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Aquila Apolonius proved to be a tolerable companion during the days following Caesar’s

repudiation of Julia Augusta. He also stayed closer to Lucian than might have been 

expected from a casual acquaintance. Together, they visited the baths and the 

gymnasium. A trip was arranged to the famous blue grotto - which Lucian found 

impressive. There were many opportunities for his assassination, but as each day 

passed, he began to breathe a little easier. The evenings were a succession of dinners 

and entertainment, over which Julia Augusta presided. She paid him no attention, but 

he had the sensation of being watched out of the corner of her eyes. Tiberius failed to 

put in an appearance for nearly a week. It came as a shock, after being lulled into a 

sense of false security, when Lucian received a summons for a private audience with 

the ageing empress. Septimus was clearly worried.

“I don’t like it, Lucian, it can only mean that she’s paying you particular attention.”

Lucian grinned.

“Perhaps I should decline the honour!”

Septimus’ last vestige of his stoic calm - he snapped.

“Then you would be a bigger fool than I supposed you to be!”

“Yes, father!”

Septimus threw his hands up into the air and turned to Tachius.

“Talk some sense into his head!”

“I usually found thumping it in worked better!”

Lucian protested.

“I only said ‘perhaps I should decline’ - actually, I’m rather looking forward to the 

experience.”

Septimus responded decisively.

“Then you ARE a bigger fool than I supposed!”



Lucian was suitably dressed and adorned and presented himself well before the 

appointed hour. Julia’s chamberlain led him into a large, airy room and indicated a seat.

“Wait here until the Empress is ready to receive you - rise when she enters - bow in due

deference - say nothing until you are addressed.”

The crash course in protocol was concluded with the chamberlain retreating and looking

doubtful about its impact. Lucian was kept waiting a full hour beyond the designated 

time. He focused on the open window and the view beyond, willing himself to remain 

unexcited. It was a warm, lazy afternoon and the sound of the waves dashing against 

the base of the cliff below the palace, almost lulled him to sleep. He was abruptly 

brought back to reality by the thump of the chamberlain’s staff. He rose to his feet 

hastily - and remembering the chamberlain’s command, bowed deeply as she 

approached.

“You may take my hand and escort me to the window, young man!”

The voice was far from authoritarian. He raised his eyes and looked deeply into hers -  

he had no other option. He took her left hand and led her to a chair close to the window.

“Be seated, young man.”

He obeyed - and waited.

“So - you are Lucian Gaius Quintus Publius - you are no doubt aware that I knew your 

father?”

Lucian’s eyes widened in surprise.

“I was not, your majesty.”

“He WAS Gaius Felix Quintus, was he not.”

“Yes, your majesty!”

“Then I knew him! I knew him before you were born - he was a companion of 

Germanicus Caesar!”

“That was something else of which I wasn’t aware, your majesty.”

She eyed him with quiet amusement.



“You appear to be remarkably ill-informed, Lucian Publius!”

Lucian stammered.

“These matters have never been discussed, your majesty.”

She nodded.

“I suppose Septimus decided to keep them to himself - considering the circumstances of

your father’s death - and that of your mother!”

Lucian groped for words.

“I understood that they were killed in Gaul - during a raid by one of the tribes.”

She nodded again.

“They were killed in Gaul - that much is correct - but not by Gallic tribesmen - they were

murdered on orders from someone in Rome!”

“I am astounded to hear it, majesty.”

She went on relentlessly.

“The reason why they were murdered is simple. Gaius Quintus knew too much about 

the murder of Germanicus Caesar - he knew who was implicated - and who gave the 

instructions! For this reason, he had to die - and so did your mother. It was a happy 

turn of fortune that you were spared - but you were marked for death, Lucian - you are 

the son of your father!”

Lucian tried to gather his scattered wits. He stammered.

“I knew nothing of this.”

“Septimus made sure that you didn’t - for this reason he sent you to Palestine and 

ordered you to remain there - and sent Tachius after you to ensure that you did!”

Lucian gazed into the lined features. She truly was very old, and if she was an impostor,

she had a remarkable knowledge of hidden facts.

Her hair was white under the cover of a scarf tied loosely at the throat. Her eyes were 

unwinking, as she held his. She was quite tiny, much more so than he had imagined 

when seeing her enter for the evening feast.



“You are quite a handsome young fellow - be careful, I might consider you for a new 

husband!”

She laughed aloud at his shocked expression.

“A little old for you perhaps?”

Lucian stammered.

“I’m married, your majesty - with two children - one a son - the other I don’t know yet. It 

was born after Caesar summoned me from Palestine.”

She leaned back in her chair.

“Then my hopes are to be disappointed, it seems! Tell me, why did Caesar summons  

you?”

The question was quite sharp.

“I confess, I don’t know. When he talked with me, it was about three men - Pontius 

Pilate, the Procurator; Caiaphas, the High priest; and Herod, the Tetrarch -  he seemed 

preoccupied with the situation in Judaea.”

“Just as he was when he asked you if you had traveled to Antioch - and if you had met 

Germanicus - and Piso - his reputed murderer!”

“It would seem so, your majesty.”

“You showed discretion with your responses.”

“Caesar was obviously tired and confused.”

“Caesar is subject to moments of confusion - they pass!”

“Yes, your majesty.”

“You are shortly to leave for Rome, Lucian - can we rely on your discretion in that city 

of intrigue?”

The question was blunt, but asked in the same soft, gentle voice.

“The matter will not be discussed, your majesty.”

“I am gratified - you will be quite sure not to mention any events or statements made by

Caesar to you privately - or openly - as on the occasion we have mentioned?”



“You may rest assured, majesty.”

“Many will seek your friendship, but few will be sincere - remember that.”

“I will be sure to do so, your majesty.”

She took his hand and held it, compelling him to look into her eyes. She sighed.

“Such a great pity you’re married, Lucian! Now go, before an old woman tries to seduce 

you and makes a fool of herself!”

He rose and kissed her hand and then withdrew from the room. Julia sat motionless for 

a moment, before gesturing to an alcove to one side of the room.

“Well, Aquila - is he to be trusted? Your opinion.”

Aquila Apolonius gazed out of the window, he answered carefully.

“I’ve grown to like Lucian Quintus, it would be a pity if I had to kill him - but rest assured,

my lady, I most certainly will if he shows signs of a careless tongue!”

Julia murmured.

“Dear Aquila - reliable as always!”

Lucian left the presence of the aged empress in somewhat of a daze. He made his way 

back to Septimus’ quarters, where he was received with some relief, equally balanced 

with suspense. Tachius demanded impatiently.

“Well, what did she have to say, lad?”

“A great deal - and nothing.”

“Which tells US nothing!”

Septimus raised his head.

“Let him get back his breath, Tachius.”

“Why? Has he been running, or visiting Julia Augusta!?”

“The latter could be more strenuous than the former.”

“The empress told me a great deal about my father and mother - some things were new 

to me.”

“Such as?”



“That my father was a close friend of Germanicus Caesar, that he was close by when 

he was killed - and that my father died - together with my mother, because he knew too 

much about the assassin and who gave the orders!”

Lucian looked directly at Septimus, who managed to appear unruffled.

“These were matters best not discussed - I made the choice not to tell you.”

“So, you agree that Germanicus was murdered by Piso - on orders from someone in 

Rome?”

“It’s an opinion shared by many of Germanicus’ friends - and I was one.”

“Do you agree that I am also a target for those who killed my parents - although why I 

should be, I can’t imagine - or is it as the empress suggested - because I’m my father’s 

son?”

Septimus paced to the window, he paused there before answering.

“She’s correct on both counts - for this reason, I placed you under Tachius’ care - and 

sent you to Judaea. You were also in danger there, so I sent him after you - now the 

danger to you is magnified because you’ve returned to Rome, and while in Caesar’s 

court, you are under the direct eye of the intriguers who killed Germanicus.”

Lucian whispered.

“But why should they be interested in me? If my father knew something, I can 

understand that he could be a target - and perhaps he told my mother, and that 

implicated her - but why me? I was a boy of eight when Germanicus died, and I was 

twelve when my parents were killed.”

Septimus turned abruptly.

“I don’t know the answer - I’ve never discovered why - but you must be on your guard - 

trust no-one!”

Lucian was silent for a moment.

“Who wanted Germanicus dead?”

Septimus contemplated the ocean.



“As you are aware, Germanicus was the son of Nero Claudius Drusus and the nephew 

of Tiberius. He served under Tiberius on a number of occasions - he was highly 

competent and successful in the campaigns he conducted on behalf of his uncle. He 

was eventually afforded a triumph two years before he died.

His wife was Agrippina, granddaughter of Augustus - an unusually happy marriage 

which produced nine children. When Germanicus died, Tiberius mistrusted Agrippina 

and watched her for many years. At the instigation of Sejanus, some six years ago, he 

had her banished to the island of Pandateria - not far from Capri - where she starved 

herself to death - that occurred about three years ago.

Tiberius mistrusted her because she tried to further the cause of her children for the 

succession after him. He also mistrusted Germanicus because he became too popular. 

Once again, a potential rival. So you see, Lucian - there were many who qualified to be 

the intriguers and instigators of murder.”

Septimus hadn’t lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. It was as if he was 

beyond caring who heard - or who could report - his assessment of the situation. 

Lucian didn’t dare to put into words the obvious implication. Tiberius had given the 

order to kill Germanicus!

Another implication was that he had also given the order to have Lucian’s parents killed!

Tiberius had also commanded Lucian to return to a position of danger, to make it easy 

for would-be assassins - despite the efforts of Septimus to send him away into 

protection. Lucian remembered the ageing Caesar’s words.

‘Septimus is an old mother hen!’

Septimus continued.

“When you leave here, Lucian, you will be under even greater threat. Your death could 

take many forms - an outright assault by hired assassins - an accident perhaps - a slip, 

or a fall - or you might be ridden down by an out of control chariot or horseman. 

Tachius will go with you - and I will accept no argument on that matter!”



“What about you?”

Septimus uttered a short unhappy laugh.

“The answer is simple, Lucian. I will remain under Caesar’s protection until I die - or until

it’s considered that I’m of no more use - or threat.”

“I can’t leave you here!”

“You have no choice - and you will make no arguments - do you understand?”

Lucian nodded dumbly.

“Very well - you will go to our estate in the hills above Rome. I have left the stewardship 

in the hands of Lepidus - trustworthy hands! Those house-servants who maintain the 

villa will guard you with their lives. From there you will safeguard our interests - cheer up

 my boy, the situation may change at any day - none of us are immortal - including 

Caesar! You must continue to live and work as if this conversation had never taken 

place - understood?”

Again, Lucian nodded.

“I had hoped to bring my wife and children to Rome.”

Septimus looked uncertain for a moment.

“Think hard about it, Lucian. On the one hand, what could be more normal than for a 

husband to want his wife and children with him? - On the other, if you leave them alone 

in Palestine, they could become a target. Consider the consequences of introducing 

your wife into Roman society - you have married a Jew, and you may well have to pay 

the price - but that price will be demanded whether she is with you, or whether you 

leave her where she is.”

Lucian put his head in his hands.

“I feel as if my skull is bursting!”

“What else did Julia say to you?”

“She asked me if she could rely on my discretion not to reveal to anybody in Rome what

Caesar has said, whether privately, or on the occasion of his outburst. She told me to 



watch for people who would cultivate my friendship.”

“And you told her what?”

“I told her that she could rely on me to keep my mouth shut tight.”

“It would seem that she’s given you enough rope to live, but also enough to strangle 

you if she chooses to pull it tight!”

There was little more to say. Lucian returned to his quarters to prepare for the dinner 

and entertainment, which was to be his last on Capri.

The parting from Septimus on the following day could only be described as one of 

restrained emotion. Septimus had tried hard to maintain a stoic calm, especially during 

their public farewell on the small jetty from which the barge would take them into the 

Bay of Naples to Puteoli.

The dinner on the previous evening had passed uneventfully, although Julia Augusta 

had deigned to give a slight inclination of her head towards him as she entered. There 

had been nothing else, it was followed by a night of fitful sleep in anticipation of what 

was to come on the following day.

The possibility of an interview with Caesar had not been mentioned again. Aquila 

Apolonius had appeared an hour or so after the interview with the Empress, to inform 

him that Tiberius was still not well enough to see him again,  and that he was free to 

leave for Rome. Septimus gave him a final embrace on the quayside. The day was 

perfect, as it had been during the length of Lucian’s stay on the island.

“Remember, my son, that I have always loved you, even though I have been 

undemonstrative.”

It was a remarkable statement from the normally austere Septimus. Lucian stared into 

his eyes, this had the stamp of a final farewell!

“I wish you would reconsider and come with us, father.”

A smile flickered across the old man’s face.

“I’ve enjoyed hearing you call me that, Lucian. I counsel you to always act as my son - 



and to lean upon the strength and advice of Tachius when I am no longer close to you. 

A final word of advice on the conduct of our business. Be sure never keep all your 

resources in one place, it is the way of prudence to spread the possibility of total loss at 

the hands of robbers - and remember, robbers can come in many disguises.”

Apolonius interjected quietly.

“It’s time to leave, Publius.”

Septimus released him and Lucian stepped down into the barge, followed by Tachius, 

who gave Septimus a clumsy hug - both looked a little surprised at the outburst of 

affection.

Septimus called out.

“Take good care of my son, Tachius.”

The old soldier nodded curtly, and Lucian could have sworn there was a tear in his eye, 

 but it could only have been the sea spray. Together, they watched Septimus’ figure 

dwindle to nothing, before they rounded a headland that cut him off from view. Lucian 

said softly.

“That parting had an air of finality - I doubt whether we shall ever see him again!”

Tachius barked gruffly.

“No need for pessimism - I thought youth was a time for the opposite.”

But inwardly he agreed, and Lucian knew it.

Aquila Apolonius approached them.

“This will be a short trip to Puteoli - there I’ll leave you and return to Capri. I hope we 

have the opportunity to meet again, Lucian.”

It was a surprise, Lucian had anticipated his presence at least until they had reached 

Rome.

Aquila went on.

“I have arranged an escort from the garrison - I’m told you might be a target for 

assassins!”



He didn’t say who told him - Lucian knew.

They parted on the quay in Puteoli - the port was busy and noisy with fishermen and 

merchants. A small squad of troopers was waiting under the command of a young 

Decarion.

Lucian realised that the details of their journey to Rome had been planned well in 

advance.

He had a slight feeling of resentment at being manipulated. He sensed he was a 

puppet on strings held by powerful interests. Once again, the woman who Tiberius 

acknowledged to be Julia Augusta came to mind - but there were others, as yet 

unknown. The parting from Aquila Apolonius was brisk and military. He smiled, saluted, 

and turned away. Tachius muttered.

“I told you once before, watch him - he’s a complicated man.”

They were not given a choice of roads to follow to Rome. Lucian would have preferred 

the Via Latinia, which went through the crest of the hills south of the city, but their 

escort took the coastal road, which was cluttered with local traffic. It bypassed Neapolis,

 and there was no opportunity to skirt the base of the smoking mountain, Vesuvius. If it 

had been a matter of security, it would have been safer to use the sea-route to Ostia, 

but the choice had been taken out of his hands. They changed horses twice at garrisons

along the way, and arrived just short of the city late in the afternoon. It was here that 

Lucian retrieved the initiative.

“Decarion, I have no wish to go to the city at this time - my estate is no more than five 

miles into the hills. You may escort me there if you choose.”

The Decarion looked doubtful, but he had received no orders prohibiting the change of 

destination. He nodded and gave the order to turn from the main highway. The estate 

lay between the coastal road and the Via Latinia - either road would have brought them 

close. They entered familiar territory, and Lucian took it all in - it had been a long time. 

The outer fields had been well kept and it looked as if Septimus’ steward had fulfilled 



the old man’s trust. There was one puzzling thing, there was no gate-keeper at the outer

wall and the gate was partly open. The Decarion halted his troopers.

“Is this usual, sir?”

Lucian shrugged.

“There’s no one living here - there would be no visitors.”

The Decarion declared.

“They should keep the gate shut.”

“The wall’s low enough for someone to jump over - I should know, I’ve done it.”

Tachius growled.

“When you broke curfew and crept in to one of my thrashings!”

The Decarion said firmly.

“We’ll escort you to the house.”

Lucian nodded. They advanced along the main path to the front door, which was firmly

closed. The Decarion turned in his saddle.

“We’ll have a look around the outside first, sir.”

“Very well.”

They had nearly completed a circuit of the sprawling villa, when they surprised a group 

of about fifty people in one of the garden arbours. They didn’t appear to be armed, but 

the Decade drew their swords at a gesture from their commander. Lucian looked them 

over, a few were house-servants whom he recognised, others he didn’t know. There 

were women and children, who stood quietly among the men. Strangely, even when 

confronted with the hostility of the drawn swords, they didn’t seem to be afraid. As far 

as he could see, none of them were armed. Lucian broke the silence.

“You can put up your swords, gentlemen - these are workers on the estate.”

The Decarion looked doubtful.

“Are you certain, sir?”

Lucian nodded. The Decade sheathed their swords and after an exchange of thanks, 



and with harness brasses jingling, they rode back to the outer gate and beyond. A tall 

man in the silent group stepped forward.

“We meant no harm here, sir - with your permission, we’ll disperse and go to our 

homes.”

“You will remain until I tell you something - first of all, do any of you recognise me?”

There was a murmur of assent from those dressed in the distinctive Septimus’ livery.

Lucian nodded recognition.

“What I have to tell you is a story circulating in the province from which I have recently 

returned. It’s the story of a man who left to go on a long journey. Before he did so,  he 

left the affairs of his house in the hands of a steward, with the commission that 

everything was to be in readiness for his return.

The one who originally told this story mentioned two possible outcomes. The first was 

that when the master returned, he found his house in good order and his servants at 

their posts - for this, he rewarded them. The other outcome was that he found his 

house in disarray and his servants drunk - for they believed that their master would 

delay his return.

Do any of you know this story?”

Lucian looked into the eyes of the spokesman. The man nodded slowly.

“We have heard it, sir.”

Lucian waited, but he said nothing else.

“Balthus - come forward.”

The huge bulk of his slave came to the side of the horse.

“Take the reins, while I tell another story.”

Lucian dismounted, it brought him level with the eyes of the watchful spokesman.

“This is the story of a man who took a wound to his upper arm and to his head. For 

many days, he lay between life and death, because the wound was poisoned, and no 

one could find a cure. On the night when he should have died, he sank into a deep 



coma, from which he should never have wakened. By his side was the woman who 

loved him and who knew he was to be taken from her - but she had a friend - a 

powerful friend, whom she knew could help him, if only he would come to the house.

Even that hope was denied to her, because two days earlier, the friend had been killed -

 he had been crucified! So she stayed at the side of her lover having no hope. At the 

door of the room, on that night, lay a devoted slave - who will now complete the story!”

He looked at Balthus.

“Go on - tell them the rest!”

The huge Nubian looked into the compelling eyes of his master. His voice gathered 

strength as he gained confidence.

“I slept on the floor outside the door, in case my master would need me, but I knew he 

was close to death. In the morning, just before the dawn, I was woken by a bright light 

which filled the room in which the master and mistress lay. A shining man stood over 

the master and looked down at him, there was a such a smile of love - never before 

have I seen such a smile.

The shining man reached down and touched the wound on the shoulder and on the 

head, and then he turned to me and I shrank away in terror, but then he touched my 

throat and my lips - and then he was gone.”

Balthus moved back to the horse. Lucian added softly.

“I was that man in the bed - Balthus was a dumb slave, who had never spoken before 

that day.”

The spokesman fell to his knees and clenched his hands together, the rest of the group 

followed suite. Lucian joined them.

“Do you know the words of the prayer, Jesus of Nazareth taught the people on the 

mountain?”

The man nodded, tears were streaming down his face. Together they recited the words.

 At the conclusion Lucian took the hands of them all.



“We all follow the same Master and the One God, his father. You can come here as 

often as you choose - but be discrete, I have enemies and I’m being watched.”

Tachius cleared his throat violently. Lucian had forgotten him, and the old soldier had 

remained astride his mount during the episode. Lucian looked up at him and smiled.

“There’s hope for you yet, Tachius - one day, you’ll believe as I do.”

“That I dispute, Patron!”

It was a none too subtle hint that Lucian was in danger of forgetting his status as the 

master of the estate and beyond that, the fortune and interests of Septimus Publius. 

The servants had already hurried away to prepare the house for the master’s return. 

The rest of the group dispersed quickly.

“At least now one question is answered - I’ll write to Rebecca and tell her to come to me

with the children.”

“It’s your choice, lad - but be careful what you write in an open letter. Talk to your 

steward and sniff out the lay of the land - there has to be some reason why those 

people met in the solitude of the garden of a country estate.”

Lucian took Tachius’ advice, sending for the steward as soon as he had bathed and 

dressed. He had ordered a light supper for Tachius and himself, which was ready to 

serve when he made his way to a room which Septimus had always used for his 

evening meal. It faced out over the glittering expanse of the city, to the sea beyond. He 

could well believe the statement of one of the revered historians of the day - whose 

name he couldn’t remember - who had said: ‘Rome never sleeps - it’s like a cat, it 

pretends to do so, but it watches.’ Lucian agreed, the City of Intrigue never slept, and no

place was more wakeful than Caesar’s court.

He sent for the steward as soon as they were seated.

Lepidus was a man in his middle years, he wore an air of authority as befitted his 

position of custodian of a wealthy home and estate. He was quite tall, rather thin, 

clearly not of the lowest ranks of the Plebeians. From memory, Lucian had never heard 



Septimus complain about the way he kept the accounts - nor the way he ran the house 

and estate. Lucian came straight to the point.

“Lepidus - did you give permission for those people to use our garden for their 

meeting?”

There was no hesitation.

“I did, Patron.”

“Why?

“They asked for a quiet, private place to meet and I was assured that they had no 

unlawful motive.”

“I didn’t see you with them - how could you know if they were not plotting to overthrow 

Caesar?”

He asked the question with a smile. Lepidus remained grave.

“I was there, Patron - but I chose not to show myself when you came.”

Tachius rumbled.

“You took a risk - the Decarion had an itch to use his sword on someone - anyone 

hiding in the bushes!”

Lucian continued the interrogation.

“Do you sympathise with their beliefs?”

“I don’t follow their ways, Patron - but they’re peaceful people.”

“How did you come to know them?”

The answer was careful.

“The leader trades with the estate - he provides fish!”

“Fish?”

“He is a fisherman from Ostia.”

“He comes far afield to sell his catch.”

Lepidus didn’t respond. Lucian asked suddenly.

“Tell me, Lepidus - are you a Jew!?”



He saw a tightening of the neck muscles and knew he’d scored a mark. Lepidus gazed 

at him steadily.

“I am a Jew, Patron - the Patron Septimus was aware of the fact.”

“The leader of the group - he is a Jew also?”

“He is my cousin, Patron.”

“And sells fish to you?”

“For which I pay the going price, not a denarii more!”

“I’m not questioning your accounts, Lepidus! Tell me, how did your cousin get to hear of

Jesus of Nazareth!?”

“Three years ago, he went to Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover, and remained 

for the Feast of Pentecost. He tells of this man Jesus, that he was crucified by the 

authorities, but that he rose from the tomb into which he had been placed - this 

according to the word of prophecy. At the Feast of Pentecost, my cousin listened to a 

mighty sermon by a man who was a fisherman like himself. It was at this time that he 

became a follower. When he returned, he sought out others who had been in 

Jerusalem with him, and since that time he’s told his story to anyone who will listen - 

mostly they are Jews, but some are not. In Rome, it becomes more and more 

dangerous for the followers to meet. The Jews are not liked, Patron, for this reason we 

tend to keep ourselves apart from others and avoid declaring our faith. Linus - that is 

my cousin - begged me to allow him to meet here from time to time. If I am in error, I’m 

ready for your punishment, Patron.”

“Did you hear our conversation in the garden, Lepidus?”

“No, sir - I crept away when the soldiers left.”

Lucian nodded.

“Linus will tell you that I claim brotherhood with him and his group. I know the fisherman

he mentioned. His name was once Simon, but now he is Peter. He leads the followers 

of the Master in Judaea and beyond. My wife, and your new mistress, is a Jew, Lepidus 



 Tonight, I will write to her and tell her not to be afraid to come here with our two 

children, for here she will find a steward who is a fellow Jew, and others who follow the 

same path as she follows in Judaea!”


