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“Thank you,
Abeona!” Flavius Quinctilius Silvanus murmured a prayer of thanks
to the goddess of outward journeys as the Caesarea Headquarters of
the Governor of Judea loomed before him. To further prove Abeona
had been lovingly guiding them, the weather had improved the
further west they had travelled.

As part of
Pontius Pilate’s entourage, Flavius was relieved that the journey
from Jerusalem to Caesarea had passed without event. He was also
relieved to have a brief respite from the troublesome religious
festivals held by the Jews. He would not have to return to
Jerusalem until the spring, which was unfortunately when, so he’d
been told, the most troublesome festival of all was celebrated –
Passover.

Breaking their
journey to Caesarea, the entourage had stayed overnight at the
Antipatras fortress. On arrival, hot and tired, they had all been
glad of a good meal and a much-needed rest. The next day the
cavalry from the garrison in Caesarea had arrived. Once Pilate,
Flavius and the rest of Pilate’s retinue were safely on their way
with them to Caesarea, the escort from the fortress Antonia in
Jerusalem, led by Prefect Alae Antonius, began their journey back
to that city.

Flavius had
mixed feelings about going to Caesarea. He was sure now that Pilate
had guessed about his feelings towards Princess Farrah, who, just
as their love had begun to blossom, had been kidnapped by the felon
Eleazar ben- Ezra, and had purposely taken him away from Jerusalem
and its bad memories. On the one hand Flavius thought a change of
scene might ease his troubled mind; on the other hand, what if
Farrah wasn’t dead and was found and brought back to Jerusalem and
he wasn’t there to see her? Well, it was too late now. He was on
his way to the coast, with new people and different things to
discover.

Flavius did
not know very much about Caesarea, as upon his arrival there the
year before, he had cleared the port and gone straight to
Antipatras, then continued his journey to Jerusalem to take up his
position at the Antonia. If his duties allowed, he would make a
point of discovering what the city was like.

Pilate entered
the grounds of his residence as the rest of the party, including
Flavius, followed the cavalry into the Caesarea garrison.

Flavius
quickly settled into his role as temporary Senior Tribune at the
garrison, which housed a contingent of the Tenth Legion and several
cohorts of the Legion Sixth Ferrata, who were not only busy dealing
with the problems on land but had to oversee the busy port area.
Pilate too had to be guarded while he was in residence. With all of
these duties to contend with, Flavius found little time to dwell on
past regrets. His days were full but his nights were a torment, his
dreams filled with sad memories.

Despite being
busy, Flavius made time to enquire about the whereabouts of Julius’
father, the Centurion Cornelius Vittelius, and was pointed in the
direction of the Second Italian Cohort, also stationed in the
Caesarea barracks. Flavius stood before the Italian Cohort officer
in charge and presented his credentials. The officer gave a smart
salute to his superior and led Flavius to the Centurion’s
quarters.

As Flavius
entered Cornelius’ room he saw the Centurion sitting reading from a
scroll. When Cornelius looked up and saw Flavius standing there, he
quickly put the scroll in a drawer of his desk, got to his feet and
with a ram-rod straight back, saluted Flavius.

Flavius
acknowledged the salute. “Centurion Lucius Cornelius
Vittelius?”

“Yes sir.”

Flavius took a
moment to study the Centurion. He immediately saw the likeness
between Decurion Julius, the young cavalry officer serving at the
Antonia, and his father. He guessed Cornelius was in his early
forties. His short dark hair was beginning to grey at the temples.
He was almost as tall as himself, his body lean but muscular. His
handsome face showed intelligence, his square jaw strength of
character. With a distinct aquiline nose and high
cheekbones, together with his famous name, he looked every inch the
patrician, but given his rank, however prestigious, he obviously
did not come from a present-day patrician family background. He
hoped that when he knew the Centurion better, he might tell him of
his origins.

“At ease,
Centurion, this is not an official visit. I bring you news of your
son.” Flavius saw the Centurion tense. He quickly dispelled any
concerns by saying “All is well with him.” Cornelius visibly
relaxed.

Flavius handed
him the rolled scroll. “He asked me to deliver this letter to you.”
He handed the scroll over.

Cornelius took
it, wondering how a Senior Tribune could know his son so well that
he would carry a letter from him to give to a humble Centurion.
“Thank you, Tribune,” he said, trying to keep the element of
surprise out of his voice. “Well, Centurion, I’m sure you have many
duties to attend to, as have I. Perhaps we can meet again when
our

duties
allow.”

Cornelius
smiled. “It will be an honour, sir.”

Remembering
that this Centurion was a princeps – one of the primi
ordines, the highly experienced backbone of the Legions –
Flavius returned the smile. “The honour will be mine,” he said.

Cornelius
saluted and Flavius left the room. He quickly returned to his desk
and sat down. He unfastened the leather tie, opened the scroll and
read the news from his beloved son. As he read, a smile spread
across his face.

 


When Flavius
finally had some time to himself, he began to explore the city of
Caesarea. He was filled with amazement. Seeing the buildings and
architecture, it was difficult to believe that he was in an eastern
province, albeit a powerful one, a long way from Rome. He had only
seen the palace headquarters from a distance as his ship from
Ostia, Rome’s seaport, had neared the port almost a year ago. Close
up, he was stunned by the marvellous construction of the building
which was now used as the official residence of the Roman Governors
of Judaea Province. Herod the Great had built the palace on a
promontory with commanding views of the Tyrrhenian Sea. The
magnificent harbour nearby, also built by Herod, was bustling with
ships arriving from countries from all over the Empire, as it had
been that day when Flavius’ ship had landed. As he took in more of
the sights, he began to appreciate how interesting this city
was.

 


Two days
before the Saturnalia, Flavius was on duty at the Governor’s
Palace. He was standing at attention in Pilate’s austere office,
watching as Pilate dictated letters to a scribe. The dictation
ended and the scribe was dismissed.

Pilate let out
a sigh. “Well that’s the official business over for today.” He
looked up at Flavius. “Tribune Flavius,” he said.

“Sir.” Flavius
stood waiting for his next order.

“I’d like you
to accompany me to my private apartments. My wife will be delighted
to see you.” Pilate got up from his chair and turned to go out.

Flavius was
pleased. He had hoped to see Claudia Procula during his stay in
Caesarea. He followed Pilate out of his office into a beautiful,
frescoed corridor. They came to a heavy door guarded by two
legionaries, who saluted as Pilate approached. Pilate offered a
casual wave of his hand in reply and waited while one of the
soldiers opened the door, then walked through. Flavius followed
him. The soldier closed the door behind them and returned to his
position.

They entered
another world. Flavius marvelled at the luxurious,
magnificently-decorated room, so different from the austerity of
Pilate’s office. Sunshine flooded in through the latticed windows
placed high up in the walls, highlighting painted walls depicting
scenes from The Labours of Hercules and casting patterns of
dazzling light onto the mosaic floors and the marble statuary which
stood on ornate tables scattered around the room. One statue in
particular caught Flavius’ eye: a beautiful piece of marble with
carvings of hunting dogs bringing down a stag. It was superbly
made; he’d seen nothing like it outside Rome.

Pilate saw
Flavius’ appreciative expression. “Yes, it is rather beautiful
isn’t it?” Pilate studied Flavius for a brief moment. “What do you
think of Caesarea, Flavius?”

“What I’ve
seen of the city so far, Lord Pilate, has taken me completely by
surprise,” Flavius answered. “Jerusalem’s architecture is
beautiful, but I had no idea a second city in this land could also
be so inspiring and cosmopolitan.”

“Yes. It is
quite magnificent. When I attained the Governorship of Judaea
Province, before I arrived in Caesarea and took up residence in the
Governor’s Palace, I was familiarized with some of this city’s
history. It was first built by the Phoenicians, along with a small
port, and was called Strato’s Tower. When the Divine Emperor,
Augustus, gave this city and port to his friend, Herod, the
so-called Great” – his voice took on a slight note of contempt –
“Herod did a good job of rebuilding this archaic place into what
you see today. Apparently, the Emperor was delighted when Herod
renamed the area Caesarea Maritima, in his honour.”

Pilate clapped
his hands “Well, I think that’s enough history for today, Flavius.”
A slave appeared. “Ask the Lady Claudia to attend me here,” he said
without looking at the man.

The slave
bowed and hurried off to another part of the palace. In a short
time Claudia Procula appeared. Tall, slim and elegant, she was
dressed in a royal blue dress edged with silver, which complemented
her light brown hair. Claudia walked over to Pilate, who took her
hand and tenderly kissed it. He introduced Flavius.

“My dear, do
you remember Flavius Quinctilius Silvanus, the elder son of Senator
Silvanus and my cousin Lydia Flavia? As you see, he is a Tribune
now.”

Claudia looked
at Flavius and a deep smile lit up her face. “Of course I remember.
How lovely to see you again Flavius. It has been a long time.”

Flavius gave a
brief bow. “Thank you, my lady.”

“Well, I’ll
leave you two to catch up.” Pilate kissed his wife’s hand again. “I
will see you at the reception, my dear.” With a nod to Flavius he
walked briskly out of the room.

Claudia sat
down on a silken couch. Pointing to the couch opposite, she said
“Please, sit down, Flavius” He did so. “Now tell me, how are things
with your family?”

“They are all
well, Lady Claudia. My mother is so proud of Governor Pilate.” Was
it his imagination, or did a frown briefly cross her face?

“How kind of
Lydia Flavia.” Her voice held a melancholy tone.

Flavius tried
to hide his anxiety as he looked at her. He could see she was still
a beautiful woman, but she was too pale. There were dark shadows
beneath her eyes and the beginnings of worry lines around her small
mouth.

Keeping his
voice steady, Flavius said “Lord Pilate says that you are happy
here in Caesarea. But you must miss Rome.”

She looked
wistful. “Yes, I do like it here; the sea breeze is very
refreshing. I feel I can breathe here. Of course, I do miss Rome,
but I hear it is not an easy city to live in at the present
time.”

Flavius
wondered how much she knew about the unrest in Rome caused by the
Emperor’s insistence on living on his island of Capri whilst in
Rome, one would-be dictator after another plotted against him. He
changed the subject. “Jerusalem is not an easy place to live in
either. We have had a lot of trouble with bandits and thieves
lately.”

An image of
Farrah flashed before his eyes.

“Jerusalem was
never easy to live in. I have unfortunate memories of that city,”
Claudia said sadly. They were memories that would stay with her
forever: of a disturbing dream leading her to warn her husband not
to have anything to do with an innocent man on trial before him, a
man from Nazareth. Her warning had been disregarded and the man had
been crucified by the will of the conniving Temple authorities and
a raging mob.

Flavius grew
concerned as he saw her suddenly stare into the distance, her eyes
taking on a haunted look. Whatever her memories of Jerusalem, they
obviously deeply disturbed her. He leaned forward. “Lady Claudia,
are you feeling unwell? Shall I call for a maidservant?”

She quickly
snapped out of her reverie. “Thank you for your concern, but that
will not be necessary.” She smiled at him. “But how rude of me! You
have not been offered refreshment, Flavius.”

He shook his
head. “I don’t want to put you to any trouble.”

“Nonsense.
It’s no trouble.” She clapped her hands and the slave reappeared.
“Fetch the Tribune some wine.”

The slave
bowed and left the room, soon returning with a tray holding a
silver pitcher and wine cups. He placed them on a table close to
Claudia. “Shall I pour the wine, my lady?”

“No. That will
be all for now.” She dismissed the slave, who bowed and left the
room. Claudia poured wine into one cup and handed it to Flavius;
she declined to drink herself. They chatted for a while about
Flavius’ family and the pleasant days of the past when they had all
spent time together at family events. Then, giving her apologies,
she got up from the couch. “I’m afraid I must go. I have to join my
husband tonight. We are hosting a welcome party for a delegation of
merchants from Cyprus and I must look my best.”

Flavius stood
up. “It has been good to see you, Lady Claudia.”

She turned to
go, then turned back again. “Flavius, I would like it very much if
you came to our Saturnalia festivities.”

Flavius was
delighted. “It would be a great honour, my lady.”

“Good. I’ll
ask my husband to give you light duties that day so you may be free
to attend. A litter will be placed at your disposal.” She saw
Flavius’s surprise and smiled. “We can’t have a member of my
husband’s family walking through the streets at night.”

Flavius gave a
wry smile. He had been on duty out on those streets at night on one
or two occasions since his arrival in Caesarea with, so far, no
mishap, but then he had been wearing uniform and had been
accompanied by armed legionaries. This time he would be expensively
dressed and carrying costly presents. He knew she was right; it
would not be safe. He bowed. “Thank you. That is most gracious of
you, my lady.”

“That’s
settled then. I will see you at the Saturnalia. Until then...” With
an elegant wave of her small hand, Claudia turned and left the
room.

Flavius felt
more light-hearted than he had for a long time as he left the
palace and returned to the garrison. It had been a while since he’d
attended a Saturnalia party and he knew it would prove to be an
excellent diversion.
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Had Flavius
been in Rome on the day of the Saturnalia, he would have gone with
his family to the Temple of Saturn, which stood in the Forum, to
worship and make offerings to the god in remembrance of the ‘Golden
Age of Saturn’ when there had been plenty for all and peace had
prevailed. From childhood he had witnessed the Saturnalia
festivities beginning with rituals and sacrifices. The statue of
the god being hollow, it was filled with olive oil, a symbol of his
agricultural functions, and his feet were bound with woollen strips
which were unbound at Saturnalia. After the rituals, the Senators,
who were obliged to be at the Temple ritual, dismissed the excited
crowd who gathered in and around the Temple with the age-old cry of
“Io Saturnalia!” This was the sign for the family gatherings and
other more private parties to commence. As he had grown into
manhood, the celebration after the rituals had become more
enjoyable. After a celebratory meal with his family, Flavius would
eagerly depart to parties given by his friends, where he would
happily partake in feasting, drunkenness and playing pranks. More
often than not he would meet a girl willing to participate fully in
the Saturnalia celebration of sex, traditionally just for the
procreation of children, but for Flavius and his young friends it
was purely for pleasure.

Flavius was
now a long way from the Forum and Saturn’s Temple in Rome. Being on
duty at the garrison, he got up early, just as the sun was rising,
and made private obeisance to the god in the quietness of his
quarters. He poured some olive oil over a small statue of Saturn he
had purchased in the marketplace, intoning the sacred words. Lady
Claudia had been successful in getting her husband to give Flavius
light duties, which he carried out until the afternoon. After a
short rest, it was time to get ready for Pilate’s party.

Flavius knew
that with the post-ritual party taking place at the Governor’s
palace, he would have to look his best. There were many slaves at
the palace ready to attend to all of the senior officers’ needs. He
had been assigned an older man, originally from Gaul. Strong and
muscular, the slave was skilled at his tasks. After Flavius had
bathed in the luxurious palace bath house, the slave dressed him
with special care.

Flavius wore
his favourite tunic of deep red edged with silver, with matching
soft leather boots. He checked his leather bag, which hung from a
thin silver belt encircling his waist. Inside the bag, wrapped in a
gold threaded cloth, was a small, exquisitely-fashioned silver
statuette of Saturn holding his customary sickle; similarly wrapped
was a pair of beautiful silver earrings, the intricately carved
drops being shaped in the form of the goddess Ops, the sister/wife
of Saturn, who was the goddess of fertility and harvest. She was
holding a carved cornucopia, the symbol of abundance and plenty. He
had bought these, at great cost, from a prestigious silver merchant
in the city, as presents for Pilate and Claudia Procula as befitted
the tradition of giving silver gifts for the Saturnalia
festival.

He wondered if
Pilate would honour the other tradition of masters being slaves and
slaves becoming the masters for the occasion. Flavius himself had
given permission to his slave to join the party.

The litter
bearers arrived. Satisfied that he was ready, Flavius called for
the guards who would walk beside the litter to protect him on his
journey to the Governor’s palace. His slave would walk with
them.

When he
arrived at Pilate’s residence he could hear, above the sound of pan
pipes and drums, the excited voices and laughter of the guests. He
stepped out of the litter, then dismissed his own guards and litter
bearers with the instruction to stay in the area ready for his
return to the garrison. He told his slave to go with the other
servants and enjoy himself, but to stay sober. He watched as the
slave moved away and joined the others, then he introduced himself
to the guards on the front entrance of the palace, who saluted and
stood aside to let him pass.

He entered a
large courtyard which was surrounded on all sides by a roofed
colonnade. Palm trees and shrubs scattered around the courtyard
were decorated with silver stars, while swathes and garlands of
greenery hung from the roof. In the centre of the courtyard stood a
large fountain topped by a huge marble dolphin. Wine cascaded out
of smaller dolphin-shaped water features placed on four sides of
the fountain bowl.

A palace slave
took a goblet and filled it with the flowing wine, then handed it
to Flavius, who took it and drank from it. The man was truly a
slave, Flavius had seen him working during his previous visit to
the Palace. Obviously Pilate was not going to give up his position
as master, even for the Festival.

He approached
the door to the main reception area; an ornately-arranged green
wreath hung over the door. He entered the room. Standing by the
door were a young couple. He smiled at them, observing that the
young man looked immaculate in a dark blue tunic. Judging by his
smart haircut and his bearing, Flavius thought he must be a junior
officer. The girl holding onto his arm barely reached his shoulder.
Her golden hair was swept up in curls caught with a silver pin. The
hairstyle complemented her delicately pretty face. Her slight frame
was draped in a simple white gown with gold edging crossing over
and under her small breasts. To Flavius she looked unspoilt,
virginal. He guessed she was no more than sixteen or seventeen
years old.

Seeing the
young couple, Flavius wished Farrah was with him. Something in his
heart told him to keep hoping. He would not believe she was dead
until he saw her body. He tried desperately to banish the thought
of her from his mind. To distract his tortured thoughts he looked
around the room, seeing the tables and benches laid out ready for
the feast.

He moved
further into the room and saw that the senior members of Pilate’s
household, including some of his secretarial staff, were standing
talking together in a corner. Close by were some junior officers he
recognised from the barracks, while a group of young women were
clearly appraising them and talking about them; they were laughing
coquettishly and whispering from behind their hands.

Flavius’
attention was drawn to a thin-faced, imperious- looking man who
stood apart from the officers. He had seen that haggard face
before, but where? He racked his brains trying to think, but no
answer came to him.

A clash of
cymbals announced the arrival of Pilate. The pipes and drums
stopped and all chattering ceased as every head turned towards a
doorway set in the painted walls. Pilate swept into the room with
Claudia Procula by his side, her hand resting on his arm. Pilate
was resplendent in a long tunic of light green edged with an
embossed silver pattern. Lady Claudia wore a gown of emerald green
encrusted with pearls. Around her neck was a collar made up of
pearls and silver, with matching earrings in her ears. Her light
brown hair had been hennaed into a fiery red. Flavius thought she
looked magnificent.

Flavius
watched as Pilate hesitated briefly and inclined his head towards a
group of guests, who responded with light applause and deferential
bows of the head. All but one; the tall, thin-faced man who had
aroused Flavius’ curiosity simply stared coldly at Pilate. For a
brief moment Flavius thought he saw a look of surprise cross
Pilate’s face, followed by fear. He frowned, seeing a look of
concern on Claudia Procula’s face as she looked up at her husband.
Pilate patted her arm as if to reassure her, then with a barely
concealed effort, he regained his smile and moved on to acknowledge
his other guests.

Pilate and
Claudia stopped in front of Flavius, who inclined his head and
returned Claudia’s smile.

“We are so
glad you could come, Flavius, aren’t we Pontius?” Her voice was
soft and melodious.

“Yes. Yes
indeed,” said Pilate.

Flavius could
see that Pilate was troubled, but it was not his place to draw
attention to the Governor’s obvious discomfort. Instead he said
blandly, “Thank you for inviting me, Lord Pilate.” He presented the
gifts to them. Pilate seemed pleased with his silver statuette,
while Claudia beamed when she saw the earrings. They thanked
Flavius for his thoughtfulness, then, with a brief smile, Pilate
whisked Claudia away to meet a group of foreign guests. Perhaps,
Flavius thought, they were the delegation from Cyprus.

Pilate was
soon in animated conversation with the men, but Flavius noticed
that he wore a taut expression, and would occasionally look across
to the thin-faced man, who had not moved from his place. Claudia,
meanwhile, had gone over to a group of older officers’ wives and
struck up a conversation with them.

Soon it was
time for Pilate, Claudia and their guests to take their seats.
First, Pilate went to a shrine set on a table in the corner of the
room. The governor’s chief household god was Mars. There was also a
small statue of Saturn in deference to his festival. The prayers
were said and the libation given. Then the host and hostess sat at
the top table with Flavius and the top-ranking officers seated
either side of the couple.

Pilate prayed
again to the household gods, and then the first course was brought
in by servants dressed in leaf- green tunics. The dishes were
carried shoulder high and contained jellyfish and eggs and sows’
udders filled with eggs and milk; they were followed by boiled
chickens, their unplucked plumage dyed many different colours and
fashioned into fantastic shapes. The next course consisted of
platters of tender cuts of roasted lamb and dressed suckling
pigs.

When all the
preliminary courses had been eaten, the main course of the banquet
was led in by flute-playing servants. It was carried in on a large
square silver platter by four more servants, two on each side. The
guests voiced appreciation and applauded as they saw the
magnificent offering before them: it was a huge sturgeon; its open-
mouthed head was supported by an ornate silver plinth with spikes
on each side to hold the head still. The monster fish was
surrounded by a selection of smaller fish and polished shells.

The banquet
concluded with the serving of sweetmeats in the shapes of suns and
stars, succulent dates and hot African sweet wine cakes served with
golden honey. This whole feast was washed down with copious amounts
of wine poured by young men dressed in silver-coloured tunics edged
with embroidered dark green vine leaves. Some of the guests had now
consumed far too much food and wine for their personal comfort, so
they went outside to the vomitorium and used one of the feathers
provided to tickle the backs of their throat in order to set off
the process of clearing their stomachs. A short while later, they
returned to the table and began to indulge themselves all over
again.

After the
feast, amidst much merriment, a troupe of energetic acrobats
entertained the guests, followed by four jugglers; the
entertainment finale was a wrestling match between two equally
powerful opponents, the winner receiving a bag of silver coins from
Pilate.

The
entertainment over, Pilate and Claudia rose up from their chairs
and with the Governor’s permission, the guests began to leave the
tables and retire to another reception room. Some of the officers
settled down to play dice or board games. Flavius had disciplined
himself not to eat and drink too much, as he did not want any
reports of bad behaviour getting back to his father, but he could
see that others around him were not so cautious. Raucous laughter
rang out from the young officers; one of them began to lurch
drunkenly across the room to where the group of young women stood.
He grabbed a dark-haired beauty by the hand and led her towards a
doorway leading into the garden area. The girl giggled and turned
with a knowing look to her watching friends, who laughed and
whispered amongst themselves. Flavius smiled to himself, this was
one couple at least who would be fulfilling the true celebration of
Saturnalia.

Flavius
watched as Pilate approached the young couple he had first seen on
his arrival and heard him say, “Ah Marcus, I need to speak with
you.” Pilate smiled at Marcus’ companion. “You will excuse us, my
dear.” It was not a question, rather a statement of intention.

The nervous
young woman bowed her head in reply. She watched as Pilate led the
young officer away in the direction of his office. The thin-faced
man’s eyes followed them.

 


Pilate ushered
Marcus into the room, entered and closed the door behind him. He
could see that the young officer was a little afraid. Pilate
smiled. “Don’t worry my boy, you’ve done nothing wrong. On the
contrary, I am very pleased with you. I have been watching you for
some time and you show great promise.”

“Thank you,
Lord Pilate,” Marcus said, visibly relaxing. “As a result of your
exemplary conduct, I offer you my

Saturnalia
gift: a place on my personal staff.”

Marcus sharply
drew in his breath at this surprising news. “I don’t know what to
say, my Lord. You do me a great honour.”

Pilate waved
his hand. “Nonsense, you have earned it. All I ask is that you are
obedient to my will and give me your loyalty at all times, whatever
the consequences.”

Marcus drew
himself up to his full height. “You already have my loyalty, Lord
Pilate. I promise you my obedience too.”

Pilate slapped
him on the back. “Then it is done. Go and enjoy yourself, but don’t
get too drunk as I shall expect to see you outside my office early
tomorrow morning.”

Marcus gave
Pilate the full military salute and with head held high, left the
office. He made his way back to his companion and said proudly,
“The Governor has just given me a position on his personal staff.”
He lifted her off her feet and whirled her around in his
excitement.

When he put
the breathless girl back down, she was beaming with delight “Oh
Marcus, that’s wonderful!” she gasped.

Before Marcus
could continue, one of the other junior officers stepped forward.
“I couldn’t help overhearing your good news, Marcus. Well done.
This calls for a celebration. You lot” – he called to some other
young officers – “we’re going to have a celebratory drink with
Marcus. He’s just been promoted.”

A cheer went
up and before Marcus could protest, he was hoisted up onto the
shoulders of the largest of the soldiers and carried off.

Flavius
watched the soldiers, amused. He didn’t notice Marcus’ pretty
companion looking forlornly after the young, triumphant officer.
His attention was taken by a guest whom he recognised as a leading
Caesarea businessman. The man approached him and engaged him in
conversation, telling him about the expansion of his wine business.
Flavius was only half listening, as he wasn’t the least bit
interested in the man’s business affairs, but he did catch a proud
statement about the Governor being an important customer. As it was
difficult to know who Pilate favoured in the commercial life of
Caesarea, Flavius did his best to give the impression that he cared
about what the merchant was saying.

 


Pilate left
his office, turning to close the door behind him. When he turned
around a shiver ran down his spine, for standing in the corridor
looking straight at him was the thin-faced man. Pilate swallowed
hard and murmured, “Calpurnius Aquila.”

“Back into the
office, please.” Aquila’s voice was hard. Pilate reopened the door.
Aquila pushed past him and entered the room. Pilate followed him
and closed the door behind him, fighting back anger at the man’s
audacity. He controlled himself, knowing he had to be careful. Some
months ago, he had been astonished to hear that Aquila, a man who
had once been the would-be dictator Sejanus’ most notoriously
merciless agent, had been pardoned by Tiberius and now worked for
him as a state spy. How in the gods’ names was this man still
alive? By what cruel twist of fate had he somehow been allowed to
change allegiance and plead loyalty to the Emperor, thus avoiding
execution? More importantly, what was he doing here?

“When did you
arrive in Caesarea?” Pilate asked through tight lips.

“A couple of
days ago,” came the reply. “Why didn’t you announce your
arrival?”

“I wanted it
to be a surprise.” Aquila’s skeletal face broke into a smile,
showing bad teeth.

Pilate raised
himself up “How did you get here from Rome? The shipping lanes are
closed until the spring.”

“I left Rome
some weeks ago. I travelled before the shipping lanes closed for
the winter, first to Lycia, then from there, by sea to Antioch. I
made my way to the main fortress, where the Legate treated me as an
honoured guest.” Pilate caught the inflection in his voice at those
last two words. “I stayed there for some time, catching up on all
the news concerning this region.” Aquila paused briefly as he saw a
frown cross Pilate’s face, then continued. “When it was time for me
to leave, the Legate ordered some of his troops to escort me over
the border into Samaria. They returned to the fortress, while I,
disguised as a merchant, purchased a donkey and travelled the rest
of the way here, where I found an excellent hostelry in the
city.”

If the mood
had been different, Pilate would have laughed as he pictured this
pompous, officious man riding on the back of a humble donkey.

Aquila looked
Pilate up and down disdainfully. “If I were you, I would reprimand
your gate guards, they are sloppy. I entered the city easily. I
could have been anybody.”

“When I find
out who they are, they will be severely reprimanded.” Pilate was
feeling distinctly uncomfortable now. “How did you get past my
palace guards tonight?”

“I showed them
my official pass, signed by Tiberius.

How could they
refuse me?”

An official
pass signed by the Emperor? Pilate’s question had been answered. No
doubt this schemer had somehow managed to convince Tiberius that he
truly regretted working for Sejanus and was now the Emperor’s most
obedient servant. His well-known reputation for getting information
out of people in the most horrific ways had no doubt persuaded
Tiberius that his skills would be useful for state purposes.
Worrying questions were going round in Pilate’s head. Had the
Emperor sent Aquila to check up on him? There was only one way to
find out – ask him directly. “Why are you here?” he said.

Aquila
nonchalantly began to chew on one of his fingernails, spitting a
piece onto the floor. His manner became menacing as he stared at
Pilate. “I’ll get straight to the point. I’m on a fact-finding
mission – the Emperor is not pleased with you. Remember, it was on
the traitor Sejanus’ recommendation to the Emperor that the role of
Governor of Judaea was given to you.”

Pilate tried
not to laugh in his face. The traitor Sejanus? That was rich coming
from a man who had served the monster faithfully, carrying out
unspeakable punishments on those who opposed him.

Aquila
sneered. “Well, like Icarus, Sejanus flew too close to the sun and
paid for it with his life. Be careful you do not end up the same
way.” He moved closer to Pilate and said aggressively, “I must tell
you that the Legate also is not pleased. I understand that acting
on your request, he sent a Prefect Alae with his squadron of
cavalry to the fortress Antonia in Jerusalem to help to find a
criminal called Eleazar ben-Ezra, who is seemingly free to roam
around plundering the countryside and murdering our troops.” He
drew himself up. “Because of your laxity, you could cause a major
diplomatic incident. You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?”
Aquila looked directly at a now sweating Pilate “This business of
Princess Farrah’s abduction and probable murder, most likely by
this same brigand.” Aquila relished seeing Pilate’s discomfort and
hammered home his next statement. “You have made too many mistakes,
mistakes that reflect badly on the Emperor. He can’t afford an
uprising here, or amongst our allies, and this latest error is the
worst so far.”

Pilate
blanched. How had Aquila found out about the Princess? He had not
reported the incident to the hierarchy in Rome and as far as he
knew, the Sheikh had not been told. He dismissed the idea of
Flavius or Drubaal telling anyone outside the Antonia. How, then?
He frowned. There had to be a spy amongst his personal entourage or
his soldiers at the Jerusalem garrison. But who could it be? He
vowed silently to find out who the traitor was and have him
killed.

Pilate
swallowed hard. “I have not yet given up the possibility of finding
the Princess, or the perpetrators of the crime against her. A body
has not been found – there is still hope.”

Aquila bared
his teeth. Pilate took an involuntary step back to distance himself
from the man’s threatening air and putrid breath. “So far I have
managed to keep this from the Emperor’s ears, but one more
mistake…” He left the rest of the sentence hanging in the air
between them. “If you want to live to see another Saturnalia, this
is what you will do. As soon as the festival is finished, you will
continue to send out patrols. The Princess must be found – alive or
dead. If she is dead, I will concoct a story to satisfy the Sheikh
and King Aretas. If she is still alive we must hope she is so
grateful to be rescued that she doesn’t put in a complaint to
Tiberius, especially as he has just bestowed on her the honour of
Roman citizenship, marking his approval of the work she has done
for Rome. Be warned, our beloved Emperor is not well, his mood is
not good. It won’t take much for his anger to destroy anyone who
upsets him or threatens Rome or her citizens’ safety. Do I make
myself clear?”

Pilate’s
throat was too dry to speak. He nodded instead. “Good. The
Emperor’s orders concerning the Princess’ citizenship honour will
be in the next dispatches you receive from Rome.” Aquila moved
away, much to Pilate’s relief. “By the way,” Aquila turned back and
said smoothly, “I noticed Senator Silvanus’ son at your reception.”
He paused for dramatic effect. “Look after the Tribune won’t you?
Remember the Senator was once a good friend of Sejanus. After a
warning from me, Silvanus re-took his oath and swore his loyalty to
the Emperor. He is, for now anyway, in favour at court, and we
don’t want any harm coming to his son.” Aquila narrowed his eyes.
“I don’t have to remind you that it is only through Emperor
Tiberius’ good grace that you hold this governorship. Don’t
abuse

your position
– or his generosity.”

Aquila’s mood
changed abruptly and he smiled a sickly smile. “I won’t return to
your lavish party. I need some sleep, so I will return to my
accommodation in the city. However, I will continue to observe
things here and write my reports accordingly until the morning
after the Festival has finished. Despite the closed shipping lanes,
I must return to Rome as soon as possible. This time it will be
from Caesarea. I expect you to arrange a ship, a boarding pass and
a first-class cabin to be waiting for me at the harbour.” He saw
Pilate’s look of concern “Is that a problem?”

“It is rather
short notice and a ship’s captain willing to risk his vessel, his
life and that of his crew, to undertake such a dangerous journey
may be hard to find, but I know of a Greek merchant ship’s captain
who might be willing to help you, providing the price is
right.”

Aquila
grimaced. “Tell him he will be well paid for his efforts.”

“I will attend
to it personally.” Pilate went to his desk and took out a scroll.
On it he wrote a personal letter to a captain he knew who he hoped
would be willing to risk the voyage, especially for the chance to
gain a large sum of money. He signed the scroll, drying the ink off
quickly with sand from a small silver-topped jar on his desk,
rolled it and sealed it with his personal seal. He called for a
legionary, who appeared immediately. He handed the scroll to the
legionary, saying “Take this to the Triton tavern, now! You must
ask for a ship’s captain called Demetrius. When you find him, tell
him that he must contact me with his answer as soon as possible.
Impress upon him that this matter is of the greatest urgency.” The
legionary grimaced at the prospect of going through Caesarea on the
night of the Saturnalia when the streets would be filled with
drunken men and possible danger. He would make sure he had other
legionaries with him. He saluted and hurriedly left the room.

Pilate turned
back to Aquila. “I know Demetrius, he can be trusted. I’m sure he
will sail to Ostia when you are ready.”

“He’d better,
if he knows what’s good for him,” Aquila snarled.

“Where are you
staying so can I deliver his reply to you?” “The Cornucopia
hostelry,” Aquila replied. “I hope this Greek doesn’t keep me
waiting too long.” With that, he

turned and
left the room.

Pilate
collapsed onto his chair, sweat pouring down his face. He prayed to
all the gods that Demetrius would do as he asked. A hopeful thought
crossed his mind – perhaps the ship would sink in a storm, or
perhaps the sea would be so rough that Aquila would suffer from
violent sea-sickness for the whole of the journey. But this was not
a time for wishful thinking. He knew his career, if not his life,
was in acute danger. Breathing deeply, he tried desperately to calm
himself before returning to his guests.

It was getting
late; the local businessmen offered their excuses to Pilate and
left. Not long after, the Cypriot delegation followed them. Pilate
was drinking heavily, but still managing to maintain some vestige
of dignity.

Claudia knew
that something was dreadfully wrong with her husband, but she was
afraid to ask. He had cheerfully gone to his office with the young
officer but had later returned with a chalk-white face and a
haunted expression. She also noticed that the thin-faced man had
gone. She wondered if Pilate’s discomfort had something to do with
him. She hoped her husband would tell her in his own good time.

Flavius looked
around the room. Most of the older officers were slumped on
couches, obviously too drunk to stand; their wives were still
gossiping amongst themselves, but were beginning to look the worse
for wear. Some of the younger officers had disappeared with the
remainder of the young women. The pretty golden-haired girl who had
been with Marcus had gone too. Perhaps he had returned and taken
her home whilst Flavius had been engaged in conversation with the
wine merchant.

Flavius felt
stifled by the oppressive heat in the room, and a little bored. He
decided some fresh air would revive him. He made his way to the
gardens. Images of Saturn hung from the branches of small fig
trees. Glinting silver stars decorated branches of olive trees and
thick bushes, creating a magical scene. As he passed by the bushes
he heard an assortment of sighs, stifled feminine giggles and cries
of fulfilled lust coming from behind the lush vegetation.

He walked down
a flight of stairs until he came to the lower level of the palace.
Filling most of the huge space was the magnificent pool built by
Herod, its centre picked out by a large statue. The pool was
surrounded by a colonnade with many rooms. Flavius saw a pile of
men’s and women’s clothes haphazardly discarded on the marble
poolside. Several drunken young men, singing ribald songs, shouting
and laughing, were frolicking with young women in the pool. He
decided not to order them out. Let them have their fun while they
could. In this troubled land it might be their last Saturnalia.

Suddenly a
young woman came running out of one of the lower rooms and ran
straight into Flavius. She was completely naked. She looked up at
him, gave him a sultry look, then continued running towards the
pool, laughing and shrieking in mock horror as a young man, also
naked, chased after her. Surprised, Flavius recognised him; it was
Marcus. The young officer caught up with her, grabbed her around
the waist, and amidst her shrieks and wild protests, pushed her
into the pool. Plunging in after her, he covered her face and
breasts with kisses.

Flavius
wondered if Marcus’ young companion had any idea what he was up to.
He felt sorry for the innocent girl. He hurriedly moved on towards
a deeper, walled part of the garden overlooking the sea below.

A slight but
chill wind blew off the sea. The clouds parted in the dark sky
above, allowing the Moon, the goddess Luna, to cast her shimmering
path across the still waters. Beautiful marble statuary, placed in
carefully chosen positions in the landscaped gardens, glowed in her
light. Towering marble columns stood in lines like sentries
watching over shrubs and trees which had also been decorated with
silver stars and images of Saturn. The ornamental flower beds were
dormant, waiting for the exotic spring flowers to emerge from their
warm sanctuary beneath the black earth.

Flavius stood
for a moment taking in the scene of beauty and breathing in the
cool air. A sudden feeling of longing and loneliness hit him. A
vision of Farrah standing on the rooftop of the house in Bethany,
her luxuriant dark hair gleaming with blood-red highlights
reflected from the setting sun, flashed before his eyes. How
beautiful she would look in this moonlight. He sighed. Was his
beloved Farrah really dead? Had the Antonia Commander, Quintus
Maximus, been right to call off the search for her?

He was brought
out of his reverie by the sound of a woman sobbing. He moved
towards the sound and saw the young girl who had originally
accompanied Marcus. She was sitting on a marble bench looking out
to sea, tears flowing down her pretty face. Flavius didn’t know
whether to leave her to her sadness or to try to help her. She was
obviously in great distress. He decided he could not leave her. He
carefully approached the marble
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