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Lucian Quintus arrived back in Caesarea saddle weary. He avoided

going to the residence of the Procurator, telling himself that it was already

late in the day and that his return was unexpected. The following day would 

be time enough to make his report to Pilate.

Claudius was already home by the time he arrived and his presence

did something to mute the reception he would otherwise have received from

Livinia. He was treated like a long-lost son which was, at one and the same

time, touching and a little embarrassing. Claudius rumbled.

"Welcome back, Lucian! We had young Marcellus here, telling us that

you'd ridden off into bandit-infested country on some wild trading mission -

and we really feared for your safety. I would have gone to Pilate, but

Marcellus made it very clear it wouldn't be a good idea - apparently our noble

Procurator knew exactly where you were and what you were doing - which I

doubted then and still doubt!"

Lucian held up his hand and protested with a laugh.

"As you can see, I came through with my skin in one piece - I was

never in any danger - and I had Balthus with me - he's big enough to frighten

any bandits back into the desert!"

Livinia agreed, having sighted the huge Nubian entering her kitchen quarters.

"I suppose he IS safe to be with? I don't want my slaves frightened!"

Lucian laughed again and took her hands.

"Rest assured, Livinia - he's as gentle as a dove - I'll be sorry to hand

him back to Pilate."



Livinia retrieved her hands reluctantly.

"So - he isn't yours?"

Lucian shook his head.

"Pilate supplied him before we left for Jerusalem - I suppose I have to

return him."

Claudius had pricked up his ears.

"You went to Jerusalem first - what did you think of it?"

"It isn't Rome, that's for sure! To be honest, I didn't have a chance to

see very much. I went off with Marcellus the next morning - to the Jordan -

and there, I think I saw some of your workers getting a wash, Claudius!"

Claudius shot him a shrewd look.

"So - you caught up with the Baptist! What did you make of him."

Livinia interjected firmly.

"Give Lucian a chance to get his breath, Claudius! He can tell us his

adventures over dinner."

Lucian was glad of the respite. It had been a long ride and all he

wanted was to soak in a hot bath and ease the ache in his muscles. Balthus

appeared out of nowhere as soon as he went to his room. He had pre-empted

his master’s requirements and had organised a steaming tub, into which

Lucian relaxed thankfully.

Later, after he had eaten with his host and hostess, he told them all he

had experienced since leaving. When he came to the end, Claudius growled.

"You took a huge risk following those two, you know. I'm surprised that

a man of Marcellus’ experience let you do it."

"He wouldn't have been able to stop me - he tried! I know it was a risk,

but it paid off - I talked to the men and I ended up reporting to Herod."

Claudius grimaced.



"That must have been a thrill - if all I've heard about him is true! He's a

man of contradictions, from all accounts. He handles the Tetrarchy

reasonably and doesn't impose too many restrictions on his subjects - no 

more than any other prince in his position. The other side of his nature leans

back to his father - he's a glutton, a drunkard, a womaniser - he has this

illegal marriage to his brother's wife. He knows he's open to censure, but their

One God help anyone who dares to open his mouth about it - hence his

interest in the Baptist, which seems to be a combination of superstition and

downright hatred. He would like to kill him, but firmly believes that if he does,

some terrible disaster will come down on his head. A strange and

contradictory man."

Lucian looked across the table to him.

"You keep yourself very well informed, Claudius - Herod has the

manners of a pig and he seems almost unbalanced when it comes to the

Baptist. Herodias is filled with hatred, you should see her eyes when his

name is mentioned, or if there's any talk about him."

"Mark my words, Lucian - she'll get the Baptist in the end - and it won't

be long, I think.

Yes, I do like to keep myself informed about the princes and lords of

our protectorate. I have to know how the wind blows in my job.

Take this Joseph of Arimathea - who seems to have given you more

than a fair share of his interest. For a young man, he possesses considerable

influence - not all of it because he's as rich as Croesus! He's well regarded

by the Procurator, Herod seems to trust him. The Priests in Jerusalem see

him as a shining example of the observance of their Law. I don't know how he

keeps his balance between them all, but he does, which makes him a very

clever young man. I'll give you this advice for free - if you should have further



dealings with him, watch your step - otherwise, when he does lose his

balance - and he will - he might drag you with him!"

Lucian laughed again.

"I very much doubt that our paths will cross again - he just took pity on

a poor traveller."

Claudius leaned back in his chair.

"I wouldn't be so sure - he's the sort of man you must befriend if you're

to advance Septimus’ interests. Joseph is rich because he is a very

successful merchant - as was his father before him. He's a shrewd man from

all accounts, perhaps he recognised a fellow seeker after greed and profit!"

Lucian laughed but shook his head.

"I don't see how I can contact him again!"

Livinia exclaimed.

"And this is the man who braved bandits - and Herod!"

Claudius interjected.

"Now, who, I wonder would have been the bigger thieves - the bandits

- or Herod!?"

Livinia suddenly clapped her hand to her mouth.

"What am I thinking about - Lucian, I'm so sorry, in the excitement of

your homecoming, I forgot to mention - a letter came for you from Rome - it

arrived three days ago!"

She called a slave and sent him to bring the package from Septimus.

Lucian took it and turned it over a few times. Septimus’ personal seal was still

intact and it didn't look as if it had been tampered with. He excused himself

and retreated to the privacy of his room.

Not only was the seal intact, but the very special way in which the

contents had been wrapped with intricate folds, was a further indication that it 



hadn't been opened and then resealed. Septimus had shown him the trick

long ago and Lucian smiled at his caution. There was a further safeguard, the

letter wasn't written in Kloine, or even in Latin. Septimus had used a self-invented

code which he always employed to ensure privacy. He wasn't alone

in doing this, it was a practice common among those who wanted to keep

their financial arrangements confidential. Lucian was intrigued, whatever

Septimus had to say, he wanted kept between them. He translated

automatically as he read.

Lucian Quintus - Greetings!

Your letter was eagerly awaited. The greetings of my friends Claudius

and Livinia were most welcome. Be sure to extend mine in return.

It pleased me to read that you arrived quite safely despite the

adversities you described and that now you are poised to commence your

commission.

Your immediate impressions were of great interest, however, within the

confidentiality of this letter, I must counsel you to employ greater safeguards

when you express them. We have many enemies who are ready to seize

upon any indiscretion in order to bring us down and you must not imagine

that these enemies are necessarily business rivals.

You are well aware of the undercurrent of restlessness which

surrounds the Imperium. In recent weeks it has intensified, especially so,

since the divine Caesar has delayed his return to Rome, preferring to remain

at Capri. There are some who suggest that he is never to return and I can

only hope that this proves to be untrue, for unless he does, who can be sure

that they are safe against the intriguers?

I do not want to create thoughts of alarm in you. I tell you this merely to

ensure that you are more watchful in the future, in what you say and



particularly, in what you commit to the written word. I suggest you use our

private code in future and be ready to defend yourself if one of our letters is

intercepted and you find yourself questioned about its contents.

Now, to what you have written about the situation in Judaea. I was well

aware before I sent you there, that they were a difficult people to handle. I

have the utmost confidence in you, Lucian. I know you will make every effort

on our behalf, without permitting yourself to become imprudent. I concur with

your thoughts that it is through the highest in the land that you will make your

contacts with those who will be prepared to enter into mutually profitable

relationships with us - but again, I counsel you, do not allow your tongue to

run away with what you might see or hear. Those who are nearest to the

flame, are most likely to be burned. It is no different in Rome, as you are

aware.

I warn you not to take sides in disputes, nor to permit yourself to

become entangled in local politics. If you do, you may find it impossible to

extricate yourself - to your damage - and mine!

I look forward with eager anticipation to your next letter, when, I hope,

you will have made interesting progress.

I remain affectionately.

Septimus Publius.  

Lucian laid aside the letter and stared out over the darkened sea in the

direction of Rome. He could read more into the letter than was expressed in

the words. No names had been mentioned, but it was obvious that Sejanus

was gaining power and Tiberius was losing his grip. Caesar had left Rome

four years earlier, first to go to Campania, supposedly to dedicate temples. A

year later, he had moved to the island of Capri, off the Campanian coast and

there he had stayed. In the meantime, Sejanus was gaining in influence,



building upon the ministerial power which had been vested in him. He had a

small private army of informers and enforcers who made sure that any hint of

protest was ruthlessly crushed.

Lucian could read between the lines, anyone in a position of power or

wealth quickly became suspect. Septimus could see the way the political wind

was blowing. Lucian had a sudden thought that just possibly, Septimus had

got him out of the way before the blow could fall. It was a sickening

realisation, he hadn't appreciated how threatened the old man had become.

He had blindly accepted the privileges in the assumption that nothing could

change. With the arrogance of youth, he had assumed that Sejanus would

never dare to touch a man like Septimus and at the same time, had turned a

blind eye to the arrest or disappearance of their contemporaries - men of

equal status and privilege.

He debated what he should do. His first impulse was to take the next

available ship and return home to defend his guardian. He owed Septimus his

life and the old man had gone far beyond the obligation he might have felt

after the death of his employee, Lucian's father - Now, he was threatened by

an upstart who had aspirations to Caesar's throne. Lucian grew more

restless, it might already be too late, considering the length of time it took for

a letter to reach him from Rome. Septimus might already be arrested - or

even dead!

He needed to talk to someone, but by this time, he was in such a

turmoil of doubt, that he wondered if he could even trust Claudius. When he

considered his options, there was no one else. He hardly knew Marcellus and

he had no idea where the Procurator stood in his relationship to the

authorities in Rome. On the surface, Pilate was commissioned by Tiberius, in

reality, Sejanus controlled every appointment and appointee.



Pilate had been appointed to Judaea in the same year that Tiberius

had left Rome - about four years earlier. There were whispers that Pilate was

in disgrace because of some irregularity in Gaul. He had fallen foul of

someone, but was it Tiberius or was it Sejanus, into whose hands the affairs

of government had already been increasingly entrusted. Whichever the way

of it, Lucian couldn't take the risk of compromising Septimus further. It

seemed to leave him Claudius, but Claudius was an engineer, he had an

amateur's approach to politics, he might provide advice, but it might be

simplistic to the point of being dangerous.

Lucian reread Septimus’ letter and tried to subdue his anxiety, telling

himself that he was reading more between the lines than was actually there.

Maybe Septimus was simply trying to tell him to be careful, rather than trying

to give him foreknowledge of what could happen. He ended up by talking to

no one, going to bed and spending a restless night.

On the next day, he sought an appointment with Pilate, but his

secretary made it frostily clear that the Procurator would not be available for

several days and that he would be summoned if the Procurator wished to see 

him. Lucian read more into the rebuff than was there, his assumption being

that Pilate had got to hear something about Septimus through his despatches

from Rome and was distancing himself from his representative.

Next, Lucian tried to find Marcellus at the barracks. He was brusquely

informed that his friend was on duty away from Caesarea and that when he

returned he would be told of the enquiry - it was another dead end. He

returned to his lodgings with Claudius and Livinia, not having the heart or the

confidence to try to contact the merchants who came daily into Caesarea to

watch their interests before disappearing again in the evening.

He moped around the house for several weeks and denied any



problems when challenged by his host and hostess. One day, Livinia took

matters into her own hands.

"Lucian! Ever since you had word from Rome, you haven't been

yourself! Something is the matter, although you deny it. We are your friends -

I hope you know that - if you want to talk, I'm ready to listen - and I won't even

tell Claudius if that's what you wish!"

He stared at her mutely, she looked so concerned and he suddenly felt

ashamed that he didn't think he could trust them. For her part, Livinia's

affection for the handsome young man had taken a dramatic conversion from

romantic to maternal. He looked even younger than his age, like a lost boy,

rather than the self-possessed charmer who had played havoc with the wives

of Pilate's Aides. In a momentary diversion of thought, she wondered what

had happened to them. They all must have been aware that Lucian had

returned, but not one of them had taken the trouble to pay a surprise visit.

She refocused her attention on her troubled guest and prompted gently.

"You can talk to me, Lucian."

"It's Septimus - I'm worried about him."

She looked even more concerned.

"Is he ill! You didn't say when you gave his greetings."

"I don't think he's ill - I think he might be in danger. I had in mind to go

back to Rome to try to help him."

"What sort of danger!?"

Lucian licked his dry lips.

"Sejanus!"

Livinia recoiled momentarily. She breathed.

"What has Septimus done to get into trouble with Sejanus?"

"Nothing to my knowledge - except to be a prominent citizen and



wealthy - and therefore, a potential threat because Septimus has never

hidden his admiration for his friend, Tiberius."

"Surely, that's not enough for him to feel threatened?"

Lucian nodded emphatically.

"You've been away from Rome for a long time, Livinia - you have no

idea how things are now. Sejanus rules - and Tiberius stays in Capri. To be a

friend of Tiberius is to earn the suspicion and enmity of Sejanus!"

Lucian resumed his wanderings around the waterfront of Caesarea in

the days following his conversation with Livinia. There was still no further

news from Rome and he couldn't make up his mind whether that was

ominous or not. There were so many possibilities that his mind couldn't

untangle them. The optimist in him wanted to believe that Septimus was

simply not trying to crowd the young man who had been sent to represent his

interests, or possibly, he considered it wiser to restrict correspondence to 

Judaea at that time. Not knowing was maddening.

Further compounding his confusion was the simple fact that Pilate was

choosing to ignore him and it had long since passed the decent interval

between his request for an interview and its fulfilment. Similarly, his message

to Marcellus had either not been received when he had returned from his tour

of duty, or he was also either under instruction, or of his own volition, not

making contact.

Lucian tried to concentrate on the task he had been sent to do,

weighing up his options as he stood looking out over the harbour and its

heavy traffic of shipping. Most of it was small, probably coastal trade which

didn't interest him. The larger vessels usually carried pennants which told the

casual observer that they were part of someone's fleet and not open to casual

trade, or anyone trying to establish contracts. It all came down to the old



argument, if one wanted to establish worthwhile trading, one didn't do it by

staring out into the harbour like someone hungry to run away to sea!

He turned away and looked up the sloping hillsides to the sumptuous

villas on their crowns, each housing the elite of the Roman presence. Further

round again, were other large houses, although Graeco-Roman in

appearance - for most of Caesarea was - they had the aura of something

else.

In a port city such as Caesarea, there would be Phoenicians, Greeks

from Athens or Corinth - or from the city states of Pamphylia, Lycia, Caria and

Asia, perhaps even Mysia and Bithnyia - not to speak of Antioch and Cilicia -

merchants from further afield, Damascus, Babylon and even beyond that.

This was a thriving port, but he was frustrated, the people who

mattered were hidden away behind those bland, sumptuous villa walls and

short of marching up to their gates and demanding entry, they were cut off

from him - it wasn't the way things were done, introductions, and usually,

bribes, were the order of the day.

An amused voice from behind him broke into his reverie.

"Surely, Lucian Quintus hasn't lost his way in this huge city!?"

Lucian turned abruptly and found himself staring into the unwavering,

slightly mocking brown eyes of his benefactor from Tiberius. He stammered,

off-guard.

"I didn't hear your highness approach - greetings!"

Joseph nodded slightly.

"Greetings, Lucian - you left in a great hurry after your brush with

Herod. My Lord was most eager to find you on the following day and I believe

your slick colleague, Julius had to lie through his back teeth, telling him that

you were urgently required by the Procurator - which, I feel, was about the



only excuse Herod was inclined to accept.

Your story of a Messiah severely disturbed our prince's digestion - or

so he would have us believe. He was very anxious to have you pick out the

new Messiah's two friends - and you spoiled his pleasure!"

Lucian held Joseph's gaze, the eyes didn't match the mocking tone,

now they were serious. He became aware of a small retinue who stood

silently behind the Prince of Arimathea. Joseph changed the subject.

"So, Lucian, as one trader to another - how's business!?"

This time, the eyes did have humour.

Lucian forced a smile.

"I think the word is - slow - your highness." 

Joseph laughed softly.

"I thought you Romans were the sharpest dealers around the Mare

Nostrum - you're damaging a well constructed reputation!"

"Do you have many dealings with dealers from Rome, your highness?"

Joseph shrugged slightly.

"I confess - my contact is limited. I tend to avoid sharp dealers!"

Lucian parried.

"There are dealers and there are dealers - My patron is scrupulous in

establishing firm contracts. His reputation and word are accepted as his

bond."

Joseph nodded.

"So - you are here to establish firm contracts - and you're having

trouble finding someone to accept your patron's credentials!"

Lucian hesitated.

"Septimus Publius isn't known in the provinces of the east, his dealings

have been confined with Gaul, Iberia and Britannia."



Joseph's eyes became sharper.

"Britannia? - A very difficult place to reach, with extreme hazards for

those who travel beyond the Pillars. Of course, we use the roads across

Gaul, but they're still bandit infested - and I have some very small interests in

Britannia.

I must agree with you, however, the name Septimus Publius isn't well

known among my contemporaries.

We must arrange a meeting, Lucian - it might be mutually beneficial."

Lucian stammered.

"I would be delighted, your highness."

"Why delay! Eat supper with me this evening - unless you are

otherwise committed."

"It will be my pleasure, your highness."

Joseph turned abruptly.

"Lucian - if we are to be potential business partners, I would

appreciate you using my name - it was, after all, how we first knew each other

- nothing levels rank more than sharing the facilities of the Tiberius baths!"

Lucian caught the expressions of suppressed horror on the faces of

some of the retinue. He looked them over quickly, they were a mixture, a little

like Joseph himself. He had employed Jews, but he had also employed

Greeks - it looked to be an uneasy blend. Lucian smiled in response.

"Very well, Joseph - in the interests of business."

Once again, a slight nod of acknowledgement.

"I understand you lodge with Pilate's engineer - I shall send a litter for

you."

Then he was gone, striding along with his advisors streaming out

behind him. Lucian watched him walk down the hill and realised that their



meeting hadn't been accidental. Joseph, Prince of Arimathea, had

deliberately set out to find him.

Lucian was very reflective when he walked slowly back to his lodgings.

There were quite a few things to consider and the deliberate meeting was

only one of them. From the little he had heard of Joseph, he was known to be

one who strictly observed the dictates of his religion. On the other hand, he

was like many of the wealthy and aristocratic classes of most conquered

races, who had quickly adapted to Roman ways, knowing that this gave them 

a sure access to the people that mattered.

Claudius had said that Joseph walked a three way balance - his

religious scruples, his co-operation with the Romans and his nominal

allegiance to the Judaean monarchy. It was no mean feat that he appeared to

be keeping all three components happy. Claudius had also warned him

Lucian not to get too close - or he might fall heavily, if and when, Joseph

finally lost his balance and tumbled.

As soon as he told Livinia of his destination that evening, the entire

household was thrown into a wild state of feverish preparation. Slaves

scurried from one task to the next, as she was grimly determined that

everything would be polished to within an inch of its life and that there

wouldn't be a speck of dust which would dare to show its face, when the

representatives of a Prince came to attend her honoured guest.

Lucian made a valiant attempt to stop the flow and nearly got drowned

in it himself. His hostess drew herself up to full height and declared her

intentions in no uncertain terms.

"I will not have it said among the wives of Pilate's staff, that I have

been slack in showing what is expected of the mistress of any well ordered

house in Rome or her colonies!



I will not have it said that I have let down the image Caesar expects in

our dealings with a conquered race!

Judaean nobility has the ear of Caesar, I would be mortified if a hint

reached him that my house looked less than fit to receive the representatives

of one of the royal houses!

Now, I must ask you to take yourself somewhere where you will not be

under my feet!"

It was for this reason that he was able to ambush Claudius when he

returned, all unsuspecting, from a day of hard toil. He had barely time to

explain and to note the desperate roll of his host's eyes heavenward, before a

sharp command issued from the house.

"Claudius - Lucian - both of you - bathe and dress to receive our guests."

Claudius’ plaintive enquiry received no sympathy.

"Why do I have to dress up like one of Caesar's monkeys - he's the

one going to supper!?

"Don't be ridiculous, Claudius - we are about to receive royalty - be

ready in ten minutes."

Claudius gaped.

"Ten - ?"

"It is now nine and a half!"

Claudius retreated.

Livinia turned to Lucian.

"You too! Septimus would expect it of you!"

Lucian nodded and escaped. Balthus was waiting, beaming happily, by

a steaming tub.

Both took considerably longer than the prescribed ten minutes - it was

a blatant act of rebellion which passed unnoticed, since Livinia had finally



consented to make herself ready. Claudius didn't stop complaining, pulling at

a tight and uncomfortable tunic, which looked several sizes too small.

"Got this damned thing six years ago - never did fit! I don't know what

she expects! Joseph will send a litter, which will stop at the gate. You will go 

to the litter, get in, and ride away - that will be that. The woman's irrational!

She's expecting a tour of inspection!"

"I thought they only had those in the army."

"When Livinia's in this mood - it's worse than being in the army!"

Livinia appeared a few moments later, resplendent in a gown which

made Claudius wince, it represented several month's salary. She inspected

them critically, sighed over Claudius’ waistline and then passed on to Lucian,

who, by this time was beginning to see the humour in the situation. He

laughed at her efforts to make him more beautiful. She announced

eventually.

"Better than one of Caesar's peacocks!"

He couldn't resist the response.

"Better than being one of Caesar's monkeys!"

For which effort, he received a withering glare from Claudius.

The anticipated anticlimax coincided with the arrival of Lucian's litter.

The only hint of opulence was that it was better fabric trimmed than most. It

was crewed by four large, blond musclemen who reminded Lucian of the

Gaulish warriors who visited the Roman garrisons during his childhood.

There was one other attendant, a tall, bearded man, dressed in a simple

tunic, whose task was to ensure his comfort and keep the bearers from

straying. How he was expected to do that if they chose to vary the route,

wasn't obvious.

Lucian was escorted from the house and installed in the litter. Claudius



and Livinia stood before their portal to see him depart. He was conscious of

fixed, cordial expressions, dedicated to invisible royalty and felt totally and

utterly conspicuous and foolish.

 

 


