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Even after fifty years, Augusta Vindelicum was little more than a military camp. 

Certainly since the time of Augustus, when it had been founded, the frontier had been 

pushed northward and the community was no longer the furthest point of penetration 

managed by the Legions against the defiant, turbulent German tribes. The Rhaeti had 

recently been subjected to Roman arms and endowed with the undoubted benefits of 

the Pax Romana - and Pontius Pilate was one of a long procession of administrators 

sent to ensure that they were grateful.

He was also one of a long procession of administrators determined to remove himself 

from the hell-hole of the German frontier as soon as it was expeditious. Crude, damp 

stone structures were beginning to appear among the wooden edifices which had 

gradually replaced the tents of the legions. He had the undoubted honour of inhabiting 

one of them - a place which doubled as a home and an office. To call it home was 

almost derisive, to be sure, his wife had tried her best, but it was an insurmountable 

battle against biting winds and the mud of winter. As yet, he hadn't experienced what 

passed for a summer in this dismal, barbaric land, but he had no doubt that it would 

prove as unattractive. 

He glowered out at the orderly array of buildings contained within the Vallum and the 

Fossa beyond, which were their ultimate line of defence and a reminder of the 

uncertainty of the Pax he was supposed to maintain. If the terrain was unpromising, the 

population were worse - surly, suspicious, unwashed, uncultured barbarians - their 

hatred for their overlords glowered in their eyes and they were undaunted enough to 

show it in the form of contempt for any orders he might attempt to apply. The days were 

gone when he could command the Legions to enforce his decrees at sword-point. The 

threat was no longer there - and the Rhaeti knew it.



The Legions were still there, of course, and this was the only defence he had from being

slaughtered in his bed - but he had no command of the Legions - and he had little 

interaction with them. The cohorts came and went - patrols were vigilantly maintained - 

the local populace knew where they stood - but Caesar's representative was a man 

without teeth or muscle - and they owed him no goodwill.

The word had been sent ahead - Caesar was coming! Pilate had experienced a sudden 

surge of hope - he would appeal directly to Caesar for relief - for the reversal of the 

spiteful posting to this outlandish frontier, which Tiberius had engineered. Everyone 

was aware that there had been no love lost between Tiberius and his successor. Pilate 

had high hopes that the new and affable Caesar might be induced to change the order. 

Within days, his hopes had receded, Caesar was not coming, but his Legate was - to 

inspect the progress of the Legions along the borders of the barbarians. Pilate no 

longer hoped, he awaited the approach of the lesser official with something 

approaching apathy.

Caesar's representative had certainly taken his time, which had allowed a succession of

couriers to overtake them and to report their progress. Through them, he knew that the 

Imperial Legate was one, Flaccius Honarius, a Senator who was also one of Gaius 

Caesar's intimates. This information had been enough to revive flagging hopes - 

perhaps Honarius had enough influence with the new emperor, to persuade him to vary 

Pilate's posting. It appeared that he had enough influence to be delegated Caesar's 

emissary.

The hopes were raised one day, to be nullified the next, Honarius had fallen ill, there 

was a possibility that he might abort the mission and return to Rome. If he continued, 

he might succumb. No one could tell Pilate whether he would receive a corpse, or no 

one at all. If the Legatus Imperium died after arrival, there would be no doubt that Pilate 

would be allocated responsibility. He future prospects appeared more bleak as each 

day succeeded the one before.



He had heard nothing for three days, the regular procession of couriers had ceased - 

for what reason, he couldn't ascertain. The mountain passes might be blocked by 

blizzards - perhaps there were no despatches to be brought to the frontier - perhaps - 

perhaps there had been an uprising and the new Caesar was dead!

Pilate fretted and fumed - and as at that moment, glared out at the icy alpine peaks, 

trying to will them into divulging information. His four clerks had received an increasing 

donation of his venom, and for the most part tried to keep out of his way. The days 

were gone when he could rely upon Tertillius to keep them at the peak of efficiency. 

The thought of Tertillius made his lips tighten, he had left him in Rome, hoping that he 

might find someone to influence on his behalf, perhaps, by now the ingrate had 

probably abandoned him - no doubt he now enjoyed a much more favourable position 

in Rome, than did his former master at the frontier of Germania Superior.

Towards evening, a courier from Rome - one of those he had previously bribed to give 

him information - came to tell him that he had passed the column of the Legatus 

Imperium no more than one hour previously. The man could tell him nothing about the 

condition of Caesar's representative, other than the rumours he had gleaned from 

junior officers he had contacted when passing them. The Legatus was still indisposed - 

another of Caesar's friends had been commissioned to lead the column to Augusta 

Vindelicum. The man had casually added.

"The King of the Jews is travelling with them!"

Pilate had suppressed the lurch of panic which had emerged from the pit of his 

stomach. The last time he had heard the expression had been at the execution of the 

Galilean - the one Marcellus the Centurion had botched. Was the man truly alive!? He 

fought down the proposition - it was impossible - even if he had survived, he would 

hardly be found in one of Caesar's official delegations. The other possibility was Herod 

Antipas - but he wasn't the King of the Jews - unless his fortunes had rapidly changed 

under the new Caesar! For the moment, he had other things to concern him - he 



quickly rewarded the informant, and then propelled his cowed staff in preparations for 

the expected deluge of officials. His wife was urged to provide a feast and suitable 

accommodation for an unknown number. With minutes to spare, he was able to await 

his guests clad in the most resplendent of his tunics and togas, and watch them enter 

through the outer gate.

The vanguard of troopers peeled away to be marched to their quarters - there, no doubt,

to complain to anyone inclined to listen, about their brush with death on the march. 

Pilate waited in a bleak, thin, icy wind, for the core of the column to come to a halt 

before his dwelling. He stared mutely into the eyes of the one who had been described 

as Caesar's friend and tried to formulate appropriate words of greeting.

"Pontius Pilate greets the Legatus Imperium!"

Lucian allowed himself to twitch a smile. He pointed to the litter.

"Senator Flaccius Honarius is Caesar's Legate - my commission is at an end."

Pilate nodded coldly and thrust his way forward to the litter - where he was greeted by a

wheezy cough. He ordered the bearers.

"Bring him inside without delay!"

They complied, the litter was bounced through the narrow doorway, to be followed by 

Pilate. Lucian and his companions were left to fend for themselves.

"How quickly the bloom of fame and fortune fades."

Agrippa eyed the administrator's departing back with mocking eyes.

Lucian snapped.

"Do you mean Pilate - or me?"

Agrippa responded smoothly.

"Perhaps both, my friend!"

Belatedly, household staff appeared to escort them to their quarters. Lucian was left 

alone, while Balthus sorted out his baggage. The room was cold and damp, with the 

wind from the mountains blasting in through the open window aperture. Lucian shivered,



perhaps it was his turn to contract the illness that had struck down Honarius. It was 

some hours later when there was an enquiry after his comfort - this time from a 

harassed clerk, who brought the additional sign of civility of an invitation to dine with the 

administrator. It wasn't a welcome invitation, but Lucian surmised it was the only option.

Accordingly, he dressed as if to be in Caesar's presence, squinting into a battered metal

mirror, which distorted all attempts at sartorial elegance.

Poppeia greeted him like an old friend - he had always liked Poppeia, even though she 

had made a deplorable choice in husbands. She looked tired to the point of exhaustion, 

no longer a young woman, and by the look of it, engaged in an unrelenting battle with 

Augusta Vindelicum. She had been told to dress for the occasion, but her gown looked 

as tired as herself - perhaps a fair indication of the fortunes of Pilate.

The polite exchange of reminiscences of Palestine and enquiries after Rebecca, her 

children and their health, was interrupted by the arrival of Agrippa, also suitably 

resplendent in princely attire. Lucian couldn't help wondering who was trying to impress 

who - or whether it was a subconscious effort on both their parts to reduce the status of 

their host. 

Honarius, it seemed, was still too unwell to join them - and quite exhausted after the 

long journey. However, a remarkable recovery could be expected on the following day.

Pilate appeared, still trying to maintain the posture of the Procurator of Palestine. He 

was polite but icily distant. He acted the perfect host in an unlovely setting of rough 

stone walls, unclad with the usual marble, which Poppeia had vainly tried to dress with 

banners of cloth which stirred uneasily in a persistent draught.

They were led to the feast - even given the calamitous circumstances, Pilate still gave 

the impression he lived well. They had hardly taken their seats before Pilate opened the

conversation.

"I must say, Publius, I'm surprised to find you commanding a military column."

Pilate was wasting no time as usual. Lucian inclined his head and smiled.



"I too was surprised to be entrusted with completing the journey when poor Honarius 

became ill."

Agrippa interjected smoothly.

"But then, dear Lucian IS Caesar's friend!"

'Dear' Lucian' wasn't sure it was a good contribution to the discussion. Pilate responded 

coolly.

"How very gratifying to find oneself in so much favour with so many Caesars!"

"I am greatly honoured to have gained his trust - and Caesar Tiberius commanded me 

to attend him - as no doubt you remember, Pilate?"

Pilate's cold eyes didn't blink.

"I recollect that you left Palestine virtually under arrest - just as others left Palestine for 

other pressing reasons!"

Lucian saw a slight tensing of Agrippa's facial muscles - it passed quickly.

"You must have been misinformed, Pilate - Tiberius asked me to attend him so that he 

could have another opinion of the situation in Palestine."

He had the satisfaction of seeing Pilate's glare intensify.

"And now, Gaius Caesar sends his - friend - with the Legatus Imperium for the purpose 

of inspecting the Legions."

Agrippa interposed softly.

"That - and for other reasons, Pilate."

Pilate turned his gaze on him.

"I am informed, your highness, that you are to be congratulated - you are now overlord 

of Trachonitis and Batanaea."

Agrippa inclined his head.

"I am also in the favour of Gaius Caesar."

"You mentioned other reasons, my lord - what are they?"

"That surely is a matter for the Legatus Imperium to tell you directly - after all, they may 



be confidential."

"But you know?"

"We are aware of them, yes - but bound to discretion."

Lucian felt almost sorry for his old enemy, twin spots of colour had relieved the 

cheekbones of his grey face. He interposed.

"I must say that my reason for being present is no secret - Caesar is well aware of my 

wish to open new avenues for the expansion of my business - he suggested this would 

be a good opportunity."

Pilate managed to look incredulous.

"Among these thieving barbarians!? You must be insane, Publius! I warn you - don't turn

your back on them - unless you have the desire to collect knives between your 

shoulder blades!"

"I'm more interested in amber than knives, Pilate. I hope to make contact with traders 

from the north."

"Mark my words - they're the worse kind - and I mean what I say about trusting your 

back to them."

Agrippa interjected again.

"Touching to find you so concerned about Lucian's health."

Pilate's glare intensified.

"If he gets killed, I'm the one to conduct an investigation - retrieve the body - and send 

it south to grieving relatives! Frankly, I can do without the extra work!"

"Your compassion is quite touching - Caesar will be most gratified to hear of it."

Pilate's face was set like marble.

"Perhaps Caesar will be persuaded that I'm better suited to another locality."

"Not, I think, if he receives the body of a dear friend - and knows of the extra work it 

entailed!"

Lucian felt compelled to intervene.



"I must protest, I'm not dead yet! I haven't met the man with the knife - and Pilate will 

have no extra work on my account!"

Agrippa lounged back in his chair and smiled.

"Pure conjecture - pure conjecture - helps to pass the time in trying circumstances."

Pilate snapped.

"Trying circumstances!?"

"Why - the indisposition of our poor friend Honarius - I do hope he recovers - otherwise, 

you might have those extra duties you mentioned."

The evening staggered to a conclusion - much earlier than otherwise would have been 

normal. Agrippa was the one who pleaded the fatigue of the journey and the need of an 

early night. Lucian was about to follow him, when Pilate took his arm.

"Another cup of wine, Publius."

Lucian couldn't refuse without discourtesy. Pilate handed him his refilled cup.

"I remarked earlier on changes of fortune - mine and yours - and of course, our dear 

friend Marius Agrippa."

Lucian waited.

"Your change of fortune appears to be the result of a remarkable series of events."

"Agreed, I was able to be of service to Gaius Caesar before Tiberius died. Gaius 

sought me out - not the other way around."

"How very fortunate for you."

"I agree - very fortunate."

Lucian wondered where the conversation was leading. Pilate continued.

"On the other hand - as you can see - my fortunes have taken an adverse turn. No 

doubt due to lies told by my enemies in Palestine. As a result, Tiberius posted me to this

barbaric frontier province."

"You are very frank."

"It's true - as well you know! I wonder if you, perhaps, were one of those who 



contributed to Tiberius' decision!?"

Lucian stared at him, Pilate's eyes were cold and hostile. Lucian pulled himself together 

and shrugged.

"Tiberius asked me about the general conditions in Palestine - as I saw them. He was 

interested in Herod, in Caiaphas - "

"And myself, no doubt?"

"You were mentioned as part of the general conversation - but not specifically."

Pilate continued to glare into his eyes. Lucian didn't drop his gaze.

"I had no reason then - nor do I have today, to tell lies about Pontius Pilate."

Pilate hissed.

"Not even on behalf of your dead Messiah, Publius!? Oh! Yes! I know about your 

allegiance to this sedition! Does Gaius Caesar, I wonder?"

Lucian took his time to respond.

"I tell no lies on behalf of Jesus the Galilean, Pilate - and if Caesar isn't already aware of

my - allegiance - I'm sure he will be told!"

"That could make life difficult for you."

"Maybe - on the other hand - perhaps he's indifferent."

"That will remain to be seen! After all, he chooses strange candidates for his friendship -

 take Marius Agrippa now - our little princeling of Trachonitis and Batanaea. I'll tell you 

his story, you might find it amusing!"

Lucian eyed him warily, his mood had changed - or perhaps it was yet another ploy to 

entrap him or make him indiscreet. Pilate slumped in his chair and stared at the firelight 

flickering against the floor.

"Better still, you can read it for yourself!"

He rang a small bell - a slave appeared immediately.

"Bring Patrolus here."

They waited in silence until one of Pilate's scribes appeared.



"Bring to me all of the reports concerning Marius Agrippa."

The man scurried away. Pilate murmured.

"You will see for yourself that I am very thorough in the knowledge of my enemies!"

The scribe returned carrying an armful of scrolls. Pilate gestured to a table upon which 

he placed them - and then dismissed him.

"You will find them numbered. They cover many years. I have my informants in many 

places - even in Rome - and at this time!"


