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Palmyra was some one hundred and fifty miles north-east of Damascus. Joseph knew 

a little about it, but, had never been there. It was a prosperous city amply supplied by 

springs which were reputed never to fail - an oasis on the fringe of the emptiness of the 

Syrian Desert, which stretched endlessly to the south-east, before merging into the 

untrackwilderness of Arabia. It was reputed to have been founded by Solomon, Israel's 

king - then, it had been known as Tadmor. Now, it clung to an uneasy autonomy, 

casting one eye to the new menace of the Roman Empire, which hugged the coast of 

the Great Sea, but whose logical extension would be inland, striking towards the 

Empire of the Parthians. If one eye was cast to the west, the other was watching the 

east, where the Parthians would be calculating the best course to combat the potential 

menace of a Roman invasion. 

This was about the limit of Joseph's knowledge, a limit which would be shared by most 

of his fellow merchants in Judaea or Phoenicia. As the quartet of riders neared the city, 

Joseph debated on a course of action. There would, as a matter of course, be Jews 

living in the city. It could hardly be otherwise since it was on a main trading route to and 

from Babylonia and the riches of the east. Joseph was only too well aware that his and 

Lucian's enterprise to open up to the eastern trade, was by not means ground-breaking.

 For countless generations, traders

had plied to and fro, and there was a certain naiveté in Lucian, when he imagined he 

might be the first to bring eye-opening new products to the fickle attention of his fellow-

countrymen.

He would quickly learn the truth of the old saying that there was nothing new under the 

sun - or at the very least - very little new under the sun! If there were Jews in Palmyra, 



there would, without a doubt, be at least one synagogue - and probably more. The 

Master had given the instruction to go first to the lost sheep of Israel - and afterwards to 

others - but going to others was a concept that even Joseph found hard to visualise - 

even if the work of the Master had been opened up to the Greeks and Romans. 

Joseph's vision for this journey was to go to the Jews - but the question to be resolved 

was - how?

On the journey to Damascus - and since - he had deliberately stepped aside from his 

rank and title - he and his four companions had journeyed without trappings, as simple 

merchants who were content to claim no privileges. This was something in which 

Joseph was determined to persist, but he knew his own people. So many were bound 

up in tradition and custom - none were more bound up than the crop of priests who 

controlled the religious life of their followers. They regarded rank and title as matters of 

primary importance. Joseph came to the reluctant conclusion that they would be more 

likely to open their ears to a prince than to an unimportant trader.

They would reach Palmyra on the following day, and still ringing in their ears were the 

salutations and farewells they had received from the Damascus brethren. How 

reluctant they had been to allow them to leave - Isaac, in particular, had urged them to 

remain for a while and had only been quietened when Joseph had told him of the 

special commission he had received from Simon-Peter. The word of the big fisherman 

carried the ultimate weight - Isaac had conceded that he would be wrong to try to hold 

them in Damascus, but he had taken every opportunity to bring his small flock under 

the word of this new traveller with the commission to carry the Master's word to all 

those who would listen. Joseph was reminded of drowning men, who were desperately 

trying to draw as many breaths of life-giving air that they could, before the waters 

threatened to overwhelm them.

He parted from them with reluctance on the one hand, but with fresh determination on 

the other. He was well aware that it was time to move on, for the authorities knew of his 



presence in their city - the Jews of the synagogues were hostile, their heathen friends - 

Aretus' commissioners - were speculative as to whether they could extract something 

out of the situation for their personal advantage. Joseph was worried about Isaac and 

his small flock, but the Damascan leader simply shrugged.

"One more stripe across our backs for the Master will be to our honour. They've 

watched the coming and going of the congregation. By this time, they will know who 

you are - and so, when you've gone and they see we've become quiet once more, they'll

lose interest."

Joseph hoped he was right, for the opposite could equally happen and Isaac could be 

interrogated about the supposedly seditious talk they might be accused of hearing. 

Now, before the gates of Palmyra, the uneasiness wouldn't go away, and it was 

instrumental in causing him to change his mind. In Palmyra, the approach would be 

different! Over the evening fire, he explained his altered plan. He concluded.

"So, you understand, we will still incline to simplicity - no extravagances - but we will be

who we are for the purpose of approaching those who will be inclined to listen. When 

we travel on afterwards, we will revert back to how we are now."

Saul cleared his throat in the ensuing silence. They all waited expectantly, Saul wasn't 

inclined to voice his opinions very often.

"My Lord Joseph - for that's how you will always be to me!"

He glanced up with a peculiar mixture of defiance and deference.

"My Lord - I feel uneasy under the present arrangement - Both Eli and myself have 

always been your loyal servants and you have always treated us with a special regard - 

but, you are our lord - and you always will be so because of your rank and lineage - for 

us, it can never be otherwise!"

He subsided and glowered into the fire. Joseph responded quietly.

"But we must change, Saul - the Master is the Son of God, yet he came to this earth as 

the poorest of men. He wasn't born into the house of the ruling prince, he was born to 



the wife of a humble carpenter. His early years were spent in such surroundings - he 

didn't claim rank or privilege, even when he died on the cross. How can I remain a 

prince, when he chose to be a carpenter's son? How can I rule when I must be a 

servant of one who chose to be the greatest servant?"

Again, there was a prolonged silence - it was Jonah who broke it timidly.

"Surely, Lord Joseph, it doesn't matter so much what men want to call us - it matters 

more what we are in our hearts. Men may wish to call you Lord Joseph - and the Prince 

of Arimathea, but in your heart you can still be the servant of the greatest servant and 

the Lord will call you his own."

Joseph looked across to him and thought of the words of Jesus: 'I thank thee, O Father,

Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and 

prudent, and have revealed them unto babes.'

On the following morning, there was a subtle difference in the demeanour of the four. 

Joseph had dressed simply enough, but now the garments were of someone of rank. 

Saul and Eli, together with Jonah, rode slightly behind him as they entered the city. 

They negotiated the gates without undue attention from the guards. There was a 

steady flow of traffic in and out, and perhaps this contributed to the indifference of the 

soldiers. The architecture of Palmyra was a peculiar mixture of Mesopotamian and 

Greek, as if it wasn't quite sure in which direction to lean. Around its walls were green 

fields of crops, no doubt watered from the famous never-failing springs. It was a picture 

of prosperity and peace, but Joseph had the sensation that it was waiting for the 

inevitable blow which could come from east or west, which would utterly disrupt the 

tranquillity.

Within the walls, it was a hive of industry - streets of merchants and craftsmen 

relentlessly pursuing those who passed by their premises - open market squares 

crowded with flamboyant caravans of merchandise which made even Joseph pay close 

attention. Once again, he was assailed with doubt about the enthusiasm of Lucian, who 



had a mental picture of himself bringing unheard of articles and riches from the east, to 

tickle the vanity of the highest ranks in Rome. These products had been traded for tens 

centuries - even back to the time of the Phoenicians. There could be no doubt that 

there were riches and wonders - but surely Lucian wouldn't be introducing anything not 

already known in Rome! His Roman partner had been seduced by Bezar - but this city 

was full of Bezars - and they hadn't yet travelled a fraction of the way to Babylon!

They found lodgings at a prosperous inn, where it was quickly realised that they were

people of substance. The landlord was almost obsequious - naturally, Joseph remained 

aloof, allowing Saul to make the arrangements. They were conducted to quarters which 

were a considerable improvement upon those they had suffered since leaving 

Caesarea. The meal was even provided promptly and was tolerable.

Jonah asked. 

"How will we make contact with the Jews in the city, Lord Joseph?"

"Leave it to the landlord - Saul has let it be known that we are rich Jews, seeking our 

own kind. The landlord will go out of his way to ingratiate himself with us and make 

sure that the appropriate people are told."

He sounded a little bitter, he continued.

"It won't be different here than in other places."

There was a tall man waiting to see them early on the following day. Jonah eyed him 

with interest, he was unlike any other Jew he had ever seen - with the possible 

exception of Bezar. This man was dressed in the gaudy clothing of a Mesopotamian 

and crowned with a conical hat swathed within a turban. He was extremely deferential, 

bowing low to Joseph and extending the greetings of his master, together with a 

respectful invitation for him to accept the hospitality of his house. It was graciously 

accepted and the man moved away quickly.

Jonah stared after him. Joseph murmured softly.

"You can now close your staring eyes and gaping mouth."



He sounded irritated - he continued.

"One would think you had never seen a foreigner before."

"I never have, Lord Joseph - not one like him!"

Joseph sighed.

During the ensuing visit, the subject of the Master's doctrine was not raised. Jonah  

waited for it, but Joseph was deliberately evasive. They were received with deference,   

and it was obvious that their host was overwhelmed by the fact that he actually had a 

Prince of Judaea under his roof. He and Joseph discussed business, with Joseph 

making cautious enquiries about the prospect of trade with the city. He made no 

commitments, but left the impression that there would be an outcome to the visit. Their 

host was almost rubbing his hands together in anticipation by the time they left. Once 

clear of the premises, Joseph released pent-up breath and relaxed.

"I suppose you wonder why we said nothing about the Master, Jonah?"

It sounded like a challenge. Jonah nodded. Joseph went on.

"It wasn't the purpose of our visit - there is a time to be silent, as well as a time to speak 

 and we will speak when we visit the synagogue on the Sabbath."

The location of the synagogue was about the only spiritual matter to be discussed 

during the conversation.

On the Sabbath, they entered a small building which was set unobtrusively in a back 

street, away from the bustle of commerce, which still continued on this holy day. This 

more than anything else branded Palmyra as an alien place. The synagogue was 

packed, the word had got around that an elder of Israel was in their midst - and one 

who had been recently in the City of David. Joseph and Jonah were led forward to a 

conspicuous place, as if the Ruler of the Synagogue was frightened unless they should 

be spirited out of his sight before they could be presented to those gathered by the 

mystique of their presence. Joseph's face was set and Jonah could see that he wasn't 

enjoying the experience.



The ritual took its measured course and then the time came when the scrolls were 

offered to Joseph and he rose to accept the invitation to read from them. There was 

total silence as he accepted Isaiah and opened it slowly to the place he wanted. Jonah 

watched intently, hardly able to breath and a shiver went down his spine when he 

realised what Joseph intended to do.

The Prince of Arimathea, with his prayer shawl over his head, intoned the words of the

ancient text:

"I read from Isaiah: 'Who could believe what we have heard, and to whom has the 

power of the Lord been revealed? He grew up before the Lord like a young plant whose 

roots are in parched ground; he had no beauty, no majesty to draw our eyes, no grace 

to make us delight in him; his form, disfigured, lost all the likeness of a man, his beauty 

changed beyond human semblance. He was despised, he shrank from the sight of men,

 tormented and humbled by suffering; we despised him, we held him of no account, a 

thing from which men turn away their eyes. Yet on himself he bore our sufferings, our 

torments he endured, while we counted him smitten by God, struck down by disease 

and misery; but he was pierced for our transgressions, tortured for our iniquities; the 

chastisement he bore is health for us and by his scourging we are healed. We had all 

strayed like sheep, each of us had gone his own way; but the Lord laid upon him the 

guilt of us all. He was afflicted, he submitted to be struck down and did not open his 

mouth; he was led like a sheep to the slaughter, like a ewe that is dumb before the 

shearers. Without protection, without justice, he was taken away; and who gave a 

thought to his fate, how he was cut off from the world of living men, stricken to the 

death by my people's transgression? He was assigned a grave with the wicked, a burial-

place among the refuse of mankind, though he had done no violence and spoken no 

word of treachery.'

Thus far I will read and to these words and add - Today have these words been fulfilled,

 I can vouch for them and I have had a part in them!"



There was a ripple of discussion through the packed crowd, Jonah saw Saul and Eli 

tense, only Joseph, his prayer shawl still in place, seemed totally unmoved. The 

murmurs died away, it appeared that the curiosity of those gathered was greater than 

any antagonism which might have been engendered by the identification of an ancient 

prophecy with the living man who stood before them. The murmuring died away and 

Joseph began to speak clearly and deliberately, expounding the meaning of the 

passage and bringing the message of the Master. He came to his own part in the long 

story and the incredible events which followed after it. He came to an end, and stepped 

away from the scrolls and returned to his place.

There was an explosion of sound, and arguments raged fiercely on every side - clearly 

some were inclined to believe what they heard, others were vehemently opposed. Saul 

and Eli eased through the crowd to join them. Joseph remained seated. Saul shouted 

above the turmoil.

"We must leave, Lord Joseph - now!"

Those responsible for maintaining order in the synagogue were having a hard time 

trying to separate fiercely debating groups. One of them eased through the press, he 

was perspiring profusely. He added his plea to Saul's.

"I fear for your safety, Lord Joseph - there are factions here who may wish you harm."

He was clearly an unhappy man. Joseph nodded and smiled. He seemed strangely 

aloof - Jonah realised with a tremor of surprise that he was totally unafraid - he had 

only ever seen such a complete serenity on one other face - and that had been the 

Master in similar circumstances. Joseph rose and Jonah, Saul and Eli formed a tight 

cordon around him, with the flustered official elbowing his way through the conflicting 

groups, they reached the outside. The official hurried back inside, closing the doors on 

them - perhaps indicating that it was the last he wanted to see of them - or perhaps, to 

confine the tumult within the building, so that curious onlookers didn't gather to find out 

what the noise was all about.



Joseph smiled at his companions, he still had the look of serenity. The prayer shawl 

had dropped to his shoulders. They reached their horses and mounted. He glanced 

back at the synagogue.

"It seems that the lost sheep of Israel in this town are not inclined to receive the Master 

or his teaching."

Saul growled.

"If you ask me, Lord Joseph, we were lucky to get out of there alive, or at least without a

severe thrashing."

"Not lucky, Saul - blessed!"

They rode back to their lodgings, not inclined to keep to the strict Sabbath laws - and 

on the following day left Palmyra, taking the road towards Mari and the Euphrates.

…..

Marcellus had led his troop ten miles up the road to Castra Regina, before he met a 

patrol coming in the opposite direction. A hasty conference revealed that they had 

made no sighting of two men on foot - or even mounted, for Marcellus considered the 

possibility that Lucian and the barbarian might have taken to horses once clear of the 

sentries posted on the watchtower at Augusta Vindelicum. For the hundredth time he 

cursed the rank, arrogant folly of Lucian Gaius Quintus Publius, who imagined he could 

walk around the wilderness of Rhaetia with as much precaution as he could in Rome or 

Caesarea. The man had either to be a fool, or he was demented!

Marcellus wheeled his horse around and gestured for his men to do likewise. If the 

object of their search wasn't on the road, then they must have taken to the forest on 

one side of the road or the other. Marcellus considered the north-western side most 

likely. In that direction eventually, they would come to the Danuvius, and beyond that 

broad river lay the utter wilderness of the rolling forests of southern Germany. There 

was forest land between the road and the river, of course - miles of tangled roots and 



dank darkness into which a man would be swallowed in an instant.

He supposed Lucian must have thought he had a charmed life - one of those people 

who believe that others could be caught up in the outcome of going off alone with a 

barbarian, but that he would come out unscathed. By this time, he would have already 

learned his mistake. Alternatively, by this time, he might already be dead and beyond 

reconsidering a stupid decision - or he was being dragged through dense undergrowth, 

perhaps bound and gagged, so that he couldn't utter a sound if a patrol of troopers 

passed within five paces of him. That was the density of the German forests - almost 

like being in a fog of trees, hardly able to see a hand before your face, and totally 

vulnerable to a sudden attack from naked, painted men, who would leap out from 

behind the trunk of a tree and slide a knife between the joints of your armour, before 

you were even aware of their presence.

Marcellus pursed his lips, utterly convinced that there would be no sighting of his 

erstwhile - on and off again - friend. Rebecca might as well put on her widow's garments

and perform whatever rites her One God excepted for the reception of a new citizen 

into whatever realms he controlled. Marcellus wasn't sure of and didn't much care 

about the hazy beliefs which had brushed against him, around him, but never over him, 

in Palestine. Then there was the matter of their 'Master'. Marcellus felt a grim 

satisfaction that by attaching himself to him, Lucian hadn't found some mystical ability 

to avoid the predicament he was now in - that is - if he was still alive.

He came back to the furthest point thought possible that the two men could have walked

in the time since the alarm had been raised. Vespa had despatched him up the road, 

so it was to Vespa that he reported.

"No sign - we met a patrol out of Castra Regina, they saw nothing."

Vespa nodded, he looked grim.

"This isn't good, Marcellus - we've managed to lose one Caesar's Amici!"

Marcellus nodded tersely.



"Better said that the fool lost himself!"

Vespa eyed his militancy with dour interest.

"I thought he was your friend too."

"At times - that still didn't prevent him from being a reckless fool!"

"Has he done anything like this before?"

"If he has, he came back to live again - this time, I doubt if he will."

Vespa grunted agreement.

"We have most of the foot-soldiers beating the undergrowth. I've told them to watch 

their step. If this was a planned abduction, there might be quite a sizeable band waiting 

in ambush."

"I've heard these people don't fight our kind of war - no rearguard - they're like the 

Zealots - hit and run!"

At the end of a long day, the foot-soldiers reassembled on the road and marched back 

to Augusta Vindelicum. The search had been fruitless. Vespa rode ahead to join the 

other senior centurions to bring a bleak report to the Tribune waiting in town.

Marcellus found himself confronted by Marius Agrippa as soon as he returned to his 

quarters. In a way he wasn't surprised to see him, given the circumstances - on the 

other hand, there had been no repeat of the night of wine and disclosures during the 

march.

"I hear there's no sign of him."

Agrippa was in one of his favourite poses, sitting on a table with one leg swinging.

"None! The stupid fool's been swallowed up in the forest!"

Marcellus unbuckled his armour, assisted by Phillus. Agrippa persisted.

"What happens now?"

"That depends on the Tribune - and whether he'll be put under pressure to mount a full 

scale search tomorrow."

"Fruitless, surely - by tomorrow, Lucian and his abductor will be across the Danuvius."



"Possibly -but I never said it would be a successful search - all I said was that the 

Tribune might be put under extra pressure to go through the exercise."

Agrippa laughed softly.

"From Honarius you mean - our Imperial Legate trying to cover his tail with Gaius 

Caesar."

Marcellus allowed an edge of contempt into his tone.

"Lucian was, after all, Caesar's friend!"

"So, my friend, am I! I didn't much like the use of the past tense to describe poor Lucian.

 Do you believe he's dead?"

Marcellus got rid of the last of his gear - he nodded.

"Either dead, or as good as."

Agrippa eased of the table.

"They might find the body and give it decent funeral rites - nice to give the ashes to the 

widow."

"That's about all she can now expect from her marriage!"

The visitor reached the door and then turned back.

"I should tell you - I've stolen Lucian's slave - the large one - the Nubian."

"Balthus."

"Is that his name? He did me a service and I thought it proper to let it be known that 

Lucian had sold him to me."

"Lucian would never sell him."

"Perhaps, but then, Lucian isn't here to deny the fact, is he?"

"Why do you tell me?"

"My dear fellow - we are friends, are we not?"

Agrippa made his exit without waiting for a reply and Marcellus thoughtfully lowered 

himself in the bath prepared by Phillus.

Balthus had indeed performed a service for Agrippa, although it was more by accident 



than design. After the turmoil which had followed his gasping narrative about his master

going off into the wilderness with a barbarian - and after he had been closely questioned

to ensure that he knew nothing else, he had returned to Lucian's quarters. The great 

bundle of scrolls which Pilate had loaned to Lucian two evenings previously, had not 

been returned before Lucian had eagerly left on his quest to find Ursus. They lay piled 

where Lucian had dropped them.

By sheer coincidence, Agrippa, who had not been present when the alarm was raised,

happened to pass by the entrance to Lucian's quarters. Balthus went and threw himself 

at his feet and begged him to tell him what to do with the collection. Agrippa was curious

and started to look through the litany of his history, past and recent. His face had 

darkened with fury when he saw how his every action had been reported to the 

Procurator - even after Pilate had been relieved of his position in Palestine. He read 

them through - there was nothing inaccurate - but it related to episodes he chose to 

forget. For a moment he was tempted to order their destruction by fire, but then he saw 

how he might be able to use them against the already tottering position of Pilate. He 

turned to the waiting Balthus and instructed him to return them to Pilate's scribe, and 

then ordered Balthus to return to him.

As he strode through the corridors of Pilate's residence, he thought over the 

conversation he had just concluded. There could be no doubt that Marcellus was a 

mutinous malcontent who was scarred by the events he had lived through in Judaea 

and Galilee. For some strange reason, he felt drawn to him - perhaps because of 

comparable miseries. It was an unlikely relationship - a humble centurion, of no more 

than Equestrian rank, coupled with a Prince of Judaea - a prince who had every 

intention of becoming a king. He had an insight that Marcellus, in some way, would 

prove himself useful in the future - in what way, he couldn't even hazard a guess.

Honarius and the Tribune were in heated dispute. Honarius might well be Caesar's 

delegate, but that cut no ice with the commander of the Augusta Vindelicum cohort.



"And I tell you, Senator, it will be a waste of manpower, time and resources to send my 

cohort into the forests on a wild goose chase! Accept it! The man has gone! If he wasn't 

found today, he'll never be found! He's a dead man!"

Honarius spat back.

"He's Caesar's friend - any one who declines to search for him is NOT Caesar's friend!" 

The tribune leaned forward, which face almost black with fury.

"Then, Senator - YOU go and search for him! But I tell you this, if you in turn get 

yourself lost - or taken by the tribes - you can tell them that Caesar doesn't like it and 

they had better let you go, - or you'll spit in their eye! I for one won't lift a finger to find 

you!"

Honarius' fury reached apoplectic proportions, he found his voice.

"I'll have you stripped of your command for this! I'll have you arrested and flayed alive

before I have you crucified - do you understand me!"

The tribune responded very softly.

"Oh! Yes, Senator - I do understand! I do hope you have a safe and uneventful journey

back over the Alps - so many unfortunate accidents can happen along the way!"

There was no doubt of the menace and the promise in the man's eyes. Honarius didn't 

show his alarm, but prudence began to take the place of confrontation. The man had to 

be very sure of himself if he was willing to lock himself in a verbal battle with Caesar's 

Delegate. The tribune continued.

"If you should return safely, please be so kind as to give my special greetings to young 

Caligula - he knows me well, I was like a second father to him - especially after 

Germanicus Caesar died."

Honarius didn't go into the mechanics of how the man could have been in a position to 

be a second father to Gaius, when the boy was in Syria when his father died - and no 

doubt, the tribune was in Germania. He wheeled about and stormed from the room. 

The tribune followed him with his eyes and debated whether to kill him close to Augusta 



Vindelicum - or to wait until he came to a treacherous spot in the passes.

Pilate was totally unaware that his precious scrolls had been returned late. His scribe 

diplomatically thought it best to forget to mention the fact, as he was responsible to 

secure them, and he had neglected to do so earlier. They were returned and that was 

all Pilate needed to know. Pilate was left free to try to piece together a forward plan for 

his own future. The private interview with Honarius, after the public examination, had 

not been encouraging, and he hadn't expected it to be so.

The Imperial Delegate had no reason to relax the legal bindings which were slowly 

enclosing him. Pilate had neither the resources, nor the inclination to try to bribe 

himself out of trouble. Firstly, he considered it to be futile - Honarius was Gaius 

Caesar's man - an attempt to bribe him would automatically be reported and would be 

coloured to be tantamount to admission of guilt. Pilate had no doubt that Honarius 

could be bribed - but not on this occasion, Caesar was too closely involved, his interest 

too sharp - his delegate would be watching his own hide.

When the private interview was over, Pilate was left wondering what had been its 

purpose. It had been nothing more than a fishing expedition, with Honarius simply 

repeating what had been expressed in his judgement. - Pilate was to remain in Augusta 

Vindelicum for the time being - 'until Caesar has reviewed the report and has come to 

his decision'. Pilate was to remain the Administrator of this barbaric region, whose 

natives regarded him and his authority with contempt. The tribune in charge of the 

garrison would continue to treat him with equal contempt and offer minimal co-

operation and security for his and his wife's protection.

Pilate looked out of the window slit facing towards the nearest forest tract, it so 

happened to be the area into which it was presumed that Lucian Publius had been 

lured. Pilate considered the thought - 'he had been lured' - What could have induced 

him to take such an appalling risk? The man wasn't naïve, he knew well enough the 

risks - but he had still gone with this man as if he was a trusted friend.



He had reports about this - Ursus. It was his Roman name of course - a name given to 

him by the soldiers because of his size and appearance. His barbarian name would 

have been unpronounceable. He had walked into the town a few weeks earlier, and 

had immediately headed towards the market place just beside the main gate. The gate 

guards had watched him carefully for a few days, but he had concentrated on bartering 

his wares, drinking his uncouth beer - Pilate shuddered at the thought - and had slipped 

out of the gate into the forest at nightfall. He would return every few days or so - at 

irregular intervals - with more merchandise. His coming and going was so irregular that 

it wasn't possible to deduce if he had a camp close by or otherwise.

So much for Ursus - Pilate considered the erstwhile Lucian. Publius had stepped 

beyond his capabilities on this occasion. He could no more be counted as an ally, nor 

as an enemy. Lucian was now a non-person - very possibly a corpse. His testimony no 

longer counted, although it was unfortunate that he had been able to open his mouth 

before his disappearance. If only he had been snatched away a day or two earlier - but 

what had happened could not be rescheduled. Publius had opened his mouth very 

wide indeed, virtually destroying Pilate's character before the commission of enquiry. 

The administrator's face darkened - had Publius lived, he would have found a way to 

punish him for his insolence.

On the following day, Honarius and his party were scheduled to depart, Augusta 

Vindelicum would settle down to its usual little disturbed patina of mud and manure,  

which would intensify as the thaw set in. The flies and midges would multiply to hordes 

which were capable of conquering the Roman legions. Life would become a hell of 

insect bites, malodorous aromas and the constant menace of untamed tribes ever 

prepared to pour down from the dark interiors of the forests across the Danuvius with 

perhaps the intention of repeating the feat of their hero Arminius, who had managed to 

decimate three of Augustus' legions.

It was not a thought to be held to one's breast, but it was always there - the knowledge 



that the legions were not invincible - that it was possible for them all to be slaughtered 

in their beds, or the town torn down and burned around their ears with grinning 

barbarians ready to hack them apart when they stumbled out from the flames.

He pulled himself together, Honarius was going, and that had to be an asset. He would 

find some way of ingratiating himself back into Caesar's favour - perhaps, in Rome, 

Tertillius would be able to contrive something which would put him in a favourable light -

 perhaps, Lucian Publius, by some miracle, would stumble out of the forest and Pilate 

could find a way of claiming credit for saving Caesar's friend. Both courses sounded 

desperate and impossible, but it was all that was left to Pontius Pilate, the once mighty 

Procurator of Judaea.


