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⸻⸻⸻

There are periods in human history that changed the world, yet have been treated by historiography with a coldness that is almost inexplicable. The Roman conquest of Crete, which took place between 69 and 67 BC, is one of them.

We are not speaking of a minor event, a border skirmish, or a footnote in the annals of Rome. We are speaking of the fall of an island with a multi-millennial civilisation — one of the most sophisticated in the ancient world — under the power of the greatest military force Europe had ever known. We are speaking of a moment when two worlds, one ancient and one ascending, met face to face on the white cliffs of the Mediterranean and negotiated, with sword and with law, who would survive and how.

And yet, if you open a textbook of ancient history today, you will find the conquest of Crete mentioned in a few lines — a general, Quintus Caecilius Metellus, an honorary title earned, Creticus, a few dates. Nothing about the people who lived there, about their resistance, about what they lost and what they managed to preserve. Nothing about the human drama of an island that had refused to bow, and which, in the end, was forced to negotiate with destiny on terms it had not chosen.

And above all — nothing about the Code.

⸻

The Gortyna Code is, without exaggeration, one of the most remarkable legal documents humanity has ever produced. Carved into limestone in the centre of the city of Gortyna, in southern Crete, approximately four hundred years before the Roman conquest, the Code represents a complete legal system — property, inheritance, marriage, divorce, the status of slaves, crimes and their penalties — regulated with a precision and an equity that astonishes even today.

What makes the Gortyna Code truly extraordinary is not merely its complexity or its age. It is its vision. In an era when law was, almost everywhere in the ancient world, the property of the powerful — of the king, the priest, the aristocracy — the Gortyna Code was carved in public stone, in the centre of the marketplace, visible and readable by anyone who knew how to read. Not hidden in the archives of a temple. Not the monopoly of a priestly college. It belonged to everyone. It was the property of the entire city.

A divorced woman had the right to take with her half of the goods acquired during the marriage. A slave could not be tortured without prior legal proceedings. Inheritance was regulated with an equity that protected female descendants as well. Penalties for violence were codified and limited, not left to the discretion of the most powerful. These are not principles of modern law — they are articles from a law written approximately two thousand five hundred years ago, on an island in the Eastern Mediterranean, by people who had understood something essential: that a just society needs just laws, and that just laws must be known to all.

Rome, at the time of the conquest of Crete, had not yet developed a legal system as advanced in terms of the protection of the individual. The Twelve Tables — the bronze tablets that the Romans considered the foundation of their law — had been a step forward from previous arbitrariness, but they offered no protection for women, did not regulate the status of slaves with the same subtlety, and did not guarantee equality before the law with the same consistency. A Roman general entering Gortyna in 69 BC and stopping before the Wall of the Code stood, perhaps without knowing it, before a legal system more advanced than that of his own civilisation in certain essential respects.

⸻

Why this period and this document have remained in the shadow of history is a question with no simple answer. In part, because the ancient historians — Romans for the most part — had no interest in extolling the sophistication of the conquered. In part, because Crete did not produce, in its years of glory, a historical literature of its own that survived. In part, because the Roman conquest of the island generated no subsequent spectacular conflicts, produced no canonised heroes, and entered the founding mythology of no modern nation.

Crete was conquered. It became a province. It continued to exist, with its Code intact — the Romans, with their administrative wisdom, understood that destroying a functioning legal system costs more than preserving it. And in this quiet continuity, without canonised drama, the period slipped to the margins of historical attention.

It is an injustice. Not in the moral sense of the word — historiography has no moral obligations toward its subjects. But in the intellectual sense: by ignoring this period, we ignore a lesson about the resistance of culture in the face of force, about the survival of a people’s identity through its legal institutions, about the fact that a law carved in stone can be more durable than any army.

⸻

This book is fiction. Lucius Valerius Aquila, Arete, Damon, Philon, Rufus — they are invented characters, with invented lives and invented choices. Metellus existed and received the title of Creticus — the rest belongs to the author’s imagination and to the freedoms that fiction enjoys and that history cannot permit.

But the context is real. Gortyna is real. The Gortyna Code exists and can be seen today — what has survived of it can be seen at the Archaeological Museum of Heraklion and partly at the archaeological site of Gortyna itself, where several limestone blocks bearing their ancient inscriptions stand as testimony to a law older than Rome and more enduring than it. The Roman conquest of Crete took place exactly in the years and under the conditions described. The piracy was real, the humiliation of Antonius was real, the title of Metellus was real.

What is invented are the people. What is real is the world in which they live.

I wrote this book because I believed that world deserved more than a few lines in a textbook. Because the Gortyna Code deserves to be known, not only by specialists, but by anyone who wonders where the rights we consider self-evident today come from. Because the story of an island that survived conquest through the force of its laws is a story that belongs to everyone.

The curious reader will find the Gortyna Code described in numerous academic works. But first, I hope, they will find in these pages people who lived in its shadow, who defended and loved it, and who understood that the identity of a people does not reside in its walls, but in its laws.

Walls crumble. Law, if carved deep enough, remains.

Andi Rădiu
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PART ONE

The Landing
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CHAPTER I
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The White Sea

⸻

The wind came from the south and smelled of salt and sun-scorched stone. Lucius Valerius Aquila stood at the prow of the ship and looked. Not at the sky, not at the waves — but at that distant line, barely visible, rising from the sea like a promise or like a threat. Crete.

He had first seen it as a shadow, when dawn had barely separated itself from night and the sky was still the colour of old iron. Now, a few hours after sunrise, the island grew steadily, like some great creature surfacing from the deep. White cliffs, almost blinding in the morning light. Mountain peaks wrapped in thin, violet mist that refused to dissolve even in the glare of the sun. And above all else, unseen but known to be there, Mount Ida — the island’s spine, the place where, according to local legend, Zeus himself had been born.

Lucius did not believe in Zeus. He had stopped believing in any god long ago. But looking at that island rising on the horizon, he felt something he could not name — a mixture of fascination and unease, like the feeling of entering an old house and sensing that its walls know things you will never learn.

— Looks like any other island, said a voice behind him.

Lucius did not turn around. He knew the voice belonged to Gaius Petronius, the centurion of the second legion — a broad, red-faced man with the look of someone who had never known doubt in his entire life. Petronius saw the same thing in every new place: a future battlefield or a past one. Nothing in between.

— It is not like any other island, Lucius replied without moving.

— Barbarians here, barbarians in Gaul, barbarians in Hispania. Barbarians fight and surrender. That is the way of the world.

— The Cretans are not barbarians, Petronius.

A brief silence. The centurion spat into the sea.

— Everyone who is not Roman is a barbarian, Tribune. That is not a proverb — it is a law of nature.

Lucius did not reply. He let the words fall into the water like stones and continued to look. In that harsh morning light, Crete did not seem like a place that would surrender easily. It seemed like a place that knew how to wait.

* * *
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THE SHIP — A HEAVY trireme, its belly full of soldiers, supplies and siege equipment — moved laboriously through the waters of the Cretan Sea. The oarsmen worked in silence, kept in rhythm by the dull, muffled beat of the drum below deck. Above them, the swollen sails caught the southerly wind and drove the vessel forward with a constant, almost drowsy force.

Around it, twelve other ships formed the fleet of Quintus Caecilius Metellus, the general who had received from the Senate the mission of putting an end, once and for all, to the Cretan problem. Piracy, they said officially. The islands of the Eastern Mediterranean had become a nest of pirates attacking Roman merchant vessels, plundering coastlines, taking slaves. Rome could not tolerate this. Rome tolerated nothing that threatened its supremacy at sea.

But Lucius knew, as did anyone with eyes in their head, that it was not merely about pirates. It was about wounded Roman pride. About the humiliation Marcus Antonius had suffered a few years earlier on these same waters, defeated in disgrace by the very men he had come to punish. Antonius had returned to Rome with a shattered fleet and a peace that no one had officially recognised, but that everyone knew — a peace wrested on bended knee.

Lucius’s father had been there. On one of Antonius’s ships, on the day of the defeat.

That was not a thought Lucius allowed to linger.

* * *
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— AQUILA!

The voice was sharp, authoritative. He turned. A young soldier, his expression uneasy, was signalling from the stern.

— The general wants you.

Lucius threw one last glance at the island, then made his way to the stern. His footsteps on the wet planks of the deck rang out rhythmically, steadily. He had kept his stride steady for years — steady even when his mind was anything but. It was something he had learned early: in Rome, above all in military Rome, uncertainty was never shown on the face. It was kept inside, well shut, like poor wine in a fine vessel.

On the deck, soldiers were throwing dice or sleeping against the rail, their shields beside them. A few watched the island with curiosity, a few with poorly concealed fear. One of them, a boy of no more than seventeen with short blond hair, stopped him with a hesitant hand.

— Tribune — said the boy — is it true they have archers who can hit a man at two hundred paces?

Lucius stopped. He looked at the boy — unshaven cheeks, wide eyes, hands that trembled slightly.

— Three hundred, said Lucius. But only if you stand still.

The boy swallowed hard. Lucius walked on.

* * *
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METELLUS STOOD BENT over a map spread on a heavy wooden table, anchored to the floor with short chains to keep it from sliding with the movement of the ship. He was a man past fifty, lean and straight as a mountain pine, with close-cropped hair and a face grooved by the winds of dozens of campaigns. He was not a handsome man and had never sought to be. He had sought to be feared, and in that he had succeeded abundantly.

His eyes — grey, without warmth, extremely attentive — rose when Lucius entered. He did not greet him. Metellus greeted no one, holding that greetings were a habit of those who needed to be liked.

— You have seen the island, said the general, stating rather than asking.

— Yes, General.

— And?

Lucius hesitated a moment. It was a trap, he knew that. Metellus never asked questions without already knowing what answer he wanted. His questions were not requests for information — they were tests.

— It appears to be an island that understands the value of its mountains, said Lucius carefully.

A brief, almost imperceptible smile crossed the general’s face. It was gone before Lucius could be sure he had seen it.

— Well said. Sit down.

Lucius sat on a camp chair, his back straight. On the map he could see Crete in its full extent — a long, narrow island, oriented from west to east, like a sword lying on the water. The main cities were marked in red: Kydonia in the west, Knossos in the centre-north, and in the south — Gortyna. The city Lucius already knew by heart from the documents he had studied in the months before the expedition.

— The strategy is simple, said Metellus, his finger tracing the northern coast. We land in the west. Kydonia falls first — they have already sent envoys to negotiate, though they will not surrender without a fight. It is in their nature. Then we advance east. Lyttos. Knossos. The final objective is Gortyna.

— Their de facto capital, said Lucius.

— Their de facto capital. And something more than that. — Metellus straightened and clasped his hands behind his back, gazing through the narrow window toward the island. — Gortyna is where the Code is. You know what I am referring to?

— Their laws. Carved in stone.

— Carved in stone. — Metellus repeated the words with an intonation that could have been admiration or contempt or both at once. — Six hundred lines of law, written in ancient Greek, on a circular wall in the centre of the city. The Cretans are more proud of it than of anything else. More than of their gods, more than of their famous archers. It represents their identity. Their soul, if you wish to be poetic.

Lucius studied the map. Gortyna. The Wall of the Code. And somewhere in Gortyna, in the city’s archives or hidden in some noble house, the documents his father had left there years ago. Documents that could destroy the Valerii family if they fell into the wrong hands.

— That is why I am sending you there, Metellus continued, turning toward him. Not as a soldier, Aquila. As an administrator. When Gortyna falls — and it will fall — someone will need to manage the transition. To make a Roman city of this place. To implement Roman law where, for centuries, their law has stood.

— I understand, General.

— You do not understand yet. — Metellus’s voice did not rise or fall. It remained at exactly the same level, like the water of a deep river. — The Cretans are not like the Gauls or the Hispanians. They are educated. They have philosophers, judges, men who have read more than many Roman senators. You will not be able to treat them like defeated barbarians. You will need to convince them that Rome brings them something better than what they have.

— And does it?

The silence that followed was long enough to become an answer in itself. Metellus turned toward the window.

— It brings them order, he said at last. And peace. The piracy ends with us.

Lucius nodded and left without adding anything more. On deck, the wind struck him full in the face with all its Mediterranean force — warm, dry, laden with the promise of a land he did not yet know. Toward the prow, Crete continued to grow. He could make out now, in the approaching midday light, the yellow line of beaches, the dark green of scrubland on the hillsides, the periodic white of the cliffs.

And somewhere on that island, the documents he needed to find and destroy waited for him — before someone else found them first. Before Rome learned that the Valerii family had played a role in the disaster of Antonius. Before everything collapsed.

The wind struck him again, and Lucius closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, the island was closer. Its scent had reached him now — sage, thyme, hot stone and, beneath all of it, something harder to identify. Something old. Something that had never entirely allowed itself to be conquered.

The ship moved on. Crete was waiting.
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CHAPTER II
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The Land of the Archers

⸻

The landing was made at dawn, on a narrow beach west of Kydonia, with white sand and low rocks that jutted into the sea like fingers. The water was calm. The wind still slept.

Lucius was among the first out of the boat, with the cold water up to his knees, his shield held above his head though there was no sign of danger. It was a reflex — he had learned it at his first assault, years ago, somewhere in Illyria. There you learn to keep your shield up even when everything seems quiet. Especially when everything seems quiet.

On the beach, the soldiers were organising themselves into formation with that mechanical precision that comes not from courage but from long training. The centurions gave orders in whispers — short, sharp, without echo. No one spoke louder than necessary. Metellus had ordered complete silence until the bridgehead was secured.

Lucius looked around. The beach was bordered to the north by a line of dense scrub — lentiscus and wild myrtle, with their sharp and persistent smell. Beyond the scrub, the terrain rose steeply toward a series of low hills covered with ancient olive trees, their trunks twisted like men bent by the wind. The dawn light painted everything in shades of ochre and silver.

Beautiful, thought Lucius. And immediately reproached himself for the thought. He had not come to find beauty.

* * *
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THE ATTACK CAME FROM the olive trees, without any warning.

No battle cry, no drumbeats, no metal-on-metal sound announcing a line of infantry. None of those things. Only a brief whistle through the air — almost melodic — and the first soldier fell with an arrow lodged in his throat, just above the edge of his breastplate.

— Shields! someone shouted.

But before the formation could close, the second arrow had already come. And the third. Not in volleys — with surgical precision, one by one, each finding its place through the gaps in the armour or above the rim of a shield. Someone up there, in the shadow of the olive trees, knew exactly where to strike.

Lucius threw himself to the ground and rolled behind a boulder. Beside him, Petronius had crouched with his shield raised, his small blue eyes scanning the hillsides.

— How many are there? the centurion muttered.

— I don’t know. Two. Maybe three.

— Two or three men are holding back an entire century?

— Two or three Cretan archers, Petronius. There is a difference.

The centurion spat in the sand but did not reply. On the beach, another soldier cried out briefly — a cry that cut off abruptly, like a candle snuffed out. Lucius did not look. He knew what that sound meant.

The Roman formation had now reorganised itself into a testudo — shields above, shields at the sides, a carapace of bronze and wood advancing heavily toward the hills. It was the standard response to archers. It worked, usually. Against ordinary archers.

Another arrow found, within seconds, the only gap in the testudo — the junction between the third and
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