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"Well, Vespa - have we made the right investment?"

Titus watched from the window the stiff-backed form of his nephew riding away down 

the path to the valley below the estate. His son shrugged.

"He's coiled up like a spring - something's eating at him, but he says nothing - and 

believe me, I've given him every opportunity to open up."

Titus grunted.

"Maybe you're pushing too hard - diplomacy and tact are not your strong suit."

Vespa grinned and responded silkily.

"It must be in my inherited characteristics!"

Titus' brow furrowed.

"From your mother's side, no doubt - not mine!"

Vespa bowed.

"Of course, father - how could it be otherwise!?"

"You haven't answered my question - have we made the right investment?"

"Something happened to him in Palestine."

"Of course something happened to him in Palestine - Pontius Pilate!"

Vespa shook his head.

"More than that - I've tried to pump him - as soon as the subject turns to Palestine, he 

shuts off. No doubt, the treatment he had from Pilate was enough to goad any man into 

rage - but he doesn't rage, he doesn't swear revenge, or even show satisfaction that 

our tame Procurator has taken a tumble. He simply doesn't respond."

Titus moved restlessly.

"What do we know about his movements in Palestine - apart from the obvious outcome 

of his encounter with Pilate? Aelius Verus - while he was still in the land of the living - 



didn't have much time to make reports. What little he told us centres around Marcellus' 

time in - where was it?"

"Capernaum."

Titus rolled it around his tongue.

"Capernaum - outlandish name! Marcellus had just taken up his post as commander of 

the garrison - a new centurion at a ridiculously young age - which I was at some pains 

to arrange."

"I'm his age and I'm a centurion."

"You - my son - are not Marcellus! - Where was I? - Ah! Verus reported that he seemed 

to be doing quite well - and then came this incident with the Zealot woman - and dear 

Aelius died defending him! What in the name of Hades would have induced Marcellus 

to take a Jewish woman to bed!?"

Vespa answered languidly.

"A healthy appetite perhaps?"

Titus shot him another glare.

"Possibly - If nothing else his - appetite - overrode his sense of self-preservation - 

which is a matter to cause us some concern - I don't want men around you who lose 

their sense of self-preservation as soon as a woman takes their eye!"

"I think you're too hard on him."

Titus nodded.

"Glad to see you like him enough to defend him."

"Oh! I like him well enough - if only he'd thaw out a little, we'd get on famously."

"The incident in Capernaum was enough excuse for Pilate to recall him to Jerusalem 

and place him on special duties."

"Reading Vittelius' report, Pilate had Marcellus on a specific special duty - watching a 

new religious leader for signs of insurrection - a special duty which ended up with 

Marcellus crucifying the poor wretch."



"Anyone accused of insurrection doesn't deserve sympathy!"

"Have you ever watched a crucifixion, father."

"Not closely - however, the penalty suits the crime."

"Not when the magistrate is Pilate, I suspect."

"The crucifixion isn't the issue - the charge of botching it, or accepting a bribe so that the

man could be rescued by his followers - it doesn't matter much which - doesn't look to 

well on his service record."

"A record written in malice by a spiteful man."

"And carefully moderated by Vitellius - he left the salient fact, there's something to be 

explained!"

"Which Marcellus vehemently declares to be wrong - the man was dead! Where does 

this lead us, father? It doesn't bring us closer to the real Marcellus - or his suitability."

Titus turned from the window and confronted his son.

"You have to ride with him, Vespa. A wrong decision now could put, your life in 

jeopardy."

"I can look after myself!"

"No doubt you can - or think you can! I'll make a suggestion, take Marcellus under your 

command, as we have agreed - but watch him for a while until you're quite sure that 

he's the man we want - agreed!?"

Vespa nodded.

"It sounds reasonable - now tell me, what's the mysterious journey he's taking - which 

earned me a polite but firm refusal when I suggested I should go with him."

"Thought you knew. He asked me if I could find out what happened to his old 

commander in Capernaum - the one he succeeded - apparently he retired to an estate 

in the Tuscan Hills. I found out where and Marcellus decided to renew his acquaintance.

 It's all part of the Palestine scenario - something he wants to do alone - who knows, it 

might purge him - he could come back a different man!"



Vespa laughed softly.

"Supreme optimism, father! Marcellus will come back to us as he went -  just as 

reserved and private. But, I'll promise you this, I'll crack open that icy privacy, or my 

name isn't Titus Flavius Sabinus Vespasianus!"

Titus growled.

"I don't need to hear your pedigree! I told Marcellus where to find Urban Phobius' estate 

 but I didn't tell him all I could have. He's in for a few surprises and who knows what 

that might shake loose!"

Marcellus was oblivious of the conversation taking place behind his departing back. He 

concentrated on kneeing his horse down the track leading to the main road to the north. 

There had been some days delay before Titus had probed enough to establish that the 

Centurion Phobius had purchased an estate when he had retired from the army - this 

was nothing new to Marcellus, what he lacked was its locality - which Titus calmly told 

him - together with the fact that it was no more than fifty miles away, in the hills to the 

north.

Vespa required to be repulsed. His cousin seemed desperately eager to dog his every 

activity and every movement. Marcellus was growing to like him, but he still needed his 

own space - especially when it came to Urban Phobius and his family - or more 

correctly - his wife, Cornelia. They belonged to his time in Palestine - and Palestine 

was not a subject he chose to discuss with his inquisitive cousin.

These reflections began to fade as soon as he left Titus' estate behind him, to be 

replaced by a gathering excitement.  He knew he had the flimsiest of excuses for 

arriving at the gate of his old commander. Phobius had almost certainly suspected his 

attachment to Cornelia. Marcellus, on further reflection, had to acknowledge that it had 

been more than obvious. Urban Phobius had chosen not to make an issue of it - and 

Cornelia had rejected any suggestion of a liaison. Marcellus had been made to feel like 

an adolescent who had overstepped the bounds of propriety. The fact that the rest of 



the garrison had surmised what was happening - and no doubt had watched the 

outcome with amusement - had done a great deal to drive him into seclusion. From that 

time on, he had rejected any overtures of friendship from his fellow officers - if they were

aware of the episode or not. This perhaps, was why he was so wary of responding to 

Vespa - a cousin he might be, but he was still a stranger whom he hadn't seen in nearly 

twenty years.

The road he took wandered through the hills of ancient Etruscia - it was most certainly 

not a military road - more likely an upgraded farm track which linked the rural 

communities of the hills. He rode briskly, this time without Phillus - he didn't want the 

slave who knew all the particulars of the time in Palestine, to be witness to what might 

prove to be a degrading rejection of his presence. Marcellus mood flowed from 

optimism to the deepest pessimism. He wasn't sure what he expected from the 

encounter - and he wasn't quite sure why he was so eager to visit his old commander. 

The mental answer came back to him and accused him of lying - his eagerness had 

everything to do with the woman he couldn't forget - Cornelia!

He had to ask the way in the final village he passed through and was shown the path. It

was barely wide enough to take a wagon and he wondered what sort of place Phobius 

had purchased - perhaps the old centurion had limited funds. The village he had 

passed through also reeked of poverty, it boasted one tavern which looked run down 

and dirty. The people were watchful, almost sullen. The sight of a centurion was 

enough to make them cautious - for some reason, Marcellus was reminded of Galilee 

and the small communities there, where the population was studiously polite to their 

Roman overlords, but where each one was a hotbed of political and religious intrigue. 

The family village of the man he had crucified always seemed to him to be such a place 

- quiet - but watching.

At the end of the track stood two wide open gates. They were open because they were 

in such a state of disrepair that they looked as if they could never be shut. Marcellus 



rode through into grounds which were overgrown with a tumult of high weeds which 

could have been a secure hiding place for a band of thieves. Once again, he was 

reminded of the hills between Jerusalem and the coast - and of Barabbas and his band. 

His lips tightened, he considered it one of his greatest failures - among so many others -

 that he hadn't put an end to the personal duel he had waged with that man.

The house emerged abruptly, standing stark and unlovely in a more cleared area. 

Marcellus reined in his horse and wondered if he'd found the right place - this surely 

would not have been tolerated by Urban Phobius - the man had more pride, he insisted 

on the smart turn-out of his men, despite the fact that they were stationed in an obscure 

and querulous province, where there was every excuse for slackness. Marcellus took a 

deep breath - Phobius would never have tolerated this!

He kneed the horse forward and as he approached the main entrance, someone 

emerged hurriedly from within the building. Marcellus came to a halt and stared down 

into the eyes of a man he knew.

"Apiasus Festus! You were with Centurion Phobius in Palestine."

The man's eyes flickered, it was unreadable.

"I was, Centurion Flavian."

"I'm recently back from Palestine - I decided to greet my old friend Phobius!"

Once again, there was a flicker of the eyes.

"That isn't possible, Centurion - Urban Phobius is dead! He was thrown from his horse a

year ago - broke his neck - sorry, sir!"

Marcellus stared at him mutely and slowly dismounted, handing him the reins.

"The lady Cornelia - is she here?"

The man nodded.

"I want to talk with her - ask her!"

Once again the man nodded, leading away the horse and leaving Marcellus standing in 

the sun. It was a strange welcome and lacked hospitality, and he began to wonder if 



Apiasus Festus was the only servant that remained - it would explain the condition of 

the grounds. The man returned.

"The lady Cornelia will see you in the garden, Centurion."

He led the way, and Marcellus remembered the many times he had joined Cornelia and

Lucius, her son, in the garden which looked down on the Sea of Galilee. His pulse  

quickened, he found it hard to come to terms with the death of Phobius - and he 

grieved, for the man had been a friend more than his commander. Mingled with his 

shock was a resurging hope - Cornelia was now free - and living in a condition one step 

removed from poverty - perhaps there was hope for him once more!

Festus left him at the entrance to a sunken garden, which once had been an attractive 

place - now it was a clutter of weeds and misplaced paving. Like the other garden in 

Capernaum, it looked out over a vista - In Galilee it had been the lake - here it was the 

rolling hills with their prosperous fields. Marcellus told himself, this place could be made 

to look like that. He could leave the army and become a farmer!

Cornelia was reclining in a chair with her feet raised - again, it was so similar to 

Capernaum. He approached her from behind, making sufficient noise so that she wasn't

startled. Her head turned.

"Marcellus!"

"Cornelia - I came to see you and Urban as soon as I could - I'm so sorry to hear of 

your loss."

He could only see those dark, deep eyes. He moved round to the front of the chair and

stopped in shock. Her eyes followed him, held his, as he absorbed the undoubted fact 

that she was very close to delivering a child. Her hand strayed to her swollen stomach.

"Forgive me for not rising - my time is very close as you can see."

Marcellus' mind was whirling. Cornelia went on quietly.

"When Urban died, I was quite alone - and quite incapable of keeping the estate going. 

I was in danger of losing everything - so I took the only course open to me, Marcellus - I



accepted one of the many suitors who suddenly emerged to court the wife of a 

landowner who had died. Rufinius is a good man who does what he can to keep the 

estate intact."

Marcellus felt his rage rising - on the contrary, this - Rufinius - had done very little to 

keep the estate viable. No doubt he had got his fingers on Urban's resources as soon 

as he had married Cornelia - and probably, that was the only reason for the marriage. 

She was staring at him, waiting for an answer - it was almost a challenge. She was 

almost saying: 'You weren't there when I needed you most, there was no-one else - 

you failed me, what else do you expect!'.

Marcellus found his voice.

"I congratulate you, my lady - on your marriage - and your new child. Tell me, how is 

Lucius?"

"He's well - very much grown, as you can expect."

Marcellus hesitated.

"He's had no return of the fever?"

Cornelia shook her head slowly.

"Not since he was cured by the miracle healer. Urban insisted that was what happened -

and I came to believe it too. Tell me, what happened to that man?"

Marcellus felt the need to hurt her - she was so calm, so resigned, so accepting of the 

hand the Fates had dealt her.

"He was executed!"

She leaned forward, her eyes widened.

"Executed! Why!"

"For sedition and crimes against the state - I crucified him!"

He left soon afterwards - what more was there to be said? Lucius had put in a brief 

appearance, his mother prompted him to remember Marcellus, which he casually did. 

There was none of the old intimacy which had once existed between them, and he was 



soon gone.

Marcellus rode back down the path from the ruined estate into the sleazy village and 

took a room at the equally sleazy tavern. He kept his own company and ate an 

indifferent meal in his room before settled down on a hard bed for a sleepless night. In 

the morning he set out early to return to Titus and Vespa.


