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Historical Note

The Conqueror is set in the ancient church period, but
it isn’t a “biblical” novel. Many readers will be familiar with the genre of
historical fiction in which a backstory is imagined for the apostles or other
characters from Scripture. This isn’t such a book. The ancient church period
lasted about five hundred years after the birth of Christ, until the Roman
world gave way to the Middle Ages. While this novel does take place in
the Roman Empire, it isn’t the empire of Jesus’s day. The events occur three
hundred years later, when mighty Rome was learning to bow the knee to
Christ. The persecution of Christians was coming to an end. Emperors
were taking notice of Christianity—even converting. The age of Christian
Rome was dawning.
Historians know quite a bit about this tumultuous era from various written and archaeological sources. As a scholar of that period, I have tried to
add a certain realism to my story that reflects the way things really were.
The characters are not “evangelicals in togas” who think and act like modern
Christians. They were part of the ancient catholic church, not twenty-first-
century evangelicalism.
The word catholic means “universal.” In this novel, the term should not
be equated with all the doctrines and practices of today’s Roman Catholic
Church. At the same time, the faith of the early Christians took a shape different from what today’s born-again Christians are familiar with. In some
ways, ancient church practices do reflect Roman Catholic belief patterns.
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Historical Note

We must remember that this novel takes place twelve hundred years before
the Reformation. The characters are neither Roman Catholic nor Protestant.
They are the “little-c” catholic Christians of ancient Rome.
Politically, this was the age of what modern historians call the Tetrarchy,
which means “rule by four.” The ancients referred to it as the Imperial College. This political system, devised by Emperor Diocletian in the late third
century, divided the whole Roman Empire into quadrants. Two leading
figures, each called an augustus, would rule their halves of the realm, assisted
by two caesars who were supposed to take their place in orderly succession.
However, this wasn’t what happened. The history of the Tetrarchy was
tumultuous because many claimants vied to be augusti or caesars, backing
up their aspirations by military action. It is safe to say the Tetrarchy led to
a lot of civil war, until Emperor Constantine finally defeated all his challengers and united the empire again in AD 324.
Since The Conqueror is a historical novel, obviously some of the book’s
characters are actual figures from history. Rex and Flavia, however, are
not real (though there were certainly people like them: a Germanic army
recruit, an aristocratic Christian daughter). The main story characters attested in actual history are:
• Neratius Junius Flavianus, the city prefect
• Sophronia (the name Sabina I have attached to her is imaginary)
• Ruricius Pompeianus, the Praetorian prefect
• Alexamenos (nothing is known about this person except his Christian faith)
• Emperor Constantine
• Emperor Maxentius
• Emperor Licinius
• Helena, Constantine’s mother
• Fausta, Constantine’s wife
• Maximian, Constantine’s father-in-law
• Bishop Eusebius of Rome (and Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea is mentioned as well)
12
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Historical Note

• Bishop Miltiades
• Lactantius, professor of rhetoric
• Bishop Ossius of Corduba
• Bishop Chrestus of Syracusae
• King Chrocus of the Alemanni
• Heraclius, the heretic
Of course, we know varying amounts of historical detail about these
figures. The best attested is Emperor Constantine. He did indeed witness a
solar phenomenon while on a march, interpret it as a sign from the Christian God, mark his soldiers’ shields with the cross, and fight Maxentius at
the Battle of the Milvian Bridge in AD 312.* Other historical figures require
more effort to reconstruct, yet they also grant more latitude to an author’s
creativity. What I, as a fiction writer who is a church history professor and
scholar of early Christianity, have tried to do in The Conqueror is spin an
entertaining tale that blends real history, accurate context, and exciting
drama. May you enjoy the ride. I promise, there is more to come.
Dr. Bryan Litfin

*You can read my academic article about these events at http://www.tinyurl
.com/ y73bnqy8.
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The Dynasty of Constantine
Maximian + Eutropia

KEY:

 marriage
children
= siblings

(parentage

(not all siblings and
relatives are depicted)

uncertain)

Helena + Constantius Chlorus + Theodora
Maxentius = Fausta + Constantine + Minervina
Constantine II “Secundus”

= Crispus

Constantia + Licinius
Licinius “Junior”
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Gazetteer of Ancient
and Modern Place Names

Note: the modern names of Rome and Italy are used in this book because
of frequent occurrence.
Aegyptus. Egypt
Aethiopia. Ethiopia
Africa. Roman Africa corresponds to Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco
Alps. Mountain range across northern Italy and central Europe
Antiochia. Antioch, Turkey
Apostolic Monument. Outdoor dining facility at the original catacombs, believed to contain the relics of Peter and Paul
Apennines. Mountain range down the central spine of the Italian peninsula
Aquileia. Aquileia, Italy
Arar River. Saône River
Arelate. Arles, France
Argentoratum. Strasbourg, France
Athenae. Athens, Greece
Athesis River. Adige River, Italy
Augusta Praetoria. Aosta, Italy
Augusta Treverorum. Trier, Germany
Augusta Taurinorum. Turin, Italy
15
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Gazetteer of Ancient and Modern Place Names

Baiae. Italian site, near Naples; now submerged under the ocean
Brigantium. Briançon, France
Britannia. Roman Britain corresponds to contemporary England,
Wales, and parts of Scotland
Brixia. Brescia, Italy
Campania. Campania region, Italy
Capreae. Isle of Capri, Gulf of Naples, Italy
Carthago. Ancient Carthage, near Tunis, Tunisia
Catacombs, the. Catacombs of San Sebastiano, Rome
Cemetery of Callistus. Catacombs of San Callisto, Rome
Colonia Agrippina. Cologne, Germany
Corduba. Córdoba, Spain
Corsica. Island in the Mediterranean Sea, now a region of France
Dalmatia. Corresponds to parts of contemporary Croatia
Danubius River. Danube River
Divitia. Deutz neighborhood of Cologne, Germany
Duria River. Dora Riparia River, Italy
Eboracum. York, England
Gaul. France, Belgium, Netherlands, and portions of a few other
countries
Germania. Areas north of the Rhine and upper Danube, corresponding
to parts of Germany, Poland, Czechia, Austria, and other central
European countries
Hall of the Church. Basilica of San Crisogono, Rome
Herculaneum. Archaeological site today, near Ercolano, Italy
Hierusalem. Jerusalem, Israel
Hispania. Spain
Histria. Corresponds to parts of contemporary Croatia, Slovenia, and
Italy
House of Byzans. Basilica of SS. Giovanni e Paolo, Rome
Lake Benacus. Lago di Garda, Italy
Londinium. London, England
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Gazetteer of Ancient and Modern Place Names

Lugdunum. Lyons, France
Massilia. Marseille, France
Mediolanum. Milan, Italy
Mons Aetna. Mount Etna, Sicily, Italy
Mons Matrona Pass. Col de Montgenèvre, France
Mons Vesuvius. Mount Vesuvius, near Naples, Italy
Mosella River. Moselle River
Neapolis. Naples, Italy
Noricum. Corresponds to parts of contemporary Austria and Slovenia
Octodurus. Martigny, Switzerland
Ostia. Ostia Antica, a contemporary archaeological site
Padus River. Po River, Italy
Poeninus Pass. Great St. Bernard Pass, Switzerland and Italy
Pompeii. Contemporary archaeological site near Naples, Italy
Puteoli. Pozzuoli, Italy
Raetia. Corresponds primarily to contemporary eastern Switzerland
Ravenna. Ravenna, Italy
Rhenus River. Rhine River
Rhodanus River. Rhône River
Saravus Village. Saarbrücken, Germany
Sardinia. Sardinia, Italy
Segusio. Susa, Italy
Sicilia. Sicily, Italy
Sirmio. Sirmione, Italy
Syracusae. Syracuse, Sicily, Italy
Tauromenium. Taormina, Sicily, Italy
Tiberis River. Tiber River, Italy
Tibur. Tivoli, Italy
Trans Tiberim. Trastevere neighborhood, Rome
Tridentum. Trent, Italy
Verona. Verona, Italy
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Glossary

argenteus. A silver coin of significant value, though not as much as a solidus
or aureus.
augustus. The traditional title for the emperors, used within the Imperial
College to designate one of the two highest leaders.
aureus. A pure and very valuable gold coin with a long history, but which
was gradually being replaced by the solidus.
ballista. A mechanical weapon for projecting darts and missiles with great
force.
balneum. A neighborhood bathing establishment, typically smaller and privately owned, unlike the grand thermae constructed by the government.
caesar. The traditional title for the emperors, used within the Imperial College to designate one of the two junior rulers.
caldarium. A hot room in a Roman bath.
cithara. A Greco-Roman stringed musical instrument, like a lyre.
codex. A book of papyrus or parchment pages bound inside covers, readily
adopted by Christians to replace the scroll.
colleague. One of the members of the Imperial College.
compluvium. The skylight in a Roman atrium through which rain would
fall into a pool.
18
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Glossary

decanus. The leader of a typical army squad of approximately eight soldiers
who shared a tent.
denarius. In late imperial times, it was no longer an actual coin but a monetary unit of low value; e.g., an unskilled laborer would make twenty-
five denarii per day.
domus. A Roman city house, as opposed to a country villa.
donative. The periodic distribution of large monetary gifts to soldiers to
increase their annual pay and keep them loyal.
garum. A salty, savory sauce made from fish intestines allowed to ferment
under the hot sun; used as a condiment or recipe ingredient.
genius. The inner spirit (in fact, a kind of deity to be worshiped) that
empowered and protected a man or inhabited an everyday place or
object.
gustatio. The appetizer course in a Roman meal.
haruspex. A soothsayer or priest performing divination by inspecting animal
entrails (pl., haruspices).
hippocampus. A mythical creature with a horse’s head and an aquatic lower
body (pl., hippocampi).
impluvium. The pool beneath the compluvium for collecting rainwater in
a Roman house.
mile. A Roman mile, equal to a thousand paces, or about 4,860 modern feet
(nine-tenths of a modern mile).
nummus. The general name for a coin, including bronze coins of little value,
like a penny.
nymphaeum. A decorative fountain dedicated to water spirits (nymphs),
usually embellished with mythological and aquatic elements.
ornatrix. A domestic slave specializing in hair and makeup for the lady of
the house.
peristyle. The rear garden in a Roman house, surrounded by pillars supporting a shady arcade.
sagittarius. An archer.
solidus. A late imperial gold coin of significant value.
19
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Glossary

spatha. A long sword that had come into common use by soldiers of the
late imperial era, replacing the shorter gladius.
speculator. A Roman special forces agent, like a spy (from speculor, to observe, explore, examine, watch).
stadium. A Roman unit of measurement, equivalent to about 607 feet (pl.,
stadia).
strigil. A tool for scraping olive oil from the human body as a means of
cleansing.
tepidarium. A warm room in a Roman bath.
thermae. A magnificent imperial bathing establishment, open to the public
as a gift from the emperor or other major donor.
tonsor. A barber.
votive. A religious gift given after a sacred vow is fulfilled.
water clock. A Roman timepiece that used a steady flow of water to mark
the passage of time.
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Prologue

July 306
It wasn’t the taste of blood that sent me into a rage. It was the dirt.
My lips had been bloodied many times before, of course. We Germani
are known for liking to scrap. Even rich boys like me—the illegitimate
son of a powerful king—had to fight off bullies. I always made sure to give
more than I got.
But now, knocked to the ground and shamed before my father, the urge
for vengeance churned inside me like the sulfur springs of my forest homeland. I resolved not to let the fight end with my face in a puddle. As the
fat Roman boy forced my head deeper into the mud, grinding me under
his sandal while the crowd cheered him on, I decided blackening his eye
wouldn’t be enough. The centurion’s son was going to die.
I came off the ground so fast the crowd was still cheering for the victor when he landed on his back. Writhing in the slick brown earth like
the filthy pig he was, the boy no longer had his superior weight as an
advantage. The thick limbs and heavy fists that had clubbed me into submission were useless now. I straddled my enemy and began to choke the
life from him. Imagine his shame when he realizes he’s about to be killed by
a twelve-year-old!
A boiling lust for revenge gave strength to my fingers wrapped around
my enemy’s throat. I dismissed the thought of the whipping I would receive.
For a crime like this, I might even get sent to the mines! But I didn’t care. The
21
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July 306

fat boy’s face was red now. His bulging eyes were beginning to hold the
distant stare of death. I squeezed harder and felt his larynx pop.
A single authoritative voice rose above the din. “Stop that child!”
“Get him off ! Quick!” shouted another voice.
The centurion’s vine branch smacked me hard above the ear, knocking
me off my opponent. All the mad voices converged into a single roar that
echoed inside my skull. I stared at the ground, resting on my hands and
knees, trying to control the pulsing ache that threatened to overwhelm me.
Though my gut heaved, my breath refused to come. I gasped and coughed.
Gobs of blood and grime clogged my throat, blocking the air I so desperately needed.
My arms trembled. My elbows buckled. I toppled into the mud, dimly
aware that my father would be proud of what I had done. I had fought
well. Having died in combat, I would no doubt be honored in the next
life by the hammer-wielding Thor. But why did no one tell me it would be
so dark there?
A cascade of cold water yanked me back to the world of my birth. Unable
to understand what was happening around me, I struggled to regain my
bearings. People were shouting. Pushing myself up to a kneeling position,
I stared at the ground—no longer mud—and shook my head. At last my
surroundings came into focus. I was inside a spacious, marble-lined hall.
Sunlight poured through its high windows.
The Fortress Basilica of Eboracum!
The basilica could mean only one thing: this was no longer a back-alley
brawl between youths. Death now stared me in the face. I had been dragged
inside the judicial hall of Eboracum’s legionary fort to be tried before a
makeshift tribunal. Normally, the monster of imperial justice slumbered
in the background of Roman society. Yet when the mob aroused that beast
to action, it could be swift and decisive—and often brutal. Did the mob
want me as its next victim? I resolved that if I was sentenced to die today,
I would go down fighting.
The scowling centurion, as pig-faced as his dirty offspring, gestured at
me with his twisted vine. “Augustus, this murderer must be executed!”
The hubbub in the hall quieted. “Why, soldier?” asked a lone, steady
voice.
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July 306

“That little barbarian throttled my son! A good Roman youth he was!
Sixteen years old and newly enrolled as a legionary in your service!”
For a long moment there was no reply, then the voice said, “It seems
one of my newest soldiers was just killed by this scrawny child. I fear such
a recruit would not have been the kind of warrior the empire needs.”
A collective gasp coursed through the crowd at the sharp insult. The
centurion clenched his jaw and seethed yet did not dare complain.
Cautiously, I turned my head and gazed from beneath lowered eyes
at the only calm person in the basilica. Everyone knew who he was. The
handsome man with dark Roman hair and a Mediterranean complexion
stood at the base of an imposing statue. The sculpture depicted a rider
astride a warhorse: Constantius Herculius Augustus, the senior emperor
of the West. Or, at least, that is what he had been until earlier today. Now
his spirit was soaring through the heavens like an eagle, while his eldest
son, Constantine, just took his place down here on earth. A few hours
ago, Constantine was proclaimed the augustus of Britannia, Gaul, and
Hispania by the legions of Eboracum, as well as by my father’s Germanic
mercenaries.
“Stand up, boy,” the new emperor said mildly.
I knew I should obey right away, but pride made me delay as long as
I dared. I rose slowly, wiping mud from my eyes, shaking water from my
hair, straightening my tunic. At last I lifted my chin and met the stare of
the augustus with as much dignity as I could muster.
Although I thought at first that Constantine’s lips held a faint smile, his
tone was harsh. “What is your name?” he demanded. Before I could answer,
he followed with, “Speak up! Your life hangs in the balance!”
“I am Brandulf,” I declared, “son of King Chrocus of the Alemanni, your
blood-sworn confederate.”
Constantine’s expression changed, though I could not tell if it was to my
advantage. “By wife or wench?”
The question made anger flare in my heart. “Neither!” I protested. “My
mother is a respectable innkeeper. Beloved she is! More precious to my
father than his legal queen in Germania!”
Constantine nodded thoughtfully but did not speak. At last he clasped
his hands behind his back and began to approach. I waited with my head
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bowed and my feet solidly planted so I would not tremble. But inside, my
heart was fluttering.
“Why did you kill that boy?” Constantine asked, his voice more measured now.
I did not hesitate, for the insult from earlier today still stung. “He slandered my people, Majesty. Called my father a wild boar of the forest! These
Britons were barbarians themselves until just recently. Now they think
they’re better than us—we Germani who fight for Rome and shed our blood
on the empire’s borders. We ride into battle like men while they relax behind
the walls of Eboracum and Londinium. Who, then, is the truer Roman?”
“Aha,” Constantine observed, “it appears you are a rhetorician as well
as a warrior.”
I fell silent, unsure what to say next. The July sun had warmed the hall,
making the air hot and stifling. A bead of sweat trickled into my eyes, and
I brushed it away. All around me the hushed crowd waited to see whether
I would live or die.
The emperor took a step closer. “Less than two hours ago, your father
proclaimed me emperor in this very hall. King Chrocus’s warriors and the
soldiers of the Victorious Sixth paid me the greatest honor the world has
ever known: they crowned my head with the eternal glory of Rome. This
action speaks well of your father. It deserves to be rewarded.”
I said something surprising then. A powerful emotion rose up within
me—from where I know not. Was it love for Constantine? Awe at his
majesty? Whatever it was, I blurted out, “When I am of age, Augustus, I
will serve you too! I will die for you in the armies of Rome!” A murmur ran
through the crowd.
Constantine, however, did not seem impressed. With the sliding metallic
sound that a soldier knows all too well, the emperor drew his sword from
its sheath. Now his face turned dark, his demeanor hostile.
“Brandulf, son of Chrocus,” he thundered, “do not attempt to flatter me!
Your quick words will not buy your salvation. You have spilled Roman blood
in the precincts of a military fortress. No matter who your father may be,
your action was illegal. Our laws declare you must pay for this crime with
your life.” Raising his sword above his head, Constantine closed the distance
between us and towered over me. “On your knees, boy!”
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Apparently, it had all come down to this. A swift sword stroke was going
to cleave my head from my body and end my short life. Yet now that the
great moment had arrived, I did not feel ready to die. And that is why,
instead of obeying the direct order of the divine augustus, I looked up at
him and said, “Give me a sword, too, Your Majesty, and let’s see if you have
what it takes to claim me.”
The basilica erupted into chaos once more. Everyone shouted their protest at my blasphemous threat—the legionaries screaming loudest of all.
Cries of “Treason!” and “Death!” rang out in the tumult. If my life hung in
the balance before, now my fate was sealed.
I swallowed the bloody saliva that had gathered in my mouth and awaited
the emperor’s response. He stared down at me. A stern frown was on his
face, though he was not overcome with fury. Slowly he leaned toward me,
until he was so close that only I could hear his words.
“Well done, boy,” Constantine whispered. “You would make a terrible
infantryman. But you have just what it takes to become a great speculator.”
With that confusing prediction still tumbling in my mind, I glimpsed a flash
of metal coming at me. The ruler of the Roman West smashed me across
the cheek with the flat of his sword, and for the second time that day my
world turned to darkness.
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All the soldiers said the race to Jupiter’s templeon the high pass could be
won by only the best. Since Brandulf Rex considered himself the best, he
intended to make the climb faster than anyone ever had. By nightfall he
would be dining among the gods.
Until then, however, there would be pain.
“It’s colder than I expected,” Geta complained, warming his hands at his
mouth. Wisps of mist trickled between his fingers.
Rex sized up the thick-bodied youth with the bushy mustache and the
long braid down his back. Of the ten other cadets milling around the gate
of Augusta Praetoria, Geta was the only one Rex considered a threat to
beat him. That was something Rex couldn’t allow. True, Geta was his fellow
countryman and best friend. But it was time to put friendship aside. The
race took precedence over all else.
“It is a little chilly,” Rex agreed with a shrug, “but it will just make my
victory all the more glorious.”
Geta swatted his hand at Rex’s boast. “Pfft! There’s nothing glorious
about coming in second.”
“You should know. It’s a hard lesson you’ve learned many times since
we started our training.”
Geta’s eyes narrowed. A few paces away, Aratus the centurion called for
the men to gather. Geta ignored his commanding officer and approached
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Rex instead with a menacing glare. Rex met his rival’s gaze and did not
break off the stare. The two muscular, athletic warriors stood eye to eye,
though Geta was the slightly taller of the two.
For a long moment, each youth scowled at the other, until at last the
bond of friendship that undergirded their rivalry couldn’t be contained
any longer. Smiles spread across their faces as they attempted to stare each
other down. Rex clasped Geta’s shoulder, and his comrade returned the
affectionate gesture.
“May the best man win,” Rex said.
“I will,” Geta replied, and with shared laughter the pair turned to stand
before Aratus.
The route of the race ran twenty-five miles from the low-lying city of
Augusta Praetoria to the top of Poeninus Pass, a treacherous yet frequently
used crossing over the snowy Alps. Although the road was a good one—as
if the Romans built any other kind, Rex thought—the hike would be uphill
the whole way. At the end of the arduous ascent stood the ancient temple
of Jupiter Poeninus, the local expression of the highest and best god. This
powerful deity kept watch over one of the main imperial routes through
the mountains. Normally Jupiter blessed the pious travelers heading from
civilized Italy to the wild Germanic north. Today, however, he would be
testing Rome’s most elite warriors. Success would prove that their arduous regimen over the past three years—the constant running, sparring,
wrestling, and riding—had managed to turn out a soldier worthy to be
called a speculator.
“Listen up, cadets,” Aratus said when the eleven soldiers had circled
around him in the early morning gloom. “The temple that is your destination
is the highest sanctuary in the whole expanse of our empire. You Italians
should pay special attention. These aren’t the little forested mountains that
stand behind Rome. The peaks of the Alps are constantly covered in snow
and ice. They rise so high that even the hardiest trees can’t grow. According
to our best geographers, this pass rises more than thirteen stadia above the
height of the sea! From here, the road winds up the mountainside to the
north. Perhaps you can see it”—Aratus turned and pointed to a snaky track
that eventually disappeared into the low-hanging clouds—“right there. No
doubt you can appreciate how difficult your journey is going to be.”
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The trainer’s statement elicited a few groans and murmurs. He was
known for being demanding and hard-nosed, but today’s task seemed to
take things to a whole new level. After letting the men mutter a bit, Aratus
continued. “Your goal is to reach the temple of the great Jupiter before any
of your comrades. There you will infiltrate the temple unseen—or at least
uncaptured by rival soldiers trying to thwart you—and retrieve a votive
from inside. Anything you can find will do. Just grab something that proves
you got in. When you have the item, bring it to the nearby inn and give it
to me. Then you shall be declared the winner.”
“But, sir,” piped up a wiry cadet from Sicilia, “won’t that offend the god?”
Aratus gave the man a thoughtful stare, then approached him and stood
close. “It might,” Aratus agreed, “but that’s the difference between a legionary and a speculator. An ordinary soldier fears nothing but the gods.
A speculator fears nothing at all.” Aratus poked the cadet in the chest.
“Perhaps you should consider whether you have what it takes in there.”
Chastened, the young man stepped back. Aratus turned to face the rest
of the soldiers. “You may take food and water if you wish. Or you may
forage for nuts and berries along the way and drink from the streams and
puddles you find. Just remember that whatever you take, you’ll be hauling
it up a colossal mountain.”
“And if we win, sir?” Geta asked. “What prize shall we receive?”
“What’s the matter, you dirty German? You need something more than
the glory of winning?”
“Glory is what I seek most, sir,” Geta replied. “I only wish to be propelled
up the mountain by the honors I stand to gain.”
A chuckle and nod signaled Aratus’s approval. “A worthy motivation,
Geta—worthy indeed! The prizes of Caesar’s army are worth the sacrifice.
And judging from your past performance, I believe you may be the one to
receive them today.” Rex snorted at this assertion but said nothing.
Aratus waved his arms dramatically toward the other men. “Listen to
me, cadets! The prize you shall earn from succeeding in this race is more
than mere gold—though you will certainly get some of that. But the true
prize is better than money or fame or the esteem of your comrades. It is
the thing a speculator wants more than anything else.”
“Women!” shouted the Sicilian, eliciting an eruption of guffaws.
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“Even better than that,” Aratus said with an indulgent smile. “Take
another guess.”
“A warhorse?” someone suggested. “A fine sword?” tried another.
Aratus shook his head, clearly disappointed. “Does no one here know
what a speculator craves most?”
Silence fell upon the band of warriors gathered in the gray October fog
beneath the walls of Augusta Praetoria. Rex waited until the tension had
built to the breaking point. At last he stepped forward. “I know, sir,” he said.
“What is it?”
“A mission. An appointment into the greatest army the world has ever
known.”
Aratus’s finger shot toward the heavens. “Exactly right!” he cried. “The
true speculator wants nothing more than to serve his emperor on the field
of combat, earning honor not just from his brothers-in-arms but from the
god who walks on earth.” All the other men nodded, and some gave little
grunts of agreement.
“That is what is at stake here,” Aratus continued. “Whichever cadets
I deem worthy will end their training this day. They will be enlisted into
the army of Rome as speculators with the Second Italian Legion, based
in Divitia. From that post they shall serve the Augustus of the West, the
glorious Emperor Constantine.”
Rex felt his heartbeat accelerate. An enlistment into the legions! Today I
can earn the right to be finished with my training! Having reached the age of
sixteen, Rex knew he was old enough to enter the army as a foot soldier. But
to move straight to the rank of speculator? That was unheard of for someone
so young. Even Geta was already eighteen. Rex could see that today’s race
was his best chance at getting a military post in the emperor’s service. It was
the only thing he wanted in life. He just wished his father, King Chrocus of
the Alemanni, could be there to take pride in his son’s success.
“Alright, men,” Aratus said, glancing at the overcast sky. “The sun is
now above the distant horizon, though it will be several hours before Sol’s
face clears the crest of the ridge. It is time for your quest to begin. Step up
to that chalk line.”
The cadets surged forward, each toeing the line and leaning over it as far
as possible. Eagerness for glory was written on their faces.
32
Bryan Liftin, The Conqueror
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.

_Litfin_Conqueror_AB_jck.indd 32

6/16/20 10:44 AM

October 309

“Are you ready, boys?”
“Ready!” the competitors roared in unison.
“Then with Mercury’s wings on your feet . . . I release you!”
Another shout rose from the men as they exploded from their places and
charged up the well-paved road. Only Rex remained next to his centurion.
After watching the others run for a moment, he started back toward the
city gate.
“Brandulf Rex!” Aratus barked, his voice tinged with astonishment.
“You’re giving up?”
Rex spun around to jog backward while facing his commanding officer.
“No, sir. Of course not.”
“Then what in the name of Priapus are you doing?”
Rex flashed Aratus a confident grin as he continued his backward run.
“I’m winning this race like a speculator should,” he declared, then turned
and darted through the gate of Augusta Praetoria.

Q

The most shocking thing about the dead body was not its pale gray color.
It was the crooked condition of the fingers.
Those are the hands of a seventy-year-old, Flavia thought as she waited
for the godly Christian priest to finish the funeral rites. But this man was
only forty.
A little sigh escaped Flavia’s lips as she gazed at the corpse. The man’s
gnarled hands were folded over his breast, and his eyes were closed as his
body rested on an oaken table. At last the overworked Roman slave was at
peace in the arms of God.
“He looks happy,” whispered the slave’s widow.
Flavia smiled gently. “I think so too.”
A household servant’s life was never easy, Flavia knew, even ones with
Christian masters like her father. Whips and clubs wouldn’t take their toll in a
Christian home, but the unceasing labor certainly could. Several times Flavia
had ordered the overseers to lighten the burden on the servants. Although
she was young—at fifteen, she was just now coming into womanhood—the
supervisors still had to listen to the master’s only daughter. When she dug
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in her heels, the overseers would capitulate. For this kindness, the servants
would give her secret nods of appreciation.
“Worthy in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints,” the distinguished priest Miltiades intoned from the Book of Psalms. At these sacred
words, Flavia joined the brethren around the table in signing themselves
with the cross. A sweet cloud of incense hung in the air—the prayers of
the faithful rising to heaven, as the scriptures clearly declared. Miltiades
sprinkled spices into the graveclothes, then folded the shroud over the body.
Two deacons came forward to pick it up.
“May you live in God and the Lord Christ,” Flavia whispered. “Farewell,
dear Pistis.”
The deacons carried Pistis’s body to a bier outside Flavia’s mansion on
the crest of the Aventine Hill. Several strong men hoisted the bier to their
shoulders. Pistis’s immediate family and closest friends had gathered to join
the procession to the burial ground outside of Rome. A husky slave bowed
to Flavia, then pointed to an elegant litter with curtains of linen.
“You will attend the funeral, Lady Junia?” he asked, using Flavia’s family name.
“I shall walk. The tomb of Saint Paul isn’t far.” The slave bowed again,
then beckoned to an assistant, who helped him take the litter away.
The little procession descended the Aventine and made its way past the
pyramid that marked the gate onto the Ostian Way. The bier was transferred
into a wagon for the remainder of the journey.
About a mile outside the walls, the mourners reached an ancient pagan
necropolis. It was here that Saint Paul had been buried after he was beheaded
by Nero. Later generations of Christians had put up a memorial to remember
the place. But when severe persecution broke out under Emperor Valerian
fifty years ago, the remains of both Paul and Peter had been secretly transferred to the Catacombs on the Appian Way for safekeeping. Those holy
bones still remained there—but unfortunately, that Christian cemetery was
now in the hands of the wicked emperor Maxentius. In these difficult times,
the empire had multiple rulers, and few of them favored the catholic church.
The wagon driver pulled up before the tomb of the Junia clan. While
the deacons were readying the body for burial, Flavia approached Father
Miltiades.
34
Bryan Liftin, The Conqueror
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.

_Litfin_Conqueror_AB_jck.indd 34

6/16/20 10:44 AM

October 309

“Pistis was a righteous man,” she observed. “He worked hard and never
complained.”
Miltiades nodded. “It is noble of your father to grant him an honorable
burial in your vault.”
“The prayers of Saint Paul will comfort his soul,” Flavia said, gesturing
toward the famous apostolic tomb, which stood a short distance away under
a large cypress tree. “Yet the necropolis itself is pagan.”
“It is mostly pagan, that is true. Yet many brethren are buried here in
remembrance of the great apostle.”
“My father’s tomb cannot house all the Christian dead, Miltiades. They
die by the day in our city—and most of them go to rest among unbelievers.”
A long moment passed before Miltiades turned and met Flavia’s eyes. “I
know what you desire, dear one. Be patient. In time, God may grant our
petition.”
“You could approach the emperor again,” Flavia suggested. “Ask him
for a favor.”
Miltiades frowned and shook his head. “Maxentius only feigns support
for us. He wants to keep our cemeteries as a bargaining coin.”
“But the persecutions are over! Our lands should be returned!”
A deacon approached the priest. “We are ready now, Holy Father,” he
said.
Miltiades put his hand on Flavia’s shoulder and leaned close. “Keep praying, dear one,” he whispered in her ear, “and I will see what I can do.”
Turning away, he removed a gospel book from his satchel and proceeded
toward the tomb’s entrance.
Flavia crossed herself and raised her eyes heavenward as she followed her
spiritual mentor. Lord, your proverbs say, “Like a rush of water, so is the heart
of a king in God’s hand.” Now I ask you to turn that wicked emperor’s heart!
Father Miltiades led the burial rites with gentleness and poise. When the
ancient ritual was finished and the body was laid in the tomb, the funeral
procession returned to the city. No one wailed or screamed, for Christians
did not grieve like those who have no hope. One by one, the mourners dispersed to their homes, until only those who belonged to Flavia’s household
were left to escort her there.
Upon their arrival, the master of the house met them in the atrium.
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Senator Neratius Junius Flavianus was a tall, thin man with a spindly neck
and a ring of gray hair around the back of his bald head. To the servants he
often seemed stern, so they scattered quickly, leaving Flavia alone with him.
“Greetings, Father,” she said, offering a bow of respect.
“You walked?”
“It isn’t far.”
“But is it dignified for a noble girl? Look at your dusty feet.”
“Feet can be washed.”
Neratius pursed his lips for a moment, then let out a sigh. “Indeed, they
can. Come and sit, my daughter.” He snapped his fingers toward a hand
maiden standing in the corner of the room. A stool was brought to the edge
of the shallow pool beneath the atrium’s skylight. After Flavia had seated
herself, the servant began to remove her sandals—and with her father standing there, Flavia did not object.
“How was the funeral?” Neratius asked.
“Pistis was given over to God with all dignity. Thank you for granting
him a niche in the family vault. That meant a lot to the servants.”
“He was a good worker for us.”
“And a faithful brother. Yet”—Flavia glanced at Neratius—“he was buried
in a pagan necropolis.”
The remark made Neratius frown. “A necropolis that once housed the
body of Saint Paul! That is no small thing.”
“I know. It is certainly a worthy resting place for Pistis. Yet it bothers me
that Maxentius still holds the church’s rightful lands. He is your childhood
friend! Can you not do something?”
“The persecutions only recently ended here, Flavia—and they still continue under the Eastern colleagues. Everything is unstable now. This isn’t
the time to be making religious requests of a nervous emperor.”
“I would do it,” Flavia muttered. She noticed the handmaiden who was
rinsing her feet suppress a smile.
Neratius snorted. “Oh, I suppose you would snatch the folds of the augustus’s toga and shake him until he complied?”
“If that’s what it would take, I would!” Flavia replied defiantly, though
she knew the statement was ridiculous.
“The Praetorians would run you through before you could take the first
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step.” Neratius craned his neck and gazed at Flavia’s feet. “That’s clean
enough,” he told the handmaiden. “Put on her sandals and be gone.”
“Yes, master,” said the girl. She finished the job and hurried away. The
atrium fell silent now, its stillness broken only by the gentle gurgle of the
fountain in the middle of the pool. A shaft of sunshine from the lofty skylight
made the water sparkle. Flavia stared at the little golden fireflies that seemed
to dance on the pool’s ruffled surface. At last she stood and faced her father.
“If you were the city prefect,” Flavia declared, “Maxentius would listen
to you.”
“If I were the city prefect, I wouldn’t seek trivial favors from the emperor.”
“Trivial? You are a Christian! A church even meets in our house. Wouldn’t
you wish to defend the rights of your brethren?”
Neratius’s expression softened. He began to approach, and Flavia smiled
as he came. People often said her father looked like a stork, with his long
legs and the beak-like nose of his patrician ancestors. He’s awkward, but
he’s a good man, Flavia thought, a man who follows God as best as his high
rank will allow. She let him bend and kiss the top of her head with stiff yet
tender affection.
“Will you pray to the Highest God that I might become city prefect?”
he asked.
“Of course, Father. I pray for it often.”
“I’ll make a bargain with you. If God grants that petition, I will ask
Maxentius to return the church’s properties.”
“Not just that. Ask him to favor the Christian religion like Emperor
Constantine does. Ask him to be baptized as a believer in Christ.”
“Ha! You are worthy of the Junii clan, my daughter! You drive a hard
bargain!” Neratius tapped his chin for a moment, then finally threw up
his hands and shrugged. “Yet if that is God’s price for making me the city
prefect, so be it. I shall ask Maxentius about this.”
“Do you think he will agree?”
Neratius chuckled and shook his head. “That old pagan? Not a chance.”
After patting Flavia on the shoulder, he circled around the pool to the far
side of the atrium. Pausing at the door, he turned and looked back. “But
don’t forget to pray for me anyway.”
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“I will, Father.”
Flavia demurely straightened her dress as she watched Neratius disappear
into his study. Her father’s cavalier dismissal of the bargain disturbed her.
Sitting down on the stool again, she glanced up to the skylight. A single
puffy cloud adorned the blue rectangle above.
“Can anything ever really change?” Flavia whispered to the cloud.
At that moment the household gardener entered the atrium with a jug
and waded into the decorative pool. Flavia watched him cup his hand against
the fountain’s flow and direct its water into his vessel. When it was filled, the
gardener turned and left the room, leaving wet footprints on the marble floor.
“Like a rush of water . . .”
A smile turned up Flavia’s lips as she looked back to the skylight again.
“Alright, Lord,” she said, “I believe.”

Q

Rex was halfway up the road to the pass when he heard the first rumble
of thunder. Though dark clouds had been gathering in the distance for some
time, Rex had hoped the capricious nature of mountain weather might
cause the storm to pass by. Now he knew for sure he was going to get wet.
Just keep moving, he told himself. Embrace the pain and endure.
Up ahead, two cadets were trotting at a slower pace than his. Soon he
would overtake them, just as he had already passed four others. Though
the men’s head start had seemed like an advantage at first, hunger and
thirst were beginning to take their toll. Rex’s backpack, in contrast, held
the rations, waterskins, and woolen cloak he had retrieved from the urban
barracks. He intended to win the race not just with his body but with the
careful planning of a sharp mind—like a true speculator should do.
As he trotted uphill, his respiration heavy yet regular, Rex’s mind drifted
back to one of Aratus’s most vivid lessons, an illustration Rex would never
forget. The savvy centurion, tested by many battles, had been teaching his
young cadets about the importance of the Roman supply chain. “It’s what
separates us from the barbarians,” he had said. “They are mere warriors.
We are a field army.”
To drive home his point, Aratus had assembled his protégés at the wrestling ground, then ordered a naked Thracian to stand before them. The slave
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was the most muscular individual Rex had ever seen. His physique was so
bulky that he looked like the product of Europa’s tryst with the bull. As
everyone stood gawking at the giant monster, Aratus pointed to the scrawniest cadet of the bunch and declared, “You shall fight him.”
The boy and the Thracian were each given nets like those used by the
“fisherman” gladiators. For a long time, the adversaries circled each other
under the hot sun—feinting, dodging, throwing their nets, missing, and
trying again. The boy was quick and kept his distance, for the Thracian was
obviously a superior warrior. Soon, however, it became apparent that the
giant’s strength was failing. When his throw was errant and his attempt to
retrieve the net too slow, the boy managed to entangle his opponent and
bring him to the ground. All the other cadets cheered.
Only then did Aratus reveal a secret: the Thracian had been starved for
two weeks and deprived of water for two days, making him vulnerable to
the skinny trainee. “Your body is like a fire,” Aratus said. “Without fuel, it
dies to an ember and goes out. A speculator will always supply his flame so
it can burn bright.” As Rex passed the two men ahead of him on the road,
one of whom was staggering like a drunk, he silently thanked Aratus for
such a memorable lesson in logistics and resupply.
When the rain finally came, it tumbled from the dark sky as if some
aquatic god had decided to empty his pitcher on the sons of men. Rex had
already donned his cloak, so he simply pulled up the hood and maintained
his slow trot. Though his long blond hair was tied by a thong at the nape
of his neck, wet strands hung from his forehead and plastered his cheeks.
Water trickled from the hood’s edge into his eyes and soaked his tawny beard.
Sometimes a cold rivulet would find its way down the collar of his woolen
tunic like an icy finger probing his sore muscles. Eventually Rex quit trying
to wipe his face and just learned to squint through the ever-present droplets.
“You got another cloak?” the Sicilian cadet called from the base of a
larch tree on the side of the road. His arms were crisscrossed over his chest,
and he was shivering badly. Rex passed him without reply, for this wasn’t
a cooperative competition. No man deserved any aid. The winner’s prize
would not be divided. Only three men were ahead of Rex now. He had seen
no sign of Geta, who was likely in the lead.
By late afternoon, Rex’s pace had slowed to a steady walk. The rain had
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not let up and the wind had intensified, sucking the warmth from his body.
As the road snaked higher toward the alpine pass, it also turned steeper.
Each swing of his leg was an effort, each upward step a victory. Rex longed to
huddle under an overhang for a brief respite from the drenching downpour
and bone-chilling gale, but such a stop would result in failure. The short
breather would become an hour’s nap, and then all would be lost. Rex knew
his greatest adversary was neither behind nor ahead on the road. His real
competition was his own mind. He had to find the iron will to keep going
when his body demanded relief.
The attack happened at the place where the road left the tree line. Three
legionaries burst from the underbrush with clubs and ropes in their hands.
To capture a cadet in this famous race would surely earn the men some
leave time or a few coins—and no one would mind if the cadet’s nose had
to be broken or his teeth were knocked out in the scuffle. Since there was
nowhere to run, Rex turned to the attackers and readied himself for a fight.
It was time to see whether Aratus’s three years of grueling preparation had
done their job.
Though the oncoming men were soldiers, troops like these were primarily
trained for collective battlefield maneuvers, not hand-to-hand combat. The
disciplined ranks of the Roman legionaries, with their stabbing swords and
interlocked shields, were more like a consolidated war machine than individual martial artists. But Aratus had taught the cadets the art of pancratium,
the “all-powerful” method of fighting devised by the Greeks. The techniques
included powerful punches, sudden takedowns, stifling chokeholds, and
excruciating armlocks. A good pancratist could have an opponent on the
ground before he knew what hit him. Most standard legionaries had never
seen anything like it.
The first man to reach Rex was a tattooed recruit of Celtic background.
He roared like a bull as he swung his club in a wide arc. Instead of taking
the force of the blow on his body, Rex stepped into the swing and secured
his opponent’s elbow and upper arm. Using his hip as a pivot, Rex turned
the man’s momentum against him and hurled him to the ground. The big
Celt screamed as Rex twisted his arm while he wallowed in the mud, forcing him to release the club. A hard whack on the back of the head left the
soldier prone in a puddle. Now Rex had a weapon of his own.
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