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If I speak with the tongues of men or angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.


Epistle of Paul 1 Corinthians 13:1


Are they servants of Christ? I speak as a fool. But I am more. I have worked much harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and again. Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea. I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my fellow Jews, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false brothers. I have laboured and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked … I am not lying.


Epistle of Paul 2 Corinthians 11: 23-30


Of course, all vagrants think they’re on a quest. At least at first.


John Updike, Rabbit Run





Four Days before the Crucifixion



If I were you, I wouldn’t start from here.


That’s what Cephas’s father said one time, when a foreign-faced Roman legionary demanded directions. A wile as hoary as the hyena’s stripes: for the powerless to feign stupidity; to lull that they might deceive. Nonetheless, from here is where we must begin.


Cephas gazes down the Mount at Jerusalem, enthralled by its size. He’s a country boy, a country man, a hard man, grown in a hard land. Cephas isn’t his real name, it’s a nickname. It means ‘the rock’ or ‘rocky’, ‘stony’ maybe; a tough man’s name for a tough man. Cephas has a dense beard, matted and wired like the belly of a wild goat. His hair is knife-cropped against the heat, revealing folds of muscled neck. Skin baked dirt-brown from sun-blasted net-hauling. He was a fisherman once, an illiterate labourer, the sort of man irrelevant to the powers of this world. It is hard even to conceive of the ease and casual brutality with which people such as him can be disposed of, or the indifference with which they can disintegrate into dispossession and starve to death. Even so, only the very brave or the very dumb would fuck with Cephas one on one.


His unwashed feet are sandal-less and stiff with dust. His mutton-haunch right hand rests upon the cloth-taped handle of a cheap but sturdy sword, tucked unscabbarded into his belt. It is a belt much worn and much pierced; extra holes along its length betray times of relative plenty and times of near demise. He’s a big man – it takes a lot of food to keep a frame like that – but Cephas has known days of eating bitter unground corn, picked from the fields in which they hid. Picked even on the Sabbath, once, so desperate was their state and need. Cephas has known flights into the desert, and weeks holed up in the brush of maquis scrubland, periods when they envied the holes of foxes and the nests of birds. Cephas’s belly is fuller now: times have been better of late. Long may it last, though that lasting is in doubt.


Yeshua stares down at Jerusalem too. At the snaking walls of yellow limestone, mottled with grey like the camouflage of a horned viper, but too big to hide, cutting across the landscape like a leviathan. Visible even above those walls are the bulk of the Roman Antonia Fortress and the glory of the Second Temple – the Great Temple – not yet even fully finished, but already claiming the space between earth and heavens; making plain that only in Jerusalem can penances and sacrifices be made to God. Only in Jerusalem and only through blood.


Next to Cephas and Yeshua is James the Lesser, lean like a winter wolf. He is Yeshua’s brother. Second in line to the throne if – as they claim – the blood of royal David flowed through their father’s veins. But it is first-born Yeshua who will be king. And those who’ve met him would say that to be lesser than him is no sin, but only natural, inescapable, when Yeshua is a prophet and a prince.


‘What should we do now?’ Cephas asks James.


‘As planned,’ James the Lesser says, ‘as we must for Yeshua’s arrival to have impact. Word will spread about what has happened, if it’s done right. Send Judas the Twin and Thaddeus back to Bethpage. If Yeshua’s requests have been heeded, by now they’ll find a donkey colt tethered to a stone watering trough. The donkey will be young, but strong enough to ride. Tell them to lead it here. If anyone questions their taking it, they must say it is for their master, as agreed, and that it will be returned shortly. There shouldn’t be any problems.’


No, there shouldn’t be any problems, Cephas thinks, but there will be: there always are. And he can’t help noticing anew a marabou stork, which has trailed them at a distance all day. The stork hunches its bald pink head into the grey shawl of its feathers, like an eerie old man. From its throat dangles a purse flap of skin, like the goitres of the inbreds in the mountains. Does it use this skin to store food like the pelican or to roar like the bullfrog? It matters not: what bothers Cephas is that marabou storks feed on the dead and this one seems to think that carrion will come soon enough.
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Few of Yeshua’s followers have farmland to tend. His strongest support comes from day labourers, beggars, boatless shore-fishermen, corn gleaners, ditch sleepers, tax absconders. Those who could leave their families have come with him now. The freedom of poverty. The bravery of desperation. The front runners have done their work well in gathering spectators. Only James the Lesser and the other eleven walk beside Yeshua, to represent the tribes of Israel; they will be his ministers, they will sit on twelve thrones. The rest throw their cloaks on the ground before the colt he rides. They run in front scattering brush they’ve cut. They skip and shout hosanna – ‘Save us, we beg you.’ They clap calloused hands and cry that revolution is coming. The streets are thronged with people anyway: pilgrims coming to Jerusalem for the Passover. The city will soon be swollen and bursting out, like an overfilled wine skin. A good number of the pilgrims join in with the cheering. The others stand and watch. Some smile, some laugh, some marvel. But all watch.


The crowds aren’t vast, not like some they have known in the past. Not like those the Baptizer used to pull in. Not like those who came to Yeshua at Bethsaida, after the Baptizer’s execution. But Cephas knows they’re not on home ground now. Galilee is many days’ walk behind them. That time is gone. But there are enough people here to start it. Enough to disperse the whispers. Something is happening: one who claims the line of David, a man who would be king, is come to Jerusalem.


Word has been spread among the poor and dispossessed of Jerusalem that something is to be expected. And there are many poor and dispossessed in Jerusalem. Giving alms in the Holy City is a doubly righteous act, so people who would have starved to death in the countryside can scrape an existence from the kindly guilt of pilgrims in Zion. Which is not to say that people don’t starve to death here too. There are too many dispossessed now for all to survive: property has been robbed from the peasant toiler. Laws created to protect them have been usurped. The Law of Moses says that land cannot be bought and sold, precisely to protect the lowly subsistence farmer. But Rome has no need of peasantry in its provinces: the Italian wolf gorges on extortion, tribute and taxes. Yeshua says he can change this. Yeshua says he will free Judaea from the Romans and the quisling collaborators of the Judaean aristocracy; that he can bring about a new kingdom. And who dares say he can’t, when Yeshua is a prince?


The young donkey is tiny beneath Yeshua’s length. His feet reach almost to the palm-strewn ground. It might have been comical, but Yeshua has a way of making humble things look holy. He makes a virtue of the poverty that was enforced upon him anyway. He says the rich will come last once he is king. Had he entered on a charger, a man with his claims and his charisma could appear too proud.
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Even now, on the other side of Jerusalem, just such a pompous procession is occurring. The Roman prefect and his cavalcade flood into the city. Pontius Pilate, bearing his flab like a badge of conspicuous consumption, face clammy with sweat. Riding a dappled giant of a horse, at the head of a phalanx of troops, marching to drum beat and horn blast. The blessed ground seems to tremble as they pass and their passing takes for ever, so long is the tail of this great snake. Three thousand scarlet shields like a tide of blood. The standard bearer beside Pilate is cloaked in a tawny lion skin, like Herakles, and holds the Imago, a beaten-metal portrait of the god-emperor. Their very presence and every act in the Holy City is blasphemy. But who can stand against them? They are a fighting monster. A war machine, before people who know not what a machine is.


The Romans, too, are coming for the festival. Pilate doesn’t live in Jerusalem. He lives in the sumptuous marble surrounds of Caesarea on the coast. There is a permanent Roman garrison in the fortress next to the Temple, always a spot potentially requiring suppression. But this aside, the Romans try to maintain at least the semblance that the high priest and Sadducee aristocracy run Jerusalem, enforced by the mercenary thugs of the Temple Guards.


But Passover celebrates Jewish victory over Egyptian oppression. It is a time when feelings against current oppressors can easily explode. And the festival means the already dense population of Jerusalem is multiplied many times. Every bed and floor space is taken. People sleep in tents pitched in the streets and outside the walls; they sprawl over rooftops and in alleys, in nightly bivouacs, or unprotected save by cloak and God. Jerusalem, always a flashpoint, at festival times becomes a clay oil lamp, teetering above a straw floor. One strong wind, one clumsy move, and the whole place erupts.


Zion in these days is a city of zest and tumult. Traders shout and sing from their stall sides. Yearling lambs are driven down the streets by country-rough shepherds, leaving trails of damp, rich dung to be kicked up by the children who chase in their wake. Pharisees – the pastors of the people – teach in huddles with eager acolytes, or debate and discuss with their fellows. Even the beggars are a little lifted, with so many people around in such a spirit of giving.


But there is a dread never forgotten. An anxiety that lingers at the end of every street and every sentence. The high priest fears the Romans; the people fear the high priest’s guards; the Romans fear riot from the people.


And this tremulous tinderbox is the city into which Yeshua rides on the foal of a donkey. Deliberately fulfilling the prophecy of Zechariah. Declaring himself to be kin of David. Declaring himself to be king.


Shout, Daughter Jerusalem!


See, your king comes to you,


righteous and victorious,


lowly and riding on a donkey,


on a colt, the foal of a donkey.
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Cephas, named ‘the Rock’, stares at the rocks of Jerusalem’s vast walls as they pass through the East Gate. Boulder stones of ivory and ochre; pepper and salamander; dirty snow and threshed corn; soiled swaddling and first-fruit offerings. Wrinkled like camel knees, motley like a Roman pony, misted like a winter morning in the marshes. All of life is here in Jerusalem and all of Jerusalem is echoed in its walls. So shout, Jerusalem, shout. Your king has come.





Thirty-four Years after the Crucifixion



Useful is his name. One of them, at least. Everyone has multiple names in this mixed-up modern world – Roman names, Greek names, state names, slave names, religious names. It can’t always have been like that. It wasn’t. But Useful is a good name for a slave. Even if he isn’t.


If it wasn’t for that name, Useful would be dead. Or, rather, the act that saved him also gave him his name. A foundling on the steps of the shambles, exposure the preferred form of family planning among the Phrygians. A child so young he was still draped in birth offal, left amid the blood and mess of the meat market.


‘We could take the babe home, bring him up as a slave,’ the master had said. ‘He’ll be useful one day.’


He wasn’t.


Useful’s master is an atheist now. He no longer worships our Divine Lord and Saviour, the Prince of Peace, God and Son of God, Bringer of Grace, Redeemer of Mankind, the Deliverer of Justice: Augustus Caesar.


Neither does the master now believe in the Great Mother Cybele, or Artemis, or Apollo. Not even Sabazios, the city’s patron god. Patron of pit latrines and emptied bed pots, to judge by the summer stink.


The master worships only one god now, or two, perhaps, at most; there is some confusion as to whether one is a god or not. It seems to be complicated, this Jesus stuff, jealous and complicated …


Under his new faith, the master won’t even eat meat if it was previously offered as a sacrifice to other gods. Which is near enough to say any meat. Sometimes he sends Useful to buy mutton or goat from the Jewish quarter. About the only place you can find flesh that wasn’t first dedicated as an offering, unless you slaughter the beast yourself. You can see why the Jews are so strong, even though spread so wide: they separate themselves from the world, but in every city they are at home already. Their strange ways and laws are deeply familiar to them. Mostly the Jews seem to be a very moral people; many of the Greeks admire them for that. Though Useful has seen a stoning, which didn’t look so moral. A choke-screaming girl dragged barefoot outside the city walls, crying that she hadn’t done whatever it was they said she’d done, whatever it was that merited stoning to death.


It’s hard to kill someone by stoning, it seems: requires a lot of stones. The mob struggled to find sufficient. People are surprisingly sturdy, when it comes down to it, even though death is all about: sickness strides through the slums, splashing in the street sewers; children drop from unknown ailments – perhaps two-thirds of those who survive birth are dead before sixteen – and even the kin of emperors and ethnarchs are not immune. Mortality in the cities is so high that their wall-confined claustrophobia would be emptied entirely, were it not for the hordes always pouring in from elsewhere. Death is not some distant future end to life. Death is life’s constant companion. Death is the unloved neighbour of all who live crammed in unsanitary single workshop rooms. But if you actually try to kill someone, it takes a lot of effort. The girl being stoned, she survived long beyond the anger of the crowd. It took persistence to finish her off, her smashed-crab fingers still clawing at the dented earth as though some doorway might be found. Finally one of the kinder ones brought down a big corner-stone rock to crush her skull. Imagine such kindness as that: the kindness of crowds.
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Useful is an over-sized urn-faced youth, with hips wider almost than his shoulders, but not in a womanly way, just as a bear’s are. Possibly it is this that gives him his ambling gait, which makes him look as if he’s taking longer than he ought. Which is not a good look for a slave.


Slavery is the way of things: you can’t complain about it. It has always been there and always will be. Useful would likely be dead if it weren’t for slavery: who but a wealthy man in need of slaves would save a foundling? Many slaves are freed on the death of their master, or can save up to buy their freedom. A favourite slave in a rich household often lives better than a poor freeman. In many ways, there are worse things to be than a slave.


But a slave is still property. A slave can be thrashed. A slave can be scourged. A slave can be raped. Or, rather, a slave can’t be raped, not by their master. It is the master’s right and therefore it is not rape. A slave is their master’s to do with as he wishes. Even to kill, if he wills. A waste of a valuable asset, but it happens. More slaves achieve manumission than are murdered, but it happens …


And, of course, a slave who runs away is a challenge to the Roman state. Thereby receives the penalty reserved for those crimes and those crimes only: the lingering, gasping agony of crucifixion. The body left on the tree, so dogs can chew the blood-scabbed toes and crows can peck away the face flesh and claim the soft marrow eyes. Useful heard of a man who took nine days and nights to die on the cross. Nine days spent hanged from a tree, shoulders and wrists dislocated from the strain of hauling up on the holding ropes, bereft of hope of reprieve or release, without even the means to end it himself: his final right removed.


The master’s new god was crucified, apparently. It’s a strange sort of god that lets himself be crucified by the Romans. But, then, Philemon is a strange sort of master.


He’s in the cloth and robe business, Philemon. Travelled frequently the length of the coasts, from Mysia to Cilicia, in his day, making the connections that still serve him well.


When Useful was growing up, Philemon had a shrine of figurines and idols he’d collected from all the great cities he’d visited. Carved from wood, moulded from clay, cast from bronze and then silver, the homely family gods echoed not just his travels but his rise in wealth. He smashed them all with a splay-ended tent mallet in the end, though. His new god doesn’t like other gods, except maybe this Jesus.


Even later, in relative dotage, Philemon still journeyed, when business required it. Sometimes he’d take Useful with him, hoping he might prove himself worthy of his name. He didn’t. They’d camp on the damp-dilated planks of the deck by night. By day watch the shores; rarely allowed out of sight; sometimes close enough to count the cliff-top flocks. Hair clogged with salt from the spray. Legs shaking from the roll of the waves. And, though he knew he was just a slave, Useful always felt a bit more than that, on those voyages. There will be no more of such trips. Not him and Philemon together. Not after what Useful has done.
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Useful is on a solo journey now, compounding his first crime with two more: the theft of the gold coins required to make his escape and the escape itself. But this is his only hope. A slave has just one legal chance for life, when he has committed an act his master deems worthy of death: he can flee to the sanctuary of a higher-status friend or patron of his master, plead his case to them and hope they see fit to intercede. There is only one man Useful knows of whom his master respects to that degree and who might, just might, believe that Useful deserves his life. So Useful is on his way to Rome. The ambling foundling from the shambles on his way to the greatest city on earth: the centre of the empire. He could weep for the fear of what he’s done and what he faces, but tries to stay cold and calm as a carved idol. For fugitivarii – slave-hunting bounty-killers – wait at every port, on the lookout for strangers who might be runaways. And any fellow passenger or traveller on the road would likely be ready to turn him in, for reward and through duty. The outlaw slave lives a knife-edge life of desperation and trust-less torment. Useful keeps a blade under his cloak, but doesn’t know if he would have the strength or skill to kill, if it came to it.


The coins Useful stole, they tell you a lot about this world: minted with images of different deities. Rome rules over all, but embraces all; there is no such thing as heresy. Every god is accepted and welcome to mingle in the imperial pantheon. But the master’s god won’t have that: the master’s god says you can praise no god but him. Indeed, he says there is no god but him. It seems a bit selfish somehow, to Useful, a bit childish. Did no one ever teach this god to share?





Ten Days before the Crucifixion



Mariamme’s eyes drop demurely when she sees Saul. But he catches the flush on her cheek. It casts a sharp, scarlet shadow beneath her cheekbone, accentuates her fine-bred features. A tiny scar on her upper lip, vestige of some baby tumble, no doubt, for post-blossoming she does nothing so ungraceful that could create such an injury. Her wrists are as slight as cyclamen stalks, drooping gently in the sun. But her eyes – it is those eyes that draw Saul in. Like the twin gates of the Temple, they beckon, but they bar those who are not purified; those without permission. A girl such as Mariamme cannot even be approached without the consent of her father. So Saul must find the perfect moment, when he is certain he has demonstrated his worth. Saul is in no doubt that Mariamme loves him. But, then, Saul is not really a man of doubt at all.


She nods in a slight bow and Saul returns it. Then she hurries off, small feet pattering, little ghost rabbits on the mosaic. She finds it uncomfortable to be near me, Saul thinks, so great is her love. But soon they will be united. Soon he will ask her father. They are separated by station now, but her father must be aware that great things are destined for Saul.


Many men would feel nervous and cowed, on their way to see the high priest; not Saul. He strides the corridor on feet of confidence. His legs are a little bowed, but only, he thinks, in the way Roman cavalry equites’ often are. Now in his thirtieth year, Saul’s hair is beginning to thin and recede, but surely this serves to show the world his fine brow. His forehead is broad and strong-boned. And fronts above expressive features, his face can transmit charm or anger into the watcher, a useful skill for a guard. Or not a guard, but a chief of guards, a captain of the Temple Guards. The police of the high priest. The bulwark against blasphemy and disorder. The guardians of the Holy City. If they do not carry out their duties flawlessly, then the Romans will take over entirely and Jerusalem will be lost. The Pharisees can debate fine points of faith in street-corner assemblies; the Zealots can die pointlessly, flailing against the unconquerable might of Rome; the people can flock to every fool who calls himself a messiah; but it is Saul who is at the sword-point of preserving Judaism. If revolt occurs, then Roman boots will again soil the Holy of Holies and the crucified will spike the hills like porcupine quills. Two thousand men were nailed at once, when Jerusalem last rebelled against Rome. What joy did the learning of the Pharisees bring then? To be a Temple Guard is surely a grander path.


‘I don’t want any fuck-ups this year,’ the high priest says. ‘It damages my position when the streets stink of disorder.’


Actually, technically Annas no longer has a ‘position’: he is not really the high priest at all. He was deposed by the previous Roman prefect for having too many people executed, an overindulgence the Romans reserve for themselves. But in Jewish law the high priesthood is for life, so Annas is still called high priest and still feels able to command the guard. Legally his son-in-law Kayafa is in charge, but he looks to Annas for instruction so often that Annas almost rules in his stead. Saul has every hope that he, too, will soon count Annas as father-in-law and wield some power in his name.


Annas has a noble head. If he were Roman he would doubtless have busts of himself scattered about his mansion. But such things do not do with the Jews, who disdain as blasphemy all depictions of man and beast. Saul can make out in the high priest’s face the shadows of his youngest daughter. Dark eyes, a little downturn at the edge of the mouth, perhaps even the same gentle curve to the chin, though that is hard to tell beneath Annas’s grey-splashed beard. His robes are made of fine linen, with perhaps just a little less purple than Saul would choose if they were his own. And one day such robes will be his own, of that there is no doubt. Saul has always felt a powerful sense of his own destiny.


Not that he could ever become high priest, of course. The priests can only come from the tribe of Levi and the high priest is chosen by the Roman prefect – generally on the basis of a considerable bribe – from among those few aristocratic Sadducee families who claim to trace their lineage to Aaron. Though Saul has confident hopes for a link by marriage to Annas’s daughter, he still would not be eligible for the priestly class. But there are many alter native roles in the upper echelons of Jerusalem’s rule for which Saul considers himself eminently well qualified.


The other guard captains summoned do not hold themselves with Saul’s bearing, he notes not for the first time. One of them sucks at a locust-green plant stalk, as Annas gives his orders. None of them have shown much attention to their appearance. Temple Guards are obliged to supply their own uniform: short grey tunics, which do not show the dirt and the blood. Most have secured something passable as cheaply as possible. Saul has spent all he could afford to make his own stand out: it is made from a well-woven cloth and has a simple black pattern sewn around the hems of its short sleeves. He even bought a leather breastplate, though he could not afford one with a back section; the absence leaves him feeling curiously far more vulnerable from behind than he ever felt before he acquired the armour. Now he is ill at ease when anyone stands to his rear, as if all of Jerusalem hopes to slide in a blade like a Sicarii – the nationalist assassins, named for the cacheable curved daggers they favour. All the guard captains are Jews, but most, like Saul, are from the diaspora. They speak Aramaic with varying degrees of accomplishment, but often break into street Greek when they are together. None has acquired Hebrew learning, as Saul has, though coming to Hebrew late in life made its study arduous even for him.


So many of the guards are from Greek-founded cities because most Judaeans prefer not to enforce the will of the governing class, seen as repressing their own people, as being in cahoots with the Romans. The simpletons cannot see that they are in fact being protected from the Romans, that Jerusalem can only retain some right to rule herself if she is seen to do as Rome wants.


Saul has been called a collaborator and a traitor, a stooge and worse, out in the city. Now he carries a short, dark-wood club – of the type fullers use to pound the wool – to deal with those insults, and alongside it, a sword, reserved for more serious challenges. It’s a good sword: Roman. Found, so the seller said, after the razing of Tzippori. Perhaps it has cut the throats of Israelite rebels in its time, but now it serves in the hand of Saul. Serves in the high and holy name of Annas, Kayafa and the priesthood. This is a noble calling. Saul should feel no shame for abandoning his Pharisee scholarship.





Eight Years before the Crucifixion



The gladiators move towards the centre of the arena, with stilted, unnatural steps. Each holds a gladius – the short sword favoured by the Romans – but has no shield. Their feet are bare. The hot sand of the arena is perhaps the last sensation of touch they will ever know, except the blade of the other. They are clothed only in loincloths and simple armour: each of their sword arms is protected by lizard scales of beaten iron – otherwise injury might end the contest too speedily – and each man wears a large helm with a sweeping brim and a face covering. The helms are scarred from former blows. These gladiators are not among the first to wear them. Many men have already died in them. The gladiators most certainly know this. Perhaps they weep. Only they know if tears fall, because the helms they wear have no eye-holes. But probably they don’t. Probably they wept last night. Probably they barely slept last night. But now there is just this. Now they can only do what they can do, even if that is only to die. They are damnati: criminals condemned to death in the arena. And they are andabatae, who fight blind, for the viewing pleasure of the Roman crowd, who love such hilarities.


The band strikes up; the enormous hydraulic organ booms its buoyant notes, joined by the caw of long brass stork-leg trumpets and a drum that beats the rhythm as if on a galley ship. Blah-ta-dada-blah, and two men edge towards each other. They swing blades in front of them as they come, like inept reapers. Sightless in the sunlight.


Those spectators in the good seats have canopies above them to create shade. Slaves sprinkle water on the plebeian mob, to ease the heat a little. All paid for as part of the sponsored spectacle. A man called Pilate of the Pontii Equestrian Order is the editor; he has organized all this, paid for all this. It is said he seeks office. Of course he seeks office. You don’t near bankrupt yourself in such ostentation for love of the common man.


Pilate isn’t in his conspicuous, elevated seat at the moment. He’s probably gone to urinate or something – it will be a long day. These andabatae are just programme-fillers anyway. No one comes to the circus to see this crap, but they make the crowd laugh. Who wouldn’t laugh to see two blindfolded men slashing their way nervously towards each other? Tilting their helmed heads when they think they hear their opponent. Walking flatfooted, so as not to risk slipping, like old folk on ice.


They made the damnati piss before they entered the arena. It’s cleaner that way. More dignified. Men either take the punishment bravely, or they don’t. But all men take it. Previously they may have had choices in life. But now there is just this.


To some it may seem strange that they don’t pull off their blinding helms and run, or try to fight their way free. But it is not only resignation that prevents them. There is some pride to be salvaged in dying correctly; there is a right way and a wrong way to do this. One of them may even walk out alive from the sands after the fight today. Not to freedom, but to a temporary respite. A chance to die in another arena another day. There are no prisons in the Roman world, there are only gaols. Imprisonment is not a punishment: it is the waiting period before the trial or before the sentence is carried out.


One of the damnati it disoriented now. In his flailings with his sword he has finished facing the wrong way entirely and is setting off towards the place he started, still slashing in front of him. Many in the crowd are in tears of laughter at this. But, then, who could fail to be amused by such a sight: a man condemned to die, bewildered like that.


One of the arena guards prods the andabatae until he is facing something approximating the correct direction once again. The guard is dressed as Charon, the ferryman of the underworld, visored with a mask of iron set in an implacable expression, covered with a black cloak, which must be exhausting in this heat – but his is still an enviable role among those who must set foot on the sands. He carries a staff, one end finished with a steel spike. It is this he uses to goad the andabatae when they stray too far apart. Sometimes they fling wild slashes at him, but they cannot reach the end of the goad. It is futile to fight the goad. Though arguably it is equally futile not to. The result will likely be the same. The other end of Charon’s staff is tipped with a hammer. This he uses to crush the skulls of the fallen, if so directed by the crowd and the editor of the games, who today is a man called Pontius Pilate.


Life in this world is so cheap that often it has no price at all. But here it does. Here in Rome in the arena everything has a precise cost. All has been calculated by he who pays, in a weighted gamble that such entertainments will bring him to the fore of public life and secure him a post in some province from which he can wring far greater wealth, from extortion and bribery.


And it’s perhaps not the best system for running an empire, but these are relatively early days for Rome. Over time the Romans will improve, bringing sanitation and trade, education and engineering to the places they conquer. Bringing a paid-for peace, the pax Romana. For the moment, though, there is no pax, just taxes and crosses.


All this is, of course, irrelevant to the andabatae; they may not even know who has sponsored their deaths today. They are almost upon each other now. They can feel the change of pressure when the other cuts the air. They can hear from the crowd that they must be close. They crouch and duck as best as blind men can. They stab and slash and try not to puke. They know that one of them at least is about to die and can only do their amateurish handicapped best to try not to be him. But none of that much matters, except to them. And to the Roman mob, who, of course, find this hilarious; who wouldn’t? The sand will be raked back ready for the next combat and the world will hold one less person, that’s all. The death of a single man will never change much.





Four Months before the Crucifixion



As was tradition for the kings of Israel, first came the salutation and then the coronation. Cephas made the proclamation, since he was to be chamberlain, the holder of the keys of the kingdom and protector of the King’s person. Cephas was hard as carved Judaean rock; Yeshua’s red right hand.


The inner circle knew, of course, that something was to come. But Cephas’s words still fluttered in the hearts of the other followers and devotees, like a bird trapped in the Temple: full of tremble and wonder. Can it be? Yeshua – already healer, exorcist and prophet – now declares himself king as well.


The news caused nervous rejoicing. It even elated the Zealots in the camp, of whom there were many, including Simon the Zealot and Judas Sicarii. For although such rebels were inclined to be republican, they were in favour of urgent and violent action against Rome and its collaborators, and a coronation meant no going back. A king could be a rallying cry. A rival ruler is as good as a declaration of war.


Some whispered the words of the Sibylline Oracles: A holy king will come and reign over all the world – and then his wrath will fall on the people of Latium, and Rome will be destroyed to the ground. O God, send a stream of fire from Heaven, and let the Romans perish, each in his own house!


And others thought of the star prophecy: A star will stream forth from Jacob; a sceptre shall emerge from Israel. He will crush the skulls of Moab, and destroy all the sons of tumult.


[image: Illustration]


Six days after Cephas’s salutation of Yeshua as king, as tradition dictated, the ceremony was held. The service was witnessed by a great throng of followers, who journeyed up to Mount Sion, the highest mountain in the region. And it might have been the highest in the world, for all those men knew of elsewhere.


James the Lesser, Cephas and Jochanan climbed to the very pinnacle with Yeshua. The others remained a little way below, from where they could see the coronation, framed against the blue of God’s sky.


The servants of one of Yeshua’s admirers – a wealthy Pharisee from the Golan highlands – had delivered a gifted gown of dazzling white Egyptian linen. It was without seams, woven in a single piece, like the tunic of the high priest. Kept wrapped in coarser cloths throughout its travels, when Yeshua pulled it on it was the whitest thing the assembly had ever witnessed. It seemed near other-worldly to those men of the dust and the scrub, to see something so unblemished: like a babe’s milk teeth; like a fish’s wet wide eye, in the moment it is landed; a thing that comes from elsewhere and will not last long in an untarnished state in this dry, invaded land.


Cephas produced an alabaster vial of precious oil, of the purest Indian spikenard, and Jochanan anointed Yeshua’s brow – with the cross of the sacred letter Tau – and wiped the sweet-scented unguent through his hair; and the air was filled with the fragrant perfume. When it was emptied, Cephas smashed the jar on the ground. Yeshua was now an ‘anointed one’ – a Messiah in Hebrew, a Christ in Greek – just as the kings Saul, Solomon and David had been called.


James then recited the coronation psalm: ‘I have enthroned my King, on Sion, my holy mountain.’ And he repeated the words from that psalm, of God’s adoption of all His kings: ‘You are my son,’ the LORD God said; ‘this day I become your father. Ask of me what you will: I will give you nations as your inheritance, the ends of the earth as your possession.’


From then on, like all the kings before him, Yeshua could be known by the royal title of Son of the LORD God. He would lead his people against the false rulers who oppress, and would shatter those foes like a jar of nard on a stone floor. Shards would fly to the corners of the earth, but the soothing balm would bring a new age of peace.


Then the followers built a tabernacle – a succah – a holy hut where the newly enthroned king could commune with Yahweh. It grew cold, up on the heights. And some wanted to head back down. Yeshua told them they should, but that he would remain to pray in the tabernacle.


Cephas said, ‘Master, it is good for us to be here, with you.’


But Yeshua told him to go down with the others and Cephas did as he was bade, partly glad to be out of the encompassing chill and the cloud that had descended.


When he, too, finally came down, Yeshua commenced the politics of rule. He named James the Lesser, Jochanan and Cephas as the triumvirate beneath him. Then he chose nine others of his closest disciples, who would sit with them on the dozen thrones of the Twelve Tribes. And he picked seven wise and just elders to be his judges. Finally he selected seventy from among the rest of the gathering, who would become his Sanhedrin council, once the kingdom was established. And he instructed them to go in pairs to the towns and cities of Judaea and Galilee and spread news of what had occurred: to tell the people that they had a king once more.





Twenty Years before the Crucifixion



The rock badger goes where it will. It fears neither man nor beast. It is said that a rock badger will take on a leopard and make it back away. The leopard would be near certain to win, but it senses that the price of victory might be too high. If blinded, it would lose in any case: a sightless predator is the walking dead. And God armed the rock badger with whetted claws, armoured it with unyielding skin and gave it bravery beyond human comprehension.


Saul followed the rock badger across the scrub. It trotted, stiff-legged, nose to the air not to the trail. No objective in mind. The badger travels on a whim, and if someplace it finds something to sustain it, then that place becomes where it was going all along.


Saul would have liked to be like the rock badger, equipped with that self-fulfilling wanderlust; fearless and strong. Not yet knowing that one day he would be. This Saul, the boy, was still slight, not puny, but not one to scare a single soul. Certainly not a rock badger. The badger looked back at Saul – neck bending round almost to its stumpy hindquarters – un-nervous, barely curious. Blank black eyes stared, the beast perhaps coming to a decision as to whether the energy expenditure required to lose Saul, or chase him away, would be worth the stealth benefits accruing to a solo hunter. Seemingly the badger decided that Saul could stay for now and set off once again, on its low-slung lope, towards it knew not where.


The rock badger led Saul to and through a copse of dark pine where it might have been night, except for the scattered sunbeams that broke through the canopy onto a floor sponged with epic ages of dropped needles. Emerging onto a field at the other side, the badger cocked its head, then bolted into some goat’s-thorn scrub, perhaps smelling snake or rat within, leaving Saul alone to face a brace of boys of about his own age: ten or so years old.


‘Jew,’ one of the boys said, a single-word sentence, which managed to be both definition and accusation.


The Jews of Tarsus did not dress markedly differently from the region’s other inhabitants. Nonetheless, the other inhabitants could generally spot a Jew. Though to an outsider both would look more alike than apart, they remained separated in internal eyes, through subtle differences of cloth and cut. Even leaving aside the concealed cut the Jews regarded as of such high importance.


Of course the Jews were hated. Wasn’t Joseph hated for being the favourite son? How much worse, then, to be the favourite race. And to refuse to worship other gods, any of the other gods who represent the city-state and the people. To be a Jew in any of the Greek-founded cities, which speckled most of the known world, was as much as to be uncivic. Holding a separating religion above and apart from the common faith of the populous. Many good Greek families and individuals had a patron god or a favourite god, but they didn’t despise all the other gods, as the Jews did. Only the atheist Jews showed this disdain. And the Jews sent taxes back to a temple in a far-off land, enriching a distant exchequer in preference to the place that hosted them. And many Jews wouldn’t dine outside their race, through fear of breaking their obscure and arbitrary dietary laws. Rules that came, it was rumoured, through Israelite origins as a tribe of travelling lepers, cast out and forbidden to eat at the tables of others. And the Jews were lazy, resting every seventh day. And the Jews were too industrious, thriving while others struggled. It was widely suspected that the Jews prospered only because they practised insidious nepotism, each Jew promoting the interests of his fellow Jews. And the Jews were too fecund, outbreeding through their lascivious nature or because to them abortion counted as infanticide and to them infanticide was a sin; they refused even to expose unwanted offspring. And the Jews did not cremate their dead, instead sticking them in the ground, like Egyptians or mole rats. And the Jews practised circumcision, an outward show of difference; a sever from the penis and from the polis. And despite this wilful separation, Judaism was a missionary religion: the Jews sought continually to swell their ranks with converts, drawing decent people into their excluding fiefdom, which already comprised a tenth of the population of most cities. It would have been well to be rid of the Jews entirely. But since the time of that Jew-lover Augustus, the Jews had been protected by Roman law. And the Jews were numerous.


Normally they were numerous. At the edge of a copse, where the black pine met an oxen-tilled field, for example, there was only one Jew. A small Jew, held to the floor by two boys, with his head pushed painfully down. A hand against his chin, forcing open his mouth.


‘Lick it,’ one boy said. ‘Lick it, then tell me that the dirt here tastes good, better than in Judaea. Tell me that you worship a donkey and Judaean soil tastes of donkey shit.’


To Saul, the Tarsean ground did not taste good at all. It tasted of humiliation and blasphemy. And because even slight things can be strong, if pushed in the right direction – take a feather or a fibula – Saul managed to force himself up sufficiently to land a clumsy blow. A wild thrash that, from sacred destiny or beginner’s luck, caught his assailant in the eye. This first boy stumbled back from Saul, leaving his companion, still sitting upon Saul’s legs, temporarily bewildered by events. Confounded long enough for Saul to clutch up a handful of pine-needled dust and fling it at his face. Both attackers were then as good as blinded: one from the blow, the other from the dirt. Neither saw Saul stand and grab a fallen bough that Divine Providence or gravity had presented, but both boys felt the swing of it.


Saul was advanced in the Israelite religion well beyond many of his own age, zealous for the traditions of his ancestors. And he had the Zealot’s look, as he wielded the branch. The fanatic’s maniac glint. The look of a beast that might well go down, but would not go down alone. His two foes scrambled in a tangle of arms and legs to be the faster departed.


‘I will be great,’ Saul shouted at their heels. ‘You’ll grow up to be porters and labourers. Then you’ll see what soil tastes like! You’ll be fucking farm hands and I will be a famous Pharisee in Jerusalem.’


The rock badger plodded out of the goat’s-thorn bush, a still twitching snake between its teeth. The rock badger knows that you do not have to kill the leopard: you need only make it fear for its eyes.





Thirty-four Years after the Crucifixion



People say that all roads lead to Rome. They don’t: they lead from Jerusalem. But Rome is, nonetheless, where Paul’s road has finished. At least for now, since Rome is where he has spent the past few years. Proclaiming the coming Kingdom of God and teaching the facts about Lord Jesus Christ quite openly and without hindrance.


Paul’s back aches in the early mornings. A low lumber cramp, born from public thrashings or just from the terrible bed pallets of public inns. He pulls off the light gown he sleeps in through Rome’s sweaty summer nights, groaning to himself at the effort. Beneath the wrinkled pig-leather of an old man’s belly hangs his undeniably Jewish cock. What strange tricks God plays, to have set such an importance on thus a thing. To let men believe – to point of death sometimes – that the presence or absence of a flap of foreskin is of any matter. Paul moves over to his chamber pot to let out the near bladder-bursting accumulation that has built up inside him in the night. Though the fullness of liquid is almost painful, he still has to force it free, pushing out with some arcane muscle the piss that in in his youth would have sluiced from him as if from an aqueduct. Growing old is not for the weak. Age berates Paul daily now, like an angry unbeliever. But surely the return of the Lord Jesus is looming; that day could come at any moment, and when it does, Paul will be well again and so will all things.


The tile beneath Paul’s bare feet is pleasant, a constant cool reminder of wealth. Or if not wealth, then of comfort at least, if those are different. He girds himself with a freshly washed loin covering – clean clothes being another gratifying benefit of prosperity – winding it about himself almost without thought. So many times has he performed this same action that his hands hold the memory of how inside themselves. Then he pulls on a robe, a gift from Lydia this one, or another admirer, Paul forgets, but it is cut from a fine fabric. Only when dressed does he call for someone to take his night soil away. As is only right for such a figure in the movement, Paul has a few servants to assist him – as nothing when compared to the wealthy of Rome, whose slave retinues sometimes trail behind them a full street length. But an apostle cannot both baptize and fetch the water.


Paul has trained himself to be able to use the word apostle without feeling that grating inside him. There are those, and they are many, who claim that Paul is not a true apostle. Who say that the apostles are those companions who were chosen by the Christ in His lifetime. But Paul knows that the people who say such things are wrong: Paul was chosen by the Christ after His death and is therefore an apostle of greater importance.


The movement is growing rapidly in Rome, overtaking even the sects of Mithras and Magna Mater, in pace of conversions, if not yet in size. Paul didn’t found the Roman groups: they were established before he arrived. But his presence in the city is largely, if not universally, welcomed by the followers already there. And he talks with such eloquence and passion that many of the leisured potential converts who visit him are swayed in just an afternoon to stand among the company of the sanctified. Even some of Caesar’s household call on Paul and are counted among his supporters.


People will probably come to Paul’s apartments today to listen to him, as they do most days, to hear Paul preach of his resurrected saviour-God; a figure like, but quite unlike, Dionysius, Trophonius or Orpheus, for they are misty deities of an uncertain past. The redeemer Paul talks about is a real man, was a real man, a real God, who walked the earth as a peer of this generation and who will return within it too. Who will descend to judge the quick and the dead inside these warped and crooked days. What listener could fail to be amazed by such apocalyptic urgency, especially when spoken of by a preacher so visibly certain of the truth in his every word? An apostle who can even reveal concealed proofs that all this was foretold in the ancient scriptures of the Israelites – a people renowned as mystical and God-devoted – yet Paul speaks of no age-old creed, already well-travelled with caravan traders and sailors, like the mystery cults of Isis, Cybele, Atargattis and Serapis were when they first arrived. His is a dewy neoteric sect of now, something too compelling to ignore: to think that this present moment exists in the imminence of the coming Kingdom of God, the arrival of which – expectantly pressing upon every fresh dawn - was signified by the risen Christ Jesus, the Messiah for whose sake Paul is currently imprisoned.
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