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“You there! Move that wagon out
of the way!”

Hearing the threatening shout,
Flavius Quinctilius Silvanus drew back the curtain of his litter.
He frowned as he saw one of his bodyguards brandishing a flaming
torch close to the wagon driver’s face.

“You stupid bastard, you almost
collided with the litter!” The bodyguard continued to shout and
threaten the driver with the torch. As the angry, cursing driver
struggled to force his ox-drawn wagon out of the way, a second
bodyguard came out from behind the litter, sword drawn, ready for
trouble.

After much shouting and
cursing, the driver managed to move his bellowing oxen and wagon
aside, and Flavius heaved a sigh of relief. He yanked the curtain
back in place and settled back onto his cushions, confident that
the bodyguards would be more than capable of dealing with any
further trouble.

His father had hired the
services of the two ex- gladiators after they had won their freedom
in the arena. With their bull necks and huge muscular arms and
legs, Flavius knew he would be safe; they were not the kind of men
to argue with.

The litter lurched as the
bearers swerved to miss yet another wagon. Flavius began to feel
sick with the constant sway of the litter and the aroma of
different foodstuffs mixed with the smell of horse and ox-dung
emanating from the many vehicles hurrying into Rome. He sighed. It
was the same aggravating nightly ritual: the streets of Rome filled
with dozens upon dozens of vehicles in their mad scramble to bring
in their wares during the hours of darkness, in a desperate bid to
beat the city’s dawn curfew. He gingerly touched his cheekbone and
winced. It had been a rough night in more ways than one. Not only
had he lost a great deal of money at the tavern where he’d been
drinking and playing dice, he’d also been involved in a fight,
leading to his unceremonious ejection into the street by two burly
men employed by the tavern to deal with troublemakers. He’d stopped
his own bodyguards from joining in, not wanting to involve the
Vigiles, who would most certainly appear and break up the disorder
in the street, possibly leading to him and his men being
arrested

and causing more trouble.

The new moon was waxing as
Flavius entered his father’s estate, set in the hills above the
sprawling city, and the four litter bearers carrying him approached
the luxurious family villa. Outside the villa door, Flavius climbed
out of the litter, then dismissed the litter-bearers and the
bodyguards with the order to return quietly to their quarters in
the extensive villa grounds. He tapped on the door. The door porter
immediately pulled back the grille, then quickly unbolted and
opened the door. Once inside, Flavius nodded to the grinning
porter. He jumped nervously as he heard the grille and bolts being
secured again, then, composing himself, walked unsteadily into the
atrium.

Flavius was glad he’d reached
home in one piece. He trod softly, not wishing to disturb his
family, especially his father, Senator Gaius Quinctilius
Silvanus.

He stopped suddenly, his heart
pounding, as he saw a figure carrying an oil lamp come out of a
side room. The flame from the lamp cast an eerie shadow onto the
painted walls. He swore under his breath as he recognised his
father walking towards him. He tried to put on a brave face, but
knew he was in trouble.

“Father! You startled me.”

“Where have you been, Flavius?
It is almost dawn.” His father’s voice was hard.

“Out with my friends,” came his
son’s curt reply. “You do not speak to me like that!”

Flavius’ relief turned to
unease. He did not wish to rouse his father’s temper.

“How do you keep getting past
the porter?”

“It’s not his fault, father, I
told him weeks ago that if he didn’t let me in late at night, I
would accuse him of stealing or of some other misdemeanour.”

Gaius tried hard to control his
anger. “Go to your bed, Flavius! I will speak with you in the
morning. I’ll deal with the door porter too.”

Flavius wanted to protest, but
thought better of it. Without a word he walked in the direction of
his bedroom. Tired, his head throbbing, he threw himself down onto
his bed, knowing he would be facing the same familiar argument in
the morning.

 


The next morning as the
servants brought the family their breakfast, the tension in the
room was palpable. Sensing that all was not well, the servants beat
a hasty retreat.

Gaius glared at Flavius. “When
you came in this morning you stank of the Subura gutters. Look at
you! Your eye and cheek are swollen and bruised, your lip is cut.
What happened? Did you fight over a whore in one of the squalid
taverns you frequent?”

Flavius was indignant. He shook
his head. “No father, I didn’t fight over any woman. I caught a man
trying to cheat me at dice. What was I supposed to do?”

His father brought his fist
down heavily on a nearby ornamental table, shattering its delicate
obsidian inlay. Ignoring the damage, he went on “Don’t you realise
how upsetting all this is for your mother, Flavius?”

Flavius looked across the room
and saw his mother, the elegant Lydia Flavia Silvana, lying on her
couch, her lovely face pale and drawn. He loved her very much and
was mortified to think that he had inflicted pain on her.

“I’m sorry, mother. I will try
and behave myself in future.”

She gave him a wan smile.

“You had better!” came Gaius’
stern voice. “I warn you, if you do not, there will be
consequences.”

Peace descended upon the
household for the next few days, Flavius came home at a decent time
and ate his meals with the family.

That peace did not last. On the
sixth evening Flavius came into the dining area. He was hungry and
ready to do justice to the evening meal. He stopped when he saw his
father pacing agitatedly around the room.

Gaius stopped pacing when he
saw his son. “Sit down, Flavius.” His voice was commanding.

Flavius frowned. What was he
being accused of now?

He stood there, a defiant look
on his face. “I said, sit down!”

Hearing the anger in his
father’s voice, Flavius sat down on a dining couch.

“We had a visitor today.
Senator Marcus Virilis.”

Flavius knew what was coming
next and sat anxiously awaiting the explosion.

“He came here to tell me that
he had walked in on you and his daughter, Marcia, in her bed!” He
loomed over Flavius, who sat with head bowed, deeply embarrassed by
this statement in front of his mother and younger brother,
Marius.

“Virilis warned me that if his
daughter becomes pregnant, he will force you to marry her.”

Flavius smiled inwardly at
that, for he knew he was not alone in bedding Marcia. Her
reputation was well known in certain circles of society. He knew
Virilis was also aware of that fact, although he would never admit
it.

Gaius continued his diatribe.
“Virilis has had his door porter executed for letting you into the
house, and his daughter’s female slave has also been killed for
allowing you into her mistress’ bedroom. It has cost me a great
deal of money to compensate Virilis for the loss of his slaves and
to pay him for his silence to avoid scandal being attached to our
family name.” Gaius’ temper exploded. “Don’t you understand that
this family’s reputation – my life – is on a knife-edge? It is only
by the will of the Emperor that I – we – are alive now. Too many
problems like this one today involving another member of the Senate
and the Emperor could change his mind.”

Over the past few years, to
keep all of their lives and estates safe, Gaius had been forced to
make some brave but dangerous choices.

“You are a disgrace to this
family. Why can’t you be like Marius? He has never brought shame on
this family.”

At these words Flavius frowned.
His younger brother had always been his father’s favourite. Even as
small children the brothers had never got on. Marius was too
serious. He was always to be found in the family library with his
nose stuck in one scroll or another taken from his ever-growing
collection, usually one about law or politics, or his favourite
subject, the life and times of the great Republican Dictators,
Gaius Marius and Julius Caesar being his heroes. Flavius was only
interested in the present, not in the people and events of a
hundred years and more before; it was all far too boring and dry
for his tastes.

He was brought out of his
reverie by his father’s icy voice.

“You, as my heir, should be
setting an example, not drinking, womanising and gambling with the
low company you keep. I am ashamed to think that one day you will
be following me into the Senate. I have already warned you, one
more mistake and you will feel the full weight of the consequences
I promised you.”

Gaius sat down heavily on his
couch. “I’m ordering you to stop wasting your life and start
thinking about your future. I’ve made arrangements for you to join
the Army to learn some discipline. Make no mistake, if you wish to
keep your inheritance, you will do this.”

Flavius was horrified. “It’s my
life. I will not go.”

Lydia Flavia had tears in her
eyes as she leaned across to her son and covered his hand with her
own. “Your father wants only what is best for you, Flavius. Please
obey him. It will be better for you.” She turned away and spoke
quietly so Gaius couldn’t hear “It will be better for us all.”
Seeing his mother’s distress, Flavius knew he had to obey, if only
for her sake. He looked at his father and said reluctantly “Father,
I will obey you.”

 


Gaius had arranged for him to
join the Legion 1 Italica. They were camped not too far from Rome,
making it easy for Flavius to return to the city and continue his
dissolute activities whenever he was free from his duties. This
went on for several months until on a brief visit home, Gaius, who
had heard rumours of his son’s return to his old ways, gave him a
final warning.

“I am shocked and angry that
you seem to have learned nothing,” he said. He put his face close
to his son’s. “For Jupiter’s sake, you are twenty-three years old!
Remember who you are, who I am! When will you face up to your
responsibilities?” He pointed a finger at his errant son. “I warned
you of the consequences. You must understand that I am very close
to disowning you. I want you transferred away from Rome to a proper
legion based in a place that will make a man of you. This is my
final word.”

Gaius knew that Judaea was
looked upon as the most troublesome province in the Empire. He
turned to his wife. “Lydia, please write a letter to your cousin,
the Procurator of Judaea, Pontius Pilate. Ask him to find a post
for our son at the Garrison in Jerusalem. Do not reveal the real
reason for the transfer, write only that Flavius seeks to further
his ambitions before entering the Senate.”

He was pleased when the
official scroll from Pilate arrived containing the Governor’s
agreement to the transfer. He called Flavius to him to tell him the
news, adding: “A stint in the East away from Rome’s temptations
will do you no harm. In fact it may help you to finally grow
up.”

Marius was standing outside the
door listening. When the Senator left the room, he approached
Flavius, sniggering. “Perhaps it will make a man of you,
brother, if you can handle the discipline and stay away from the
women.”

Flavius was furious at the
sneering comment and wanted to slap his brother, but instead he
kept his temper and walked away.

Flavius spent a restless night.
He hated his father at this moment for ruining his life. Why should
he give up his pleasures? Why should he be forced to go to this
hostile land, perhaps to die?

The following morning, when
he’d calmed down, he thought of his father’s words about having to
tread carefully in the Senate, of having many enemies waiting to
strike and that his life and the family fortunes were on a knife
edge. All of this was true. To protect his family and estates, his
father had publicly supported Lucius Aelius Sejanus, once Commander
of the Praetorian Guard. With the Emperor Tiberius in Capri,
Sejanus had plotted and murdered his way to the top and had gained
total control of the City. He was feared by everyone in Rome. His
spies had been everywhere and they were ready to condemn anyone,
even high-ranking Senators, for speaking out against his
atrocities. Flavius knew that his father’s support was only an act.
He had heard Gaius tell his mother how much he hated the
‘usurper’.

When Sejanus was killed, his
father had gone to the Emperor and explained his position, begging
forgiveness and re-stating his loyalty. Fortunately Tiberius had
accepted his father’s explanation and forgiven him. Flavius was
relieved that his father had been allowed to live and continue
being a senator. He had witnessed Tiberius’ revenge on the
followers of Sejanus, carried out in many cruel ways in Rome and
beyond. Some of the tyrant’s supporters had committed suicide
rather than face the Emperor’s wrath. He shuddered at the thought
of his father’s body, or what was left of it, being found washed up
on the banks of the Tiber. He felt ashamed. His own recent
behaviour had contributed to his father’s tension.

Thinking of these things, he
realised it was for the best that he should be sent abroad to make
his father’s life a little easier, and put an end to the distress
he had caused his mother. He hoped that by sacrificing his
dissolute life in Rome, he would one day make Lydia Flavia proud of
him. He knew she loved him, despite his selfish ways.

As for his brother, despite the
animosity between them, Flavius felt a little sorry for Marius. He
knew deep down that his brother was jealous of him, of his good
looks, and of his position as elder son and inheritor of the family
fortune and estate.

In the days before Flavius left
for Judaea, Marius grew ever more spiteful, constantly making
remarks about his brother’s lifestyle. One day it grew too much and
Flavius retaliated, saying “Marius, the gods only know, you will
die without ever having lived.” Marius went straight to their
father and complained about Flavius. Gaius immediately took Marius’
side against Flavius, causing more bad feeling in the family.

The day came when it was time
for Flavius to leave the family home. He placed his saddlebags
across the back of his magnificent black horse, Saturn, then went
over to his mother, who stood watching with Gaius and a smirking
Marius. He tenderly kissed his mother goodbye. The goodbyes of his
father and brother were cold and stilted. Flavius was relieved to
go.

He arrived in Ostia and
reported to the Port Commander. After presenting his credentials,
he sought out his ship, a military trireme which was riding at
anchor in the harbour. He introduced himself to the marine
centurion and naval captain in charge, then boarded the vessel. He
made sure Saturn was safely stowed in a horse pen, then watched as
the ship began to fill with legionaries travelling to the East.

The ship’s captain roared out
orders and the sail was unfurled. The oarsmen readied their oars.
The sound of a drumbeat filled the air, its rhythm communicating to
the oarsmen the rowing speed. The ship slowly negotiated its way
out of the busy harbour. Flavius stood on the deck watching until
the port was out of sight and the ship was on the open sea.

 


Over the next few days, when
Rufio, a marine centurion, had spare time, Flavius would while away
the boring hours playing dice with him, and they struck up a
friendship. Rufio had been to Caesarea many times, but never to
Judaea.

“I’m sorry, Tribune, I don’t
know enough about Judaea,” he said. He cleared his throat. “But I
tell you this, I’ve heard many bad reports about that area. I wish
you good fortune and the protection of the gods, if that’s where
you’re heading.”

Flavius stared at Rufio and
swallowed. What had he let himself in for? As each day passed,
Flavius grew more and more apprehensive.

After many days and nights, the
ship docked at Caesarea. Flavius wondered what awaited him in this
hostile land.


CHAPTER TWO
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Flavius stared at the grim
fortress rising up before him. He removed his helmet and wiped the
sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. Shading his
eyes, he looked up at the sun which beat down unmercifully,
creating a shimmering landscape.

“By all the gods!” he swore
quietly. “I’ve never known such heat. Even Rome in high summer is
not as uncomfortable as this.” If his father had purposely chosen
this post to punish him, at first glance it looked like he’d
succeeded.

He replaced his helmet, then
guided Saturn up the steep slope leading to the fortress entrance.
He identified himself to the Roman Guards who stood at attention
outside the massive gates. One of the guards went into the
fortress, returning quickly with a Duty Officer. Flavius introduced
himself.

“I am the Tribune Flavius
Quinctilius Silvanus, seconded from Rome for duty here at this
fortress,” he said. “Sir!” The junior officer clenched his fist,
brought his arm across his chest, then extended it in front of him
in full military salute. “I am the Decurion, Julius Cornelius
Vittelius. The Commander is expecting you. If you will follow me,
sir.”

Julius led Flavius to the horse
pens, where two slaves waited.

“Sir.” Julius pointed to the
elder slave. “This is Zeno, he’s been appointed by the Commander to
make sure your horse is well cared for, sir.” Julius saw Flavius’
troubled look. “Zeno has been with the legion for many years sir,
he is an expert at taking care of the fort’s equine stock.”

Flavius would have preferred to
look after Saturn himself, but he knew he had to hand over his
precious mount whilst staying at the fortress. He looked at Zeno,
who stood waiting patiently for his orders. “My horse needs a good
rub down,” he said. “Cover him with a clean blanket, he’s sweating
and mustn’t chill, then give him water, food and rest. Let him
settle today, then tomorrow morning have his hooves checked by the
farrier, it’s been a long, hard ride from the coast to Antipatris,
then on to here. Make sure the bronze horse pendants are cleaned
and polished too.”

Zeno bowed. “He is a fine
horse, sir. I will take extra care of him.”

“See that you do. Saturn was a
gift from my family.”

Flavius removed the leather
bags draped over the saddle. In them were stored his personal
possessions. He adjusted the bag which was slung across his
shoulder, then stroked the magnificent black horse’s neck and spoke
softly to him. “You’ve done well, Saturn, you’ve earned your rest,”
he murmured. Saturn nuzzled his hand.

Zeno turned to the young groom
standing at his side. “You heard the Tribune’s orders. See to
it.”

Flavius watched as the young
man, under Zeno’s watchful eye, led the horse into an empty stall,
removed the bridle, the four-horned saddle and girth strap and the
elaborately stitched saddle blanket and put them to one side ready
to carry out the Tribune’s orders. Flavius hoped Saturn would be
well looked after.

Julius coughed discreetly.
“Sir… the Commander is waiting.”

Flavius realised that it would
not be wise to keep his Superior Officer waiting too long. It would
be a bad beginning to his new career. “Yes, of course Decurion. You
had better take me to the Commander now.”

The Decurion saluted, then led
Flavius to the Garrison Commander, whose office was based in the
administrative centre of the Via Praetoria. Julius knocked once and
entered, announcing the arrival of the new Tribune. The Commander
of the Fortress Antonia, Quintus Maximus Piso, rose from his desk
and stepped forward to greet Flavius. Julius saluted his superior
officers, then marched out, closing the door to the Commander’s
austere room behind him.

Flavius stood rigidly to
attention, even though every bone in his exhausted body screamed
for rest.

“Welcome to Jerusalem and the
Fortress Antonia, Tribune. Welcome to the Tenth Fretensis.” Quintus
pointed to his saddlebags. “I take it you’ve left your horse at the
pens?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Zeno is head groom here. He’s
very conscientious and a fine groom. I chose him for you
myself.”

“Thank you, Commander.” Time
would tell if Zeno was indeed a good groom.

“Put your saddlebags over
there.” Quintus pointed to a table in the corner of the room.
Flavius did as he was told; he then produced a dispatch from his
shoulder bag and presented it to the Commander. Quintus read it
quickly, then cast a steely gaze over the younger man. He frowned
when he saw the broad purple band hemming Flavius’ short tunic. He
was a Tribune Laticlavius, a Tribune of
the Broad Stripe – an aristocrat who would
use the army as a stepping stone to a political career. In his
experience they usually meant trouble.

“So, Flavius Quinctilius
Silvanus, you are the son of Senator Gaius Quinctilius Silvanus.
You are to serve a short term with the Army before entering the
Senate.” He hesitated. “I take it you do intend following in your
distinguished father’s footsteps?”

Flavius drew himself up. “Yes,
Commander.”

“You’ll find it very different
here from Rome, Tribune.

Tell me – why Judaea?”

“To further my ambitions.” He
saw the questioning look on the commander’s craggy face. He didn’t
want to reveal that it had not been his choice at all, that he
would much rather have stayed in Rome. “I have heard Judaea is a
difficult place to serve in. I wanted a new challenge, the chance
to experience some action, before I enter politics.”

Quintus tried hard not to laugh
out loud. How foolish and arrogant Rome’s aristocrats were. He was
tempted to say, “Jupiter boy, I hope you haven’t made the biggest
mistake of your life,” but kept his thoughts to himself.

He changed the subject. “How
much military experience have you had?” He didn’t think it would be
much.

“I’ve spent a year with the One
Italica in Italy, sir.” “Not much then.” He saw the hurt look on
the younger

man’s face. “You have other
despatches there?” He pointed to the bulging leather bag.

“They are for the Governor,
Commander. Private letters from my mother, the Governor’s her
cousin.”

“I see. I hope you won’t seek
special privileges because of your family’s connection with the
Governor.” Quintus spoke sternly to test his latest recruit.

A flash of anger, quickly
suppressed, crossed Flavius’ handsome features. “No sir. I expect
to be treated like any other officer. I’m prepared to work hard and
do my duty”

Quintus nodded, satisfied with
the answer.

“Well Tribune Silvanus, I
suggest you go to your quarters and unpack, then find your way to
the garrison bath-house and clean yourself up. The Governor’s in
Jerusalem, so I’ll send word to him of your arrival. No doubt he’ll
send for you soon.”

Flavius saluted the Commander
and turned to go. “Dine with me in my quarters tonight,” the
Commander

added. “I want to hear about
Rome – and I want to tell you more about your new posting.”

“Thank you, sir. It will be a
pleasure.”

Quintus smiled grimly “I hope
it stays that way.” He shouted for one of the legionaries who
guarded his door. “Show our new Tribune to his quarters.”

Flavius saluted, picked up his
saddlebags, and left the room.

The legionary led Flavius to
his designated quarters. Being a senior Tribune, he had a small
two-roomed house to himself in the cavalry block a short distance
from the Via Praetoria. Zeno was waiting for him with a freshly-
blanketed Saturn. Zeno stabled Saturn in the front room of the
house, where clean straw had been laid and fresh fodder and water
waited. He placed the saddle and tack onto hooks set in the wall
and the elaborate saddle cloth onto a small shelf. Next to it were
the now gleaming horse pendants.

Flavius saw a ditch had been
dug and covered with stone slabs so the horse’s urine could go
through to the ditch below. He grimaced. How primitive this was,
compared to the luxurious stables on the family estate, but he was
in a frontier legion now and would have to get used to it.

He spoke harshly to Zeno. “You
will make sure this area is kept clean. I don’t want my horse to
suffer any infection.” “It is part of my job to make sure that
doesn’t happen,

Tribune. I will have the area
thoroughly cleaned every day.”

Flavius nodded, then walked
through an interconnecting door into a back room. Waiting for him
in there was a personal body slave also assigned to him by Quintus.
Flavius studied the tall, well-built slave. He judged him to be
about forty years old. “What’s your name?”

The slave looked down, not
meeting his new master’s eyes. He spoke softly “Gebhard,
Tribune.”

“Where are you from?”
“Germania, Tribune.”

“How long have you been in this
fortress?” “Nine years, Tribune.”

Flavius marvelled at the
answer. “Nine years?”

“Yes, Tribune, but I have
served the Commander for many more years. A long time ago, when the
Commander was stationed in Germania, I was his personal slave. I
pleased him, so when he was transferred from my country, he ordered
me to travel with him to wherever else he was sent.” Gebhard
paused. “He has been a good master. I hope I meet with your
approval too, Tribune.”

“If the Commander recommends
you, I am sure you will serve me well.”

It was hot inside, so Flavius
went to a small open window to breathe in some air. Such was the
heat outside that it did not refresh him. Looking out of the
window, he saw legionaries drilling in the square and heard a
commotion coming from the workshop area. Some off-duty soldiers
were sitting in a corner of the square playing dice. Laughter rose
up from one of them as the dice rolled in his favour.

Flavius moved away from the
window and sighed with relief as Gebhard carefully removed his
helmet and arm greaves, then unbuckled and removed the body armour
which covered his upper body, the two individual belts crossed over
at the back and front which held his sword and dagger and the apron
of metal disks, riveted to leather straps, which hung from these
belts, then lastly the protective leg greaves. All were carefully
placed to one side. Flavius flexed his aching muscles, glad to be
rid of the weight of his armour. He felt hot and very dirty. The
sooner

he went to the baths the
better.

Gebhard led him to the bath
house, then returned to his master’s quarters. The bath house was
empty, except for the slave in charge of the premises, who bowed
low as he greeted him. Flavius was relieved. He would not have to
make the effort of conversing with anyone. All he wanted to do was
relax and ease the pain of his tired muscles.

The fawning slave took him to
the dressing room, where he quickly discarded his sweat and
travel-stained garments. As he entered the steam room, the stifling
air made him catch his breath. He began to sweat profusely. He lay
on a marble table and another skilled slave used a strigil to
scrape the dust and dirt off his weary body. When this had been
completed Flavius entered the tepidarium and dropped into the
gently heated water. He swam around for a while, then floated on
his back and let the warmth take the tension from his
shoulders.

Although Flavius came from a
pampered background, he had always taken great care of his taut,
toned body. There wasn’t an ounce of spare flesh on him. He loved
all forms of exercise, regularly taking part in sporting contests,
wrestling and running being his favourite pastimes. His parents
attended and gave many banquets, but in their presence he would
always eat and drink frugally. His handsome, aristocratic looks and
firm, athletic build made him a favourite with Rome’s most
beautiful and overindulged women. He had toyed with the affections
of several daughters of knights and senators who had been only too
willing to indulge in sexual activity with him, especially the
delectable Marcia, daughter of Senator Marcus Virilis. He would
miss her. They had met in secret when the widowed Senator had been
absent from the house. He had bribed the door porter of the villa
and a female slave to let him enter into Marcia’s bedroom, where
she eagerly awaited him. Their moments together had been filled
with lustful lovemaking – until the day Virilis had returned
unexpectedly from the Senate and caught them in the throes of
passion. Flavius had been unceremoniously thrown out of the house
by surly household slaves and the bribed slaves had been executed.
A shame, but it was just bad luck. In any case, with the money his
father had given to Virilis, the slaves would soon be replaced. At
this moment, Flavius was more concerned with how his life had
changed. Here he was in the overpowering heat of Jerusalem at this
forbidding fortress.

He suddenly remembered the
invitation of Quintus Maximus and got out of the relaxing water. He
moved on to the frigidarium and plunged into cold water, which
closed his open pores and invigorated his mind and body. The slave
dried him with a rough towel, then massaged his glowing body with
sweet smelling oils. The slave then shaved off his chin
stubble.

Flavius was feeling totally
relaxed now. Conscious of the time, he roused himself and ordered
the slave to dress him in clean undergarments and a fresh tunic. He
slipped on his military sandals and the slave laced the loops of
leather across his feet and ankles. A quick comb of his black, wavy
hair and he was ready to dine with Quintus Maximus.


CHAPTER THREE
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A powerfully-built man stood on
the rooftop of the small house staring into the distance, his
large, strong hands – fisherman’s hands – gripping the top of the
low wall surrounding the roof. He sighed as he breathed in the cool
evening air. Somewhere nearby a dog began to bark, a call taken up
by other animals grateful that for a few brief hours, Jerusalem
would be free of the stifling heat of the day. The fragrant smell
of olive groves drifted on the breeze. The olive trees grew
abundantly on the slopes of the Mount of Olives and in the garden
called Gethsemane – a place so beautiful, yet a place which held
such bad memories; memories that, even now, made the man
shudder.

The man, whose name was Peter,
reflected on how his life had changed these past few years. He
remembered his humble beginnings when he had worked alongside his
brother Andrew as a fisherman in Galilee, and how on one momentous
day they had been called to follow a new master, one who would
change their lives forever. He had said they would now be ‘fishers
of men’. The Master had chosen ten other men to follow Him, naming
the twelve as His Disciples.

Suddenly alerted by the all too
familiar sound of iron- shod feet tramping up the dusty street
towards the house, Peter edged away from the low rooftop wall, not
wanting to draw attention to himself. A Roman patrol was making its
habitual search of the ancient, winding city streets making sure
all was in order. He breathed a sigh of relief as they passed by
without stopping. As the sound of the Roman legionaries’ boots and
clanking body armour faded into the distance, he ventured back to
the edge of the roof and gazed at the streets spread out below him.
Shadows were beginning to creep along them, heralding the coming
night. He saw tired workers wending their way home to their houses
in those streets before night fell and danger lurked in every
shadow. Some of the workers were strangers; others were converts
who had joined the Disciples in the new religion, a religion which
had been at odds with the Jewish authorities from its very
beginnings, leading to the Master’s cruel death. He swallowed hard.
So much had happened since the Lord Jesus had been crucified. He
and the other Disciples had been in despair, fearful for their
lives, but the prophetic words Jesus had said to them, words they
had not understood at the time, had come true: “After three days I
will rise again.”

Soon after His resurrection
from the dead, the Lord Jesus had visited them: in the upper room
of this house, on the road to Emmaus and on the shore of the Sea of
Tiberius. It was on that shore that Jesus had asked him three
times: ‘Simon, son of John, do you love me more than all else?’ His
answer had been ‘Yes, Lord. You know that I love you.’ Jesus had
looked straight at him and said: ‘Then feed my sheep’. Why had
Jesus called him Simon? Some time before, He had renamed him Peter,
‘The Rock on which He would build His church’. Had Jesus meant that
he was no longer fit to be that ‘Rock’? He had been mortified.

After that day, the Disciples
had been led to the Hill of Olivet, where they had witnessed the
ascension of the Lord Jesus into Heaven, with His promise that they
would receive the gift of the Holy Spirit and the instruction: ‘You
will bear witness for me in Jerusalem, all over Judaea, Samaria and
to the ends of the earth’. Since that day, Peter and the other
Disciples had gained new courage, vowing that whatever dangers
threatened them, the work the Master had begun would continue.
Peter had become their leader. A replacement was chosen to fill the
place left by Judas Iscariot, the suicide, who had betrayed Jesus
to the authorities. Two names had been put forward: Joseph and
Matthias, both of whom had known Jesus in His lifetime on earth.
Lots had been drawn and Matthias had been chosen. A few days after
the Lord’s ascension into Heaven, as they sat together in the upper
room of this house, tongues of fire had appeared above their heads,
and the promised Holy Spirit, like a whirlwind, had penetrated
their very being, strengthening them and giving them courage to go
out and spread the Word. From that moment on, they had told and
re-told the story of the risen Lord Jesus and had performed
miracles in His name. As a consequence, they had been constantly
hounded by the authorities – to no avail.

The listening crowds had not
been deterred; rather they had grown. At the time, Peter had
wondered how they would cope with feeding the poor amongst them as
well as telling everybody about the Lord. It was finally decided
that seven Deacons would be chosen to help them in their work. One
of those chosen was Stephen from Alexandria, a member of the
Synagogue of Libertines, a Synagogue made up of Jews from Cyrene,
Alexandria, Cilicia and Asia. Stephen had proved himself a worthy
preacher, working many miracles amongst the people. He had become
very popular with the public, but not with the Temple authorities -
or Saul of Tarsus!

Peter felt a light touch on his
arm. Turning his head, he saw a young man of some seventeen summers
looking up at him.

“Peter…” his voice was
hesitant, as though he was afraid to break into the elder man’s
thoughts. “Mother sent me to tell you supper’s almost ready.”

Peter suddenly realised how
hungry he was. “I’m ready for the evening meal, John Mark. Come, we
mustn’t keep your mother waiting.”

The young man hesitated. “We
have a visitor tonight.”

“Oh? Who is it?”

“My Uncle Barnabas.”

The answer startled Peter.
“Barnabas? But isn’t he a friend of Saul of Tarsus? What’s he doing
here?”

“I don’t know, but he says he’s
come in peace. Peter, I don’t think he means us any harm.”

“We shall see,” Peter said
sternly.

Peter followed the young man
down the outside stairs, to the others waiting in the room below.
John Mark entered the room but Peter stood in the doorway, his
large frame almost filling it. He looked around warily. The other
Disciples and some of the Deacons were seated around the room. He
watched as John Mark exchanged smiles with his friend, Stephen, and
sat down beside him, while Mary, John Mark’s mother and owner of
the house, stood stirring a large cauldron of vegetable broth
hanging over the fire. Peter saw the slim form of Barnabas, Mary’s
brother, seated near her. Peter and Barnabas’ eyes locked.

As Barnabas slowly got to his
feet, the Disciples watched him closely, ready to act at any sudden
violent movement from him against their leader.

“Peter…” Barnabas smiled
hesitantly, unsure of Peter’s reaction. Peter stood his ground.
“Peter, I know it’s hard for you to trust a friend of Saul, but I
swear to you I have come here alone tonight, with no desire to harm
you.” He cast his eyes quickly around the room and saw the look of
distrust from all who sat there, including his sister. “Any of
you.”

A burly man stood up and moved
towards him threateningly.

“Thomas! Let him speak.” Peter
commanded as he entered the room and stood facing Barnabas. “What
do you want?”

Barnabas looked up at Peter,
who stood a full head taller than him. His voice didn’t waver as he
said “I want to join you.”

The reply stunned them all.
Mary stopped stirring the broth. Some of the Disciples jumped up,
protesting. Peter held up his hand for silence.

Barnabas continued: “I’ve seen
the miracles you’ve performed, heard the stories you’ve told,
watched your bravery when you’ve been in great danger. For many
weeks I have lain sleepless night after night turning these things
over in my mind. Whoever this Jesus was – is – you are so convinced
that He is the Messiah, the Chosen One of God that you are willing
to lay down your lives for Him. I want to know more about Him. Then
later, maybe you will let me help you in your work.”

Peter stood silent for a
moment, looking at the bemused faces of the others, then said: “You
all know that Barnabas is a friend of Saul of Tarsus…”

Saul of Tarsus! Peter frowned
as the man’s arrogant face flashed before him and his harsh,
accusing voice filled his ears. Why did Saul hate the Lord’s
followers so much? It was soul-destroying hatred. When he and the
others had preached in their favourite place, the Beautiful Gate,
the entrance to the Holiest place in all Israel, Saul would be in
the forefront of the Temple Guard glaring at them malevolently, but
he was always careful not to upset the watching supporters – he
knew he could not risk the wrath of Rome if a riot broke out. The
Fortress Antonia, the Roman Headquarters in the city, overlooked
the Temple, so everything that happened within the Temple area
could be seen by the patrolling soldiers above.

“So, do we let Barnabas join
us?” said Peter.

Some agreed, but the majority
shook their heads in disapproval. Arguments began to break out.

Andrew stood up. “If Barnabas
has been sent by Saul to spy on us, he will have led the Temple
guards here.” There was a hush as he said the words. “They may be
outside now, waiting to arrest us. We might all be sent back to
prison, or worse.”

“I remember the awful time we
were in prison before,” said John, his voice trembling. “If the
Angel of the Lord had not appeared to us, miraculously opened the
prison doors and set us free, then I dread to think what would have
happened to us.”

John’s brother, James, joined
in. “I was scared, but I’ll never forget the look on the priests’
faces when they saw us walking through the Temple courtyard the
next day.”

“And promptly arrested us
again,” Peter said soberly. “If it hadn’t been for the Pharisee
Gamaliel, the Sanhedrin would have condemned us to death.” He shook
his head “I still don’t understand why he interceded for us.”

“Nor I, but I’m glad that he
did.” John frowned. “Gamaliel may not speak up for us again.
Respected as he is, he could place himself in great danger if he
keeps arguing against the High Priests.”

Peter turned to Stephen “You
have said that lately, Saul seems to be always where you are
preaching, watching you, making comments, Barnabas by his side.
Knowing the danger of prison, or death, do you think it is safe to
let Barnabas join us?”

Stephen looked at the
suspicious faces of these people he had come to know and love, and
smiled. “I know the problems we all face, Peter, but I won’t stop
telling people the story of Jesus, either in the market place or
the temple precinct. You said yourself, that whatever the danger we
face, the Good News must not be allowed to wither and die.”

Peter nodded “Yes, I did say
that, but the question now is, can we trust Barnabas?”

“All I know, Peter, is, yes
I’ve seen Barnabas with Saul on several occasions at the Temple,
but although Saul constantly rants at me, Barnabas has never
uttered a word, he’s always hung back, hesitant to join in the
condemnations.”

Peter weighed this statement up
in his mind. Was Barnabas’ hesitancy because of Mary? How much had
he known about his sister’s involvement with the group? Was it
because of the fear of questioning his orthodox beliefs? Or fear of
displeasing God by condemning the men who preached about His
Son?

The murmurings grew louder
amongst the Disciples. Peter raised his voice to cut across the
arguments raging back and forth.

“We obviously cannot agree, so
we must pray to the Lord for guidance,” he said. He bowed his head,
and the others, silent now, followed suit. In the brief silence
that followed a quiet, inner voice spoke to Peter: Trust this
man, let him become my Disciple.

Barnabas sat anxiously awaiting
their decision, an earnest look on his face. The gathering raised
their heads.

Peter spoke up. “The Lord has
said to me we must welcome Barnabas.”

Andrew, John and James murmured
uneasily amongst themselves, while the rest of the Disciples cast a
worried look in Peter’s direction. Barnabas grabbed Peter’s
extended hand and clasped it with his own in gratitude and relief.
“Thank you. I will sell my possessions and share the proceeds with
you all.”

“We don’t want your money,”
Thomas snarled. Some agreed with him. Ignoring them, Peter turned
to Mary, who was tasting the broth and nodding in satisfaction.
“Ah, I think the food is ready,” he said. He called to her “Mary,
let’s try your delicious broth.” He pointed to the table. “Come,
Barnabas, sit and eat with us.” He led the would-be convert to the
table laid ready for the evening meal and they sat down. Slowly the
others joined them.

After Mary had laid out bread
then ladled the broth into their bowls, she sat down at the table
next to Barnabas.

Peter said, “Let us pray.” All
of the gathering bowed their heads. Peter picked up the bread and
intoned a bitter- sweet remembrance of Jesus’ words as He had
blessed and broken the unleavened bread at the last supper they had
all shared. Words that would stay with him forever.

“As our dear Lord commanded, we
break this bread in remembrance of Him. On the night he was
betrayed, He took bread, broke it and gave it to us, saying: ‘Take,
eat, this is my body broken for you…do this in remembrance of me’.
He put down the bread and held up his cup of watered wine. “Then as
Jesus poured the wine into a cup and passed it amongst us, he said:
‘Drink from it, all of you. For this is my blood, the blood of the
covenant shed for you and for many for the forgiveness of
sins.’

Peter frowned. Betrayal -
forgiveness - it brought back the shameful memory of his three
denials of Jesus before His crucifixion. He constantly fought to
remove the remembrance of his defiance as Jesus had warned him that
he would deny Him: ‘Lord, I will never deny you.’ but a few hours later he had done exactly that. The
crowing cockerel still haunted his dreams.

Peter closed his eyes and shook
his head, willing the vision to vanish. But he had been forgiven by
the Lord Jesus. He had told him so when, on the shore of the Sea of
Tiberias that day, He had said ‘Follow me’.

He had tried so hard to pray
for forgiveness for Judas and now Saul. How could he not forgive
them? Had not the Lord forgiven him?

He looked around at the raised
faces of his friends and saw their harsh, accusing looks. Then he
said sternly, “If the Lord commands that we accept Barnabas as one
of us, then who are we to argue against that command?”

The harsh faces took on a
guilty look.

“I know I speak for myself and
the others” a shame- faced John said quietly, “when I say that we
are all sorry for doubting you, Barnabas. Welcome.”

Peter smiled, then broke off a
piece of the bread and passed the rest of it to Barnabas, who took
some and then passed it along the table to the others. Soon those
who shared the Lord’s work were all eating heartily.
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