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Chapter 1, A Season of Treason


—Mediolanum, July 355 AD—

The gruesome death of the Caesar of the East,
Flavius Claudius Constantius Gallus, was not the end of the
story.

Far from it.

This being the troubled reign of Emperor
Constantius II, the Caesar’s beheading in a squalid dungeon in Pola
Istria triggered a torrent of more court intrigues. The chilly
winter of 354 gave way to spring winds carrying fresh charges of
corruption and insubordination, confessions and perjuries,
alliances and betrayals, unexpected pardons—and to the
unluckiest—torture and death.

Hardened courtiers muttered that it was just
an ordinary season in the rivalrous Mediolanum court. Flavius
Gallus was the fourth co-ruler to fall to Constantius’ dominance of
the civilized world—if you counted the usurper ‘Emperor’ Magnentius
along with Emperor Constantius’ two dead brothers.

‘You testify today?’ Cassius asked. The rider
rattled the dicing cup under my nose to bring my thoughts back to
our game.

‘It’s a mistake.’ I shrugged. ‘I’ve got
nothing to tell them.’

‘Indeed.’ Cassius glanced at my fellow
agens Rufus. ‘Maybe they confused you with someone
else?’

‘The court isn’t exactly teeming with
Numidians, I admit.’

My concentration was shattered. My nerves were
raw. I had been summoned from our schola as an ‘impartial’
witness, but my pretended nonchalance didn’t fool my gambling
mates.

Under Roman law, the agentes in rebus
could not be convicted for acts committed on duty. It was common
knowledge that I’d conducted an inquiry into the Antiochia
administration of the failed Caesar of the East and his late
Augusta, the Emperor’s sister Constantia.

But the protection of old laws diminished by
the week. I put little trust in Roman ‘justice’ during these
hysterical times.

As a former slave, I knew what it was to be
defenseless in the hands of the powerful. As a Numidian colonial,
no matter how well read or loyal to the Empire, I was doubly an
outsider.

As the three of us gambled away, the imperial
jails below our boots groaned with state witnesses. Whenever a
warder aired out the cells by opening a courtyard grate, the
screams of Paulus Catena’s ‘customers’ reached our dicing
table.

Officially Catena was an ordinary imperial
notary. Unofficially, the Dacian was Constantius’ most trusted
interrogator. His nickname, ‘Paul the Chain,’ referred not only to
the shackles he clamped on his prisoners, but the cage of lies he
forged around his victims. He’d give anything to get his iron
prongs into me. While escaping his tortures in Sirmium, I’d left
his voice box permanently wrecked by my bootlace
garrote.

A pair of dice could keep my mind off Catena’s
recreations for only so many hours every day.

The ‘Gallus trials’ were being heard in the
Emperor’s inner council chamber—not as vast as the public reception
halls of the Mediolanum palace, but more sinister. With its stiff,
seating girded on three sides by clerks and secretaries, the
consistorium always reminded me of a stage set from a Greek
play.

Except that all these actors wore only one
mask—Smiling Hypocrisy.

The hearings had dragged on for eighteen days.
Time was running short. The Emperor needed to finish this spectacle
of revenge before his convocation of Christian bishops starting
later this week. As the protector of the Arian Christian Church and
sitting as near to his god as a mortal could, Constantius looked
forward to presiding over the final theological debate on the
nature of Christ. Suspicion and cruelty must soon give way to
public piety.

Rufus shattered my pessimistic reverie with a
jerk of his head. ‘Who’s that kid across the courtyard?’

He took the cup from Cassius. The ivory dice
tumbled onto the slate. The blue dots said I’d lost
again.

‘He’s staring at you, Marcus.’ Rufus swept up
my nummi with the smirk of an accomplished cheat. I wasn’t
falling for his ruse. I didn’t know any kid. I kept my gaze fixed
on his ‘lucky’ dice.

Why had the Court called me as witness,
anyway? Constantius saw treason everywhere—behind the curtains, in
his bath, and under his bed. Who conspired with Caesar Gallus
against his throne? Who visited the young Augustus’ court in
Antiochia? Who inveigled the weaker Constantine to rise against,
the Emperor?

I couldn’t answer these questions.

But truth counted for nothing in today’s
political theater. Hundreds of years ago, a Cicero might have
cleared the air before a Senate of honorable men holding
independent power. Now the Roman Senate was a shell, lies were the
preferred tools of statecraft, and I knew few honorable men. I was
no longer a slave, but that childhood sense of being nothing more
than a plaything of the Fates had crept back into my bones over the
tormented days of waiting to be called.

A sudden scream broke through the barred
window at our feet.

‘Another round?’ I sipped diluted wine and
wiped the summer sweat off my brow. The gods knew I needed this
game to distract me.

‘Sorry. My shift is next.’ Rufus reached for
his shoulder padding. In the warm sun, he alone was wearing riding
trousers and full courier gear. In five minutes he’d clap his
petanus back on his head, collect the late morning imperial
mail sack, and gallop due north out the Porta Comasina for
Comum.

I’d stripped to the waist to keep my tunic
fresh for court.

Cassius took pity on me. ‘One more round,
Rufus.’

Rufus fell back on his stool. Though my cash
was nearly gone, it wasn’t about the money. I had money enough,
thanks to a legacy from the House of Manlius back in Roma. It was
about losing to Rufus, a mere eques, training class. He owed
me a chance to make back my losses out of sheer respect for my rank
of biarchus.

I made nothing. His dice looked all right to
the naked eye, but no matter how I shifted my betting strategy, I
lost. His two ivory tesserae were crooked.

‘That boy has been staring at you for the last
ten minutes, Numidianus. Go see what he wants,’ Rufus
said.

I wasn’t in any mood for strange boys. These
might be my final hours of freedom.

‘I don’t care if Empress Eusebia is hailing me
stark naked from her private window. Keep playing,
Rufus.’

‘It would be a lonely empress who wasted time
on a common agens, even as handsome as you, Numidianus,’
Cassius said with a chuckle.

Only after Rufus had ridden off for the late
Emperor Maximian’s imposing city gates did I glance behind my
stool.

The boy stood across the sun-bleached parade
ground. He seemed rooted to the shadowy base of a marble column in
the portico ringing the courtyard. He was that awkward age when
each morning might mark the first clumsy shave. Was there something
familiar about him?

He smiled at me just as a well-dressed woman
of the court, so similar in feature and coloring she must be his
mother, yanked him away. With angry whispers, she dragged him
toward the imperial residential wing.

The ducenarius Gaudentius trotted down
the palace steps to collect me. My stomach clenched at the grim
look in his black eyes. I knew this agens only by sight and
reputation. He was a humorless product of the Neapolis slums and
had climbed up our ranks without the benefit of political pull or
family favors—just relentless service. The instructors at the
Castra Peregrina in Roma cited Gaudentius’ surveillance and arrest
techniques as models of ruthless efficiency.

He was a rare man in these cynical and corrupt
times—but not popular. Even the good-natured Ahenobarbus, the
officer to whom I reported in Roma, kept a safe distance from this
particular ducenarius.

‘My turn, Gaudentius?’

I rose from my stool and dressed. Gaudentius
took in the white stripes that scarred my shoulder blades. I
ignored his disapproving eyebrow. Those lash marks had been
honorably earned working undercover on my first mission, the job
that earned my manumission from slavery.

I straightened my tunic hem, finished
fastening my sword belt and boots, and double-checked my
schola insignia.

‘You testify soon.’

‘But about what? Who put me
forward?’

Gaudentius glanced around for eavesdroppers.
‘I don’t know. They’re still grilling the eunuch Gorgonius who
attended the Caesar’s baths.’ He polished off my wine and wiped his
lips. ‘Remember him by any chance?’

‘I never penetrated the Caesar’s private
suite. That had nothing to do with my investigation.’

‘So you can’t verify his
testimony?’

‘No. I avoid those types. Anyway,’ I argued,
‘Lord Chamberlain runs all the eunuchs in the Empire. Surely
Eusebius can get one of his junior “brothers” off?’

I didn’t have to add the joke that Emperor
Constantius himself enjoyed only ‘some influence’ over
Eusebius. The praepositus sacri cubiculi ruled the innermost
imperial chambers. He was the greediest and most powerful eunuch in
the entire Empire. Eunuchs had no other history or family, no other
sponsors or protectors, than the devious praepositus—nor did
they need one. Gorgonius needed Eusebius’ corroboration, not
mine.

Gaudentius shrugged. ‘It’s not clear the Lord
Chamberlain views this Gorgonius as worth saving.’

I strode behind Gaudentius’ muscle-bound
figure toward the tall, carved doors of the main
building.

‘Who’s doing the questioning?’

‘Magister Equitum in Praesenti
Flavius Arbetio took over from the Prefect Lampadius an hour
ago.’

‘Lampadius, the “austerity politician”? He
called off all the games and races as Praetorian Prefect for
Gallia.’

‘Lampadius’ questioning turned too
insinuating. General Arbetio is sharper.’

‘You mean Consul Arbetio, don’t
you?’

Gaudentius halted at the top of the
steps.

‘Only for a year. And he wants to make the
most of it. Gorgonius is only an appetizer. The main dish on
Arbetio’s menu is his rival to succeed Constantius—General
Ursicinus.’

‘Ursicinus is here?’

I turned cold. General Ursicinus was the most
powerful soldier in the Empire. I’d heard more than was safe about
his ambitions from his military acolyte, the Master of the Guards
in Antiochia, Barbatio. Would I be pressed to testify to those
ambitions? Or lie?

I clenched Gaudentius’ forearm. ‘Is that why
I’m here? My life depends on knowing.’

‘What was your briefing from Apodemius in
Roma?’

‘The Magister told me to say nothing
unless absolutely pinned to the floor.’

‘Heed his advice. That’s why he’s our
Magister Agentium in Rebus and you’re still
just biarchus, second-class. Play dumb.’

I stiffened but made no effort to defend my
checkered reputation. Depending on my cooperation today, Gaudentius
was capable of demoting me back to riding the northern circuit
chasing the tail of that cheating dice rat Rufus—assuming I didn’t
end up in Catena’s cells for further ‘questioning.’

I followed the Neapolitan at a respectful clip
through the echoing reception rooms toward the consistorium.
We passed dozens of scurrying bureaucrats too busy to bother with
us. Stony-faced sentries stared right through us.

Though one of the Empire’s western capitols,
the palace building looked more Eastern than ever to my eyes. If
such unforgiving marble architecture could be feminized, the taste
of our Macedonian empress had merged with the Emperor’s fondness
for purple, gilt, incense, and protocol. Mediolanum’s court
buildings had become an ornate and fuggy nest fit for the nervous,
unblinking sovereign and his clever second wife.

Huge sprays of summer flowers wilted next to
smoky braziers. Heavy draperies, embroidered with the gold letters
Chi and Rho, the first two Greek letters of our
emperor’s ‘savior’ Christ, muffled the noise of the bustling city
outside. Only the swishing robes and murmuring orders of thousands
of secretaries, eunuchs, cooks, notaries, officials, and family
attendants broke the reverential hush of the palace.

My ears picked up the hum of the inquisition
as we neared the bronze-covered doors to the consistorium.
In my previous approaches to this sanctum, I’d never seen so many
guards—fifteen on either side, each fully armed with spatha,
pugio, and spear—and not parade weapons but battle-ready
arms. The palatine domestici stood on high alert against any
last-minute insurrections by the doomed.

I took a deep breath and thought of my
grandfather, one of the Empire’s last great senators and masters of
public rhetoric. True, I was only the bastard child of the Manlius
line by a Numidian seamstress slave, but my share of the Senator’s
aristocratic blood surged up to face the Emperor’s hounds.
Constantius himself knew me from services past, but many at his
table of councilors didn’t. They distrusted our schola of
independent agents almost as much as they competed with each other
for favor and appointment.

In short, I was about to enter an arena of
political hyenas, each fighting for his own pack.

Gaudentius and I positioned ourselves behind a
phalanx of clerks scribbling testimony in shorthand on wax tablets.
I surveyed the crowded room from behind the ducenarius’
thick shoulder. I had spotted that old enemy of our schola,
the eunuch Lord Chamberlain. He presided like an insidious spider
at the center of the long marble table.

The examiner Consul Arbetio had just laid his
palms on that cool surface as he leaned forward to press home his
point. He was of medium height with a long torso, thick waist, and
thinning hair clipped short. Standing alone in the center of the
room, without adviser or even a slave for support, Gorgonius
trembled.

‘Do you know this eunuch?’ Gaudentius
whispered.

‘Only by sight.’

Gorgonius had the wide hips, soft face, and
elongated limbs of a male castrated before puberty. I’d crossed his
path once or twice during my investigation.

But I’d seen over a hundred eunuchs working in
the Antiochia palace compound—chamber slaves from Armenia where
castration was still legal, towering domestici on security
duty, or small servant boys ill-favored by the Fates at birth—even
a virile-looking Toxandrian prisoner of war. Despite his
enslavement and mutilation, this Meroveus had proven himself still
so much of a man that I’d rescued him for service with the
agentes in rebus.

The northern Frank was still training at the
Castra Peregrina in Roma. Our service had no prejudice against
eunuchs. We even studied their ways under an ‘expert’ instructor.
In our schola’s competition for information and control of
communications across the Empire, it was good to have two actual
eunuchs on staff.

‘I recognize this Gorgonius from the mole on
his cheek, but nothing more,’ I whispered. ‘He cannot be the reason
for my summons.’

Gaudentius looked relieved. His object was to
get me in and out of this hearing without drawing our schola
into political controversy.

General Arbetio pounded the grand marble table
with exasperation.

‘Did you hear or see any soldiers of
the Legio X Fretensis, Legio XXX Ulpia Victrix, or the
Legio II Flavia in the Caesar’s apartments?’

‘Certainly not,’ Gorgonius said. ‘The Caesar
did not entertain legionaries in his apartments for conference
of any kind.’

‘Don’t parse my words while you still have a
tongue!’ Arbetio shouted. ‘Did you ever witness the visit of any
officers assigned to the command of any
legions stationed in the East?’

‘Yes,’ Gorgonius relented. ‘One, in the
company of his senior tribunes.’

Arbetio struggled to hold his patience. The
questioning was heating up as the morning wore on.

‘At last. Would you kindly tell us who that
“one” was?’

The eunuch muttered, ‘The Magister
Equitum of the East, General Ursicinus.’

Arbetio took a deep and satisfied breath. He
cast a triumphant smile at his fellow consistoriani. ‘Our
Empire’s valiant bear of a defender, Ursicinus,’ he repeated
directly to the Emperor.

Constantius’ large cow eyes did not blink.
That bulbous chin did not quiver. The nose that drooped at the end
did not sniff. Everything that had been comely in his dissolute
younger brother Constans was ponderous and excessive in
Constantius.

‘So Ursicinus was there. When, and why,
Gorgonius?’ Arbetio continued.

‘In 351—no, no, 352. The general came to
report his success in putting down the Jewish revolt.’

‘Was the Caesar much pleased with his
commander-in-chief?’

‘Oh, yes, of course,’ the foolish Gorgonius
replied. ‘I recall Caesar Gallus relishing all the details of the
destruction of two cities, Tiberias and Diospolis. He told me as I
scraped him clean that Ursicinus had razed Diocaesarea to the
ground and killed several thousand rebels, some of them mere boys.
The Augustus found the details of the
massacre . . . um . . . exciting to
repeat to me while he bathed. He enjoyed stories of
valor.’

‘He’s an honest witness. Gallus loved
bloodshed,’ I whispered.

‘Shut up,’ Gaudentius hissed through frozen
lips.

Arbetio smiled with even, white teeth. ‘So the
Caesar favored Ursicinus? The General’s fame grew? Gallus promoted
Ursicinus’ victories to anyone who would listen? Even
you—?’

‘Yes,’ Gorgonius said ‘but—’

Too late he realized his mistake.

‘When tradition holds that our Emperor should
receive all credit for imperial success in the field?’

‘The Caesar was only . . .
grateful for the legions’ protection.’

‘How many times did the Caesar and the General
meet?’

‘I’m no eavesdropper,’ the eunuch protested.
‘I drew baths and cleaned his robes.’

Arbetio drew himself to his full height. He
had dressed this morning to display both civil authority and
military prowess to full effect. His bleached woolen tunic was
hemmed in fine gold embroidery and his high rank was advertised by
two huge embroidered orbiculi below his belt. His parade
armor had been polished bright with fine sand and his boots of
sturdy calfskin were spotless.

‘But did you not stick to your master like a
second skin? Surely you never left your post in his private
chambers?’

‘No, of course not.’

‘Private dining room?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘Didn’t the two men discuss things beside
Jewish rebels? Didn’t Gallus confide to Ursicinus his frustration?
His hunger for more authority? Did the two men not discuss the
civil administration of the Eastern Empire? Didn’t the Caesar
openly chafe under the seniority of more experienced administrators
in Antiochia?’

‘I . . . have no idea.’
Gorgonius searched dozens of impassive faces for rescue. ‘I only
know Flavius Gallus was grateful for Ursicinus’
victories.’

‘Oh, I’m sure he was. Wasn’t Caesar Gallus so
grateful that he entrusted investigations of treason in his own
court to none other than General Ursicinus a year or so
later?’

‘I know
nothing . . . nothing more.’ Gorgonius shot a
plaintive look at the Lord Chamberlain, but Eusebius looked away
from his appeal. ‘Please let me go, Consul. Let me go.’

Arbetio had not finished using Gorgonius to
trap Ursicinus. ‘In fact, as we’ve heard in previous testimony,
General Ursicinus’ fame has been rising steadily throughout the
entire East. The dioceses clamor for him. The rabble praises him.
Leaders of good society admire him until they have almost forgotten
the name of our beloved emperor.’

Arbetio glanced at his notes. ‘Soon after his
victories over the Jews, the General meddled in political affairs,
didn’t he, Gorgonius?’

The eunuch trembled. Arbetio crossed the room
and slapped the eunuch’s hairless cheek. Gorgonius’ knees
wobbled.

‘Only at the Caesar’s request,
Consul.’

Arbetio lost his patience and kicked the
miserable eunuch until he had him curling up in pain on the
floor.

‘You know far more, you specimen of bed lice.
This tribunal is too lenient with you.’

Arbetio signaled to a sentry for Gorgonius to
be hauled downstairs for Catena’s version of further
‘conversation.’

The eunuch lifted his sweating face off the
polished tesserae and moaned, ‘I know nothing more. I beg
you.’

He inched forward on his stomach, one hand
stretching to clutch the purple hem of the Emperor’s stiff outer
robe. ‘Please, Imperator, please, by Christ’s mercy. Do not
send me down there. Christ, save your faithful servant,
Christ!’

The Emperor’s personal bodyguard, Teutomeres,
kicked Gorgonius back from the dais. We listened to the eunuch’s
terrified sobs as a tablet from the Lord Chamberlain Eusebius now
passed from hand to hand down the long table until it reached the
dais and the bejeweled hand of the Emperor. Those unblinking
Constantinian eyes read the message and tucked it beneath the
carapace of heavy brocade engulfing his stolid figure.

‘Release Gorgonius,’ the Emperor
said.

Arbetio’s mask of consular impartiality
dropped. His lips twisted up over his teeth like a hunting canine
whose prey had just dodged into a thorny thicket.

‘It wasn’t Christ who just saved the little
shit, I’ll wager a year’s pay,’ Gaudentius mumbled.

‘And you’d win, even against Rufus’ loaded
dice.’

I kept well behind Gaudentius. Eusebius hated
our Magister Apodemius above all his opponents. I didn’t
want him to spot me. Meanwhile, the Emperor played his councilors
against each other like no more than pieces on a latrunculi
board. Arbetio had made his move and been countered by the Lord
Chamberlain. Whose side did the others sit on?

‘I know that fat councilor from my courier
days in Treverorum,’ I whispered.

Gaudentius followed my eyes to the bald man
patting down his wet dome with a square of silk. ‘You should. He
was comes rei privatae to Constans in 342.’

‘Mattyocopus, his money man? How has he
survived? Constans was a gold-plated spendthrift who broke the
imperial treasury.’

‘And your “Sweets-gulper” still always takes
more than his share. He’s hung on to the edges of that council
table since Constans’ death by every dirty trick in the book. He’ll
do whatever Lampadius or Arbetio tells him.’

‘Do I recognize the withered old man with the
elegant profile?’

‘You might. Quintus Flavius Maesius Egnatius
Lollianus, the council’s respected “pagan placeholder.” Perhaps he
knew the late Senator Manlius in the old days?’

‘You mean Lollianus Mavortius who was Urban
Prefect of Roma when I was a youngster?’

‘The very one, recalled from retirement to
play second consul—though he’s only interested in
astrology.’

‘And the slim, sly one? Like a serpent
standing on his tail?’

‘C. Ceionious Rufius Volusianus
Lam—’

‘That’s your insinuating Lampadius, the
“austerity” politician?’

Gaudentius nodded. ‘Yes, austere, frugal,
vain, and arrogant—that’s Lampadius. Next to him is Aedesius, the
magister memoriae, in charge of sixty-two clerks and twelve
adiutores and a right little toady. Aedesius is another
pagan but Lampadius is a Christian. Yet those two are thick as
thieves. Religious confession counts for nothing when it comes to
complots here.’

I knew only one man besides the Emperor who
put the unity of the Empire first—and that man, our schola
magister Apodemius, would never warm a seat at this table.
Through military uprising, civil corruption, and regional breakup,
we agentes comprised the thousand-strong network that kept
the imperial system running smooth—but we were hated all the more
by everyone.

And why was I here? Why had Apodemius obeyed
someone’s order and dispatched me into this nest of vipers? To
condemn Ursicinus on hearsay?

Scarcely turning his head, Constantius II
prompted Arbetio to continue.

The consul recovered his poise and relished
the single point he had scored. The witness Gorgonius had at least
placed his hated rival Ursicinus in the court of the traitor Caesar
Gallus.

Now he had the opening to strip that valorous
giant of his medals and clear the way for his own ascension in
Constantius’ wake.

Arbetio gave the emphatic instruction to the
guards at the chamber door.

‘Summon General Ursicinus.’

 



Chapter 2, An Empress Gambles


—The Consistorium—

The closed room grew only more suffocating. We
heard heavy, brisk boot steps coming down the corridor before we
saw the man himself framed by the great doors.

At last, the most senior soldier of the Empire
marched into the chamber with a slight, if well disguised limp.
Instead of coming straight up to prostrate himself and kiss the hem
of Constantius’ robe, the towering veteran turned his back on us
and waited near the entrance. The guards had slammed the heavy
doors shut, barring Ursicinus’ escort party from accompanying him
in force. We all waited through a confrontational silence. The
towering soldier refused to acknowledge his affronted sovereign
until the doors were re-opened.

Only then did Ursicinus lead forward his
entire contingent—six tribuni vacantes under the banners of
the Legio X Fretensis rounded up by the noble figure of his
own son, Potentius, bearing the insignia of a tribune of the
promoti. All wore full battle gear and looked formidably out
of place in this ornate and cloistered assembly.

Where his pugio sheath should have
hung, General Ursicinus carried a jeweled Persian dagger—certainly
no gift from its rightful owner. His armor had been polished so
often, it looked thin in places. He wore his gray hair close to the
skull. One hand bore shiny scars of fire. The nape of his bull’s
neck was burnt mahogany by the Eastern sun.

The chamber shimmered with the newcomers’
vitality. These men were fresh from a disputed front. Each of us
knew that King Shapur II’s armies would flood into any territorial
vacuum weakened by a mistake made in Mediolanum today.

Constantius II lifted one eyebrow. He was no
stranger to the uses of processional awe. These proceedings had at
last reached the centerpiece of his campaign to root out the
specter of any Eastern threat to his rule.

Returning the General’s insult, he ordered his
guards to push the enormous veteran onto his knees, forcing the
military hero to hobble forward toward the dais to place his lips
on the Emperor’s hem.

Arbetio was impatient for these overtures to
finish.

‘General Ursicinus, you have been arraigned
here on charges of high treason.’

‘Innocent of all charges,’ Ursicinus said in a
gruff baritone as he rose stiffly to his feet. ‘Jealousy, the foe
of all good and loyal servants of the Empire, has grown more
dangerous to me with each success.’

‘Yes, yes, we know you for a brave man.
Moreover, you are my own colleague-in-arms. I register these
accusations against you with deep regret, General,’ Arbetio said,
bestowing the kind of smile I would hand over to a professional
poison-taster before accepting.

Ursicinus stroked his helmet thoughtfully with
that large, scarred hand. The little finger of his left hand was
missing below the last knuckle. I recalled the far more grievous
wounds my late father, Commander Atticus Manlius Gregorius, had
sustained in an action defending an imperial border. My blood
stirred with prejudice against these curled and scented councilors.
And Arbetio himself had just faced battle as part of Constantius
II’s last autumn campaign against the Alemanni invading Brigantium.
No matter how ferocious their rivalry for imperial favor, at least
the consul had to show a fellow veteran respect.

Ursicinus gave a soft reply forcing even the
Emperor to bend forward: ‘I’ve submitted my explanations of all
actions in the East in writing. This tribunal has all details on
offers made to the Jewish rebel Patricius, the insurrections we
suppressed, the defeats of the cities Tiberias and Diospolis to
teach them a lesson and the complete destruction of Diocaesarea. I
was called in to Antiochia for a time to investigate challenges to
the Caesar’s rule, but only as a military adviser, I assure you. I
am no . . . politician.’

Constantius cut off Arbetio’s rebuttal with a
raised palm. He kept his voice low as well. ‘We have read your
defense with interest.’

I could tell Constantius was full of rage,
though his voice stayed even and soft: ‘We have also heard that it
was your cavalry squadron, lent to the rebellious Caesar, which
stood by while the Antiochene Horse Guards dragged our personal
representative, the Praetorian Prefect-elect Domitianus, to pieces
through the streets. We heard rumors that you were in frequent
conference with the court’s Master of the Horse Guards—one
Barbatio—who aspired to become Magister Equitum in the East
once you replaced our cousin as Caesar.’

‘Barbatio is as loyal to your rule as I. Why
listen to slanderous conjecture based on disconnected events?’
Ursicinus scoffed. ‘To challenge the Caesar’s treatment of
Domitianus would be to challenge your own authority.’

‘Was this not collusion? Was this not
insurrection? Was this not treasonous contempt for our personal
envoy and appointee?’

Ursicinus now proved himself a veteran
politician as well as military man. ‘I will not abase myself so far
to satisfy envious tongues wagging hearsay. As for the Master of
the Horse Guards’ personal ambitions, where is Barbatio to answer
these charges on his own behalf?’

‘On border duty in chilly Mogontiacum,’
Arbetio said. ‘Perhaps he finds himself too frozen in place to lie
for you on short notice.’

A nervous laugh ran through the
chamber.

Ursicinus ignored Arbetio.

‘Imperator, I serve at your command.
I’ve maintained the Empire’s Eastern defenses against the Sassanids
in your absence, commanding the Legiones X Fretensis, XXX
Ulpia Victrix, III Scythica, II Flavia—’

‘Noble legions, all of them,’ murmured the
Emperor.

Ursicinus’ tone hardened: ‘Not all. You’ve
also asked me to reform the rebel remnants of the dishonored
legions, the Magnentiaci and Decentiaci, of your
conquered enemies. Those men, Imperator, regard their
transfer to the Eastern border as nothing less than a death
sentence. To keep such hardened riffraff under command requires a
strong hand like mine.’

The consistorium gasped at Ursicinus’
lack of deference. The General had all but declared that only he
could control the defeated troops of Constantius’ late rival
emperor.

Ursicinus gave a rueful laugh and stepped back
from the dais.

‘Shapur remains as insolent as ever. The
border is unstable. Even answering this summons is dereliction of
my duty to our troubled Eastern front.’

He strode right around the councilors’ table;
his right hand caressed his sword pommel and his helmet still
nestled in the crook of his left elbow.

‘Today I lament in my heart that uprightness
is deserted by more powerful men and stands so insecure in this
chamber. Anyone can see that loyalties in this room are handed
around with no more thought than obedient lictors are
transferred from magistrates to their successors.’

Constantius didn’t deign to twist his head to
watch Ursicinus’ threatening prowl over the shoulders of his
councilors. Instead he glared at Potentius who stared right back
without fear. This steady, muscular young man was a reminder to
everyone present of the Constantine heir our beautiful Empress
Eusebia had not yet produced for her uxorious sovereign.

‘We have evidence that you’re ambitious not
only for yourself but for this son of yours,’ Constantius
answered.

‘What father isn’t?’ Ursicinus burst into
laughter and cuffed the feeble Lollianus so hard, the drooling
astrologer nearly fell off his seat.

Constantius persevered: ‘We hold sworn
testimony that our name is no longer mentioned throughout the
Eastern provinces while your notoriety feeds on glory until you are
touted and proclaimed as the only formidable foe the Persians
face.’

Ursicinus had finished his tour of the
council. ‘There can be no evidence backing such rumors dreamt up by
men in comfortable beds. For I have done nothing for the last five
years but draw battle plans, lay siege, bully defectors back into
soldiers, repel incursions, suppress rebellions, shed blood, and
burn whole cities into the sand. And I’ve watched men, women, and
children die under my sword—for your Empire.’

Ursicinus fell on one knee, held out his
battered sword at the Emperor’s impeccable boots, and bowed his
head.

It was a grand show. Although I still feared
the unknown reason for which I’d been summoned, I was glad to
witness this. How could Constantius fault his most loyal
commander?

The Emperor sat immobilized by the General’s
bold speech. ‘We’ll consult among ourselves. Stay in Mediolanum,
General.’

Ursicinus wasn’t lingering for second
thoughts. With a quick nod, he marched at a brisk pace out of the
consistorium, followed by his confident son and loyal
tribunes.

‘It’s over. They didn’t call me,’ I whispered
to Gaudentius.

I dared not tell even Gaudentius—much less
this council—that the ambitious and thick-skulled Barbatio
had cherished hopes that Ursicinus would succeed a felled
Gallus as Caesar. He’d told me so in Antiochia. General Ursicinus
had encouraged the officer’s fantasies.

In short, Ursicinus was probably guilty of the
overweening ambition that Constantius II suspected.

The air was stifling. Anxiety over the day’s
events overwhelmed me. ‘I cannot breath in this room for confusion,
Ducenarius. Surely you know why I’m here? Spying on this
court is your job.’

‘They called you. I brought you in. It’s not
over.’

‘If they didn’t ask me to corroborate that
rumor about Barbatio, what more can there be? Surely I’m safe from
that bastard Catena’s evil prongs.’

All heads but the Emperor’s swiveled at
bustling sounds and raised voices in the echoing corridor outside.
For a moment I feared Ursicinus might burst back into the room to
vent his temper and use his battered sword on all our
heads.

Instead, a river of ladies swept in through
the great doors, like a rustling, tinkling, swishing regiment of
bright-colored silk flowers led by the Empress Eusebia. If it was
not the entire Domus Augustae, these were surely the more
eye-catching members of her private household. Here was another
expert at the art of ‘processional awe.’

Not one woman in her wake was vulgarly
dressed, but the combination of saffrons, salmons, garnets, azures,
ceruleans and spring greens dazzled the councilors into stunned
silence. Wafting, transparent silk veils drew the eager male eye
closer.

Well aware of her sensuous beauty, Eusebia
granted an imperious smile to each of the councilors—save
one.

It seemed our Imperatrix and I shared
one thing. For by ignoring only the Lord Chamberlain, her loathing
seemed all the more obvious than anything even my profound
revulsion might have produced.

My attention was hooked away by the sight of
the strange boy from the courtyard. He escorted his mother walking
behind some half dozen women in Eusebia’s train. My startled glance
drew his eyes straight to me. I could not be mistaken because, once
again, he smiled with relief at seeing I remained within
reach.

‘Who’s that brat in the dark green
tunic?’

‘Junius.’ Gaudentius shrugged.
‘Shush.’

The Empress’ ladies scurried and glided to
position themselves behind her. For her part, Eusebia seemed to
hold her breath until one of the domestici had fetched a
gilded cathedra for her to settle into.

We were all astonished to see this select and
secluded tribe of imperial ladies join the proceedings. Even
Arbetio took a step back from the council table, as if to shield
himself from unforeseen dangers. Some of the ladies had pinned
their diaphanous pallae across their lower faces in the new
Eastern fashion, while others modeled themselves on the confident
Empress and bestowed open-faced greetings to privileged officers of
the court.

‘Your Council has one last witness for today,
Imperator?’ Eusebia asked Constantius.

Surely the Empress was not referring to
me.

‘I think we have done for the day,’ Arbetio
said, looking less sure of himself than earlier. The hated
Ursicinus had slipped from his envious clutches.

‘No, General, it seems our Lord Chamberlain
has added a witness,’ Constantius answered in his cryptic, flat
tone. ‘He submits further allegations regarding the Caesar Gallus’
treason that require immediate examination.’

‘Please, we are ready,’ Eusebia said, with a
challenging glance at the Lord Chamberlain. Eusebius dodged her
eye. Instead, the Empire’s senior eunuch patted his fawn-colored
hair, rearranged his voluminous damask maroon robes, and fiddled
with a garnet ring adorning his pudgy left hand.

No one but Eusebia or the Lord Chamberlain, it
seemed, could have predicted the Emperor’s unexpected instruction
to the domestici waiting near the doors.

‘Please invite our cousin into this
chamber.’

His cousin? Caesar Gallus was dead—as surely
lifeless as the golden eagles fixed to the standards framing those
doors! I myself had seen Barbatio mutilate the imperial corpse in
that dank cell in Istria. If the headless Gallus had now returned
across the River Styx to testify today, the court had crossed into
a nightmare worthy of legend.

Confusion broke out among the Emperor’s
advisers. Murmurs swept the whole assembly, including the po-faced
notaries and secretaries.

‘I’m here already,’ someone croaked. A short,
bearded, almost goatish youth wearing a short tunic stepped into
the center of the room from only the gods knew where.

‘Welcome, Flavius Claudius
Julianus.’

‘I’ve waited many weeks without word, in the
hope of merely seeing your August Presence,’ the youth replied,
sinking to his bare and hairy knees.

My mind raced. If the Lord Chamberlain
Eusebius risked casting treason allegations at this last runt of
the Constantine dynasty, it was only because he’d abandoned hope of
dominating the poor benighted Julian as he had once ruled his
half-brother Gallus and still controlled the Emperor
himself.

Perhaps the great eunuch hoped to frighten
Constantius a little and marginalize this harmless,
round-shouldered youth for good. Eusebius could count on tacit
support from his fellow councilors once they had observed for
themselves Constantius’ permanent ambivalence toward any family
rival.

I still had no idea what part I played, but it
was clear that this was the veritable season of treason—the most
opportune moment for ambitious mongrels like Arbetio and Eusebius
to sweep away any and every contender to succeed under the excuse
of Gallus’ downfall.

I pitied this awkward boy. The last two
Constantine descendants to survive Constantius II’s murderous purge
had grown up together under house arrest in a fortress in Macellum
with only eunuchs for company. Whereas Gallus had emerged blinking
into the imperial sunlight to become a vicious, volatile caesar,
his half-brother Julian had sheltered himself away behind Greek
philosophy taught by kind eunuch named Mardonius.

Arbetio wavered. ‘Imperator, this
Council has no questions for this witness. A member of the imperial
house need hardly answer to us, your humble subjects.’

Constantius looked as troubled as any granite
statue could. He sat still, a rock in which seething heat might be
mounting over a dilemma the rest of us could not detect.

‘The Lord Chamberlain must have a question,
Consul Arbetio, or our beloved cousin would not be here today,’ the
Empress said in her bell-like voice.

The heavy figure of the Lord Chamberlain rose
to his slippered feet with some assistance. ‘Indeed, I have
questions—only a few—and will not detain our imperial witness too
long.’

Eusebius spoke in that silky manner I knew
from previous encounters. ‘Flavius Claudius Julianus, I’m sorry to
have kept you waiting for so many weeks while we deliberated here
in Mediolanum.’

‘It is worth w . . . waiting
these last six months to lay eyes on my beloved and esteemed
cousin,’ the boy answered.

‘You received your education in Macellum?’
Eusebius asked.

‘During my eight years of incarceration in the
fortress?’

‘Yes, at the fortress.’

‘Not exactly, Lord Chamberlain. At age seven,
I was placed under the guardianship of the Arian Christian Bishop
of Nicomedia, one Eusebius of Nicomedia. Mardonius, a eunuch of
Goth origins, was my daily teacher. Only after Eusebius died in
342, did our Imperator send my brother and myself to
Macellum, where the Christian bishop George of Cappadocia lent me
books.’

Julian gave a sudden cough, spit onto the
priceless mosaics under his boots and then righted himself. ‘As you
can imagine, I have had a lot of spare time on my
hands.’

‘After leaving Macellum, did you not visit
your half-brother, the Caesar Gallus, in Antiochia?’

‘No, I did not. First, I became a lector in
the Church. Then in 351, I took up studies in Asia Minor—of
Neo-Platonism with the philosopher Aedesius and of theurgy with
Aedesius' disciple, Maximus of Ephesus.’

‘And did you not visit your step-brother
Gallus as he passed through Constantinopolis?’

‘No, Lord Chamberlain, I did not.’

Eusebius chortled. ‘Certainly you did. Sheer
fraternal loyalty would draw you to his side, I’m sure. You must
have forgotten.’

‘I do not forget things. I do not forget
anything,’ Julian said in a strange voice. There was a long and
uncomfortable pause. ‘I repeat, I did not visit him.’

His downturned eyes blinked hard. He pulled at
his scraggly beard as he fought to disguise his confusion. The
political waters of this room were over his bookish head and he
knew it. The expressionless occupant of the dais listening to his
testimony was the same ruler who had, as of the previous year,
murdered every other male on their family tree.

‘When your studies brought you so nearby? With
a sibling ruling the entire Eastern Empire? Surely you met the
Caesar—if not out of brotherly loyalty, then political
opportunism—I dare not say. Who in your position would not? Do not
dissemble out of fear of this council. We will
understand.’

Eusebius used a fine linen handkerchief to pat
the shine off his downy bulbous head as if treason was hardly his
concern.

‘I did not visit my brother in
Constantinopolis,’ Julian said in a clear voice to the audience on
all sides.

‘I am afraid we do not believe you.’ Eusebius
settled back down on his seat and shook his head.

‘I tell the truth.’ Julian turned away from
Eusebius and looked his imperial cousin in the eyes. We
waited.

So this hunched-over scholar had a trace of
Constantine the Great’s fiber left in him after all. His problem
was that none of the other councilors who sat in judgment had
visited Constantinopolis or Antiochia during Gallus’ brief reign.
Eusebius had. All the eunuch needed to do now was cast his sticky
web of suspicion over Julian’s homely head and the boy was as good
as exiled from political safety.

‘One can understand your right to familial
privacy, but are you sure?’ The unctuous eunuch gave the chamber an
indulgent smile, as if he knew Julian was lying out of fear of the
Emperor.

‘Gaudentius,’ I whispered, ‘Julian never
visited Gallus in Constantinopolis or Antiochia. I was
there.’

‘No one has called you. You’re off the hook.
No one asked you about Ursicinus and Barbatio.’ Gaudentius bit his
few words into pieces. ‘Stay silent.’

‘I can’t let this pass. Eusebius is throwing
an innocent to the dogs. He knows Constantius’ fears. He’s smearing
suspicion that will stick to Julian until the boy finally
falls.’

‘Let him lie there. Look at him. He’ll never
amount to anything anyway.’

Ursicinus had fought for himself with the
authority of the battlefield and Gorgonius had appealed to his
powerful protector. The twenty-three-year-old Julian stood before
us all—pimply, ungainly, and friendless—exposed to men who hated
him only for his name.

In the long and awkward silence, Empress
Eusebia took the measure of the assembly, her gaze roving until it
reached our distant corner filled by a gaggle of clerks and guards.
Her large brown eyes, circled with dark kohl, examined each face.
My stomach sank to my knees when her scrutiny latched onto me, like
Alexandria’s famed lighthouse beaming straight into my
eyes.

She smiled. Perhaps she remembered me from my
foolhardy defense of Catena’s victims during an imperial
anniversary party for Constantius in Arelate years ago. Even so,
events that night had nothing to do with Gallus in the
East.

Yet now I read her mind. With a sinking heart,
I finally guessed why I was summoned. It had nothing to do with
Ursicinus and Barbatio.

The Empress Eusebia had taken a huge gamble by
entering this cradle of conspiracies. Someone had told her of my
investigations in Antiochia and my escorting Gallus through
Constantinopolis to his execution in Pola. Someone knew I could
defend Julian today from the charge of conspiracy. It was the
Empress herself who now tossed the dice in my direction.

Despite my common sense and in direct
flaunting of Gaudentius’ emphatic instructions, I gave a slight nod
of assent to the waiting Empress.

She lifted her voice to the assembly, ‘Is
there no one to bear witness of our cherished cousin’s innocence to
this tribunal?’

Her dulcet invitation drew my boots forward,
though the Lord Chamberlain recognized me with a deadly
satisfaction and Gaudentius laid a warning hand on my arm. The
ducenarius wouldn’t let me pass without first condemning me
with a vengeful scowl.

I prostrated myself at Constantius’ feet and
made a gesture of kissing the hem that I was too lowly to touch.
Then I retreated to a respectful distance behind the imperial
cousin Julian because, to tell the truth, the young scholar gave
off a sour smell.

‘I am the Marcus Gregorianus Numidianus,
Agens, biarchus second class. I can
testify.’

‘This man is not on my witness list,’ Arbetio
countered, thumbing furiously through his vellum
documents.

The Empress countered, ‘Yet he volunteers his
testimony.’

Arbetio glanced over at the Lord Chamberlain
in confusion. The Consul had lost Gorgonius to Eusebius’
intervention, seen Ursicinus slip through his grasp, and now saw
the ‘Gallus’ proceedings torn right out of his control.

‘What can you tell the court, Agens?’
Constantius asked. ‘We are eager to conclude this day’s painful
proceedings.’

‘I spent some time in the Antiochia court on a
special assignment for this court. I accompanied the Caesar during
his stay in the Roma of the East. I also served as imperial escort
on the journey to the fortress of Pola Istria. His mind
was . . . unwell. There was always someone at his
side. He was closely attended in Constantinopolis—night and
day.’

‘Get to the point, Numidianus.’

‘At no time did Flavius Claudius Julianus
visit the Caesar Flavius Claudius Constantius Gallus in Antiochia,
Constantinopolis, or during his journey to the West. I stake my
life on this.’

It was the simple truth. The Empress Eusebia’s
grateful smile enveloped me, but this hardly compensated for the
Emperor’s disbelieving expression, the Lord Chamberlain’s red-faced
fury and Gaudentius’ angry eyes drilling into my back.

Julian adjusted his rough-spun Greek tunic,
pulled at his wispy beard, and took a few steps toward the
dais.

‘Imperator, may I resume my studies in
Greece?’

‘You will go to Comum,’ the Emperor said. ‘We
are happy to say that these trials are adjourned.’

He rose from his ornate, wide-armed chair. His
poised and beautiful consort reached out and drew the awkward
Julian to her side. The entire imperial household followed the
three Constantines out of the overheated chamber in a stately but
rapid march past the open mouths of the
consistoriani.

That boy Junius threw me a pleading glance
over his retreating shoulder.

The councilors rose and raced away on the
heels of their infuriated senior consul. Livid with frustration,
Arbetio even shoved a sentry aside in his flight to the imperial
secretariat.

But the truth had not saved me
altogether.

Gaudentius wheeled around and nearly spit in
my face with indignation. ‘There was no need to involve our
schola. You disobeyed! I saw you nod. You
volunteered yourself! I’m filing a report to headquarters in
your disfavor.’

‘But—!’

‘It’s no good, Numidianus. You were told to
stay silent if at all possible, yet I saw you offer your
testimony to the Empress.’

My superior marched out of the chamber, his
boots sending dust motes into the sunrays streaking from high
windows overhead.

I found myself alone in an empty marble vault
still reeking of incense, perfumed oil, dying flowers, and nervous
sweat.

I was a pawn on someone’s latrunculi
board, but who were the players? And was I standing with the ivory
or ebony pieces?

 


 



Chapter 3, The Count of Nightmares


—The Imperial Finance Building at
Dusk—

The mud of the civil war and nightmares of the
massacre in Mursa in 351 soiled my spirit. In the back of men’s
minds—perhaps even Gaudentius’—the stigma of rebellion tainted my
reputation. Agentes did not as a rule enter armed battle,
but at the last minute, I had plunged into the fray on the side of
General Magnentius and my father against Constantius II and his
Eastern forces. I had only escaped bitter reprisals on the strength
of my insignia and Magister Apodemius’
protection.

The aftermath of the Empire’s costly suicide
in Mursa—Roman against Roman—still tumbled around us like a game of
political knucklebones.

I, for one, could no longer follow the
bets.

A year ago, I would never have predicted that
the astute politician General Arbetio would ally himself with an
intrigant like the chief eunuch Eusebius. Yet the Lord Chamberlain
and the Consul were right now sharing a recent triumph in Aquileia.
Conducting interrogations as a team, they had filled the prisons
there to groaning point with officials, all accused of abetting the
ugly death in Antiochia of the Emperor’s disdainful envoy
Domitianus and his ill-fated defender, a quaestor named
Montius.

I had witnessed these two violent deaths at
the whim of the Caesar Gallus. There had been no plotting
beforehand. Yet Arbetio and Eusebius had returned to Mediolanum
together with arms full of forced confessions. They regaled the
nervous Constantius with boasts of having questioned, scourged,
tortured, demoted, exiled, and executed dozens upon dozens of
‘traitors’.

Constantius let them feed his fears. His
appetite only grew with the eating.

I left the shadows of the palace and wandered
the bustling streets of Mediolanum, eating my supper of meatballs
in a rolled omelet from a streetside taberna where no one
knew me. The city was not merely an imperial playground for the
vast court of Constantius and Eusebia, but a vital hub linking the
money of Italia to the produce of the north. The city usually
offered enough to entertain an idle man, but this evening even the
Circus, the thermae, the tabernae, and the imperial
mausoleum couldn’t distract me. Mediolanum’s squat
twenty-four-sided towers looming over the late Maximian’s
thirty-five-foot walls made me long for Roma’s free and easy
fora, hills and slums, even with their swill, stink, and
society scandal. I longed to get back to the daily headaches of
auditing the Manlius estates and tending desk assignments at the
Castra.

I would leave for Roma tonight in the hope of
forestalling Gaudentius’ nasty report of my testimony by explaining
myself in person.

I knew enough about the ducenarius to
make me sweat, even in this evening’s summer breeze. Not long ago,
the Governor of Pannonia Secunda, one Africanus, had given a dinner
party in Sirmium. His guests drank too much and let off steam about
Constantius and his consistoriani. One blowhard, a tribune
on furlough named Marinus, even claimed that an oracle promised ‘a
change in the wind.’ Before the party was over, each of his
companions had boasted that the omen surely meant his own
advancement.

Stretched out among the guests, watching and
listening was Gaudentius, sober as a Vestal. The Neapolitan
repeated every treasonous jest to the chief steward of the
praetorian prefect Rufinus—a nasty customer. Gaudentius would have
said it was his duty, but I had two problems with what he
did—first, his report damned the foolish banqueters without giving
them a chance to clear their hangovers, and second, his
observations should have gone first to our magister,
Apodemius, not Rufinus, who had retired from our schola long
before.

Gaudentius grabbed all the credit for himself.
The Emperor’s personal bodyguard, Teutomeres, had rounded up the
revelers and hauled them all to Aquileia in chains. They were
getting the prisoners ready for transfer to Mediolanum when they
left Tribune Marinus in a tavern, within reach of a kitchen knife.
The noble Marinus stabbed it into his side, forced it across
himself, and spread his own innards out on the table where only
moments before, Gaudentius had sat.

Constantius had been furious at the loss of a
loyal tribune and ordered Rufinus’ soldiers into exile for letting
Marinus rob the consistorium of a hearing, but Rufinus
himself was parading around the courtyards even now—thanks to a
pardon wheedled from the Emperor by General Arbetio.

The rest of the diners had fallen to Catena’s
knives and irons until they confessed to their banter. Even now,
what was left of them lay in the cells below, reduced to half-men
facing a life of begging at best.

Nobody pointed a finger at Gaudentius, but I
suspected he’d left the knife on the table within Marinus’ reach.
Only I wasn’t sure why. Gaudentius was inscrutable, unsentimental,
untouchable, and ambitious. I did not need him as my enemy within
the walls of our headquarters.

I had finished my meal and started a stroll
through the crowds along the Via Moneta when I sensed someone was
following me. I felt no alarm whatsoever. My tracker was clumsy—too
slow in dodging out of sight as I turned a corner and too far away
to do any harm.

After all, after giving such testimony in that
infested chamber today, it was the invisible professional, the
trained assassin whom I feared, not an amateur. Who was silly
enough to trail an armed agens? A desperate footpad eager to
grab my sagging purse emptied by Rufus and Cassius? A flirtatious
lady of the streets who fancied an olive-skinned Numidian with a
European’s height and war-weary features?

I unfastened the strap over my pugio
and kept walking, past moneylenders’ stalls and toward the
anonymity of the horreum, the shabby warehouse district. The
daylight curfew banning wheeled traffic would soon lift. Heavy
wagons full of wool, pigs, and produce would be trundling through
the city gates and down these alleys. If any skullduggery were
afoot, my ‘friend’ would try to tackle me in the confusion of
butchers and wholesalers.

I was more than ready. I even lay in wait in a
convenient alcove or two, downright eager to duel it out. Finally,
I emerged untouched and more mystified than ever at the far end of
the district. Returning to the main north-south boulevard, I
reached the long rectangular forum just as the aediles were
supervising the lamp lighting.

Had I imagined my shadow?

No, a slim, cloaked figure slipped along the
edge of the public space, protected from exposure by customers
around the stalls.

I picked up my pace and returned through the
palace gates to the outer courtyard of the imperial domain and
quickly made my way back to my shabby room. I needed rest before
riding out the Porta Romana for the south and safety. I’d been
assigned a small cell at the farthest end of the imperial
headquarters—not even in the main palace, but on the Finance
Building’s ground floor, where visiting lowbodies were housed off a
covered walkway in drafty cells with straw mattresses. I bolted the
door against possible intrusion from Gaudentius, housed far more
comfortably in a proper room nearby.

An hour later, I started packing up my shaving
things, petanus, spare tunic and underlinen, agens
papers and Cursus license.

Footsteps were coming down the stone passage
to my door.

It was after working hours so I blew out my
oil lamp and waited in pitch darkness for the stranger to pass my
door. I was receiving no one that night—not even my superior
officer if possible.

The polite tap of a toe on my door was too
well mannered for Gaudentius and too abrupt for a lady.

I waited in silence.

So did the intruder.

After a quarter of an hour or so, I heard the
bells of a distant church chime the evening prayers. I sat
motionless until they’d finished.

So did my visitor. I heard a sniffle. Now I
was sure who it was.

I threw my door open and stared into his
hooded face. ‘What do you want, Junius?’

He jumped back from the doorway and trembled.
He was a vulnerable figure, nearly as tall as myself but skinny as
an angon. His expensive green wool processional cloak,
hemmed with silver embroidered stags, was slipping off his narrow
shoulders.

I jerked him inside my room, slammed and
re-bolted the door, and threw him down on the narrow mattress some
toady in Imperial Requisitioning called a ‘bed’.

I relit the lamp, poured myself a bit of wine,
and sat opposite him on the stool. He gave off a slight whiff of
the aromatic wing reserved for women and children.

He hung his head. ‘You must know why I’m here.
They say you curiosi know everything about
everyone.’

‘You want to join up?’

‘No, no,’ he protested. ‘I need
help.’

‘Ask your teacher.’

‘No, I need your help. I have important
information. I’m here to . . . trade
information.’

‘Trade? I can beat it out of you in less than
a minute.’

‘Beat me?’ He looked astonished. ‘You
don’t know who I am, do you?’

‘Your name is Junius. Beyond that—’

‘She promised you would.’

‘Your mother?’

‘No, my mother says if I meddle in court
affairs, I’ll end up below the pavement. Talk is deadly. Even
dreams are dangerous around here.’

I handed him my half-finished cup. ‘Why
dreams?’

‘Because even if you do nothing more than say
over your breakfast that you dreamed of the color purple, the
Palace Steward Mercurius betrays you to the Emperor. The ladies of
the court curse him as The Count of Dreams.’

I thought of Justus Picenus, the father of the
beautiful noblewoman Justina, given to Magnentius as a child bride.
Unsullied by rebellion or marriage, the virgin was now safely back
in Roma. But her unlucky father had been forced to kill himself for
the crime of dreaming that he drew a purple robe from his
side.

The boy scrutinized my thoughtful face. ‘The
Deputy Magister Officiorum Florentius
says . . . do you . . . know
Florentius, son of Nigrinianus?’

‘My magister reports to his
superior.’

‘—Florentius is a good man, but
even he says there are few men brave enough these days to admit
they sleep at all, much less dream.’

‘I’ll remember not to doze off. Is that your
big secret?’

The boy had lost confidence in me, the worldly
agent. I recalled his mother’s harried expression. By the
flickering flame at our elbows, I detected disappointment cloud his
brown eyes.

I pulled the hood off his chestnut curls and
stared at his features. Their haunting familiarity both fascinated
and flummoxed me. I recalled a similar face—confident, laughing,
brave, and untrustworthy.

‘No, you can’t be . . .’

‘I’m the only son of General Claudius
Silvanus. I am a hostage here—a “good-will” prisoner to assure the
Emperor of my father’s eternal loyalty.’

I leapt off the rickety stool and took in his
entire figure—the lanky limbs, the cast of the jaw, and the even,
intelligent eyes.

‘You were right to doubt me, Junius. All my
training in observation—I should have seen it right away. What is
this exchange?’

‘I propose to help you save General Ursicinus
and let you take the credit. In return, you save my father from
conspiracy.’

‘That’s quite a bit of business,’ I said,
watering his wine. He gulped it down too fast, like a child. I
pulled the cup out of his hand. I needed this child
sober.

‘Exactly what have you learned about General
Ursicinus?’

‘When the hearing ended, I followed the
consistorium on the walk back to the imperial offices. I
heard Lampadius name Ursicinus and then add “corbulo”—like
some code word. And Consul Arbetio nodded.’

‘Corbulo?’

‘Just corbulo. What did they mean? Is
corbulo dangerous?’

I’d spent my childhood as a slave reading
history books to a blind Roman senator.

‘It could be lethal. You’ve neglected your
schoolbooks, Junius. Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo was a Roman general, a
consul, brother-in-law of Emperor Caligula, and father-in-law of
Domitian. After Caligula, he served Emperor Claudius in Germania
from the base camp Colonia Claudia Ara Agrippinensium.’

Junius started. ‘That’s where my father is
stationed now. Then they were talking about him?’

‘I don’t think so, Junius. Corbulo built
success on success, eventually fighting the Armenians and Parthians
in the East. He was in command of the old legions VI
Ferrata, III Gallica and the X Fretensis—the same
legion as Ursicinus now. When Emperor Nero came to power, he grew
so envious of Corbulo’s popularity with the Roman people that he
ordered Corbulo to commit suicide.’

Silvanus’ large brown eyes blinked in shock.
‘Did he do it?’

‘Yes. To prove his loyalty, the noble
commander fell on his sword. His last word was
Axios!’

‘Axios!’ Junius whispered. ‘He is
worthy!’

‘My compliments to your Greek tutor. Corbulo
was indeed worthy.’

I shivered for the implications for our
imperial hero Ursicinus.

‘But Agens, that
was . . . three hundred years ago. We live in modern
times.’

‘Indeed we do. The proud Ursicinus isn’t going
to plunge that garish Persian trophy dagger into his own
belly.’

‘Still . . . they’re going
to arrest him tonight.’

‘What?’ I was no longer giving a history
lesson. ‘Constantius gave an order?’

‘No, no, the Emperor didn’t say anything,’
Junius said with a sneeze. ‘Lampadius said “Corbulo,” Arbetio
nodded to him, and Constantius just stared, like a statue with
marble ears and went down the corridor to the imperial private
suites. Lampadius and Arbetio rushed off together toward the
Secretariat.’

‘They let you eavesdrop on all
this?’

‘Oh, I’m nobody.’

Junius huddled down in his oversized cloak.
‘I’ve been here for eight years now. I listen to women’s gossip and
spy on the courtiers. Even when they’re taking a shit together or
chatting in the tepidarium, nobody notices the Frankish
puppy Junius.’

I recalled my adolescent slave days in a
bustling noble Roman household—always invisible, always listening
and learning.

‘Who told you I would help? Who is
she?’

‘Roxana, of course.’

Of course. My old spying colleague Roxana was
now General Claudius Silvanus’ mistress. The Magister
Apodemius always said Roxana was his single failure, but whether
his error was recruiting his first female or letting such a
talented agent resign from the schola wasn’t
clear.

‘Roxana says if Father’s in danger, you can
protect him. But she warned me you won’t want to, not unless I
brought something to trade. I’m offering you a chance to save
Ursicinus.’

‘That’s no offer. Going against the Emperor’s
suspicions of Ursicinus doesn’t help me.’

‘But you know the Emperor changes his mind all
the time—if he knows his mind at all! Arbetio and Lampadius might
have arrested Ursicinus already. After a so-called “hearing,”
they’ll bring Constantius a bloody head. Then will be too late for
the Emperor to realize his mistake.’

‘It would be a fatal misstep. Without
Ursicinus, the Eastern Empire is lost to the Persians. And this
corrupt consistorium grows only more powerful over the
imperial army.’

‘So you’ll report them? It might already be
too late.’

‘Report them . . . to
whom?’

Like Gaudentius listening to the banquet of
Governor Africanus, I should relay Junius’ intelligence back to
Roma. But if Ursicinus was about to be ‘tried’ and executed
tonight, I had no time. I could think of only one person powerful
enough to stop Constantius II from weakening his own
empire.

I hesitated.

‘But Junius, what endangers your father?
Constantius owes General Silvanus his entire victory at Mursa, not
to mention what order there is up in Gallia.’

For my part, there were good reasons for me to
hate General Silvanus but I kept these resentments to
myself.

The boy hesitated.

‘Junius, who or what puts your father in such
peril up in Agrippina?’

‘These very men—Lampadius, Arbetio,
Mattyocopus—and many others.’

‘But why Silvanus?’

‘Why? You just said it. He’s suppressing the
barbarians overrunning the wasted battlefields of Gallia. His
success in the north draws their envy here at court.’

‘I see.’

‘Do you? You heard them today make wild
accusations against General Ursicinus and Flavius Julianus. If the
Empress remains childless, a good man—heir or hero—bars their way
to the throne. Today you saved Julianus from suspicion. You must
save Ursicinus and my father. You will be rewarded.’

‘Go straight to bed now and tell no one—not
even your mother.’

Before I closed the door on his cloaked
figure, I added, ‘And for gods’ sake, don’t talk in your
sleep.’

***


I informed the deputy Magister
Officiorum Florentius Nigrinianus that I needed to see the
Empress on sensitive business. Florentius wasn’t impressed. He had
Gaudentius reporting to him all the time, inflating minor business
into emergencies.

‘Where is your superior?’

‘I could not locate the Ducenarius,’ I
lied. ‘General Ursicinus’ life is at risk.’

‘Yes, I wouldn’t be surprised from what we
witnessed in the consistorium today,’ the slim and
obscure-looking official muttered.

Florentius looked exhausted from running the
business of the court. His ivory wool tunic was creased. He needed
to shave. He had to manage the supplies and palace staff and the
logistics of the ongoing ‘Gallus Trials.’ Preparations for the
coming bishops’ conference fell on his shoulders as
well.

His main headache was the flow of bishops
arriving from all corners of the Roman world. They were clogging
the Cursus Publicus, flourishing their travel warrants as
freely as lottery tickets, and impeding the flow of regular state
traffic.

I was lucky he gave me even a minute of his
time.

‘Will you get me an audience? Now?’

‘Can’t you trust me with the matter,
Agens Numidianus?’

‘No, but you’re welcome to listen
in.’

‘Thank you, no,’ he said with a rueful
grimace. ‘If it’s that delicate, knowing less around this court is
more, if you follow me.’

‘I’ll follow you now, Magister, if you
lead me to the Augusta’s chambers.’

We went quietly toward the narrowing corridors
connecting the vast marble reception halls, empty and echoing, into
narrowing and more aromatic passages where the warm, glowing
braziers spewed incense plumes into the evening air.

‘I have Gaudentius’ report to Magister
Apodemius about your evidence today, waiting for my signature,’
Florentius said.

‘I spoke only the truth.’

‘You made new friends and enemies today with a
single sentence or two. I hope you’re prepared to deal with the
consequences.’

‘I hope I’m going to see a friend
now.’

‘Oh, indeed, indeed. But I would watch my back
returning to your room.’

He preferred to speak of the coming religious
synod as we made our way to Eusebia. He abandoned me for his duties
at a point some fifty feet from the heavy draperies that set apart
the Imperatrix and her household from the rest of the
palace.

I had never seen the Empress Eusebia’s private
quarters. I suppose I expected them to resemble those of the
Augusta Constantia, the late sister of the Emperor.
Constantia had enjoyed a taste in extreme decor—furs, heavy
hangings, and suffocating incense, ‘lightened’ in tone by
ivory-handled whips, golden handcuffs, and gilt harnesses for
‘recreational’ purposes.

So I wasn’t prepared for the simple elegance
of Eusebia’s taste. Being a noble Macedonian, she preferred color
and harmony to granite and drama. The stony Mediolanum palace
offered little comfort to a woman used to warmer climes. Her murals
of ancient Greek scenes featured white classical buildings of pure
line overlooking painted views of a pastel sea. Her upright chairs
carved of precious ivory and cedar were softened with blue silk
cushions. Silver lamps and braziers shimmered in the soft lighting.
Her incense was jasmine but not overpowering. She had installed a
small fountain that washed the air clean of corruption and
intrigue.

Yet I wasn’t fooled. The Empress Eusebia had
survived. She could be both sympathetic and cool-headed. This
afternoon she’d used me to thwart the Lord Chamberlain and
consistorium’s exploitation of her panicked husband to
eliminate the last Constantine. That anyone might view that
unbathed bookworm as a contender for imperial power only
underscored the depth of fear and ambition in every corner of this
court.

Tonight I hoped to appeal to Eusebia’s sense
of fair play and political survival. If she knew Constantius could
not afford to be seen murdering off his last male relative, the
same went for his military right arm.

‘You’re the agens, Numidianus, come to
collect your reward,’ she said, entering the room with a confident
swirl of lilac robes. She still wore a circular headdress set with
garnets but had removed the veil that had hung down her back. The
kohl around her dark eyes had worn off. Her rouge had smudged in
the day’s heat.

‘I’m paid by my schola,
Imperatrix. I have come to report to a domina who
loves truth and justice.’

‘Sweet flattery,’ she said. ‘So we owe you
nothing for the life of Julian, our cousin?’

‘Only your gracious ear and a moment of your
valuable time.’

‘More sweet words. You might almost be an
Eastern courtier instead of a glorified mailman.’

‘Hardly that,’ I said, leaving her to parse my
ambiguity.

She sat down and, after spreading her robe in
a pool around her feet, settled her two golden hands on the arms of
her chair.

‘What is your report?’

‘Lampadius and Arbetio are arresting Ursicinus
as we speak. I am in no doubt that tomorrow the Imperator
will awake to find his most effective and loyal general is no more
than a severed head on his breakfast platter.’

‘That’s absurd.’

Her eyes flickered at the door connecting her
chambers to those of her husband. Had she been a mere housemaid,
she would have been dashing already to his warn him in his private
bath.

‘You are aware of the case of one Gnaeus
Domitius Corbulo?’

She frowned.

I went on, ‘Murdered in all but name by an
envious Nero for his military success in the East?’

One eyebrow moved. Now she got it.

‘You could have warned Ursicinus
himself.’

‘As the sad case of Corbulo reminds us, any
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