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          Those who would take over the world




          and shape it to their will, cannot succeed.




          The world is a sacred vessel, not to be tampered with.




          Those who tamper with it, spoil it.




          Those who seize it, lose it.




          Lao Tze, Tao Te Ching




          Many who read the name of Valerian emperor on a sepulchre believe that the Persians returned the body of that Valerian that they had captured . . .




          Trebellius Pollio, Historia Augusta, XXII, 8
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  THE RAYS OF THE DAWNING SUN bathed the peaks of the Taurus mountains. The snowy pinnacles took on a rosy hue and glittered like gems over the shadowy

  valley. The mantle of light spread slowly over the ridges and slopes of the great mountain chain, awakening the forests from their slumber.




  The stars paled.




  The falcon was first to soar up to hail the sun, and his shrill cry echoed amid the rocky cliffs and crags, and down the steep sides of the ravine through which the foaming Korsotes flowed,

  swollen by the melting snows.




  Shapur I of Persia, the King of Kings, of Persians and non-Persians, the lord of the four corners of the earth, was startled by that cry and raised his eyes to behold the wheeling flight of the

  prince of heights, then turned to the splendidly outfitted Arab thoroughbred his squire had just brought to him. A servant knelt so the king could plant a foot on his bended knee and vault into the

  saddle. Two more servants held out Shapur’s bow and golden-sheathed scimitar, and a standard-bearer took position at his side with the royal ensign: a long flag of red silk bearing the image

  of Ahura Mazda in gold.




  His officers awaited him at the centre of the camp, armed to the hilt, astride horses mantled with precious caparisons, their breasts protected by steel plates. Ardavasd, the supreme commander,

  greeted him with a deep bow, as did all the others. At a gesture from the king, he touched his horse’s belly with his heels and set off. All the other officers fanned out to the right and

  left of Shapur and together they began to descend the hill.




  The sun’s light had poured into the valley and touched upon the towers of Edessa, perched high on the barren upland, swept by the winds of the desert.




  THE LONG, persistent crowing of a cock greeted the rising sun.




  In the courtyard of his house, Marcus Metellus Aquila, legate of the Second Augusta Legion, was already dressed and wearing his armour.




  A native of southern Italy, Metellus’s bones and muscles had been toughened by long service on all the frontiers of the empire. Years of shouting out orders on the battlefield had made his

  voice deep and husky and blunted his manner of speaking. His high cheekbones, strong jaw and straight nose gave away his aristocratic lineage, but the simple, unrefined cut of his hair and beard,

  never completely tamed by a razor, revealed the austerity of a soldier inured to toil and trouble. The amber colour of his eyes and the rapacious intensity of his expression on the eve of a battle

  made him known to all the divisions south of the Taurus simply as ‘Commander Aquila’, evoking the proud eagle that his surname signified.




  He was just hooking his gladius to his belt: obsolete as a weapon, but a legacy from his ancestors that he refused to hang on the wall and replace with a regulation sword. He even kept

  another hooked to the saddle of his horse, and was famous for saying that with the two of them, he could take out the longest blade.




  ‘A cock’s crow in a besieged city is a good sign,’ he mused as an attendant fitted the red cloak which denoted his rank around his shoulders. ‘If he’s survived the

  hunger we’ve suffered around here, we’ll survive as well.’ Metellus approached the shrine of his lares and left an offering to the shades of his ancestors, a little one,

  but even more precious in a period of such penury – a handful of spelt flour – then he prepared to leave.




  His wife’s voice stopped him: ‘Marcus.’




  ‘Clelia. What are you doing up so early?’




  ‘You were going to leave without saying goodbye?’




  ‘I didn’t want to wake you. You had such a restless night.’




  ‘I’m worried. Is it true that the emperor wants to meet with the Persian?’




  Marcus Metellus broke into a smile. ‘It’s incredible how women always seem to know the news we try to keep most secret.’




  Clelia had to smile as well. ‘The emperor has a wife, who has ladies-in-waiting, who have friends . . .’




  ‘Right.’




  ‘Well?’




  ‘I’m afraid so.’




  ‘He’ll go, then?’




  ‘It’s very probable.’




  ‘But why?’




  ‘He says that peace is well worth risking his life for.’




  ‘What about you? Can’t you do anything to dissuade him?’




  ‘I’ll speak up if he asks for my opinion, and in that case I’ll try to make him change his mind. But once he’s decided, my place is at his side.’




  Clelia bowed her head.




  ‘Maybe he’s just hoping to gain time. Gallienus is in Antioch. In a few days of forced marches he could be here with four legions and lift the siege.’ He lifted her chin and

  saw that her eyes were full of tears. ‘Clelia . . . crying as you say goodbye to your husband brings bad luck, you know.’




  Clelia tried to dry her eyes. At that very instant they heard the patter of little feet rushing down the stairs and a voice call out, ‘Father! Father!’




  ‘Titus! What are you doing here? Go right back to bed!’




  ‘You promised that you’d take me with you to the palaestra today.’




  Metellus knelt and looked his little boy in the eye. ‘The emperor has called me. He’s the father of us all, my son, and when he calls we must run to his side. Go back to bed now and

  try to sleep.’




  The child’s expression was suddenly serious. ‘You’ll go away with the emperor and leave me alone.’




  Metellus frowned. ‘What are you saying? I’ll be back, you can be sure of it. I promise I’ll be back before nightfall. And you know that a Roman always keeps his word.’ He

  gave his tearful wife a kiss and left the house.




  Outside in the street, waiting on either side of the door, were his two adjutants, centurions Aelius Quadratus and Sergius Balbus. The first was Italian, from Privernum. The second Spanish, from

  Saragoza. Both of their faces were scored by time and the many battles fought in every corner of the empire: rocky faces with thick eyebrows and bristly beards. Quadratus wore his hair very short

  and was balding at the temples; he was tall and heavily built. Balbus was shorter and darker-skinned, but his eyes were blue and his crushed nose gave away his passion for boxing.




  Metellus put on his helmet, tied the laces under his chin, gave them a look and said, ‘Let’s go.’




  They walked down the silent, still-deserted streets of the city with a steady step, each absorbed in his own thoughts, each with a heavy heart.




  The cock’s crow resounded again and sunlight flooded the street, making the basalt slabs sparkle and lengthening the men’s shadows all the way back to the walls of the houses behind

  them.




  At a crossroads they met another small group of officers, who had obviously been summoned by the emperor as well.




  Metellus recognized his colleague: ‘Salve, Lucius Domitius.’




  ‘Salve, Marcus Metellus,’ he was greeted in return.




  They continued together to the forum and then walked across to command headquarters. From there they could see the sentry walk up on the battlements. It was time for the changing of the guard:

  cadenced steps, the metallic clanging of javelins against shields. Salutes given, curt orders barked out.




  ‘The last guards are going off duty,’ observed Metellus.




  ‘For today,’ Domitius corrected him.




  ‘For today,’ amended Metellus, remembering how superstitious his friend could be.




  They reached the entrance to the headquarters, where they were met by Cassius Silva, commander of the fortress, messmate and companion-in-arms of many years’ standing of Gallienus, the

  emperor’s son.




  The praetorians on duty presented arms as the three legates passed and accompanied them inside. The centurions and other officers remained outside.




  EMPEROR LICINIUS VALERIAN greeted them personally. He was fully armed and got straight to the point.

  ‘I wish to tell you that I’ve decided to go to the meeting with Shapur. Last night, a squad of about fifty of our men was dispatched to the right bank of the Korsotes in no man’s

  land. A garrison of Persian horsemen is posted on the other side of the river to guard the territory where the meeting is to take place.




  ‘As you can see, nothing has been left to chance. Our plenipotentiaries have already established the points of negotiation in order to simplify matters.




  ‘Shapur seems willing to discuss ending his siege on Edessa, despite the city’s importance as a geographical and commercial nexus between Anatolia and Syria. In exchange he wants a

  general agreement that redefines the relationship between our two empires and establishes lasting peace. He may ask us to give up some territory in Adiabene and Commagene, without precluding

  anything. He is open to negotiation. The terms seem good, and I’m ready to go.’




  ‘You’ve made a wise decision, Caesar,’ approved Silva.




  Lucius Domitius Aurelian had been frowning from the start and squeezing the hilt of his sword. He was a formidable soldier: having fought in numerous campaigns, he had killed nearly nine hundred

  enemies with his own hand, carving a notch into the shaft of his javelin each time. He was so quick at unsheathing his sword that he had earned the name manus ad ferrum among his men:

  ‘Sword-in-Hand’. He asked to speak. ‘I’ve heard that your son Gallienus is in Antioch, and could be here with four legions in five days’ time. Why run this risk

  now?’




  ‘Because we have enough food for two,’ retorted Silva.




  ‘We can ration supplies and make them last. A little hunger never killed anybody.’




  ‘It’s not just a question of food,’ replied the emperor. ‘We can’t be certain that Gallienus will arrive, or that it will take him only five days. Our informers

  tell us that there are Persian cavalry units all along the road from Antioch charged with interrupting our lines of communication and cutting off supplies. No. I will go to meet Shapur. To learn

  his intentions, if nothing else. If we can lay the foundations of a lasting agreement, all the better. But even if I succeed merely in gaining time and avoiding a large-scale attack while we wait

  for Gallienus to get here, that will be an achievement on its own. And the fact that it was Shapur who requested the meeting bodes well in any case.’




  He turned to Metellus. ‘Have you nothing to say, Marcus Metellus? What is your opinion?’




  ‘Don’t go, Caesar.’




  Valerian looked at him more in surprise than concern. ‘Why?’




  ‘There’s nothing I like about this. Smells like a trap a mile away.’




  ‘I’ve taken every precaution. We’re meeting on neutral ground, on open terrain. Fifty escorts on both sides, already in place. Nothing can happen. I’m going, I’ve

  already decided. And I don’t want Shapur to think that the emperor of the Romans is afraid of him.’




  He strode out, followed by the other officers.




  Metellus fell into step beside him. ‘Then I’m going with you, Caesar.’




  ‘No,’ replied the emperor. ‘It’s better that you remain here.’ He leaned close enough to speak into his ear. ‘I want to be sure I’ll find the gate open

  when I come back.’




  ‘Leave Lucius Domitius. He’s the most loyal man I know, he enjoys great popularity among the ranks and he’s found himself in such situations before. I’ll be more useful

  to you out there.’




  The emperor looked at Metellus and then at Domitius, who was a few steps behind them. ‘All right, then. You’ll come with me and Lucius Domitius will stay here in the city. Would to

  heaven that I’ve made the right decision . . .’




  Silva smiled. ‘It won’t make any difference who comes out with you, Caesar. We’ll all be back here having a midday meal in no time, unless Shapur wants to invite you for a bite

  under that fancy pavilion of his.’




  A stableman brought the emperor’s horse and Metellus had his own brought around as well. As always, the attendant had already secured his second gladius to the pommel of his

  saddle.




  Domitius raised his eyes to the bastions. A soldier on the guard tower waved a red flag: once, twice, three times. ‘They’re signalling that everything is ready . . .’ he

  said.




  A white flag waved from the battlements, from right to left and then from left to right.




  ‘. . . and that all is quiet. Nothing suspicious.’




  ‘Very good,’ approved Valerian. ‘Now let’s move.’




  CLELIA HAD MANAGED to put Titus back to bed and was heading towards the house’s upper terrace, to see if she could catch a glimpse of what was

  happening outside the walls, when she heard a noise.




  She strained her ears but the house seemed silent, and Clelia thought that she must have imagined it. She started up the stairs but then she heard it again: a clear, pronounced sound that seemed

  to be coming from the cellar.




  Clelia took a candle from the shelf, lit it with the lamp flame and started down to the ground floor. She was troubled by the fact that her husband had already gone and that she was practically

  alone in the house. What could it be?




  She listened intently: the noise was certainly coming from the cellar. She opened the door that led downstairs and began to descend the steps, holding the candle high.




  ‘Who’s there?’ she asked in a loud voice.




  She was answered by a kind of moaning.




  ‘Who’s there?’ she repeated.




  Shuffling sounds from behind an iron-clad door. As far as she knew, the door closed off the drainage pipes from an old water heating system that led outside the city, but it had never been

  opened since they’d lived in the house. She leaned her ear against the door and heard more noises coming from the other side, amplified by the empty chamber beyond. She drew the bolt and

  pulled hard to open the door, grabbing both sides with her hands. The door creaked, sighed and came loose all at once. Clelia drew back and screamed.




  Before her was a man, half naked and covered in blood, who looked at her fleetingly with a distressed expression, then fell back to the ground with an agonized moan.




  Clelia realized immediately that the poor wretch was no threat to her; he was dying. She rolled him gently on his side, put her shawl under his head and looked for a glass to give him a little

  water.




  He drank a sip and began to speak. ‘We’ve been betrayed . . . you must tell them . . . warn them . . .’




  ‘Who are you?’ asked Clelia. ‘Who are you?’




  The man was fading fast. ‘They took us . . . by surprise and slaughtered us . . . Tell the emperor he must . . . must not go . . . It’s a trap . . . It’s . . .’ His head

  dropped forward as life left him.




  Clelia shivered. She understood instantly what must have happened and what was about to happen if she could not stop the deadly machine the enemy had set in motion.




  She ran up the stairs, crossed the courtyard and burst out on to the street. The city was still deserted and Clelia never stopped running.




  THE GUARDS opened the city gate and the small imperial procession set off towards the designated meeting place. The sun was already well over the

  horizon and its rays carved up the arid, rocky landscape around them into swathes of dark and light, scattered with amaranth and terebinth bushes. The Korsotes flowed at their left for a stretch,

  then curved to the west, intercepting their line of march.




  The escort had spent the night securing the ford. They were waiting at a short distance, in no man’s land, to escort the procession to the other side of the river, where they would meet

  Shapur, the Persian king. When they were less than a hundred feet away, a centurion saluted the emperor, and all fifty horsemen moved into position at the ford.




  Metellus was struck by something strange and his face darkened. He gestured to Balbus.




  ‘What is it, Commander?’ he asked in a low voice.




  ‘White legs.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Look for yourself. These soldiers were wearing trousers until yesterday. They’re Persians, not Romans.’




  ‘Blast it! But where are our men?’




  ‘Probably all dead. You warn the emperor, I’ll try to send a signal to Lucius Domitius. We can still get out of this.’




  Balbus approached the emperor and whispered into his ear.




  Metellus turned his shield towards the sun and began to flash it in the direction of the walls.




  Domitius, who was anxiously watching the little group as they made their way to the ford, started as he saw the signals. ‘Wh . . . white . . . legs,’ he sounded out. ‘White

  legs!’ he shouted aloud. ‘Persians! It’s a trap! The emperor is about to ride into an ambush. Bugler, sound the alarm! Send out the cavalry! Quickly, quickly! Open the

  gate!’




  The legionaries posted at the gate pushed it open again and the bugler sounded the trumpet to muster the cavalry units quartered near the emperor’s residence.




  In just a few moments, a hundred horsemen had gathered at the open gate, and as many more were preparing to join in as reinforcements, but Cassius Silva, at the head of a squad of praetorians,

  stopped them. ‘Who ordered this sortie? Are you all mad? Halt, halt, I said!’




  ‘I gave the order!’ shouted Domitius from the battlements. ‘The emperor is in danger. They’re about to march into a trap. I’ll lead them out myself,

  immediately!’




  ‘I am in charge of this fortress,’ retorted Silva. ‘To order a sally now, as negotiations are taking place, is pure folly. The Persians are sure to react violently, and then

  you’ll see our men dead for sure. There is no reason to believe that the emperor is in danger. Close the gate!’




  Domitius rushed down. ‘What are you saying? This is treason! You will be held accountable for this decision!’




  Silva nodded at the praetorians who were with him. ‘Legate Lucius Domitius Aurelian is under arrest for insubordination until further orders. Seize him! And you,’ he said to the

  soldiers on guard, ‘close that gate.’




  The praetorians surrounded Domitius, who was forced to hand over his sword, and they took him away. The soldiers began to pull the heavy gate shut.




  Clelia, panting, had just arrived at the guard station and had witnessed the scene. She felt her heart sink. Her husband was out there and knew nothing of what was happening, while in here they

  were conspiring against him!




  She looked around in distress, saw a stableboy leading a horse by the reins and didn’t hesitate for an instant. She ripped her gown from the knee down and gave the boy a hard shove. As he

  fell to the ground, she leapt on to the horse and spurred him towards the gate.




  The horse reared up before the closing gate and his front hoofs struck the wood and pushed it back open. Clelia urged him on and he flew off at a gallop.




  The emperor and his guard were close to the ford now and the sham escort was waiting at the river bank. No one had made a move, but a plan was ready. ‘As soon as all the soldiers are on

  the other side of the river,’ said Metellus, ‘we’ll turn around and race back towards the city. We’ll have enough of an advantage over them to allow us to reach it in

  safety.’




  ‘As long as they open the gate for us,’ said Balbus warily. ‘If they received our message, I don’t understand why they haven’t come out to help us.’




  He had not finished speaking when Quadratus interrupted him. ‘Look, they must have got it. There is someone coming from the city. But . . . wait . . . it’s a woman!’ he

  exclaimed.




  Metellus turned towards the walls and was dumbfounded. ‘It’s Clelia! It’s my wife!’ he shouted.




  The sham escort had already begun to cross the river.




  The emperor signalled to Metellus. ‘Go!’




  He set off at a gallop; Clelia was hurtling towards him and shouting something. She was nearly halfway between him and the walls of Edessa and was still racing forward. Suddenly Metellus saw

  something fly up from the walls, in a wide arc: arrows!




  Whistling cut through the air. One arrow, then a second, plunged into the ground. The third hit its target and flung Clelia from her horse.




  Metellus charged towards her, jumped off his galloping steed and gathered her into his arms. She was still breathing. The arrow had pierced her back and was protruding from her breast. Her dress

  was soaked with blood.




  Metellus clutched her to him, weeping with rage and grief, kissing her wan lips, her forehead, her hair.




  ‘It’s a trap,’ murmured Clelia. ‘The escort was murdered . . . Silva is . . . is . . . Marcus, please, save yourself . . . Go back to our son . . . He’s all alone .

  . .’




  ‘I’ll go to him. I promise.’




  Clelia’s head dropped and darkness veiled her eyes. Metellus felt as if he had died with her.




  He looked over at the gate of Edessa, which was still obstinately closed, and made out a red cloak fluttering on top of the walls: Silva. It was surely him. Metellus turned towards the ford and

  saw that the fight was already raging: the emperor was surrounded!




  At that sight, Metellus steeled himself and regained his determination and presence of mind. He scattered a handful of dirt over his wife’s body as a symbolic burial, swallowed his tears

  and leapt on to his horse, spurring him madly towards the banks of the Korsotes river.




  He burst between the ranks of the fraudulent escort brandishing two swords, one for each of two Persian warriors, who keeled over into the river as Metellus descended upon the others with

  dreadful violence. He struck out in every direction, stabbing, piercing, gouging, mangling, splitting bones and skulls, opening the way towards his encircled emperor.




  More Persian warriors were arriving from every direction and Metellus realized that he had no more than a few moments in which to open an escape route for Valerian. But when he turned, he saw

  the emperor being flung from his horse and landing in the water in the middle of a tangle of enemy soldiers.




  Metellus gave a yell – ‘Save the emperor!’ – and surged forward like a battering ram: he jumped off his horse and hurled himself bodily against the enemy while rallying

  his men. ‘Balbus, Quadratus, to me!’




  The two centurions flanked him like a couple of mastiffs. They rose up like towers on either side of him, their shields striking down anyone who dared approach, their swords impaling all

  assailants. They mowed the enemy down, trampling the fallen or nailing them with the bottom edges of their shields. Valerian defended himself tenaciously, but he had to fight against the swirling

  river current as he was fending off enemy blows. He lost his balance and was about to be cut down by a Persian who had just lifted his javelin when Metellus appeared behind his attacker and lopped

  off both his arms with two lightning-fast swipes, then pushed him into the current like an uprooted tree trunk. He moved in at the emperor’s side. With Balbus and Quadratus providing cover,

  he had Valerian mount his horse and then smashed the flat of his sword against the animal’s rear. The thoroughbred raced off towards the city.




  Valerian rode at breakneck speed, conscious that his men were sacrificing themselves to save his life; he was determined to call out all the forces in Edessa to rush to their aid and make the

  Persian pay for his deceitfulness. But a squad of enemy horsemen emerged unexpectedly from the gorge to his right, in which the river flowed, then fanned out to the west, cutting him off from the

  city.




  He wrenched his horse in the opposite direction, thinking that he could reach one of the Roman outposts on the road to Nisibi, but a line of infantry appeared before him all at once, as if

  vomited up by the earth, and barred his way.




  Valerian did not slow down for an instant. He pushed his horse into a formidable leap and flew over the line of foot soldiers. He landed on the other side and spurred his mount on ever faster,

  convinced that he was safe, imaging how he would avenge the blood of his valorous combatants but his thoughts were suddenly cut short at the sight of an immense array of cavalry and infantry rising

  from the line of hills in front of him. Shapur himself was at the centre of the fluttering purple standards which unfolded over an enormous front, closing off every passage and every road.




  The emperor of the Romans understood that he had no way out and turned back towards the ford to die with his sword in hand beside his men, to end a blameless life with an honourable death. But,

  just as he was about to throw himself into the battle still raging at the ford, the trumpets blared and the Persian soldiers withdrew, leaving the Romans alone at the centre of a circle of armed

  men.




  Panting with exhaustion and dripping with blood, the soldiers of the little squad prepared to receive their emperor, who had not succeeded in saving himself.




  Marcus Metellus Aquila emerged from the river and drew his men up along the bank to face their destiny.
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  SHAPUR TOUCHED THE HORSE’S flanks with his heels and advanced unhurriedly towards the small group of Romans.




  Valerian motioned for his men to stay where they were and went forward alone, on foot, towards his adversary. The Persian wore finely embroidered semi-transparent silken trousers and his long

  moustache was curled upwards. The elaborate mitre on his head was adorned with ostrich feathers and the sword hanging at his side was sheathed in gem-encrusted gold. The Roman was covered with mud

  and dust, his breastplate disjointed and his tunic torn. Deep cuts on his arms and legs oozed blood.




  Shapur made a gesture and two of his guards ran over to the emperor of the Romans and shoved him to the ground, forcing him to his knees.




  Metellus rushed forward, shouting, ‘Leave him alone, you cowards! Fight me, you barbarian, if you’ve got the guts! Get off that horse! I’ll pull off those feathers and make you

  swallow them, you bastard, you son of a whore!’




  But a net soared over his head and snared him like a lion in a trap. The others were surrounded and disarmed.




  Shapur barely gave them a glance. He nodded to his men and went off, passing between the files of soldiers, towards the camp he had left before dawn.




  Through the mesh of the netting that imprisoned him, Metellus noticed a strange figure: a man, or maybe a boy, given his slight physique, dressed in a style of clothing he had never seen. His

  face was hidden by a black scarf that left only his eyes uncovered: long, slanting eyes of a deep black colour. They exchanged a fleeting, intense look before the mysterious person melted away into

  Shapur’s retinue.




  The prisoners were dragged to a tumbledown hut and shackled hand and foot, one after another, beginning with Valerian. Metellus looked at his chained emperor and could not hold back his tears.

  They were then bound to one another and lined up behind Balbus, the centurion; he was tied to the saddle of the last of the horsemen who would be taking them to their destiny. There were ten of

  them, besides the emperor and Commander Metellus: the two centurions, Aelius Quadratus and Sergius Balbus, a ranking optio named Antoninus Salustius and seven legionaries: Lucianus,

  Severus, Rufus, Septimius, Publius, Aemilius and Martianus.




  They walked the whole day under the scorching sun without eating or drinking; they were not allowed to stop until after sunset. They were given bread and dates, and a little water. As night fell

  they lay down among the rocks to rest, without even a rag to protect them from the bitter cold.




  The emperor had not said a word since he had been forced to kneel before his enemy, and he was huddled in a lonely heap now, his back to a rock.




  Metellus was overcome by his wife’s death, which he still refused to accept, and tortured by the thought that he might not see his son ever again. He had never in his whole life found

  himself in a state so near desperation. And yet the sight of his emperor – a man who had dedicated his whole life to the service of his state and his people, who had fought with incredible

  bravery despite his years and who had been unbearably humiliated by the enemy – made him lay aside his own grief and pity the man’s abasement.




  He went to comfort him. ‘You have nothing to reproach yourself for, Caesar. You put your life at risk in the hopes of achieving peace. Fate betrayed us. It could have happened to

  anyone.’




  Valerian slowly turned his head towards him and raised his shackled arms and bleeding wrists. ‘Do you really believe that it was adverse fortune that brought this about?’




  Metellus did not answer.




  ‘Do you think they didn’t see us from the walls of Edessa?’




  ‘I think they saw us, Caesar.’




  ‘And did you wonder why no one came to our aid? Why the cavalry wasn’t sent out to defend us?’




  ‘I can’t explain it,’ replied Metellus. ‘But I’m certain they must have been forced into making such a choice.’




  ‘I think instead that someone deliberately decided to abandon us to our fate, and that that someone was sure he would never have to account for his decision,’ said Valerian

  darkly.




  ‘You mustn’t let your thoughts run away with you, Caesar,’ reasoned Metellus. ‘When we lost contact, we also lost the ability to understand the sequence of events.

  Anything may have happened. Perhaps it was evident from the top of the guard towers that rescue would have been impossible. Someone may have decided not to risk sending out exhausted, malnourished

  troops in a hopeless endeavour. But I’m convinced, Caesar, that they have a plan. Mark my words, they’ll show up and free us in a matter of days. I know Lucius Domitius: he’s a

  man who fears nothing and nobody. If he didn’t come out – for reasons we cannot imagine – it means that the sortie has merely been put off. He could reappear at any time, trust

  me. He could be behind those rocks down there, see?’




  Valerian stared at him with a look full of dismay. His face, hollowed out by strain and hardship, was a mask of stone. ‘There’s no one behind those rocks, Commander. No one. And no

  one will come looking for us. That’s why I asked you to stay behind.’




  Metellus bowed his head, wounded by those words. ‘How can you say that?’




  ‘Because the command of the fortress was in the hands of Cassius Silva.’




  ‘I know what you’re saying. I didn’t want to mention him, because I know he is a personal friend of your son Gallienus, but you see, Clelia, my wife, before she died, said his

  name.’ His eyes misted as he pronounced his wife’s name. The wound was too fresh, his pain too great, to control his emotions.




  ‘Your wife,’ sighed Valerian, ‘sacrificed herself to save us. Uselessly. If the gods heed me and allow our return, I swear that I will raise a monument

  to her, like the ones to the ancient heroines of our history, to perpetuate her memory and her fame. Unfortunately, in our current state we are slaves without names. And thus we are destined to

  remain. Silva abandoned us to our fate, and perhaps did even worse . . . I cannot convince myself even now that my own son, Gallienus, schemed with the Persians to arrange this wretched

  encounter.’




  Metellus fell silent. What could he say to a man who just a few hours earlier was lord of half the world, and who was now at the complete mercy of a cruel, duplicitous enemy? A man burdened with

  chains, tormented by the cold and by his wounds, but above all by the suspicion of the most atrocious betrayal, that of his own son?




  It was Valerian who broke the silence, as if he felt guilty for frustrating the attempt of that generous soldier to alleviate his pain and his humiliation. ‘You must miss her

  terribly.’




  ‘I would have preferred to die than to live without her,’ replied Metellus. ‘We fell in love when we were little more than children, and we ran away together to avoid the

  marriages that our families had decided for each of us.’




  ‘I understand,’ said the emperor, ‘and I know that there is nothing that can soothe such a loss. But we must call on our courage and face our destiny like true soldiers of

  Rome. We must not give our jailers the satisfaction of seeing us beaten, the pleasure of seeing us humiliated.’




  Metellus nodded wearily. ‘There’s one more thing that torments me, that gives me no peace.’




  ‘What is it?’ asked Valerian.




  ‘The thought of my son, Titus. What will become of him? Who will protect him? I fear that Lucius Domitius no longer holds any power within the walls of Edessa, otherwise he would have come

  out for us. My wife is gone. I am powerless to protect the person who is dearest to me in all the world. Just think, I gave him my word that I would be back before nightfall. And I’ve never

  broken a promise to him, never in his whole life.’




  ‘That promise was expressing a hope, my friend,’ replied the emperor, ‘and the fulfilment of our hopes never depends fully on us. But think of it as an oath. The oath of a just

  man reaches the throne of the gods.




  ‘See that soldier?’ he asked, pointing at a young, curly-haired legionary. ‘He has just made the sign of the cross. He’s making a vow as well. He’s praying to his

  Christian god to save us all and bring us back home. They say he’s a powerful god, more powerful than our own. I fear that Jupiter is too tired and too disappointed to do much, after watching

  the foolishness of men from up on his throne for so many centuries.’




  Metellus looked at the soldier: his name was Aemilius and he was from his legion. A good boy, born in Messina, skilled with a sword, a fast runner, an excellent swimmer and no sluggard. Best to

  have men of courage with him in times of misfortune. He walked over to him. ‘How’s it going, soldier?’




  ‘Well, Commander, given the circumstances.’




  ‘That’s what I like to hear. We must always consider that it could have gone worse. We’re alive, we’re all together, we’re with our emperor. We’re the centre

  of the world, remember that, as long as Caesar is alive and with us.’




  Septimius pushed up on his elbows. ‘Our men will come to free us, won’t they, Commander?’




  ‘I do hope so, but we can’t be certain. We are in enemy territory and our best units are back in Edessa, under siege. Where are you from?’ he asked, noting the youth’s

  blond hair and blue eyes.




  ‘From Condate, in Gaul.’




  ‘They should send men like you to the northern front. You suffer the heat, and burn with this sun.’




  ‘Well, I’ve got used to it, sir, but . . . yes, I’d like to go back to my own parts when this mess is over with.’




  ‘My hopes lie in Lucius Domitius Aurelian. If he’s given the chance, he’ll stop at nothing to liberate us and the emperor.’




  ‘Sword-in-Hand?’ said Martianus, a legionary from the Seventh Ferrata. ‘There’s a man for you. I’ve never seen a soldier like him. He won’t forget us, you can

  be sure of it. He never forgets his men. I’ve seen him risk his own skin more than once to bring in a wounded man, or even a dead one.’




  Neither Balbus nor Quadratus, the two centurions, said a word. They were past their youth, and had seen it all; they’d learned that it was no use cherishing false hopes in life. They lay

  apart from the others, their heads leaning on a stone as if asleep, but Metellus knew well that they were wide awake and that nothing that was said would escape them.




  ‘Stay close,’ Metellus urged his men, ‘one next to another, so you keep warm. It’s going to get damn cold tonight and those bastards certainly won’t be giving us

  any covers.’




  ‘I’d rather hold some pretty girl – one of those little whores from Antioch with their firm tits – than snuggle up to a centurion! But I guess you can’t have

  everything in life,’ quipped Martianus.




  ‘I’ve heard of worse fates!’ Metellus smiled. ‘Anyway, it’s better to joke about things than to lose heart. Because from now on we can only count on ourselves. We

  must survive, men, survive at any cost. This, for the time being, is our only goal. None of us will be abandoned to his destiny; each one of us can count on the help of all the others. Together we

  can make it, believe me.




  ‘I want you to know something: we’re part of the imperial guard now and now, as never before, we must hold fast to our commitment and to our oath of loyalty to Caesar. No one will be

  allowed to go anywhere unless the emperor can come with us. Is that clear? Any attempt to do so will be punished as desertion and I myself will pronounce judgement and execute the sentence.’

  He snapped tight the chains that bound his hands.




  Then he curled up next to a dry tamarisk trunk, covered his legs and arms with a little sand, and tried to rest. But every time he or any of the men moved, the rattling of their chains made him

  doubly restless and agitated, because the noise robbed him of his sleep and reminded him that he was a prisoner and a slave. Although he tried to call up all his strength of character,

  Clelia’s expression as she was dying, the face of the son he’d never see again, filled his heart with infinite bitterness.




  He prayed to his ancestors to send a sign of their benevolence, he prayed to Jupiter Optimus Maximus to succour the emperor, his representative upon the earth and his highest priest, but he was

  answered only by the long howl of the jackals that roamed the steppe in search of carrion.




  In the end, fatigue won out over his anguish and pain and he fell into a deep sleep.




  HE WAS KICKED AWAKE by one of the guards. A servant distributed a handful of dates and their march resumed.




  They were heading east, following the southern slopes of the Taurus chain, clearly going towards the interior of the Persian empire, through the harshest and most inhospitable of regions. Water

  was distributed first to the horses and camels and then to the prisoners, if there was any left. They marched without resting, and anyone who lagged behind was immediately whipped by the guards. It

  was obvious that no one was concerned about their survival and that their lives had no value. They did not even seem to be worth their price as slaves.




  On the second day of their journey, they were joined by another group of prisoners who probably came from the south: they had dark skin and tight curls and wore simple raw-linen tunics. At the

  centre of the caravan were the camels with the supplies and water bags; the prisoners marched at their sides and were flanked on the outside by guards on horseback. Behind them was a squad of about

  a hundred warriors, among whom Metellus thought he could make out the mysterious person with the slanted eyes whom he had seen on the day of the battle. He seemed to be free to move along the

  column as he liked, but Metellus noticed that the Persian soldiers never lost sight of him.




  On the third day, the guards took the chains off their feet and this was a great relief, making it much easier to walk and easing the pain of the sores that had formed on their ankles,

  attracting swarms of gnats and horseflies.




  ‘This is a good sign,’ said Metellus to his comrades. ‘It means we’re worth something to them. They must have plans to put us to work somewhere, and so they’re

  interested in keeping us alive.’




  ‘Look!’ cried Septimius at the same time. ‘Our gear!’ He pointed at the only mule-drawn cart advancing with the column.




  ‘Good blades and good breastplates,’ commented Aemilius. ‘Why should they throw them away?’




  ‘They’re trophies for them. There’s the emperor’s armour as well,’ observed Quadratus.




  ‘If only we could get our hands on them,’ said Lucianus, who was half Roman and half Greek, from Nicomedia. ‘We could still give these bastards a lesson.’




  ‘Save your breath,’ Balbus shushed him, ‘for when we get to our destination. Nothing good will be waiting for us there – if we even get there alive, that is.’




  The emperor maintained an air of great dignity, despite the privations of the long march. His back was straight, his gaze firm, his brow high. His pure-white hair contrasted with his

  sun-darkened skin and his proud bearing won him a certain respect from even the guards, who almost certainly knew his identity. He had withdrawn into silence, into a kind of austere inner

  solitude.




  He showed no signs of hunger or thirst, even after hours of fasting, and would wait until food or drink was offered to him; his men never failed him in this respect, trying to honour him in

  every way possible and to alleviate the hardships of that inhuman journey.




  If the guards struck him with a whip or with the shafts of their spears, he bore the pain stoically, without showing signs of weakness or crying out. It seemed that his only goal was to maintain

  his honour and dignity, more so even than his life.




  They walked for over a month, crossing the Tigris on pontoon bridges. The hills of eastern Mesopotamia began to loom before them, and then the pinnacles of a great mountain chain.




  ‘They’re taking us to Persia,’ said Metellus.




  ‘How do you know, Commander?’ asked Quadratus.




  ‘Those are the Elam mountains,’ replied Metellus. ‘They mark the limits of the Persian plateau which extends for one thousand five hundred miles to the border with

  Bactriana.’




  ‘Have you been here before?’




  ‘No, of course not, but I’ve studied the expeditions of Crassus in Mesopotamia, of Mark Antony in Armenia, and most of all, of Alexander.’




  Valerian turned. ‘They’re bringing us to the heart of their empire, from where we’re unlikely to escape.’




  ‘You’re right,’ replied Metellus. ‘But I’m sure that your son Gallienus will already be negotiating a ransom. It won’t be long now before we’re taking

  this route in the other direction. At least you, Caesar.’




  Valerian shot him a glance of proud, aching intensity and said, ‘You know that’s not true. And, in any case, I would never agree to return on my own.’




  For fifteen days they clambered up steep paths. Through the gullies and gorges of the Zagros mountains, through the desolate, stony heights inhabited by a handful of wild nomads who watched from

  a distance as the column slowly filed past, amid the scuttling of the horses’ hoofs and the jangling of the prisoners’ chains.




  As they ascended, the air became cleaner and clearer and the Mesopotamian plain behind them seemed a yellowish expanse veiled by milky vapours. The vegetation changed at nearly every bend in the

  road: the palms became smaller and sparser, until they were completely replaced by oleander, tamarisk and broom, and then by majestic cedars and pines. Water roared through the rocky ravines,

  between walls of black basalt and white limestone, its gurgling further teasing and tormenting the parched prisoners, disoriented by the scorching sun that burned their skin, their eyes, their

  minds.




  Then the plateau appeared before them: endless, blinding, arid and inhospitable, swept by a constant wind that cracked their lips, made their noses bleed and reddened their eyes. They stopped to

  rest only when a rare oasis permitted it; verdant spots in humid little hollows where dwarf pines, carob trees and every sort of thorny plant grew. The grasses were quite dry and hard and released

  an intense aroma when the horses and mules trod upon them.




  In the evenings, when the guards ordered them to stop at an oasis, there were a few moments of relief for the prisoners, almost of pleasure. The sun descended to the horizon like an immense

  blazing ball, setting the sky on fire and cloaking the tamarisk and acacia fronds in golden light. The wind ceased or calmed to a tepid breeze, the air filled with the intense fragrance of exotic

  plants, the spring waters were rippled by gusts of wind, and the long cries of the jackals as they hailed the rising moon sounded like melancholy pleas.




  At that hour of dusk, each of them remembered what they had left behind: their comrades, their wives and children, the girls they had made promises to, the elderly parents who would await them

  in vain. Little by little, as night fell and the sky filled with a myriad stars, that brief moment of solace turned into a stinging sense of anguish and impotence, into dark foreboding.




  They would try to react then, imagining the future in scenes which inevitably involved escaping and returning. Or they would repeat the old stories they’d heard tell so many times by old

  centurions who seemed born wearing armour and a helmet.




  ‘Have you ever heard about the Lost Legion?’ Publius, a soldier from the Second Augusta who was born in Spoletum, said one night.




  ‘I have,’ replied Rufus, his reddish-haired comrade, a crack javelin-thrower, renowned for his skill in both battle and athletic contests. ‘But I’ve always thought it was

  just a legend. When an entire division is annihilated, they always have to make up something or say it vanished who knows where, so as not to frighten the troops.’




  ‘No, you’re wrong this time,’ broke in Quadratus. ‘The Lost Legion really does exist – or, that is, it did exist – but no one knows what happened to

  it.’




  ‘It that so, Commander?’ Aemilius asked Metellus, seeking credible support for such a fantastic tale.




  ‘It does seem so,’ replied Metellus. ‘They say that when Triumvir Crassus was trapped at Carrhae by an army of Parthians from Surena, one of his legions managed to break out at

  night and avoid being destroyed at the hands of the enemy like all the others. It’s said that they succeeded in making it to safety, with their eagle and everything.’




  ‘And then?’ prompted Antoninus.




  ‘And then the legion disappeared, as if swallowed up into nothingness. Not a single man ever returned to his homeland.’




  Silence fell and for a little while all they could hear was the light breeze rustling the leafy carob branches.




  ‘Well, what do you think became of them?’ asked Aemilius.




  Metellus shrugged. ‘Anything could have happened to them. They may have ended up in one of the deserted stretches that they say exist in central Asia – arid, salt-covered lands that

  extend for hundreds and hundreds of miles. It’s easy to lose your bearings in such a place, what with the blinding light and the salt dust that envelops everything.




  ‘They may have wandered into the territory of savages and been hacked to pieces. Or perhaps they were put to work garrisoning border lines so remote that they were never able to make their

  way back. But the truth is . . . the truth is . . . we’ll never know, I believe. Try to sleep now, men. The march will be even tougher tomorrow.’




  The emperor would sometimes assemble his officers: Legate Marcus Metellus Aquila, the two centurions, Sergius Balbus and Aelius Quadratus, and even optio Antoninus Salustius, as if to

  call a session of his general staff. But the order of the day was always the same: the treatment of their injuries, the hunger and thirst they suffered, the disheartenment spreading among the men,

  the possible escape attempts that must be discouraged since they could only end in capture and atrocious torture.




  This was confirmed one day at the height of summer when a Nabataean prisoner who had only recently joined the caravan managed to get away in the middle of a sandstorm. He was recaptured after

  just three days.




  The guards stripped him naked, tied him to four stakes stuck into the ground, then cut his eyelids and urinated on his defenceless eyes. They left him there for the ants and scorpions.




  They heard his screams of pain for hours and hours, until the wind carried them away.




  Once Metellus had the impression that the mysterious youth he had first seen in Edessa had tried to escape, but it seemed he had only taken a ride on horseback. He made his way up to a mountain

  ridge, where he was soon joined by a couple of horsemen from their guard. All three remained there to enjoy the sunset, apparently, before returning to their tents.




  They arrived at their destination after three long months of marching, all of them, without losses. They were very thin and exhausted by their ordeal, but they were all alive and this seemed

  like a miracle in itself.




  Their destination was a turquoise mine in the heart of Persia, a hellish place called Aus Daiwa. There they would live for as long as possible. And there they would die, one after another,

  unless a miracle changed the course of their destiny.
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  SHAPUR RAISED THE SIEGE at Edessa, apparently satisfied with the enormous results he had obtained.




  In the entire millennium-long history of Rome, the only event comparable to this defeat was the Carthaginian capture of consul Attilius Regulus during the First Punic War five hundred years

  earlier. But Regulus was no more than a magistrate – albeit a very high-ranking one – of the Republican order, who had a one-year term and could be replaced. Licinius Valerian was the

  emperor, the father of the nation: his humiliation and his imprisonment were a catastrophe with unimaginable consequences.




  Gallienus entered the city a month later and was greeted by Cassius Silva with full honours, although the circumstances made any kind of celebration unthinkable. The new sovereign was

  nonetheless hailed by the troops drawn up in formal array and he reviewed them dressed in purple and wearing the imperial diadem. With his top lip folded over the bottom in the piqued expression of

  a public functionary, his demeanour contrasted greatly with the sumptuous robes he wore and the martial atmosphere that surrounded him. He went to the podium to deliver his first public

  address.




  ‘Soldiers!’ he said. ‘What has happened has caused me great consternation and deep pain. The imprisonment of my father is the consequence of the deceitfulness and betrayal of

  our enemy. You are not to be held responsible in any way, nor are your commanders. I know that many of your comrades were treacherously murdered, and I know that others, including Legate Marcus

  Metellus Aquila, fell in combat or were taken prisoner along with my father. Their fate pains us no less than Caesar’s misfortune. We pray that the gods may protect and preserve them. I have

  also learned that the legate’s wife, noble Clelia, was killed by Persian arrows as she sought to reach her husband . . .’




  ‘Roman arrows!’ yelled out an anonymous voice.




  Gallienus continued unperturbed: ‘. . . an example of heroism worthy of the best tradition of Roman women. Their son will be entrusted to the imperial house, instructed and raised at state

  expense. I shall immediately commence with negotiations to ransom my father. No sum will be too high for achieving his freedom . . .’




  A voice rang out in the vast courtyard: ‘It is not with gold but with iron that the honour of Rome must be redeemed, Gallienus!’




  A stunned silence followed. The phrase that had rained down from nowhere, the phrase that they’d all known since childhood, learned at their school desks, pronounced by a Republican hero

  seven centuries earlier, deeply shocked all those present. Gallienus stared wordlessly at Silva, who was craning his head to see where the voice had come from.




  Another man cried out from the ranks, ‘Free Lucius Domitius Aurelian!’




  More voices joined in, and more still, until the cry swelled into a rhythmic, imperious demand that it was impossible to deny an answer to. Gallienus said something to Silva, who whispered back

  into his ear. He who aspired to be the new Caesar raised his arm then to request silence, and the shouts slowly died down.




  ‘Legate Lucius Domitius Aurelian was merely temporarily relieved of his duties in order to avoid conflict within the command structure at a moment of great emergency. On the other hand,

  that moment – with its unhappy result – is behind us now, and there is no longer any reason to keep such a measure in force. Lucius Domitius will thus be reinstated in his rank and his

  role as commander of the Tenth Gemina Legion.’




  Loud cheers rose from the assembled troops. Domitius soon arrived, accompanied by twelve praetorians, and Gallienus himself presented him with his sword. Without saying a word, the legate

  fastened it to his belt, made a slight bow, then gave Cassius Silva a withering look and descended among his legionaries, taking his place in the ranks like a simple soldier.




  GALLIENUS REMAINED in the city for ten days, during which he called a meeting of the commanders in charge of the line of defence on the eastern front. Among them

  was Septimius Odenatus, a renowned officer who commanded the garrison of Palmyra, a large city on the caravan route east of Damascus. He was also in charge of the auxiliary Osroenian and Syrian

  troops stationed at the Dura Europus fortress on the Euphrates river.




  Lucius Domitius was summoned as well. He had made no secret of his implacable hatred for Cassius Silva, but his huge popularity among the troops made it impossible to marginalize him. Best to

  find a more prudent method of getting him out of the way, and so Gallienus appointed him to deal with the Sarmatian invasion on the border at the Danube: a dangerous task, and very difficult, given

  the disproportionate strength of the barbarian troops to his own.




  More than a few of those present imagined that the destination had been suggested by Silva himself, who was soon thereafter named prefect of the praetorian guard, an appointment that made him

  the most powerful person in the empire after the emperor himself. Domitius accepted the charge without batting an eye: Sword-in-Hand would certainly never refuse a call to arms.




  Before leaving, he asked to be received by Gallienus. Others were present in the audience chamber: Septimius Odenatus, commander of the Euphrates forces, and his wife, Zainab, famous throughout

  the East for her extraordinary beauty. Odenatus was so jealous of her that he took her with him wherever he went. Domitius looked into her eyes for a moment and she met his gaze. Then he turned to

  Gallienus.




  ‘I want you to know,’ he began, ‘that I consider you regent pro tempore while your father is a prisoner, and it is only in this capacity that I recognize your right to

  give me orders. I will not call you “Caesar”, a title which has no significance in your father’s absence. I will simply call you by name.’




  Gallienus said nothing, but the expression on his face left no doubt about the disappointment and rage that that open challenge had provoked in him. Rage even worse for being impotent: touching

  Lucius Domitius Aurelian could mean mutiny or worse.




  And he went on: ‘I will fight as I always have and carry out your orders as best I can. There is only one thing I ask of you: assign me the care of Metellus’s son, little Titus. He

  has lost both of his parents and his mother died a violent death. I will raise him as if he were my own son, and I will remind him every day of his father’s bravery and of his mother’s

  intelligence and courage. I will protect him even at the cost of my own life.’




  Gallienus frowned. ‘Unfortunately I cannot satisfy your request, Lucius Domitius. The line of combat is not a suitable place to raise a child. Your mission is dangerous, and that’s

  precisely why I have chosen you: I know you are one of the best officers of the entire army. That boy needs to be educated and cared for. He will study with the best pedagogues and receive the care

  that the valour of his father and the sacrifice of his mother have earned for him. I thank you for offering, your request does you honour, but do not hold it against me if I cannot grant your

  wish.’




  Domitius bit his lip, as he was wont to do to control his outbursts of temper, then said: ‘I am sure the boy will be treated as he deserves to be. But I want you to keep in mind what

  I’m about to tell you. If anything happens to him, anything at all – if he falls on the stairs or has an accident while playing, or swimming, or if he should fall ill, or even get a

  stomach ache from eating too much – I will hold you personally responsible and I will hunt you down and demand an explanation, wherever you may be.’




  ‘Do you dare to threaten me?’ shouted Gallienus. ‘Do you dare to impose conditions on your emperor?’




  ‘My emperor is a prisoner of the Persians and I am sure that you will ensure his return as soon as possible, that you will pay any sum for his ransom, as you yourself declared and solemnly

  promised. But if I don’t see Valerian coming back with his escort in a reasonable amount of time, I will hold you responsible for this also. Farewell.’




  He gave Gallienus no time to react, but turned on his heel and walked away between the lines of praetorians, holding his helmet under his left arm and his right hand on the hilt of his sword, as

  always.




  He left with his legion the next day amid the blaring of trumpets and the waving of standards, setting off down the road for Caesarea, and then on to Ancyra and Byzantium, heading for Sirmium,

  where the general headquarters of the Danubian army was, under the command of Publius Festus, a fine officer and brave soldier.




  Gallienus and Silva breathed a sigh of relief when they saw the rearguard of the Tenth Gemina disappearing round a bend, headed north. They left three regiments of the Second Augusta in Edessa

  and returned to Antioch with Metellus’s son.




  It was not easy to drag him away. He yelled that his father had promised to return and that he would wait for him; he wanted to be home when his father got back.




  One of Gallienus’s servants grabbed him by the arm and said, ‘Your father is never coming back. He’s surely dead by now.’




  Titus bit his hand and tried to run away, but he was caught and dragged off as he screamed, kicked and cried.




  From Antioch they sailed in midsummer to Ravenna and then Milan, where Gallienus established his residence.




  Titus was handed over to the palace master, who was in charge of educating him, but the little boy was completely unmanageable. He refused to eat and would see no one. He hid under his bed so as

  not to be found and tried continually to escape his prison, so that they finally had to post a guard to keep a watchful eye on him.




  Gallienus, already absorbed in affairs of state, was nonetheless worried about the boy, who was rapidly wasting away. He remembered the words of Lucius Domitius Aurelian well, and knew that

  Sword-in-Hand never made empty threats. He had the child’s pedagogue – a shrewish and authoritative old man – replaced by a fifteen-year-old slavegirl.




  ‘Who are you?’ asked Titus as soon as he saw her.




  ‘I’m the person who’s been assigned to serve you. My name is Tillia.’




  ‘I don’t need anyone. Go away.’




  ‘It’s me who needs you.’




  Titus eyed her suspiciously.




  ‘I’d like to convince you to eat something.’




  ‘I’m not hungry.’




  ‘Your appetite will pick up if you eat.’




  ‘I’m not hungry, I said.’




  ‘If I don’t convince you to eat, they’ll beat me. The palace master is an old son of a bitch.’




  ‘You got that right.’




  ‘And he likes hurting people.’




  ‘I’ll bet he does.’




  Tillia came close and sat down beside him. ‘I’ve brought you a cup of hot broth. I made it myself. You’ll like it.’




  Titus said nothing.




  ‘If you don’t eat, you’ll die. And when your father comes back, he’ll die of heartache. Is that what you want?’




  ‘They told me that my father’s already dead.’




  ‘They lied.’




  Titus lit up and opened his mouth to ask how she could say such a thing, and Tillia took the opportunity to spoon in a bit of broth.




  ‘How is it?’ she asked.




  The little boy replied with a question: ‘Why do you think they lied to me? I mean, about my father dying? And what do you know anyway? You’re only a slave.’




  Tillia gave him another spoonful of broth, taking advantage of the breach she’d managed to open in his defences, and answered, ‘Because your father is Commander Aquila. He’s a

  living legend. Everyone talks about him. And everyone says he’s been captured by the Persians, along with Emperor Valerian. His body was never found, although they did find the bodies of

  plenty of men who died that day in Edessa.’




  ‘Were you there too?’ asked Titus.




  ‘No. I came later, with Gallienus’s retinue, along with the cooks and the stewards accompanying the court. But it happened shortly before I arrived, and there were still soldiers

  going out to retrieve the bodies once the Persians had gone.’




  ‘Well, what difference does it make? If my father is a prisoner and a slave I’ll never see him again anyway.’




  ‘No, that’s not true. Gallienus has promised that he’ll pay the Persians a ransom to free the emperor. If the emperor is freed, he’ll surely come back with your father

  and the others who were captured with him.’




  ‘And when will this happen?’




  ‘Soon, very soon, I think. Surely they’re already negotiating.’




  ‘What if they don’t agree?’




  ‘People in power always find a way to agree.’




  ‘I hope you’re right. It’s funny . . . you sure know a lot of things for a slave.’




  ‘That’s normal. Slaves are not considered people and everyone speaks freely around us, as if we were statues, or pieces of furniture. Now, all you have to do is get your strength

  back, so that the day your father returns you’ll be able to give him a big hug.’




  Titus finished the broth and then, after Tillia had gone, went to the window and leaned his chin on the sill. He could see the busy scurrying of servants and soldiers in the courtyard below,

  which reminded him of the fortress at Edessa and the training palaestra where he had often watched his father practising with his sword and javelin. He remembered the caravans that would

  come from Dura and Damascus, from Palmyra and Thapsacus, from Nisibi and Ctesiphon: the gaily coloured fabrics, the engraved weapons, the glass and the gems, the decorated ostrich eggs, the peacock

  feathers, the exotic animals. He was homesick for Edessa and homesick for his parents – for his mother, whom he would never see again, and for his father, the hero he admired more than any

  human being he had ever met. He hoped deep in his heart that he was still alive and tried to imagine where he might be at that very moment; if he was hungry or cold, if his jailers were humiliating

  him. He watched as the sky darkened in the east and tried to calculate the distance that separated them, then he closed his eyes and tried to picture him, sitting under a palm tree maybe, or

  perhaps marching through immense faraway lands behind swaying camels. He sharpened all his little-boy senses to try to hear his thoughts and feel the affection he so badly needed.




  MILAN WAS HUMID and hazy, always covered by a shroud of fog that only rarely opened to allow a glimpse of the Alpine peaks in the distance. When Titus was allowed

  to go out with one of his tutors or guardians, he never found anything that really interested him, except for the pedlars’ stalls in the forum on market days.




  As time passed, Tillia became his only friend, but she was just with him when he was inside the palace. Outside he was always accompanied by men and always closely watched.




  One day, while he was in the garden with Tillia, he asked, ‘What is a hostage?’




  Tillia looked at him in surprise. ‘Where did you hear that word?’




  ‘One of my guardians used it, while talking to my tutor.’




  ‘But they weren’t talking about you.’




  ‘Oh yes, they were, I think. Why? Is it a bad word?’




  ‘No, not so bad. It means a special guest. A guest who’s treated well, but who can’t go off whenever he likes.’




  ‘Then it was me.’




  ‘I’m afraid so. But it could be worse, believe me.’




  ‘Maybe. But I still really miss my parents. When do you think I’ll see my father again?’




  Tillia looked into his eyes. There was an intensity of feeling in them she had rarely seen in her whole life, a hope so strong that to disappoint him would be cruel and to deceive him, vile. She

  answered, ‘It’s hard to say. We don’t know where Emperor Valerian and his guard are being held prisoner. We don’t know how far away they’ve been taken, or how

  negotiations are proceeding. I’d say that we could reasonably expect from six months to a year.’




  ‘So long?’ asked Titus.




  ‘Time goes quickly, little one. If my predictions come true, we’ll be very lucky.’




  ‘But things might still go badly, mightn’t they?’




  Tillia touched his cheek. ‘Ill fortune does exist, I’m afraid. Look at me. I was born a slave and I’ve never met my parents. Still, I can’t tell you how much I miss them,

  how much I want them. Not a day or night goes by that I don’t try to imagine how they look, their voices, even only their names.’ As she spoke, she saw the little boy’s eyes

  misting and his whole face take on an expression of distress. She felt bad at the mere thought of what was going through his head and tried to find the words to encourage him. ‘But we must

  trust in the gods and in the virtues of men. Your father is a great man and so is the emperor, I’m told. Great men always take paths that ordinary men don’t think of. And you know what

  else? Good thoughts bring good luck. Isn’t there something that your father did, or something he said, that you can take as a good omen? You know what I mean?’




  The child drew a long sigh and was quiet for a while. Then he said: ‘Yes, there is something.’




  ‘Well?’




  ‘That morning my father said he’d be back before nightfall.’




  ‘That’s a beautiful promise.’




  ‘But he didn’t keep it.’




  ‘That doesn’t matter. It wasn’t his fault. It’s what you hope that counts, believe me.’




  She took him by the hand and brought him inside the palace, where his tutor awaited him for his usual grammar lesson.




  LUCIUS DOMITIUS AURELIAN reached Sirmium, in Pannonia, towards the end of August and he and his legion took up quarters in the vast camp

  built on the right bank of the Danube.




  Publius Festus, commander of the Danubian army, greeted him with great cordiality. ‘I would never have even hoped to receive such reinforcements. One of the best commanders of the empire!

  With a legion that’s never been beaten: the Tenth Gemina. I thank whoever had such a marvellous idea.’




  ‘It was Gallienus, on the advice of Cassius Silva.’




  ‘You don’t seem happy about it. Antioch would have been much better, I imagine, or Alexandria, but you’ll get used to it here. Although you won’t find many distractions.

  A game of dice with some centurion when you’re lucky.’




  ‘I don’t gamble,’ replied Domitius.




  ‘Right. So I’ve heard. Sword-in-Hand is an absolutely upstanding officer. The old-fashioned kind. As you see, your fame has preceded you . . . At any rate, the women are beautiful

  out this way and like a good tumble.’




  ‘Women are not the issue. When do we attack?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I asked you when we attack. I’d like to get this over and done with and go back to my base in Edessa. There’s much I have to do there.’




  Festus was appalled. ‘Legate, I don’t think you understand what’s going on here. Beyond the river are more than seventy thousand barbarians armed to the teeth and well

  accustomed to fighting on an endless plain on their untiring horses. We’re lucky that they haven’t crossed over and attacked our positions en masse. We have three legions in all –

  including yours – and if we had to fight on the open field we’d have no hope.’




  ‘I’m not saying we should send all our forces out at once. I’d like to ask you to let me resolve the situation. Me and my legion.’




  Festus shook his head incredulously. ‘I wouldn’t dream of it! It would be total suicide, and I will need you and your men if those barbarians ever do attack.’




  ‘So, then, what should I do, just sit here and wait?’




  ‘Wait, Legate, wait. And hope they don’t cross over to this side.’




  Lucius Domitius fixed his commander in the eye. ‘I’ve never waited for anything my whole life,’ he said. Then he got up, nodded briefly and left.
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  THE AUS DAIWA MINE was located in an isolated spot on the upland plains, in a completely barren area beaten by a ceaseless wind that

  never died down before dusk. A well, a couple of shacks for the miners, a mud-brick building for the guards and the armoury were the only structures apparent at first. Until one saw the gigantic

  mortar for crushing the minerals at the centre of a wide, open square. It was operated by a winch that pulled a rope held taut by a large pulley. The winch was driven by half a dozen bars, each of

  which was pushed by four men. When the hammer was raised to the highest point on the frame, the pin that locked the winch wheel in place was extracted, the outer wheel was released and turned

  backwards and the hammer fell hard on the rocks piled up at the base, crushing them. Then the winch was cranked up again, sighing, for another Sisyphean round.




  The kitchen was a simple open fire where the troops’ food was prepared.




  As soon as the caravan of prisoners from Edessa arrived, a jailer greeted them with shoves and kicks, lining them up in front of the shacks. His long lecture in Persian was translated line by

  line by another prisoner: a bony, toothless old man who said his name was Uxal.




  ‘This is the place where you will die. It doesn’t matter when, but it will be here. No one has ever managed to escape from this place: the closest village, as you will have seen as

  you arrived, is three days’ journey away. The next is seven.




  ‘If anyone is tempted to escape, he should know that he will be chased and recaptured within a few hours, and impaled in the middle of the square. Our executioner is highly skilled. He can

  insert a stake in a man’s body and run it through from one end to the other without piercing a vital organ, so that he will live for days.




  ‘Rebellion – any type of rebellion – will receive the same kind of treatment. Simple disobedience or the failure to produce the quantity of mineral required of each one of you

  will be punished with ten lashes or with three days at the stake with no food and no water. The quantity of rough stones to be produced each day is fifty pounds. At night you will be shackled. By

  day your chains will be removed so you can work better. The straw in the huts will be changed once a month. When one of you dies, the rest of you must throw the carcass into that crevasse over

  there.




  ‘This is all you need to know.’




  When he had finished speaking, the jailer opened one of the shacks and Uxal accompanied the new arrivals inside: twenty-three men in all, including the twelve Romans.




  The old man pointed out their straw pallets and fixed a shackle with a ring to one of each man’s ankles. He attached a chain secured to the floor with another ring and a padlock. Uxal

  fettered himself as well and handed the key over to the jailer, who went out and closed the door behind him.




  Uxal gestured for everyone to keep silent until the jailer’s steps faded into the distance, then spoke softly. ‘Now you can talk, but they mustn’t hear you outside. If they

  hear us, they’ll punish us, and I can assure you that that’s no laughing matter. Your lives are worth nothing here.’




  ‘How do you know our language?’ asked Metellus, who was near him.




  ‘As a boy I spent ten years in the service of a Roman merchant of precious stones who had a warehouse at Buprasium, in the gulf.’




  ‘How did you end up here?’




  ‘The merchant sold me to a Persian nobleman to pay off his debts, even though I was a free man! I could not stand being a slave and I tried to flee, and this is where they brought

  me.’




  ‘That means you can survive a long time here,’ observed Lucianus. ‘You’re an old man.’




  ‘Don’t count on it,’ said Uxal. ‘I’m alive because they need me. I’m good at handling the turquoise. If nothing else, that son of a bitch who sold me taught

  me something that’s helped me to survive, if you can consider this living.




  ‘Now, let me explain a few things. Let’s start with the food: the miners eat only dry beans and fish meal, which is distributed once a day in the morning. For dinner there’s a

  bowl of murky soup with a revolting taste, whose ingredients I’ve never been able to guess. All the better, probably. Water is rationed because there’s very little of it. Don’t

  drink much during the day, when you’re sweating a lot. Drink in the evening, when it’s cooler, so your body can use it all. Sometimes the food never gets here because there’s been

  a sandstorm or for other reasons I’m unaware of. When this happens, the jailers eat and we don’t. Cockroaches can help you survive, and so can mice. I roast them on the coals from the

  forge and, let me tell you, they’re not at all bad. Otherwise you can eat them raw. You get used to it.
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