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 Chapter 1, Constans’ Hunters

—the Forest Outside the Porta
Nigra, Midday, October, 349 AD—

We had all heard Gaiso was a legendary hunter
but I’d seen nothing like his bloodlust before, on or off the
battlefield. The joy of the chase carried him faster and farther
than the rest of our party. I leaned low in my saddle, dodging
branches, and jumping fallen logs, but I couldn’t catch up with
this officer, no matter how hard I galloped after him.

The dogs’ baying signaled our prey was escaping
us, slipping out of sight somewhere ahead and below. The animal was
hiding from us farther down in the untracked valley. They say that
the boar is the animal of death—nocturnal, solitary, and dark—to be
hunted as the year itself draws to a close. And true to his legend,
this bristly beast was leading us as deep as he could to his
lonely, hellish lair far away from the day’s open skies and
carefree laughter.

I raced forward to where Gaiso had stopped at
last. He was fixing the dogs’ position and he glanced back at me
with a grin to confirm that of all the hunters who’d set out with
us that morning, at least I still kept up. It was an expression
sharing his sporting greed for the slaughter. If I was a low-ranked
agens enjoying a morning’s break from my duties, just a
bored messenger boy relieved to be riding free and hard for a
change, Gaiso was no longer a mere senior officer on horseback.
He’d become one with the maddened canine pack.

‘We can’t wait for the others,’ he
said. ‘We’ll lose him.’

Gaiso gave his horse a sharp kick and the
animal sidestepped down the densely forested slope. Horse and rider
sank into the gold and red foliage and out of my view. I spurred my
own mount to track his. It took the others some two or three
minutes to catch up. Too careful of their horses’ safety to tackle
the steep descent through a carpet of slippery leaves, they reined
in at the ledge above and watched me disappear.

The darkness shading the forest floor chilled
my humid brow. My eyes couldn’t adjust. I rode between the trees,
feeling the bark brush my elbows and the hooves sink deep into the
leaves. My own panting mixed with my horse’s sweaty snorts. I heard
the dogs’ baying ahead. The exhilaration of the impending kill
filled my pounding heart.

This was a dangerous happiness. I checked my
weapon, remembering the boar hunters’ warning: kill the powerful
pig with a first and expert thrust—or it will drag you down by your
spear to your death.

More than a dozen of us had set out this
morning, trotting past the Imperial Mint, through the crowded
streets of tabernae and bathhouses, under the dark stone
arches of Treverorum’s main gate, past the amphitheater and onwards
to the river. But once across the bridge, Lieutenant Commander
Gaiso showed us all up.

The Emperor Constans had set out with us, along
with his bodyguard of handpicked German archers, his favored
prisoners-of-war. But Gaiso led the hunting party at such a clip
that he had quickly put a clear distance between the keenest among
us and the Emperor’s party.

Then Gaiso had opened a second gap between the
serious hunters and the two of us, with me dashing hard behind him
towards the densest part of the surrounding forest.

The feeling of charging behind Gaiso’s heroic
silhouette had turned dreamlike and timeless. I reveled in the
autumn sun painting the fiery treetops, the pounding of the horse’s
flanks beneath my saddle and the pack dogs’ barking. This was what
real men were doing—not hanging about foyers and corridors, sorting
messages, checking road papers, and collecting trivial gossip. This
was what a young man like myself was made for.

The dream-like sensation turned to confusion.
Had I lost Gaiso? No, I spotted his stallion’s flanks disappearing
around a rock formation where the valley narrowed into a
bottleneck. We two still followed the dogs’ call, thrashing through
leaves and ground cover.

Now I’d lost him again, but I kept riding with
one ear cocked for his hunting cry. He would signal for the Emperor
Constans to advance and finish off the beast. Preening and
smirking, Constans would bear the prize home of course, but to the
rest of us, the visiting officer Gaiso would be the hero of the
day.

Now a different kind of howling came at my
back. Released from their leashes, half a dozen ‘catch dogs’
descended from the ledge above the valley and whipped past me with
pointed ears pressed flat against their hard little skulls. It was
time for them to take over from the bay dogs. Their snarling
through bared fangs triggered an excitement throbbing in my own
temples.

I must be near, I thought. In answer, I heard
the boar itself, a chilling sound.

At last I made out the dark forms of Gaiso and
our quarry in the distance, just as the bay dogs backed off to let
the catch dogs sink their teeth into the boar’s ears and pin it
fast to the ground for the kill.

Reckless, I closed the last fifty feet at a
gallop, branches lashing my face. I caught up with Gaiso whose arm
stretched out to me in warning. The boar writhed only a few feet
from us, squealing and yanking his head. The catch dogs sank their
teeth even deeper. The hounds finally flipped the pig off its feet,
exposing its yellowish underbelly for a lethal thrust—the privilege
of the Emperor.

But Constans was nowhere to be seen. Six dogs
fought to keep the boar pinned down, a mountain of bristles,
muscle, fat, and savage tusks framing mean black eyes.

‘Signal the Emperor!’ Gaiso yelled
and glared at me. The signaler was nowhere to be seen. Gaiso raised
a frustrated howl of his own, drowning out the dogs and boar, in
the direction of the ledge above. We heard the hunting cornet
blown—once, twice—and waited, checking our anxious horses from
rearing. The boar threw off one of the dogs and nearly bit the leg
off another. The dogs doubled up again and pulled the boar back off
its feet, their legs braced hard to keep hold of all sides of its
grotesque head.

‘Get that bastard Constans here!’
Gaiso shouted. ‘This is his hunt! Where is he?’

The horn blew a second round but no horses
appeared in the valley. After another five minutes of this mayhem,
with no emperor or bodyguard in sight, Gaiso screamed, ‘Find
him!’

But it was too late for me to fetch the
stragglers in our party back up on the ledge. The boar had tossed
off three of the dogs and scrambled back to his feet. He dragged
them deeper into a cleft between the rocks. In a minute, he might
squeeze through some secret exit behind the stones, leaving even
the most determined dogs behind.

We were within seconds of losing
him.

Gaiso couldn’t hold himself back any longer. He
was aiming from a bad angle, but he reared back and flung himself
forward in the saddle. He shot his spearhead at the boar’s heart.
Instead his weapon caught fast in the neck. He held on, his horse
stepping backwards in panic. The boar’s squealing pierced my
eardrums. I pulled my horse over to the side of Gaiso’s, reined
back and launched my own spear, praying for a better hit. My
spearhead scored off the bony skull and bounced, clanking against
the rocks. I stayed in my saddle, too terrified of the lashing
tails, teeth, and tusks to dismount for it.

The boar was winning but Gaiso wouldn’t give
in. His grip on the spear tightened, his face muscles contorted,
and his teeth clenched as he yanked again and again, but the spear
wouldn’t come free. There was no thought of the Emperor now. The
boar stood fast, jerking back towards the rock cleft, using
hundreds of pounds fueled by pain and power. The pointed hooves on
its stiff little legs made the most of their purchase in the soft
forest earth.

And then, with one ferocious yank, the great
hog had unseated Gaiso and dragged him flat onto the ground. The
only thing slowing his attack on Gaiso’s upper leg was his struggle
to fling off the last catch dog. Before I could dismount to fight
him off, the boar had managed to sink his teeth into Gaiso’s upper
thigh. I sprang out of my saddle and taking hold of that last catch
dog’s wide leather collar for leverage, I sank my dagger between
the boar’s ears. The short blade glided right off the bone. The
animal lifted his head in anger, a lethal tusk just missing my arm.
I took lower aim and thrust the blade again, deeper into the lower
throat muscles, again and again and again.

It felt like stabbing wood, rock, or iron—not
flesh. I kept my eyes fixed on the bristling hide resisting my
knife and then finally, glistening with blood. The boar’s squealing
and the pack’s howling filled my ears. My breast filled with a
passion for killing until I felt Gaiso grab my arm.

Gaiso said, ‘Stop. Now. Stop.’ His leg was
free. The huge boar lay next to him, warm but dead. The dogs
dropped their heads and circled around us in a silence filled by
forest birds.

I gasped and bent over, relief flooding my
limbs. I dropped my bloody dagger on the dirt.

‘Well done,’ he said.
‘Name?’

‘Marcus Gregorianus Numidianus.’ I
took off my Pannonian felt cap.

He took in my olive skin, dark hair, and brown
eyes. ‘Auxiliary soldier?’

‘Agens in Rebus, Circitor
Upper Class, just promoted up from rider to receiver for the
postal service, attached to Treverorum a few weeks ago.’

‘Well, bravo, mail boy. Your kind of
courage is wasted sorting memos!’ He ran his fingers through hair
stringy with sweat. ‘How I love a good hunt! Will you look at that
thing? My biggest ever, I think.’ He rose and limped over to pat
the boar’s greasy head as if it were a fallen
comrade-in-arms.

‘I’ve seen that kind of wound fester
on the battlefield, Lieutenant Commander. Can you ride?’

‘He pierced me, but didn’t tear out
any flesh.’

‘It’s bleeding hard. Stay
put.’

He grimaced. ‘I should bind it up before riding
all the way back.’

‘You need a medic to disinfect it
with acetum. I’ll leave you my drink.’

Gaiso laughed through his pain and emptied my
wineskin in one greedy glug. ‘Hurry back before Constans gets here.
He might feel cheated of his trophy and finish me off
instead.’

I searched the blazing treetops for my
bearings. It was midday, hard to find my direction but for the
chaotic path of trampled greenery behind us. I picked up the reins
of my horse and waved back from my saddle at Gaiso grinning in his
agony there on the dank earth.

‘Get going! Boar’s meat goes off
faster than anything!’ he shouted after me.

It wasn’t hard to navigate back up the dense
slope and reach the abandoned ledge. The others must have decided
to search out a safer descent or given up. So there was nothing for
it but to head all the way back alone. Ahead of me there was a wide
stretch of open brush, then a woodland of young trees that circled
the capital like a second wall built by nature to match the
impressive fortifications of Roman engineers.

At a fast gallop I reached the edge of these
trees. I looked for the path cutting straight back to Treverorum,
but there was no obvious trail. My horse slowed and sniffed the
air, as if he sensed something wrong. Boar? Bear? I wasn’t
frightened but I was skilled at fighting men, not four-legged
enemies.

I rode him at a walking pace as we threaded our
way between the tree trunks. Only now I noticed a torn piece of
trousers flapping against my naked shin. My horse had also suffered
scattered nicks that were oozing blood across his forelegs and
barrel between my knees. My hands were smeared with rusty crusts of
the boar’s blood.

But what were a few grazes? I almost wished the
cost had been higher. It had been like something out of the tales
I’d read as a slave of ten to the old blind Senator in the Manlius
house back in Roma. I’d thrilled to Homer’s heroes hunting the boar
that ravaged Calydonia, a beast so monstrous only a band of
Argonauts could destroy it. Or there was the youthful Odysseus,
gored in the leg by a boar. His hunting scar was the only thing his
elderly nurse Eurycleia recognized when the warrior finally
returned to his wife Penelope still waiting for him in
Ithaca.

I was exhausted but heartily glad of the
adventure. I’d enjoyed a whole day out in the fresh air unclouded
by the incense and intrigue that floated through the Treverorum
Palace corridors. If there were any really important secrets for me
to report, they stayed well above my head so far. I was too lowly
to answer directly to Constans or his sister, and too bored to make
much of my new assignment. I was an agens at the bottom of
the pecking order, a hierarchy that grew more rigid by the week. I
worried constantly about the people I’d left behind for this new
life of menial routine and secrecy.

I missed soldiering, even as a slave-bodyguard
to a master who’d fathered me, denied me as his son, and only freed
me under duress. But if there were more days like this one, with a
hearty veteran like Gaiso to follow, I’d put up with the tedium of
delivering messages and memorizing empty conversations.

After twenty minutes of slow going, I spotted a
wider path rutted by wheels and hooves. I jerked the horse’s bit to
the right. He stopped testing the moldy leaves with petulant steps
and started a confident canter along the moist track. We continued
on serenaded by birds darting around the leafy forest roof. I
thought I heard laughter for an instant, but my horse’s hooves
pounded the trail, so I dismissed it. I hurried him, knowing
Gaiso’s wait must seem endless. Any minute we should emerge from
the woods in sight of the Porta Nigra’s powerful black
arches.

I heard that odd laughter again, unmistakable
this time, followed by strange sighs and short grunts. I reined in
my horse to listen, but heard only the birds. Then an eerie little
squeal reminded me of the ferocious pig lying next to Gaiso deep in
the valley. I hurried onward and ignored another series of odd
sounds, some animal defending its young or in rut. But there was
that sound like laughter again, first tittering, then harsh and
mocking, and this time much closer ahead on my trail.

Through the trees, I glimpsed a flash of rich
purple. I slowed the horse again to a walk. I heard strange cheers
and a cry that set me leaning back in my saddle.

If these were beasts, they were not
four-legged.

The trail now slanted up a small slope towards
the sun. I didn’t remember this as part of our outward race towards
the hunt and figured I was stumbling on a peasant village or
private farm. If only it were so.

My horse crested the hillock and halted at the
edge of a glade or I should say a sort of circular room of grass,
boulders and brush, patchworked with black shadows and bright
patches of sun. Some half dozen or more naked German prisoners of
war sprawled on the grass or lazed with their backs against
boulders. Their bronzed forearms and calves looked much darker than
usual when seen next to the pink skin of their backs and
haunches.

Some of their bodies were striped with vicious
purple scars, yet all these men were youthful beauties, spared from
harsher slavery by a blond boy emperor not yet thirty himself. But
according to rumors around the Palace, their debasement was no less
a prison.

The Germans didn’t notice me at first. They’d
just started up a drinking song in their rough dialect, drowning
out the sound of my horse breaking the brush of the clearing. Two
of them lay side by side facing each other on a cloak spread across
the grass. They tossed dice. I stared, astonished to see the
embroidered imperial crest, with gold bands hemming its purple
fabric, used as a casual picnic blanket.

The gamblers looked up. ‘What’s this?’ He
addressed me in a coarse Latin.

‘Covered in blood. A refreshing
sight! Join the party, messenger!’

They leered at me with eyes reddened by drink.
My horse’s nostrils flared. Now I was noticed by the whole group,
except for two men busy at the far edge of the glade making noises
fit for a brothel. The man face down beneath his partner looked up
and met my horrified gaze. For a glazed second, through his mix of
pleasure and humiliation, his eyes locked on mine. Another German
stood by the couple, waiting for his turn.

Love between men did not offend any Roman, but
enslavement of any kind reminded me of my own past. Now I saw with
my own eyes that the Emperor of the Western Empire had become no
more than a slave addicted to the abuse of our Empire’s
enslaved.

Cheeks burning, I turned my horse as quickly as
I could and retreated into the shadows of the forest again,
retracing my way back to the wide path and taking another turning
to the town.

Confusion flooded my mind. All these weeks
since arriving in Treverorum, I’d worked to get noticed, be
promoted, and earn a real assignment. I’d hoped to be transferred
back to the Castra for better training and to be posted closer to
my boyhood home. I’d wished that the magister who’d overseen
me from an untried slave-bodyguard through my liberating army
mission to a freedman ranked among the agentes in rebus
would do more than ask me to open mail and listen at
keyholes.

I’d been posted to the court in Treverorum to
spy out any reasons for rumored discontent or disgust. I was
supposed to dig up the roots of low morale roiling the military
professionals across the north and west of the Empire.

Today I’d stumbled on why the treasonous
comments of generals and war veterans worried ears in influential
offices and book-lined studies. Now I understood why, from court to
court, burly fighting men called the Emperor Constans’ engagement
to Olympias, the daughter of a praetorian prefect, a longstanding
farce.

Some of these unhappy soldiers were old enough
to remember service under the fearless Constantine. They had been
trained to defend their Empire, to the death if necessary. Instead
they found themselves answering to Constantine’s effeminate and
spendthrift youngest son—who repelled their sense of honor and
purpose even as he in turn scorned their medals and their
courage.

It wasn’t affection between two men that
revolted them. It was Constans’ physical and emotional prostration
to the profit and ridicule of the enemy. He made a mockery of Roman
valor and service.

The images of the morning stayed frozen in my
memory, like stone figures carved a rich man’s coffin, one side
depicting a vivid boar hunt, the other a scene of debauchery. A
coffin for an empire as well?

I’d seen enough in the glade for my first
proper report to the spymaster Apodemius at our schola’s
headquarters, the Castra Peregrina in Roma. Unfortunately, the
sovereign Constans had seen me. He might be more inclined to
sport with a German archer than a vicious boar, but the Emperor
wasn’t stupid.

It was hard to know how Constans had slipped
from the most promising of the Constantine sons to the least.
Almost immediately after his father’s death—even before he’d come
of age—Constans had carried off a resounding victory over invading
Sarmatians in 337.

His eldest brother, Constantine II, had died in
340 underestimating his youngest brother’s strength. He had tried
to snatch Constans’ share of the Empire and failed. It was a
conflict that loomed large in my personal history because
Constantine II had died in an ambush of Illyrians led by my own
ex-master under the walls of Aquileia. Commander Atticus Manlius
Gregorius had watched from the banks of the Alsa River as his
victorious cavalrymen tossed Constantine II’s body into flowing
waters.

It was a victory that the winner Constans
didn’t see in person. True to form as a killer by proxy, he had
lingered back in Dacia while Commander Gregorius finished the job.
Nobody had to tell me that Constans let others fight his battles
for him—against boar or brother.

Now the golden-haired Emperor, only twenty-six
years old, ruled Gallia, Britannia, Italia, Hispania and Roman
Africa, though actual ruling lost out to banqueting. He was indeed
not stupid but reports of his cruelty filtered down to my
agens post. The Emperor knew exactly what my account would
mean if it reached his remaining brother Constantius II, now
fighting a real battle against Persia along the Empire’s eastern
border.

But I couldn’t worry about that right now. As I
galloped the final mile towards the capital’s Porta Nigra, I
concentrated on getting aid as fast as I could back to Gaiso. The
sentries saw me racing towards them. A signal went up and a few of
our original hunting party assembled under the arches, waiting for
my news.

I summoned the nursing Gaiso needed and pushed
concerns about my report on Constans to the back of my mind—but it
wouldn’t stay in retreat. The degree of debasement and risk to the
Empire was bound to be as explosive as Greek fire and just as
dangerous to my career. I was trained to serve the Empire, not my
own safety. How should I word such a dispatch? How should I portray
the degradation of the one man appointed to defend the new
Christian Church against pagan critics in Roma? How could I do my
job without being accused of treason myself?

And with an entire Western Empire at stake,
would I be allowed to file the report at all?

 


 Chapter 2, Constantia’s Desire

—Evening, Treverorum
Palace—

Gaiso’s thigh, bound firmly with boiled rags
soaked in acetum, was still inflamed and tender that evening. His
rising fever worried everyone in the palace. Dinner for the staff
was perfunctory and subdued—the usual harvest-season smoked game
and nut-crusted preserves in honey these northerners like. Their
bread was dark and indigestible. I would have given a month’s wages
for a succulent fig or some fresh sea catch drizzled with lemon
juice. But we ate better than anyone else in this prefecture,
thanks to the Emperor’s demands.

I picked at my food, listening to the
conversation around me as ordered, but I was also mulling over
thoughts darker than any of the careless banter. I quit the meal as
soon as was polite and slipped back to my small first-story room
overlooking the inner and outer palace courtyards, with my postal
cubicle at the arch linking the two.

No doubt Gaiso’s imperial hosts and the
higher-ranked of our hunting party were right now digesting a final
course in the Emperor’s private dining room. They would be talking
about the hunt late into the evening.

In the palace’s outer courtyard, a couple of
cooks with arms like anvils prepared the heavy beast. They had
lashed it with ropes and spikes to a spit for skinning and
defatting. Scabby waifs scrambled for bristles and scraps of hide
tossed their way. Some disrespectful joker had tied a length of
purple ribbon around its gargantuan neck.

By tomorrow’s midday meal, there would be
roasted boar meat for a ceremonial tasting. I wasn’t tempted. This
particular creature was a hoary old specimen, famed among the
locals for its thick hide, aggressive personality and canny
evasions of all previous expeditions. I could still smell its musky
fecal stench on my hands.

Treverorum boasted the largest baths north of
the Alps, but I was too tired to push through its streets crowded
with off-hours wool merchants, arms-dealers and imperial
paper-pushers adding to the common throng gawking at the monster
pig on display.

I washed and scraped myself clean using water
in my basin like an army man. I bolted my oak door, snuffed out my
bronze oil lamps and retired to my narrow bed. The autumn sun was
barely down and the banquet below my window not yet over, but I
hated the shrinking hours and chilly nights of the
north.

On festive evenings like these, no one would
miss the Numidian agens. Most of my duties fell in the
morning hours—receiving and registering the post and sorting the
messages, as well as reading them in secret and making copies as
necessary. I skimmed through accounts from the local mint. I kept
an eye on army dispatches informing the Emperor of skirmishes along
the Rhenus River and I shook my head at religious appeals calling
for Constans to settle theological questions.

Was the new Christ really part-God or merely
God-like? It boiled down in Greek to a single letter, ‘i.’ The
Christian bishops’ tedious debate made me yawn.

I tried to doze, but tonight half my brain
feared a footstep outside my locked door. The other half recalled a
warm desert night in Numidia Militaris when I held the runaway
servant girl Kahina in my arms. I forgot for a few hours my
assignment to spy on the fanatic religious outlaws she had joined.
I had saved her from martyrdom and unknowingly saved my unborn
child, only to lose them both to none other than my former master
and unacknowledged father.

I loved all three—especially the unseen
child—but secrecy, resentment, jealousy and most of all, my own
ambition kept me at arm’s length. My son would be better off raised
as a legitimate heir to the House of Manlius, not a freedman’s
bastard. Kahina had protested she could never love her betrothed,
but I knew her mettle. She would honor the bravery and name of
Commander Atticus Manlius Gregorius, despite his disfiguring,
crippling wounds.

She had no idea she was marrying not only my
former master but also my natural father. He had no idea his
legitimate heir by Kahina was actually his own illegitimate
grandson. I knew he was my father, but when he tried to evade his
promise to free me, I’d broken away from him in bitterness. I was
too proud to ask him to confess the truth. I would let him live
with his conscience, as the rebuffed, discarded owner of an
ungrateful slave and unacknowledged son.

I was the only person who knew every one of
these secrets that bound the four of us together. I kept them
buried in my heart. I gambled everything I cared about now on
proving an ex-slave could rise in station to become a trusted
imperial agent.

I heard a swish of robes passing my door but no
footsteps—or at least, no honest feet shod in respectable leather.
I didn’t trust men who wore brocade slippers or jeweled sandals in
this climate—and there were a lot of them around every corner and
corridor of this brand new capital.

I drifted off at last, to the comforting
sensation of a reliable horse to ride and no spying eyes watching
my every move . . .

Then I woke up. This time those were indeed
solid boots striding up to my door. Someone gave it a sharp, single
knock.

‘Numidianus, you’re
wanted!’

I pulled my tunic shirt back on and found an
aged porter in heavy wool layers waiting outside, coughing up
phlegm.

‘The Augusta Constantia has a
message to dispatch to the East. Go pick it up.’

I shook my head. ‘I’m not authorized to enter
the imperial suite. Tell her maid to bring it down to me in the
main reception hall. I’ll register it for tomorrow morning’s bag to
Mediolanum.’

He was a wily old coot, familiar with the
goings-on in the regal residential wings. He gave me an unpleasant
wink with a rheumy eye. ‘Sorry, friend. She asked for “the
Numidian”. And as far as I can see, you’re the only damned African
between here and the Circus latrines.’ He leaned on my doorframe
and wiggled his eyebrows.

‘It sounds wrong to me. Check with
Eusebius. He never sleeps.’

One didn’t cross Eusebius in this palace. The
eunuch was the praepositus sacri cubiculi, senior
chamberlain of the imperial quarters, the ‘man’ who led the silk
slipper cohort. Needless to say, we hadn’t had eunuchs back in the
army, but I’d seen immediately that where Eusebius was concerned,
rank or office didn’t matter.

What Eusebius lacked in masculinity, he made up
in guile. He was smart, observant and powerful. In many, he
inspired fear. I tried to forgive it in his case because he’d lost
the essentials of manhood, either through a misfortune of birth or
some unlucky encounter with the Fates.

‘Eusebius is busy.’ The old man
waggled his eyebrows again.

‘He’s always busy—’

‘She asked for you, she wants
you.’

‘Inform the Lord Chamberlain anyway.
I’m coming.’

Anyone in imperial service learns quickly that
state artists tend to flatter their subject matter. I’d seen the
Augusta’s features in both marble and paint, but only once in the
flesh. She was crossing the threshold of the inner courtyard to
clamber into a litter festooned with swags and gilt.

The two Emperors’ sister had all the
ingredients for beauty—a slender figure, black hair fixed in three
or four rows of curls piled high at the front of her brow over the
same large eyes and neat nose of her younger brother
Constans.

She was lucky. She could have inherited the
heavy, upturned chin and hooked nose that gave busts of Constantius
II the aspect of a crab’s claw.

I had also noticed a piercing glint to those
dark-lashed eyes and a mean set to the rouged lips that wasn’t
alluring.

Error or not, my summons to her rooms tonight
gave me a better chance to check the Constantine female line up
close.

I straightened myself up, but had no time to
don full armor. On the way to the imperial bedrooms, I passed the
winter triclinium, where the raucous diners were still at it
on their cushioned couches. I continued into less familiar
corridors and announced myself. Two of Constantia’s ladies escorted
me into a shadowy marble foyer to wait.

The sculptor’s art, no matter how accurate the
line and scale, also misses out on smell and sound. Lamps and
braziers gave off light and warmth, but my nose sensed the
Augusta before I saw her. A whiff of jasmine conjured up my
Mediterranean childhood.

From the approaching jangle of bracelets, belts
and earrings, I knew she must be nearby, even before she emerged
from behind a filigreed screen.

Back in Roma, Domina Laetitia once
confided to me that if we men put on helmets, breastplates and leg
guards for battle, the ladies of the Empire arm themselves with
their finest jewelry in defense.

If so, the Augusta was wearing full
battle gear tonight. She wrapped her person in a carapace of gold
collars, bracelets and even a leather belt studded with light blue
topazes, golden amber, garnets and green emeralds. Yes, she’d
braced herself into a female version of imperial armor but I doubt
she intended to give the first impression that I actually got—that
of a tired, drawn creature shackled in overpriced chains and
handcuffs.

There were hollow circles under her eyes,
underscored by the Belgican fashion in heavy eye-makeup. She smiled
with small, very white teeth.

‘Did I disturb your rest,
Numidianus?’

‘I’m honored. You have a message for
me to dispatch?’

‘For the Augustus on the
Persian front. A private message.’

I nodded my head. ‘All imperial messages are
secure, Augusta.’

She smiled to herself. ‘Aren’t you surprised I
asked for you?’

‘As you please,
Augusta.’

‘There are other messengers on duty,
aren’t there?’

I bowed my head and waited. Questions from
above tended to be rhetorical. Years of early slavery in a
patrician household had taught me to listen and observe.

From underneath lowered lids, I took in the
lurid decor of her private rooms—walls warmed with fur hangings
tied with gilt ropes, a folding table strewn with delicate unguent
flasks and at least one silver-handled whip. Her window curtains
were sewn from flaming orange brocade held in by gold braid
fastened with pheasant feathers. Her personal dining couch was
upholstered in the black and white stripes of an animal I didn’t
even recognize.

The whole effect was more feral than
imperial.

‘My message isn’t quite finished,’
she called to me. ‘Follow me while I add a few more
words.’

I trailed her into an adjoining chamber
dominated by a wooden bed ornamented with ivory carvings and
pink-belled seashells. She sat down in her sloped chair at a makeup
table and resumed writing.

‘It’s a comfortable room, but not as
nice as my suite in Mediolanum. I’m always cold here,’ she
pouted.

‘As you say, Augusta,
Mediolanum is much warmer.’

‘Goodness knows, no one needs an
augusta near any damned Rhenus defense line. That’s what I’m
writing my beloved brother. Do you like my mural? I commissioned
it.’

A painting behind her bedstead depicted an orgy
scene. Satyrs cavorted with nubile half-dressed women, offering
them grapes, goblets, and far more personal assets.

‘Charming,
Augusta.’

‘Oh, look at it more closely. Use
that lamplight if you wish. You may kneel on my bed—it won’t break,
even under a young man’s strong pressure.’

Across the polished expanse of mosaic tiles,
she tossed a friendly smile over her shoulder and added, ‘It’s been
tested.’

I realized she was proud of her lovely,
straight teeth. Then she licked her rouged lips, as if she’d
detected my admiration, and went back to finishing her
letter.

I stayed well clear of the embroidered
bedclothes and kept my eyes fixed on the dogs painted in the lower
corner. They reminded me of the hunting dogs closing in on Gaiso’s
doomed boar.

‘I’m not close to my little brother,
but I hold the Dominus Constantius very dear. You guarantee
that this will remain private?’ She warmed her sealing wax over a
flickering flame.

‘Your letter?’

‘Yes, of course my letter.’ She gave
a low chuckle. ‘What did you think I meant?’

‘Yes, of course,
Augusta.’

Her voice took on a taunting edge. ‘How can you
guarantee my letter will even leave these walls?’

‘I assure you—’

‘You can assure me because you’re
the “nobody” who reads everything that goes in and out of this
palace.’ She threw her head back and laughed through those bright,
sharp teeth. ‘Am I right?’

Before I could answer, she sauntered over and
gave my shoulder a light tap with her letter. ‘You see, Eusebius
tells me everything. He’s my eyes and ears, on every floor and in
every corner of this palace. He reports to me. He’s my
spy.’

‘I’m new here. I’ve got much to
learn from the chief of the cubicularii.’ It was true. No
one was in a better position to know court secrets than the eunuchs
who tended the imperial bedchambers.

She rounded the end of her bed and backed me up
against the mural. Her tight black curls smelled of jasmine oil and
something else that might have been civet essence.

‘How fast will my letter travel from
this freezing dump?’

‘By twenty-four hour relay to
Mediolanum in four and a half days via Augusta Raurica and
Brigantium, then eastwards for fifteen days through Sirmium to
Constantinopolis and then to the battle front.’

‘I trust you, Numidianus.’ She
pressed her letter on my chest with a hand laden with
rings.

‘Oh, what’s this?’ Her sharp
fingernails feeling through my shirt, she took the measure of my
amulet, an oversized bulla from the old Senator
Manlius.

I extracted it from her tight grasp with care.
‘A sentimental trifle.’

‘You’re a grown man but still wear a
child’s ornament?’ She tilted her face to one side and tested a
playful wink. ‘What if I asked for it as a present?’

‘It’s a worthless clump of
bronze-covered pottery. Nevertheless, I promised someone to never
give it up, even in manhood.’ I slid the letter out from under her
fingers and gave her a formal nod. She didn’t accept my gesture
that the order of business at her bedside was complete.

‘Do you like games?’ she purred.
Close up, I saw not only circles under her eyes, but creases
collecting the black kohl into feathery lines. The widowed
Augusta was something just under thirty, I guessed. That
made her some seven or eight years older than myself.

‘I enjoy sport, like any man,
Augusta. I enjoyed hunting with Lieutenant Commander Gaiso
this morning.’

‘My younger brother has claimed all
the credit. He always does.’ She took a deep breath but didn’t move
even an inch away. ‘Do you like indoor games as well?’

‘I prefer sports in fresh
air.’

She took it in good humor. ‘My late husband,
the General Hannibalianus taught me games of all kinds. I miss
him.’

‘King of kings and Ruler of the
Pontic people, yes, I have heard that the late Constantine had a
good friend in your husband—or should I say uncle?’

‘But Hannibalianus was supposed to
rise farther. He failed. We never do beat the Persians, do we? And
so I never got to be Queen of the Pontic people.’ She sighed as she
played with one of the heavy necklaces adorning her scrawny neck.
‘Then Hannibalianus died . . .
prematurely.’

‘Yes, your entire family suffered
sad losses.’

She chuckled. ‘You are diplomatic as
well as efficient. You call those murders “sad losses”? We
Constantines love to play games. We’re a family with a peculiar
pastime. We stick together until we kill each other.’

‘Not very sporting, Augusta,’
I slid free of her shadowy presence and bowed my head again to end
the interview.

‘Oh, you’re wrong, Agens. The
sport lies in guessing when and who.’

She wandered around the room for a moment with
an exaggerated flip of rustling hips until she found a length of
silk cord lying on one of her side tables. She wound it around her
wrist and sauntered back around the bed. I confirmed with a quick
glance around the suite what my instinct had already whispered. Her
maidservants had retreated. The Augusta and I were
alone.

‘Hannibalianus told me that in
battle, sometimes pain and excitement become one, so that you can’t
tell whether you’re dying or in ecstasy. He said wounds come to
mean nothing in the heat of combat, with the crush of men and their
blood and sweat on all sides, the roars and screams as body presses
upon body . . .’

‘Thank you, Augusta.’ I bowed
again, lower, and made for the arch to the outer foyer, but she
stopped my progress halfway by looping her golden cord around my
waist and catching the tasseled end. She drew my hips close to
hers.

‘There’s a rumor around this palace
that you were a boy slave in the Manlius household in Roma and
earned your manumission by bravery in the field.’

‘The Empire found a use for me and
rewarded me.’

‘You were quite right to fight for
your freedom. I hear the Manlius clan is played out, finished, like
that whole malarial city.’ She toyed with her cord, chafing my back
as she pulled on one end, then the other, back and forth. ‘Do you
look for a better future here in Treverorum?’

‘I hope to advance in rank,
Augusta.’

‘It might be easier than you
think—all those ranks and classifications—the agentes act as
if they were the cavalry! That’s so boring. There might be a more
interesting use for your training.’

I said nothing and tucked her letter under my
tunic.

‘I hear you agentes learn to
ride very hard and fast.’

‘Yes, Augusta.’

‘That you go for days and nights
without sleep.’

‘We rest a little between stages,
Augusta.’

‘You train to go long distances
without . . . ever . . .’ She pulled
the cord tighter and whispered in my ear, ‘stopping.’

‘We’re trained to serve.’

‘You could serve in so many easier
ways.’ She let the cord go a little slack. ‘Slaves can’t say no,
but then there’s no pleasure, is there? For real excitement, there
has to be willingness and freedom and sometimes a little pain.’ She
jerked the cord tighter around me again. ‘Excitement mixed with
pain or . . .’ Her dark eyes narrowed as she added,
‘just . . . pain.’

Her breath, coming now in tiny pants, told me
hunting was her sport, too. She was as expert as Gaiso in her way.
I felt cornered, even without the bay dogs harrying me.

My stubborn silence triggered that spark of
cruelty in her eyes. ‘Did you ever meet one of the palace clerks
here, a Gaul named Dax?’

Ah, here came her catch dog.

I swallowed before answering, ‘A palace
clerk? There’s a cripple near the gate they call
Dax.’

I’d seen the mutilated barbarian, both legs
atrophied and twisted backwards underneath him as he begged for
coins. We passed him every day as we rode in and out of
town.

‘He used to be a playmate of mine,
she whispered, ‘before his accident.’

I heard a swish of thick robes. By the gods’
intervention, perhaps her maid was back in the room.

A strange, high voice broke in. ‘It’s late,
Augusta. As the saying goes, a messenger detained is a
message delayed.’

Cocooned in silver-embroidered maroon brocade,
the eunuch Eusebius stood in the dark archway between the outer
chamber and the foyer. I’d forgotten I’d asked the palace runner to
inform him. I was more than ever aware of the Constantia’s silken
belt. The eunuch could be a dangerous witness if something was
misconstrued. Already his protruding eyes bulged out at us standing
side by side next to the bed.

‘I’m so sorry to disturb you,’ he
bowed, ‘but I feared there was some mistake. Surely an
augusta’s messages aren’t meant for the collection of an
agens, especially a mere circitor.’

The cutting cord slackened its bite. She
sighed. ‘You’re right, Eusebius, as always. I mustn’t keep
Numidianus. He seems tired from the hunt.’

She tossed her head to dismiss me. I strode
past Eusebius holding a low and grateful bow. As I closed the
outside door, I heard the whip of golden cord slapping on
marble.

Her letter to Constantius was sealed tight, its
wax resting still warm on my bare skin and the heat of her breath
still burning my ear.

 


 Chapter 3, ‘The Chain’

—Morning, Treverorum—

I felt suspended, like some Subura slumdweller
waiting for their cloddish neighbor’s other sandal to drop on the
floor overhead. Only in this case, my surroundings were luxurious
and the other fellow wore hand-stitched embroidered
slippers.

Eusebius was patient and clever. He didn’t
summon me until well after dawn—only a short ‘autumn hour’ or so
before the outgoing rider was to ride south with the morning’s
dispatches. I still carried Constantia’s letter on me, intending to
add it to the post at the last and safest possible
minute.

‘Your first time to my office,
Numidianus? Take a seat.’ He patted his fawn-colored hair flat down
on his skull with a pudgy hand. His boiled-egg eyes bulged at me in
welcome.

‘Thank you, Eusebius.’

He had a spacious room decorated in a refined,
classical style—unexpected in such a vulgar, modern palace of
garish mosaics and clashing draperies. I stood on the same black
and white tiles I recalled from the Manlius vestibule back home in
Roma. Eusebius had filled his shelves with expensive new papyrus
codices with spines embossed in gold—no old-fashioned
scrolls for him.

Behind his sleek desk hung a colored map of the
Roman world stretching from the Persian border in the East across
Thrace and Illyricum to Italia, south to Egypt and Roman Africa,
and all the way up to the barrier built by Hadrian to mark off
Roman territory from the Celts’. This was no working sketch, no
military guide, folded and refolded, muddied or blood-smeared. It
hung in an ornate frame, as pristine as a painting.

It was all very elegant, but the eunuch could
not resist a touch of his native East. Wisps of overpowering
incense floated from a burner hanging on a chain near the
doorway.

I couldn’t help gagging.

‘Sorry, but I can’t bear the stink
of that thing roasting below.’

‘I doubt the animal will taste any
better than it smells.’

‘Still, the man who kills such a
beast is bound to be seen as heroic.’ His eyes flared wide at me
with meaning.

‘Gaiso would have waited for the
Emperor, but the boar would not postpone his own death.’

The eunuch smiled at my evasion. I could see he
enjoyed playing games.

‘Numidianus, I’m a great admirer of
your schola. You agentes are efficient and nothing if
not discreet. But I prefer to be open-handed in a court with so
many interests.’ He slid a silver pitcher of diluted wine across
his desk. I demurred.

‘Oh, take a sip. You’re a man in
need of friends, Numidianus. I want to be one of them.’ He patted
his stomach and belched. ‘I ate too much last night. I always eat
too much up here. It’s the cold. It piques the appetite.’ For all
that talk of cold and the padding of his robes, his pale brow
glistened with sweat.

‘Freedmen like myself mustn’t get
above themselves. I make friends slowly, Eusebius.’

‘So, start with me. We might begin
by sharing the contents of the Augusta Constantia’s
letter?’

I shrugged, wondering how much diplomacy would
help me this morning. ‘As you say, I’m new. So I follow
regulations, to the letter. No post is shared, in principle,
with anyone but the recipient or his secretary—today, tomorrow, or
next week. If you’re setting me a test, I fully intend to pass. You
can rely on me to keep the section of the post and road service
under my direction honest.’

‘Ah,’ he shook his head, ‘an
agens fresh as a green apple from his upgrade course. Well,
let me make it easier for you then, just to save us time.’ He rang
a silver bell sitting on his desk. A slave came through a small
door in the corner of the room, obscured by a folding screen. He
laid a platter of dark bread slices spread with honey and smoked
fish paste on the desk. Eusebius offered me a taste. I wasn’t
hungry but I took a slice. A mouth full of fish paste can’t leak
secrets.

‘First, last night the
Augusta told you I was her spy.’

I raised an eyebrow and kept on
chewing.

‘I’m not her spy, though it’s easy
enough to fool that woman. Officially, I report to the Emperor
Constantius on what she and the Little Emperor do on their various
escapades around the courts of the West.’

‘I wondered why you were here and
not near Constantius himself. You say, officially you report
to him, but—?’

‘Yes,’ he smiled, ‘But I investigate
what I want and whomever I want, and so far, have kept the best
tidbits to myself.’ He took a slice of bread and gobbled it down.
‘I advise you to do the same, particularly since the recent hunting
outing. You never know when a little dirt can come in handy.’ He
pulled a bit of grayish fish meat from his teeth and wiped his lips
with a gold-trimmed linen napkin.

‘Second, the Augusta probably
told you she disliked the Emperor Constans and preferred our senior
Lord in the East.’

‘I didn’t inquire.’

‘If she even implied it, she lied.
She despises poor Constans, true, but she fears their older brother
to the point of terror. After all, after the old Constantine died,
Constantius killed her husband along with most of their other
relatives—hardly an act of Christian, brotherly love.’

‘She seems a lonely
woman.’

‘My, you’re observant.’

‘Eusebius, I’m going to have to
leave you now for my rounds.’ His fish paste was oily and bitter. I
rose from my chair.

‘Show me her letter.’

I cocked my head as if I’d heard someone call
me and headed for the door.

Eusebius tossed aside his bread slice and waved
me farewell. ‘It’s all right. I can guess the contents. “Dear
Esteemed Brother, Eternal glory to your reign, et cetera,
et cetera, success and victory against the Persians follow
your every step, et cetera, and get me out of here and give
me a court of my own somewhere warm.” Something along those
lines?’

He was accurate to the last comma but I wasn’t
going to tell him that. ‘Eusebius, you have misunderstood my simple
message to you. I serve the Empire.’

‘So you think like all new-made
barbarians. You men of fresh blood amuse me. You revere the club
you’ve just joined and elevate it into some kind of priestly
calling. You think you serve the Empire, but listen to me. You
serve a vain and short-sighted man in Apodemius.’

I stopped short, my hand frozen around the door
handle. Few men bandied around the name of the discreet, arthritic
traveller who recruited unlikely agents from all corners of the
vast imperial network of cities and towns. Apodemius answered only
to the Magister Officiorum of the whole Roman Empire. No
eunuch—no matter how well positioned—could equal the old man’s
reach. If I owed any personal thanks for giving me a new life after
cutting myself off from army and ex-master, it was to Apodemius as
well as the retired agens who recruited me, his friend
Leontus Longus Flavius of Theveste.

I wasn’t about to discuss those two cherished
mentors with a half-man like Eusebius.

‘I’m sure we’ll be friends,
Eusebius, and I’m listening to you very carefully indeed. But don’t
expect a new recruit to do anything but deliver the
mail.’

He lifted his bulky body with surprising grace
and on moist, small feet, padded up to his map on the wall.
‘Apodemius has all the old cities as well as the rich export towns
of Africa covered well, but he’s short of men on the ground here in
the new north and in the fleshpots of the Eastern
territories.’

‘I wouldn’t know.’

‘But I bet you’re here to find out
what you can. There are things he wants to know, things he
needs to know. He and I could work together.’

‘For the sake of the
Empire?’

‘Oh, stop prattling about the
Empire! Can’t you see the deep cracks running through it? The
divisions? You’ve seen our Emperor Constans! Is he a leader of men?
And even a real man like Constantius is losing the East to Shapur!
You can’t mend such cracks. Just be careful not to step into one
yourself!’

‘I’m very careful.’

‘You’d better be. Any information
about the Emperor’s special recreation in the forest will be traced
back to you. You may find yourself trapped by “The Chain.” And then
you’ll be begging for my friendship.’

I wanted to escape the stifling air of his
office. Even through his curtained window the smell of roasting
boar mixed with the perfumes and turned my stomach. The sun was
well up now. The outgoing rider would be leaving soon for
Divodurum, with or without the Augusta’s appeal in his
sack.

But I needed to know what Eusebius was
threatening me with. ‘The Chain? That sounds like a scary
tale told to children.’

Eusebius gestured me back from the door to join
him at the window. ‘You may look down on me as unnatural, but I can
assure you that Catena is more of a monster than I. Look, he’s down
there now, waiting to intercept you.’

Eusebius drew the curtain and shifted aside a
shutter of thick opaque glass that insulated his window. He pointed
towards the outer courtyard beyond.

Wreaths of smoke rose up off crackling fat
dripping over the spit. Through a greasy cloud wafting to and fro,
I saw the two cooks at work. They turned the beast evenly around
and around as it spat back at them and they carved the boar meat
off the haunches as it browned.

The smoke shifted. Now I was able to make out
the hearty Gaiso leaning on a makeshift crutch and chatting to a
bull of a man in full armor. This stranger’s face, even seen from a
high angle, was disconcerting. Each feature of it was made well
enough, but didn’t match the other elements. His high-arched nose
was too small and pointed a beak for his broad, thick jaw. His
black eyes slanted downwards, one larger than other and set closer
to the black eyebrows. His mouth was too small for a man. The
overall effect was of someone who’d borrowed his identity from
various passers-by.

‘Paulus Catena,’ Eusebius murmured. ‘He’s nicknamed
“The Chain” because he enjoys dragging people by chains to their
death, but also because if he can’t find evidence against you,
he’ll forge a chain to bring you down, link by link and lie by
lie.’

‘What is he?’

‘He claims to come from Hispania
with antecedents from Dacia, though I detect hints of Persian
ancestry in his taste for interrogation techniques that are, shall
we say, unusual?’ Eusebius’ eyes bulged suggestively. ‘Some say he
started out as a wine steward at the imperial tables and then got
himself appointed as a notary.’

‘Who gives him orders
now?’

‘Constans. You tread on the edge of
a razor, my African friend. Constans doesn’t want to hear that his
foibles are on the tongue of every merchant from Constantinopolis
to Sirmium. Within an hour of your rushing back from the hunt, the
Emperor had asked Catena who you were. By nightfall, Catena’s
flunky had asked me. Now both imperial siblings are watching you.
Constantia tested you last night, in her own way, to see if you
were working for me, or Catena, or really just a simple messenger
with strong thighs.’

‘A simple messenger. Thank you for
the snack.’

I bowed to Eusebius and left his office,
allowing myself no more chance of falling for his delaying tactics.
His reference to the Augusta had reminded me of my duties. I
ran from corridor to stairs out the palace entrance to archway,
racing against the clock to pass Constantia’s letter to our service
rider. Breathless, I reached our cubicle through which the palace
traffic passed and found the rider pitching saddlebags of court
paperwork bound for Mediolanum and Roma out of a pushcart and onto
his horse.

‘Numidianus? Someone’s asking for
you,’ the rider said, stuffing the Augusta’s letter into his
chest satchel and gesturing in Catena’s direction. We ran through
the mail register one last time, I initialed it, and he was ready
to go.

‘Oh, sorry, I nearly forgot. Here’s
a message for you collected at the Brigantium station.’

‘Thanks.’ I took my letter and
turned with a sigh of relief at a delicate task finally off my
hands. I immediately bumped into the hairy bulk of Paulus
Catena.

‘You enjoyed the hunt, Gaiso tells
me.’ He patted my shoulder. ‘Congratulations for your kill—and
discretion in letting others take the credit.’

‘I only finished it off. I’m
relieved to see Gaiso back on his feet.’ I examined the
Hispaniard’s piercing gaze and his day’s growth of black
stubble.

‘Last night the Emperor asked me who
you were.’

‘I’m honored.’

‘Really? Don’t be.’ Catena’s black
eyebrows were level with my own but tall as I am, his bulk
outweighed mine by an easy twenty pounds of brawn. If Constantia
acted like the exposed, bruised heart of the Constans court and
Eusebius its heartless brains, I might have just met its
muscles.

‘You saw too much in the forest, I
hear. But perhaps a Roman slave-boy thinks nothing of such
pastimes? Had a bit of the rough yourself, I imagine.’

I didn’t answer him. He slugged me on the back
like a soldier in camp. ‘Nothing for a southerner like you to
mention, surely? Only provincial rubes would be caught telling
tales.’

‘You insinuate too much—Catena,
isn’t it? I carry messages. I don’t write them.’ I cinched the
heavy sack of documents that had just arrived a little tighter and
slung it over my back. ‘You’re a notary? Get busy and bring on the
paperwork,’ I joked.

‘Oh, come on, it’s pretty juicy
stuff, isn’t it . . . but of course, of course,
you’re not shocked. You’re a good-looking man. Perhaps you yourself
were someone’s delicatus back in Roma? How could you avoid
it? Roma’s more decadent than ever, I hear. Still so pagan, so
corrupt.’

I laughed along but kept walking toward the
Palace. He wasn’t satisfied.

‘No wonder nobody visits Roma
anymore. Not even emperors bother with the place. There’s nothing
there but arrogant old senators making speeches to themselves while
we defend them. They disgust any decent official.’

‘So, don’t go to Roma.’ I kept
walking.

‘Isn’t that where everything is
rotten?’ he taunted me.

‘Not entirely,’ I said, stopping to
face him. ‘I was raised in a patrician Roman household. I know
their old-fashioned ways, good and bad. But I also know that
customs of affection between an adult citizen and his favored youth
have very well-defined limits. Certain indignities are restricted
to slaves. The rule in a good family is that a citizen youth grows
up and moves on to women, experienced but . . .
intact. Even as a slave, I was never used in that way.’

‘Sure, sure. Just presses and
caresses for the toffs.’ He adjusted the heavy green wool cloak
that protected him from the chill. He wore armor with leather
padding over a woolen tunic and northern trousers. There were hobs
on his thick boot soles that left dents in the fine courtyard
gravel. I hated to think what they did to the mosaic tiles
indoors.

‘Only slaves have no choice but to
endure that—’ Catena pointed to the boar, run through from ass to
mouth by the spit. ‘Take the cut meat inside now for saucing,’ he
shouted at the cooks, then turned back to me. ‘So the male getting
a spike up his ass must be a slave by definition, not a master,
right?’

‘By tradition, but it’s none of my
business. Maybe customs change.’

‘You’re about to find out.
Yesterday, you earned yourself a rich opportunity, messenger-boy.
And you’re not even blond. Constans invites you to join his happy
band of prisoners.’

‘Even the Emperor has to clear it
with my schola in Roma to have me transferred upstairs,
Catena, And now I’ve got mail to deliver.’ I switched the sack of
dispatches from one shoulder to the other, missing his jumbled face
by an inch or less.

The ingratiating little grin disappeared.
‘Maybe you don’t appreciate your new duties. Maybe your tastes run
the other way. I hear stories about you and the Augusta,’ he
said, marching right alongside of me.

‘Not true,’ I barked back,
retreating towards the back entrance of the palace. He lunged and
grabbed my arm in a vice.

‘Not true now.’ He shook his
head, ‘but the stories Paulus Catena hears have a way of coming
true, sooner or later.’

‘What do you want from me?’ I
rounded on him, fed up.

‘Your tongue on a spit, if you
talk.’

He gave up when I turned the far corner of the
main palace. I dropped the mail sack and heaved a sigh of relief.
No one took notice of me as I crouched on my haunches to catch my
breath. I thought of the cripple Dax, a former ‘friend’ of
Constantia’s and now perceived the hand of Catena at work. Then I
remembered that I carried one particular piece of paper that
couldn’t wait. It might contain news of my child or his mother
Kahina. It might be a note of encouragement from Dr Ari, the Greek
slave who doctored the Legio Augusta III back in Numidia
Militaris.

What I didn’t expect was to find nothing more
than an unbleached scrap of paper. It had been ripped off the
corner of a much-used page defaced by many erasures and now
scrawled only with the image of a small mouse—an
apodemus.

It was a code that meant I was to leave at once
for our headquarters in Roma. Either I was in a little trouble with
Apodemius or I was in big trouble, but I didn’t
care.

Either way, I was escaping Treverorum just in
time.

 


 Chapter 4, The Homecoming

—The Tavern at the Porta
Aurelia—

‘They finished St Peter’s when I was
six, so why did I spot a construction scaffolding over the roof as
I rode into town?’ I joked to Verus.

The old steward of the Manlius House had come
out to the northwestern city gates where I waited for my formal
clearance to enter the ancient capital. This security check was a
bore for any agens, but the city’s regulations imposed on
our schola gave me a chance to enjoy a good drink—or
three—with my trusted old friend. He arrived at the Tavern of the
Seven Sages with a bowed swagger, hands weathered by age, but eyes
still sharp enough to spot me in the crowd.

‘Building companies!’ he said,
winking. ‘Remember when the Senator tried to put in a private bath
for Matrona Laetitia during her illness? Those workers
always promise to finish your project during one consulship, but
before you know it, you’re hailing two new men rising to the top,
but the scaffolding around your extension shows no sign of coming
down.’ Verus polished off his third cup. ‘I needed that, boy. Is
there time for another?’

I wanted to know everything I could about
Kahina and the child, and if there was any news of the Commander
Gregorius, reposted from North Africa to the Legio VI Herculiani,
originally based in Pannonia, but now patrolling eastern
Gallia.

But I hid my curiosity from Verus who had been
the stern-faced dispensator of the townhouse in its bustling
heyday. He had terrified the staff when I was a boy, but mellowed
into an affable doyen of back alley gossip. I noticed today that
his conversation flapped, like a rag snagged on a branch in a high
wind, unable to detach itself from his favorite
irritant—Clodius.

Clodius was the son of Matrona Letitia’s
sister, moved into the Manlius house for official adoption as the
Senator’s heir. Yet the adoption had never gone through and Clodius
still hungered for legal instatement with an avidity that
embarrassed any onlooker.

‘He got Domina Kahina to sell
off half the staff for “budgetary reasons” and now I’m
supposed to answer the gate! Me! Demoted to
ostiarius!’

‘Where did the profits from the
sales go?’

‘Oh, she keeps a tight fist on most
of that, though she didn’t like to see some of the good maids and
the under-cook go to the dealer.’

‘It must be hard for Domina
Kahina to hold down management of the house when Clodius has been
in place for so long.’

‘And now, he’s going on and on about
the deed box, as if there was any call for him to know about
deeds,’ Verus scoffed. ‘Look in the cellar, Verus, find me the
archive boxes, Verus, search the Senator’s library while he’s at
his bath, Verus. Find the deeds? Find the key to the deed
box?’

Verus popped half a hard-boiled egg with
anchovies into his mouth and went on, ‘Marcus, I ain’t no intrigant
behind the Domina Kahina’s back! I tell’im, if you want to
see the deeds to the oyster beds or the honey farms or them herds
up in Gallia, you just ask the Senator for’em.’

‘And why doesn’t he?

‘Clodius doesn’t dare, but I know
that boy is counting on selling off the Via dei Vigili apartment in
Ostia behind the old man’s back sooner or later to pay off his
gambling debts. Already, Roma’s plastered with that slimy creep’s
IOU’s.’

‘A little respect, Verus, just a
little. This tavern has very small cups, but very big ears.’ The
fact that I had to shout this caution into the old servant’s hairy
ear to be heard over the taberna’s midday uproar made my
admonition less than convincing.

‘I.O.U.’s! Signed Manlius, all over
town! It’s a disgrace! He has no right to sign that
name!’

‘I heard you. Does Clodius ever read
to the Senator? He could put the old man in a good mood and ask him
then.’ Reading the Greats of Latin and Greek literature out loud
been my job, as well as my pleasure, my escape. In the end, it also
gave me my treasured education as a young slave assigned to the
blind elder sheltered in his back room, a tablinum squeezed
under the eaves and lined with books.

‘Read, to the old man? All Clodius
reads is the betting sheets from the Circus and the odds on
gladiators. The rest is Greek to him, ha!’

‘The mistress?’

‘Ah, she’s a lovely girl, she is,
but her tutor tells me she ain’t no scholar—at least not
yet.’

I smiled. I hadn’t loved Kahina, briefly but
passionately, for her erudition. ‘What does the Senator
say?’

‘He invites Clodius up to his rooms,
but Clodius is always “out on business”.’

‘Gambling?’

‘At least that would be halfway
honest. No, the latest game for wastrels like his lot, you see, is
to haunt the courtyards of old men, sucking up in case one of ’em
pops it and puts you in his will. It’s practically the municipal
sport these days.’

‘Clodius should enlist in the army
and win over Gregorius with a little real time in the
field.’

‘Well, the army certainly made a man
out a scrawny bookworm like you. But Clodius? Oh, no, he’d rather
gussy up every morning to hang on the coattails of that childless
widower, the ex-Consul Picenus. Clodius claims,’ Verus
watered his garrulous tongue a little, ‘claims, mind you,
that Consul Picenus favors him for a legacy. I caught that sneak
decanting some of the Senator’s best vintage into a jug to haul
over to that Consul’s salon as a festival gift. I reported it to
the lady. She and I changed the locks on the wine cellar the next
day. So Clodius takes candies to sweeten the gossip he imports from
the street, but Picenus should be mighty careful. I wouldn’t bet
that those candies ain’t poisoned.’

‘The lady’s well?’ I kept my eyes
trained on a flirtatious cook scraping scales off a fish ordered
for someone’s lunch. Verus could be as canny as a slum concierge on
commission.

‘She’s fine, fine. Now, tell me.
What’s it like up in the Land of the Treveri? Subdued the hairy
barbarians, have we? Got any trophies for your old friend Verus? A
moustache comb? A golden fibula?’

‘You’re still living in the last
century, old man. Treverorum has more baths, libraries,
amphitheaters and fancy villas than you could count. It’s cleaner
than Roma, that’s for sure, and their white wine is better than
this piss.’

Somebody cleared his throat next to our table
and his spit just missed my boot.

‘But it’s cold up there, right? And
no real history, like us? No place is like good ol’ Roma, is it?’
The old man actually hugged his barnacled self for reassurance.
‘And you won’t catch me calling that new town out East the “New
Roma,” no matter what ol’ Constantine built hisself out
there.’

A gatekeeper signaled me from the crowded
doorway. My clearance paper travelled overhead from hand to hand to
our table. I dared one last casual question, shouted while paying
my tab, as if it were only a courteous afterthought. ‘Is the little
boy walking yet?’

Verus shrugged. ‘Not that I’ve heard, but how
would I know? He’s down in Setia with his wet nurse, Lavinia. Got a
bit of a chest thing last spring and couldn’t throw it off. The
Commander panicked when he heard and ordered him out of the city.
Only son, last chance for the Manlius line, well, you can imagine
the fuss over just a little cough. Smiley little runt. Got his
mother’s skin, glossy as honey, he is.’

A little runt, sickly, tended by a strange
nurse? My whole future, exiled out to the overgrown and neglected
Manlius vines, even as autumn set in?

But Verus didn’t catch the shadow that crossed
my face. ‘Right, off we go, Marcus. What was the old mistress
always gabbing about with her Christian girlfriends? Some Prodigal
Son, that’s you all right, the prodigal slave all tarted up now, a
real freedman, you are . . .’

We entered ‘good ol Roma’ . . .
so fetid with sewage and the crush of people, I covered my nostrils
as I followed Verus. Despite his age, he was hopping along the
narrow sidewalk raised out of the muck for pedestrians, dodging
awnings in which the jobless slept off their morning drink, and
fending off stray dogs with his walking stick like the native he
was. But on all sides, I noticed the refuse of Roma’s
dominions—idle, garrulous, fractious immigrants of all kinds living
on the welfare state—a testament in color and costume to the width
and breadth of an impossibly large empire.

Roma the city was nothing more than a teeming
leftover now, hardly even a ceremonial capital, long-abandoned by
emperors for the brisk and modern Mediolanum. Fifty years ago,
Emperor Diocletian had fled the place in horror, cutting his visit
to his ‘licentious’ Roman subjects insultingly short by
weeks.

But still the foreigners flooded in, layer upon
layer of hungry mouths and empty hopes. This discarded metropolis,
overflowing with beggars, rubbish, clogged alleys, sparkling
fountains, imposing statues, crowded insulae and crumbling
monuments, was my home. The old townhouse that greeted me now as I
marched up the lane on the Esquiline hill beckoned the child slave
inside with remembered love. Huge fig branches rounded both corners
of our front walls, like the arms of a defiant Roman mother facing
off some Celtic invaders of old. Soggy fig leaves blanketed the
stones under a sky of heavy clouds threatening more rain. I had
once swung from those branches until Verus scolded me to come down
and do my chores. An imposing and ancient tree was an object of
veneration in a Roman neighborhood, not a child’s
gymnasium.

We went through






































































































































 Chapter 5, The Curious Ones








































































































































 Chapter 6, Call It ‘Christ Mass’
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