



  [image: cover]






  




  VALERIO MASSIMO MANFREDI




  TYRANT




  Translated from the Italian by Christine Feddersen-Manfredi




  PAN BOOKS




  







  IN MEMORY OF MY FATHER




  







  

    [image: ]

  




  

    [image: ]

  




  

    [image: ]

  




  







   




  

    

      	

        

          

            There is no doubt, in fact, that the gods




            use certain men for the purpose of punishing




            the evil of others, turning them into slaughterers,




            before they, too, are destroyed.




            

              Plutarch


            


          


        


      

    


  




  







  PROLOGUE




  CORINTH, 342 BC




  The man arrived a little after dusk when the shadows were beginning to lengthen over the city and over the harbour. He walked at a quick pace with a satchel over his shoulder,

  glancing around him with a certain apprehension. He stopped near a shrine and the lamp burning before the image of the goddess Persephone lit up his face: the greying hair of a man past middle age,

  his straight nose and thin lips, high cheekbones and hollow cheeks bristly with a dark beard. His nervous, troubled gaze still held a trace of dignity and reserve that contrasted with his worn

  clothing and shabby appearance and hinted at a high-born provenance.




  He turned down the road that led to the western port and walked towards the docks, crowded with taverns and inns frequented by sailors, merchants, longshoremen and soldiers from the fleet. Times

  were prosperous in Corinth and both of her ports were thronging with vessels carrying wares to and from all the countries on the internal sea and on the Pontus Eusinus. Here in the southern

  district where the wheat storehouses were located, every variety of Sicilian rang out around him: the colourful accents of Acragas, Catane, Gela, Syracuse . . .




  Syracuse. Sometimes he thought he’d forgotten, but then a little nothing would send him back to the days of his childhood and his youth, swamping him in the lights and colours of a world

  long transfigured by nostalgia, but above all by the bitterness of a life inexorably marked by defeat.




  He’d reached his tavern and went in, after taking a last look around.




  The place was beginning to fill up with regulars who had come for a bowl of hot soup and a glass of strong wine, swilled straight as only barbarians and poor wretches were wont to do.




  When the weather was fine, people would sit outside under the trellis to take in the two seas, one dark already, prey to the night, the other red with the last gleam of dusk, and the ships

  hurrying to harbour before the night set in. But when the winter wind of Boreas descended from the mountains to chill men’s limbs, they crammed inside in an atmosphere dense with smoke and

  stifling odours.




  The tavern keeper poked at the fire in the hearth, then took a bowl of soup and set it down in front of him on the table. ‘Dinner, maestro.’




  ‘Maestro . . .’ he mumbled back, with a faint grimace.




  The spoon was on the table, tied with a string so it wouldn’t be carried off. He picked it up and began to eat, slowly, savouring the simple, tasty broth that warmed his aching bones.




  The girls were arriving as the customers, dinner over, continued to drink or were already drunk, with the excuse that it was cold and that wine was what they needed to keep them warm.




  Chloe was not especially beautiful, but her eyes were deep black and her proud expression was so absurd for a young prostitute that she reminded him of the women in Sicily. Perhaps she was

  Sicilian after all.




  Yes, perhaps she reminded him of someone, a woman he had loved in his youth in his native land. That was why he glanced at her now and then, and smiled at her; she smiled back without knowing

  why. Her eyes were wide and a bit mocking.




  He suddenly found her at his side; he was surprised at first, but then gestured at the keeper to bring over another bowl of soup. He pushed it over to her, putting a few coins on the table as

  well.




  ‘Not enough to fuck with, maestro,’ she said, with a glance at the money.




  ‘No, I know that,’ he said calmly. ‘I only wanted to offer you something to eat. You’re thin, and if you get any thinner they won’t be keeping you around for the

  customers any more; they’ll send you to the millstone. But . . . why did you call me that?’




  ‘Maestro?’




  The man nodded and continued to eat his soup.




  The girl shrugged. ‘That’s what everyone calls you. They say that people pay you to teach them to read and write. I don’t think anyone knows your real name. You have a name,

  surely?’




  ‘Just like everyone else.’




  ‘And you won’t tell me what it is?’




  The man shook his head, dipping his spoon back into the soup. ‘Eat while it’s hot,’ he said.




  Chloe brought the bowl to her lips and noisily gulped down the broth. She wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her tunic. ‘Why won’t you tell me?’




  ‘Because I can’t,’ said the man.




  The girl looked across at the satchel slung over the back of his chair. ‘What’s in there?’




  ‘Nothing that concerns you. Eat, your customers are here.’




  The keeper approached. ‘Get over to the room,’ he said, pointing at a door at one end of the tavern. ‘Those two bold men of the sea are looking for a good time. They’ve

  already paid me. Make sure they leave happy.’




  The girl took another swallow of soup, and whispered into his ear as she was getting up: ‘Careful, that bag is bound to attract attention. People want to know what’s in it. You

  didn’t hear that from me.’ Loudly, she added, ‘Thank you for the soup, maestro. It warmed my heart.’




  *




  Chloe had been turned over to a couple of foreigners already reeling from their drink. Big, strapping, filthy. The kind who had to hurt a girl to get their thrills. The man

  heard her scream. He got up and moved towards the door at the end of the tavern; the keeper spotted him and shouted: ‘Where do you think you’re going? Stop, blast you, stop!’




  But he’d already thrown open the door and was lunging into the small dark room, yelling: ‘Leave her alone! Let go of her, you bastards!’




  Pandemonium ensued. The two of them grabbed him and shoved him back out into the tavern, but he managed to seize a chair and waved it around wildly as the tavern-goers crowded around the

  brawlers, goading them on in loud voices. A third man crept up from behind and tried to slip off with his satchel, but he knocked him over the head with the chair and then backed up, panting,

  shoulders to the wall.




  He was surrounded. Distressed at his own daring, he was dripping sweat and trembling as his adversaries closed in threateningly.




  One of them lurched at him and punched him in the stomach, hard, and then in the face. As the other was about to jump in, three brutes that no one had ever seen before burst into the room and

  knocked the two men senseless, laying them out on the ground with blood spouting from their noses and mouths. Their aggressors vanished just as suddenly as they had appeared.




  The maestro made sure that he still had his satchel and wove his way then through the awestruck crowd and out the door.




  A gust of cold wind blasted him and sent shivers down his spine. He felt the effects of the blows he’d taken all at once as the tension that had propelled him began to wash away. He

  staggered, put his hands to his temples as if to ward off the dizziness that was pulling the ground from under his feet, groped around for a support that wasn’t there, and tumbled into the

  middle of the road.




  He did not come to his senses until much later, when it started to rain and the icy water dribbled down his face and back. After a little while, he felt someone dragging him to the side of the

  road under a shed where some asses were tethered.




  He opened his eyes, and the light pouring out of the tavern window revealed the face of an old, bald-headed beggar without a tooth in his mouth.




  ‘Who are you?’ he muttered.




  ‘Who are you, that’s what I want to know. I’ve never seen anything like it! Three monsters show up out of nowhere, beat those creeps to a pulp . . . and then disappear!

  That’s a lot of fuss over a tramp, I say.’




  ‘I’m not a tramp.’




  ‘Damned if you aren’t.’ The old man pulled him up a little against the wall and covered him with a few handfuls of straw. ‘Hold on, big man,’ he said, ‘maybe

  I’ve got a little wine left. It’s my pay for watching these asses all night. Here, drink some of this, it’ll warm you up.’




  He watched him as he gulped down a few swallows of wine.




  ‘If you’re not a tramp, what are you then?’




  ‘I earn a living teaching people to read and write, but I . . .’




  ‘You what?’




  His mouth twisted into a grimace that might have been a smile. ‘I was the lord of the wealthiest and most powerful city of all the earth . . .’




  ‘Yeah, sure. Right. And I’m the great king of Persia.’




  ‘And my father was the greatest man of our times . . . Give me a little more wine.’




  ‘Are you going to get on with this story, then? And what have you got in that satchel that you’re always clutching so tight?’




  He took another couple of long draughts, then cleaned his mouth with his sleeve. ‘Nothing that’s worth stealing. It’s his story . . . my father’s story. The story of a

  man who became the lord of almost all of Sicily and much of Italy. He defeated the barbarians in countless battles, invented machines of war the likes of which had never been seen, deported entire

  populations, erected the greatest fortress in the world in just three months, founded colonies in the Tyrrhenian and Adriatic seas, married two women on the same day. There’s never been

  anyone like him among all the Greeks.’




  The old man reached over with the flask of wine again, and then sat down next to him, leaning up against the wall. ‘By all the gods! And just who is this phenomenon, this . . .’




  A flash of lightning brightly lit up the rain-spattered road and the maestro’s swollen face. Thunder pealed through the sky but he did not move. He clasped the sack to his chest and said,

  emphasizing each word, ‘His name was Dionysius. Dionysius of Syracuse. But the entire world called him . . . the tyrant!’




  







  1




  SYRACUSE 409 BC




  A HORSEMAN APPROACHED at breakneck speed, lifting a storm of white dust on the road from Camarina, directed towards the city’s western gate. The

  officer on duty ordered him to stop. ‘Halt!’ he shouted. ‘Make yourself known!’




  His order proved unnecessary. The horse collapsed to the ground suddenly at less than two hundred feet from the walls, sending his rider rolling in the dust.




  ‘Open the gate!’ ordered the officer. ‘Hurry, go see who it is and bring him in.’




  Four guards ran out and reached the horseman, who was sprawled out in the dirt. The horse lay panting in agony.




  The man screamed out in pain when they tried to turn him over. His face was disfigured from the strain, sullied with dust and with blood.




  ‘Who are you?’ asked one of the soldiers.




  ‘I’ve come from Selinus . . . take me to your commander! Hurry, I implore you.’




  The soldiers looked each other in the eye, then put together a litter with their spears and shields, lifted him on to it and carried him inside. One of them hung back to put the horse out of his

  misery; he gave a last shudder and expired.




  The little group soon reached the guardhouse. Their officer approached, carrying a torch, and the messenger looked up at him: a handsome, sturdy youth with pitch-black, wavy hair, black eyes and

  full lips.




  ‘My name is Dionysius,’ he said. ‘I’m the commander of the guards. What has happened? Speak, for the gods’ sake!’




  ‘I must report to the authorities. It’s a question of life or death. The Carthaginians are laying siege to Selinus. There are thousands and thousands of them, they are attacking us

  with huge, incredible machines. We cannot hold out alone . . . we need your help! Now, in the name of the gods, you must leave now!’ Then, in a lower voice, ‘Give me water, please,

  I’m dying of thirst.’




  Dionysius handed him his own flask and barked out quick orders to his men: ‘You, find Diocles and tell him to meet us at the prytaneum; tell him it’s a matter of the utmost

  urgency.’




  ‘But he’ll be sleeping at this hour . . .’ objected the guard.




  ‘Get him out of his bed, by Heracles, move! And the rest of you,’ he said, turning to the others, ‘go wake up the members of the Council and have them gather at the prytaneum.

  They must listen to this man. You,’ he said to the last, ‘go call a surgeon and tell him it’s urgent.’




  The men hurried off to do as they had been ordered. Dionysius had his second-in-command, a friend named Iolaus, replace him on guard duty, and he escorted the soldiers carrying the litter

  through the dark streets of the city, lighting their way with the torch he held in his hand. He’d glance back every now and then at the man stretched out on that rough litter, his features

  twisted into a grimace of pain at every jerk and jolt. He must have broken bones when he was thrown to the ground.




  When they reached their destination, the council members had already begun to show up. Half asleep and in a foul humour, they were accompanied by their lantern-carrying slaves. Diocles, the

  commander-in-chief of the armed forces, arrived nearly immediately, but scowled when he saw Dionysius. ‘What is all this rush? Is this any way to—’




  Dionysius raised his hand sharply to cut off the complaining. He was only twenty-two years old, but he was the strongest warrior in the city: no one could match him in the use of arms; his

  resistance to fatigue, hardship and pain had already become legendary. He was fearless and had no tolerance for discipline. He had no respect for those who were not worthy of it, be they gods or

  men. He despised those who preferred talk over action. He believed that only a man who was willing to put his own life on the line deserved to command, and that a commander had to prove his nerve

  and his courage on the battlefield. And he always looked a man in the eye before he killed him.




  ‘This messenger has done in his horse and shattered his bones to get here,’ he said, ‘and I say we need to listen to him immediately.’




  ‘Let him talk, then,’ snapped Diocles impatiently.




  Dionysius drew close and helped the man into a sitting position. The messenger began to speak. ‘They attacked us suddenly, arriving from the north, from where we would have least expected

  a raid. And they got all the way to our walls! We have been doing all we can to withstand their attacks, but they’ve been battering our walls day and night. They’ve got moving towers,

  fitted with swinging rams. Huge trunks of wood with solid iron heads! Archers posted at the tops of those tall towers are picking off our defenders on the battlements.




  ‘Their commander is called Hannibal, son of Gisco. He’s obsessed; they say he descends from that Hamilcar who died immolating himself on the altar of Himera seventy years ago, when

  you Syracusans wiped out the Carthaginian army with the help of the Acragantines. He has sworn to vindicate his forefather, they say, and he will stop at nothing to get revenge.




  ‘We’ve managed to hold out for three days running, but the only thing that is keeping us in the fight is the hope of seeing you show up with reinforcements. Why have you done

  nothing? The city cannot resist much longer; we are short of food and water and we’ve lost a great many men. We’ve had to put sixteen-year-old boys and sixty-year-old men on the front

  lines. Our women are fighting at their sides! Help us in the name of the gods, I beg of you . . . help us!’




  Diocles looked away from the anguished Selinuntian messenger and turned around to examine the faces of the councillors sitting in the hemicycle. ‘Have you heard him? What do you

  decide?’




  ‘I say we leave immediately,’ said Dionysius.




  ‘Your opinion has no importance here,’ Diocles hissed. ‘You are merely a low-ranking officer.’




  ‘But those people need us, by Heracles!’ snapped back Dionysius. ‘They’re dying; they’ll be butchered if we don’t get there in time.’




  ‘That’s enough!’ said Diocles. ‘Or I’ll have you expelled.’




  ‘The fact is,’ spoke up an elderly councillor named Heloris, ‘that we can make no decision before tomorrow, when a legal number of councilmen can be summoned. Why don’t

  you let Dionysius go in the meantime?’




  ‘Alone?’ asked Diocles sarcastically.




  ‘Give me an order,’ said Dionysius, ‘and before dawn I’ll have five hundred men ready in fighting order. And if you give me a couple of ships I’ll be inside the

  walls of Selinus in two days’ time.’




  The messenger listened anxiously to their debate: every passing moment could be decisive in his city’s being saved or annihilated.




  ‘Five hundred men,’ said Diocles. ‘Now you’ll tell me where you’re going to get five hundred men.’




  ‘The Company,’ replied Dionysius.




  ‘The Company? I’m in charge here, not the Company!’ Diocles shouted.




  ‘Then you get them for me,’ replied Dionysius coldly.




  Heloris broke in again. ‘I don’t think it matters much where he gets them, as long as they can set off as soon as possible. Is there anyone against it?’




  The councillors, who could not wait to crawl back under their covers, unanimously approved the expedition, but without allowing him to take the ships; they would be needed to transport the bulk

  of the troops later.




  The surgeon arrived at that moment with his instruments in hand.




  ‘Take care of this man,’ said Dionysius, and left without waiting for Diocles’s orders. He soon reached his friend Iolaus at the guardhouse. ‘We’re leaving,’

  he said.




  ‘When? Where for?’ asked the youth, alarmed.




  ‘At dawn, for Selinus. We’re the vanguard. The others will arrive with the fleet. I need five hundred men and they must all be members of the Company. Spread the word, immediately. I

  want them here, fully armed, with enough rations for five days. And an extra horse every three men. Within two hours, at the most.’




  ‘We’ll never pull that off! You know the Company holds you in great esteem, but . . .’




  ‘You tell them that now is the time to prove it. Move.’




  ‘As you wish,’ replied Iolaus. He whistled, and was answered by whinnying and the pounding of hooves. Iolaus jumped on to his horse and sped off into the darkness.




  *




  On the fourth day, one of the battering rams managed to open a breach in the walls of Selinus. The Campanian mercenaries hired by the Carthaginians rushed through the gap,

  driven by the desire to stand out in their commander’s eyes, but above all by their greed, since he had promised them the sack of the city.




  The Selinuntians crowded around the breach to defend it, walling out the attackers with their shields and their chests. They succeeded in driving back their assailants and slew a great number of

  them; the rest of the barbarian troops made a disorderly retreat, trampling the bodies of their fellow soldiers.




  The next day, Hannibal gave orders to remove the rubble and had protective roofing built so that his men could work to clear a passage. From up high on the assault towers, his archers continued

  to keep the defenders in their marks, forcing them away from the breach.




  On the sixth day, the passage was clear; the rams further widened the gap, opening the way for the assault infantry of Libyan, Iberian and Campanian mercenaries, who poured into the city,

  howling fearsome war cries.




  The Selinuntians were expecting them; they had worked all night to erect barricades at the entrances to each of their streets, isolating the districts behind them. From these shelters they

  counter-attacked ceaselessly, pushing back the enemy and killing off as many as they could. But although their valour was beyond any imagining, their strength was waning with every passing hour.

  The strain of building the barricades, their lack of sleep and the exertion of endless battle made them a poor match for the fresh hordes of rested enemy troops.




  On the seventh day, the rams opened a second breach at another point of the walls, and the attackers flooded through, raising cries so loud that the city’s defenders felt the blood freeze

  in their veins. The second wave surged over the barricades like a river in full destroys a fragile bank. The obstacles were overrun and the Selinuntian warriors were forced back towards the market

  square, where they regrouped shoulder to shoulder in a last, desperate attempt to resist.




  The bravery of their women was extraordinary. They climbed to the rooftops and threw everything they could get their hands on at the enemy: roof tiles, bricks and wooden beams. Even the children

  realized what fate they were in for, and did the same.




  In this way, the Selinuntians managed to prolong the agony of their city for one more day, in the hopes that every hour won was an hour gained. The night before, light signals had been seen on

  the inland mountains, and they were convinced that their rescuers would soon appear. But the next day, their last attempts at resistance were overwhelmed. Exhausted by the strain of long days of

  combat, the men disbanded and the battle broke up into thousands of individual clashes. Many found themselves defending the doors of their own homes, and the shrieks of terror of their sons and

  daughters managed incredibly to squeeze a final spasm of energy from their worn bodies. But their obstinate resistance only served to increase the rage of the barbarians who, having finally gained

  the upper hand, abandoned themselves to the bloodiest massacre ever seen in the history of man. They mercilessly killed even the smallest children, slashed the throats of infants in their cradles.

  By that evening, many of them were proudly displaying dozens of severed hands, strung together as trophies, and spikes topped with the heads of their dead enemies.




  Horror reigned. The cries and screams of the wounded and dying echoed everywhere.




  But it was not over.




  For two days and two nights the city was at the mercy of its pillagers. Women, girls and young boys were deliberately given over by Hannibal as prey to the violence and raping of the mobs of

  soldiers. What those wretches suffered was indescribable; the few who survived and were able to talk about what they had seen said that there was no prisoner who did not envy the fate of those who

  had died honourably with their swords in hand. There is nothing worse for a human being than to fall into the hands of another.




  Selinus was destroyed two hundred and forty-two years after her founding.




  Sixteen thousand people were killed.




  Six thousand, nearly all women and children, were sold into slavery.




  Two thousand six hundred survived by escaping through the eastern gate, because the barbarians were so glutted by their pillaging that they were oblivious of their flight.




  Dionysius, at the head of a squad of fifty horsemen, met up with the straggling column in the dead of night. He was about an hour ahead of the rest of his contingent, while the bulk of the

  Syracusan troops would be landing at the mouth of the Hypsas river the following day.




  Too late.




  At the sight of the horsemen, the surviving warriors warily circled around the women and children, fearing that they had fallen into an ambush and that death had spared them only to reserve an

  even more bitter end. But when they heard them speaking Greek, they dropped their shields to the ground and fell to their knees sobbing. They had marched that far driven on by the sheer force of

  despair and now, finally saved, they were overcome by their memories of the disaster. The butchery, assaults and atrocities they had seen washed over them like the waves of a stormy sea.




  Dionysius dismounted and inspected those sorry warriors. In the light of his torch, he could see that their shields and helmets were badly dented. The men were spattered with blood, dirt and

  sweat, their eyes were bloodshot with weeping and fatigue. They all wore the same haunted expression; more ghosts than men. ‘Which of you is the most highly ranked officer?’ he

  asked.




  A man of about forty stepped forward. ‘Me. I am a battalion commander, my name is Eupites. Who are you?’




  ‘We are Syracusans,’ was the reply.




  ‘What took you so long? Our city has been destroyed—’




  Dionysius raised his hand to interrupt him. ‘If it had been up to me, our army would have arrived two days ago. But a people’s assembly had to be called in Syracuse, and once they

  had come to a decision, our commanders had to discuss what line of action to take. I left alone, with this vanguard, as soon as your messenger reached us with the news that the city was about to

  fall. You’re not out of danger yet; we must get you to Acragas before the barbarians set off in pursuit. Bring forth your wounded now; I’ll have litters prepared for those who

  can’t walk. Line up the women and children in the middle, the warriors at the fore and rear. We’ll guard the sides.’




  ‘Wait,’ said Eupites.




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘Your name.’




  ‘Dionysius.’




  ‘Listen to me, Dionysius. We are grateful to you for being the first to come to our aid. We are humiliated and ashamed of the state we are in, but there is something I must tell

  you.’




  As he spoke, the other Selinuntian warriors had picked up their shields and were crowding around him, their shoulders stiff and their hands gripping their spears.




  ‘As soon as we have garnered our strength, we will return to rebuild our houses and our city, and if anyone, whoever he may be, should ever want to wage war against the Carthaginians, we

  will be ready to march with him. Revenge is our only reason for living.’




  Dionysius raised his torch to illuminate the man’s face and his eyes. He saw more hate there than he had ever seen in the expression of any human being. He passed the torch under the faces

  of the others; in each one of them he saw the same fierce determination. ‘I’ll remember that,’ he said.




  *




  Dionysius sent a couple of men to signal to the rest of his contingent that they should turn back, for there was nothing more to be done for Selinus. They then resumed their

  march and walked the whole night long until they came upon a group of villages where they found some food. As the exhausted refugees stretched out under the trees of an olive grove, Dionysius rode

  back some distance to make sure they weren’t being followed. It was then that his attention was attracted by a splash of white in the middle of a field. He spurred on his horse and went

  closer. A girl was lying there, apparently lifeless, on the grass. Dionysius dismounted, raised her head and brought his flask to her lips. She seemed no older than sixteen. Her face was so

  smoke-blackened that he could barely make out her features. Except for her eyes: when she opened them, they shone with an amber light. She must have collapsed during the night-time march without

  anyone noticing. Who could say how many of those poor wretches had yielded to fatigue?




  ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.




  The girl took a sip of water and said: ‘You think I tell my name to just anyone who happens to come along?’




  ‘Just anyone; me! You dolt, I’m the one who’s saved your life. The mongrels would have started in on you in no time. Come on, get up. I’ll take you back to the

  others.’




  The girl struggled to her feet. ‘Get on that horse with you? I wouldn’t dream of it.’




  ‘Stay here then. And when the Campanian mercenaries catch up with you, they’ll make you wish you’d been a little less stubborn.’




  ‘My name is Arete. Help me up.’




  Dionysius helped her on to his horse and jumped on behind her, spurring him into a trot. ‘Do you have family among the refugees?’




  ‘No,’ replied Arete. ‘My family are all . . . gone.’ She spoke in an absent tone, as if she were referring to someone she didn’t know.




  Dionysius fell silent. He handed her his flask again. She drank, then spilled a little water on to her hands and washed her face, drying it with the hem of her dress.




  A youth on horseback rode by at a clip, then pulled up short. Light eyes, balding at the temples. His receding hairline and well-trimmed beard made him look older than his years. He gave the

  girl a look over and then turned to Dionysius. ‘So here you are!’ he exclaimed. ‘You could have said something. We thought you’d vanished into thin air.’




  ‘Everything’s all right, Philistus,’ replied Dionysius. ‘I found this girl who had fallen by the wayside. Go back to the village and fetch some food for her. She probably

  hasn’t eaten anything for days. She’s skin and bones.’




  The girl glared at him and Dionysius was struck by the beauty of her dirt-streaked face and her lovely amber eyes, framed by long dark lashes. The horrors she had lived through had left her

  weary and bewildered, but she was still quite graceful, her fingers were long and slender and her hair preserved its violet highlights and its scent. After a while, Dionysius felt her

  adolescent’s body shaking with sobs. She was weeping in silence.




  ‘Cry,’ he said. ‘It will help you to get over the memories. But try not to dwell on them. Your pain will not bring the loved ones you’ve lost back to life.’




  She said nothing, but Dionysius felt her leaning her head back on to his shoulder in a kind of grievous abandon.




  Arete started as they came into view of the villages where the other refugees were eating and resting.




  Dionysius slipped his hands under her arms and lifted her, setting her down effortlessly as if she were a feather. ‘They are giving out food down there,’ he said. ‘Go now,

  before it’s all gone.’ But the girl did not move, and he gestured to Philistus to bring her something as he had asked.




  He arrived with a piece of bread and a slice of sheep’s cheese and handed them to the girl, who began to eat. She must have been starving.




  And yet, as soon as she had swallowed a mouthful, her attention was drawn to a child who sat alone crying under an olive tree. She went over and offered him the bread. ‘Are you

  hungry?’ she asked. ‘Have some of this.’




  But the little boy shook his head and continued to weep his heart out. He covered his face with his hands as if he could not bear to see such a horrible world.




  A group of refugees who had lagged behind the others appeared. One of them particularly struck Arete: a young warrior struggled forward under the weight of an emaciated old man who must have

  been his father; with his other hand he pulled along a child of seven or eight who stumbled behind him, whimpering.




  Arete drew closer to the little boy under the olive tree and pointed to the group of three. ‘Look at them, over there. Don’t you think they look like Aeneas with his father Anchises

  and his little son Iulus?’




  The boy stopped crying to take a look at the youth, the old man and the child who were just then walking in front of him.




  ‘Do you know the story of Aeneas? Have something to eat, come on, I’ll tell you the story . . .’ she began. ‘Aeneas, the Trojan prince, remained alone to defend the walls

  of his city after the death of Hector. But Troy fell as he slept, just like all the others. He had no choice but to go into exile. Someone must have taken note of him just then, as he was leaving

  his city, and we shall always remember him thus: leading a child by the hand and carrying an old man, paralysed, on his back. A defeated man forced to flee with the only treasure left to him: his

  hope.




  ‘And so Aeneas has come to symbolize the refugee, for thousands, millions of people who have shared in his fate, under every sky, in every land, among peoples whose existence he could have

  never even imagined . . .’




  The little boy seemed to calm as he listened to her words, and he began reluctantly to chew a bit of bread. Arete continued her story, as though she were thinking out loud: ‘Camped out in

  the dust, or in the mud, fleeing on their carts, with their asses and oxen, refugees like these are the very image of Aeneas, who lives still and will live in eternity. Troy burns, burns now and

  for ever . . .’




  ‘Heavy going for such a little boy, wouldn’t you say?’ Dionysius’s voice rang behind her.




  ‘You’re right,’ replied Arete without turning. ‘I guess I was talking to myself. I’m so tired I don’t know what I’m saying.’




  ‘What you said was beautiful,’ replied Dionysius. ‘Heartbreaking. I cannot resign myself to this disgrace. I can’t bear it. I’m ashamed of my fellow citizens, who

  lost precious time in useless discussions, in endless tirades, while you were fighting against such cruel enemies and trusting in our help until the very end. Seventy years ago, when Himera was

  besieged by the Carthaginians, just one man was in charge in Syracuse. Our army marched to Himera in three days and three nights and defeated the enemy in a memorable battle. That same day the

  Athenians defeated the Persians at Salamina.’




  ‘That man was a tyrant,’ objected Arete.




  ‘That man was a man!’ roared Dionysius. ‘And he did what had to be done.’




  He strode off, and Arete watched as he stopped to give orders to his comrades. He mustered the Selinuntian warriors and urged them not to lose heart and to continue their march.




  The refugees hadn’t rested for more than an hour when they rose to their feet, collected their things and resumed their procession. Many of them had lost their sandals and they stumbled

  over the stones on their path, leaving bloody footsteps in their wake. What kept them going? Dionysius knew, and that was why he had convinced them to persevere in their journey: he knew that no

  one is stronger than a man who no longer has anything to lose.




  They went on for hours, stopping only to drink when they found a spring, or to pick some green fruit along the road to calm their hunger pangs. The children no longer even had the strength to

  cry, but they gave a show of incredible courage; they took example from their parents and companions and trudged along, desperate not to cut a sorry figure.




  It wasn’t until evening of the next day that aid arrived: carts drawn by oxen, donkeys and mules, loaded down with abundant provisions. The old and the invalid, the women and the children

  were helped to climb on to the carts, and the warriors were able to unburden themselves of their shields.




  After three more days of journeying, they arrived within sight of Acragas as dusk was descending.




  The magnificent city, illuminated by the setting sun, seemed a vision of wonder. Built up high on a hill, circled by a mighty ring of walls ten stadia long, she proudly displayed multicoloured

  temples, statues and monuments. Acragas’s city sanctuary stood up at the very top of the acropolis, its gilded acroteria shining like gems.




  A trumpet blared loud and long through the valley and the gates opened. The refugees filed between the monuments of the necropolis and made their way towards the western gate. They entered the

  city amidst a stunned, silent throng. The signs of the disaster they had survived were evident: thin and wasted they were, with wounds, bruises and burns covering their bodies, filthy, ripped

  clothing, bleeding feet, hair clotted with blood and dust. As they proceeded through the most beautiful city that had ever been built in the West, emotion coursed through the surrounding crowd and

  many of them could not hold back their tears at such a miserable sight. Those unfortunates were the living proof of the vicious cruelty of their enemies.




  Aware of the devastating effect that the sight of the refugees had had on the townspeople, the city authorities ordered that they be brought to the market square, near the big artificial pond,

  so their wounds could be seen to. There they were given food, water and clean clothing; lots were drawn using shards of pottery with numbers scratched on to them so each of the survivors would be

  assigned a family with which to stay until homes could be found.




  Dionysius approached Arete and said: ‘You’ll be safe here. This city is rich and powerful; her walls are the strongest of all Sicily. I have a small house here myself, with an almond

  grove and a vegetable garden. I would be honoured if you and the boy accepted my hospitality.’




  ‘Don’t you want to wait until the lots have been drawn?’ asked Arete.




  ‘I never wait,’ replied Dionysius. ‘Destiny is blind, but I never close my eyes completely, not even when I’m sleeping. Will you accept?’




  Arete smiled. ‘Which way is it?’ she asked.




  ‘This way. Follow me.’ Dionysius set off, leading his horse by its reins. But just then they heard a shout: ‘Krisse!’ A woman ran towards them, calling out that

  name.




  The child raised his head, shook free of Arete’s hand and ran towards that voice, shouting ‘Mama!’ They embraced in the middle of the square, under the moved gazes of the

  onlookers.




  ‘He’s not the first,’ said Dionysius. ‘Other children have found fathers or mothers who they had imagined dead. Husbands have found their wives, brothers their sisters.

  Their joy is so great it wipes out the thought of all they have lost.’




  ‘I’m a little sorry,’ said Arete. ‘I was growing so fond of him. So now you want me in your house alone? I don’t know if I can trust you.’




  ‘Of course you can trust me,’ replied Dionysius. ‘You’re too skinny for my teeth.’




  Arete shot a peeved look at him, but Dionysius’s teasing smile dispelled any feelings of irritation. She’d been charmed, all right, as much by his looks as by his personality: he was

  taller than average, with dark hair and eyes as black and shiny as the sea at night. His sun-bronzed skin was stretched over the powerful muscles of a fighter, shot through with turgid blue veins

  on his arms and the backs of his hands.




  He had led her fellow townspeople to salvation; he’d been the first to come to their aid and perhaps Selinus would not have fallen had he had his way.




  Selinus . . . the name sounded sweet even in the extreme bitterness of her exile, in the loss of everything she had imagined belonged to her and could not be taken away: her home, her family,

  the childhood games she had so recently set aside, the girlfriends with whom she would go to the temples on the acropolis, bringing gifts to the gods for the prosperity of her city and her people.

  She remembered the big market square full of people and of goods to sell, the processions, the walks through the fields, the river bank where she’d go with her friends to do the washing and

  hang the linens in the sun so they’d absorb the scent of the wind, fragrant with poppies and wheat.




  ‘What could smell sweeter than a field of wheat in flower?’ she mused as they climbed upwards towards the high part of the city.




  ‘That’s silly,’ replied Dionysius. ‘Wheat doesn’t flower.’




  ‘Of course it does, when it’s still green, in May. The flowers are really tiny, a milky white colour, inside the head. But their scent is so sweet that it mixes in with the smell of

  spring itself. You know when people say “it smells like spring” but the roses haven’t bloomed yet, and the violets have withered? That’s what wheat blossoms smell like . .

  .’




  Dionysius looked at her closely, with a touch of tenderness. ‘You know a lot of things, girl . . .’




  ‘You can call me Arete.’




  ‘Arete . . . where did you learn them?’




  ‘Looking around. I’ve never as now understood the value of the treasures that surround us and that we don’t notice. Like the wheat flowers . . . understand?’




  ‘I think so. Are you tired?’




  ‘I could lie down on these cobblestones and fall into the deepest sleep.’




  ‘Better go inside, then. That’s my house down there.’ Dionysius tied his horse to a ring on the wall, opened a wooden gate and entered a little courtyard shaded by an almond

  tree and a blooming pomegranate. He took a key from under a stone and opened the door. It was very simple and plain inside: a table with a couple of chairs, a bench along one wall, a sink and a

  clay water jug on the other. At the end of the room, opposite the entrance, was a wooden stair that led to a second floor. She lay down in the only bedroom and he covered her with a light blanket.

  Arete fell asleep almost instantly and Dionysius stayed to watch her for a little while. A neighing startled him and he went back downstairs to take care of his horse.
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  ARETE AWOKE AND was gripped by panic for a moment, not realizing where she was. The room was sunk in darkness and not a sound came from outside. She got

  up and went to the window that opened on to an inner garden. She saw the pomegranate and almond with its still tender leaves and remembered. She must have fallen into a deep sleep for many hours;

  evening was falling. She found a basin filled with water and was relieved to be able to wash and put on a fresh gown. Curious now, she looked around; a stair with a dozen stone steps led up to a

  landing and she walked up barefooted without making the slightest noise.




  When she reached the terrace, she was confronted by a spectacle that left her amazed and moved: all of Acragas stretched out before her, the lamps being lit now in each of the houses. To her

  right, on high, she could see the Athenaion on the top of the acropolis, a wisp of smoke rising, perhaps from the altar. To her left, scattered over the hill which faced the sea, were the other

  temples of the gods: one was right on top, another halfway up the slope, a third a little further over at the same distance. They were painted in bright colours, adorned by friezes and sculptures,

  with beautiful trees and gardens all around. At the bottom of the hill, in the western part of the valley, was a gigantic building still under construction, a temple the likes of which she’d

  never seen. So tall that it towered over any other structure, the entablature was held up by stone colossi at least twelve feet high and the pediment was animated by huge statuary groups bulging

  with heroes involved in titanic struggles. She could see the walls surrounding the whole city, with armed sentinels marching back and forth on the battlements and, beyond them, the plain that

  stretched out to the sea, already the colour of iron. Two more temples arose in the distance towards the west, white with stucco work and glittering with the gilded edging on the pediments and

  acroteria.




  Dionysius was sitting in an armchair, contemplating the sight in the last faint light of sunset. To his right, hanging from one of the arbour posts, was his armour; his shield and spear were

  leaning against the parapet. He was wearing only a chlamys over his nude body and he must have bathed, for as Arete drew closer, she could smell none of the stink of horse sweat that had made it

  hard to distinguish him from his steed.




  ‘The most beautiful city of mortal man . . .’ said Dionysius without turning.




  Arete couldn’t understand how he had sensed her presence since she’d come up in absolute silence, but she imagined that the long vigils he’d kept in war must have honed this

  sense of alertness. ‘It’s enchanting,’ she answered, continuing to let her gaze roam over the stunning countryside.




  ‘That’s what Pindar said in one of his poems. Do you know his work?’




  ‘Of course, although he’s not my favourite. I like lyric poetry better.’




  ‘He composed an ode to celebrate the victory of Theron, the lord of Acragas, in the chariot races of Olympia seventy years ago.’




  ‘They must have paid him well. He certainly couldn’t say anything bad about the place.’




  ‘What a foolish thing to say. Money can’t buy inspiration, and the spectacle you see before you has no equal in Sicily, or anywhere else in this world.’




  ‘Unforgiving, aren’t you?’ observed the girl in a resigned tone. ‘Everyone says stupid things sometimes. And I still have the splendour of my lost home in my heart . . .

  can’t you understand that? I look at all this, and can’t help but think that the city I loved has become nothing but a heap of ruins.’




  ‘Not for always,’ replied Dionysius without turning. ‘We’ll go back and build it up again.’




  ‘We’ll go back? You’re not Selinuntian, you’re Syracusan.’




  ‘I’m Sicilian. A Sicilian Greek, like you, like all the others. The bastard race of the sons of Greece and the native women. “Half-barbarians”, that’s what they

  call us in our so-called motherland. But look what we’ve accomplished, we half-barbarians. Look at that temple down there, held up by a host of giants: it’s bigger and grander than the

  Parthenon. Look at that artificial pond in the middle of the valley that reflects the colours of the sky in the middle of the city. Look at the porticoes, the statues, the monuments. Our athletes

  have made their challengers from the continent eat dust. The sons of the emigrants have won all the games of Olympia. Do you know the story of Euenetos?’




  ‘The charioteer, the Olympic champion?’




  ‘That’s him. When he returned to the city after his victory in the chariot races, the young Acragantines greeted him with a procession of one thousand two hundred chariots. One

  thousand two hundred, understand? Two thousand four hundred horses. There probably aren’t so many chariots in all of Greece these days! Here they make monuments to horses. They bury them in

  luxurious sarcophaguses, as if they were heroes. Look, there’s one down there, see, with the Ionic columns?’




  ‘I think so . . . but there’s so little light now. Tell me about that tall temple down there, the one held up by the giants.’




  ‘It’s dedicated to Zeus of Olympia and it will be finished next year. That’s a battle of the giants on the pediment. Zeus wins over the giants, and they are condemned to

  holding up the architrave of his temple in eternity. The scene on the other pediment represents the fall of Troy . . .’




  ‘Oh, gods, why? Why choose such a theme for the tympanum? It’s a sad story.’




  ‘I know,’ nodded Dionysius. ‘Perhaps to ward off a similar fate; who knows? Or perhaps the Acragantines have such an intense sense of death . . . because they love life in such

  an extreme, exaggerated way. See? They are a strange lot: they make monuments as though they were going to live for ever and they live each day as though it were the very last of their

  existence.’ He hesitated a moment, then added: ‘Those aren’t my words. It was Empedocles, their greatest philosopher, who said that.’




  ‘They are beautiful and terrible words,’ said Arete. ‘I would like very much to see it when it is finished.’




  ‘You will, I promise. I’ll come to get you, if need be, wherever you are. When you’ve visited that marvel you’ll forget everything you’ve suffered.’




  Arete sought out his eyes in the darkness. ‘Will you come and get me even if I’m so thin?’




  ‘Silly girl,’ said Dionysius. ‘Silly, silly girl. Of course I’ll come. I didn’t save your life so someone else could have you.’




  ‘If we were in another situation, I’d say you were making fun of me. But you found me in such a miserable state, deprived of my loved ones, my homeland . . . you’ve got to be

  sincere! But if you are, why haven’t you kissed me yet?’




  Dionysius got up, drew her close and kissed her. She could feel his nudity under the light chlamys and she pulled away, but kept talking: ‘I’m glad you did that. As soon as I first

  saw you, mounting that splendid black horse, in your armour like Achilles, I thought, won’t the girl he chooses be lucky! And then I thought that even the girl who got a kiss from you would

  be lucky. It’s not that you can have everything from life.’




  Dionysius shook his head. ‘What a talker! Aren’t you hungry?’




  ‘Of course I’m hungry, but it’s not good manners to say so.’




  ‘Then let’s go to dinner. We have an invitation.’




  ‘From who?’




  ‘We’re going to call on one of the wealthiest men of the city. His name is Tellias. You’ll have dinner with his wife and her friends.’




  ‘I talk so much because if I don’t, I feel like crying.’




  ‘Your answers always come late, and never at the right moment.’




  ‘No, it’s not that. I’m afraid I won’t make a good impression on your friends. I am trying to react, but it feels as though I’m just struggling to keep my head

  above water so I won’t drown. I won’t be good company.’




  ‘You can’t stay here alone in the dark; it would only be worse for you. Wait for me downstairs, I’ll dress and be with you in a moment.’




  Arete went down the stairs and waited in the little patio, listening to the sounds of the evening: the carts clattering over the cobblestones, the cadenced step of the patrols making their first

  rounds, the voices of mothers calling their children home. She had just wiped away her tears when she heard Dionysius’s footsteps on the stairs.




  ‘Tellias was a friend of my father’s,’ Dionysius began to explain, ‘and when my father died in the great war against Athens, he took our family under his wing. I’ve

  always been his favourite. They’ve never had children of their own, you see, and I think he would have liked a boy. He’s one of the richest men of the city, as I told you, and since

  this is probably the richest city in the world, you can guess what that means. The wealthy are usually swine who think only of getting fatter. Not Tellias; he’s as rich as Croesus and as fat

  as a pig, but he’s both wise and generous, an extraordinary man. Just think, once he was just standing under the portico of his house, watching a storm, when a Geloan cavalry squad rode by.

  Those poor lads were soaking wet, chilled to the bone, and he invited them all in to drink and warm themselves. Can you believe it? An entire squad of horsemen! He had them sit down and gave dry

  clothes to everyone, and as much to eat and drink as they wanted, until the weather had changed and they could set off again.




  ‘Another time the city sent him to Rhegium with a legation, and the Rhegines invited him to speak at the theatre. But when he opened his mouth, with that scratchy, silly voice he has,

  small and plump as he is, someone started laughing and before you knew it, the whole theatre followed suit. The whole place was rocking with laughter.




  ‘So what do you think he did? Got angry? Flew into a rage? Not at all. He waited until they had finished, then said: “Laugh all you like; I’m not handsome, nor imposing, and I

  certainly don’t have a commanding voice. But, you see, that’s how it is where I come from: they send the handsome, vigorous, eloquent ambassadors to important cities, and the little fat

  ones with the funny voices like me to worthless places like this.” No one felt like laughing after that!’




  Arete laughed despite herself, amused. ‘I’d like to meet him.’




  ‘You will. He’s a charming host, even with the ladies. Wait to speak until he’s spoken to you, though, and after I’ve introduced you, take your leave and go to the

  women’s quarters. I’ll have you called when it’s time to leave.’




  They had reached the entrance to Tellias’s home: a portico with a wooden door that led to a house with whitewashed walls, framed by creeping rose bushes on both sides which gave off a

  sweet fragrance in the evening air. A servant had them enter and took them to the atrium, where Tellias came to receive them.




  ‘Dionysius, my boy! I’ve been so anxious since I learned that you’d set off with just fifty men to face the entire Carthaginian army!’




  ‘Well, at least you still feel like joking,’ replied Dionysius. ‘If you had seen what I’d seen, you’d have lost your taste for it.’




  Tellias gestured for both of them to come in. ‘Do not scold me, son, I just meant to say that you were mad to set off with just a handful of men in such a dangerous situation.’




  ‘At least I was able to help the survivors. We escorted them along a safer route and kept them off the more frequented roads where they could have met with trouble.’




  ‘You are a headstrong young lad, but I must admit you’re always right in the end. It’s uncanny, really. And who, may I ask, is this gentle dove? She’s beautiful, although

  I would have said a bit thin for your tastes. Where did you find her? She’s certainly not from Acragas. What father in his right mind would allow you to wander around with her after dark like

  this? In any case, that lovely long hair of hers tells me that she is a free woman—’




  Dionysius cut him short: ‘She’s from Selinus.’




  Tellias’s expression suddenly darkened. ‘Oh, poor dear,’ he said, lowering his eyes. ‘Poor little thing.’ He led them along the atrium, which was illuminated by two

  rows of bronze candelabra, each with four lamps. ‘We respect tradition in this home,’ he said to Arete, ‘and so you’ll dine with my wife and her friends. They are very

  agreeable and I’m sure you’ll enjoy their company.’ He gestured to a servant who was just entering with a tray of flat bread. ‘She’ll take you upstairs, to the

  women’s quarters.’




  The servant set the tray on the table and Tellias beckoned for her to come closer. He whispered something into her ear. When she had gone up the stairs with Arete, he turned to Dionysius:

  ‘I asked her to tell the women not to trouble her with tiresome questions. Who knows what pain the poor girl has suffered.’




  ‘Her whole family was exterminated by those barbarians. If any of them had lived, they would have envied those who died.’




  ‘Was it so terrible?’




  ‘I didn’t see Selinus. I found the refugees at about ten stadia from the city. But I’ve listened to their stories. I’ve never heard of such horrors in all my life. Many

  of the women have totally lost their minds. There’s one of them, a woman of about thirty, who must have been very beautiful. I noticed her that first evening because she was swinging her head

  back and forth and chanting a kind of dirge. Always that sing-song voice and her eyes staring off into nothing, for hours and hours. The day after, I sat down in front of her and tried to talk, to

  convince her to eat something. But I realized she couldn’t see me. Her pupils were dilated and her eyes were a bottomless abyss of darkness. No one could get her to eat anything. She’ll

  surely die, if she hasn’t already.’




  ‘How many were saved?’




  ‘I don’t know. Between two and three thousand, I’d say. But many more will die from their injuries and from the torture they’ve suffered.’




  A servant brought a jug and a tray and poured water over the hands of the two table companions, handing them a linen cloth to dry them with. Other servants brought the dinner – roast squab

  with wild apples, sesame bread and red wine from Sybaritis – and the two men began to eat, sitting at a single table placed on the floor between them. Tellias had had the table set in this

  way because he considered his guest a dear, intimate friend.




  ‘And now? What do you think will happen?’ he asked.




  ‘The surviving Selinuntians want to return to their city and exact revenge. They are full of hatred and bitterness, and thirsting for vengeance.’




  ‘And Syracuse?’




  ‘Syracuse is the most powerful city on the island. She will assume her responsibilities.’




  ‘It doesn’t seem that she has done until now.’




  ‘You’re right. We got there too late; we wasted time in useless debating. That’s democracy, isn’t it? To be fair, it was difficult to imagine such a determined assault,

  with a similar deployment of means. The city fell in nine days. Nine days, understand? That’s never happened before, as far as anyone can remember.’




  ‘You’re right. It took ten years for Troy to fall . . . Wars are entirely different now. It’s machines that make war these days, not men.’




  ‘The refugees told me that the assault towers were at least twenty feet taller than the walls and that they were assembled there, on site. They unloaded the numbered parts from their ships

  and transported them to where they would be used. There were iron-headed battering rams hanging from wooden frames that swung back and forth—’ Dionysius stopped suddenly, got to his

  feet and drew a long sigh. ‘There’s something I haven’t told you about the girl.’




  ‘Let’s hear, if you think I’m worthy of your confidence.’




  ‘She’s not from Selinus.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘She’s the daughter of Hermocrates.’




  ‘That’s impossible!’




  ‘No, I’m sure of it. She doesn’t know, but I recognized her. I found her among the refugees, more dead than alive.’




  ‘Gods of the heavens! No less than the daughter of Hermocrates. But what was she doing at Selinus?’




  ‘You know the way things have been going lately in Syracuse. Hermocrates was off commanding our fleet in the Aegean, backing the Spartans against Athens. But Diocles managed to set the

  people against him by claiming that he was aspiring to personal power, that he was a danger to the democracy and other similar nonsense. With the help of his henchmen planted here and there and

  well represented in the Assembly, Diocles succeeded in ruining the man’s good standing while he was far away and could not defend himself. Hermocrates became so blameworthy in the eyes of the

  people that they decided to oust him with an order of the Assembly. At that point, a warship was sent off with the order of dismissal and a summons to appear before the Council to make a full

  report and answer to the accusations that had been made against him.’




  ‘Did he do that?’




  ‘He was wise enough not to. As soon as he read the message, he put out to sea with his combat unit and disappeared. No one knows where he is now.’




  ‘I’m beginning to understand.’




  ‘You’re thinking what I am. Hermocrates must have realized that his family were in danger and he had both his wife and daughter transferred to Selinus, where I believe he had trusted

  friends. He could not have imagined what would happen.’




  Dionysius fell back into silence. The two men rapidly exchanged glances. Tellias was struck by an appalling suspicion: ‘You can’t be thinking that . . . ?’




  ‘That the government of Syracuse deliberately delayed sending help so that Hermocrates’s family would be wiped out in the fall of Selinus? Hard to say, but if you imagine the worst,

  you’re rarely wrong. I can’t rule it out. Those sods, they’re nothing but a bunch of conniving demagogues! They’re capable of anything, believe me.’




  ‘You’re exaggerating now. Tell me what your intentions are.’




  ‘I don’t know. I’ve kept her with me because I can’t trust anyone. But I must return to Syracuse tomorrow and I cannot take her there with me, as much as I would like to.

  If anyone recognizes her, it would surely mean trouble for her. And for me as well. I don’t want anyone to know anything about what I think, or about whose side I’m on. They need me;

  I’m one of their best combatants and that’s all they need to know for now.’




  ‘Right. And then?’




  ‘I don’t even want her to know that I’ve recognized her.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘She would have told me herself had she wanted to. She doesn’t trust me enough yet, and I can’t blame her. She’s all alone, frightened. Anyone would be in her

  situation.’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘Would you keep her here with you?’




  Tellias seemed to hesitate.




  ‘Please,’ insisted Dionysius.




  ‘Of course. How could you doubt it? She’s a fine girl, and she’s been through so much. We’ll be happy to have her, if you feel she’d be happy here with

  us.’




  Dionysius smiled in relief. ‘I’ve told her all about you. I’ve said that you’re fat as a pig and rich as Croesus, but that you’re a good man despite all that . . .

  the best I know.’




  Tellias shook his head, embarrassed, then pushed the tray towards his guest: ‘Eat, you must be famished.’




  *




  Arete spent the evening with the women of the house, who dutifully tried at first to avoid asking her questions about her ordeal, but the massacre of Selinus was such an

  enormous event that it couldn’t be kept outside the walls of their home or their conversation. The girl’s curt answers made it clear that what she had experienced could not be the

  subject of idle chatter. But one of the women could not hold back. ‘Is it true,’ she asked at a certain point, ‘that all the women were raped?’ Clearly, in her cruel

  curiosity, she wanted to know: ‘Were you raped as well?’




  Arete answered: ‘The women suffered like all our people did. Even worse, seeing their children and husbands killed before their eyes. You can’t imagine how atrocious it is for those

  of us who have survived when these memories surge up or someone forces us to remember.’




  The women fell silent in chagrin and Tellias’s wife broke in: ‘That’s enough, my friends. Let’s leave her in peace. She needs tranquillity to begin a new life. Think of

  how you would feel if you had lived through such atrocities.’




  Arete tried to lessen their embarrassment by asking them about their city; was it true that horses that had won important competitions were buried in monumental tombs, and that there was even a

  cemetery for the songbirds that kept the ladies company in their living quarters?




  ‘Oh, heavens!’ replied Tellias’s wife. ‘Who knows, perhaps once or twice. But I can assure you we don’t have a necropolis for goldfinches! Just silly stories, my

  girl, that you needn’t believe.’




  After dinner, Arete was accompanied back to the ground floor where Dionysius sat alone. ‘Where’s the master of the house?’ asked Arete.




  ‘He’s gone out a moment. Sit down.’




  ‘I thought we’d be going home.’




  ‘No,’ said Dionysius. ‘You’re staying here.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because tomorrow I’m leaving for Syracuse before dawn and I can’t take you with me.’




  ‘I don’t need to go anywhere with you. I can take care of myself.’




  ‘No you can’t. A woman can’t travel alone unless she’s accompanied by a relative. You wouldn’t know how to get around, how to find a place to sleep for the night.

  Syracuse is a dangerous place these days. Be patient. As soon as I can I’ll come back for you, I promise.’




  ‘Why should you?’




  ‘Because . . . because I said that I’ll be back and that means that I’ll be back,’ he said sharply.




  ‘When will you come back for me?’




  ‘As soon as I can. You’ll be safe here and happy, my friends can give you anything you need.’




  Arete bowed her head and was quiet.




  ‘And I won’t have to worry about you,’ Dionysius added.




  The girl stood up at those words and looked deep into his eyes. ‘Will you stay away from danger at least?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘And will you give me a kiss before you leave me?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Dionysius. He pulled her close and kissed her on the lips. Then, without waiting for Tellias to return, he opened the door and walked out.
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  DIONYSIUS AROSE AT cockcrow thinking of Arete. That frightened, proud girl, brazen yet tender, as fragile as a vial of perfume, had awakened a feeling

  in him that he didn’t want to admit or accept. He’d admired her since the first time he’d seen her long ago in Syracuse, at a procession during the festivities dedicated to

  Athena.




  The daughter of Hermocrates, his idol and his model. He knew that she, the daughter of an aristocrat, would never have deemed him worthy of a glance; he could never have imagined that the day

  would come in which her survival would depend on him. He was rather annoyed at himself for having fallen for her so completely. No, it wasn’t compassion that motivated him, although he would

  have liked to think so at first.




  The evening before, he’d lingered to look at her after she’d fallen into a deep sleep. He had contemplated her every feature in the lantern light: her face, the soft curves of her

  body, her little sore-covered feet. Then he had returned to the terrace under the arbour to watch the sun sink into the sea.




  He put a loaf of bread into his satchel and filled his flask with fresh water. He prepared his horse and walked down towards the market square, leading him by the reins.




  His men were waiting for him with all their gear; they were having breakfast and tossing bits of bread to the fish teeming at the surface of the pond. They set off almost immediately. When they

  had exited the eastern gate and descended into the valley, they turned around to gaze upon the magnificent spectacle of the morning rays striking the Temple of Athena on the acropolis before slowly

  descending to illuminate the sides of the sacred hill. Towering walls surrounded the hill on every side; thousands of mercenaries had joined the city’s troops to guard the mighty

  barricade.




  ‘Too big,’ observed Dionysius as he took in that marvellous scene.




  ‘What did you say?’ asked Philistus, who rode alongside him.




  ‘The circle of walls is too big. It could become indefensible.’




  ‘What nonsense!’ Philistus exclaimed. ‘What are you thinking? Acragas is impregnable. The walls are too high for any siege towers, and the city is so rich she could take any

  steps necessary to ensure her defence.’




  Dionysius kept up his grumbling. ‘Too big, I’m telling you.’




  They passed the camp of the Syracusan contingent that had been sent to assist Selinus; they were there waiting for orders but none were forthcoming. Dionysius and his men continued at a walk

  that whole day. They journeyed five more days after that, and on the sixth, towards evening, they came within view of Syracuse. The city was like a gem, set between land and sea. Her heart,

  Ortygia, lodged on the rocky island where their ancestors had first set foot; they had come from beyond the sea with nothing but a handful of dirt from their homeland and the flame they’d

  taken from the sacred brazier that burned on the acropolis.




  The founding fathers had chosen a perfect place, both for defence and for trade. The city had two ports, in fact, one at the north called Laccius, sheltered from the south-west wind, and another

  at the south, sheltered from Boreas. This ensured that contrary winds could never isolate Syracuse, and made besieging the city almost impossible.




  This was a lesson that the Athenians had learned at their own expense after trying repeatedly and futilely to take Syracuse by force. They suffered long months in the noxious swamps at the mouth

  of the Anapus, tormented by the heat, by fever and dysentery, watching their proud triremes slowly rotting at anchor. Although he was just a boy then, Dionysius remembered the procession of chained

  prisoners making their way to the latomiae, the horrible stone quarries where they would spend the rest of their days without ever again seeing the light of the sun. They were marked on

  their foreheads, one by one, using a branding iron for horses, and were left to waste away in that immense dark cavern from which the clang of their chisels sounded obsessively, ceaselessly, where

  the air was a dense cloud of dust that blinded the eyes and burnt the lungs.




  The only men who were spared were those who could recite by heart the verses of Euripedes’s Trojan Women, which sang praise to peace. It couldn’t be said that the Syracusans

  were coarse or ignorant! And yet the city of Syracuse had ended up copying the institutions of her sworn enemy: like Athens, she approved a democratic constitution that drastically reduced the

  power and political influence of the great landowners and the nobility.




  As they drew nearer, they could see the causeway which connected the island of Ortygia to the mainland, where a new district was expanding. On higher ground – on Epipolae, the plateau

  which loomed behind the city – were a number of guard posts facing the inland regions.




  They passed the Arethusa fount, the nearly miraculous spring that flowed just a few steps from the sea. It gave forth the purest waters; it had allowed the city of Syracuse to be born and to

  exist, and her people venerated the spring as a divinity.




  Dionysius stopped to drink, as he always did when returning from a journey. He wet his eyes and his forehead, thus allowing the lifeblood that flowed through the hidden, secret veins of his land

  to flow over his body.




  His city, his homeland.




  He loved her with a possessive, jealous love. He knew all the stories and legends which dated from the very day of her founding. He knew every wall and every stone, the discordant noises of the

  market and the ports, the intense odours of the land and the sea. He would be able to cross the city blindfolded, from one end to the other, without faltering. He knew the magnates and the beggars,

  the warriors and the informers, the priests and the hired mourners, the craftsmen and the thieves, the street prostitutes and the most refined courtesans from Greece and Asia. He had always lived

  on the streets, played on the streets as a boy with his brother Leptines, challenging rival gangs to stone-throwing fights.




  All this was his city to him: an indivisible union, not a multitude of distinct individuals with whom to talk or quarrel or clash. And she was born to be the greatest, the strongest, the most

  powerful city in the world: more so than Sparta, who had helped them during the great war, more so than Athens, who still mourned her sons, fallen in the plague-ridden swamps of the Anapus and on

  the scorching banks of the Assinarus.




  As he advanced at a walk, leading his horse by the reins and nodding at all those who greeted him, he continued his brooding, furious at the fate of Selinus, which could have been avoided if

  Hermocrates had been present. He was indignant over Syracuse’s treatment of the valiant admiral: they had shamefully stripped him of his position and his rights and forced him to flee in

  order to save his life. And whom would Dionysius soon be reporting to regarding his failed mission? None other than Diocles, the man he considered the primary culprit in Hermocrates’s exile,

  the man who – had fortune not assisted her – had likely plotted Arete’s death as well.




  Diocles received him, along with Philistus, in the council hall at the hour in which the market was most crowded. He knew that Dionysius was loyal to Hermocrates, but he was also well aware of

  what fame Dionysius enjoyed among the people for his courage and daring, for his untiring spirit of self-sacrifice, for his impulsive temperament and for the combative zeal that he never turned

  against the weak, but always against bullies and deceivers. What’s more, he was a favourite of the women, and this was not to be overlooked.




  ‘So it was a massacre,’ he began as soon as Dionysius entered the room.




  ‘Except for the two thousand six hundred people who escaped, all the others were killed or taken slaves. The temples were sacked, the walls destroyed. The city is in ruins.’




  Diocles bowed his head, and for a moment it seemed that the catastrophe weighed on his soul and his conscience.




  Dionysius held his tongue because talking would have been useless; it was clear what he was thinking from his expression, and Philistus’s hand gripped his arm as if he could thus restrain

  his reactions.




  Diocles sighed. ‘We’ve arranged for an envoy to meet with Hannibal as soon as possible.’




  ‘You’re going to negotiate?’ asked Dionysius, utterly shocked.




  ‘We’ll offer a ransom. Slaves can be bought, can’t they? We can be buyers like anyone else. I’ve ordered them to offer a higher price than what they can get on the

  market, to free as many people as possible. The legation has already left in the hopes of reaching the Carthaginian before he moves on. Empedius is leading the mission.’




  ‘That spineless worm!’ Dionysius burst out. Philistus dug his fingers futilely into his arm. ‘That barbarian will spit in his face and kick him in the ass.’




  ‘So you have a better solution?’ asked Diocles, irritated.




  ‘Certainly. We should use the money to recruit mercenaries, who cost much less than slaves. We’ll storm the Carthaginians when least they expect it; we’ll butcher them and sell

  off the survivors as slaves. We’ll use the money to compensate the prisoners so they can rebuild their homes and the walls of their city.’




  ‘Sounds easy, to listen to you.’




  ‘It is easy if you have guts.’




  ‘And you think you’re the only one who does?’




  ‘That’s what I’d say, seeing it was just me and my men who made it out there. My unit was the only one ready to move.’




  ‘What’s been has been. If this mission goes well, I’ll be satisfied with the results.’




  ‘It’s a question of how you see things,’ broke in Philistus, who hadn’t opened his mouth during their exchange. ‘I hope we’re not going to loaf around and

  wait for that barbarian to move in for the slaughter. If we allow him to destroy the Greek cities one by one, we’ll end up alone. And then there will be no way out.’




  ‘Our army is on the alert.’




  ‘Fine, then,’ shot back Dionysius. ‘And don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ He turned to Philistus. ‘Let’s go, there’s nothing more to be said

  here.’




  They walked out into the street and towards Dionysius’s house in the southern part of Ortygia. The narrow, shady streets of the old city teemed with people, and the attendant buzz

  announced the nearing of the noon hour, the busiest time of day, with people bustling around to settle their affairs or finish their chores. The catastrophe of Selinus seemed as far away in space

  and time as the fall of Troy. Only the thought of Arete seemed real, and Dionysius would have done anything to be able to see her, if only for a moment.




  *




  Empedius reached Hannibal at the camp he’d set up between Selinus and Segesta, and he asked to be received, with his interpreter. He was not kept waiting long; the two men

  were escorted through the area where the prisoners were being held, and they saw such scenes of despair that they were wholly shaken by the time they were brought before the general. To think that

  just a few days before these people were living free and prosperous in comfortable homes, wearing clean, elegant attire! Here they were lying in their own excrement, feeding on scraps which were

  thrown into their pens as if they were animals. Some of them shrieked out, babbling meaningless words. Others shouted even louder to shut them up.




  Some realized that the man being escorted by the guards was a Greek, and they ran along the confines after him, crying out pitifully for help. They begged him in the name of all the gods to have

  pity on them, to free them from their miserable plight. He answered that he was there for just that purpose, that soon they would all be free. His soul swelled with pride and satisfaction as he

  spoke, so sure was he that his mission would be successful. The Carthaginians were merchants, not warriors: why would they refuse a good deal?




  ‘Take heart,’ he told them. ‘I’ve come all this way to liberate you. Have no fear; we’ll ransom you all! Your suffering will soon be at an end.’




  Hannibal, the Carthaginian commander, was an elderly man, well over seventy; his skin was dark, his hair and beard white, his eyes a deep, cold blue. Some Berber woman from the Atlantic tribes

  must have been among his ancestors. He received Empedius and the interpreter in his tent, a pavilion of white wool cloth supported by cedar-wood poles; the ground was covered with coloured mats and

  Numidian rugs. The golden cups and plates on the table looked like plunder from one of the temples of Selinus.




  Such ostentation did not promise well, thought Empedius, but he nonetheless made his offer, speaking on behalf of his city and his government: ‘We admit that the Selinuntians have erred

  against you by attacking one of your allies, but you’ll surely agree that they have already suffered the worst of punishments. We are here to offer a ransom for them: one-third more than

  their price on the market, in silver and coins.’




  Hannibal arched an eyebrow at the thought of the mountain of money that this man was willing to spend, and he listened attentively, without allowing his expression to betray was he was thinking.

  He then replied: ‘The crime that the Selinuntians committed against us deserves no pardon. They challenged me, although they had been given the opportunity to surrender, causing the death of

  many of my men. It is only right and fitting that they live in slavery for the rest of their days. As a sign of my generosity of spirit, I will free any of your relatives who may be among the

  prisoners. Consider this my gift to you; you need not pay me for them.




  ‘My informers tell me that a certain number of them fled the city. I shall allow the survivors, if they so desire, to return and rebuild their homes, to cultivate the fields and to live in

  their city, as long as they do not reconstruct the walls, and pay an annual tribute to our tax collectors. I have no intention of discussing these decisions.’ Having said thus, he dismissed

  the envoy.
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