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Livinia arranged her reception for Lucian with the skill of a

commanding general, carefully assessing the enemy and their disposition,

before exposing her target to them. Lucian was blissfully unaware of all this

manoeuvring and was suitably grateful for his hostess’ efforts on his behalf.

His gratitude was Livinia's compensation, having accepted that it was folly to

allow her daydreams of an amorous liaison with him to become more than a

fleeting expression of suppressed erotica.

She was well aware that some of the other Roman matrons of her own

age and even older, considered it fair game to attract virile young men to

become their lovers. It wasn't a game she cared to play, her loyalty to

Claudius was absolute, although she knew it set her apart as a curiosity in

the eyes of her bored and more worldly contemporaries.

Lucian, for his part, was quite prepared to be seduced, especially if it

served the purposes of his excursion to Judaea and beyond. Lucian was a

man of fixed purpose. He too had a particular loyalty and that was to

Septimus Publius, who had become his guardian when his parents had been

killed in Gaul during a raid by the barbarians from outside the protection of

Rome.

He knew of no legal reason why Septimus should have taken him into

his household. His father had been an emissary of Septimus and that, he

assumed, was the obligation which had driven his patron to become his

guardian. Certainly, if he hadn't done so, Lucian's future would have been

bleak, even to the extent that he might have been sold into servitude. Lucian,



therefore, was quite prepared to use any means to achieve his and his

patron's ends.  

Septimus had seen to it that he had been educated by the best Greek

tutors available. Septimus was a man of culture himself, leaning towards the

Greek philosophers, as did most of the more cultured Romans. He ensured

that Lucian was equipped to be a brilliant conversationalist, he also ensured

that the young man developed a good business sense. In this, the old man

had been gratified to find that Lucian had picked up the astute capabilities of

his father and to these inborn capabilities, Septimus grafted on the acumen to

persevere and to clinch advantageous terms of trade.

As Livinia had been quick to notice - and also quick to realise that

others would notice - Lucian was a remarkably handsome young man, tall,

well proportioned, dark haired, blue eyed, curly haired, long nosed, sensual

lipped, square chinned - in fact, everything calculated to make a youngster

unbearably conceited about his natural attributes. Septimus had been wise

enough to realise this, and had put the boy in the charge of a grizzled officer

of his own guard, with the strict instruction that he could knock any signs of

arrogance and self-appreciation out of the boy's head - which the officer did

obediently and with a heavy hand.

The second commission was to teach the boy military skills - although

Septimus’ secret hope was that they would never been required. Lucian,

therefore, under the tutorship of the old officer, became a skilled swordsman

at close quarters, and a brilliant marksman at archery. He was also the

master of most who frequented the gymnasium and skilled in the more subtle

forms of oriental style wrestling.

None of this, of course, was known to Livinia and such had been the

efficiency of the heavy hand of the old officer, that Lucian kept his aptitudes



to himself, unless he was called upon to exercise them.

Livinia had to admit that he was skilled in the social graces, for he

captivated the half-dozen wives of junior officials she had managed to entice

to her reception, and contrived to keep them all balanced with attention, so

that each one of them believed that she was the sole recipient of his favours.

Now, he lounged on a couch, his long legs stretched comfortably into a

semicircle of attentive knees, telling them all about his adventures in Gaul,

where he had been sent by Septimus to finalise a profitable deal. At the time,

he had wondered why the old man had suddenly entrusted the task to him,

but now he understood, it had been a dummy run for Judaea.

Lucinda, the wife of Tertillius, opened her eyes wide and asked him

breathlessly.

"And now, you are here with us, Lucian - we can't allow you to leave

quickly - there's so much to show you in Caesarea - and then, there's

Jerusalem - and sometimes, even Antioch."

Livinia's lip twitched in disdain, she'd seen the wide-eyed look before

and heard similar words - What had been the young officer's name? -

Matrachus, that was it! Tertillius had got to hear about it, of course, and the

young man had been abruptly banished to some outlandish border garrison

to the south.

Lucian was in the process of answering smoothly.

"I would be delighted to go to all of those places - especially if I could

be certain that I could meet you all there - unfortunately, I might have to leave

earlier than I planned. A great deal depends on whether I'm needed here to

look after my patron's interests - and, unfortunately, if I don't make contact

with influential people, I might just as well go back to Rome and  

defeat!" They all agreed that such a result was unthinkable and they all agreed



that they would exert suitable pressure on unsuspecting husbands, to ensure

that doors were opened for this charming young man, whose eyes held the

promise of unspecified delights to come.

Each left, highly satisfied that they had made a conquest and that it

would only be a matter of time before the boredom of this provincial

backwater, would become a thing of the past.

Lucian took his hostess by the shoulders and kissed her lightly on the

cheek. She blushed like a young girl and felt immediately foolish.

"Thank you, Livinia - I think you've saved the day!"

She nodded grimly.

"Each one of them thinks she's made a conquest and each one of

them thinks she's going to make a fool of her husband. I told you before,

Lucian - watch your step!"

He grinned at her happily.

"What would I do, without you to defend my virtue?"

"Don't make fun of me, Lucian! I mean what I say, those women are

married to men who can make your stay in Judaea very uncomfortable - if

they are so inclined - or if they are provoked. With some of them, their

influence stretches back to Rome - and they can be very vindictive. It's

happened before and it will happen again - just make sure that you're not the

victim! I wish I'd never exposed you to such a danger!"

Lucian's face was sober now, he didn't release his grip on her

shoulders and stared into her eyes.

"Don't worry about me, Livinia. I know how to look after myself. I'm not

a boy, I know how to avoid danger - and I won't allow things to get out of

hand, no matter how determined a lady might become. I shall keep them at

arm's length."



She was unconvinced.

"Keeping them at arm's length might be worse than the other extreme.

It will take only one word of tearful accusation of a wronged wife to her

husband - whether the accusation is true or false - and the damage is done! I

say again, Lucian, tread very carefully! - And, if you say I remind you of your

mother again - I shall hit you!"

He shook his head.

"Not my mother, Livinia - a sister!"

She glared at him.

"That's worse!"

With unusual severity, she ordered the slaves to clear the remains of

the feast and made it clear that she'd had enough of him for a while. Lucian

retreated and pondered that perhaps he didn't understand women as well as

he imagined. Livinia was angry with him and he didn't know why. She seemed

angry with herself for exposing him to some half-explained danger. He

understood what she was trying to say and he understood her warning. He

was twenty-two years of age and he had lost count of the number of affairs he

had had with some of the most influential matrons of Rome. They had all

been conducted within prescribed rules. Each knew the limitations society

demanded and each had ended amicably when the time was ripe. He felt

confident he could handle any situation Livinia envisaged.

There was another caller later in the day. He heard a clatter of 

disciplined feet on the road, which came to a halt outside the villa. The

garden gate was thrust open and Marcellus Flavius marched through and up

the path. Livinia greeted him before the door, just as Lucian emerged from

the upper level.

Livinia preceded her guest into the atrium. Marcellus was saying.



"I apologise for this unannounced visit, but the matter is urgent."

Livinia responded stiffly.

"You are welcome at any time - excuse me, I will arrange

refreshments."

She swept out of the room, before the officer had a chance to refuse.

His glanced at Lucian.

"I seem to have upset her."

Lucian shook his head.

"She's not having a good day - mostly my fault, I'm afraid."

Marcellus eyed him with curiosity but was non-committal. Livinia swept

back followed by two slaves who brought a tray containing a wine bottle,

beakers and some fruit. She announced.

"I've taken the liberty of calling your men from the road - if you want

them, they're outside the kitchen."

Marcellus rose in some confusion and she swept out again. He

subsided. Lucian grinned.

"I doubt if even your men are tough enough to argue with Livinia when

she's in that mood!"

"In the name of Jove, what have you done to her to upset her like

that!?"

Lucian was thoughtful.

"As near as I can tell - I called her my sister."

Marcellus laughed.

"That explains it!"

Lucian poured the wine.

"What brings you into this battle, Marcellus?"

"An unexpected opportunity to visit Jerusalem and possibly beyond, if



you're interested."

Lucian put down his beaker.

"I'm certainly interested! What's happening?"

"The Procurator's had a sudden whim to visit there - it happens

occasionally and there may be some ulterior reason I don't know.

I'm to captain the escort and it's usual to allow other travellers to join

us if they wish - we have a little unrest in the hills - mostly Zealots and there's

a particular band of brigands who're making a nuisance of themselves.

As I remember, you said you were interested in contacting some of our

Judaean merchants - you might have more chance in their so-called Holy

City!"

Lucian exclaimed.

"I really appreciate the offer, Marcellus!"

"Save your thanks for when we finish the ride, which is usually hot and

dusty at this time of the year. You can buy me a good dinner at a particularly

expensive place of low entertainment!"

Lucian smiled and nodded.

"Agreed - when do we leave?"

"Tomorrow - be ready at first light. Pilate doesn't sleep late and we'll 

cover a good distance in the cooler hours."

Marcellus rose to leave, bade Livinia a courteous farewell, rounded up

his men and marched them through the gate and the villa was quiet again.

Lucian explained his plans and thought he detected that Livinia was

secretly relieved to be free of him for a few days. Claudius was non-committal

at the evening meal, other than to say.

"Better you that me, Lucian. Jerusalem reminds me of Vesuvius - now,

there's no more to see than a wisp of smoke and all seems peaceful, but we



know it can show a very different nature. Jerusalem is the same, there's a lot

of heat under the surface and one day it will erupt and we will have to send in

the Legions before it's quiet again!"

Lucian didn't sleep well that night, no doubt, because of anticipation of

what the next day would bring. He was up with the dawn, moving quietly

down to the lower level and then into the garden, where he was able to douse

himself in a small pool, which he had to himself. It was refreshingly good, but

he didn't feel inclined to linger, hauling himself out and wrapping himself a

coarse towel.

On the previous evening, he had made ready a small travelling bag,

which he strapped to his horse behind the saddle. His host and hostess were

not to be seen when he left the villa and he had the feeling that he was

creeping away like a thief, but it was an unreasonable thought. It was very

early and he could hardly expect the household to spring to attention

because he was making an early start.

He made his way down to the port area, to where the garrison was

housed and found the place a hive of activity. There were quite a few pack

animals, which would take up the rear of the convoy. To these would be

added the baggage of the Procurator and his staff. Pilate would ride close to

the lead, to avoid the dust, which would be kicked into the faces of the

unfortunates bringing up the rear. It was thus it had always been since there

had been armies led by generals - Lucian hoped his place would be close to

the front.

Marcellus found him after a few minutes and eyed him with approval.

"You travel light - that's good. What sort of sword arm do you have? It

doesn't matter, if you have a taste for action, you can ride with the cohort -

out of the dust!"



He grinned slightly. Lucian smiled and nodded.

"Are you expecting trouble?"

"Maybe! With the Zealots, you can never tell. They must realise that if

they attack the Procurator, we will mount a retaliatory sweep to flush them

out, but they don't seem to take that into account - and the brigands attack

anything they think is worth their while."

Lucian took his place close to the front of the procession, which still

waited the main players. A small crowd had gathered to watch the departure

of their overlord, they were peculiarly quiet. There was a sense of waiting -

for what, Lucian couldn't be sure.

Pilate came with a fanfare of trumpets, with his wife holding his arm

and followed by a group of aides. He descended the steps to the pavement,

quite close to where Lucian was mounted. He glanced at the latest visitor

from Rome, without apparent interest, but Lucian was quite sure Pilate knew

who he was and his purpose for being in Judaea. He was also aware that

Pilate's eyes were coldly emotionless. A ruthless man who could be expected 

to react without emotion and with calculated political interest. Lucian felt

suddenly chilled and suppressed a shiver.

They moved out of Caesarea and followed the road south to Joppa,

They left the half-hearted crowd behind in the town centre and rode briskly

along a good road. Lucian wondered if it had been the work of his host,

Claudius, but dismissed the thought. It would have been one of the earliest

roads built when the Romans had first occupied Judaea and would be

considered one of the main arteries for military and commercial use. It

flanked the coast all the way down to Joppa and the Roman presence was

evident for the entire length, with many fine villas on the hills above the route.

Lucian looked once or twice at Pilate, but the Procurator appeared to



pay little obvious attention to what was taking place around him, he seemed

preoccupied, and yet, Lucian thought he was aware of everything. Pilate

wasn't a man to let any detail slip.

By the late afternoon, they came to the old city of the Phoenicians,

which the Greeks call Joppa. They were met with a much more deferential

reception than that of the apathetic crowd they had left behind in Caesarea.

Marcellus moved his men in a tight ring around the Procurator and his party,

to prohibit them being swamped by the dignitaries who were making every

possible effort to gain Pilate's attention. Lucian found himself part of the

blockade, staring down into perspiring faces, who were looking for a gap

through which to come close. Reluctantly, he followed the lead of the troopers

around him and drew his sword, although he wasn't sure what he was

supposed to do with it when he had done so. He copied his companions and

glowered fiercely and silently into the hopeful faces swarming around and

then, at Marcellus’ sharp order, withdrew into the courtyard of the house to be

used as Pilate's temporary accommodation.

He dismounted with the rest and found Marcellus grinning at him.

"Now, you know what I mean when I said, save your thanks until we

reach Jerusalem!"

"That crowd - what did they want?"

"Believe it or not, each one of them hates Pilate's guts - but each one

of them knows he's the only man who can give them what they want -

whatever that might be. You'll find that with the Jews, they all want something

and they're willing to buy their way into any favour - at the same time, they're

quite willing to knife you in the back as an invader, if they get the opportunity!

Remember that when you come to what you think is a favourable bargain with

one of them - although, according to their Law, their word once given, cannot



be broken."

Lucian muttered.

"That's comforting to know!"

That night, because there was no other room, they shared quarters.

Marcellus had a fund of anecdotes, which rolled off his tongue as they

worked their way through the wine. It was a local pressing and very potent

and the next morning, early, he woke with a thick head and wondered how he

could face another day in the saddle.

Definitely the worse for wear, he took his place in the escort around

the Procurator. Marcellus and his men showed no sign of the previous

evening's dissipation, riding a rigid formation which ploughed its way through

the crowd of hopefuls who still shouted their petitions to deaf ears.

They left Joppa by an easterly road heading into the hills. At first, the 

movement of the horse under him added to his misery, but the fresh air

quickly cleared his head and he was able to take more of an interest in the

scenery. They began to rise steadily into the foothills of the range.

Occasionally, the road turned and he was able to see the broad expanse of

the Great Sea, knowing that it stretched all the way back to Rome and

beyond, to the farthest bounds in the west. He endured a spasm of

homesickness for the quiet villa of Septimus Publius, but he reminded himself

that Septimus was his only tie - no one else waited for him. He was unusual

at his age, that he had never considered a permanent liaison or even

marriage, but that was how it was, so he had no reason to crave for Rome.

The future lay on the road before him, around the next hill, or the one beyond

that.

By the middle of the day, they had penetrated well into the hills of

Judaea, which ran like a spine north to south. He was no tactician, but he



could well understand what would have prompted the kings to establish their

stronghold in these hills. The armies of Egypt and Assyria could and had,

swept along the coastal plain to join battle here and there - and if they were

lucky, the Tribes of Israel could retreat to the hills and hope that whoever was

the victor, would be too far spent to waste their time and energy on them. On

occasions, they had been lucky and on others, they had suffered terrible

privations in their mountain strongholds.

Lucian remembered Claudius’ words about Jerusalem. One day, the

Legions would have to subdue it. One day, it would go the way of many other

cities which had defied the might of Rome - it would be taken and its

population would be put to the sword and its very walls would be ground into

dust and it would never rise again. That was the message Rome always left

for those who had thoughts of rebellion.

It was in sombre preoccupation that Lucian nearly lost his life!

They had entered a place where the road twisted, the cohort had

grown wary, drawing closer around the main party. Marcellus kept his eyes

on the hilltops to each side. The cliffs weren't high, but they provided an

advantage for anyone under cover. Lucian wasn't so watchful, preoccupied

with his dire thoughts about Jerusalem. His horse stumbled and that probably

saved him, for a rock, almost the size of his head, nearly connected with it,

hurtled past and bounced off the cliff face to one side. There was a confusion

of shouts and the whinnying of startled horses, mingled with the clatter of

rocks on raised shields. Marcellus was shouting orders which Lucian couldn't

hear or understand. the escort close to him retreated inward and formed a

protective shield around the Procurator and his party, leaving Lucian isolated.

It seemed that a dozen men sprang at him from the cliff above and

from the rocks to the side of the path. They were armed with short swords



and one look into their eyes revealed them to be ferociously determined to kill

him. He drew his sword and held the frightened horse with his knees and

grasped it with both hands sweeping rather than thrusting. The blood was

pumping wildly through his veins and he was caught in a kind of blood lust.

He swept from side to side, feeling the jar as he connected and dimly hearing

the accompanying shriek.

The sword in his hands seemed to take on a life of its own and now, he

threw it from right hand to left and back again as the need arose He drew on

strength he didn't know he possessed. It seemed that he parried and sliced

and hacked for hours, before he dimly heard Marcellus’ shout and then, he 

was left alone. His assailants retreating in a mad scramble up the cliff face.

Some of the escort followed them and a few more were despatched. Lucian

sat slumped in the saddle and sobbed for breath, a tight band of pain

gripping his chest.

Marcellus faced him, his face contorted with anxiety.

"Are you wounded, Lucian?"

Lucian looked down at himself, he felt no pain and even the cramp in

his chest was subsiding. As far as he could tell, he hadn't received a scratch.

His headache had returned, he carefully shook his head.

The narrow gully was a scene of slaughter, with the corpses of over a

dozen men scattered across the ground, or at the base of the cliffs. Lucian

emerged from the daze into which he had fallen as soon as the danger had

passed and experienced the first onset of nausea. Marcellus asked him again

sharply.

"Are you sure you're not wounded?"

Lucian answered more emphatically.

"I'm not touched!"



The men of the cohort were wiping their bloody blades on any

available tussock of grass, at the same time, they kept a wary eye for any

second attack. Lucian wanted to vomit, but he didn't allow himself to do so.

Marcellus asked with a touch of wonder.

"Who taught you to fight like that?"

"An old soldier in the service of my Patron."

Lucian wasn't in the mood for conversation or elaborate explanations.

He wanted to forget the faces and the screams of the men he had

slaughtered in his bloodlust. Marcellus nodded.

"He taught you remarkable skills - You might give me some lessons

sometime."

Lucian shot a quick stare at him, but he was serious. It was his turn to

nod. Further conversation was halted by the approach of Pilate. Lucian

dismounted and faced the Procurator. He noticed that he held a short sword,

Lucian's estimation of him rose a little, obviously, he didn't shelter while

others fought his battles.

Pilate's gaze was speculative.

"You have unexpected talents for a trade emissary, Quintus."

For some reason, Lucian wasn't surprised that his name was known, or

his reason for being in Judaea. Pilate was a man who made it his business to

know everything. Lucian repeated his explanation.

"Septimus Publius is known to be a prudent man, he did well for you

and for us, when he put you under the discipline of this man."

"Your Excellency is gracious to say so."

Pilate's smile was brief, almost as if it was a pain.

"And equipped with social graces - or so the wives of some of my

aides have been telling their husbands!"



Lucian's smile remained fixed. Pilate's stare continued to be

speculative. He continued.

"You are contriving to arrange profitable introductions to some of our

Judaean merchant princes. We shall see what can be done, Quintus."

He turned away before Lucian could respond and then turned again.

The speculative look was still there.

"I knew a Quintus in Gaul - " 

"My father, excellency."

Pilate nodded slowly.

"So - you are the son of Gaius Quintus and Philippa - my wife will be

interested."

He turned again and walked back to his place behind the advance

guard. He stared straight ahead as they continued through the remainder of

the gully, ignoring the bloody corpses, which had been dragged to the side.

Lucian remounted hastily and rode behind, braving the dust and giving

himself time to try to assimilate the new situation.

The road continued to climb until finally, just before sunset, they

topped the last rise and halted. Lucian watched Pilate, his expression didn't

alter as he surveyed the wall of the Jewish Holy City, pink now in the rays of

the setting sun. His escort assembled around him watchfully, however

improbable the possibility that there might be another attack.

Once again, Lucian was beset with thoughts of what might come. He

could visualise a time when the general of Rome's invincible Legions would

sit astride a horse, from just such a vantage point and calculate what it would

take to breach those mighty walls and storm through to sack the city.

They continued onward, picking up speed to complete their journey.

Marcellus rode back to him. Lucian asked a quick question.



"Why the hurry - are we afraid of the dark?"

Marcellus eyed him sharply.

"Tomorrow is the Jewish Shabat - it begins at sunset on the previous

evening. Pilate knows it will be inviting trouble if we defile their customs. The

foray at the pass delayed us."

"I didn't think Pilate was so considerate - about Jewish customs in

particular."

"He isn't, his haste is political - he doesn't give a damn about the

customs of these barbarians, but this is the stronghold of the High Priests

and their Council - another complication is that Herod has taken it into his

head to show his face - and Pilate refuses to allow himself to be put at a

diplomatic disadvantage."

They entered through the great gates and the setting sun made the

stones a rosy pink, it reminded Lucian of blood, perhaps it was a reminder of

all the killing earlier in the day.

The streets were almost deserted. The city was like a ghost, except

that here and there, was a glimmer of lights from within the houses. They

clattered into the courtyard of the Antonia and there it was a different story - a

different world - the Roman world, where grooms took the bridals of horses

and helped the riders to dismount; where slaves came forward to attend to

their immediate needs.

Pilate and his retinue disappeared quickly and Marcellus relaxed, his

responsibility at an end. He yawned.

"Thank the god's that's over! Escorting Pilate isn't my favourite duty.

You can always expect nasty surprises. After today's episode, I think you can

be certain that there'll be a thorough sweep through those hills, looking for

the Zealots."



"So, they were Zealots?"

"Zealots - bandits - what does it matter? Zealots today, I think. Bandits

tend to run for their lives at the sight of a determined resistance. The Zealots

are a different breed; for them, to die in their cause is the greatest honour - 

and you, my friend, honoured no less than six of them!"

Lucian echoed dismally.

"Six!"

"Six! - You have to teach me that trick of tossing the sword from hand

to hand."

Lucian answered mechanically.

"It's quite easy - you only get one chance to miss - if you do, you're

minus the fingers of one hand!"

The slaves were waiting for them and Lucian surrendered to their

ministrations gratefully. Every muscle ached, not from the long ride, but from

the tension that had built up during the skirmish. They were stripped and

oiled and tense fingers untied the knots and drove out the tension. Later,

bathed and refreshed, he began to feel like a human being once more.

Marcellus asked casually.

"Tell me, have you ever been in a fight like that before?"

Lucian shook his head.

"I'm a merchant, not a soldier - but Tachius taught me well, his policy

was to push me to the limit - without drawing blood."

"Tachius was your tutor?"

"Yes - A pensioner of Septimus, who had served as a personal escort

in previous years."

Marcellus said softly.

"And today - was the first time you killed a man?"



"Was it so obvious."

"I thought you were going to vomit! Most of our new recruits do just

that when they've seen the blood they've drawn."

"But I didn't - vomit, I mean."

"No - you didn't - but you might next time!"

Lucian changed the subject.

"What's Pilate doing this evening."

Marcellus eyed him in surprise.

"I'm not his social secretary! How would I know? Entertaining his

guests - or his wife! What does a man usually do after a long ride? Has a

bath and a massage and gets drunk - which is what I recommend for us!"

He gestured to a slave to pour the wine and stretched out on his

couch. He eyed Lucian steadily and raised his goblet.

"To a prosperous future, Lucian - today, you caught the attention of

Pilate - which, admittedly, can have its disadvantages as well - but he will

ensure that you get your introductions to the people that matter - where you

go from there, will be your concern."

He drank down his wine and the slave poured more. He looked around

their quarters appreciatively.

"We always get good quarters in the Antonia - the trouble is, that we're

never here very long - Pilate detests Jerusalem."

"Why's that?"

"I don't know - you should ask him - you're the one on intimate terms!"

Lucian smiled.

"Hardly - but he seems to know more about me than I realised."

"It's Pilate's business to know about you and to assess your impact on

his small domain. Others will take a similar interest if you start gaining



influence. My advice to you is to tread very carefully, know your friends - and 

provide for a sure way of escape if the need should arise!"

Lucian laughed and raised his goblet in salute. Marcellus didn't laugh,

but his raised his goblet in response.

They went to bed suitably mellowed by the wine and Lucian should

have been able to sleep, but he found it impossible. The events of the

skirmish crowded back again and again as he tossed and turned on his

couch. Staring faces and agonised shrieks and then, worse horrors, those

which had not existed in reality - severed limbs which took on an independent

life and heads separated from their torsos, which screamed back at him -

attacking, always attacking, until he woke up with his bedding on the floor

and sweating copiously. He swung his feet to the cool flagstones and sat on

the side of his bed with his head in his hands.

He got up and crossed to the window opening and stared out at the

buttresses of the outer wall. They shut out the sights and sounds of the city.

He could hear a whisper of distant singing or chanting on the still air, pulsing

with an outlandish rhythm, which penetrated deep into him. It might have

been a wail of lament for the dead he had killed, or it might have been the

song of a lover, or a mother - or the observance of some mysterious religious

rite. He had no measuring reed by which to tell.

For the first time in his life, he felt unsure, isolated, friendless - he

corrected himself, he had a friend - Marcellus, but could he be sure? He was

an amiable companion, but he was a comparative stranger. How far could he

be trusted - especially if it came to a conflict with Pilate? It was a startling

thought! Why should he ever come into conflict with Pilate!?

He turned away from the window, collected his bedding and stretched

out on the bed. Septimus had been right in his homilies which Lucian had



been obliged to hear with increasing impatience before he left. The old man

had reminded him that he had no security - his nearest true security was

Rome and that would be too far away to help him if he got into trouble. Lucian

tried to confront the concept of trouble. What trouble? Why would he need

help? He couldn't find the answer and eventually, he fell into an exhausted

sleep.

It seemed only moments later that he woke again, this time it was a

more pleasant aspect, with the sun sending shafts of light across the floor

from the narrow openings. The slave allotted to him had been respectfully

tweaking his big toe to rouse him. He was a big fellow, as black as the night

and a beaming grin which flashed white teeth. Lucian pretended to be angry,

he growled.

"Who told you to wake me!?"

The grin didn't waver, the slave gestured to his mouth and shook his

head. Lucian looked at him sharply, the man was mute - although whether

this was natural, or had been the result of some slave-master butcher, he

might never know. Lucian allowed himself to be escorted to his ablutions and

surrendered to the huge man's ministrations. By the time he was bathed and

dressed, he was ready to face anything that came. The first thing that came

was Marcellus.

"Half the day's gone and you're still feeding your face!"

"A good morning to you, Marcellus - one day, you'll have to explain the

virtue in rising early and clattering around the garrison like an invading army."

The response was a little frosty.

"Some of us have duties - other's can lounge in bed!" 

"One of the pleasures of military life - having duties, I mean."

"The Procurator wanted to see me early!"



"That would explain your mood!"

Marcellus was determined not to be side-tracked.

"He's given me a special duty - and suggested that I should take you

along."

Lucian stopped chewing.

"Why?"

"You could ask him yourself, but I wouldn't advise it - he in a foul mood

- which is the usual situation when he's in Jerusalem."

"I thought he was going to arrange introductions with prominent

Jews?"

Marcellus waved his hand airily.

"Probably forgotten the conversation - look at it this way, when we

come back, he might remember you."

"I'd sooner he remembered me now!"

"What's your hurry? - Perhaps, he was impressed with your

swordsmanship."

Lucian's eyes narrowed.

"Are you expecting trouble - on this mysterious duty?"

"Nothing mysterious about it - The Procurator wants a first hand report

on the activities of an agitator - and I suppose you can say that we can

expect trouble - and will probably find it!"

"So, you plan to run them down with a small army and scatter them?"

"Correction, Pilate wants a reliable report, not an armed incursion.

There will be four of us - you, me, Balthus here - and my personal slave.

We'll travel as traders - in which guise, you will fit - we will observe, we will

withdraw and we will return and we will report to Pilate - nothing could be

simpler!"



"Is anything simple in Judaea?"

Marcellus eyed him with mockery.

"By the gods, he's a philosopher as well!"

They left the Antonia within the hour. It was a flagrant disregard of the

proprieties of the Jewish Shabat. The streets were deserted, the doors barred

and closed. If it hadn't been for the Roman presence at the gates, Lucian

doubted whether they would have got out of the city. Having done so, they

took the road to the east.

Lucian and Marcellus were mounted, the two slaves trotted behind,

apparently equipped with lungs which never ran out of air and an

inexhaustible supply of energy. Marcellus’ slave was a slim, fair-haired lad

from the area to the north of Dacia - no doubt, the offspring of parents

captured during the often ferocious campaigns in that area. Balthus, was as

black as coal and Lucian assumed that he originated in the distant regions

beyond Egypt, perhaps, he was a Nubian - he looked like many he had seen

in the households of Rome.

Lucian broke the silence and shouted.

"Where are we going?"

"To the Jordan!"

They had already swept through the small village of Bethany, raising

the dust with their rapid clatter and scattering population to right and left.

Lucian shouted again. 

"Marcellus, we're supposed to be traders - not a military patrol! If you

want to be a trader, act like one - if you want to be a soldier, put on your

uniform!"

Marcellus slackened pace, turned and grinned.

"You might be right, Lucian, but watch like a soldier, we're coming into



bandit country."

The road descended sharply through a series of twists and turns,

dropping down several hundred feet through the protective hills around

Jerusalem. Lucian glanced apprehensively to right and left, the memory of

the previous day's encounter still all too fresh. It had been country like this

that had hidden the Zealots and it provided plenty of shelter for those waiting

in ambush.

Marcellus didn't slacken his pace appreciably, the two slaves

scrambled after them on foot, but the road led, for the most part, downward,

and it wasn't too hard for them to keep up. Lucian considered that sentiment,

one didn't consider whether it was too hard for slaves to do anything - they

did what was expected of them - and that was the proper order of things - but

there was something about this strange country that encouraged a man to

think otherwise. It was something to watch, for if the masters started to think

that way, it wouldn't be long before the slaves started to get ideas of their

own.

They clattered into Jericho and found a very different place to

Jerusalem. Lucian had read a great deal about this hub of commerce, which

had existed across the caravan route from the desert kingdoms to the east -

to Jerusalem and the Phoenician coast beyond. Some said, that it had

existed in one form or the other, for eight thousand years. In that time, it had

been destroyed more than once, as invading armies had swept in from out of

Egypt, or the now defunct empires of Assyria and Babylon - and perhaps,

others, whose names were not even remembered. The net result was that it

had become a city of harlots and gaming houses, which could rival any of the

seaports scattered around the Great Sea. Marcellus promised him.

"If we have time, we'll taste what it has to offer on the way back."



With some regret, they left it behind, it was no more than a half day's

ride from Jerusalem and their destination was beyond, where a substantial

river coursed down a deep valley to eventually discharged into a sea which

had no exit. As they dropped lower, the temperature and the humidity rose

and the sweat trickled uncomfortably beneath their tunics. Marcellus told him.

"It's worse farther to the south. The river flows into the Salt Sea, where

it's impossible to swim or even to decently bathe - they say you can't drown

there and I believe it. the water is so salt that you come out crusted with

crystals.

The land around was unproductive wilderness, a few stunted shrubs

grow, but nothing much else. By far the best land in the province is along the

coast, or to the north around the Sea of Tiberius - that's another story - even

the people are different. If you ever go in that direction, prepare yourself for

rough comfort. If the Procurator wants to punish any of us, he sends us to

Galilee as part of the garrison of Tiberius - that's how bad it is!"

Lucian was left to make of that what he could, at that point, they turned

off the road and started to ride across rough country - it wasn't even

cultivated land and probably given over to pasture. At that time of the year, it

was covered in a blanket of wild flowers of every colour and shape. They rose 

half way up the legs of their horses, who were now treading more delicately.

Marcellus spoiled the mood by yelling.

"Watch out for snakes - the rock vipers are killers!"

Lucian glanced at the trotting slaves, Balthus’ grin was radiantly

evident, but the blond boy looked nervous.

The fields of flowers started to look the worse for wear, as if a herd of

animals had trampled through them. It was a pity and Lucian felt a mild

irritation. the reason for the despoliation soon became obvious, as they



started to overtake groups of people walking in the same direction. The

further they progressed, the more dense became the crowd. There were other

riders too and they became less conspicuous as they became part of them.

By they time they came to the Jordan, it was nearly sunset and those

who had walked with them had started to gather in small groups and light

fires, so that soon, the darkening hillside became a festoon of flickering

flames. The river lay before them, a broad thread, gold-tinted by the last rays

disappearing behind the hills beyond Jerusalem. Marcellus called a halt.

"Time for us to make camp - here is as good a place as any."

Lucian didn't think so, it was some way back from the river, but he

didn't argue - it wouldn't be Marcellus or himself who would have the task of

fetching water. In any case, the river bank was thick with fellow travellers,

they would have been hard-pressed to find a place.

Marcellus seemed obligated to defend his decision.

"A good place to watch and listen, we can move in closer, when the

agitator starts talking."

"I don't see him."

Marcellus snorted in contempt.

"I'm told that at night, he hides himself in the rocks on the other bank -

if you ask me, he probably has a woman or two hidden away over there and

enjoys all the comforts of home!"

Lucian laughed softly.

"Marcellus, you are a cynic!"

"If I knew what that was, I'd know if I've just been insulted!"

The two slaves had gone to get water from the river. Lucian looked

around him, the place certainly lacked the comforts of the Antonia, but in

some strange, undefinable way, he felt content.




