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A Novel
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Ammianus rattled the bronze door handle of his current lodgings, he had the prime spot, the ground floor. Several plebs banged into him as he waited for his servant to unlock the door. There was no point in complaining as the pavements in Suburra were notoriously narrow where they existed, such as outside his door, otherwise, it was just the road. He pushed himself in as tight as he could to the door, not only to avoid being further shoved but to protect his purse from the numerous pickpockets working the streets. Luckily, his papers were inside his leather satchel and well protected except from bag snatchers, who complimented the dippers. 

“Good evening, sir,” Said Solomon, opening the door for him. “How did your lecture on Emperor Diocletian go?”

“Excellent, an exceptional audience.” Ammianus stated, stepping into the relative peace of the poorly furnished rooms he rented. “I’m sure I saw Virius Flavianus among the audience.”

“You were hoping, sir, that the Praetorian Prefect would attend.” Solomon responded, as he carefully bolted and locked the door shut. “Especially after he sent you a copy of his histories.” 

“Yes, a genuine complement.” Ammianus beamed, handing over his woollen cloak and finally feeling safe for the first time since he’d left the lecture.

“I’ve already laid out your supper.” Solomon said, escorting Ammianus to the dining room.

After the meal, Ammianus retired to his office. He opened the window wide, allowing the smells of the rear courtyard to flood in and in exchange, allowing the hot stale Rome air to escape. The smell from the courtyard was a lot less severe compared to the constant stream of sewage running in the gutters from the street outside. Sitting down, he began looking over his current notes concerning the achievements, or lack of them, of Emperor Constantine the First.   

“Sir, there is a rough type of military man demanding to see you?” Solomon interrupted, clearly shaken.

“Did he give a name?” Ammianus queried.

“Um, not quite...” Solomon grimaced. “...he called you a little Antiochian squid and threatens to do some unmentionables to your person, sir.”

“Describe him?” Ammianus demanded.

“He’s a big old straw-haired barbarian.” Was the easiest response Solomon could give. “Oh, he’s only got one eye, which makes him look even more like a beast.”

“Flavius Monocular.” Ammianus said, after he finished laughing. “Let him in and fetch the best wine.”

~
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“That wine was good, Syrian I presume?” Flavius Monocular mused.

“Of course.” Ammianus said proudly. “How did you survive the purges following the death of Valens?”

“Friends,” The guest grinned. “in prominent places; they killed only the lowly Goth soldiers in revenge for my distant relatives’ killing of the Emperor.”

“Now pray tell, why the visit?” Ammianus queried, sensing there was a lot more to that story than ‘One Eye’ was letting on. Perhaps if he gave him enough to drink, it might loosen his tongue a little.

“I was present at your earlier talk,” Flavius said.

“So, what did you think?” Ammianus was fascinated to know why this uneducated Goth had found time to visit a discreet lecture in Rome. Not only to listen to him but go on and find his discreet lodgings. 

“Well, um, I heard a rumour you were writing about our shared past, correct?” He said.

“You have unimpeachable sources, even in the court of the great Spanish Augustus!” Ammianus mused, even more intrigued but also concerned that word of his current project had reached the ear of the ultra-religious Augustus Theodosius. 

“Oh, don’t worry unless you’re stupid enough to write about his reign.” He said smirking as he leaned back on the couch and gulped down more wine.

“But he has little time or tolerance for those like me,” Ammianus began. “those who follow the old gods.”

“Yeah, that’s true...” He grunted. “...but he still respects the institutions of Rome and those who support it.” 

“Oh, I wasn’t thinking of our Augustus in my current work.” Ammianus said. “That’s perhaps the easiest lesson to learn from the past.”

“Good, anyway. I enjoyed your readings,” He continued. “now the reason for visiting you is to recount for you my recollections of the past.”

“Why? I was there for some of it.” Ammianus said, slightly annoyed at the perceived slighting of his skill as a historian.

“You were far too junior little Greek to know the reality of the situation,” He seemed to puff out his chest with pride. “I was close to all of them. They trusted me. Why, might you ask?”

“I wouldn’t dare, sir,” Ammianus said, hardly believing his luck in having one of the longest-serving Imperial bodyguards willing to talk to him.

“Because, just like you...” He began. “...and don’t bother lying to my face, young Greek... they saw me as just an oaf, a Goth with little understanding of what I was seeing. Bet you didn’t even know I understood Greek?”

“Well, no, but yes to seeing you as only a barbarian.” Ammianus responded, feeling his face going red from embarrassment, making his beard itch slightly.

“Good, I prefer honesty if we are going to work together.” He said in a manner that almost concerned Ammianus. “You better get a scribe. I have a lot to say. Oh, and some food wouldn’t go amiss and more of this wine, it puts me in the right mood and reminds me of the East, eh?”

Ammianus summoned Solomon and passed on the demands.

~
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“Where to start?” Pondered Flavius. “The old man. That’s the Augustus Constantine to you, appointed me to guard his nephew from the day after the boy’s birth.”

“I didn’t know that.” Ammianus whispered, already intrigued as he looked to the old barbarian. “I first saw you when Julian was sent West, years after his uncle’s death.”

“So where do you want me to start from, kid?” Flavius almost belched, his volume rising.

“From his childhood would help.” Ammianus suggested as the one-eyed fellow hummed and nodded.

“Well, you know where he was born...” Began Flavius. “... that last battle, we charged up and down the front defending one part of the army then the other. You remember? It was on the last charge that it all went wrong and I failed my Augustus. I was close, but not close enough to stop that Persian spear. It came out of nowhere and pierced our beloved Julian. He should have worn his cuirass that day. It might have saved him. But alas, no, it went in on one side and out the other. He fell to the ground; we dismounted as soon as we could and protected him. I saw that evil weapon; he was trying to pull it free with his bare hands. I stopped him, as he was doing more damage to himself. Later I learnt the spear was a Taienos spear, favoured by Persian auxilia. It had opened up his insides, and it was only a matter of time before he died...” 

Flavius concluded his story. Ammianus signalled for Solomon to stop writing. Once Flavius had staggered to the upright position, Ammianus helped the slightly drunk Goth out of the house wishing him a safe journey home. He stood with him for a moment on the footpath. Rome was already alive. Even as the sun was just creeping over the eastern horizon, the wagons had already started hauling goods to the markets. It was the start of a typical rowdy day in Rome. 

“Sir, did you believe anything he said?” Solomon queried, carefully rolling the parchment he had just finished using.

“You must have seen my face,” Ammianus scoffed. “hardly a word, it was utter rubbish from start to finish.”

“So why did he come and tell you this?” Solomon said.

“I don’t know,” Ammianus sighed. “but I’m sure they put him up to this. Did you notice he didn’t comment when I contested a point with him in Greek?”

“Yes, sir, he ignored it till you spoke in Latin.” Solomon noted, who’d stopped collecting up his equipment.

“What I remember of Flavius, he was a silent figure,” Ammianus considered, stroking his beard in thought. “who appeared and disappeared with regularity. But he wasn’t party to what he claimed he had heard. Someone high up paid him to mislead me.”

“So, does this mean the archives are out of reach to us?” Solomon queried with growing trepidation.

“I’m not sure,” Ammianus grunted. “but I’m determined to write this history. After tonight I’m changing my pattern of writing, to be more like the great Thucydides. I’ll add a personal dimension to my work.”

“But won’t that mean having gaps,” Solomon exclaimed. “...for example, in Julian’s upbringing?”

“Well, we heard the official view here tonight.” Ammianus grunted, making himself comfortable on his couch. Solomon unpacked his writing paraphernalia and unrolled a new sheet. 

“When you are ready sir, I’ll start creating notes.”

“Solomon, you must have read my mind,” Ammianus smiled, clearing his throat. “I’ll start with my earliest memories. Yes, that’s the place to start and later we can check them if we're allowed to with the libraries here in Rome.”
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Antioch:  January in the seventh consularship of Augustus Constantius II and the third of Caesar Gallus

“Father, I now seek your permission to join the army here in Antioch.” Ammianus said. Yesterday he had become a man and wore the toga for the first time. It had been a momentous day of family celebrations. Now he sought  to follow his heart, not his head. His tutor had scolded him for not seeking a role in the administration of the East, based here in the city. He’d argued with Sophocles, his tutor, for a slave he had no compunction about forcefully expressing his views. It had ended in a bitter row. 

“Ammianus, sit and listen.” His father stated firmly, resting his arms on the polished surface of his carved cedar desk, a sure sign he was in for a lecture. The windows of the room looked out onto one of his father’s prize processions, a well-tended garden full of herbs and several fruit trees. The room itself was large and sat on the upper floor of the house. The shelves held a good number of scrolls his father had collected. Ammianus was occasionally allowed, under the guidance of his tutor, to read a selected few of these. Otherwise, there was a small alcove holding a small statue of Mars, with a small incense burner, his father’s favourite god, though Ammianus was sure his father also still discreetly followed Mithras. Which had been the soldier’s favourite god, as it appealed to their sense of duty with the god’s constant battle with the forces of the dark.

“Father, I won’t be put off.” Ammianus stated. “I’ve already rehearsed my arguments with Sophocles, that annoying slave.”  

“Yes,” His father nodded. “he has already informed me of your decision and your reasons, which is why I want to have this talk with you.”  

“I’d might have known,” Ammianus scowled. “you’ll block me and force me into the civil service.”

“Oh, quite the contrary, my son,” His father said carefully. “when I was your age, I had the same argument with your grandfather, as you’re having with me.”

“I doubt you understand, father?” Ammianus said, feeling the anger well up inside.

“I can still remember what it felt to be your age,” He mused. “We think we know everything, yet we know nothing in our haste to break free. Only with age did I realise what my father was trying to tell me.”  

“Father, I need to explore our world here and make my mark,” Ammianus insisted, calming a little and slightly unsure whether his father was being sincere or plain patronising. 

“I used the same argument,” He said, sitting back in his seat and grinning broadly. “except your grandfather refused to allow me to travel to Athens to continue my studies. Instead, he had a commission ready for me in the army.”  

“I didn’t know, father. I thought you always wanted to be a soldier and only became a civil servant following the injury to your leg.” Ammianus’s brows lifted, now intrigued by this hidden side of his father. 

“I wanted to be a scholar,” The elder mused. “but your grandfather wasn’t prepared to listen. Anyway, he said the law is the law, and I was duty-bound to follow in his steps.”

“I never knew you thought like that.” Ammianus said, now completely confused by this new insight into his father. Let alone the vague memory of his stern but loving grandfather.

“Anyway, I’ve called in a few favours,” He seemed to sigh. “you’ll join the staff of my old comrade General Ursicinus, as a new Tribune in the Domestic Protectors.” 

“Thank you, father,” Ammianus said, stunned. “In the same regiment as you. I’ll do you proud.”

“I know you will,” He gave a half-hearted sort of laugh as he continued. “Ursicinus will show you no favours whatsoever, only merit will gain you a reward in his service. Remember that Ammianus.” 

“May I ask a question, father?” Ammianus said, keen to learn more about his father’s past. “Why didn’t you return to your studies?” 

“Twenty-one years of service here in the East,” He said, almost with a groan. “Marriage to your mother and my injury. Reading books pays nothing while serving here in the city pays for this house and the food you eat. Now, what have you noticed since entering my office?” 

“Oh...” Ammianus glanced around the room and mused. “Nothing, father, it looks the same. Why?”

“Think, what is missing, what is typically here, that isn’t?” His father’s face showed complete seriousness, and perhaps slight annoyance, Ammianus thought and he tried to think what was missing. The chairs were there, the desk was covered in documents, a few of the shelves were overflowing. Even his father wore his normal official clothing, slippers and trousers he assumed, a grey lightweight tunic, with embroidery denoting his rank, a gold medallion denoting his service in the military. Impatience flashed across his father’s face.

“Your slaves.” Ammianus muttered.

“It took you too long,” He grunted. “but what does that tell you? Think carefully as it is vital for your career.”

“They are always here,” Ammianus said. “they are like the furniture, part of the house seen but not seen.”

“Exactly,” His father wagged his hand to make the point. “now for your first lesson in life as a man.” 

Ammianus felt confused. What did slaves have to do with his career?

“Before you became a man, you lived a sheltered and carefree life,” His father said as he straightened up. “your youth and innocence protected you from the outside world.”

“I’m not sure I follow you,” Ammianus said. “I was a child; my tutor was a slave and taught me all he knew.”

“Spies my son and informers,” He said, smiling but not a relaxed or even a jovial one. It was more of a professional look, thought Ammianus.  “How do you think the Palace here learns what we think? They pay or bribe our servants and slaves to tell them everything we say. Have you ever heard your mother or me at the table speak ill of our Sovereigns, or the Prefect?”

“No, but that’s...” Ammianus began but his father interrupted him. 

“I imagine you were going to say loyal, eh, or something like that. But who is always present?”

“Oh, the servants, serving us food and drink,” Ammianus said. “but you’re not going to tell me something I would now have to report, father.”

“No, we are loyal,” He affirmed, although Ammianus was feeling a little unsettled all the same. “but we should be safe in our house to express our opinions whatever they maybe.”

“I’m still confused, father?”

“Our current Caesar Flavius Constantius Gallus is a young, ambitious junior member of the ruling family,” He began, laying it out for his son to comprehend. “which makes him dangerous in that he needs to prove his loyalty to our current sovereign. This alone makes him dangerous, but the real danger is his wife, Constantina, the eldest daughter of Constantine the first. She is much older than he and more duplicitous from her prior marriage outside of the Imperial family. She yearns for power and will drag him along with her.”

“But why the spying?” Ammianus almost scoffed.

“You need money to stay in power,” He continued. “how many games at the hippodrome have you and your friends attended in the last year, for example?”

“Must be twice a month...” Ammianus shrugged before his eyes lit up. “Oh! Now I see. He pays for them, and it doesn’t come cheap. We praise him for his beneficence in putting on the games, but what is the link with the slaves?”

“Where do you think the money comes from?” His father mused. “He can’t raid the treasury as Thalassius, the Prefect of the Orient has control and he is answerable directly to the Praetorian Prefect of the East in the capital Constantinople, not Gallus. The slaves report disloyalty to his cronies, Gallus has the accused hauled in front of him and then fines them for disloyalty to the sovereign. It’s a nice money earner for him.”

“So, you are warning me about this, but I won’t be living here once I join the army,” Ammianus said.

“No, as a Protector, you may well become mixed up in this,” His father warned. “already Gallus has a new tactic, he walks the streets at night in disguise with his camp followers, asking any good citizen what they think of him.”

“But you know this?” Ammianus was stunned. “So must others and surely you are all careful to reply loyally to whoever asks a question regarding Caesar?”

“That’s my point,” His father almost chimed. “he will have to change tactics to find a new way to squeeze money out of us. You, willing or not, may get dragged into this. My advice is to stay quiet, listen and learn and trust no one.”

“What about my friends and new comrades?” Ammianus said.

“Boy, have you been listening to me or not?” His father lifted a hand as if to knock the sense into his head before giving a sigh and lowering it. “You’re a man now. Childhood is over and the games you and your friends played are no longer games, lives depend on your actions. Let caution be your watchword.”

“Yes, father.” Ammianus said, puzzled in a way by the lecture, or was it a reprimand he’d just been given? Had his friends now become his potential enemies and what about the comrades he would make in the army? Was he not to trust them? After all, they would need to rely on him, especially in combat! 

“I know this is confusing.” His father stated calmly, coming around to Ammianus’s side of the desk. “I had to learn this, just as your grandfather had to. For him, it was the wars of the Emperors and Caesars.”

Ammianus felt his father grip his shoulders as he continued speaking. 

“He was lucky and changed sides and followed Constantine. Many of his friends didn’t and they died far too young. For me, it was the family feuds of our sovereigns that were the most dangerous. In a way, my injury saved me, as I was no longer caught up in the murderous revenge. I returned here with your mother and you, and we settled down. Now the bad days have returned, which is why I’m telling you this now. So, you too can survive.”

~
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For the first and last time, his slaves aided him into his new uniform of white cloth. Finally, they handed him his only inheritance from his grandfather, a sword and scabbard. Finally dressed, he made his way down to the entrance lobby of the family home. There his mother and father awaited him along with the household servants aligned behind them, dressed in their finest clothing.

“Father, Mother, I seek your blessing for my new life.” Ammianus bowed deeply before them.

“May the gods of our ancestors, especially he who speaks from the mountain and gives life and vigour, honour and duty, bless you in your future endeavours. May you bring honour to our family.” His father stated as he formally shook his arms.

“My son, you still look too young to be wearing that uniform.” His mother worried. “Now what was it Sophocles told me to say, oh yes. Return home a victor or upon your shield.”  

“Wasn’t it, about the sword being too short, and instead of grumbling, take a step forward to enable it to reach your enemy?” His father mused, now smiling.

“I thought that was a sexual joke, my dear,” His mother said, laughing. Ammianus bent forward slightly so his mother could kiss his forehead. With the formalities over, he stepped out of the house to begin his new life. 

The sun was bright and even though the streets were narrow in this part of the city, it still heated the pavement sufficiently that he could feel it through his sandals. It was only a brief journey to the island citadel of Antioch where the Praetorian, the headquarters of the army and civil government resided and of course the Imperial Palace alongside the hippodrome lay. He passed many a friend’s house as he headed for the closest bridge. The peasants made way for him now, his uniform commanded respect whereas before he and his friends had to push and shove their way through the smelly local Syrians, some trying to sell them their wares made from terracotta, copper, or wool. 

He now clutched in his right hand the most important document in his young life, the Imperial warrant that had been delivered yesterday by Imperial courier to the house. It was his orders to officially join the staff of the General of the East as a Tribune. It was signed by the Prefect of the Orient’s office and countersigned by the General’s office here in Antioch. He couldn’t wait to flash it to the guards on the bridge and see their reactions to their new Tribune.

On the island side of the bridge stood two guards in full uniform, spears pointing towards the sky. The bridge was almost clear of traffic and here the imposing, neatly cut stone walls of the praetorian almost met the edge of the island’s cliff face. The citadel’s gates were half-open and below him, he could hear the steady rumble of the Orontes River as it rushed past the bridge supports. He heard muttering at first as he approached the guards, the muttering became audible, and they were discussing him.

“Oh, look here comes another rich boy in his smart uniform...” One guard mused.

“Yeah, another little Greek Syrian to lord it over us. This one is shorter than normal and skinny. Didn’t his mother bother feeding him?” The other guard grunted, laughing loudly.

“My pass.” Ammianus stated in his most adult sounding voice. The two guards just couldn’t stop laughing at him. One snatched the pass from him and tried to read it out loud.

“How do we know this is you?” Said the first guard, as he dangled the pass above Ammianus’ head.

“We don’t.” The second scoffed. “We better throw him into the river to be safe. He could be a Persian spy.”

“You Two...” A stern voice from somewhere out of sight to Ammianus snapped at them. The two guards at once stood to attention silently as a grisly old Centurion made his appearance, carrying his vine staff in his right hand.

“Well Tribune...” He said firmly. “...your orders?”

“Sir.” Ammianus responded, trying to stand to attention. “The guards here have them.”

Saying nothing, the first guard stepped forward, saluted and handed the order to the Centurion. He carefully read them.

“Tribune Ammianus Marcellinus, welcome to the headquarters of the Eastern Army,” He said. “You two, I need two buckets of water from the river, just below the bridge. Step to it.”

The two guards placed their spears against the side of the bridge and ran off towards the massive headquarters building as the Centurion’s eyes followed them but his words were meant for Ammianus.

“Well Tribune, I’m Centurion Paulinus...” He said in an almost casual tone. “...your first lesson for the day, respect for the rank is sacrosanct. I could have flogged those two for disrespect, but they were doing what every enlisted man does to a new boy. Take the piss, so a suitable punishment is in order.”

The two guards rushed past them, carrying empty buckets and climbed over the side of the bridge and disappeared.

“While they’re collecting water, we’ll replace them here and you can mount your first guard.” Paulinus said.

“Sir.” Ammianus nodded, fearful of the second most powerful man in any army formation, the Centurion. As his father had told him often, after the commander, this was the man who kept the unit together through thick and thin. He’d also warned Ammianus never to get on the wrong side of them, as they could make life hell for any officer of whatever rank.

“Right, let’s look at you.” Paulinus said suddenly, shifting about to fully take in the figure before him. “Um... first you need to shave that fuzz off your face, until you can grow one like me, you shave every morning.”

“Sir.” Ammianus nodded, feeling chastised and regretting trying to grow facial hair. He and his friends had a bet on who could grow the best and he had won. Now that minor victory paled into insignificance in the face of reality.

“Your sword...” Paulinus said. Ammianus retrieved the weapon and handed it to the Centurion. “...second lesson, never just give me your sword, unless ordered to.”

“But...” Ammianus began, feeling his face flush red with embarrassment. He wondered for a moment if he’d made the right decision in wanting to be an officer and see the world.

“But nothing!” The figure grunted. As he carefully balanced the weapon, then admired its craftsmanship, he gave a soft scoffing sound. “A Spanish sword, if I’m not mistaken. Your father’s?”

“My grandfather’s sir.” Ammianus responded suddenly feeling a little prouder.

“Keep the blade clean, wipe it every day, then grease it.” He said. “That way, it will slip easily out just when you need it. Just like with the whores in this city.”

It took Ammianus a moment to fully understand what the Centurion meant; he grinned anyway.

“Good, the two idiots are back...” The Centurion noticed with a groan as he looked over his shoulders to the pair. “Tribune, tip the water back into the river. You two take up your stations and no more stupidity from either of you. I’m watching you both from now on.”

“Sir.” The two guards said in unison.

“Right Tribune.” He said casually once more. “Let’s take you into the headquarters and see the General.”

~
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Ammianus had regularly seen the headquarters building from his visits to the hippodrome but had never entered it. Today would be his first; it was one of the oldest buildings in the city according to Sophocles. When Alexander passed through the region, he halted here and dedicated an altar to Zeus and so founded the city, according to local tradition. Sophocles related that the real founding of the city was by Seleucus the Victor, one of Alexander’s generals. He named the city in honour of his father, he had a good eye for a strategic site and of course, the island became a city within a city. Sophocles rationalised that in case of a city revolt, the city itself would become a trap, so having a fortified island ensured Seleucus was safe both from without and from within. 

As he entered through the heavy, bronze coated wooden doors, he felt history flow through him. The interior was cool compared to the gathering heat of a summer’s day in the city. Soldiers, officers and clerks were moving around the inner courtyard and up flights of steps into the surrounding stone building. Every time they passed a soldier, the man halted and saluted silently. Even officers of varying ranks, denoted by the symbols of office hanging around their necks, acknowledged them, or rather the Centurion thought Ammianus. Finally, after climbing several flights of steps, they reached what Ammianus quickly gathered was the heart of the headquarters. Clerks and Officers rushed about, entering and exiting, passing two heavily armed guards who stood outside the open doors.

“Right smarten yourself up.” Paulinus grunted, only to look to Ammianus again and roll his eyes. “Here, let me... first impressions are everything in the army. Only speak when directly spoken to, offer no opinions... just yes or no will suffice for now.”

After the Centurion had straightened his clothing and weapons, he led Ammianus through the guarded entrance and into a large, naturally lit room. In the centre was a grand table, around which a variety of officers stood, musing over documents and maps. Only one head looked up as they entered.

“Argh, Centurion Paulinus, who do we have here?” The man beamed, Ammianus suspected it was General Ursicinus. His build matched his name, heavyset, with a thin shroud of hair, a salt and peppery beard on a face that had seen too much sun.

“Sir, this is your new Tribune Ammianus Marcellinus.” Paulinus straightened up with an obedient tone as the General looked from him to the younger man. 

“Gentlemen, you might recall his father, an excellent cavalryman till his crippling injury...” Ursicinus spoke to the room, turning about to look around him before back to the younger fellow. The faces looked up from their work and nodded in Ammianus’ direction. “Well, boy, I hope you can ride half as good as your father.” 

“Sir.” Said Ammianus. 

“Good, we are a mobile force here in Antioch, if you can’t ride, you’re of no use to me,” Ursicinus said, stepping away from the table. “Centurion Paulinus here...” 

Ursicinus was now standing in front of the pair of them. He was looking from one to the other before clearing his throat and speaking with authority as the Centurion nodded his head. 

“...will conduct your training. It will have to be faster than normal, as I’m expecting orders to move east shortly. Here, I need all my staff officers to know how to fight and command. I have no room for ornaments. Do I make myself clear, Tribune?” 

“Yes sir.” Ammianus responded, standing as straight as he could manage, not daring to come to attention in case he made a mess of it.

“Dismissed.” Ursicinus grunted, walking back to his staff. Paulinus snapped to attention, saluted, turned and Ammianus meekly followed him out of the office.

“Well, you’ve met the Bear as we refer to him. I hope you had lessons in swordsmanship, javelin? What about archery?” Paulinus queried as he marched him through the corridors of the headquarters.

“Yes sir... apart from archery.” Ammianus said as he endeavoured to keep pace with the Centurion.

“Archery needs constant practice. You’ll need to start learning.” Paulinus grunted firmly. “I don’t have the time to teach you, instead I’ll concentrate on your fitness, weapons work, drill and giving orders. Use your limited spare time to learn how to shoot the bow. I’ll show you the archery range later.”

“Sir.” Ammianus replied. “Are we going to fight the Persians?”

“Well, let’s see,” He pondered with a slight smirk. “we have only recently finished putting down a Jewish-led revolt in Syria Palaestina...” 

“Oh.” Ammianus said. “I heard about that, a great victory.”

“Not really,” He said flatly. “it was messy... fighting and chasing bandits around the hills and valleys. We lost far too many men for my liking and most importantly there was little reward from it.”

“Reward. You mean glory?” Ammianus queried. 

“Lad, we don’t just fight for the pleasure of it.” He said, coming to an abrupt halt. “We fight for money. Not only the pay but the loot we can collect during a campaign and a share of the Bear’s plunder.”

“Oh.” Ammianus responded, at a loss as his dreams of fighting hadn’t encountered the notion of monetary rewards, only glory.

“Yes lad.” Paulinus said almost haughtily. “Put away all those vain dreams of glory they have taught you in the stories. Here, the reward is vital for the well-being of the army. A campaign with no prize can make even an excellent army turn nasty quickly. There you go, your third lesson for today.”

“Thank you.” Mumbled Ammianus, again questioning his wisdom in wanting military service over mundane administrative work.

“Right, I’ll show you to your room. You're fortunate. We lost several Tribunes, so the room yours for the time being. Take whichever cot you fancy.” Paulinus said, standing in the doorway of the large room. “Hang your weapons there and never let them touch the ground. Even for an officer that’s a discipline offence, by order of the Bear.”

“Sir.” Ammianus responded, looking around at the spartan room with only large wooden boxes placed at the end of each cot for his uniform, he presumed. A single table with chairs was the only other furniture, with several unlit lamps resting on its hard wooden surface. A window high up allowed daylight into the otherwise humid room.

“I’ll tell the orderlies to have any kit you're given brought here,” Paulinus said. “they will show you how to wear and maintain the kit. Once you’re finished training, you’ll move out of here into the main officer’s accommodation. There, the orderlies will look after your kit. A word of advice, always tip them monthly and they’ll keep an eye out for you.”

“Right.” Ammianus said, then watched the Centurion walking back down the corridor. 

“I’ll show you the mess where you will eat. It’s nearly time for lunch. Here an army marches on a full stomach. Eat when offered, as you never know when the next meal is coming.”

“What?” Ammianus blurted. “Even when I’m not hungry, I’ll be sick.”

“You eat, that’s an order.” Paulinus grunted firmly. “When you’re commanding, you’ll need to ensure your men eat and drink. Always check their food and make sure you can eat it. If you can’t, it’s a fair bet they won’t either. Food and morale go hand in hand. See another lesson for today.”

“Sir.” 

“Well, after you’ve eaten, I’ll show you around the barracks. You’ll need to keep your ears open and remember everything, which at your age shouldn’t be difficult. Oh, reveille is at dawn.” He said, pointing to the interior of the mess. “Which means in the summer the day is long, just like any peasant’s life. In the winter it’s a shorter day, as you would expect.”

“Thank you, sir.” Ammianus said. He entered the mess and realised it was just for officers. Not even Paulinus had followed him inside. It was more like a tavern, in having tables laid out and servants rushing about serving the seated officers. The room, or rather a gallery, was well lit by windows and spacious as well as being noisy with the chatter of officers. He took a seat at an empty table and waited.

A servant arrived and served him a stew and offered him wine. He accepted. The stew wasn’t bad or good, it was edible, nothing compared to the food prepared in his parents’ house. The wine was reasonable, again nothing to champion. He ate alone and returned outside to find Paulinus munching on his food and drinking from a leather pouch, which he hadn’t noticed before. He remained at a respectful distance until the Centurion was finished.

“Right, let’s be having you.” Paulinus said. “We have a lot to cover. I’ve found a trooper in the horse archers who’s willing to train you for a fee.”

“Thank you, sir.” Said Ammianus, at least the archery had been partially solved for him.

“He’ll meet you after the last meal, on the ranges and begin teaching you.” He said. “Don’t take any crap from him. He’ll try it on with you, as you’re new. The first time he forgets to address you as Sir, kick him in the arse and he’ll know you are serious.”

“Thank you, again, sir.” Ammianus stated. The afternoon flew by, as Ammianus learnt to his surprise just how varied the army of the East was and how it fitted neatly into such a small area. The trick was to always keep a squadron on patrol, no matter the weather, else there would be fighting among the men, as there weren’t enough sleeping quarters for the army.

~
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The days quickly merged into weeks as Paulinus put Ammianus through his paces. Each night he was tired and the archery practice left him at times unable to lift anything heavy. Gradually his arms developed new muscles, as did his legs and stomach, and he no longer felt as weary as when he’d first joined. Learning to give orders was hard at first, but with the presence of Paulinus, he found the courage to shout when needed, praise and kick backsides more often than not. The major lesson he learnt was that soldiers hate being in barracks, as it entails doing ‘shit jobs,’ literally in the case of cleaning the drains from the latrines into the river. Boredom was their greatest enemy and if it’s allowed to continue, discipline collapses, so finding these shit jobs kept the men active. At night, they drank, gambled and whored their pay away. 

As Paulinus said, even on a campaign they’d do that and it was a safe way to let them unwind. Though any serious fights with the locals had to be dealt with quickly and as an officer, one of his jobs was to keep the locals happy whenever the army was in barracks. Ammianus quickly learnt it could quickly become quite expensive, as he had to pay them off. On the plus side, it earned him the trust of the soldiers, as it showed he was looking out for them and as Paulinus also remarked, they would do the same on the battlefield.

~ 
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Ammianus entered the lion’s den, General Ursicinus was sitting behind his desk, several staff officers were aiding him with documents. He came smartly to attention as Paulinus had taught him, in front of the desk and waited to be spoken to.

“Tribune Marcellinus...” General Ursicinus stated, looking briefly up from his reading. “Paulinus here has given you a glowing report and tells me you are ready to join my staff.”

“Sir, I’m ready.” Ammianus responded, remaining properly to attention in front of the General.

“Well, that’s good.” He mused. “As tomorrow the army is marching to Nisibis in Mesopotamia, there’s a good chance we’ll see combat with the Persians. Interested?”

“Yes sir.” Said Ammianus.

“Good, be here at dawn tomorrow with your kit.” Ursicinus said, grinning. “We leave after breakfast. Dismissed.”

Ammianus saluted and made his way back to his room and began packing. He remembered what he was allowed and tightly rolled up his spare uniforms into the standard pack for mounting on his extra horse. In the end, it took him most of the day till he was satisfied he’d correctly packed it. Ammianus considered visiting his parents to inform them of the impending departure of the army but decided against it. He was a grown man now, and this was part of the life he’d chosen for himself. Instead, he would visit them on his return.

~
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This was the first time Ammianus had ridden so far, his backside was aching by the conclusion of the first day. They had covered a little over twenty-five miles. He’d expected the army mounted as it was to have reached Zeugma on the upper Euphrates by the end of the first day. Paulinus had joined him after they made camp and he’d attended his first meeting in the enormous tent of Ursicinus. 

“Well,” Paulinus said. “how did you find your first day in the real army, Tribune?” 

“Not what I was expecting.” Ammianus said, resting on his blanket on the hard stony floor of his tent.

“So...” He said, as he laid his sheepskin on the floor of the tent. “...your observations from today?”

“The column was vast, it stretched from almost horizon to horizon.” Ammianus said.

“Well, twenty thousand men, two abreast on the road, along with wagons, is going to be long.” Paulinus laughed.

“We seemed to cover so little distance for all that effort.” Ammianus said.

“We moved at the standard pace for an army moving into position,” Paulinus grunted. “if you think today was slow, wait till tomorrow. All the tents, cooking, logistical support must be packed away first, then we can assemble back on the road. At which point the Bear can order us to move on.”

“How would this compare to an emergency?” Ammianus said.

“Then we would fly like the wind, strip each town or city bare for supplies till we reached the enemy.” He seemed bemused to tell it. “You wait, it will happen soon enough, the wagons we leave to catch up with us.”

“You sound like you prefer that, to this?” Ammianus queried.

“Yeah,” He said almost glowing before going silent for a moment. “...it gives you less time to think and you sort of know what to expect. With this, we could reach Nisibis and just sit there till the autumn and then march back to Antioch. The only Persian we might see will be a merchant. We’ve got a long day tomorrow, go to sleep.”  
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Two
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Nisibis: Late spring 

Ammianus thought it could get hot in Antioch, but it had nothing compared to the parched land surrounding the fortress of Nisibis. The predominant colour was a shade of brown, the grass what little there was tended to be brownish, only the wheat growing in the fields and the olives and vines gave the land a slightly different shade to it. The river if you could call it that, flowed or rather drained away below the outer wall of the fortress. 

The fortress come town had wells and fortunately drew water from further upstream. The army’s latrines were now downstream and you could either find them by the smell or the buzz of multitudes of flies. As an officer, he shared a room with his fellow Tribunes inside the headquarters. Part of the army remained camped outside, along with the animals. While one squadron went on patrol towards the frontier with Persia, according to Ursicinus, less to tell the Persians we were here, than to reduce the burden on the town for feeding so many men. 

~
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A staff meeting had been called in the General’s office and Ammianus followed his comrades into the office, it was spacious and cool, with high walls and thick stone that served to keep a good deal of the heat out. 

“Gentlemen,” Ursicinus beamed. “I’ve received word from our Caesar that he intends to join us here in Nisibis and conduct a campaign into Persia striking at Nineveh. He is at present at Hierapolis on route to us. So, we will await his arrival before conducting our mission.” 

The officers next to Ammianus cheered as he did. At last, the chance for combat was fast approaching. He was already bored with having to find tasks for the men within the town. So far, this had been only their second meeting. Now he had the chance to learn how an army planned an operation inside enemy territory.

“Tribune Marcellinus...” Ursicinus stated.

“Sir.” He said, coming to attention.

“When the Caesar arrives,” Ursicinus said. “I’ll present you, so you can ‘kiss the purple’ and become a proper member of the Domestics.”

“Sir.” Ammianus said. Finally, he would be allowed a public audience with Caesar and quite literary kiss the purple-dyed robe of his Imperial toga, along with swearing allegiance to the Sovereign. Deep down he had somehow hoped he would get to perform the ceremony in the presence of the Augustus, as had father and grandfather. Caesar was better than nothing. 

“Tomorrow, we will review the best route to our intended target.” Ursicinus continued.

“I’ll have the quartermaster, allocate rations for the horses.” Said Colias, Ursicinus’ deputy with special responsibility for the cavalry. “I think we can send a few of our Tribunes ahead to arrange fodder and rations for us once we have decided on the route.”

Ammianus had seen little of General Colias since joining the army. He led most of the patrols into the hinterland. By reputation, he was a man of action and was rumoured to be a mix of Alan and Goth. Judging by his thin build, reddish skin from long exposure to the sun and bright blue eyes, Ammianus thought the rumours were correct. He also had a fiery temper and was not a man to be crossed. He was without doubt extremely ambitious, hence his need for combat to improve his reputation in the army and in the eyes of Caesar Gallus and perhaps that of the Augustus. Ammianus recalled his father had warned him about over-ambition many times and Colias seemed to typify the warning. But he also represented the best man to be with for a chance of combat.

“Good idea Colias.” Ursicinus nodded. “You have your choice of Tribunes. Well, will meet again after breakfast. Make sure the maps we need are here, as well as any intelligence we have on the Persians. I want to make a good start on the planning, well before Caesar arrives.”

With that, the meeting broke up. They assigned Ammianus a squad of cavalrymen to entertain for the rest of the long, hot, dry day.

~
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“Get up.” Paulinus grunted. “The Bear wants to see you now.”

Ammianus, on hearing the voice of command, woke swiftly from his slumber and sat up in his cot.

“Get your clothes on.” Paulinus continued, throwing the items at Ammianus. Still half asleep, he dressed and followed the Centurion to Ursicinus’ office. Already several equally half-awake officers were milling around the table. Colias and Ursicinus looked like they had been up for hours. Once Ammianus and Paulinus were in the office, an unseen hand closed the door.

“I would have said good morning, but following the news I received,” Began Ursicinus. “that would be inappropriate. First, they’ve paused the campaign into Persia.”

A common grumble resonated from those around Ammianus as he comprehended the words. His first chance of war and glory was over, but why?

“Caesar has sent word.” Ursicinus paused. “There’s been an attempted coup against him, in Antioch.”

The groan changed rapidly to that of a murmur of disbelief from his comrades. He remained silent, his father’s warnings echoing in his head.

“We have been ordered back to Antioch to quell the rebellion,” Ursicinus continued. “I await details. For this, I only need you gathered here. Centurion Paulinus, I need the usual men for this type of operation.”

The last words sent a shiver down Ammianus’ back. Even at his youthful age, he’d already witnessed executions in the hippodrome. It could be messy if inexperienced butchers were used. Who were the usual men, and what did that mean?

“Right, get your gear together.” Colias said. “We leave now.”

The room began emptying.

“Paulinus and Tribune Marcellinus stay behind...” Ursicinus interrupted. He waited till the others had left, including his deputy. “Marcellinus, you’re probably the most educated among us and you’re an Antiochene. So, you can write in Greek and Latin?”

“Yes sir.” Ammianus answered, wondering why he was being asked this and not others, whom he knew were as well educated if not better than he was. 

“You’ll be my private scribe.” Ursicinus said. “When we reach Antioch, I expect we will have a sizeable number of prosecutions to deal with, you’ll record everything that I hear and say. You’ll also handle all of my communications.”

“Sir.” Ammianus said, still confused why he had been chosen for such a key role.

“Paulinus,” Ursicinus continued. “I’ll need you to guard my young scribe here and make sure no one bothers him. You understand.”

“General.” Paulinus saluted. “I understand completely. I have already called those who showed themselves most capable of what you now need. They’ll also provide a guard on our return journey.”

“Good.” Ursicinus said. “Our recent experience in dealing with brigands showed the need for men with steel. Good, right you both better rush, as Colias will be flapping around like some headless chicken if we're late.” 

~
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“What did the General mean by men with steel?” Ammianus questioned with his voice lowered as he followed Paulinus out of the stables. 

“Well,” Paulinus said. “I could leave you to find out. But as the General trusts you explicitly, he means men who are quite happy to rip the tongues loose from those who don’t want to talk, then hack them to bits. We did a lot of that suppressing the recent Jewish revolt.”

“Oh, torture.” Ammianus said almost uncomfortably. “But doesn’t the Prefect deal with that as part of his duties?”

“Yeah right.” Paulinus snorted. “Here it might well be the Prefect who’s being racked.”

“Is it that serious?” Ammianus was startled.

“Whenever the army is called to deal with rebellion, it is.” Paulinus grunted. “A word of advice, you may think you’re tough following your training, what you will see for the first time will turn your stomach. Don’t eat much till the evening. Have a drink of wine for breakfast that will fortify your nerves till you get used to it.”

~
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“Men, this is the situation,” Ursicinus began standing in front of his staff inside the praetorian headquarters building in Antioch. “I had an audience with Caesar this morning. Our old Prefect died while we were away and has been replaced by Honoratus who it seems is behind the attempted coup against our Caesar.”

Ammianus listened, intrigued. His first question was why the most senior official in the diocese here in the Orient would want to stage a coup?

“Honoratus refused to deal with Caesar,” Ursicinus continued. “...instead, he wrote letters to the Augustus, who is in Italy at present, denouncing our Caesar as a traitor and murderer.”

Interesting, thought Ammianus, eventually word of what had been going on here, as his father had informed him, would reach Constantius. But surely this Honoratus was going too far in denouncing Gallus as a traitor, a thief maybe? 

“Well anyway, our Augustus had no choice but to act.” He said. “So, he sent the Praetorian Prefect Domitian from Constantinople to assess the claims. He and Caesar had a falling out.”

This just got better, now Gallus had upset the highest bureaucrat in the Eastern half of the Empire. But why would he do that?

“Domitian refused to attend upon our Caesar when ordered to,” Ursicinus continued once more. “So, Caesar sent troops from the Scutarii and Gentiles regiments to bring him to court. At which point the quaestor Montius interfered to try to stop the arrest. He tried to induce the troops to disobey a direct order from Caesar. So, the coup began. It failed, but many were suspected of involvement and that’s where we come in.”

Ammianus was left with more questions after hearing this. He wanted to ask but realised that now was not the moment to step out of the shadows in the middle of the investigation.

“Now both Domitian and Montius were executed by the troops loyal to Caesar,” Ursicinus said. “which is a relief as any military involvement would have made the task we are facing trickier and guilt could easily spread. Now, you will investigate the cases you will be shortly assigned, find the guilty and remove the stain of revolt from the city.”

“Sir.” Came a resounding reply from the officers and Ammianus. 

“Paulinus have your men go to goal and begin questioning.” Ursicinus said. “As it is treason being investigated, all will be racked including all members of the Honourable class from the leading senator downwards.”

“Sir.” Paulinus nodded.

“Tribune Ammianus with me.” Ursicinus said. Ammianus followed the General, Paulinus followed with his men who had been waiting close by. 

~
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The jail lay underneath the praetorian and was a dark smelly place, it was the first time Ammianus had cause to visit it.

A tribunal platform, on which sat a desk and two sets of chairs, lived in one corner of the central hall of the torch-lit gaol. No natural light had any reason to creep down here. The stench was already enough to make Ammianus retch, he thought the sewers smelt bad, this was far worse. He realised it was not just the smell, but the entire atmosphere that contributed to his nausea and he had a feeling it was only going to get worse. He followed Ursicinus to the tribunal and was directed by him to sit beside him. Wax tablets and papyrus and associated writing equipment were laid out in front of him.

“Marcellinus,” Said Ursicinus. “when I said record everything, I need you to think about that. Record what is only vital to the case, not any rubbish you might hear. Do you understand?”

“Sir,” Ammianus nodded, as he sorted out his equipment and made ready to begin his task. An extra lamp was brought over and placed in front of him to ensure he could see what he had to do.

“Right, Paulinus, let’s have the first prisoner.” Said Ursicinus. Paulinus walked out of the hall, the sound of clanking and doors being unlocked echoed back to the silent hall. Paulinus returned with a ragged looking man, dragged between two of his men.

“You are?” Ursicinus demanded, nudging Ammianus to start work. The prisoner didn’t look up, instead one of the soldiers gripped him by the hair and pulled till he was facing the tribunal. “Here we go, show him the instruments of questioning.” 

Ursicinus shook his head in disbelief, this was the way it usually went and so he turned to the soldiers before pointing to the wall on the side. The guards nodded their heads and then dragged the man over to a corner, which Ammianus hadn’t had time to take note of, though he realised he should have. A large, mechanised bed like device lay propped against the wall, a soldier was lighting small braziers, while another lifted several tools and displayed them to the prisoner.

“Right bring him back here.” Ursicinus said with a tone that insisted he was already unimpressed with the display of resistance. Once the prisoner was back in front of the tribunal, his attitude seemed to have changed. “Name? And I won’t ask again.”

“I’m Epigonus from Cilicia, why am I here and being treated like this?” He said, exhausted from whatever he’d already suffered.

“That’s simple, the traitor Montius named you before he was executed.” Ursicinus said rather matter-of-factly. “Do you plead guilty to the crime of treason?”

“I know nothing of the quaestor’s actions and I swear loyalty to our Caesar,” Epigonus wheezed. “I’m only a philosopher and teacher, what would I know of treason?”

“That is for us to decide,” The General seemed to growl. “Take him and gain a confession from him.”

The guards eagerly clutched the philosopher and hauled him back to the rack and strapped him onto the device. The braziers were glowing white-hot by now and several of the tools previously shown were resting in the intense heat. 

The rapidity of the screams shook Ammianus, he had only heard those sounds before during actual fights in the arena. The screams, moaning and begging for compassion continued without a break. Ammianus noted how quickly the General became bored with the whole spectacle, his fingers continually tapped the desk. With nothing to write, he looked over at the scene of torture and was strangely fascinated to watch as a soldier pulled a glowing red instrument out of the brazier. They took it over to the still moaning victim and seemingly ripped a lump of burning skin from him. Suddenly the moaning halted, the hall was silent, and all eyes turned to Ursicinus.

“Is he dead?” Ursicinus said.

“No sir.” One of the soldiers confirmed.

“Wake him up and get on with it.” Ursicinus said gruffly. They threw a bucket of water over the victim and the torment continued apace.

“Sir,” Paulinus, who just came from the rack, stepped to the General’s side. “He wishes to confess his role.”

“Excellent,” Ursicinus seemed almost to cheer up. “I had that feeling it could go on for days. The men have done well.”

Paulinus saluted and returned to the guilty party, they lifted him off the rack and this time carried him over to the tribunal. The soldiers stood him up.

“Well, let’s hear it,” Ursicinus said expectantly. Ammianus readied to write.

“I was,” Epigenous managed to say, pausing as he tried to regain some control of his bodily functions. The soldiers on either side of him swore loudly as they stepped back from the mess, dropping the man into his filth. 

“Pick him up,” Ursicinus said, not even blinking at the action. “...he can’t confess from there, can he?”

Once back on his feet Epigenous groaned. 

“I was in league with the quaestor to overthrow Caesar. I plead for mercy.”

“Names, names, I need names?” Ursicinus said, patting at the table beside Ammianus making him jolt slightly. Epigenous’ expression changed for a moment. Ammianus thought he saw a malicious look come over the man’s face. He then rattled out a list of well known, honourable men who lived in the city. For a moment he dreaded that his father’s name might appear on the list he was compiling. “What... mercy for a traitor? Take him outside and have him executed along with the others.”

There was a groan from the prisoner, it was hard to tell if it were from relief or fear. 

“Tell me, Ammianus,” Ursicinus said, as they dragged the condemned out to his last moment in the sunshine. “Was he a philosopher as he claimed to be?” 

“No sir,” Ammianus stated, carefully. “Anyone can call themselves one, but a genuine one would have at least tried to logically see his predicament and act accordingly.”

“How so?” He said.

“Well, he had a choice,” Ammianus said. “...either tell us what he knew and try to strike a bargain before we questioned him. Or refuse to tell us anything when questioned and die keeping his secrets.”

“Interesting,” Ursicinus pondered. “but as you saw here, pain easily extracts a confession even from the bravest philosopher. Now let’s have some lunch, all this sitting around has made me hungry. Paulinus, your men can have a break.”

~
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Ammianus found it hard to eat much, but drinking wasn’t a problem. Paulinus removed his third drink of wine before he could gulp it down.

“Now sir,” Paulinus said. “we can’t write well if we drink too much. Here have it well diluted, and you can drink tonight and sleep it off.”

“Alright,” Ammianus stated, accepting the larger bowl of diluted wine. The general on the main table seemed to be indulging his taste for wine and food.

“Make it your last,” Paulinus said. “the Bear will be finished shortly and will want to get on with the next prisoner. As he sees it, the sooner this is done, the quicker we can return to the campaign. Hopefully.”

“Will we get back to Nisibis in enough time for an attack?” Ammianus queried.

“I’m not sure,” Paulinus said. “from the chatter downstairs the list of suspects is growing steadily longer.”

That last comment sobered Ammianus almost on the spot. He put down the drink and looked around the officer’s mess at his comrades. They all seemed to be taking their work here in an unconcerned manner. Paulinus must have read his face.

“This is your first time doing this type of work,” He said. “the others were down south and quickly got used to it. Especially once you’ve seen what the enemy did to our men.”

“I’ve still got a lot to learn.” Ammianus said, almost miserably. 

“Yes, sir you have.” Paulinus agreed.

~
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The latter two days were a repeat of the first and Ammianus woke every morning with a headache, a reminder of the night before. But his worry and discomfort at what he was doing had not subsided. Now he was again sitting next to ‘the Bear,’ awaiting their first prisoner of the day. The shackled prisoner walked under his own strength, the guards strolling beside him, indifferent at the man’s ability to walk unaided.

“Name?” Ursicinus said.

“Pittacas,” The prisoner responded. 

“Pittacas?” Ursicinus almost scoffed.

“Sir, I think it might be his nickname,” Ammianus responded.

“Oh, why?” Ursicinus queried, almost intrigued.

“That’s the name of one of the great Greek sages.” Ammianus commented.

“You prisoner, taking the piss or what?” Ursicinus scowled.

“Should I be?” The prisoner mused, clearly the wrong answer. The guards quickly laid into him and left him a wheezing mess on the floor.

“Pick him up,” Ursicinus groaned. “now let’s try this again, shall we? Name?”

“Eusebius of Emesa,” Eusebius responded. “I’m often called Pittacas as a compliment. I demand to know by what right you treat a member of the Honourable class in such a manner as this?”

“Well Eusebius, you are accused of treason.” Ursicinus responded, flatly.

“Who accuses me of such a vile act?” He said firmly.

“The late quaestor did with his dying breath.” Ursicinus responded.

“I demand to see my accuser, as is my right by Roman law.” The prisoner responded, which drew a curious curl in the general’s eyebrow.

“Marcellinus,” Ursicinus sighed. “does he have that right?”

“I’m afraid he does sir, as a member of the Honourable class.” Ammianus responded.

“Caesar Gallus has overruled the rights of the Honourable class, correct?” Ursicinus turned to him. 

“Correct sir, it’s a dilemma.” Ammianus responded, concerned that they might just be breaking the law themselves. He wasn’t a jurist but had at least received some basic knowledge of the rules and rights of his class from his tutor.

“Anyone else here, know that, apart from the three of us?” Ursicinus queried, an edge in his voice that Ammianus had to admit he did not quite like.

“I don’t think so.” Ammianus was now concerned he was being dragged headlong into some illegal act. But as an officer, he was directed by the same laws to obey his commanding officer.

“Denied, as the accuser is dead.” Ursicinus stated firmly. “Or are you going to accuse me of being able to summon the dead?”

Eusebius just laughed in response, till a blow from a guard silenced him once more.

“Show him the instruments of questioning,” Ursicinus motioned almost dismissively. As the semi-conscious prisoner was dragged away, he turned to look to Ammianus. “I have a bad feeling about this one. I’ve seen this before. They know they are condemned so they resist the only way they can. By dying.”

“Damm the lot of you to hell.” Eusebius shouted. “Your nothing but agents of the anti-Christ we have for a Caesar. The truth is alien to all of you. Do your worst!”

“Rack him... carefully,” Ursicinus warned. “I was right this one is going to be trouble. Don’t write what I just said, just what he said, idiot.” 

Ammianus was taken aback by the comment and with the razor, carefully erased the last words he’d written down.

“Stay here and record any confession he makes.” Ursicinus growled. “I’m going to speak with Caesar about this case.”

Until Ursicinus returned, Ammianus recorded nothing, as screams and curses couldn’t be regarded as a confession.

“Anything?” Ursicinus queried re-joining the tribunal.

“Nothing.” Ammianus responded.

“After the meal tonight,” Ursicinus said. “come to my house, with your writing gear. You know where I live in the city?”

“Just across from the main bridge on the city side of the river.” Ammianus responded.

“Good.” Ursicinus grunted. “Paulinus?”

“Sir,” Paulinus stepped over, leaving his men to work as he rushed over to the General. 

“Ask him about a purple robe, a phelonion. Produced in a factory in Tyre, ordered by one named Maras.”

“Sir.” Paulinus responded. 

~
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At the end of a long and wearisome day, the prisoner Eusebius hadn’t uttered a single denunciation let alone a confession. Ammianus realised just how correct the Bear’s assessment of the prisoner had been.

“Paulinus, what’s the condition of the prisoner?” Ursicinus queried at the end of it.

“He’s dying sir.” Paulinus stated, above the slow groans of the prisoner, in the otherwise silent hall.

“Remove him to a cell.” Ursicinus said. “have a surgeon tend to him, we need him to live through the night. Caesar doesn’t want any prisoner escaping the sword.” 

Paulinus nodded his head and then turned back towards what was almost a corpse on the rack. 

“Well, Marcellinus, I suggest you enter that the prisoner refused to confess, sentenced to death for treason.” Ursicinus stated. “Once that’s done have a meal and then do as I ordered.”

With that Ursicinus walked out of the hall. The prisoner was carried down to the deeper cells and Ammianus was left alone to finish his record. The only good news he had to console himself with, was that his father’s name hadn’t been uttered. How much more of this was there to go? So far there had been little tangible evidence of a planned plot. Eusebius though intrigued him. He was a well-educated man, how did he become involved in all of this?

Even over his meal, he was troubled by what he was taking part in. Deep down, a small voice was questioning him and reminding him of what his father had said. Was this just some ghastly scheme by Gallus to enrich himself by accusing the wealthy of the city of treason? Which of course meant on conviction all their goods were the state’s, in other words, his.

The air was cooler as he walked over the bridge and into the city, a breeze had picked up from somewhere and as it came off the river it further cooled him. The city was quiet, really quiet, there was no one about, even the taverns seemed lifeless. It seemed as if the streetlamps were chiefly on for his benefit. He heard the scrape of a hobnail on a bit of loose stone, directly behind him. He spun around, his right hand reaching for his dagger.

“Paulinus,” Ammianus turned fast. “...why are you following me?”

“Order’s son,” Paulinus stated as he caught up with him. “The General didn’t want anything happening to you, so I’ve been shadowing you. Well, I was till my sandal caught that bit of loose road.”

“So, you know where I’m headed,” Ammianus questioned.

“Of course,” Paulinus bobbed his head. “shall we continue?”

~
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It wasn’t so much a house as a palace, thought Ammianus as he stood outside the guarded entrance to the General’s abode. The low walls did nothing to hide the grandeur he was looking at. It wasn’t a new build, instead it matched the surrounding building in style. It must have once belonged to one of the founders of the city. Once through the gates, a long-paved path led them past a well laid out garden, with at least two fountains he could just about see, but clearly hear in the darkness. They entered through a large portico and servants took them through to what Ammianus assumed must be Ursicinus’s private study.

“Good, you’re here.” Ursicinus stated, getting up and greeting his guests in a friendly manner. Much to the shock of Ammianus who had been on the point of saluting and standing to attention.

“Paulinus, anyone followed you here?” Ursicinus said.

“No General,” Paulinus stated. “There was little activity in the city tonight.”

“Um, the climate of fear has spread. No one feels safe. Grab something to eat and drink.” Ursicinus said and then he paused. “There won’t be any servants to serve us tonight.”

“Thank you, sir.” Ammianus stated, taking some wine and picking at the sweet meats.

“While you’re eating,” Ursicinus said. “I’ll explain what I understand to be happening here.”

Ammianus, stopped eating and took a good sip of wine and waited. Paulinus seemed unconcerned and just tucked into the food.

“Marcellinus,” Ursicinus said. “the last prisoner, Eusebius, what did you think of him?”

“Brave sir, but...” Ursicinus interrupted him. 

“You thought so too, he’s innocent of the crime.”

“I have to say, yes sir.” Ammianus said.

“Well, he was or is, depending on if he still lives.” Ursicinus said. “Yesterday, they found the actual individuals. They both worked in the armoury and later admitted they had stored arms at the quaestor’s request, which means a coup was truly in the offering? But Domitian wasn’t involved.”

Somehow Ammianus was not surprised at the idea of a coup against Gallus, but why the mass arrests? Was it what he already suspected or something even more sinister?

“Marcellinus,” Ursicinus said. “...you might wonder why you are here and why I’m speaking to you so openly, in a time like this?”

“Um,” Said Ammianus, unsure of what was coming. “Yes sir?”

“I trusted your father,” Ursicinus said. “Paulinus has kept you under close watch. You are the newest officer and haven’t been exposed much to the other officers or the current regime here, which is why you’re here and why I’ve kept you close, so you could see and hear everything I’ve heard. Am I right to trust you?” 

“Yes sir, my father already warned me about the current situation here,” Ammianus spoke carefully. “...and nothing I’ve seen so far has changed my views on what he said.” 

“Good,” Ursicinus said. “now, Domitian was sent here directly by the Augustus, as he had received many reports from Honoratus the late Prefect of the Orient, regarding Gallus’ actions. He and the Augustus believe Gallus along with his hideous wife the Augusta, were planning a revolt and planning to set themselves up as Augustus here in Antioch. The current unrest in the West has drawn the Augustus away from Constantinople, leaving here open for just such an attempt. Do you understand?”

“I think so,” Ammianus stated. “something went wrong with his planning. Did Domitian hear something?”

“Yes,” Ursicinus said. “his son-in-law Apollinares visited me in Nisibis. He was sent to check on the loyalty of the army to our Augustus. That’s when I learnt of the Imperial court’s suspicions.”

“Is the army loyal?” Ammianus queried.

“What do you think son,” Paulinus grunted. “They’d follow the General, even to the gates of hell! An army is loyal first to their commander, that’s who they see and hear and who leads them. Then the Augustus.”

“True,” Ursicinus said. “that’s why I was called back here. Gallus needed a clean set of hands to extricate him from his mess.”

“Oh, so you think the quaestor was in league with Gallus,” Ammianus pondered. 

“Yes,” Ursicinus said. “he had to kill him before Domitian could speak to him, and then he had to kill Domitian to stop him informing the Augustus. It was the case of the purple robe that sealed it for me. What would a quaestor want with it? Only Gallus could use it and that meant he was profoundly serious in proclaiming himself Augustus of the East.”

“Can you prove this sir?” Ammianus questioned.

“No,” Ursicinus said. “because he had me kill those who also worked or were linked to Honoratus. I could do nothing, orders are orders. Now you understand the situation here, which brings me to the reason you’re here tonight.”

“Sir, what can I do?” Ammianus queried.

“You’ve kept all the notes of the trials,” Ursicinus said. “I need you to write on my behalf to the Augustus informing him of everything I’ve told you and the mock treason investigation I’ve conducted under the orders of Gallus. It needs to be both in Latin and Greek and professionally written. Something I can’t do.”  

“Yes sir, I can do that.” Ammianus nodded.

“There’s my desk, get to it. When you’re finished leave the letters on my desk,” Ursicinus said. “I’ll arrange for a special courier to take them out of the city safely. Now my wife will be getting anxious at my lack of attendance at a dinner she is hosting. Paulinus keep him safe.”

“Sir.”

~
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The investigations continued for another week. An innocent Christian priest was accused of purchasing the purple garment and summarily executed. Each day he attended with Ursicinus and the process was the same, false confessions were obtained from the elite, followed by executions. Ammianus each night was guided by Paulinus discreetly to Ursicinus’ palace and wrote up a report for the Augustus. By the end of the week, he was exhausted not only by the daily events but by the secrecy of his night-time work. 

“Tribune, you’ve got the day off.” Paulinus stated almost triumphantly walking into his room. “The inquiries have been halted by the Caesar, as he has been ordered to attend on the Augustus.”

“Now what?” Ammianus queried.

“Enjoy yourself, the taverns will be open before lunch.” Paulinus said. “You’ve earned some pleasure. Do you need me to keep an eye on you?”

“Oh, no, I think I can manage on my own.” Ammianus groaned, lying back on the cot and taking a deep breath of relief.

~
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“You finished in there?” Asked the familiar voice of Paulinus. Ammianus released himself from the powerful grip of the whore he was pleasuring in the cot, wiping sweat from his face; he threw some clothing over himself. 

“I am now, thanks.” Ammianus grimaced. “What’s up?”

“I don’t know,” Laughed Paulinus. “I’m not in there.”

“Very funny,” Ammianus scowled, searching for the rest of his clothing, then paying the girl for his interrupted pleasure.

“Meet me outside, when you’re done.” Paulinus scoffed haughtily. Great, now he gives me time, thought Ammianus as he rushed putting on his clothing. The expressionless girl just laid there counting the coins he’d handed over. 

“Well,” Ammianus said after dressing and stepping out. “I’m here.”

“We sail for Italy today.” Paulinus mused walking back towards the island.

“Today, why?” Ammianus was startled but quick to follow him.

“Orders from the court in Milan,” Paulinus mused. “the General and key staff are required. That’s all I know. We take a ship from Seleucia on the tide. So, we better hurry. I’ve packed your things, there on their way to the ship.”

~
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As they walked up the gangplank, Ammianus looked over and into the moving water. This was the closest he had ever been to the sea. Many times he had viewed it from a distance, now he was preparing to take this ship on the surface of the wide Middle Sea, which Rome had affectionately named ‘Our Sea’.

“You’re looking unsure Tribune,” Queried Paulinus, shoving him onto the gentle moving deck of the merchant ship.

“What’s it like sailing?” Ammianus said.

“Interesting for the first day,” Paulinus mused. “then you can’t wait for the next port and all the time you pray for fine weather.”

“Where next?” Ammianus said.

“Probably either Cyprus or Cilicia,” Paulinus offered. “depends on the Captain. But we're going to be on this for several weeks till we reach southern Italy.”
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