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This novel choreographs the compelling journey of a diverse group of companions in their attempt to subvert the Roman Empire with justice and love. Grappling with the political realities of war, violence and selfish ambition as they interface with peace, friendship and belonging, it investigates the potential of love as an alternative way of being. The narrative is rooted in the first episode of the author’s doctoral research which investigated a proposed fourth-century fall of the church and is published under the title Church, Gospel and Empire: How the Politics of Sovereignty Impregnated the West (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 2011). The story uses the disturbing and challenging research findings about Constantine the Great and Eusebius of Caesarea alongside the popular French legend of Saint Quentin and Eusébie to develop a mainly fictional or “fantastic” history. The result provides a further window on the relationship of church and empire. It is intended as the first of four such fantastic narratives!









For the coming generation and all who love them. Especially my grandchildren Jasper, Imogen, Emilia, Wanda and the unexpected addition of Ben, Chloe, Avellana and Bertie!









Glossary


amicus, amici (plural): friend


atrium: the main central living space of a Roman Villa, open to the sky


Ambianum: Amiens


Arretium: Arezzo


Augusta Veromanduorum: original Roman name of the French Town of St Quentin near the source of the Somme


Augusta Treverorum: Trier


Augusta Taurinorum: Turin


aurochs: The aurochs is an extinct cattle species, considered to be the wild ancestor of modern domestic cattle. With a shoulder height of up to 180cm in bulls and 155cm in cows, it was one of the largest herbivores in the Holocene; it had massive elongated and broad horns that reached 80cm in length


auxilia: Roman army troops who were non-citizens


aviae: grandmother


caput capitis: expletive, knob head


carpentum: pl. carpenta: the bus or limousine of wealthier Romans. For four or more passengers. It had four wheels, a wooden arched rooftop and was pretty comfortable, spacious and nicely decorated inside. Pulled by two or four horses


carruca: pl. carrucas: like a smaller carpentum. Again it was usually used by wealthier Romans and could accommodate two passengers. It had four wheels and was usually pulled by two horses


carrus clabularis: a large, open wagon, with sides of wicker work, used in transporting soldiers


castrum, castra: the singular form castrum meant “fort”, while the plural form castra meant “camp”


Cataractonium: Catterick


cena: main meal of the day, eaten at midday or early afternoon


centuria: originally the basic tactical unit of the legion in the Roman army. Initially, it had a hundred soldiers (centum means “one hundred”) commanded by a centurion (centurio). In the fourth century BCE, a new tactical unit consisting of two centuries was created


Christos: Christ


Clusium: ancient Etruscan town on the site of modern Chiusi, in Tuscany the region, north-central Italy


Colonia Agrippina: Cologne


comēs rei militaris: titled military advisers to the emperor


Constantinus invictus: Constantine invincible


Coria: Corbridge


decurio: originally the head of a group of ten men, by late Roman times was the leader of a turma


domus: substantial town house


Eboracum: York


ecclesia: Greek word for the elders responsible for a Greek city such as Athens. Taken up by Jesus to refer to the body of his followers cf. Mtt 16: 18


essedum: a fast two-horse chariot


Fiano Romano: a town 25 miles north of Rome on the Via Tiberina


Florentia: Florence


Frumentarii: Roman secret service


Gesoriacum: Boulogne-Sur-Mer


homoousios: from Ancient Greek: ὁμοούσιον, lit.  “same in being, same in essence”, from ὁμός, homós, “same” and οὐσία, ousía, “being” or “essence.” It became a Christian theological term, most notably used in the Nicene Creed for describing Jesus (God the Son) as “same in being” or “same in essence” with God the Father


ientaculum: breakfast


impluvium: A low basin in the centre of a household atrium, into which rainwater flowed down from the roof


in hoc signo vinces: in this sign you will conquer


labarum: a banner or flag bearing symbolic motifs, which came to be identified historically with the Tau and Chi Rho symbols of the cross on the banners of Constantine’s army


Latanculi: Roman board game


legatum legionis: legion commander


Lindum: Lincoln


mansiones: service station situated at similar distances on the Roman Road as today’s motorway services


mare clausum: used to refer to sea officially closed to navigation in winter


Mediolanum: Milan


meretrix: female prostitute


Pax Romana: political term for the established and settled mid-to-late Roman Empire, under threat by the time of Constantine the Great


pecunia: money


paenulae: a long sleeveless cloak of ancient Rome usually having a hood and sometimes a front opening


peristyle: a continuous porch formed by a row of columns surrounding the perimeter of a building or courtyard


praefectus: high administrative official or chief officer


proavia: great grandmother


procurator: imperial governor of a minor Roman province


quadriga: chariot drawn by four horses abreast and favoured for chariot racing


quid mirum: what a surprise


Rho: the Greek letter “r”, which written as a capital is somewhat confusingly for the uninitiated written as “P” and often combined with X as the sign Chi Rho as in Christos


sacerdos: Roman official authorised to lead the sacred rituals of a religion


sagum: a square or rectangular cloak made of coarse wool, fastened usually on the right shoulder, worn by soldiers


Scholai Palatinae: an elite military guard unit operating as the cavalry arm of the Praetorian Guard


servus corporis: personal attendant or body slave


tabernae: a single-room shop for the sale of goods and services


Tad: Pictish for Dad


Tau: the Greek letter “T”


Trimontium: Melrose


turma, turmae (plural): approximately 30 cavalrymen in the late Roman army


Vagharshapat: ancient capital of Armenia


vesperna: supper, lighter meal than the midday or early afternoon cena


vestibulum: a spacious entrance hall


villa: substantial country or suburban house


Volusii Saturnini: The Villa dei Volusii Saturnini is an archaeological site located in the municipality of Fiano Romano









Part One


Prelude


She sat at the source of the river in the shade of the oaks and breathed out gently across the surface of the pool. At first almost imperceptibly, but then with gathering momentum, the water troubled, stirred, opened, and the angel of the Somme gradually emerged, first kneeling, then standing fully upright into the evening sunshine. Beatrice watched in delight as the lissom spectre shook themself in the gentle breeze and, lifting their head, began to sing. Softly at first and then with burgeoning splendour, the love song of the land filled the evening air. Extemporaneously, after a few moments, she joined in. Tenderly, the angel held her gaze and then, harmonising together in clarion refrain, their song resounded out over the verdant meadows, calling for tribes of humanity to come in unity and make their home in joyful partnership with the coastlands and islands of Gaul and Britannia. As the breeze gathered strength, the vegetation and trees joined the chorus, their rustling leaves and sweeping limbs giving orchestral accompaniment as the song rolled on across the surrounding countryside and away over the distant horizon.









Chapter One


Minotaur and Angel


As the day progressed, the palm tree cast its shadow across the mosaic floor of the atrium like the gnomon on a sundial. Eusébie watched its relentless approach towards the imprisoned Minotaur, as she had done every summer day for as long as she could remember. Other eyes had watched its progress similarly for a century and more, but none more avidly than hers. “Would the inner walls of the labyrinth prison break open at last?” She longed for her father Julius to return. Then order would come again to the household and the physician would return with more salve for her eyes. She knew her sight was deteriorating. She could still see the sharpness of the sunlight and the precise line cast by the tree’s trunk but the distinction between the white and black tiles of the mosaic blurred more and more as her birthday drew closer. She could hear the clatter of bronze pots and kettles and knew the slave girl would soon bring the evening meal.


“Abaskantis! Is it nearly time for vesperna? Will mother be home tonight? Is there news of father? Have we heard from Uncle Quentin and is Valeria coming to see me?”


Abaskantis was a secret listener to many conversations as she went about her daily household tasks in the villa, catering and cleaning. If there were news from the senate, the battlefront, or the mission, she would soon know and willingly spill all to her young charge. She was, to be honest, uneasy about Valeria’s pride of place in Eusébie’s affections, so that was the one question she would not be answering if she could help it. Valeria was Eusébie’s aunt and Quentin’s sister, but two less alike you could hardly imagine. The latter strong but gentle, quietly attentive to all around him, while fully intent on living out his radical faith. His sister, on the other hand, was a carefree, excitable enthusiast able to make everything an adventure, even her niece’s encroaching blindness. She was furious when her father forbade her to travel with Quentin and his companions on their return to Gaul the previous summer. Then she was only eighteen and about to be married off, as she accurately feared, and still much too young to be a countercultural heretic in the eyes of her senator father.


By now, the tree’s shadow was cutting through the Minotaur’s bullish neck, severing head from body as the mealtime approached. These days the remaining bold outlines of the story enacted on the floor of the atrium tended to encourage Eusébie to believe that the battles really would soon bring peace to Villa Metilia.


“Abaskantis,” she called, “can you hear me? I want the battle to be over!” In the past when Eusébie’s sight was clearer, the gnomon broke first the wall of tiles that framed the Minotaur’s gaol and darkened her later dreams with images of the beast’s escape from the labyrinth and the ancient tales of Europe’s origins with which her young aunt delighted to scare her.


“A young noble woman is never too small to beware the predatory intentions of Roman generals and their minions,” was Valeria’s excuse when Eusébie begged her to stop.


Abaskantis emerged with a tray laden with goodies, which she spread out on the low table. From the quantity, it was obvious that this was not going to be a solitary meal.


“Your mother may be home later, I’m not sure, but in the meantime you eat, and I will tell you the news from the battlefront.” Eusébie carefully selected a large piece of her favourite honey sweetened cake and patted the seat next to her on the couch.


“So tell me, tell me, Abaskantis, what have you heard?” The slave girl seated herself gratefully, not something she would have dreamt of doing had her mistress been present, and began.


“Well, the empire’s not going to collapse after all! The new emperor has what it takes and the borders are being won back everywhere. They will make the barbarians pay, you can be sure of that. As for your father, the news is that he is only days away from Rome and on his return from victory over the Samartians at last! But the story spreading everywhere is that Diocletian says we must return to the old gods if the victory is to hold!” Eusébie paled visibly on hearing this.


“I’m sure that’s what grandfather really thinks, maybe father too.” Seeing her reaction Abaskantis set about reassuring the young girl,


“Now don’t you go worrying about that uncle of yours…”


The sound of a carruca sweeping into the courtyard outside, with its doors banging and shouts of laughter erupting, halted the slave girl midstream. Valeria, her long brown hair gathered at the neck but flowing in the evening breeze, swept into the atrium announcing herself with, “Hey there, gorgeous girl, leave some for me!”


At her appearance, Abaskantis quickly retrieved the empty tray and retreated, while Eusébie leapt to her feet and flung herself on her aunt.


“I knew you would come! Have you heard the news? The battles are won, and father is only days away. Oh, Valeria, the emperor says now we must go back to the horrid old worship!” Valeria hugged her niece tightly, swinging her full circle and tumbling them together onto the couch.


“Come on, Eusébie, have some more of this delicious cake. Your uncle’s love for friend and enemy alike will disarm them all in the end, you see if it won’t, whatever Diocletian and Maximian have to say about it.”


Eusébie was lost in her thoughts for a moment, remembering the months when, as a six- and seven-year-old, she had spent delicious days with her uncle on his return to Rome during his mother’s, and her grandmother’s, sickness and death. The unusual closeness of the three of them in those months had transformed the child’s usually isolated existence, mainly alone with Abaskantis. Until then her grandmother was always busy with the duties and responsibilities of patrician life and had seemed a somewhat aloof, imperious woman, despite her faith. However, the return of her older son and his insistence on weaving Eusébie into the routine of warmth and love with which he surrounded his ailing mother meant that despite the sadness and subsequent mourning, it had been the best of times for the child.


“Hey, where have you gone, little one?” Valeria asked, wrapping her arms around her once again and quite literally pulling her back into the present.


“I’m remembering Uncle Quentin’s stories! How they spent whole days praying and even though his chubby friend kept dropping off to sleep, they’d go out among the crowds and when he made the sign of the cross, the blind saw, the deaf heard and the lame walked, just like in the Jesus story!”


“Yes,” chimed in Valeria, “and how he told us that the great villas like ours here on the Janiculan Hill were built on the reclaimed ground where they used to throw the crucified corpses of the slaves and the poor. Then the cross was the symbol of Rome’s bloodiest oppressions. Now it’s the love sign to conquer war and pain!”


Later that evening, long after their reminiscences had ended and Valeria had helped settle her niece to sleep, Eusébie’s mother Claudia and the senator returned. Zeno was more and more exhausted of late, well into his seventies and still carrying a huge sense of responsibility for the city and empire. The impact of Diocletian’s reforms, while greatly improving the security of Rome and its empire as a whole, had weakened the authority of the senate. One such reform asserted the right of the emperor to take power without the consent of the senate at all, thus depriving it of its status as the ultimate depository of supreme authority.


Responsibility without power weighed heavily on Zeno, and the waning of the transcendent impact of the old religion added to his sense of impotency in the face of the future. It was this, perhaps, that explained his ambivalence towards the counter-politics of his eldest son and his influence over their household, and why his soldiering younger son brought him such reassurance. His daughter-in-law did all she could to lighten the load of his days, and he was grateful. Now she took his arm and led him across to the dining area where Abaskantis was hurriedly adding fresh supplies to the table.


“Sit down and eat, Pater, don’t go hungry to bed”. The business of the day had been outside the city, they had eaten nothing since cena, which had been a disappointing stop-off at a mansiones that had seen better days. Zeno seated himself, wearily, but then a smile broke through the worry lines etched into his once handsome face.


“Julius is less than a week away by now. He should be here in time for Eusébie’s birthday. And it may be the last time she sees him with her own eyes, so we need to make this one to remember!”


Claudia was both excited and apprehensive at the thought of Julius’ return. He had been gone now almost as long as his brother. His return would bring a welcome order back to the villa, no doubt. He was ever the organiser, the problem solver, the deviser of new plans and positions. He would put the slaves to work on the farm with new vigour and the house would become again a place of hospitality and convocation for the rising generation of patricians. Maybe even Diocletian himself or at least his victorious lieutenants would visit to reflect on the hard won successes and talk consolidation of power. She had enjoyed supporting Zeno in her mother-in-law’s place on his continual round of visits and appointments. That would have to stop, she reflected, and her much more demanding husband would take centre stage.


“He will have remembered the birthday, Pater, won’t he? He will have so much else on his mind.” Zeno passed a weary hand over his drooping eyes.


“He’ll not forget, Claudia. He loves the child. Now I will leave you to your thoughts, my dear. I need my bed.” He rose and crossed the atrium to his room and Claudia, after looking in on Eusébie, made her way to her own bedroom.


Her daughter appeared to be sound asleep, but actually, she was dreaming. She was in the atrium and the shadow of the palm tree was moving across the mosaic as on a typical day. Yet something was awry. The Minotaur had gone! Eusébie stepped gingerly along the tiled maze of the labyrinth, all the way to its centre, something she had never before dared to do, until she reached the now empty middle square. Suddenly, the floor opened beneath her and she felt herself falling, falling, way down through darkness, but then landing on both feet, shaken but unhurt, on the floor of a great hall. In the dream, she could still see with a clarity unavailable to her in real life. Shadows surrounded the walls and gave off a silvery light. She knew instinctively that they were ghosts, shades of the empire’s crucified slaves and prisoners of war. Then, as she adjusted to the light, she saw that in the middle of the hall was an enormous bed, and lying on it, a beautiful young woman––


“Is it Valeria?” But no, it was similar to her, but it was a woman from the olden days, like a Greek princess, almost a goddess. Although Eusébie knew, she was human nonetheless. Then, from the very far end of the hall, there emerged a huge creature.


She could hear its footfall, not hard or harsh, but firm and relentless in its progress. The beast was beautiful, like an enormous pet, its white, soft coat shimmering in the ghostly light. Then she saw, trembling now for the woman on the bed, that it was a huge, white bull. It came to the bed, climbed in, and nestled up to the woman, who was unresisting at first. But after that, suddenly and with brutal ferocity, it thrust its huge bulk on top of her! Eusébie tried to cry out, but found herself altogether rigid with shock, her tongue clinging to the roof of her mouth. And then, all at once, she was awake, gasping for breath, horrified at what she had witnessed, wanting to call out, but still unable to do so. Eventually she found that she was able to slip out from beneath the bedclothes and make her way over to the washstand where Abaskantis placed fresh water each evening, and began to gulp it down thirstily. Gradually she calmed down and made her way back to bed. Then, with a mental note to ask Valeria about what she had seen, she fell back to sleep.


***


Quentin braced himself against the vibration of the metal rims of the carruca on the unyielding surface of the road. The journey from Augusta Veromanduorum had impressed itself on his sciatic nerve for several days. Now the return to Ambianum threatened to set it off again. He reflected on how much better the road was than since he first arrived in Gaul. Not that the improvements in the security and prosperity of the empire since Diocletian and Maximian got a grip on things had been positive for him and his companions. The increasing anarchy and near collapse of the empire in the previous decades had left the first years of their mission work in Ambianum comparatively unhindered by the authorities such as there were. With its roads radiating out like the sun’s rays and providing easy communication for the message of light despite their decaying condition, it made for a near perfect hub from which to operate strategically throughout the region. A veritable Gaulish Antioch just as they had planned. That is, until Maximian’s new procurator had arrived on the scene. Now there was nowhere to hide from the newly reordered administration and its determination to reassert the grip of Rome.


Quentin looked amusedly across at Fuscian, sleeping soundly on the opposite side of the carruca, the very picture of cherubic contentment despite everything. His face and body bore the scars from the beatings and torture inflicted on them both earlier in the year by the said procurator, Rictiovarus. A hard enemy to love, that one. Quentin had tried to honour him by succumbing at first to his insistence that they joined him in making offerings to the old gods. The apostle Paul had advised on being subject to the imperial rulers as far as possible, and he had tried to see their worship as after all meaningless, simply participating in the culture of the time for the sake of the peace. Now he knew it was more than that. This was not just some old Roman ceremony; this was agreeing that the whole of the political crisis of the last half century was at root a fault, a curse, brought about by the followers of Jesus of Nazareth. Whereas it was his peaceable kingdom which might actually end oppression and make wars cease. This reassertion of imperial power was something that love simply had to oppose, even if martyrdom were the outcome. After all, martyr was Greek for witness, and they were all only witnesses to a better way, neither more nor less.


A harder than usual rut in the gravel surface of the road jerked Fuscian from his slumbers. “What? Where in the name of the apostle are we? Huh! Thought they’d been repairing this road!”


“It’s alright, sleepy head,” responded Quentin, “I think that ale was more potent than you reckoned for! Anyway, it was a good few weeks’ work tending the empire of love. Sleep the sleep of the just while you can. We can’t duck the procurator’s ire for much longer I fear.” Fuscian leant his head out of the window and drew it back in again.


“No point trying to sleep now, we are nearly there. How long before he arrests us again do you think? Has he nothing better to do?” Quentin gazed thoughtfully at his friend.


“I don’t think he can bear the idea of any alternative power. Not even the power of love. It eats away at him. He has to confront it.” Almost on cue, the carruca drew up at their villa, and a cohort of soldiers crowded around their vehicle, opening the doors and pulling them unceremoniously out onto the rough flagstones. The soldiers thrust them forward as Rictiovarus strode up to them.


“Deluding the natives again, are we? Where has it been this time, Augusta Veromanduorum? Have you no shame? Well, now is the time for the worms, cancer and maggots to penetrate unless you offer to the real gods. Come with us.”


There was no point in resisting. There were too many of them and in any case, Rictiovarus had his men all over the city, now firmly secured as a Roman bastion once more.


“Well, someone got out of bed on the wrong side”, observed Quentin, nonchalantly, as if to Fuscian, but loud enough for the procurator to hear. “No peaceful vesperna with the comrades tonight then.”


“You’ll be less cocksure when I’ve finished with you,” retorted the procurator, his face reddening with anger. The cohort led them away across the main street and down towards the Somme Bridge where the main garrison was situated. “You will offer your vesperna tonight to the gods, or if you refuse, you will both be in solitary!” Rictiovarus declared angrily. “Well, we’ve been thinking, and there’s an easy answer to that. Ambianum needs the message of love, not Zeus and his fellow rapists. So we’ll not be making any more offerings to them,” responded Quentin matter-of-factly.


“Amen to that,” replied Fuscian. Rictiovarus struck the corpulent votary hard across the belly with the flat of his sword and sent him sprawling backwards into Quentin’s arms.


“To the slammers with them both,” he commanded his men. “Tomorrow you will give me the names and locations of all your comrades throughout Gaul. Otherwise it will be the rack for the both of you until I get them.”


The men manoeuvred Quentin and Fuscian roughly into separate but adjacent isolation cells on the side of the wharf on which the barracks stood. These were stone cells approximately two by four metres in dimension. Each had short chains from the rear walls with ankle manacles attached and rough pallets on the floor. The manacles secured the ankles so that it was just possible to shuffle on and off the pallet, and to use the slop bucket already stinking from the detritus of the previous occupant. While the cells were of stone on three sides, the whole of the front was a door consisting of thick wooden palisades. These were very strong and securely fixed together, but rough and with narrow gaps, which provided the only light within. Quentin and Fuscian soon found themselves manacled securely to the rear walls and while their hands were free, it was impossible to reach the wooden door, and the iron manacles were completely impossible to loosen, let alone remove. It was also useless to attempt to communicate through the thick stone walls although it would have been just about possible to hear one another if they had shouted, because of the wooden doors. However, shouting would have simply brought the cohort, so there was really nothing for it but to attempt to settle down on the pallets, pray and contemplate the trials of tomorrow.


It was a little after midnight when the music started. Someone was singing, but it was no ordinary singing. Reed like, almost bird song, so quiet at first that Quentin could barely hear it, although he was wide-awake. While there were no distinct words that he could make out, without doubt he knew it to be a love song. It gradually swelled in strength, and at the same time, light began to penetrate brightly through the gaps in the palisade. He managed to manoeuvre himself as far forward as he could and, propping himself up on one elbow, obtained a line of sight through one of the apertures. Revealed in the shaft of light was a stunning spectacle. A spectral being – a man, or was it a woman? – clothed in shimmering garments, was balancing on the surface of the river and seemingly travelling down the shaft of light towards him. As they came up to the gap between the shafts of the palisade, the aperture grew and grew until it was an opening wide enough for a person to pass through. Quentin drew back in amazement; however, the angel, for such it was, reached out and took his hand, and even as they touched, the manacles around his ankles sprang open and he stood up and followed the angel back out through the gap. Then he saw that in the case of Fuscian it had been a gap big enough for even his rotund body to exit his cell through. There was neither sight nor sound of the cohort, nor any longer of the angel, and Quentin and Fuscian simply walked back home to their villa, apparently unseen and unmolested.


Dazed but elated by their experience, the two friends talked long into the night about what had happened and what they should do next. Clearly, the Trinity was with them and they could collaborate strategically. Before daybreak, they were agreed. Fuscian would take one of the companions and return immediately to Rome, and let the brothers and sisters there know what had taken place. Quentin would gather the rest of the company, pray, and plan for their future, whatever ultimately happened to him. Fuscian had resisted this idea at first.


“But Quentin, Rictiovarus might take a day or two to recover from the shock of our miraculous escape, but as you say, he can’t bear the thought of any alternative power, not even love. He’ll be back and the next time he won’t leave room even for divine intervention!”


“That’s why you need to get away and tell the story in Rome, and why I need to encourage the brothers and sisters here that God is with us whatever happens!” retorted Quentin.


By the time the sun rose, Fuscian and his companion were on the road to Rome, some thirty days away, and Quentin had sent the message out to the rest of the company to meet together that evening at the villa.


***


Back in Rome, Villa Metilia was a hive of activity. As expected, Julius’ victorious return set in motion all manner of preparations for celebrations, the first of which was Eusébie’s ninth birthday. Truth to tell, when the news of his arrival reached her, Eusébie was fearful that she might not recognise her father, after nearly two years away. She was aware that it was not only time’s passing that was the problem, however. She knew for sure by now that she could no longer distinguish people’s features at all clearly and went more by familiar shapes, scents and sounds or by their voices and position in the room. However, to her relief, the moment Julius entered the atrium she knew it was him. His familiar posture, the shake of his mane of hair, and his gravelly voice, hoarse from constant shouting of instructions, were unmistakeable. Yet she held back at first, uncertain of what a nearly nine-year-old might expect from a victorious general in the flush of his Parousia. Julius also stood still for a moment, appraising her from head to toe.


“Here’s my girl!” he cried, lifting her up so that his gaze was level with hers. He held her there, suspended, as if to plumb the depth of his daughter, but also to examine the condition of her sight. Then he wrapped his arms around her and she snuggled into his embrace with a long sigh of contentment and relief. Her father was home, and for the time being, it was all that mattered.


That night, Eusébie dreamt again. As before, she was in the atrium, but this time the Minotaur was still in the centre square. Something else was different too. As she made as if to enter the labyrinth herself, as she had done in the previous dream, and stepped onto the first tile of the maze, she found herself caught up, suspended above an island with a literal labyrinth stretched out beneath her. Below her, at the entrance to the maze, a princely knight stood, sword at the ready. Was it her father? Yet once again, it appeared to be someone from the olden days. From her vantage point, she could see behind him a harbour where a ship lay moored. In one hand, he had a ball of string, which he began to unwind and thread around the foliage of the labyrinth to his left-hand side as he slowly and soundlessly entered the maze.


Eusébie held her breath, as the knight progressed around the complex circuit, heading all the time inexorably towards its centre and the Minotaur. As she looked, she could see the part-human creature stirring, his bull head cocked inquiringly while his human arms and legs raised him to his feet. As the knight approached, sword drawn at the ready, the Minotaur charged, huge muscular bull’s shoulders powering his horns down on the knight and sending his sword spinning away beneath the foliage. Before the knight could recover, the Minotaur swiftly manoeuvred his opponent down into a body lock and knelt with his full weight onto the neck of the now disarmed prince.


“You thought to kill me. Instead, you will lead me out of this maze and I will make of you a great king, a father of empires. For as soon as I leave this place I can take whatever shape I will. Just as I have been at the heart of this labyrinth, I will inhabit the heart of your kingdom and defend it as I have defended myself from you this day.”


As Eusébie continued to watch, spell bound, the Minotaur raised his knee from the knight’s neck and simultaneously drew the sword from where it had lain hidden under the foliage. With its point resting into the small of his back, the knight struggled gingerly to his feet. Then, contemplating the creature’s words, he began slowly but surely to lead the way back through the labyrinth, following the string as he went. As soon as they reached the entrance, the Minotaur vanished from view. Free from the pressure of the sword, the knight straightened up and looked around him. The Minotaur was nowhere to be seen. Breaking into a run, the prince headed down towards the ship in the harbour. At the same time, flying towards her in the sky above the dreamscape, Eusébie saw a huge eagle, wings outstretched, head lowered and its beak poised to strike. It was coming for her! She tried to cry out, to fend off the great bird, but rigid with shock just as before, she could neither move nor speak. Then, all at once, she was awake again, gasping for breath, wanting to call out but unable to do so. This time she calmed more quickly than at first and made her way over to the washstand and back to bed. Then, sure that the dreams belonged together, and wishing that her uncle was there to talk to about them, but knowing that Valeria would have to do instead, she went back to sleep.








Chapter Two


Eagle and Ecclesia


It was Eusébie’s birthday, and from experience, Abaskantis expected her to be awake bright and early. However, with the new regime in place to serve Julius’ constant stream of visitors, it was well past Eusébie’s usual breakfast time before she looked in on her room, only to find her still fast asleep. The excitement of her father’s return and the visions of the night had quite worn her out. Abaskantis hardly had time to wake her before Julius’ gravelly voice announced the visit of the military physician who travelled with the legion and with whom he consulted over his daughter’s sight. Eusébie had good memories of the sensitive warrior-doctor from when her father was last home two years previously. She tumbled out of bed and with the slave girl’s help quickly changed into her day clothes, brushed her hair and emerged into the atrium where the two men were standing waiting. She knew without doubt which was her father, but would not have been able to identify the physician without Julius’ introduction. She stood before them, unaware of the striking picture she presented. She was tall and lithe for her age; white albino-blond hair framed her oval face, with its typically aquiline nose. Most striking of all were her violet eyes, wide, wide open as if to take in every parameter of sight that remained.


“May I take a look?” The doctor stepped forward and gently lifted her chin, gazing into the near blind eyes. “You will have to regard it as a downside to your beauty, young lady. I am sorry, but there is no cure. I will not deceive you. I can prescribe more salve and let your mother know where to purchase it. It is made from a herb of natural origin and the slave girl may well know where it grows and how to prepare it for you. Yet be encouraged, you will develop senses that others do not have; I have seen it many times. I believe that you are experiencing it already. Your father will provide for your needs in every possible way, I am sure. You are his only child and he loves you dearly.” Julius took his daughter’s hand and drew her close.


“Not the best birthday present, my sweet one. I had hoped for better news.” Eusébie squeezed his hand tightly. She wiped the tears from her eyes.


“It is well, father. The doctor is right; I think I really am beginning to see in other ways.” Julius kissed her on both cheeks and stepped away, blinking back his own tears. “You are an extraordinary one and no mistake. I will see you at cena. It will be later and greater than usual because I have invited special birthday guests I want to show you off to.” With that, the two men left, and Abaskantis appeared with a late ientaculum of wheat pancakes, dates and honey. Eusébie was more than ready for it.


That evening there was a splendid party of patricians and their progeny reclining in the dining area of Villa Metilia. It was the largest crowd of friends and family that Eusébie could ever remember. Her father had seated her at the head of the table between himself and her mother. Grandfather Zeno was at her father’s left and Valeria was to her mother’s right, next to her husband Lucius, also back from the Samartian victory. Around the table were other relatives and colleagues of her father and grandfather whose features she could not make out. Slaves, ones who Eusébie was less familiar with, had joined Abaskantis in order to take care of the demands of them all. She thought she could just about make out the features of Melissa, Abaskantis’ mother who supervised the catering but rarely showed her face in the villa at normal times.


Eusébie contented herself with surreptitiously peering across at Valeria’s husband of eighteen months. Lucius was older than her own father, something that horrified her, although quite customary in patrician society. Fully twenty years older than his wife, Lucius had been an older comrade in arms with her brother. He was an heir of the famous Illyrian family Chlorus, and the younger brother of Constantius, who, rumour had it, would be one of the new Caesar tetrarchs that Diocletian planned to put in place to consolidate his power. Now he rented a splendid domus in Rome where he had established himself and his new bride. Actually, Eusébie reflected, Valeria was pleased as punch to bask in the glory of such an illustrious patriarch who seemed to let her do whatever she wanted, and was in any case no more often in Rome since their marriage than her father. Eusébie did not like what she could see of him and hoped very much that once the meal was over, the men and women would separate out as was mostly customary, and she could siphon Valeria off to herself as the evening progressed.


That, as it happened, was the way things turned out.


“So how are you planning to spend the last hours of your birthday, favourite niece?” asked Valeria, as the men departed the room to talk war and politics or whatever it was that filled their food and wine infused conversations. The women might have had some more interesting matters to discuss, Valeria reflected, but it was her niece’s birthday after all, and she would need cheering up. She had heard already from Claudia of the physician’s visit and prognosis and was as ever indefatigably sure of her ability to turn even that dire news into an adventure. What she did not yet realise was just how much of a story Eusébie already had in wait for her.


“I plan to spend them with you if you let me, Valeria; I’ve got such a story to tell. Can you come to my bedroom, then I can get ready for bed, and maybe Abaskantis can bring us some desserts left over from cena – maybe candies, doughnuts or even cheesecake and more wine for you of course!” They soon enlisted Abaskantis’ help, and before long, they had settled themselves comfortably in Eusébie’s room.


“Now, Eusébie,” Valeria began. “Listen to me; I know the news from the doctor is not good, but things will work out, you’ll see. We are not about to abandon you to Abaskantis. You are getting more grown up by the minute. Well look at you, you are quite the young lady in her boudoir already and you know it! Your mother tells me that the doctor thinks that you will develop senses others don’t have, and that you said it may be happening already!”


“Well,” Eusébie began, “I have been dreaming, and I don’t think they are ordinary dreams. If Uncle Quentin were here, he might know what they mean, but he’s not, and you are next best!”


“You are very cheeky, Eusébie Metilia. But you are right of course, and to be second to Quentin has to be a compliment I suppose! So come on, tell me the dreams.” Eusébie found that both dreams were still vivid in her memory, and she gave her aunt an animated account of them, beginning with the first. Valeria felt herself drawn into the narrative almost as if they had been her dreams too. When her niece had finished, Valeria was pensive for a long while. “Your dreams are very like two old Greek myths. I used to scare you with some of those when you were younger. Yet they are different to the originals in quite important ways. To begin with, did you really think the woman on the bed was me? Because the story is like the story of the rape of Europa by Zeus. She was deceived by her desire for money and power, and lay with a bull. Maybe Lucius is like the bull.” She broke off, horrified. “But he’s my husband…”


“But it wasn’t really you,” Eusébie interrupted reassuringly, “perhaps it’s some kind of warning, do you think?”


“And in the second dream,” Valeria continued, “you thought the knight was your father at first. So maybe that is a warning too. All the same, the story is different to the old myth of the Minotaur. In that story, the knight killed the Minotaur and returned home supposedly forgetting to change the sails of his ship so that his father the king killed himself and he became king of Athens instead, one of the greatest Greek kings that made way for their empire.”


“But that does seem to fulfil the Minotaur’s promise,” said Eusébie. “What if the Minotaur is not dead and he’s somehow after father?”


“This is heavy stuff for a nine-year-old,” responded Valeria. “I’m going to have to think hard as to whether there’s someone else we can share it with.” The two of them sat silently together wondering. “I guess it’s time for your bed. Are you sure you can sleep after all this?” Eusébie gave her aunt a hug.


“Don’t worry, Valeria, two more candies, a doughnut and a sip of your wine and I’ll be alright!”


***


In the meantime, Fuscian and his companion were bearing the joyful news of the intervention by the angel of the Somme on their travels across northern and central Europe, firstly along the Via Belgica to Colonia Agrippina and from there right the way down the Via Solemnis through the Alps to Rome. While making progress as swiftly as they could, it was still necessary to break their journey at nightfall each day to rest their horses and their own weary bodies. As far as possible, they did this at the centres of activity that the companions of love had seeded along the Roman roads during the previous two hundred years. Here they shared their story and were heard gladly. The news of the intervention of the angel was a massive encouragement to the increasingly threatened outposts of counter-political influence.


“Come on, have some more ale, tell us more!” was the almost nightly refrain. Unknown to them all, and a week behind, a second team of messengers was carrying much more disturbing news. The angel’s work had been to prepare them all for the excruciating costs of inseminating love into the dominating structures of empire. Something rooted from the beginning at the heart of their alternative empire that remained endemically hard to grasp.


More than three weeks elapsed before Valeria and Eusébie were together alone again, despite her aunt’s assurances not to abandon her. Fortunately, Abaskantis’ company had never been any kind of abandonment for Eusébie. Slaves were taken for granted and treated like chattels in the Roman Empire, but that did not mean they acted as such! In fact, patrician life was completely dependent on them. As it happened, this was even more the case than usual in Villa Metilia. Roman patricians who made up the bulk of the senatorial class were generally rich landowners. They would often have a house in the city and a villa in the country run by slaves. In the Metilia’s case, their villa on the Janiculan Hill was a combination of the two. It was far enough outside the city to have land run by slaves, but was the chief residence of the family. This enabled a more than usually collaborative relationship between the family and its slaves. The family could see how much their servants did for them, while their slaves in turn saw and shared the ins and outs of their owners’ lives, as some members of the slave families worked the house while others worked the land. This arrangement had been in place for well over a hundred years, and an extensive family of slaves were born, who worked and died in slavery on the estate.


However, some thirty years previously an event took place that substantially increased the collaboration between the Metilias and their slaves. Zeno had been a naval general, and while engaging and sinking nine vessels off Carthage during the Battle of Tyndaris, had caught sight of two sailors struggling in the water as their ship went down. Moved with compassion, Zeno had his men rescue them from the water, brought them back, and added them to his stock of slaves. As it turned out, they were both disciples of Cyprian, the bishop of Carthage. They viewed their rescue as divine intervention, and set about becoming exemplary slaves, following along the lines of the apostle Paul’s admonition, “Slaves be obedient to your masters, as unto the Lord,” while knowing themselves to be at heart free men. Within a few years of their arrival at the villa on the Janiculan Hill, most of the slaves had become Christians and a thriving slave ecclesia grew up on the estate. What made the relationships between the Metilias and their slaves particularly close was that before long, Zeno’s wife and her eldest son, Quentin, himself then then just nine years old, embraced the Christian faith and became part of the ecclesia.


All this being the case, as Valeria turned over Eusébie’s dreams in her mind it was unsurprising that she kept thinking of Melissa. Abaskantis’ mother, and in overall charge of all the catering at Villa Metilia, Melissa was a recognised prophet and leader in the slave ecclesia with a known gift of dream interpretation. Notwithstanding the unusual relationships that pertained between the patrician owners and their slaves at Villa Metilia, it was still a slightly awkward matter to arrange a private meeting between Melissa and her owner’s daughter and granddaughter. This was particularly so in the context of all the unusual demands for hospitality. On the one hand, Melissa was unbelievably busy, on the other so many more patricians were in and out of the villa that it made meeting on an equal footing such as the ecclesial protocol required, harder to achieve than usual.


In the end, the demands of the empire intervened when Julius was called away to a key military convocation to discuss the next steps to consolidate the Western borders. The villa was all but deserted and Valeria quickly grasped the opportunity to visit the slave quarters and suggested to Eusébie that she send a message from Valeria to Melissa via Abaskantis to arrange a meeting that afternoon. It thus came about that Valeria and Eusébie were sitting together with Melissa in her rather rickety property in the slave quarters below the main villa on the Janiculan Hill pouring out the dreams, when the sound of horses descending on the slave quarters disturbed them. It was Fuscian and his companion, pell-mell from Gaul with the story of the angel’s visit to free Quentin and Fuscian from their prison cells.


Melissa sent word for food and hospitality for Fuscian and his companion and after calling folk for a gathering of the ecclesia that evening she turned back quickly to Eusébie and Valeria.


“You are right, your dreams are warnings, but more, they are commissions. Eusébie, you may be only a child, but you have an important part to play in turning back the beast and his empire. Can you come back tonight and hear Fuscian’s story in full? I think it will give us further light on all this.”


Eusébie and Valeria made their way back to the still empty villa pondering Melissa’s words. Abaskantis had set out cold food for the two of them for cena and was now back with her mother preparing the slave ecclesia’s reception for Fuscian and his companion. While Valeria and Eusébie ate, they considered the advisability of heading back down for the meeting. The relationship between the house and the slave ecclesia was one of cautious acceptance. Neither Zeno nor Julius really approved of the connection, but the history of close relationships with their wife and mother and their grudging respect for Quentin meant that they tolerated it. It was in any case their only point of contact with Quentin’s mission and wellbeing. Eventually Valeria decided that the cena at the garrison would continue well into the evening and that they could be with the ecclesia and return before the others.


So it was that Eusébie and Valeria made their way down to the slave quarters for the second time that day. The still hot sun of the sultry July evening shone on slave and free alike as they gathered in the open courtyard in front of the main storage barn. They stood around in groups, waiting for one another to return from their various duties and chores in villa and farm, as well as attending to the needs of their own children, the elderly and the infirm. In the summer, they invariably met in this open courtyard. In winter time or if the weather was bad, gatherings of the ecclesia would move inside, sharing the space with the stores and sitting on rough wooden benches made of timbers propped on hay bales. The waking life of slave and free generally took place between sunset and sunrise, and although there were some lanterns available both internally and externally, generally meetings were held shortly after dawn or in the latter half of the evening before dusk, as on this occasion. In any case, their slave duties filled the rest of their waking hours. Some meetings were regular events, or as with this, called in response to special happenings or news. When it became obvious that most had arrived, the gentle hubbub of voices gradually coalesced into plainsong and Mary’s revolutionary hymn reverberated around the courtyard.


“My soul exalts the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour.


He has regarded the humble state of his bond slave; behold, from this time on all generations will count me blessed.


For the Mighty One has done great things for me; holy is his name.


His mercy is on generation after generation toward those who run to him.


He has done mighty deeds with his arm; he has scattered those who were proud in the imaginations of their heart.


He has brought down rulers from their thrones, and exalted those who were humble.


He has filled the hungry with good things; and sent the rich empty-handed away.”


As the singing ceased, Fuscian stepped forward, his ample frame and beaming visage seemingly embracing the ecclesia drawn around him and savouring the story that he was about to tell them. He began with his and Quentin’s arrival at their Ambianum villa after the journey from Augusta Veromanduorum. The “Oh no!”, “Ouch!” and “Wow!” exclamations of his audience punctuated the story as he described their ill treatment and imprisonment. When he arrived at the point when the music began, however, a tangible stillness descended on Eusébie, Valeria and the gathered slaves. They hung on his every word and all of them embraced the story as if it were happening to them, right now. As he reached the climax of their release, the silence deepened into revelation. For the slaves, this was living myth that penetrated mind and heart, transfiguring their identity into partners of the transcendent Trinitarian realm. For Eusébie and Valeria, it was as if all false consciousness fell away and there they were, equal human beings with their slaves, raised by the angelic intervention out from the hierarchical bondage into which the institutions of empire locked them. Afterwards they reluctantly took their leave of Fuscian and his companion and made their way back to the still deserted villa.


The following morning, news that the convocation had agreed an immediate resumption of hostilities reverberated through Villa Metilia and the Chlorus domus in the city. This time it was to be in response to threats from the North Western borders in Gaul and Britain. Julius and his legion were to leave in only two days’ time accompanied by the legions commanded by Lucius and his brother, Constantius. Valeria straightaway embarked on a whirlwind of work to complete all the necessary arrangements and preparations for her husband’s departure. Villa Metilia was likewise a hive of activity. Eusébie, left to herself again, had no problem with that at all. She had so much to think about given the dreams and Melissa’s words still fresh in her mind, together with the extraordinary news of the intervention of the angel of the Somme. Nonetheless, the prospect of another long period of separation from her father troubled her. Why did Rome need to fight so much? Could it not make friends with its enemies? She knew that he would make time to come and say a proper goodbye, and resolved to ask him. She might even attempt to tell him her dream of the Minotaur and warn him. Yet what would she warn him about exactly, and how would he take it?


Later that night before she retired to bed, the familiar form of her father entered the atrium and she immediately ran into his arms.


“Must you go father? What would happen if we tried to make friends of our enemies instead of meeting them in battle?” Julius shook his mane of hair and contemplated his daughter. “Where do you get these ideas from with your Uncle Quentin away? I hear that his friend Fuscian is here with some impossible story of an angel setting them free from gaol! Have you been with the slave ecclesia?” Eusébie focused her wide-open violet eyes on his as fully as she was able, as if to penetrate the depths of who he was. Julius recognised intently that for all his daughter’s lack of physical sight, here was undoubted spiritual sight.


“It was grandmother’s safe place, she used to tell me, and yes, I was there last night listening to Fuscian tell the story. I felt completely one with everybody in the whole universe while I was listening, and although I know nothing about them, when I heard that you were going to fight our enemies, I felt that they must belong together with us too. Why must we always fight?”


“How can I be having this conversation with a nine-year-old child?” retorted her father, challenged, but unwilling to give way to the anger that was not far below the surface. “Don’t you understand that the Pax Romana is what civilises the world and protects everyone, slave and free alike? Love our enemies and treat everyone as equals? Just think where that got your Uncle Quentin. Today may bring an angel story, but mark my words soon it will be a different story. Then you will be glad you have a patrician soldier father to protect you.”


***


Back in Ambianum, after the apparently miraculous escape of his prisoners, the Roman procurator brooded angrily for several days. He was at a loss to explain it. He assumed that someone must have bribed one of the garrison guards, as the unlocked manacles required someone with access to the key. He beat several of them severely but it failed to extract any such admission and once Quentin had gathered his companions and told his story, it spread like wild fire among the Christians and their contacts. For Rictiovarus this was intolerable. He concluded that the only remedy was to put a stop to it altogether. However, the maturity and reach of the companions in Ambianum was problematic. For if he arrested and killed Quentin among them there, he risked a riot, particularly with the superstition, as he saw it, surrounding the angel visitation now rife among the people. He decided that the best move would be to take Quentin captive to Augusta Veromanduorum. There the comparatively few followers of the companions would perhaps not yet have heard the story of the angel. If he publicly tortured and killed the recalcitrant patrician in front of them and the rest of the townsfolk, he would, hopefully, put an end to the influence of the superstitious troublemakers once and for all.


Early on the third morning after Quentin’s escape, the procurator arrived at his villa with a cohort of soldiers. Breaking down the door and summarily overcoming his two companions, they dragged Quentin from his bed, bound his arms and legs securely and threw him into the back of a carrus clabularis. The procurator and his cohort then climbed in too and set out immediately for Augusta Veromanduorum, some two days distant. The military vehicle was uncomfortable even for Rictiovarus and his men, but they at least had fixed seats and could hold onto the sides if they needed to as they rumbled along. For Quentin, his sciatic nerve bumping along the rough wooden floor for stadia after stadia, it was an almost unbearable prelude to the coming torture. However, bear it he had to, and as the hours rolled by he began to treat it as an opportunity to work out how to endure prolonged pain. Praying for his captors was a great help in taking his mind off the discomfort and the silent gift of tongues was a wonderful resource, with its facility to dissociate from the immediacy of his physical senses for sustained periods at a time. Nevertheless, he was under no illusions, he was going to his death, a fate long expected, processed and embraced as witness to the kingdom of love. The miracle of his angelic reprieve had simply served to strengthen his resolve and expectation of transcendent support when the ultimate test eventually came.


That evening they overnighted at a mansiones much frequented by Rictiovarus and his soldiers, where good food and drink was readily available together with meretrix well known to them from previous visits. They simply left Quentin bound on the floor of the military transporter while the oxen were led away for the night. Apart from a brief drink from a bottle supplied by one of the cohort, he had nothing, and in any case, he was not keen to eat or drink given that his captors had not allowed him any opportunity to relieve himself and he was already unavoidably wet and uncomfortable as a result. Nevertheless, he did finally manage to doze fitfully. As the sun rose the following day, the prosecutor and his cohort reappeared, reunited the oxen with the vehicle and the excruciating experience of the previous day recommenced. Once again, as the hours rumbled painfully by, Quentin found respite in prayer and tongues. Finally, as they drew near to their destination, Rictiovarus began to taunt him with a stream of vitriol, working himself up into a near frenzy as if in preparation for the torture, beatings and execution to come.


“I warned you, and now the time has come, you pretentious bastard,” he pronounced, whacking Quentin about the face with the backs of his hands. The prosecutor’s expletives of the previous week were about to be consummated. It was time for the worms, cancer and maggots to penetrate.


Situated at the side of a stone-flagged square bordered by the river and the wharf, the Roman garrison at Augusta Veromanduorum had the same aspect as the one at Ambianum. On their arrival, the procurator shouted for his men to wheel out the rack from an adjacent warehouse. The news of their coming and the expectation of a public execution soon drew a crowd. As Rictiovarus hoped, some of these were the same peasants and townsfolk who Quentin and Fuscian had been working among, including new adherents to the companions of love. As the people gathered, an ominous hush descended and the dying late afternoon sun cast its shadow across the square, starkly silhouetting a single huge eagle perched on the garrison roof. It watched menacingly as the procurator’s men pulled Quentin from the clabularis. Stripping him of his clothes, they hoisted him onto the rack.


“Form a ring around it and don’t let anyone through!” commanded the procurator. Nevertheless, as he intended, the crowd could still see Quentin’s torture and hear his cries, as the rack was a tall wooden frame on which he was strapped and hung vertically.


The torturers attached him to the rack by wires that pierced his flesh from the shoulders to the thighs, and secured him by iron nails that penetrated his hands and feet. However, the ring of soldiers from the garrison made sure that any attempts at retaliation or rescue by the companions of love would be futile. Finally, the executioner’s axe swung and Quentin’s head dropped from his decapitated body. Instantly, a tousle-haired youth by the name of Acco, overwhelmed with anguish at the treatment of his newfound friend, was hardly restrained by his fellows as he leapt onto the backs of the ring of soldiers, crying out to the procurator’s surprise and perplexity,


“Father, forgive them,” and “Jesus, lay not this sin to their charge.” Then, even as the words of the martyr Stephen rang out, the shape-shifting eagle took flight, its shadow falling across the crowd and then chased away by the evening sun.


A shocked ease settled on the square, as gradually the crowds dispersed and twilight dipped towards night. Acco and his fellow companions dropped back under the cover of an outhouse alongside the garrison walls to see what might happen next. If they could, they would take Quentin’s remains and give him an honourable burial. That, of course, was the last thing Rictiovarus was about to allow. Instead, he instructed his men to remove the body from the rack, and together with the head, they deposited it into an empty grain sack. Then, dragging it unceremoniously across the flagstones, they removed it into the garrison. Although Quentin’s friends watched, it was clear that they would have no opportunity to honour their friend further, so they eventually headed sorrowfully back into the town. Much later that night under cover of darkness, the procurator supervised his men as they stowed the body onto a ferry and paddled out to the middle of the Somme where, adding several rocks to the sack as ballast, they threw it overboard into the deepest part of the river.


Early the following morning some of the companions of love met together to commiserate and pray.


“What do you think we should do?” Acco asked. “Will the angel that rescued him before do anything now?” he wondered.


“The apostle Paul himself was standing by consenting to his death when Stephen died, and that began to change everything for the companions, so who knows where this will lead?” one of the friends replied. Others surmised correctly that Quentin’s remains might well be in the river by now.


“Well, let’s have one good try and see if we can find that sack if this is what has happened,” replied Acco, heading for the river and removing most of his clothes. Several others joined him but the river was wide at that point and had many hidden channels so, although they waded and dived, they never managed to find it. Instead, with many tears, they eventually entrusted their friend’s remains to the angel who had emerged from the river to rescue him at Ambianum less than a week previously. Then, holding onto one another both literally and metaphorically, they promised themselves to live out his example in the days to come. “We must tell the brothers and sisters in Ambianum what’s happened,” declared Acco as they made their way back from the river, contemplating together all that had taken place and facing the return to what now seemed like very ordinary daily lives.


“It will take days to get there and back,” responded Manus, Acco’s father, with the murmured assent of the others.


“Well, I could go, as long as you could do without me father,” retorted Acco. Manus looked reflectively at his son. Then he replied,


“I guess I can manage the smithy for a bit, it’s only these last few months you’ve begun to be able to pull your weight anyway.” Manus hesitated. “But not on your own, son, it’s too risky.” He ran his eyes over the group, the majority of whom had children to take care of, or bread to win for dependents. One man stood out from the rest in more ways than one. Dunnius was huge, a black Gaul of African descent, who like his father and grandfather before him had served in the Roman army. He was recuperating from battle injuries, and supplied occasional labour whenever a good arm, and sheer weight, were all that was required. “How about you, Dunnius, are you sufficiently recovered? Could you go?” Manus asked.


“All the way to Rome if necessary,” was the gruff reply. And so it was, provided with an elderly carruca and horses from the stables of the one Gaulish patrician family among the new companions of love in Augusta Veromanduorum, the youngster and the warrior, clad in travelling cloaks and loaded with food, drink, and a change of clothes for the journey, set out for Ambianum that very afternoon.
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