
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE CROSS

AND

THE PURPLE

A NOVEL OF THEODOSIUS 

THE GREAT 

AND THE

MAKING OF A CHRISTIAN EMPIRE

IBERIUS POLONIUS

THE CROSS AND THE PURPLE  Copyright © 2026 by Iberius Polonius. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted without written permission, except for brief quotations in reviews or allowed by copyright law. Ebook Edition: March 2026



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHRONOLOGY OF KEY EVENTS

[image: ]




313 AD

The Edict of Milan legalizes Christianity throughout the Roman Empire.

337 AD

Death of Constantine the Great. The empire is divided among his sons, accelerating political instability and religious division.

350–353 AD

Civil wars weaken imperial authority in the West, increasing reliance on experienced military commanders.

357 AD

The novel opens in Hispania, as Count Theodosius departs for service on the northern frontiers of the Western Empire.

359–360 AD

Escalating military pressure along the Rhine frontier. Internal court politics intensify as generals and emperors compete for loyalty.

364 AD

Valentinian I becomes emperor of the Western Roman Empire; his brother Valens rules the East from Constantinople.

Mid–Late 360s AD

Christianity continues its transformation from persecuted faith to imperial institution, bringing new tensions between belief, authority, and dissent.

Late 4th Century AD

The Roman Empire enters a decisive phase in which military power, religious identity, and imperial governance become inseparably linked.
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CHAPTER 1

Hispania, 357 AD
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THE SOLDIERS CAME AT dawn, when the mist still clung to the valley like a held breath.

Theodosius watched them from the villa’s upper gallery, his small hands gripping the stone balustrade. He was eleven years old, and this was the first time he had seen his father’s army assembled in full strength. Three hundred men stood in ordered ranks, armor catching the early light, shields painted with the chi-rho of Christ alongside the imperial eagle. Overnight, the courtyard had transformed from a place of domestic routine into a staging ground for war.

His mother stood beside him, one hand resting on his shoulder. She had risen early to attend morning prayers in the family chapel, and he could still smell the incense clinging to her stola. Her lips moved silently; another prayer, perhaps, for his father’s safety.

“Will he come back?” Theodosius asked.

Thermantia’s hand tightened. “God willing, yes. We must trust in His providence.”

“But what if—”

“Then we will bear it as Christians must. With faith.” Her voice was steady, though a tremor slipped through. “Come. Your father will want to see you before he leaves.”

They descended the stairs together. The household slaves had already begun their tasks, moving around the edges of the military preparations like water around stone. Smoke rose from the kitchens. Horses stamped and snorted in the stables, unsettled by the change in routine.

His father stood at the center of the courtyard, conferring with his senior officers. Count Theodosius was not a tall man, but he carried authority that made height irrelevant. His armor was practical rather than ornate. At his throat hung a small silver cross, a gift from the bishop of Emerita Augusta, worn, Theodosius knew, as much from necessity as from devotion.

When his father saw them, he broke away and crossed the courtyard in quick strides.

“Thermantia.” He kissed his wife’s forehead, a tenderness that made Theodosius look away. Then his attention turned to him. “And you. Growing already. I’ll return and find you a man.”

“How long will you be gone?” Theodosius asked, striving to sound steady.

“Months. Perhaps a year.” His father knelt, bringing himself level. “The Augustus needs officers who can hold the northern frontiers. Gaul is restless. The Franks and Alemanni test our borders. Someone must remind them that Rome still has teeth.”

“Why you?”

“Because I can be spared from Hispania. Because I’ve fought in Gaul before.” He paused. “Because in the army, you go where you’re sent. That’s what service means.”

Service. The word carried weight his father rarely explained. Service to Rome. Service to the empire. Service to God. In his father’s world, the distinctions blurred.

“I want to come with you.”

His father’s expression softened. “I know. But not yet. You’re too young.”

“I’m old enough to—”

“You’re old enough to begin learning. Not old enough to fight.” He glanced at Thermantia; some unspoken understanding passed between them. “But I’ll make you a promise. When you’ve studied and trained and proven yourself ready, I’ll take you on campaign. I’ll teach you how to read the land, how to move men, when to fight and when to wait. Everything. Do you understand?”

Theodosius nodded.

His father reached into the pouch at his belt and produced a small bronze coin. He pressed it into Theodosius’s palm. “Keep this. When the waiting feels long, look at it. Remember what it means.”

The coin was worn smooth with age. On one side, an emperor’s blurred profile. On the other, a soldier with shield and spear, the inscription faint but legible.

“What does it say?”

“Virtus Augusti.” His father traced the letters. “The courage of the emperor. My father gave this to me when I first left for the legions. Now I give it to you.” He closed Theodosius’s fingers around the coin. “Courage isn’t the absence of fear. It’s doing what must be done despite it.”

A horn sounded from the gate.

His father rose, the gentleness falling away as the commander returned. He embraced Thermantia once more, murmuring something Theodosius could not hear. She made the sign of the cross on his forehead, a blessing and a prayer.

Then his father turned to him and saluted. Theodosius stood straighter without meaning to.

“Take care of your mother,” his father said. “Study hard. Attend to your prayers and your training. When I return, I’ll expect a full accounting.”

“Yes, sir.”

His father smiled briefly and strode back to his officers. Commands rang out. Soldiers formed columns. Supply wagons creaked forward. Horses were led to the gate.

From the gallery, Theodosius and his mother watched the courtyard empty in stages, like water draining from a basin. The standard-bearer passed beneath them, the chi-rho gleaming against purple cloth—Christ’s symbol marking this as a Christian army, however many of the soldiers still whispered prayers to older gods when no one was listening.

Near the gate, his father mounted his horse. As if sensing his son’s gaze, he looked up and raised one hand in farewell.

Theodosius raised his own, the coin clenched tight in his other hand. His mother’s lips moved in prayer: Pater noster, qui es in caelis...

Then his father turned and rode through the gate. The column followed, a long line of men and metal flowing out into the world beyond the villa walls. Hoofbeats on stone faded to hoofbeats on earth, then to wind through the olive groves.

His mother exhaled slowly. “Come. We should offer prayers for his safe journey.”

They knelt in the family chapel before the simple altar and wooden cross. Oil lamps pushed back the shadows.

“Lord God,” Thermantia prayed, “watch over Your servant Theodosius. Guide his path, strengthen his arm, and return him safely. We place our trust in Your will.”

“Amen,” Theodosius whispered.

Yet even as he prayed, his thoughts wandered north to Gaul, to soldiers who would live or die by his father’s decisions, to the promise that waited somewhere beyond childhood.

Outside, the villa returned to its routines. Slaves resumed their work. The courtyard stood empty except for hoofprints, scattered straw, and the lingering smell of leather.

His father was gone.

And Theodosius, kneeling on cold stone with a bronze coin in his hand, began the education that would shape his life: learning how to wait, how to worry, and how to appear strong while uncertainty worked beneath.

Later, over breakfast, he pushed food around his plate.

“Will you teach me?” he asked suddenly.

“Teach you what?”

“Everything Father would want me to know. How to be ready.”

Thermantia studied him, something unreadable passing across her face. “Yes. Marcus will continue your Latin and begin Greek. Rufius will teach you the sword. And I will teach you what I can—about estates, about politics, about the things your father may not think to explain.”

“Why not?”

“Because your father is a soldier. An honorable one.” She took his hand. “There are other kinds of battles. You’ll need his way and mine. The sword and the word. Faith and pragmatism.”

That afternoon, Marcus arrived with scrolls and tablets. “We begin with letters,” he said, scratching characters into wax. “Alpha, beta, gamma...”

Theodosius tried to attend, but his gaze kept drifting to the road beyond the window, still marked by dust.

When you’re older.

That night, alone in his room, he examined the coin by lamplight.

VIRTVS AVGVSTI.

The courage of the emperor.

It scarcely mattered which emperor had minted it, Christian or pagan. Soldiers still stood watch. Borders still needed defending. The empire endured because someone always did what was required.

He placed the coin carefully in a small wooden box beside his bed. Tomorrow he would carry it with him.

Blowing out the lamp, he lay listening to the villa settle: his mother moving in her chamber, doors being barred, an owl calling from the groves.

Somewhere far to the north, his father rode under the same stars.

Theodosius closed his eyes and began counting the days.
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Hispania, 358 AD
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THE DAYS ACQUIRED A rhythm.

Dawn began with the household’s waking sounds: water drawn from the cistern, kitchen fires crackling to life, goats bleating as they were led to pasture. Before any of it, before even the first light touched the eastern hills, his mother rose for private prayer. Theodosius often woke to the sound of her footsteps passing his door, heading toward the chapel in the dark.

Sometimes he joined her. She never asked, but she never turned him away.

They knelt together in lamplight, his mother’s prayers a steady murmur in the Latin of the Church. She prayed for his father’s safety, for success in his campaigns, for wisdom for the emperor, for peace in the empire, for the household, and for Theodosius himself. The structure of the prayers grew familiar: praise, confession, petition, thanksgiving, spoken with the ease of habit.

Theodosius tried to match her devotion, but his mind often wandered. He watched the lamplight flicker across the wooden cross or studied the icon of Christ Pantocrator his mother had commissioned. The severe face stared back, all-knowing, all-judging. It should have been comforting. Sometimes it felt like one more expectation he did not yet know how to meet.

After prayers came breakfast. Then lessons.

Marcus arrived each morning at the third hour, arms laden with scrolls and tablets. He had infinite patience for Theodosius’s struggles with Greek.

“Again,” Marcus would say gently. “Alpha, beta, gamma...”

Greek felt like trying to speak with a mouth full of stones.

“Why do I need this?” Theodosius asked one morning, frustration breaking through.

“Because educated men know Greek,” Marcus replied. “Because half the empire speaks it. Because the greatest military minds, Alexander, Xenophon, and Polybius, wrote in Greek. And because the faith itself came to us through it. If you wish to understand Christianity fully, you must read it as it was written.”

That answer lingered. His mother read Scripture in Latin, in translations produced far away by scholars he would never meet. Marcus suggested there was something closer, something more exact, waiting behind the unfamiliar letters.

“Will you teach me the Gospels?” Theodosius asked.

“In time. First the foundations. But yes, Saint John, certainly. The Greek is beautiful once you stop fighting it.”

So he fought it less. Letters became familiar. Words began to form. He was still poor at it, but no longer helpless.

Latin came easily. It was the language of law, empire, and prayer. Marcus taught him to write it properly, in the formal capitals used for orders and official correspondence.

“Commanders must write clearly,” Marcus said. “Orders that confuse get men killed.”

That lesson settled heavily over even simple exercises. Precision mattered. Ambiguity carried a cost.

Twice a week, Father Gregorius arrived to instruct him in doctrine.

The priest was nothing like Marcus. Where the tutor was patient and exploratory, Father Gregorius was fervent and absolute.

“You are born into a Christian empire,” he declared. “Constantine brought the light of Christ to Rome. It is your duty to preserve it. To reject heresy. Arius’s lies threaten the soul of the empire.”

Theodosius tried to follow the distinctions, Arian and Nicene, homoousios and homoiousios, one letter’s difference separating truth from damnation. It felt impossibly precise.

“Do soldiers care about this?” he asked once.

“They should,” Father Gregorius replied sharply. “A soldier who dies defending heresy dies in sin.”

Theodosius remembered the courtyard full of soldiers bearing the chi-rho and wondered how many could explain the difference. Most followed symbols because commanders demanded it, because appearances were safer than questions.

His mother sensed his unease. One evening she found him staring at a copy of the Nicene Creed he had transcribed.

“Troubled?”

“I don’t understand why it matters so much. Christ is still Christ. Why do men fight over words?”

She sat beside him. 

“Father Gregorius says heretics are damned.”- Theodosius continued.

“Father Gregorius is very certain.” Her tone remained neutral. “Your father believes faith should make men just and disciplined. He cares less about precision than about conduct.”

“Is that wrong?”

“It’s different.” She touched the parchment. “You’ll have to find your own understanding. Don’t let others define it entirely for you.”

He treasured that permission.

Still, he attended the priest’s lessons. He memorized prayers and creeds. He learned the stories of martyrs and began to understand that Christianity in the empire was inseparable from politics, where belief could be as dangerous as disobedience.

After the midday meal came training with Rufius.

The old soldier had served with his father for twenty years before a leg wound ended his campaigning days.

“You’re small,” Rufius said on their first day. “Weak. Uncoordinated. But young.”

“I’ll work,” Theodosius said fiercely.

“We’ll see.”

Training began without swords. Running the villa’s perimeter. Carrying water jugs. Balance drills that left him bruised and scraped.

“A sword is useless if you’re weak,” Rufius said. “We build the body first.”

Day by day, his body began to change. Slowly. Marcus noticed it first.

“Your grip is steadier,” he said. “I can see it in your writing.”

Months later, Rufius allowed him a wooden practice sword.

“Firm, not tight,” he instructed. “The sword should feel like part of you.”

The drills were repetitive and dull. No clashing steel. No glory. Just position, movement, balance.

“War is chaos,” Rufius said one afternoon. “Your body must remember when your mind fails.”

During training, Theodosius sometimes thought of Christ’s words about peace and mercy.

“How can I be Christian and a soldier?” he asked.

Rufius paused. “Your father manages it.”

“But Christ said—”

“He also said to render unto Caesar. He never told soldiers to abandon their posts.” Rufius shrugged. “There’s evil in the world. Stopping it matters. God made sheep, but also sheepdogs.”

It was not theology, but it made sense.

In the evenings, his mother summoned him to the tablinum. She showed him estate accounts and contracts.

“Armies need supplies,” she said. “Someone must make sure they’re fed and paid.”

He learned projections and inventories, harvest estimates and fraud prevention.

“Empires don’t fall from lost battles,” she told him. “They fall when systems fail.”

She spoke cautiously of politics, alliances, favors, information traded like coin.

“Your father believes competence should be enough,” she said. “But power doesn’t work that way. He survives because he’s useful. That protection is fragile.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you must see clearly.” She met his gaze. “Your father’s way is honorable. But it isn’t complete.”

The lessons felt disloyal. They were also necessary.

At night, the household gathered for prayers. Slaves and servants murmured along. Theodosius wondered what faith meant when it was not freely chosen.

Sometimes he wrote to his father, careful letters describing his progress. Replies came rarely. When they did, they were brief. Campaigns. Fortifications. Executions. Between the lines, he learned to read restraint, frustration, fatigue.

Always the same ending:

May God keep you safe and strong. Your loving father.

Months passed in this rhythm.

He was twelve when he finally read John’s Gospel in Greek without stumbling.

“In the beginning was the Word,” Marcus read aloud with him. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

It was. Something opened in his understanding.

They moved on to Paul, questions without easy answers. Obedience. Authority. Faith within empire.

“What if authority is unjust?” Theodosius asked.

Marcus smiled. “Now you’re thinking.”

Father Gregorius had clearer answers, but even he stopped short of rebellion. Obedience remained the rule.

By year end, Theodosius could read Latin and Greek, ride competently, manage accounts, and drill with a sword.

“You’re beginning to look like your father,” his mother said one evening.

“Is that good?”

“It’s inevitable.” She smiled sadly. “And it means I’ll lose you too.”

“I won’t go then.”

“You already are.” She touched his cheek. “Every lesson, every drill.”

She was right. Without choosing it, he had chosen.

That night, kneeling in the chapel, he asked God for clarity and strength.

The icon offered no answers. Only silence.

But something settled in him, not certainty, but acceptance. He would have to find a way to unite faith and service, as his father had.

The lamps flickered. His mother rose and offered him her hand.

Together they left the chapel for the sounds of evening.

His father was still gone. But the waiting had changed. It was no longer empty time.

It was preparation.

When you’re older, I’ll take you on campaign.

He was getting older.

And one day, he would be ready.
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Hispania, 359 AD
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THE COURIER ARRIVED on a cold afternoon in late autumn, when the sky hung low and grey over the valley.

Theodosius was in the practice yard with Rufius, working through sword forms he'd repeated ten thousand times. At fourteen, he was tall for his age, all gangly limbs and awkward growth spurts that required constant adjustment to his balance. Rufius was merciless about it.

"Again," the arms master said, watching Theodosius complete a sequence. "Your footwork is sloppy. You're compensating for your height but overcompensating. Again."

Theodosius reset his stance, breathed deeply, and moved through the forms once more. Strike, parry, disengage. His muscles knew the patterns now, could execute them even when his mind wandered. Which it did, often, to his father's campaigns in Gaul, to the letters that arrived with increasing infrequency, to the promise that felt both closer and more distant with each passing year.

"Better," Rufius grudged. "But still,"

A shout from the gate interrupted him. They both turned to see a rider cantering into the courtyard, his horse lathered and blowing hard. The man wore imperial courier insignia and carried dispatch cases bound in leather and sealed with wax.

Official business. News from the frontier.

Rufius's expression tightened. "Go clean yourself up. Your mother will want you presentable."

"But,"

"Now, boy."

Theodosius knew better than to argue with that tone. He sheathed his practice sword and hurried to the bathhouse, where slaves quickly sponged away the sweat and dust. He changed into a clean tunic, his fingers fumbling with the fastenings in his haste.

By the time he reached the tablinum, his mother was already there. She sat behind his father's desk, the one she'd occupied for four years now, managing the estate in his absence, while the courier stood before her. The dispatch case lay open, several sealed letters arranged on the desk surface.

Theodosius entered quietly, positioning himself near the wall. His mother glanced at him, nodded slightly, then turned her attention back to the courier.

"You've ridden from where?" she asked.

"Mediolanum, domina. Via Aquileia and the coastal roads. Seventeen days' journey."

Milan. The imperial capital in the west. Whatever news this courier carried came from the highest levels of power.

"And these letters?" His mother gestured to the desk.

"Three for Count Theodosius, from the Magister Militum's office. One for you, domina, from... a private correspondent." The courier's careful neutrality suggested the correspondent's identity was sensitive. "I was instructed to wait for any replies you wished to send back."

"You'll have them tomorrow morning. My steward will arrange quarters and food." She handed the man a small purse. "For your prompt service."

The courier bowed and withdrew, leaving them alone with the letters.

His mother didn't touch them immediately. She sat very still, her hands flat on the desk, staring at the seals as though they might transform into something less threatening through sheer force of will.

"Mother?" Theodosius ventured.

"One moment." She closed her eyes, and he saw her lips move in silent prayer. Then she opened her eyes and reached for the first of his father's letters.

The wax seal broke with a soft crack. She unrolled the parchment, read silently, her expression betraying nothing. Then the second letter. The third. Each time her face remained carefully neutral, but Theodosius had learned to read the subtle signs: the tightness around her eyes, the way her breathing slowed, the slight tremor in her hands when she finally set the last letter down.

"Is Father...?" He couldn't finish the question.

"Alive. Uninjured." His mother's voice was steady. "But recalled to Milan. There's been... political upheaval. The Magister Militum has been executed for treason. The emperor is consolidating power, removing officers he suspects of divided loyalty."

The words were carefully chosen, almost clinical. But Theodosius heard what she wasn't saying: the empire was eating itself again, as it did periodically, consuming its own officers and administrators in paroxysms of paranoia and political violence.

"Is Father suspected?"

"Your father is always suspected. Success makes enemies." She picked up the fourth letter, the one addressed to her personally. "This will tell me more."

She broke the seal, which was unmarked and deliberately anonymous, and read. This time her expression did shift. Relief, perhaps, or at least reduced tension.

"A friend at court," she said quietly, not specifying which friend or which court. "Warning that your father's name appeared on a list of officers being investigated. But his recent victories in Gaul have made him too valuable to discard without clear evidence of treachery. For now, he's safe. But he's being recalled anyway, removed from active command, given a staff position in Milan where he can be watched."

"That's good, isn't it? He'll be safer in Milan than on the frontier."

His mother smiled without humor. "Safe is relative. The frontier has honest enemies who'll kill you honestly. Milan has courtiers who'll smile while poisoning your wine or whispering accusations to the emperor. Your father is many things, but subtle isn't among them. He'll hate every moment."

She stood, walked to the window, looked out over the estate. The olive groves were bare, their harvest already complete. Winter was coming, the season when military campaigns paused and men returned home.

If they were allowed to return.

"We should pray," his mother said suddenly. "For your father's safety. For wisdom for those in power. For..." She trailed off, perhaps recognizing the futility of praying for justice in an empire where justice bent to political necessity.

They went to the chapel together. His mother lit the lamps with hands that had steadied now, her moment of fear locked away behind the competence she'd cultivated over the years of managing alone.

They knelt before the simple altar. The wooden cross cast shadows in the lamplight. The icon of Christ Pantocrator gazed down with that eternal, knowing expression.

"Mother," he said quietly, "why does God let good men be destroyed by evil ones?"

She was silent for a long time. "I don't know. Father Gregorius would give you theological answers. Free will. The fallen nature of man. The devil's influence. But the truth?" She sighed. "I don't know. Perhaps God is less interventionist than we'd like. Perhaps He expects us to create justice ourselves, not wait for Him to do it."

"That sounds like heresy."

"Perhaps. But I've spent three years managing an estate, negotiating with merchants and magistrates, dealing with the reality of how power works. And I've learned that praying for justice is necessary but insufficient. You must also work for it. Build alliances. Outmaneuver your enemies. Protect those you love through intelligence and action, not just faith."

It was the most openly cynical thing he'd ever heard his mother say about religion. Father Gregorius would be horrified. But it also rang true in a way the priest's certainties never quite did.

"Is that what you're doing? Working for Father's protection?"

"Every day. The letters I write, the connections I maintain, the information I gather, all of it is to ensure your father has options if the political winds shift against him." She rose from her knees, helped him to his feet. "Faith is essential, Theodosius. But so is pragmatism. God gave us minds for a reason. We honor Him by using them."

They returned to the tablinum. His mother spent the rest of the afternoon composing replies to the letters, her stylus scratching across wax tablets that would be transcribed to parchment by morning. She wrote carefully; each word weighed for how it might be interpreted by hostile readers.

Because every letter could be intercepted. Every message could be used as evidence if the political situation deteriorated further.

That was the reality of empire: even private correspondence was potentially dangerous.

Dinner that evening was a quiet affair. His mother ate mechanically, her mind clearly elsewhere. Theodosius tried to focus on his food, but worry had stolen his appetite.

After the meal, the household gathered for evening prayers as always. The slaves and servants assembled in the atrium, and his mother led them through the familiar litany. But tonight Theodosius heard the prayers differently. All these people asking God for protection, for daily bread, for deliverance from evil. How many of their prayers were answered? How many went unheard while the powerful crushed the weak?

The prayers concluded. The household dispersed to their evening tasks. His mother touched his shoulder briefly.

"Get some rest. Tomorrow we'll compose a letter for you to send to your father. He'll want to know you're studying hard and growing strong."

"Will he come home?"

"I don't know. Not while he's stationed in Milan. But perhaps after, if..." She didn't finish the sentence. Too many possibilities, none of them certain.

Theodosius retreated to his room but couldn't sleep. He lit a lamp and pulled out the coin his father had given him four years ago. The worn bronze caught the light, the emperor's profile barely visible, the soldier standing eternal guard with his spear and shield.

VIRTVS AVGVSTI.

The courage of the emperor.

The lamp in the hallway flickered. He heard his mother's door close, her footsteps fading toward her private chamber. She would be awake for hours yet, he knew, writing letters, managing crises, building the web of connections that kept them safe.

Theodosius closed his eyes and tried to pray, but the words felt hollow. Instead, he found himself making promises.

I'll get stronger. Smarter. I'll learn everything they'll teach me. And when Father comes home, when we're finally reunited, I'll be ready. Ready for whatever comes next. Theodosius fell asleep finally, his hand clutching the bronze coin, his mind full of questions that had no easy answers. Outside, the wind rose, carrying the scent of coming winter.
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Hispania, 360 AD
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HIS FATHER CAME HOME three weeks before Christmas.

The household had been preparing for the feast, a Christian celebration still finding its shape in an empire that had been pagan for centuries. Evergreen boughs were hung in the atrium, and Theodosius’s mother had commissioned a reading of the Nativity from the Gospel of Luke for Christmas Eve. Father Gregorius had consulted closely with her, insisting that Christian households must demonstrate their faith visibly, especially in uncertain times.

“The emperor’s eyes are everywhere,” the priest had warned. “Households that fail to observe the sacred feasts are noted.”

So they prepared. Not only from devotion, though Thermantia possessed that, but from caution. Public Christianity as protection. Theodosius was helping slaves arrange the greenery when the shout came from the gate.

“Riders approaching! Count’s banner!”

He dropped the pine branches and ran. His mother emerged from the tablinum more slowly, but he saw her hand rise to her throat, her lips moving, prayer or a name, he could not tell.

The gates opened. A small party rode through: two dozen soldiers and, at their center, a man who sat his horse with the weary authority of long service.

His father.

Older than Theodosius remembered. Thinner. New lines around his eyes and mouth. But alive. Whole. Home. Count Theodosius dismounted and stood for a moment, looking at the villa as if fixing it in memory. Then his gaze found Thermantia, and something in his face softened.

“Husband,” she said, quietly.

“Wife.”

They embraced with the restraint of aristocrats aware of being watched, but Theodosius saw his father’s hand tremble at her cheek, saw her eyes close for a heartbeat in thanksgiving.

Then his father looked at him, measuring, assessing.

“You’ve grown.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And trained?”

“Every day. Rufius says I’m improving.”

“Rufius would say you were terrible if you’d merely doubled your competence. If he says you’re improving, you may be worth something.” A faint smile. “We’ll see.”

Thermantia intervened smoothly. “The baths are prepared. Food as well. Your men are being housed.”

“Ever efficient.” His father noted the greenery. “Preparing for the Nativity?”

“Father Gregorius insists. And it seems prudent.”

Something passed between them. His father nodded. “Then we’ll observe it properly.”

Inside, the officers dispersed while the family withdrew. Theodosius tried to follow, but his mother stopped him.

“Give him an hour.”

The hour dragged. Marcus had assigned Thucydides, but the Greek refused to settle. Questions pressed in. Why now? What had happened in Milan? Was his father safe?

At last, he was summoned to the tablinum.

His parents sat together. His father was clean and fed but still worn. A cup of wine sat untouched. Thermantia occupied the desk; his father had taken the opposite chair, a visitor in what had become her domain.

“Sit,” his father said.

Theodosius obeyed.

For a moment, no one spoke. The fire snapped in the brazier. His father turned the cup of wine slowly in his hands but did not drink.

“Milan is not a place to linger now,” he said at last.

“What happened?”

His father glanced toward Thermantia, then back to his son.

“What always happens when an emperor begins to fear shadows. Names are whispered. Men vanish. New accusations appear to justify the old ones.”

“You were accused?”

A faint smile touched the older man’s mouth.

“Not loudly enough.”

Thermantia’s voice came soft but firm.

“He came home alive. That is what matters.”

Theodosius looked between them.

“How?”

A longer silence this time.

His father set the cup down.

“By remembering that a dead man cannot protect his household.”

The words landed heavily.

Theodosius frowned. “That isn’t an answer.”

“It is the only one that matters.”

Thermantia leaned forward slightly.

“Your father was asked to stand in places he did not wish to stand. To hear things he did not wish to hear.”

“And you said nothing?” Theodosius asked.

His father met his eyes directly.

“I said what kept me breathing.”

The room went still.

Theodosius felt something shift inside him, not disappointment exactly, but the loss of a simpler world.

“Did it save anyone?” he asked.

“It saved me,” his father said. “And you.”

That answer ended the argument.

After a moment, Theodosius said, “So they sent you away.”

“A comfortable assignment. Close enough to be watched. Far enough to be harmless.”

“Temporary?” Thermantia asked quietly.

His father’s mouth curved.

“Everything is temporary.”

“Teach me.” Theodosius held his father’s gaze.

For the first time since entering the room, pride flickered openly in the older man’s eyes.

“I intend to.”

Thermantia spoke before Theodosius could respond.

“The empire devours men like you,” she said. 

“That is why he must be ready,” her husband replied. “There is no quiet life waiting for my son.”

He leaned forward. “Six months here. Real training. If I return to command, you come with me, first as observer. Then you decide, with open eyes.”

“I’ve already decided.”

“You think you have,” his father said gently.

That night, his father led evening prayers. His voice was steady, authoritative; public faith, properly displayed.

But Theodosius remembered Milan. Silence. Compromise. But the waiting was over.

The real education was about to begin.

Outside, evergreen boughs stirred in the night wind. Christmas approached, a celebration of peace born into occupation and violence.

Peace, he now understood, required more than prayer. It required power. Strategy. Survival. And faith resilient enough to live in the space between what should be and what was.

He extinguished the lamp. His father was home.
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CHAPTER 5

Hispania, 361 AD
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THE TRAINING INTENSIFIED immediately.

His father woke him before dawn on the first morning, pulling aside the curtain of his sleeping chamber while the household still slept. "Up. We pray, then we train."

Theodosius stumbled from bed, still half-asleep, and followed his father to the chapel. This was different from the communal prayers he was accustomed to. This was private, almost martial in its efficiency.

His father knelt before the altar, and Theodosius knelt beside him. The lamplight cast their shadows long across the floor.

"Lord God," his father prayed, his voice low and direct, "grant us strength for the day's work. Clarity of mind. Discipline of body. Make us worthy servants of Your purposes. Through Christ our Lord, Amen."

It was the shortest prayer Theodosius had ever heard his father offer,no elaborate petitions, no theological flourishes. Just a soldier asking for what he needed to do his job.

"Prayer doesn't have to be complicated," his father said, as though reading his thoughts. "God knows what you need before you ask. The point is to align yourself with His will, not to impress Him with eloquence."

They rose, and his father led him to the practice yard where Rufius already waited, torch in hand.

"Six months," his father told Rufius. "I want him competent with sword, spear, and bow. Able to ride for eight hours without stopping. Strong enough to march in full armor. Teach him everything you can."

What followed was four months of physical torture disguised as training.

His father didn't participate directly, his administrative duties kept him occupied reviewing supply contracts and correspondence. But he observed regularly, appearing unannounced in the practice yard to watch Theodosius drill with Rufius or run carrying weighted packs or practice sword forms until his arms trembled with exhaustion.

The religious rhythm of the household continued around this intensified training. Morning prayers remained, though now they were compressed into those brief, efficient supplications his father favored. Evening prayers continued as communal events, his father leading the household through proper observances while maintaining correspondence with Father Gregorius about theological developments.

Because theology mattered, politically. Emperor Constantius favored Arian Christianity, the heresy that claimed Christ was created by the Father rather than co-eternal with Him. Orthodox Nicene Christians like Theodosius's family had to navigate carefully, demonstrating sufficient piety without openly challenging imperial religious preferences.

"It's absurd," his father said one evening over dinner, after another letter from Father Gregorius warning about Arian influences at court. "We spend more time arguing about the nature of Christ than actually following His teachings. The Arians claim homoiousios,'of similar substance.' We claim homoousios,'of the same substance.' One letter's difference, and men are exiled or executed over it."

"You think it doesn't matter?" Theodosius's mother asked carefully.

"I think it matters less than whether soldiers are fed, borders are defended, and justice is administered fairly. But theology is power, so we pretend these distinctions are worth dying for." He took a sip of wine. "We'll remain properly Nicene, of course. The bishop of Rome supports it, and eventually imperial preference will shift back. But in the meantime, we don't advertise our orthodoxy loudly enough to attract hostile attention."
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