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			CHAPTER ONE

			Flavius Quinctilius Silvanus breathed a sigh of relief as he looked up at the massive structure of the Appian Aqueduct towering over the Caelian Hill. It had been an arduous journey from Caesarea, but, thanks to the gods, he had reached Rome safely. 

			He had been serving as a Tribune Staff Officer to Pilate, Procurator of Judea, in Caesarea when he had received a communication from Senator Claudius Marcellus, an old family friend, requesting him to return to Rome as quickly as possible as his father was dead and his mother was in danger. Marcellus had not said how his father had died, nor why his mother was in danger. These were things Flavius would have to find out for himself. Tired and hungry, he rode up the Hill towards the Silvanus Estate.

			Flavius entered the perimeter of the vast estate and looked around. Something was wrong. The flower beds were filled with wilting flowers and weeds. The grass had not been cut for many days. Where were the slaves who tended the estate gardens? 

			He rode closer to his family’s villa and quickly reined in his horse. Saturn protested at the sudden stop, but Flavius calmed him by patting the black stallion’s neck, saying softly, “Easy, boy”. 

			Flavius frowned as he saw some Praetorian Guards standing outside the main entrance to the villa. Hoping they hadn’t seen him, he turned Saturn around and left the estate. Why were Praetorians outside his family’s villa? He rode to Claudius’ estate to try to find answers.

			The huge estate of Gnaeus Claudius Marcellus was close to the Silvanus family’s land. Claudius and Flavius’ father, both members of the Senate, had been friends for many years. Flavius had known Claudius for most of his life and had been best friends with Claudius’ son, Aelianus Claudius, whom Flavius had nicknamed Claudio. Flavius did not remember much about Claudio’s younger sister, Claudia Marcella, as she had not been allowed to play alongside her brother and his friend.

			Flavius was two years older than Claudio. When they had reached young manhood, they had gone their separate ways; he had led a hedonistic lifestyle whilst Claudio, who was always more obedient to his father’s wishes, refused to join him in his immoral activities. Claudio was more of a home-bird who was content to confine his activities to the occasional celebration with his family on important religious festivals, but mostly to studying for the day when he would follow his father into the Senate. 

			Flavius hoped they would rekindle their past friendship, if Claudio had not yet joined the Legions, as his Senatorial ambition would force him to do. If he had joined, he hoped life in the Legions would not change Claudio as they had changed him. 

			He looked back over his shoulder, making sure he wasn’t being followed. Satisfied that he wasn’t, he entered the Claudii estate. He tied Saturn to a tree, then took his saddlebags and approached the villa.

			Hearing insistent knocking on the villa door, the door porter opened the grille. When Flavius identified himself, he quickly unbolted the door and let him in. Before he closed the grille, his eyes scanned the area outside. Satisfied Flavius had not been followed, he closed the grille, making sure that the sturdy door was securely bolted. He called for a slave to take Flavius to Claudius. 

			Claudius greeted Flavius with surprise and mixed feelings: sadness about why he had returned to Rome, joy at seeing him safe and well, and worry about how to tell him what had happened to his father. 

			“Where is your horse?” he asked Flavius. 

			“Outside, tied to a tree,” replied Flavius. 

			Claudius called for a slave. When he appeared, Claudius said, “There is a horse tied to a tree outside. Take it to the stables immediately.” The slave bowed and did as his master had commanded. 

			Claudius looked at Flavius and said, “Your horse is easily recognisable as the finest and most beautiful horse in the area. If he is seen, the Praetorians will know you are here. Now, come with me.” 

			Flavius followed Claudius into his private office. 

			“Leave your saddlebags over there, Flavius.” Claudius pointed to a small marble table set against a beautifully painted wall, then watched as Flavius laid them carefully on the table. Bidding Flavius to sit down, Claudius clapped his hands. Another slave quickly appeared and bowed before his master. “Bring wine here,” ordered Claudius. The slave bowed again and left the room, soon returning with a tray of wine and two wine cups. He set the tray down on a small ornate table close to Claudius. 

			“Leave us, I will pour the wine,” Claudius said stiffly, “and close the door behind you!” 

			Left in private, Claudius poured the wine into the wine cups and handed one to Flavius, then sat his tall, lean body down on the couch opposite. Seeing Flavius’ expectant face, he knew he had to tell him the whole sorry saga concerning his father’s death. He drank deeply from his wine cup and began.

			“I am so sorry about your father, Flavius, he was a decent man, and my friend.” He ran a nervous hand over his greying hair. “I have to tell you his death was not through illness.” He saw the puzzled expression on the younger man’s face and knew he had to tell him the truth. “Your father took his own life.” 

			Flavius jumped up, crying out “No! My father would never commit suicide!”

			“Nevertheless, it is true.” Claudius watched sympathetically as Flavius strode around the room, obviously distressed by this news. He said carefully “I know this was out of character for your father, but he was left with no choice.”

			Flavius spun round and said angrily “No choice? Why?”

			“The day he died, your mother came to me, begging me to help them. She said that Praetorian Guards, led by Prefect Naevius Sutorius Macro, had visited them at the family villa that morning telling your father that the Emperor had asked after his health… you know what that means, Flavius?” He saw a shocked Flavius nod. “Your father knew what it meant too. Your mother said that when your father asked Macro what he was supposed to have done, Macro replied, ‘You are reported to be the leader of a revolt against our beloved Emperor.’ She said your father nearly choked laughing at that accusation, but Macro did not find it funny. He issued a stark warning: ‘Sort out your affairs, Senator. We will be back later tonight!’ Realising his last hours had come, your father sent your mother here for me to take care of. He also sent his slaves.” He sighed. “I wanted to help your father, but how could I fight against Tiberius’ command?” 

			He took another drink, then said, “Your father was a proud man and knew Tiberius would inflict the most degrading punishment upon him, thus tarnishing the family name forever, so he took the honourable way out.” He drained his wine cup. “Later that night I went to your villa and saw that the place had been ransacked of its treasures.” He swallowed. “I found your father lying dead in his bath. He had cut his wrists. I didn’t know what to do. Were the Praetorians coming back? I left things as they were until the next day, then, making sure all was clear, with the help of Atticus, my strongest slave, we removed your father’s body and buried it under a fig tree in your garden.” 

			He saw the horrified look on Flavius’ face and held up his hands in a placating gesture. “It was all we could do at that time, Flavius.”

			“I thank you for all you have done and I understand why you had to quickly bury my father’s body in secret,” Flavius said. “What I do not understand is why anyone would be so vile as to accuse my father of such treachery. Did he speak against anyone in a Senate speech?”

			Claudius grimaced. “Not that I ever heard. As for who spread lies about your father, I have my suspicions, but I will not voice them until I have proof. These days it is too dangerous to own a loose tongue. Macro is as callous and cruel as his predecessor, Sejanus. He enjoys issuing death threats and carrying out murders ordered by the Emperor, or more likely by the orders of the Emperor’s chief spy, Calpurnius Aquila.”

			Calpurnius Aquila! That name again! The man who was at Pilate’s Saturnalia party. The man who had corrupted Prefect Alae Antonius and ensnared the foolish, greedy scribe, Adolfo. Why would Aquila want his father’s death? 

			“What about my mother?” he said through tight lips.

			Claudius replied, “I had the unpleasant duty of telling her about your father’s death. It nearly broke her.” 

			“My poor mother,” Flavius said sadly. “Where is she now? Can I see her?” 

			“She stayed here for two nights. It was obvious she could not go to your own family’s country estate as the Praetorians would be waiting there, so, dressed as a slave, she travelled with my daughter, Claudia, and other slaves, including Atticus, to my villa and farm in Latium.” He took a breath. “Your mother is there now. I ordered one of her own female slaves, together with Atticus, to stay at the villa and take care of her. Claudia, accompanied by two slaves, returned here the next day. If we were being watched and the change in slave numbers was noticed, Claudia was to say that the other slaves stayed at the farm in order to ready it for the family’s summer visit. Fortunately that problem did not arise. Nobody knows where your mother is.” 

			“And my brother, Marius, where is he?” Flavius queried, wondering why he had not been mentioned.

			“I don’t know,” came Claudius’ simple reply. “He was not there when your father died. He has not been home for some time. I am not sure he even knows about these tragic events.” He saw Flavius’ questioning look and said “That’s all I can tell you, Flavius.” 

			He looked at Flavius’ sunken, dark-shadowed eyes, the tension lines around his mouth and his travel-stained garments. “I know this has come as a great shock to you, Flavius,” he said. “You dare not return to your villa, so I think it best you stay here with us.” He smiled as Flavius nodded and murmured his thanks. “Now, it is almost time for dinner. I don’t think you are ready to be questioned by the rest of the family, so I will have a slave accompany you to the bathhouse, unpack your clean clothes, and then take you to your room. Dinner and wine will be brought to you there.” 

			Claudius clapped his hands and a slave appeared. He issued his instructions adding, “You will then escort Tribune Flavius to the room overlooking the garden it is quiet there.” Before the slave led a grateful Flavius away, Claudius added “I wish you a peaceful night, Flavius”

			Claudius watched dolefully as the young man, shoulders hunched with weariness and worry, followed the slave out of the room. 

			Flavius had bathed and fed well and was now lying on his soft bed, but his tortured mind would not let him rest peacefully. He turned Claudius’ words over and over in his head. How long would it be before he could see his mother? Where was Marius? When he’d learned of his father’s death, Pilate had said he could take as long as he liked to help his mother. He determined that however long it did take, he would never give up trying to find the answers to his questions.

		


		
			​CHAPTER TWO

			The next morning, weary after a fretful night, Flavius entered the empty dining room. The doorway leading to the garden was open and the perfume of aromatic thyme, mixed with the powerful smell of rosemary and various shrubs, drifted into the room through the peristyle, the columned walkway leading to the garden. 

			He looked around, impressed by what he saw. There were the usual three couches – the head couch, with a right-hand and a left-hand couch joined to it – and each had comfortable seat cushions piled high on them. A beautifully-carved wooden and bronze table stood between them. The walls to the right and left of the room were exquisitely painted in vivid reds, bordered by ochres and yellows; the wall facing the table depicted a colourful scene from Homer’s Odyssey, showing Odysseus and the beautiful witch, and, as if watching over the diners, a magnificent painting on the wall behind the table depicted the god Mars surrounded by armoured warriors. 

			Claudio came into the room. He greeted Flavius warmly, saying, “Flavius, old friend.” Then, his voice tinged with sadness, he said, “I am so sorry for your loss.” 

			“Thank you.” Flavius looked at Claudio and saw that his face still held a boyish look but that frown lines had begun to appear, probably through his hours of concentration on his studies. If Claudio was surprised by the changes in him, his expression did not show it. He sat down on the right-hand couch and pointed to the empty space next to him. “Come, Flavius, sit by me,” he said.

			Flavius sat down beside him, not knowing what to say. This was not the time to reminisce about their boyhood and the mischievous things they had got up to back then. 

			After a long moment of awkward silence, Claudio suddenly said, “What’s it like in the Legions?” Flavius wanted to say ‘Worse than you could ever imagine’ but instead he said “It’s a hard life and sometimes dangerous. I…” He stopped, his attention turning to Claudius as he entered the room. He was followed by Claudia. 

			Flavius blinked at the change in the girl he had known only as an irritating nuisance. Now, her brown hair was ornately arranged, her body was slim but shapely and her facial features, although not beautiful, were pleasant. He stood up to greet Claudius and his daughter. Claudius reclined on the head couch, and Claudio and Flavius followed his lead. Claudia smiled shyly at Flavius as she reclined on the couch opposite.

			The slaves brought in their breakfast. Flavius looked at the platters laid out on the table before them, which contained salted bread, eggs, cheese and fruit, together with bowls of honey and milk. He had no appetite, but he knew he had to eat something or be thought of as rude. He took a small selection of each but the only thing he enjoyed was drinking a bowl of honeyed milk. Flavius was thankful that his father’s death was not mentioned.

			After the remains of breakfast had been cleared away, Flavius walked through the peristyle and out into the garden. It was a warm day. He wandered over to the large fountain set in the middle of the path flanked by tall cypress trees and ornate flowers. The water pouring out from the mouth of the large bronze Triton set on top of the fountain, splashed him, cooling him. He heard a noise behind him and turned round to see Claudia approaching him. He smiled at her and said, “Look at you, all grown up.”

			She laughed. “Well, it has been a long time since we last saw you.” 

			“You are not married?” 

			She shook her head. “I have not met the right man, and my father will never contemplate an arranged marriage for me with someone I do not love. Besides, since my mother’s death two years ago, I am happy to stay here and look after my father and brother.” She looked at him and said, “How are you, Flavius?” She saw a shadow cross his face. “You must have experienced bad times in the Legions and now, to come home to this…” she stopped, seeing the sadness in his eyes. “I am sorry,” she said gently.

			Flavius gripped the edge of the fountain bowl, remembering those bad times. Without looking at her he said, “All I want now is to see my mother.”

			“Please be patient, Flavius. You must take care, your life is in danger.” She looked away briefly, then turned her face to his and said, “I will speak to my father, I am sure he will find a way for you to see her.”

			Claudius did find a way, the same way he had saved Flavius’ mother. Dressed as a slave, Flavius travelled with other slaves to the villa and farm in Latium. He was looking forward to being reunited with his mother, his only regret being that he had to leave Saturn in the care of Claudius’ groom.

			After an uneventful journey, they reached Latium. Flavius looked around at the extensive farmlands owned by Claudius. One large field contained a herd of sheep happily grazing on rich grass, while further on, many slaves were busy tending vast corn and vegetable fields; others were working in the olive groves or overseeing neat rows of grape-heavy vines growing in the vineyards. Flavius could see that the farm yielded much-needed food and wine and would command a high price in Rome, making Claudius a very wealthy man.

			The wagon stopped outside the villa. Flavius jumped down onto the stony path. The wagon then took the slaves to their quarters. He hesitated briefly before approaching the villa, then taking a deep breath, he knocked on the door. The doorkeeper pulled back the grille and Flavius announced himself. The doorkeeper looked at him warily. He went away, returning a few moments later, satisfied the man standing outside answered Lydia Flavia’s description. He unbolted the door and let Flavius in.

			His mother was standing in the atrium. She opened her arms and he ran to her.  She held him close, weeping with relief that he was safe, then led him to a stone seat in the garden where, gazing lovingly at him, she took his hands into her own and said through her tears, “Flavius, I am so glad you are here.”

			“How could I stay away?” He studied her face. She had aged whilst he had been away. Streaks of grey now ran through her dark hair, her eyes were shadowed by grief and worry lines had etched themselves around her mouth. 

			She started to tell Flavius what had happened, but seeing her distress, he gently placed a finger over her lips, saying, “Claudius has told me everything, mother.” 

			“He has been so very kind to me, I do not know what would have happened if he had not given me sanctuary.” She looked out into the garden, then back at Flavius. “Flavius, who could have done this to us?” 

			Flavius heard the fear in her voice and felt anger rising in him against whoever had caused the death of his father and the near-destruction of his family. Through gritted teeth he said, “I don’t know, but I promise you I will find out.” He swallowed. “Do you know where Marius is?”

			“Truly, Flavius, I do not know where he is.” She wrung her hands nervously. “He has changed since last you saw him. He has given up on his studies and has become a pleasure-seeker. I fear he has fallen in with a bad crowd, whose leader is the Emperor’s great-nephew, Caligula, the son of the noble Germanicus.” Afraid to be overheard, she said quietly, “Never was a son less like his heroic father!”

			His brother’s friend was Tiberius’ great-nephew? “Why would Caligula befriend Marius?” Flavius asked, bemused.

			“Your father took Marius to the Palace with him to attend a reception. Caligula was apparently impressed by your brother’s knowledge of history; they became friends, much to your father’s disgust.”

			Flavius frowned. Mixing with the Emperor’s family carried great risks. The Julio-Claudians were notoriously fickle. One day they would count you as a friend, the next…? It seemed he would now also have to discover the whereabouts of Marius. 

			Flavius reassured his mother that he would do everything he could to resolve both problems.

		


		
			​CHAPTER THREE

			Sheikh Ibrahim’s caravan safely reached the Kingdom of Nabatea. Ruth was hot and uncomfortable after spending hours travelling in the silk-lined carriage. She looked at baby Mary-Farrah, who lay sleeping peacefully, and smiled. The journey had not disturbed her at all; rather the movement of the carriage had seemed to soothe her. 

			Ruth opened the curtain of the carriage and looked out. She was staggered by what she saw. They were travelling through a ravine, with high mountains surrounding them on both sides. The occasional bellow of the camels and sharp voices of the drovers echoed in the still, arid air. The ravine suddenly opened up and before her lay a vast area dominated by tall, rose-coloured buildings cut into the sandstone rocks. Ibrahim pulled his horse up by the side of the carriage and said, smiling, “We are here.”

			Dismounting, Ibrahim ordered the chief drover to take the caravan to the unloading area, and then helped Ruth, holding Mary-Farrah closely to her, out of the carriage. He told Drubaal to take the cedar wood casket containing the ashes of his niece, Princess Farrah, to his house, then followed on with Ruth at his side. 

			The house was cut into the red rock. She entered though the intricately-carved wooden and bronze door, amazed to see the luxury inside. Soft carpets were scattered across the multi-coloured tiled floor, silk couches were spread around the large room with small carved tables embellished with gold standing nearby; silver filigree lanterns hung from the high ceiling and the walls were adorned with costly silk hangings. Ruth thought she had stepped into a palace. 

			Ibrahim went to the window and opened up the wooden shutter. As the daylight streamed through, he said, “That is better.” Turning to Ruth, he said, “The journey has been arduous. Rest now while I go and report to King Aretas, I have much to tell him.” 

			She nodded, then watched him go. Drubaal came in and smiled at her, then retired to his own quarters built into the side of the house. 

			After a while, a solemn-faced Sheikh returned. Ruth asked him how the King had received the news. 

			Ibrahim shook his head. “At first he was very angry at the loss of a distant relative, but when I told him that her murderer, ben-Ezra, had been caught and executed, it seemed to pacify him. He said, ‘At last justice has been served on the man who killed your brother, my faithful Hassan, and his family. We will give Princess Farrah a royal funeral.’ Then he looked at me and said, ‘It is for you alone, Sheikh Ibrahim, to continue the Al-Khareem family name.’ When I asked him if I could make you my officially adopted daughter, he readily gave his consent. He was pleased when I told him that your child is named after Princess Farrah.” 

			He looked at Ruth. “Ruth, would you do me the honour of accepting my family name of Al-Khareem as your own? Would you agree to become my formally adopted daughter, with Mary-Farrah as my granddaughter?”

			Lost for words, Ruth stared at him. Ruth bint Ibrahim Al-Khareem? Yes, it would give her child a family name and some standing in the world. For herself, it would be a privilege and a joy to honour him as her father. She said, “Yes. I thank you with all my heart.” 

			Ibrahim was overjoyed. He took her hand and said gravely, “I must arrange for my niece’s funeral rights to be performed. In two days’ time, she will be buried in her family tomb. In the meantime, propriety demands that you cannot stay in this house with me.” He thought for a moment, then said, “There is a small empty house just a few doors away. I will buy it for you.” He went out. Not long afterwards he returned smiling and said, “The house is yours.” 

			He was delighted to see her grateful response. “I have also employed the widow of the brother of Abdullah. She will live in the house and take care of you and Mary-Farrah.”

			Later that day, Ruth moved into her house, her very own home. Hagru, the widow, was waiting there for her. Hagru bowed her head in deference and made it plain that she was more than willing and very able to take care of such an important man’s adopted daughter and granddaughter. Ruth immediately liked the affable woman. She thanked Ibrahim, marvelling at how the tables had turned from her being a servant to becoming the mistress of the house.

			Early in the morning, before the sun reached its zenith, King Aretas, dressed in a white robe threaded with gold and with a golden diadem on his head, led his Queen, Shuqilat, Princess Phasaelis and the rest of the Royal Family along the Processional Way leading to the Temple of Winged Lions, set on the mountainside overlooking Petra. They were closely followed by Ibrahim, who was holding the cedar wood box covered in silk containing Farrah’s ashes, with Drubaal and Ruth walking behind, holding a quantity of wine and an incense container.

			As they walked, Ruth looked around, amazed by the monuments, sculptures of gods and sacred animals and blocks of stone representing the Nabatean gods. The procession passed by the Lion Fountain, the Garden Tomb, the Quarry and two standing obelisks, finally reaching the great rock-hewn staircase leading up to the Temple dedicated to the powerful goddess Al-Uzza. 

			They entered the magnificent entrance flanked by enormous columns. A priest stood inside, ready to take them to the inner sanctum of the Temple. Ruth stood open-mouthed as she saw the walls and columns colourfully painted with floral and figure designs. There was a podium with an altar in their midst. Surrounding the podium were niches containing offerings and idols of the Nabatean gods. 

			The focus of the temple was a large standing stone with a carved face, which she guessed represented the goddess. Knowing that Jewish Holy Law, laid down by the Most High God to the Prophet Moses centuries before, did not permit idols of any kind, she looked away. Sensing Ibrahim looking at her, she turned her face back again and stared straight ahead so as not to upset him, but carefully avoiding looking directly at the graven images.

			At a signal from the King, the offerings were handed to the priest, who, intoning solemn prayers, poured out a libation of wine and waved the incense holder over and around the stone. He then laid the remainder of the offerings in front of the stone. The sweet smell of the wine mixed with the pungent scent of frankincense filled the air. A specially chosen young camel was brought forward by one of Ibrahim’s caravan drovers. 

			A second priest joined the first. He held a bowl beneath the camel’s neck. Ruth closed her eyes as the first priest took his sacrificial knife and with one deft movement, cut the animal’s throat. The second priest caught the camel’s blood in the bowl. After the dead animal had been dragged away, Ibrahim stepped towards the altar and held up the cedar wood casket, intoning prayers to the gods. The second priest poured the camel’s blood over the altar. 

			Ruth had never visited the Temple in Jerusalem, but John Mark had told her about the animals that were sacrificed to God there on certain religious occasions. It seemed that many religions did the same thing. But he also said that the Nazarenes no longer sacrificed animals, as the Lord Jesus had been the ultimate sacrifice for mankind. At first she had been confused. Only later had she begun to understand. 

			The ceremony ended with more prayers, then King Aretas led the procession back outside. The King spoke briefly to Ibrahim, then he and the Royal Family returned to the palace, leaving Ibrahim to carry out the private burial ceremony.

			Ibrahim, followed by Ruth and Drubaal, walked along the pathway to the Al-Khareem family tomb. Ruth was astounded when she saw that it was surrounded by a garden with an eating hall for feasting. She remembered the Sheikh once telling her that the Nabateans, like the Egyptians, believed in an afterlife and that the deceased’s comforts had to be maintained by offering them food and wine. She had thought it strange at the time, but now she herself drew comfort from the fact the Princess and her family would never be forgotten.

			Standing outside the door of the tomb, she looked up and saw the shape of an eagle carved into the lintel. Ibrahim saw her puzzled look and said quietly, “The eagle is the symbol of Dushara, our great god. He guards my family in their tomb for all time.” 

			He asked Drubaal to open the solid door to the tomb. Drubaal did so, then stood back as Ibrahim entered in. The sunlight cast shadows on the walls of the dimly-lit tomb as he reverently placed the casket next to the wrapped bodies of her parents, brother Kadeem and tiny new-born sister. With tears streaming down his face and voice choked with emotion, he intoned prayers to the gods that Farrah and her family would find everlasting joy and contentment in their afterlife.

			Ibrahim came back out into the daylight and Drubaal closed the tomb door firmly behind him. Ruth could see distress etched onto her adopted father’s face and went to him, taking his hand in her own. He looked at her and smiled a thin smile. Ruth and Mary-Farrah would be a great comfort to him.

			The next day, Ruth, who had been wondering how there was a continuous supply of fresh water in such an arid place, asked Ibrahim to explain. He smiled and said, “Come, let me show you.” 

			Leaving Mary-Farrah with Hagru, she followed him to the base of a mountain and gasped as she saw terraces of shaped rock ledges fashioned along the bottom. “If you look up,” Ibrahim pointed to the mountain, “you will see channels cut into the sides. When it rains, the rainwater flows into the ledges and along a pipeline system into reservoirs, underground cisterns and dams. We also collect floodwater and groundwater, and there are some natural springs.” 

			He saw her quizzical look. “You are wondering how we stop the water from evaporating.” He smiled. “Our ancestors invented a waterproof cement to line the cisterns to stop that from happening.” 

			Ruth was amazed, but she had one last query, “How does the water stay fresh?” 

			“Stone walls and pillars shade the collected water, keeping it cool. There are also settling basins able to purify the water.”

			Ruth shook her head. “If you had not shown me, I would never have known the rock terrace ledges were there. And I cannot see the underground reservoirs and cisterns at all,” 

			“Exactly, Ruth. We hide our water system structures away from the prying eyes of passers-by and would-be invaders. It is why, even though the rainy season is only for a short time, we have a constant supply of water for our own purposes and to sustain the crops we grow.”

			Ruth was impressed. “I think your people are very clever to have thought of this.

			He beamed. “I agree.”

			They walked away from the mountain and made their way back to their homes. 

		


		
			​CHAPTER FOUR

			Holding Mary-Farrah in her arms, Ruth looked up at the beautiful Treasure House. She had been in Petra, the Nabatean Capital, for a month now, but she never tired of looking at the magnificent building built into the sandstone rock. 

			A voice said, “The Treasure House is truly a work of art, isn’t it?” 

			Startled, Ruth turned round to see a richly-dressed woman smiling at her. Ruth stared at the woman. She was statuesque, with lightly-tanned skin and raven black hair, half-hidden under a golden silk veil. 

			Seeing Ruth’s expression, the woman introduced herself. “Please, do not be afraid. I am Princess Phasaelis, daughter of King Aretas.” She smiled as she saw a shocked Ruth bow her head in deference. Phasaelis gently lifted Ruth’s chin and looked at her. “You are Sheikh Ibrahim’s adopted daughter, and this is your child?” She pointed to Mary-Farrah, who looked up at the Princess with large dark eyes, fringed by thick eyelashes. 

			“She is beautiful,” Phasaelis said wistfully. “I know you are from Jerusalem.” 

			Ruth nodded. Was it her imagination, or did she see a look of sadness cross the Princess’ beautiful dark brown eyes?

			“Tell me, what is the baby’s name?” Phasaelis tickled the baby under her little chin, bringing forth gurgles of pleasure. 

			“Her name is Mary-Farrah, Your Highness,” Ruth said proudly. 

			The Princess was puzzled. “Your daughter has a Jewish and a Nabatean name? How curious.” She smiled. “I must go now, but I should very much like to hear how you became a member of the Sheikh’s family.” 

			Ruth returned the Princess’ smile. “And I would very much like to tell you Your Highness.” 

			Phasaelis nodded. “I would also like to know what is happening in Jerusalem now. I wonder if anything has changed there.” 

			Phasaelis walked away, leaving Ruth pondering how the Princess knew about Jerusalem. When she saw the Sheikh she would ask him. 

			Later that day, when Ibrahim returned to the house, Ruth did ask him. She was staggered by his reply. 

			“Princess Phasaelis was married to Herod Antipas for a number of years. Their time together was spent travelling between his palace in Jerusalem and his desert fortress of Machaerus. It seemed a perfect love-match, not just a marriage of state forged between Antipas and Aretas, and I believe Phasaelis truly loved him.” He took a deep breath. “Until Antipas visited Rome.” 

			“What happened in Rome?” Ruth asked excitedly.

			Ibrahim cleared his throat. “It was on that visit that he first set eyes on his half-brother Philip’s wife, Herodias.” He shook his head. “From that moment on, he wanted no other woman except that harlot. He divorced our beautiful Phasaelis and, breaking Jewish Law and alienating his people and ours, he married Herodias. Protected by Aretas’ guards, our Princess duly returned to her father. Needless to say, King Aretas was angry and pledged to one day take revenge on that minor potentate.”

			Ruth was wide-eyed with curiosity. “And did he?”

			“Yes. They have argued over the boundaries of Gilead for a long time.” Seeing her puzzled look, he went on to explain. “You see, Gilead lies south of Herod’s Peraea and borders our King’s territories …” he hesitated for a moment. “I can tell you now it is over. When I left Bethany on the King’s business it was not all about seeking new trade routes.” He forestalled Ruth’s questions by saying, “During that time, the King made war on Antipas, I was with his army in Gamala, in the tetrarchy of Iturea, ruled by Antipas’ brother Philip.” 

			Ruth stared at him. She said breathlessly, “What happened?” 

			Ibrahim smiled. “King Aretas won the battle. As you saw, I returned to Jerusalem unharmed.” 

			“You did not say anything about this when you returned,” she said, shocked by his revelation.

			“I could not. You see, the King feared Rome’s retribution. They favour Antipas, not he, nor our kingdom.” Deep creases furrowed his forehead. “Aretas still thinks that one day Rome will retaliate. We must hope he is wrong.” 

			Ruth suppressed a shudder at the prospect of war with Rome. 

			Ibrahim changed the subject. “But let us not dwell on these unpleasant things, come and see what I have for you.” He led Ruth to a table where a closed wooden box sat. He pointed to it and said, “Open it.” 

			Excited, Ruth opened the lid. She gasped as she saw the beautiful silver bracelet, adorned with sapphires, nestling in the silken folds lining the box. She carefully picked up the bracelet and slipped it onto her wrist. She turned her arm and the sapphires sparkled as they caught the sunlight shining through the latticed window. “It is so beautiful,” she breathed.

			Ibrahim beamed. “It is my gift to you for consenting to be my daughter.” Tears filled his eyes as Ruth stood on tip-toe and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you, my child, it has been a long time since I received such affection.” 

			Ruth looked at his careworn face and haunted eyes, the result of the constant anxiety and grief he had suffered over the past few years. Overcome with emotion, she made a silent vow that she would do all she could to bring happiness into his life. 

			Ruth was surprised when she received an invitation from Princess Phasaelis to visit her in her private apartment, with the instruction to bring Mary-Farrah with her.

			Holding the child in her arms, she walked through the columned portico of the palace. One of the King’s Royal Guards escorted her to the Princess’ private apartment, where Phasaelis sat waiting for her. Ruth marvelled at the opulence of the room, which was filled with costly silk wall hangings, ornate furniture and luxurious carpets.

			Phasaelis’ beauty was enhanced by a large Egyptian-style collar studded with emeralds with matching emerald drop earrings which brought out the colour of her dark brown eyes. The Princess gestured to Ruth to sit down on a silken couch opposite her. She smiled at Ruth and said “Please, may I hold the baby for a few moments?” 

			Surprised, Ruth immediately rose up from her couch, walked across to the Princess and gently placed Mary-Farrah into the Princess’ outstretched arms. She smiled as Phasaelis cooed and tickled the baby under her chin, bringing forth gurgles of joy. The look of longing in Phasaelis’ eyes made Ruth feel sad for her. 

			Without taking her eyes off Mary-Farrah, Phasaelis said sadly, “Antipas and I were not fortunate enough to have any children.”

			Ruth thought that Phasaelis would not be amused to think she had been gossiped about, so she did not say that Ibrahim had already told her about the fated marriage.

			“You did know I was married to Herod Antipas?” Seeing Ruth shake her head, Phasaelis said, “I see. Of course, when all of that took place you would have been but a child.” She went on to briefly explain what had caused the divorce, being careful not to insult too greatly her ex-husband and his new wife, Herodias. She was too well mannered to give vent to her hidden anger and humiliation. Then she changed the subject. “Tell me, Ruth, by what strange fortune are you here in Nabatea with Sheikh Ibrahim? It is a long way from Jerusalem.”

			“I am here by even stranger fortune than you could ever imagine, your Highness.”

			Phasaelis was filled with curiosity. “Please, tell me your story.”

			Ruth did not really want to remember the terrible things she and Princess Farrah had suffered, but knew she had to answer Phasaelis’ request. She started at the very beginning, when Sheikh Ibrahim had first chosen her to be a servant for his niece, Princess Farrah, then went on to tell how they had been kidnapped by Eleazar ben-Ezra and his gang of cutthroats, of their ordeal in the caves of the Judaean hills and of her repeated abuse by ben-Ezra’s second-in-command, Abraham bar Saraf. She ended with the battle at Beth-Horon, the death of Farrah and her rescue by Drubaal and the Romans, but decided not to tell the Princess about how she and Mary-Farrah had been miraculously brought back from the dead by the Lord Jesus through Peter, His Disciple. She would wait until she knew Phasaelis better and was sure she could trust her.

			When Ruth had finished, Phasaelis looked intently at her and said, “So Abraham bar Saraf fathered your daughter, yet you seem to love her.” 

			“I did not at first,” Ruth said, embarrassed, “but the child was an innocent victim, it was not her fault I was brought so low.”

			Phasaelis shook her head sadly as Ruth wiped away her tears. “So much has happened to you in your young life. I am sorry I have evoked memories of that terrible time. I cannot imagine what it was like for you and Farrah. My father showed me the letter Governor Pilate sent to him explaining the events surrounding that terrible time and of the execution of the man responsible for Farrah’s death. I am glad that foul criminal ben-Ezra received his just punishment.” 

			She stood up, handed Mary-Farrah back to her mother and said, “I hope that now you are here and part of Sheikh Ibrahim’s family, you will find some peace and joy in the raising of your beautiful daughter. Now I must go to my stepmother, the Queen.”

			“Stepmother?” Ruth said, surprised, “but I thought…”

			Phasaelis shook her head. “Queen Shuqilat is my father’s second wife. My mother’s name was Queen Chuldu Huldu, sadly no longer with us.” She saw Ruth’s embarrassment and smiled. “My stepmother wants me to be with her as she receives a very important merchant who wishes to show her some new dress-making fabrics. She values my opinion on these things.” 

			Phasaelis called for the guard to escort Ruth from the palace, but before he arrived, she said, “There is another Jewish visitor from Damascus here in Petra just now. He was brought here by one of our caravan chiefs, Abdullah. At present the visitor lives in a cave on the outskirts of the city. He is a tentmaker and repairer by trade and helps Hussain, our master tent-maker, whenever he is too busy. Perhaps you can go and see him.” 

			Ruth wondered who the man was and why he was here in Petra living alone in a cave. She nodded, curtsied and said, “I will. Thank you, your Highness.” The guard appeared, Ruth curtsied again and then, escorted by the guard, she left the palace.

			Calpurnius Aquila, his face twisted in hatred, sat in his office set deep in the Palatine Palace. He pulled a scroll out of his desk drawer and began reading, for the fourth time, the message sent to him by Lucius Vitellius, the Legate in Syria, reporting that Pilate had discovered and named Prefect Alae, Antonius, as one of his spies and had stripped him of his rank and condemned him to the Libyan mines. 

			He slammed the scroll down onto his desk and swore out loud. “Damn you, Pilate!” Now he had lost one of his best spies. And yet, Antonius knew too much about him and the way he worked. It would be better for him if Antonius stayed in Libya. “Let him rot!” Calpurnius growled. He had more important things to worry about. 

			Irritating as Vitellius’ message had been, his more immediate goal was to find Flavius Silvanus. He knew he had landed at Ostia, the Port Commander had told him so, but that had been weeks ago. Where had he gone? He needed to find out –and quickly. He had urgent things to discuss with him. He swore again. “Body of Bacchus! Where are you, Flavius Silvanus?”

		


		
			​CHAPTER FIVE

			During the weeks Flavius had spent at Claudius’ farm in Latium, he had made sure he had kept his mind alert and his body fit and toned. The farm’s slaves, some of whom he recognised from his own family estate, were curious when they discovered he had willingly taken instructions from the farm managers on how to help in the general running of the farm. With Atticus accompanying him, he had worked in the vineyards, in the fields growing cereal crops and vegetables and in the gardens surrounding the farmhouse. He had even acted as a shepherd’s assistant to the farm’s large flock, and herdsman to the many cows grazing in the fields. The one thing he did not do was go near the vast array of beehives. He knew they were best left to the experienced beekeepers as, having been stung as a child, he was anxious to avoid that pain again. 

			He was fascinated by the olive groves on the estate. Up until recent times, olives and their oil had always been imported from Israel, Iberia, Greece and North Africa, but as the population in Rome and surrounding areas had grown and the Legions had demanded more and more, some wealthy landowners, such as Claudius, found the growing of olive trees to be a very lucrative business. The sale of olives as a whole fruit, or by being pressed by vertical grindstones into tubs forming a paste from which the oil was extracted, added enormous amounts to his coffers. 

			At first, the slaves had been suspicious of his motives. Why would a patrician, an important man, wish to dirty his hands doing the work of slaves? Was he checking up on them on behalf of their master in Rome, to make sure they were working to full capacity and not slacking? They took their complaints to the head farm manager, who passed them on to Atticus. Atticus reassured them that the young master was not a spy and as time went by, the slaves realised that he seemed to actually be enjoying the hard work.

			Flavius was happy to know that his mother, Lydia Flavia, who had never entered a kitchen in her life before now, was happily watching the cooks of the villa go about their work. Much to her maidservant’s horror, Lydia Flavia asked the head cook to show her how to put together a simple meal. She relished the chance to see how bread was fashioned and baked. But the most fascinating new adventure for her was watching the seamstresses make and repair clothes for the men and women who worked and lived on the estate. She found this novelty deeply satisfying; it brought her contentment and helped to stem her grief. Seeing the diligence with which they went about their work and their pride and good humour in accomplishing their tasks, she made a vow that she would never look with disdain upon slaves again.

			As the weeks passed by, Flavius let his hair grow long and developed a fine beard and moustache. His once smooth hands had now become roughened and calloused from his labours. He had purposely done this to carry out a plan that had been formulating in his mind. When the time was right, he would test that plan out. 

			That time came a few days later when Flavius asked Atticus, “When is the next consignment of goods being taken to Rome?” 

			Atticus looked at him quizzically, then replied, “In two days’ time.” 

			Flavius nodded and said firmly “Good. I am going with it.” As Atticus began to protest that he would be placing his life in danger, Flavius said that with his long hair and beard along with his guise as a country slave, he would not be recognised as the young Tribune the authorities were looking for. 

			Atticus reluctantly agreed. “As you wish, master, but I am going with you,” he said.

			Two days later, just after sunrise, the ox-drawn cart, loaded with tightly-lidded amphorae of olive oil pressed from the farm’s own olive groves, began its journey to Rome. On the second evening, the cart reached Rome’s gates, where it joined the queue waiting to enter the city. 

			Once inside the city, they drove to the main market area and went to Claudius’ usual olive-oil trader. After agreeing the price, the trader took out a wax tablet and wrote out an invoice for the sum with a stylus. Closing the tablet by placing another on top and tying it with a ribbon, he gave it to Atticus, ensuring him that the money owed to Claudius for the goods received would be handed over to the argentarii, a guild of highly respected bankers, who handled the financial business of very wealthy people. Satisfied, Atticus and Flavius unloaded the amphorae ready for the trader to sell. 

			When all of the amphorae had been unloaded, Flavius said to Atticus, “I have to go and see someone, but I’ll be back before dawn. Stay here and wait for me.” He pulled his floppy hat down over the top half of his face and walked off into the city.

			He wanted to call at two of his old drinking haunts in the city, hoping to find the man he was desperately searching for, but he was not there. His last hope was to visit a notorious wine bar built in the most unsavoury part of the city: the Subura. He set off walking in that direction.

			The noxious smell of urine hit him as soon as he entered the grimy alleyway, conjuring up a host of past memories. Before he had left the farm, knowing he might have to visit that area, he had secured a knife down his boot as protection from the villains who, he knew, lurked there waiting to rob unsuspecting people. 

			He stayed alert as he walked down the narrow, dark alleyway, constantly looking over his shoulder in case
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