
Petronius pulled off his helmet and looked down at the prisoner, sitting sullenly amidst the soldiers and glaring at the swords pointed at his neck.  The man appeared to be Punic, maybe twenty years old, and he was glaring sullenly at his captors, refusing to speak a word.


“What is your name?” Petronius asked him.


The prisoner did not answer.


“Where are you taking this?”  Petronius held up the letter.  He didn’t need to ask where it was from – he’d recognized the seal the moment he’d seen it.  When his troops had spotted the messenger carrying it, they’d at first assumed he was a scout.  Petronius now suspected he was something much, much worse.


There was still no reply.


“Who is your master?” Petronius tried.  “This is the last question I am going to ask you.  If you are cooperative, we are willing to be lenient.”


The messenger sat silent.


“Very well,” said Petronius.  “I will simply see for myself.”  He pulled out his knife and very carefully slipped it under the wax.  He wanted to be able to re-seal the letter if he had to.  Slowly, he teased it open, then unfolded the papyrus and read the contents.


Then he read it again.  And again.  And glanced up at the messenger, wondering if this man could read or had the faintest idea what he was carrying.  Then he read the letter a fourth time, and still couldn’t quite understand or believe what was written there.


“Theophanes,” he said.


A golden-haired boy stepped out from behind the soldiers, where he had been holding onto Petronius’ horse.  “Master?” he asked.


“Here.”  Petronius handed him the papyrus.  “Read this aloud to us.”


Theophanes frowned, puzzled – he’d just seen his master read the letter to himself several times.  But he accepted the page and cleared his throat to put on his ‘reading’ voice.


“Go ahead,” Petronius told him.


“To Jugurtha, King of the Punici of Numidia,” Theophanes read aloud, “from Lucius Agrippa Asiaticus – if you prosper, I prosper.”


Petronius nodded.  He’d recognized Asiaticus’ seal.  He and Lucius Agrippa Asiaticus were not friends, but Petronius would not have believed that even a man he knew to be an embezzler and an abuser of his slaves would sink so low as to do what this letter implied he’d done.


Theophanes went on: “all arrangements are in place for the removal of Nine Hundred before the election.  I have the sworn word of eighteen senators that they will assist us.  They are: Aulus Octavius Naso; Lucius Claudius...”


“Don’t list the names,” said Petronius.  “Just go on.”


Theophanes nodded.  “I have also letters in their handwriting and sealed with their rings,” he concluded, “and will be able to make an unimpeachable case for their guilt once the deed is done.  When I am consul, we shall end this war and make a treaty of eternal peace.  May you prosper, and may this enterprise bring peace and prosperity to Numidia and Rome alike!”  Theophanes looked up at his master, who nodded to signify that nothing more would be required of him.

