how to be in his
    place and
    suffer all the rough edges that the character of a Tribunus
    like him,
    verbally and physically, could throw at him.
  



“

  

    
Right,
    right,” Phocas said, breaking him from his thoughts.
  




  

    
Then
    he looked up again.
  



“

  

    
So
    I'm a Greek? Do you think we could ever go that far,
    to..."
  



“

  

    
You're
    a pain in the ass, Phocas!” shouted a large Macedonian who was
    sleeping on his side not far from the sad flames of the
    campfire.
    “Rather, go and bring more wood”.
  




  

    
The
    boy nodded, brushed back his disheveled red hair that fell into
    his
    eyes and walked briskly towards the spot in the field where the
    wood
    was piled up.
  




  

    
Late
    afternoon in Thrace was almost like night. The fog descended
    rapidly,
    and the almost always leaden sky was filled with black and
    bluish
    shades.
  




  

    
Phocas
    continued to trample the dry foliage with his boots, happy to
    be
    useful. He reached the end of the field not yet delimited by
    the
    fences, and for a moment he lingered towards the beech forest
    that
    was beginning to thicken about ten meters away from him.
  




  

    
It
    felt great to be part of something, he reflected. These men had
    taken
    him as a servant, and no matter what they asked him to do,
    whether
    gathering wood or mule dung, he would do it.
  




  

    
No
    one, not even the old women of the village, who barely fed him,
    had
    told him about his father or mother, nor why no one considered
    him.
    He's a monster, he had heard whispers.
  




  

    
But
    he didn't understand why. Neither he nor he understood why
    those
    people lived in poverty without trying to relieve themselves
    from it,
    as if they were waiting with resignation for the end of
    time.
  




  

    
Then
    the army had arrived, and Hermann's grim gaze had noticed it.
    He
    vaguely remembered the Herulus talking to the old woman - whose
    name
    he had never known - and then the Tribunus who loaded him onto
    a cart
    loaded with sacks and weapons.
  




  

    
Phocas
    was born there, not a few years earlier in those huts of damp
    straw
    and mud.
  




  

    
The
    army had given him purpose and certainty. That's why he always
    asked
    Hermann to remind him who he was. Because the years in which he
    had
    been nobody and nobody's, he was certain, would haunt him for
    life.
  




  

    
But
    he would try to rewrite his destiny, and would at least become
    a
    figure worthy of respect like his foster father. Worthy of
    bearing a
    name.
  




  

    
He
    saw himself as an adult, marching among the beech trees to
    breathe
    the air filled with torch smoke and the heavy humidity of the
    fog.
    Then Hermann let out a scream, and happy to hear his name once
    again,
    the boy quickly ran with the wood towards the bivouac.
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Constantinople,
November 565 AD
    
  




  

    
Seven
    days. He had only been at the head of the empire for seven
    days, and
    he was already dealing with problems that the cowardly
    Justinian had
    not been able to resolve, lost as he was in trying to regain
    what had
    been lost decades earlier.
  




  

    
Justin
    had difficulty even just following the ritual formulas that the
    Avar
    ambassadors had been enunciating since they had been introduced
    by
    the court eunuchs into the chrysotriclinium of the Imperial
    Palace.
  




  

    
If
    nothing else, he thought to himself, looking down at them like
    this,
    impassive and inscrutable, he wouldn't give those skin-clad
    louts the
    chance to realize his distraction.
  




  

    

      
Damn
      Justinian! 
    
  


  

    
What
    had he achieved in his reign? He had wasted his life
    re-annexing
    useless lands to the empire... Italy.
  




  

    
What
    remained of Italy? Did he perhaps think that recovering those
    now
    arid lands, infested by primitive barbarians, would benefit the
    Empire? And to think that even Pope Pelagius had warned
    him!
  




  

    
Justin
    thought back to the letters recovered from the palace archives
    and
    the resigned words of the then Pope. He had defined Rome as
    "abandoned to itself", "victim of creatures hostile to
    the word of Our Lord" and "irrecoverable in the now lost
    morality".
  




  

    
No,
    it didn't make sense. Justinian had been a madman, an
    irrational
    nostalgic. He had lost tens of thousands of human lives to
    recover
    Africa, Italy and a portion of Southern Spain. But why?
  




  

    
He
    then raised his eyes, as if seeking answers, touching the top
    of the
    immense dome of the reception hall.
  




  

    
He
    felt the gazes of the eunuchs on him. Had they not been so
    useful to
    the cause of the imperial court, he told himself, he would have
    decimated them without paying too many compliments.
  




  

    
A
    beam of light fell from the enamelled windows and brought him
    back to
    reality, tearing him away from the fog of his twisted
    thoughts.
  




  

    
Yes,
    the Avars.
  




  

    
When
    the dome of Hagia Sophia had collapsed a few years earlier,
    many had
    tried to interpret that sign as something more sinister than a
    common
    earthquake. There were threats looming over Constantinople, and
    they
    were closer than they seemed. They were those mysterious
    peoples, who
    arose from the mists and miasmas of the North-Eastern swamps,
    who had
    knocked on the empire decades earlier and who over time had
    wrested
    agreements from soft and frightened emperors that were
    increasingly
    advantageous for them, as well as secret and ignominious for
    those
    who, surrounded by gold, he prided himself on illuminating and
    ruling
    the world.
  




  

    
Justin
    met the gaze of the unknown Avar dignitary, emissary of their
    khagan
    Baian. A man with long, wavy straw-colored hair, a well-groomed
    beard, wrapped in barbaric clothes, with worn-out boots. He had
    placed a series of jewels and jewels at the foot of the throne
    -
    undoubtedly obtained through who knows what raid - which Justin
    had
    accepted with an imperceptible nod of his head.
  




  

    
After
    staring at it for a few moments, the emperor found an imperious
    gesture, adjusting his jewel-encrusted cloak. He ironically
    thought,
    in that regal but eerie atmosphere, that he was perhaps the
    main
    source of light in the room, despite the torches and the
    beautiful
    day that could be glimpsed from the windows, with all the gold
    and
    precious stones he was wearing.
  




  

    
He
    realized he had to say something.
  



“

  

    
And
    so you ask…”
  




  

    
The
    emissary started. He was surrounded by monks dressed in rags
    who kept
    their heads low until they touched the mosaics on the
    floor.
  



“

  

    
The
    great khagan Baian, Augustus” gurgled the man with bowed head
    “asks
    as a sign of your trust that the grant that your enlightened
    predecessor, the Augustus Justinian, had already granted for
    the
    services that the glorious people of the Avars be confirmed has
    lent
    up to now."
  




  

    
The
    emissary raised his head imperceptibly, evaluating the validity
    of
    the speech he had prepared. Even though he stood up, he would
    not
    have been able to meet Justin's gaze.
  




  

    
The
    latter, in turn, against court etiquette, passed his right hand
    between his two thick eyebrows, which were almost united. He
    gave the
    impression of reflecting on the request made.
  




  

    
Far
    from it.
  




  

    
In
    the years in which he had been palace master, he had built a
    solid
    network of informants. Influence, he had always believed, would
    get
    him elected, and so he had. Through this network, he had
    learned of
    the shameful sum that Justinian gave to the Avars every year so
    that
    they would stay away from the borders of the empire. Often,
    however,
    those savages had crossed the border into Greece.
  




  

    

      
What
      did it matter if mortal danger was knocking at the door? The
      City had
      returned under the dominion of the holy city on the
      Bosphorus!
    
  




  

    
But
    Justinian was dead, and as far as he was concerned, everything
    he had
    done could go with him. He would run the empire as he saw fit.
    At the
    cost of letting go of deadweights like Italy, Spain and
    Africa.
  




  

    
May
    they also go to the Lombards, Visigoths and Berbers!
  




  

    
Justin
    leaned slightly from the throne, gripping the armrests angrily
    as he
    took a breath. He heard a whisper among the rows of eunuchs on
    either
    side. He knew he was breaking the label he had helped create
    years
    ago.
  




  

    
Well,
    they would have come to terms with it, or they would have lost
    it.
  



“

  

    
What
    services, emissary,” he replied, finding an unusually cavernous
    voice, “do you believe you have provided to the imperial
    cause?”
    he asked in an inquisitive tone.
  




  

    
The
    Miser felt the words die in his throat.
  




  

    
"What's
    your name?" Justin then asked without giving him time to
    recover.
  




  

    
The
    man was about to reply, timidly raising his hand, but the
    emperor
    raised his right palm, interrupting him. The monks softly
    whispered
    some supplication in an incomprehensible language.
  



“

  

    
It
    doesn't matter, really. Know, however," he continued, gradually
    raising his voice, "that the empire that you claim to defend is
    full of men and horses, more than enough troops to safeguard
    the
    frontiers that you say you are guarding. Borders that are full
    of
    barbarians, such as you are. But the same peoples who
    subjugated you
    long ago guarantee us their alliance. Should we therefore draw
    on our
    treasures “ he continued, feeling the anger rising inside him,
    “
    taxing our subjects to accommodate your pleas? You who flee
    from our
    own allies, and subtly violate the borders of the very empire
    you
    claim to defend?”
  




  

    
The
    man didn't answer. He slurred unintelligible words of
    supplication.
  



“

  

    
Our
    uncle” - yes, thought Justin with annoyance, because in order
    to
    succeed him he had had to marry his niece Teodora - “in his
    infinite wisdom, he was naive with you”.
  




  

    
Justin
    stopped, and looked with a satisfied grin at the open-mouthed
    eunuchs
    at the sides of the room. Let them try to correct him, those
    selfish
    and mellifluous creatures.
  



“

  

    
The
    Augustus Justinian was naive, he was moved by your pleas. He
    was a
    handout, never a justifiable pay.
  




  

    
From
    us you will only receive the knowledge of your weakness,
    because weak
    is he who brings a supplication, emissary. Retreat, then “he
    concluded in a voice that sounded infinitely distant” because
    in
    this way you will save your life. And tell the noble Baian that
    he
    will have nothing but our benevolence if he comes to ask for
    our
    forgiveness."
  




  

    
The
    emissary waited a few seconds, then was escorted out of the
    room by
    the imperial bodyguard.
  




  

    
With
    a nod, Justin dismissed everyone, remaining seated to watch
    them flow
    out of the main entrance, their robes rustling. They seemed to
    him
    what they had always been. Snakes.
  




  

    
Now
    everything would change, he told himself. The festering
    excrescences
    of the empire would be left to fend for themselves.
    Constantinople
    was the hub of the empire, and he was the hub of the entire
    world,
    with power inferior only to God.
  




  

    
He
    would have protected Constantinople, at the cost of eliminating
    those
    who seemed essential even within the walls of the Sacred
    Palace.
  




  

    
And
    his arm for this undertaking, whether on the Bosphorus or among
    the
    impenetrable forests at the borders of the empire, would be his
    army.
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Macedonia,
January 566 AD
    
  




  

    
Baian
    rubbed his eyes as thin as slits, smoothed the beard he wore
    long and
    sharp under his chin, then, wearing a military cloak, he turned
    towards the procession that had been announced to him hours
    earlier
    by the explorers.
  




  

    
He
    smiled as he cast quick glances here and there across the
    field.
    Tents made of animal skins were scattered as far as the eye
    could
    see, often patched together as best as possible and anything
    but
    waterproof. Yet the men were in good spirits. Baian hoped that
    Theodore, the noblest of his emissaries – and the only one
    capable
    of speaking Latin – would bring further good news.
  




  

    
And
    if that hadn't been the case, they would have sent a new
    message in
    turn, much less deferential than the first.
  




  

    
Baian
    embraced Theodore, lifting the elderly nobleman as he knelt,
    holding
    his right hand to his heart.
  




  

    
"Follow
    me, dear Theodore," he said, patting him on the shoulder,
    "we'll
    have a lot to talk about, but Heaven strike me if we do it
    without
    first quenching our thirst."
  




  

    
Once
    they returned to the palace reserved for him - more of a large
    temporary wooden construction, with a base of large stones to
    support
    it - Baian ordered beer to be brought for himself and his
    emissary.
  




  

    
However,
    he immediately noticed the nobleman's embarrassment.    
  



“

  

    
What
    is it, Theodore?” he asked, leaning over the summarily laid
    table
    “would you like to rest first? Do not make any problems. I
    understand it's been a tough journey."
  



“

  

    
Sir”,
    Theodore began with his head bowed, “I am truly dismayed.
    Dispose
    of my life as you wish because I do not bring good news for the
    Avar
    people."
  




  

    
Baian
    became serious, but without appearing threatening.
  




  

    
"Talk
    to me, Theodore," he replied, taking off his fur cap and
    revealing long, thick raven hair, "no one will harm a hair of
    your head unless you deliberately omit something."
  




  

    
Theodore
    wrung his hands which he had clasped, and raised his head,
    trying to
    maintain an attitude worthy of his rank.
  



“

  

    
I
    spoke with the new emperor Justin, at the Sacred Palace. He
    reneged
    on the gift granted by his predecessor, the Augustus Justinian,
    and
    insulted our people. He defined us as occupiers, petty
    supplicants
    who have nothing to do with the army that guards the borders of
    the
    empire. Furthermore, “he continued, surprised at how he had not
    yet
    fallen into error,” he asserted that the army is already
    equipped
    with men to protect the borders, and that the only thing we
    will
    receive from the empire will be compassion if we return to beg
    them.
    If you show up in Constantinople and prostrate yourself at his
    feet."
  




  

    
Baian
    took a long, very slow sip of beer without taking his eyes off
    Theodore, who bowed his head ready to suffer the consequences
    of what
    he had achieved with his embassy.
  



“

  

    
Justin...”
    Baian said almost growling. “It seems that a new wind is
    blowing in
    Constantinople. Even an emperor who prefers to show his balls
    rather
    than open our coffers “ he said with the most contempt he could
    find. He then put the mug down.
  




  

    
Theodore
    instinctively got up from his chair and was about to
    kneel.
  



“

  

    
I
    acknowledge my failure, sir, and I accept whatever punishment
    may be
    inflicted upon me. Even death."
  




  

    
"Get
    up, Theodore," Baian replied brusquely. “Follow me instead. I
    have something to show you."
  




  

    
He
    was astonished, but as relieved as he was, he understood that
    not
    even his lord would be patient enough to put up with him while
    he
    prostrated himself to thank him for his clemency. He then
    followed
    him as he left the banquet hall to access the rooms behind the
    modest
    wooden palace.
  




  

    
They
    found themselves, at the end of a corridor, at a thick oak door
    guarded by two enormous Lombard guards.
  




  

    
It
    was no mystery, in fact, that a secret alliance was being born
    between the Avars and the Lombards to tighten a grip on
    Constantinople and what remained of the defunct Western Roman
    Empire.
    The Lombards were already touching Northern Italy, while Baian
    had
    never made a secret of his desire to penetrate Thrace and
    Greece once
    and for all, and then attempt the final assault on the city on
    the
    Bosphorus.
  




  

    
Theodore
    was well aware of the ambition of the new Lombard king, Alboin,
    to
    make the peninsula and the City itself his own. Thus was born
    an
    epistolary conversation between him and Baian, distant but
    close in
    aspirations, to undermine the imperial balance once and for all
    and
    give their people finally fertile lands in which to settle, far
    from
    the unbearable severity of the Northern winters.
  




  

    
And
    an empire in such a fragile transition phase was nothing if not
    the
    ideal prey. The most shocking thing was that often, behind
    these
    letters, there were none other than Roman and Byzantine scribes
    and
    grammarians who had become war slaves. Baian had thus made a
    pact
    with Alboin, and the two had exchanged mutual troops and some
    nobles
    as pledges of loyalty. Baian appreciated those giant,
    blond-haired
    warriors, and had included some of them in his palace
    guard.
  




  

    
"Now
    watch, Theodore," the khagan smiled, turning to him as the
    guards lowered their spears, "and you will understand what
    makes
    us confident in our plans."
  




  

    
They
    entered a dark and closed environment, and a smelly breath
    seemed to
    be able to induce them to vomit instantly. Baian turned on a
    flashlight, and everything seemed clearer. The dusty floor of
    the
    room was dirty with excrement, while two figures stood out
    vaguely
    against the fire of the torches. One was already no longer
    moving.
    The other frantically shook herself, involuntarily kicking a
    bowl
    full of water.
  



“

  

    
Good
    morning, Anicio Petronio” Baian grinned towards the prisoner.
    He
    moaned some incomprehensible words.
  




  

    
Theodore
    turned sharply towards his lord.
  



“

  

    
Anicius?
    Some Romans…here?”
  



“

  

    
Well
    yes, Theodore. We intercepted the senator and his companions
    near
    Naissus while you were in Constantinople. This man says that it
    was
    just a check-up on some of his properties... but who would go
    that
    far with around fifty armed buccellari in tow? And then, dear
    Anicius, as I have already told you" he roared, pointing the
    torch at the senator, whose flaccid skin suggested he had
    already
    lost a lot of weight, "what madman would think of having
    preserved even a single meter of land in these lands occupied
    by
    anyone except from you old, fearful Romans?”
  




  

    
Anicio
    Petronio belonged to the Anici family, one of the richest and
    oldest
    clans in all of Rome. He had gone to the borders of the empire
    on
    behalf of the new Pope, John III, who had asked him to reach
    Constantinople as soon as possible to speak with the new
    emperor
    Justin. The season, not very favorable for transfers by sea,
    had
    forced poor Anicius, one of the most eminent members of the
    still
    glorious Roman Senate, to undertake a long and exhausting
    journey by
    land.
  




  

    
It
    was through the Lombard sentries, who had purposely favored
    Anicius'
    exit from Italy, that Baian had been able to intercept him. The
    sentries, in fact, had followed him on Alboin's orders to
    Macedonia,
    providing the leader of the Avars with constant updates on the
    senator's journey.
  




  

    
When
    he found it in his hands, Baian had hoped to be able to send
    Anicius
    himself to Justin in the hope of establishing himself as a
    guardian
    and honest protector of such a noble Roman, who was also found
    without any threatening message following.
  




  

    
The
    wall found in Justin's intentions, however, now changed all the
    cards
    on the table.
  




  

    
"You
    see, Theodore, we have sent an esteemed nobleman like you as
    ambassador," Baian continued, holding the torch over Anicius,
    who was paralyzed with terror. “Rome instead sends, subtly too,
    a
    fat old man, a tax collector starving plebeians, a nobleman who
    has
    never even known the honor of arms” he concluded
    angrily.
  



“

  

    
What
    will you do with it, my lord?”
  



“

  

    
It's
    easy to say, Theodore”. Baian turned to the Roman.
  




  

    
"For
    the last time, senator, what message did you have for the
    emperor?"
  




  

    
Anicius
    moved his hands frantically like a man possessed, but the
    terror, and
    perhaps the prolonged starvation, paralyzed him.
  




  

    
The
    khagan then snorted, dejectedly. He handed the torch to
    Theodore,
    then nodded to the guards as he reached around his
    waist.
  


  

    
He
    pulled out a long knife, with fine inlays along the mouflon
    horn
    handle. He pointed Anicius, unable to stand, to one of the
    guards,
    who grabbed him from behind. The other guard opened his mouth
    without
    finding resistance. Theodore then understood everything.
  




  

    
Baian
    didn't speak. He approached Anicius, seeing a mixture of terror
    and
    supplication in the large, wide, cerulean eyes that implored
    him.
    Then, in a fraction of a second, he pulled out his tongue by
    force
    and with a clear and lightning-fast gesture cut it off.
  




  

    
Blood
    splashed everywhere and the senator, after letting out a
    gurgling
    scream of blood, collapsed to the ground like a puppet.
  




  

    
Theodore
    stared at the scene in silence. In his youth he had been a
    soldier
    too, a noble soldier. However, among the Avars, nobility had to
    be
    demonstrated, conquered, and not just exhibited.
  




  

    
This
    is what divided him from Anicio, he thought. Besides the fact
    that
    the man's days were now over.
  




  

    
Baian
    held the piece of tongue between his thumb and forefinger, then
    threw
    it at the senator angrily, as if to reproach him for fainting
    immediately. Another cowardly Roman. Is dead.
  



“

  

    
You
    know what to do as soon as he regains consciousness,” he
    ordered
    the guards, who closed the door behind them.
  




  

    
Then
    he looked at Theodore sternly, while he passed his
    blood-stained hand
    over his skin-covered chest.
  




  

    
"If
    he really wasn't the bearer of any message, it means that he
    will now
    be the message himself.
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Constantinople,
April 566 AD
    
  



 







  

    

      
To
      the unconquered and devoted Emperor Justin,
    
  



 







  

    

      
Health.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      received with extreme sadness and dismay the news that
      reached me,
      unfortunately with enormous delay, of the sad fate of our
      beloved and
      late senator Anicio Petronio.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      will never be able to forgive myself for having entrusted
      that
      nobleman, who we still remember today for his constant
      devotions and
      support for the holy Church of Our Lord Jesus Christ, to be
      the
      bearer of the supplications of my humble person, in the name
      of the
      whole of the city. . The ignominious end of Petronius is
      nothing more
      than yet another sign that divine punishment for our vices is
      approaching.
    
  




  

    

      
The
      barbarian heretics who infest the lands of the empire are
      increasingly closer to the Italian peninsula; I can't think
      of
      anything other than that they reincarnate the infernal
      armies.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      can hear the blasphemies that Lucifer addresses to the Lord
      in the
      guttural and incomprehensible speeches of the militias who
      still roam
      the cities and villages once consecrated to Christ.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      ask myself: will we ever be able to eradicate the vice that
      has
      irremediably corrupted collective morality, whose immutable
      values
      ​​had once made the empire the light that illuminated the
      world,
      in the name of the alliance between the regents and us,
      humble
      emissaries of the Word?
    
  



 







  

    

      
Now
      that the season allows maritime traffic, I make a last,
      humble
      attempt to reach your seat in Constantinople with this
      letter. I
      despair, in truth, that this message will reach you in an
      acceptable
      time without being read and examined by rude and sordid
      officials who
      will barely be able to decipher a few words. In any case, I
      hope that
      my prayers will bring to its destination this supplication
      that I
      address to the Augustus ruler of the empire, faithful
      defender of the
      true faith.
    
  




  

    

      
My
      humble vicars at the border bring me terrible news,
      Augustusus.
      Hordes of Lombards have long since abandoned Pannonia and are
      threatening Italy, occasionally attacking villages and
      estates,
      raiding them and setting them on fire.
    
  




  

    

      
No
      one is safe from these demons denied by God: women are
      violated,
      children mutilated and hung from trees, and even monks and
      priests
      are tortured and then burned alive, mocked by beings who have
      nothing
      human about them.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      am also told that their king, a certain Alboin, is a man (if
      he can
      be defined as such) dedicated solely to violence and
      persecution of
      the poor and weak. But the end of poor Petronius demonstrates
      that
      these beasts practice violence regardless of the rank of
      those who
      find themselves in their path.
    
  




  

    

      
This
      man fell victim to the savage Avars, whom you know well.
    
  




  

    

      
Now
      the time seems to have returned when the empire, and with it
      the
      Church, were threatened and suffered the oppression of crowds
      of
      creatures far from what we can define as civilized.
    
  




  

    

      
And
      if the empire falls into their hands, the mother city of the
      people,
      beacon of Christianity, the only true faith, will fall with
      it. You
      will agree, Augustus, that this hypothetical but not to be
      ruled out
      framework represents nothing other than the end of
      everything.
    
  




  

    

      
Stand
      up, Justin, as a defender of faith and humanity.
    
  




  

    

      
Whoever
      you decide to appoint as prefect of Italy, let him be a
      devout and
      courageous man, at the head of troops, as I realize it is
      difficult
      to achieve, totally free of heretics.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      know well that thousands of barbarians, behind the mask of
      now
      Romanized men, persevere in heretical and idolatrous
      practices and
      rites. Do what you can so that God has an army uniquely
      composed of
      faithful to Christ.
    
  



 







  

    

      
We
      hoped for a rebirth with the end of the Ostrogothic yoke over
      Italy.
      Your great predecessor Justinian freed Italy and gave the
      empire its
      luster by recovering noble and fertile lands where Christ
      seemed to
      have disappeared, giving way to dark and bloody divinities.
      Don't let
      these beasts bring darkness to the civilized world. The death
      of an
      illustrious and valiant man like Petronius is nothing but yet
      another
      warning to eradicate barbarism.
    
  




  

    

      
Once
      divided, these people are rising up, creating alliances to
      divide the
      world between themselves and make it an enormous tent camp,
      where
      cities and buildings once stood. Churches.
    
  



 







  

    

      
Now
      this, in the name of God and the survival of us all, I ask
      you. Don't
      miss what Justinian gave back to all of us. Freedom, the
      primacy of
      Christianity in the empire.
    
  




  

    

      
Eradicate
      the demonic threat of the barbarians from the imperial
      territory,
      embrace the will of the Lord and raise the cross as a symbol
      of the
      liberated empire. Protect Rome above all else.
    
  




  

    

      
Help
      us erase the Lombards from the world and the destruction they
      leave
      behind in their path. It is the City that must be preserved
      first and
      foremost, as the home of the apostle Peter. Only in this way
      will we
      all be able to survive and hope for a future of peace and
      devotion
      for all humanity. Constantinople and its borders, although
      also
      threatened, do not run the dangers that are now imminent
      here.
    
  




  

    

      
If
      this is not the case, and your intervention does not come to
      the aid
      of the poor who in our humility we have been trying to help
      for
      years, the end of times will begin.
    
  




  

    

      
I
      pray for the health and longevity of your kingdom and your
      family,
      that Our Lord will preserve you and assist you in the tough
      decisions
      you will soon have to make.
    
  



 







  

    

      
Blessings,
    
  



 







  

    

      
John
      III, Pope of the Catholic Church of Rome
    
  



 







  

    
Justin
    remained to observe, by the light of the lamp on his desk, the
    surface of the letter written by the Pope.
  




  

    
He
    clasped his hands for a moment in apparent contemplation, and
    thought
    for a few seconds.
  




  

    
Then
    he took the letter and tore it up, breaking it into a thousand
    pieces.
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Borders
  on fire



 






 








  

    

      
Illyricum,
July 572 AD
    
  



“

  

    
Alboin
    is dead”.
  




  

    
Phocas
    instinctively turned towards Hermann, while he fumbled in the
    fire
    with his sword trying to revive it.
  




  

    
"How
    is it possible?" he asked in turn.
  




  

    
Phocas
    was now a young man in his prime, rightfully entered into the
    numerus, the small group stationed in Illyricum commanded by
    the
    Tribunus and his mentor Hermann, now resigned to dying before
    knowing
    his farewell.
  




  

    
Although
    small, the young man boasted a robust and vigorous physical
    structure, shoulders and chest broader than seemed possible for
    his
    height, a disheveled red beard as long as his hair and light,
    darting
    eyes. He had joined the squad a few years before him and was
    trying
    to make an honest career regardless of his affiliation with the
    highest officer at the time.
  




  

    
"What
    surprises you?" Hermann blurted out. “Those forest barbarians
    have achieved something they never would have hoped for. It was
    logical that sooner or later the thirst for power would lead to
    a
    conspiracy."
  




  

    
Phocas
    thought about the fact that a Herul defined other peoples as
    "barbarians" when he himself was one. Weren't everyone,
    including himself, barbarians in that ever-changing
    world?
  



“

  

    
Who
    killed him? And how?"
  




  

    
Hermann
    stared at him, the tired eyes of an old man who was starting to
    feel
    disconnected from his profession. That boy would never lose his
    curiosity. Not that he was bad, after all.
  



“

  

    
A
    conspiracy hatched by his wife Rosmunda and her lover,
    Helmichi”
    replied the Herulus, placing the lorica on his left side.
    “There
    was also a certain Peredeo involved, a warrior from the royal
    retinue. A Gepid." He let out a mocking grunt.
  




  

    
"Stupid
    barbarians."
  




  

    
Phocas
    took a bite of biscuit as he stood up, looking at his breeches
    which
    made his legs itch from being so close to the fire. Even though
    it
    was summer, it was freezing in the evening on the Illyrican
    highlands.
  



“

  

    
I
    don't think a woman will reign, anyway. No?"
  




  

    
'Oh,
    not at all, my boy. The prefect of Italy, Longinus, is already
    following them. You will see that he will take them. I don't
    think
    he's a traitorous son of a bitch like Narses."
  




  

    
Longinus
    was perhaps the only man of valor sent by Justin to protect
    Italy,
    which had fallen into the hands of the Lombards after the
    betrayal of
    the former prefect Narses, and had now become a barbaric
    kingdom with
    truly independent potentates. Only Rome, Ravenna and the far
    south
    remained in the hands of the empire. A new era had begun, the
    era of
    an Italy with an already hybrid social and cultural fabric that
    would
    be further bastardized in the years to come.
  




  

    
Justin
    had sent Longinus simply to save Rome, but not Italy. As much
    as this
    one was on its knees, there was no point in antagonizing the
    Church.
    Relations with Pope John III could not be broken
    completely.
  




  

    
Furthermore,
    Justin also had to deal with the Visigoths in Spain, the Moors
    in
    Africa and, above all, the Avars who were now raging throughout
    the
    Balkan area.
  




  

    
The
    troops were at an all-time low in terms of recruitment in those
    areas, so much so that the emperor's dissatisfaction and
    unpopularity
    were now growing hand in hand among the military. A perfect
    example
    of this was Hermann, now an old man.
  




  

    
Of
    those who were better not to face in battle, but still an old
    man.
  




  

    
And
    the Avars, meanwhile, had pushed further and further.
  




  

    
Only
    a few days earlier, on an exhausting march through humid
    forests and
    flat areas where the few horses of the numerus could not find
    anything to eat, they had stumbled upon the smoking remains of
    a
    village attacked by the Avars. The fires were recent, and
    Hermann had
    decided that they would take refuge on a plateau further south
    so as
    not to have any bad encounters. It seemed that these Avars, who
    now
    almost seemed to be able to undermine the Lombards in the lands
    of
    Northern Italy, reproduced like rabbits. It was clear that
    thousands
    of them took part in their raids.
  




  

    
Phocas
    had never seen such cruelty. A cypress grove stretched out to
    the
    edge of the village. At first he didn't quite understand what
    was
    hanging from the branches. Then, unfortunately, he had come
    along and
    made it happen.
  




  

    
Dozens
    of children had been hung upside down, smeared with blood and
    excrement. They dangled grotesquely, their tendons severed at
    the
    ankles and their feet tied to branches in completely unnatural
    positions. In the few surviving huts they saw even worse.
    Everywhere
    they had found at least one dying woman, with her clothes torn,
    a
    victim of violence.
  




  

    
A
    large fire a few dozen steps beyond the huts was still burning,
    giving off a nauseating stench, while some bodies were burning
    in the
    flames, with several bones already whitening between the
    red-hot
    tongues.
  




  

    
"This
    Justin is a madman," Hermann said again as he took long steps
    around the bivouac. “He thinks he can thwart hordes of savages
    like
    these Avars with a few hundred poorly equipped soldiers.
    Including
    me," he added self-pityingly.
  



“

  

    
And
    now everything that Justinian had recovered seems lost to me”
    observed Phocas with a certain embarrassment.
  



“

  

    
In
    fact, that's what he wants. The emperor wants to dominate the
    Bosphorus and nothing more. He doesn't give a shit either about
    Rome,
    or Illyricum, or any other region “ Hermann replied, looking at
    an
    indefinite point in front of him. A gust of wind ruffled his
    white
    hair. "We are sacrificial victims."
  




  

    
Phocas
    felt an immediate and ancestral contempt rising within him
    towards
    that imperial figure, wrapped in Dalmatic fines and safe within
    the
    walls of the enormous Palace of Constantinople.
  




  

    
They,
    the armed wing of the Nicene Faith, would have had to sacrifice
    themselves in vain, more by fleeing - as in the last case -
    than by
    fighting against those beasts for the will of a coward who
    played
    with the world, admiring it on a map in his study.
  




  

    
Then,
    a disturbance that made him feel uncomfortable seemed to come
    over
    him. He turned and hid from Hermann's inquiring gaze.
  




  

    
Only
    in his mind was he able to confess to himself that what he had
    seen
    days before, although it was a horrible and brutal display of
    violence, had strongly excited him.
  




  

    
He
    wondered what would happen when he had the opportunity to be
    the one
    to wield that kind of wild, dark yet so inexplicably attractive
    strength.
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Illyricum,
December 572 AD
    
  




  

    
Hermann
    could hardly believe his eyes.
  




  

    
In
    one of their reconnaissances, the numerus under his orders had
    intercepted an armed group of about a thousand Avars. Although
    outnumbered, they had managed to prevail thanks to their
    greater
    organization. Without straying too far from the camp, they had
    closed
    the Avars into a nearby clearing, making the most of the raids
    of
    their meager cavalry.
  




  

    
The
    surviving Avars had fled into a fir forest that bordered the
    northern
    side of the clearing. However, the barbarian rearguard had
    remained
    behind the main group, struggling to climb a steep path that
    ran
    alongside a small, almost dry stream. The slaves and some
    family
    members had proved to be too much of a burden.
  




  

    
And
    Phocas himself, his protégé, had cut them off, risking a
    maneuver
    on that treacherous terrain with his horse, knocking out the
    few
    remaining soldiers of the rear guard with courage and a pinch
    of
    youthful recklessness with that lightning attack. In addition,
    he had
    also recovered some slaves that the barbarians were
    transporting with
    them.
  




  

    
And
    now, instead of seeing him ask for his approval as he always
    had, she
    saw him mistreating the hostages as they were tied up and lined
    up on
    the way back to the camp.
  




  

    
Between
    the puffs of frozen air and the depressing grayness of the
    valley,
    the young man's change seemed even less promising.
  




  

    
He
    had given great responsibilities to Phocas, effectively making
    him
    his vicar despite the discontent of soldiers far more
    experienced
    than him.
  




  

    
The
    fact was that the boy, regardless of the affection he felt for
    him,
    had always shown courage and diligence, deserving more than
    many
    others. He knew how to anticipate enemy moves with clarity and
    had an
    innate sense of direction, typical of someone born without the
    concept of home and who has spent his entire life moving around
    for
    reasons beyond his control.
  




  

    
But
    now, his position seemed to have gone to his head.
  




  

    
He
    thought about calling him away from prying eyes, but he saw him
    too
    busy pulling and kicking those unfortunate people to distract
    him
    from his duty. An old man held out his bound wrists,
    complaining
    about the oppression of those rough ropes, and without any
    justification Phocas hit him on the cheekbone with the hilt of
    his
    sword. The old man stood up bleeding, muttering a few words in
    his
    incomprehensible jargon.
  



“

  

    
Do
    you think your lord Baian would treat you better if he knew you
    were
    trapped like a sewer rat?” Phocas breathed on him. The old man
    didn't understand, and the young man kicked him, causing him to
    fall
    into the mud.
  




  

    
A
    woman, perhaps the old man's daughter, started to move towards
    Phocas
    but he glared at her.
  




  

    
Ever
    since he had dressed the lorica, Hermann thought, the boy had
    gone
    out of control. He didn't act as if he were aware of the cause
    he was
    fighting for - not that any of them were moved by the mere
    thought of
    serving an empire that didn't consider them - but rather he
    seemed
    driven internally by something different, a dark and
    indecipherable
    motive. .
  




  

    
Those
    clear eyes, once curious and naive, had now become cold and
    penetrating, intimidating even for him who had raised him and
    saved
    him from poverty.
  




  

    
Yes,
    she told herself, she would have to call him back later, in
    private.
  




  

    

      
Preferably,
      with no weapons nearby.
    
  




  

    
Suddenly,
    some noise woke him up.
  




  

    
In
    the mud, some of the hostages were attempting some sort of
    revolt,
    although tied to each other. Some horses flanking the human
    line had
    gone berserk, and a soldier had been unhorsed. Luckily the
    knight had
    not hurt himself; in fact he had immediately recovered and
    targeted a
    child guilty of being close to the animal and having scared
    it.
  




  

    
The
    little boy curled up in a fetal position, crying, while the boy
    kicked him all over the place.
  




  

    
Out
    of nowhere, a figure intervened between the child, now filthy
    as he
    was sunk in the mud with his hands protecting his head, and the
    enraged knight. Phocas was now staring at him with fiery
    eyes.
  



“

  

    
After
    all, there is still some good in him” Hermann consoled
    himself.
  




  

    
Phocas
    seemed to have seen himself again in that child without anyone,
    victim of a tragedy of which he certainly understood little or
    nothing. They had often talked, in their tent, about how
    according to
    the young Thrax the levy should be a viaticum of salvation for
    children without families, as it had been for him.
  




  

    
And
    as he said it, his expression and his heated tone of voice
    expressed
    crystal-clear sincerity.
  




  

    
The
    knight snorted and got back into the saddle, while Phocas
    lifted the
    child, wiped his face with a rag and ran a hand through his
    hair as
    black as night. The little one had a disproportionate head
    compared
    to the thin body he found. Then, Phocas took a dried-up biscuit
    out
    of his bag and handed it to him, without smiling. The child
    accepted
    it by bowing his head and the march continued.
  



 







  

    
Arriving
    at the camp, the hostages were rounded up. Hermann and Phocas
    personally took care of dividing them by sex and age. Hermann
    noticed
    Phocas for an instant while he lingered with his gaze on the
    child,
    placed in a group of his peers, and allowed himself a smile,
    hidden
    by his thick white beard.
  




  

    
Aware
    that they were now slaves, the Avars were untied and then
    divided
    between the various tents, mocked by the soldiers who threw
    them what
    remained of their wineskins, or sewage of various
    quantities.
  




  

    
Sliding
    through the ranks, Phocas untied the old man he had beaten
    earlier.
    Now his face was so swollen and swollen that his eye had
    closed. Once
    again, her daughter tried to prevent them from being separated.
    She
    threw herself between Phocas and her father, offering her bound
    and
    friction-abraded wrists to the soldier.
  




  

    
He
    started to cut the woman's knot with his sword.
  




  

    
Then
    it was a moment. Phocas threw himself backwards, screaming and
    clutching his face, as a crimson splash split the air.
  




  

    
The
    woman had deliberately leaned forward abruptly. In her right
    fist,
    she had been clutching a small blade, as long as a thumb, all
    this
    time, without anyone noticing. Thus she had managed to wound
    Phocas
    in her face, taking revenge for the violence she had previously
    suffered from her father.
  




  

    
Hermann
    hoped that a modicum of leniency could stop his pupil from
    reacting
    without control, even though he recognized that for a soldier
    to be
    wounded by a woman, who was also prevented from moving, was a
    great
    humiliation.
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