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CHAPTER ONE


CAPRI


The tall twin doors swung open. The Tribune stood waiting, dwarfed by their height. Stepping forward, he bowed. In front of him, seated at an ornate table near the centre of the marble floor, was the Emperor.


Tiberius made to lift his heavy frame, failed, and sank wearily into his chair. Casually he indicated an adjacent couch, and in obedience the Tribune took his seat.


“You journeyed well, Tribune?” the Emperor enquired, breaking the silence.


“Yes, sir.”


Tiberius looked down at his desk pensively. The room was quiet.


“When we met five years ago,” he continued, “you were about to join the Legions in Illyria, but then your illness confined you to Rome. Now you are bound for Syria – who knows the will of the gods?!” A smile slipped past the Emperor’s guard.


“No plan is perfect, Tribune – not even Caesar’s! Tell me,” Tiberius added, “did the physicians ever discover the nature of your ailment?”


“No, sir, I remain a mystery to them.”


“A little mystery can be useful, Tribune!” A second smile escaped captivity.


The atmosphere grew soundless. Tiberius had retired within the empire of his thought, his head bowed in concentration, his shoulders hunched as if under the crushing weight of his office. The Tribune waited, watching with a mixture of awe and fascination, for before him was the master of the Roman world.


Tiberius breathed deeply but noiselessly. Then he began to speak, his voice deliberate.


“The Governor of Syria, Aelius Lamia, is one of the Senate’s most trusted servants. He is what I would call a true Roman – like my friend Nerva and your father.”


The Tribune’s eyes sought the floor. To praise the father was to praise the son, and praise on the lips of Tiberius Claudius Nero Caesar was not lightly given.


“Lamia, as you know, is Governor-in-absentia, but his legate in Syria is well experienced, and has been there since the time of Germanicus.” Tiberius spoke quickly and dismissively, in the manner of one who assumed the details to be known. Then he fell silent.


Germanicus! The name still carried a strange magic. Ten years ago Germanicus, the idol of the young and heir to the principate, had suddenly died in Syria. Poison had been widely suspected, and suspicion still clung to the dull, unpopular Emperor. The Tribune had been twenty when it happened, but now, seated before Tiberius, it seemed as yesterday. His thoughts jolted into the present, but the Emperor was still preoccupied. Then the old man raised his eyes and slowly scanned the ornate ceiling.


“Syria,” he began, his voice following his gaze, “yes, there are four legions in Syria – a difficult border area – there are connections with Parthia, of course, and even as far away as India, but they usually trade with Egypt. The Empire is large, Tribune – too large!”


Tiberius spoke casually, in the habit of a powerful man anxious to keep his subordinate at ease.


“The Syrian legions,” he continued, “also cover the territory that was ruled by old King Herod – a troublesome area,” he added forcefully, while looking pointedly at the Tribune. “I’m told you speak Aramaic, a local language of the area.”


“Yes, sir,” the Tribune responded, “two nurses in my father’s household came from the district of Galilee, and I picked up words and sentences almost automatically. I was quite young – seven or eight, I suppose. My father encouraged me to learn the basis of the language, so it became a semi-formal practice – ‘might come in useful one day,’ he told me. I should say, sir, that my Aramaic remains basic with a strong Roman accent!”


“Your modesty becomes you, Tribune, but knowing the ability of your father, I suspect your average standard will be well above the average best,” Tiberius returned, humour flickering at the corner of his mouth.


Then once more the Emperor’s eyes sought the ornate pattern on the ceiling, his brow furrowed in concentration.


“Galilee is a seed-bed of revolt!” he said, returning to the centre of his thought. “The reports continually confirm this.”


He leaned forward confidentially. “May I tell you a story? – When I was in command of the legions in Illyria during the Principate of the Divine Augustus we were confronted by a long and bitter rebellion. Eventually we captured the leader of the revolt, one Bato Dalmaticus. I asked him plainly why he had revolted, and he, with equal frankness, answered that the trouble was of our own making. To guard our flocks we Romans sent not shepherds, not even dogs, but wolves! I have always remembered that.”


Tiberius paused, his gaze fixed on the Tribune. “Crushing a revolt is always costly,” he emphasised, “so it’s better to prevent the cause!”


Sighing, the Emperor sat back in his chair. Suddenly the struggle of his life seemed to surround him, just as an incoming tide swirls about an isolated rock on the seashore.


“The Bato story and your knowledge of Aramaic may give you some indication of your duties with the legion,” he continued, “but we’ll see, we’ll see. We need to make contact with the people without losing our dignity. As I’ve already said, Galilee, Judaea, in fact the whole area of Herod’s old kingdom, is one of the most troublesome corners of the Empire – it’s the Jews, of course, and their precious religion. Nevertheless, we have to live with them, and there’s that cunning barbarian Herod Antipas who has jurisdiction over Galilee. He tries to play the Roman, we despise him and the Jews hate him. They call him’ The Fox’. However, there’s a certain Centurion in Herod’s Galilee who, it seems, the people trust, but that’s all I’ve been told.


“You know, Tribune,” the Emperor’s voice was full of intensity, “the most difficult task your Princeps has is to find out what is actually happening, for if I ask a question I get vagueness. Even so, I’ve grown expert at reading between the lines.” A smile wavered briefly.


The Emperor had the Tribune’s full attention. He was amazed at the old man’s grasp of detail. The rumours of Rome simply did not fit. Was this the senile old fool the clever joked about, the grotesque and aged man who fanned his waning passions with excess?


“Instructions regarding your posting are already on the way to Syria. You will be responsible to Lamia, and, of course, finally to me.” Tiberius spoke briskly. “You will report to the Legate at Antioch, and thence to Caesarea, where you will meet the Procurator of Judaea – a busy administrator who married well, named Pontius Pilate. He was recommended by my Praetorian friend Sejanus.”


Though the words were spoken casually, the Tribune could not help but notice the disparaging, if not cynical, edge in the old man’s voice, for to slight the Procurator was to slight his powerful sponsor. That was startling, for in Rome Sejanus was all-powerful, the Emperor’s great friend, Prefect of the Praetorian Guard and feared by all. Even to know the doorman at the house of Sejanus was considered a social advantage. In Capri, however, the perspective was clearly different.


Tiberius rose, moved towards the open portico and halted. He looked out beyond the crags of the cliff-top to the distant shimmering horizon of the sea. The world seemed poised, the Tribune thought, a Roman world waiting for its master. It was very quiet except for the faint murmur of the waves churning far below.


The Tribune stood to the side of his Emperor at a respectful distance. Already the few guards and attendants had shifted their position, as if connected to their master by invisible strings.


“I’ve enjoyed meeting you, Lucius, my boy,” Tiberius said, emerging from his thoughts. The main business was over. He had set the cares of state aside. “Tell me, how is your father?”


“Very well, sir,” the Tribune answered. “The estates and his studies keep him busy.”


“And your sisters?”


“Yes, both are well. My elder sister wants to come with me to Syria, and Father has reluctantly succumbed to her pleadings!”


“Most irregular, most irregular!” The Emperor’s fatherly response was almost automatic.


“She’s tired of Rome, sir, in fact it’s a loathing. She needs a change, and I think that’s why Father acquiesced.”


“Ah, well, a blunt sword cannot call a blunt sword sharp – after all, your Emperor is living in Capri!” Tiberius said with a chuckle.


To the devious or the fearful the old man’s fatherly reaction might have seemed sinister, but in the heart of the straightforward Tribune there was no criticism of his Emperor, and no criticism was returned. All was well.


“How do you plan to travel to Syria?” Tiberius asked.


“Mostly by sea, sir. My sister has planned it all. I am but the

                    witness!”


“A commendable strategy!”


The sad lines of the Emperor’s face softened. There were no undercurrents of meaning for the practised ear of Tiberius to detect, for the Tribune was without guile, and he knew it.


“I suppose you’ll go by way of Brindisium?” he questioned.


“Yes, sir, from Brindisium to Corinth, then to Athens and from there to Ephesus, Rhodes, and eventually to Antioch.”


“Ah, Rhodes! Your Emperor has many friends there. I must see that you’re given proper introductions – Tribune! you ought to make your progress by war-galley like the mighty Cicero!” Tiberius added playfully.


“The measure of my grandeur, sir, is more likely to be a leaky grain ship!”


The Emperor did not respond. His mood had changed from ease to some inner contemplation. Absently he edged himself onto a nearby couch, but almost immediately he was on his feet again. He shifted a step towards the open portico, his eyes narrowing against the dancing brilliance of the sunlight.


“Syria is a border area, with four legions holding the peace,” he began slowly as his thought took shape. “Ideally I should visit the legions myself, but that is not possible – too old, my boy!”


The aside was an acceptable pleasantry, as both men knew the danger of an Emperor absent in a distant province. Intrigue was ever bubbling in Rome.


“There is plenty of correspondence between Syria and ourselves. Messengers are never off the road, but I need something personal, something to give a touch,” Tiberius appeared to search for words. “Something to carry the magic of the Princeps, and you provide the answer,” he said emphatically. “You will carry our message and proclaim it to the assembled cohorts. It has been done before, I know, but in the right hands it is very effective, and you are the right hands. Because of your illness you are older, more mature than the usual Tribune of your rank beginning his tour. Your family is beyond reproach. Your tall bearing, your voice – all, all is good.” Tiberius allowed himself a measure of enthusiasm. “Even the war-galley seems right.” The sidelong glance of the Emperor toyed with the mischievous.


The Tribune stood as if hypnotised. He stumbled for words.


“I hope your – trust – sir…”


Tiberius raised his hand.


“I have perfect confidence in my personal legate. Now to the details. The proclamation to the legions, travel documents and all other items will be forwarded to your family villa near Rome.”


Tiberius turned to one of the waiting attendants with preliminary instructions. Already the beginnings of the Tribune’s embassy were in preparation. The will of the Princeps knew no obstacle. Indeed there was a blinkered, if not brutal quality in its persistence.


“You should be married, Lucius,” he suddenly declared. Again the mood of the Emperor had changed. “The law expects it. I know your illness intervened, but that excuse is wearing thin!”


He smiled, putting his hand on the Tribune’s shoulder. “We cannot let the Roman race die out!”


“No, sir,” the Tribune responded awkwardly, for he knew the friendly reminder was not spoken lightly.


Slowly they moved to the doors, the Emperor’s hand still resting on the Tribune’s shoulder. The audience was almost over.


“Nerva is waiting – problems at the Treasury. There are always problems at the Treasury,” Tiberius said, lifting his heavy shoulders with a tired shrug.


The Tribune and his Emperor parted warmly. Tiberius was clearly pleased, for another thread had been added to the pattern of his policy.


Accompanied by one of the Emperor’s attendants, the Tribune Valerius walked down the long, pillared hall towards the centre of the villa in what seemed like a dream. It was not he who turned left and into the outer yard. It was not he who passed the bathhouse furnace and down the steps to where the two-horse chariot was waiting.


The sense of unreality persisted as the attendant took his leave, but when he saw the welcoming smile of Felix, his father’s old servant, normality returned. At once he gave the grey-haired servant an outline of his audience.


“I can’t believe it, Felix! A year ago I was ill – yet again! The physicians were baffled, Father despaired, and most thought me an oddity, if not a laughing stock, and now this! – the Emperor’s personal legate – why, Felix?”


“Tiberius may be many things, but he is not a fool. He has chosen well, Lucius, for your illnesses have kept you free of Roman politics, and you’re the son of the Senator Marcus Gracchus Valerius – that alone is cause enough.”


The Tribune shook his head uncomprehendingly as they stepped onto the chariot, but

                    his servant only smiled.


Felix, now sixty, had served the Valerii from boyhood, first as a slave and now as a freedman. Emancipation had made little difference, however, for in his master’s household the yoke of the slave was light.


Meantime the chariot wound its way towards the harbour, passing the massive structure of the lighthouse and then descending slowly to the shore. Felix paid the driver more than he asked and received an appreciative grunt. Then he joined the Tribune standing by the waiting mules and all the paraphernalia connected with the Emperor’s villa. Valerius’s attention, however, was not on the busy waterfront. Instead his interest was focused on an approaching galley. Obviously it bore some dignitary; not for him the normal ferry-boat from the mainland.


First the oars were held firm as a brake, then they were drawn in, and then the boat glided slowly towards the wooden pier. Suddenly the Tribune stiffened.


“The Praetorian!” he muttered with distaste.


Two guardsmen leapt onto the pier, quickly secured the boat, before the unmistakable form of Sejanus emerged, followed by three aides. Immediately they made for the waiting group of chariots.


Like a sea squall they swept onwards. They were too busy, too absorbed in their purpose, to notice the Tribune and Felix. Valerius scanned their faces. He recognised the aides – the up and coming brains of Rome – Gallo among them, brilliant in debate but base in conduct.


For a time they were close enough for their words to be heard.


“They have not raised our statue to your honour. . .” Gallo was saying.


“Statues,” Sejanus interrupted with impatience. “We want eyes and ears, not stone!”


“Pilate?” Gallo suggested.


“Pilate is old and comfortable,” Sejanus returned dismissively. “Someone has got to go. . .” he added, but the rest was drowned by screeching gulls, and soon they were out of earshot.


“What was that all about?” Felix questioned.


“Ambition!” The word escaped the Tribune’s lips with unusual force. It fitted the receding figures well.


Already the Praetorian Guardsmen were ranging wide and growing inquisitive. Valerius was wary.


“Come, this is no place for us,” he said, turning quickly in the direction of their waiting boat. Soon they were under way.


As they approached the open sea the swell gradually embraced them in its rhythm. The sail fluttered as the sailors hoisted it into place. Suddenly it was taut, the oars were withdrawn and a new peace reigned.


Valerius looked back at the island fading slowly into the distance. The Emperor’s villa was still just discernible. There, within a short time, the two most powerful men in the Empire would meet.














CHAPTER TWO


THE VILLA VALERIUS


The mature brick of the Tribune’s family villa glowed in the evening sun, and the statues of the Gracchi, flanking the portico, shone warmly in the slanting rays. As had been his habit from boyhood, the Tribune paused before their polished stone, strangely lifelike in the soft evening light. They had been the subject of his first history lesson, when he had learned how Tiberius, and then his brother Gaius, had turned against the current of their time, and how the vested interest of the wealthy had savaged their reform. Later he learned how their lives had been forfeit to the crazed greed for property that had poisoned the heart of the Republican Senate. All this had happened more than a century before. Valerius looked hard at the silent sculptured features. What inner fire had held them to their lonely path?


His thoughts turned inward. Tomorrow his own path would begin to trace its way to Syria, and to what he did not know, but time would soon unfold its mysteries.


He walked through the garden, viewing its beauty without the commentary of thought. There was the trellis, renewed in parts, carrying the ancient vine, and there the row of cypress trees. They seemed part of him. How peaceful it was, how enticing, willing him to stay.


At the far corner of the garden he could see his elder sister, walking slowly, no doubt troubled over her departure. Poor, sensitive Drusilla, life had not been easy for her, not at all.


Drusilla was seven years older than her brother, mature, quick-witted and outwardly composed. However, her composure belied a basic unhappiness. She had been married at fifteen, three years above the legal minimum, but the marriage bed had shocked and frightened her. Too late her husband had revealed himself to be a boorish man, as irritated by her refinement as she was sickened by his lewdness. It was ten years since he had died, in what was little more than a drunken brawl. After that she had returned to the peace of her father’s villa, but the whole bitter experience, and the premature loss of two children, had left its mark. She had no wish to remarry, even though she had many suitors, and even though the laws encouraged it. Indeed, from time to time her father had presented men of substance, but to no avail, and he never had the heart to press the matter as the law allowed.


The Tribune waited quietly as his sister approached, and did not speak until she was close.


“Have no fear, Drusilla, all will be well.”


She looked up, her thought interrupted, her brown eyes clear.


“You’ve been seeing the soothsayer again,” she exclaimed, humour masking her unease.


Drusilla was full of uncertainty, her eyes moving restlessly from her brother to scan the garden. “We’re off tomorrow, Lucius, but I don’t want to go!”


“Yes, Drusilla,” the Tribune returned, sighing with feigned indifference.


“I’m serious!”


“Until tomorrow! Do have a little sense, sister. Of course you don’t want to leave Father, and yet you want to go to Syria. It’s getting close to our departure, and your love of Father is uppermost, but if I left without you you’d be miserable.”


“Why do you have to be so bluntly logical?” she reacted. Her brother was right, of course, but the state of gentle war that prevailed between them never permitted such an admission.


“I salute you, Lucius Gracchus Valerius, Tribune Laticlavius of the Senatorial Order and Envoy of the Emperor. Will you take a humble sister’s arm? It’s time for supper,” she said brightly, hiding her emotions.


The Tribune bowed with affected gravity, and they walked arm in arm into the villa. With their arrival the supper party was complete.


Drusilla took the couch to her father’s right, with her young slave-companion Cornelia, whom she treated like a daughter, beside her. Junia, Drusilla’s sister, came next. Almost seventeen, both Junia and Cornelia were very nearly past the age when young girls married. In Junia’s case, the Senator had made approaches to worthy families, but their young men had not impressed him. His painful memories of Drusilla’s anguish made him cautious, even though Junia’s nature was much more robust than her sister’s.


With Cornelia it was different. She was a slave, a property to handle as he wished. Indeed, he had deliberately kept her in bondage, for she was beautiful. Cornelia was special, and he was determined that her future husband would be worthy.


Felix, the old family servant, occupied the couch beside the Tribune, who sat opposite his father. Except for formal occasions, when he waited on the Senator, Felix always dined with the family. The custom had started after the death of the Senator’s wife, and now it was taken for granted.


Arria, the Senator’s favourite freedwoman, had positioned her couch slightly behind and between Felix and the Senator. It was she who controlled the servants and the kitchen, and at her signal the courses of the supper came and went. She was mother to slave and servant alike, and she lived for the Senator.


Despite the imminent parting, it was an animated evening, in which they drank more wine than usual. Father and son did most of the talking, discussing and anticipating the journey to come. There were jokes, of course, many of which centred on the voluminous baggage of Drusilla and her young slave Cornelia. The Tribune was teased at having done the impossible in charming Tiberius, for gossip said the old man had not smiled for years.


“If such cruel jests were true,” the Senator said, suddenly serious, “he would have my sympathy, for the burden of his office is a crushing slavery.”


“And he suffered greatly in his early years,” Felix added. “His family life was ruined by the needs of the State.”


“How, Felix?” Junia asked.


“He was compelled to marry Marcus Agrippa’s widow Julia, the daughter of the Emperor – you know the story?”


Junia shook her head. “Marrying the Emperor’s daughter seems a good move to me!” she quipped.


“Not when you’re forced to divorce your own much-loved wife, especially when she’s with child!”


“That’s awful!” Cornelia reacted. “Who forced him?”


“Augustus. He wanted his daughter to marry someone he could trust.”


“Awful,” she repeated in a whisper.


The Senator rose from his couch. It was time to retire, and time for farewells, even though there would be partings in the morning. Drusilla embraced him tightly, and, on the edge of tears, fled to her room, followed quickly by Cornelia.


The elder Valerius stood quietly for a moment, allowing his emotions to subside. Then he turned to his son.


“Stand apart from faction, Tribune, and flatter none,” he said firmly. “And, Lucius, look after your sister, she is in your care.”


After his son had gone to his rooms the Senator laid his hand gently on Felix’s shoulder. “I shall miss you, old friend, but Lucius will need you until he finds his feet.”


“He’ll do that quickly, master – he’s his father’s son!” the old servant said with a smile.


It had been planned from the beginning that Felix should accompany the Tribune on what was clearly an exacting mission, for in the initial stages especially his wise and friendly counsel would be invaluable. Also there was the nagging worry about the Tribune’s health.


“Pray the gods will give my son continued respite from his illness,” the Senator said quietly.


“He’s been free of trouble for a year, master.”


“I know.”


Master and servant looked at each other, at one in their concern. “Be careful of Sejanus and his allies – they’re out for themselves,” the Senator said finally.














CHAPTER THREE


THE JOURNEY


They left at first light, their pace brisk, the horses relishing the morning air. The Villa Valerius was outside Rome to the south, and only a mile or more from the busy Appian Way, so there was little delay before the two covered carts joined the main road.


On the Appian Way the world was very much awake. Fast two-wheeled carriages with quick-stepping mules swept past slow, creaking farm carts drawn by oxen. Pedestrians there were in plenty, ever looking for a friendly carriage, or at worst a snail-fast cart. There were officials on government business, conspicuous in their important haste, and merchants astride slow-gaited cobs, their slaves trudging in their wake.


Through this shifting kaleidoscope of travellers the Tribune’s party moved steadily forward. Both vehicles had the front portion of their canvas sides drawn back, but the canopies remained in place as a shield against the summer sun.


In the second cart Drusilla and Cornelia sat perched on cushions to ease the bumps and jolting. They whiled away the time practising their Greek, and Drusilla tried to teach Cornelia what she knew of Aramaic. They both wore broad-brimmed hats, a protection from the glare, and their fans were ever busy. It was hot.


In the leading cart the Tribune and Felix were seated on a wooden bench behind their driver. They rode in silence, except for occasional remarks about the countryside or the oddity of a passing traveller. The Tribune’s rough travelling garb showed no indication of his rank, and few, if any, would have guessed at his identity. It had always been the family custom to travel modestly. Not for the Valerii the mincing pageboys, the minstrels and the busy slaves rushing ahead to clear the way. The Tribune’s modesty, however, was not in any sense apologetic. He was a Senator’s son, born to rule, with all the confidence of his powerful class.


The two carts, fitted for sleeping, were crammed with baggage: pots, pans, lamps, tents for the drivers and the cook, presents for the friends they hoped to visit, clothes and bedding in abundance, but the bedding and sleeping bunks were only for emergencies. Like many wealthy families of their rank the Valerii tended to use either their own estates or those of their senatorial friends as stopping places on the way, and that was how the journey had been planned. Certainly a busy and noisy inn, no matter how well appointed, was something Drusilla was anxious to avoid.


After four long days on the road they reached Beneventum just as the sun was setting, and proceeded at once to the villa of a family friend. The owner, a Senator, was not in residence, but the servants knew of their coming, and all was prepared.


Beneventum, high on a windy hill, was a busy junction, and being so it teemed with inns. Diversions for the traveller abounded, and with their duties completed, the two drivers, their helper and the cook soon joined the swirling excitement that spun about the centre of the town. They went with the Tribune’s knowledge. Far better a little rough sport than sullen resentment.


The carts were parked safely within the courtyard of the villa. The walls were high and there was no easy entrance. Yet during the night someone ransacked the Tribune’s baggage. However, there was nothing missing of importance other than a roll with details of the Syrian legions. Fortunately he kept the Emperor’s documents always on his person.


It was dawn, and the drivers were already harnessing the horses. They were too heavy-eyed, he thought, their revels too well laced with wine, to have noticed anything. Maybe it had been one of them, but he doubted that.


“An enjoyable evening, men?” Valerius asked with studied briskness.


“Oh, your honour!” one of the drivers reacted, holding his head; the large man who drove the Tribune’s cart.


The Tribune smiled knowingly. “You were late, no doubt. Who let you in?”


“One of the servants, I suppose – grinning from ear to ear, he was!”


“He let us in, and then slipped out himself– must have been keen at that time of night,” the other driver joked.


“What time was that?” Valerius asked innocently.


“Long after the twelfth hour – but don’t worry, your honour,” the big man added, “we’re ready for the road.”


The Tribune did not confide in Felix until they were under way.


“What do you think?” he asked.


“A servant in the villa delivering to a paymaster outside.”


“Could be.”


“Did you have more than one roll in your baggage?” Felix asked.


“Yes, but in the second cart.”


“The drivers probably disturbed him, so he took the only roll he found – who knows – can’t be a robber, though, with all the other valuables untouched,” Felix added. “Could be a spy, though.”


“A spy! Who would want to spy on me!”


“You’re the Emperor’s personal legate. Someone may be curious.”


“About what! – I’ve got no secrets!”


“Someone thinks you have, perhaps.”


The incident soon became secondary to the pressures of the journey. The carts were slow on the difficult terrain, making the planned stops impossible to achieve. So for two nights running they used the staging posts. However, by the end of the third day after leaving Beneventum they reached Venusia.


“This is where I was born!” the Tribune’s driver boomed, “both me and Horace!”


“So that’s why they call you Venio.”


“Yes, your honour.”


Venio was a huge man, immensely strong, yet he treated his horses with uncommon gentleness. Valerius liked him, and was determined to employ him further when they reached Brindisium. He was trustworthy, and he could be useful, not least as a guard for his sister and Cornelia.


In Venusia the comfort of a villa awaited them, and what was more, their host was resident. Drusilla was captivated by the place, the distant mountains, the wide ravine below and the clear evening air, everything pleased her, and the tight knot of tension that had gripped her for so long seemed to weaken.


Their hosts were old family friends, and, reflecting this, the conversation over supper began naturally and easily. It was not long, however, before the subject centred on the Tribune’s posting.


“Lucius, you haven’t told me about your assignment – am I allowed to ask?”


“Of course you may, but apart from a few hints I know nothing. The details apparently are awaiting me in Antioch.”


“Typical Tiberius,” the host responded. “If his toga knew his plans he’d throw it in the flames!”


The Tribune’s comments had been sparing in their detail, and his host, rightly sensing his reticence, changed the subject to the topic of Sejanus.


“Is he still as powerful as ever?” the host asked.


“Yes, the Emperor still heaps honours on his busy Prefect,” Valerius rejoined.


“Like a fatted calf for the sacrifice!” Drusilla interjected.


Instinctively Valerius scanned the room.


“It’s all right, my friend, we’re alone. The servants have gone to their quarters.”


“A thoughtless gesture, please take no offence,” the Tribune said dismissively.


“My brother,” Drusilla quipped, “will make the perfect Senator – always looking over his shoulder!”


“And my sister the perfect diplomat!”


The host laughed loudly, and they all joined in.


“I can hear your father’s wit in both of you. Seriously, though, the name Sejanus is on every lip, and many think the purple will be his. What a choice the Emperor must make – Sejanus, or the brood of Germanicus!”


Valerius shook his head and smiled. It was tactless of his host to bring the subject up again, for being the Emperor’s legate he had no wish to be involved in such discussion.


“Marcus,” their hostess intervened, addressing her husband, “did we not entertain someone about a year ago who was bound for Syria?”


The good lady had changed the subject knowingly, Valerius guessed.


“Yes, young Maximus. He was bound for Caesarea as aide to the Procurator – Pilate was the name, I think. Poor Maximus – Sejanus was his idol; he could talk of no one else.”


Sejanus again, but the conversation veered to family matters. Drusilla did most of the talking, and although Valerius showed polite interest his thoughts were elsewhere. Indeed, at the mention of Pilate’s name his mind had flashed back to the waterfront at Capri. He could almost smell the sea. “Too old and comfortable,” was how Sejanus had described the Procurator.


Reluctantly the Tribune was beginning to realise that his future role could meet with treacherous undercurrents. Certainly the incident at Beneventum was not a happy precedent.


Early dawn saw the Valerian carts moving again. The road sliced through difficult terrain, reflecting the vigour of those who had laid its foundations – the citizen army, hardy, practical, relentless in their determination.


It took three days before they descended into the oven heat of the plains before Tarentum. Weary of the slow, jolting carts, all Drusilla could think of was the sea, but it was two more dusty days before they reached Brindisium.


A noisy night in a highly recommended inn was followed by a busy morning of organisation, not least the disposal of the carts and horses, but a ship, by order of Tiberius, was already awaiting their arrival. Once more the Tribune was amazed at the Emperor’s thoroughness.


A brisk breeze speeded their departure, and soon the Macedonian land-line was discernible in the blue haze. The first stop was at Dyrrhachium, where they tied up overnight, and after two long days, peaceful, carefree days, they reached Nicopolis.


For a time the Tribune and his sister watched the busy waterfront. Close by, cargo was being unloaded with deafening noise and drama. Then, in the midst of the seeming chaos, a tent party of eight legionaries marched past, a knot of Roman order. Further distant to the right there was the slave market. One male slave was standing on the wooden platform, the last sale of the evening, Valerius guessed. Cornelia, he saw, was watching too, aversion written on her face.


“Don’t look, Cornelia!” he said gruffly.


“Sorry, Master Lucius,” she responded shyly, but being occupied with his thoughts he did not seem to hear.


His thoughts were busy with the evening’s plans and his decision to go ashore. He knew it would cause fuss and delay, and a necessary acknowledgement of officialdom, but he could not let Drusilla spend another night on board, as the sleeping quarters on the stern were crude and basic.


In the event he was helped greatly by one of the sailors, a friendly Greek named Demos, who clearly knew Nicopolis well, for not only did he find a clean and quiet inn, he also conjured, as if from nowhere, a closed-in litter for the ladies. Demos was clearly a man of initiative and experience, and, like the big man Venio he had retained, he could prove useful.


On the third day after Nicopolis they sailed east into the Gulf of Patrae. Then, after two slow days, often with the oars out, they came to Corinth, with its Acropolis standing high and commanding to the south.


The transfer of baggage across the narrow neck of land to Cenchreae was speedily accomplished on the following morning, aided by the strength of Venio and the Greek crew hand Demos, whom the Tribune had finally employed.


At Cenchreae another ship awaited them, its destination Piraeus. The next day at the latest they would be in Athens.














CHAPTER FOUR


ATHENS


For the Tribune Athens was full of memories. The book and papyrus shops; the narrow alleyways of the market; the short cuts known only to the native; the favourite taverns. He wandered through the city like a lover. He found his old tutor in the same familiar house, bent in body, but sharp in mind.


“You’re old for a Tribune with the Senate’s broad stripe!” the old man reacted with a hint of censure. He was still the tutor.


Valerius smiled and explained about his illness.


“Never mind, you’re my favourite Laticlavius, and the Emperor’s Legate, too!” Tears were close.


Valerius could well have spent a day wandering about the city, but formal duties awaited him. It was necessary to visit the Governor, and without delay.


The Governor had already heard about the Tribune’s coming from the Emperor’s secretariat, so when Valerius arrived at the residence he was shown every honour. The interview was lengthy, with the Governor generally bemoaning the troubles of his province, before at last bringing up the question of the Tribune’s posting.


“The message from Capri said you were passing through to the east,” he stated mildly, though clearly hoping for more detail.


Valerius smiled. The Emperor was sparing with his information.


“I’m bound for Syria,” he said bluntly.


“Well, what a coincidence, what a coincidence. Our guest tonight is Herod Antipas, a prince of Jewry from that general area. He went to Rome and was friendly with the young princes of the blood – you may have met him.”


The Tribune shook his head. His illness had freed him from many social obligations.


“I’ll make one comment, Tribune – I wouldn’t like to be his slave.”


It was a damning statement, though clearly indiscreet. The Tribune said nothing.


“You too will be our guest of honour,” the Governor continued. “Lucius Gracchus Valerius – a Roman! – a real Roman,” he enthused. He loved the flow of words. “It promises to be quite an evening, for the Tribune Gallo is in Athens. A brilliant orator. He’s sure to keep us laughing through the night!”


Gallo, Herod Antipas – ‘the Fox’, Valerius repeated to himself. Whatever the precise nature of his mission was, it would begin tonight. He was sure of that.


It was the Tetrarch’s eyes that caught the Tribune’s attention. There was something fixed yet restless in his look, a kind of glaze. In response to the Governor’s welcome his speech was bland, predictable. He was the friend of Rome, but taxation was heavy. Of course the Army needed revenue, but his country was small. Defence, he knew, was vital, nevertheless the burden of its cost had to be equitable. It was the typical speech of a client prince, Valerius thought. Herod had said nothing in particular.


Gallo spoke next, and brilliantly. Sparkling humour punctuated his speech with such deftness that the Tribune could only admire his artistry. All listened, for Gallo’s words sprang from the thought of Sejanus. He was especially gracious to the Tetrarch, doubtless to counter the anti-Jewish reputation of his master, and then he launched into the main substance of his speech. “What we need is a new social ideal, where Rome and her provinces are wedded together in one indestructible union. The army is the people’s friend, the protectors of this union.” How did Gallo convert obvious platitudes into such compelling rhetoric, the Tribune wondered.


The impassioned flow of words continued. Gallo used gesture to maximum effect, his arms conducting the emphasis of his speech with perfect measure. “Length of service in the army must be realistic, with firm guidelines acceptable to all.” He shook his head, his round, full face serious. “In my view the term of service is much too extended.” A murmur of approval circulated the hall. Encouraged, he continued, “We simply cannot say one thing and do another,” he boomed, to loud approval, for the arbitrary extension of service by a hard-pressed government was bitterly resented. Gallo searched the faces of his audience. No man was omitted. “The morale of the army cannot be purchased cheaply, and the civil population must accept this.” Then, his speech concluded, Gallo took his seat, to loud applause.


Valerius, who earlier had been nervous at the thought of speaking, was angry. Gallo, he knew, cared little about the length of service, and his exploitation of a genuine complaint had been wholly cynical. He imagined the rumours that would circulate within the local garrison. Gallo, or rather Sejanus, would reduce the length of service. The thought made him furious, enough to alert Felix, who was in attendance.


“Don’t let your anger show, Master Lucius,” he whispered, “and remember the pleasantries.”


“The Tribune Lucius Gracchus Valerius,” the Governor announced, and the tall figure of Valerius rose to speak.


He thanked the Governor for his generous hospitality. He was pleased, he said, to have met the Tetrarch, and hoped he would have the pleasure of a further meeting in Galilee. Then he turned to Gallo, praising the brilliance of his oratory. “Everyone,” he suggested, “would welcome a reduction in the length of army service.”


The Tribune’s style of oratory was plain. He paused too long, between sentences which were spoken quickly. There was a shyness in his bearing, yet his upright figure and forthright quality carried an impression of honesty. It was the man himself who held the attention, and as he spoke the company grew silent.


“Who would pay for army reform?” he asked bluntly. “Who would pay for even a small reduction in the length of legionary service? Think of the revenue needed to support both retirement settlements brought forward by reform and the fresh recruitment necessary to replace the resultant loss of manpower; it would be enormous. We must be careful in raising expectations that cannot be fulfilled, for I’m sure we can imagine the difficulty of raising further substantial revenue!”


The Tetrarch nodded obligingly, but Gallo seemed unconcerned, almost lifeless. He cared little about the assembled gathering, for he had addressed his words to an audience well beyond the ornate pillars that surrounded him. Valerius was a nuisance, though. He would have to stop him.


With the speeches over, the wine flowed generously.


“Tetrarch,” the Governor called, swinging his cup precariously, “the news we hear from other parts of the Empire tends to be coloured – we exaggerate, we elaborate, and the word we hear from Galilee, I’m certain, suffers in a similar way.”


The Governor paused, seeking approval to continue. It was the habit of the diplomat.


“We hear of plots and prophets and little else, but, my friend, I find such rumours hard to credit. Tell us, what is the real state of affairs?”


Herod sighed deeply and drank from his wine cup. The smile that shimmered on his face retreated and returned.


“Have I an evening or a month?” he asked, but no one responded.


“If Galilee were in a state of total rebellion,” he began, “I should be in exile. The truth is that the vast majority of Galileans go about their business like any other citizen of the Empire. It is the fanatics and the criminals that cause trouble disproportionate to their number. The Zealots, as we call them, seek a perfect but impractical state, and nothing will dissuade them from their course.”


“Not even the army!” Gallo interjected.


“The army would make everyone a Zealot,” Herod retorted quickly.


“Then the job would be easy!”


“Gallo, the desert is peaceful, but no one lives there.”


“My friend, forgive me,” Gallo said, putting his arm round Herod’s shoulders. “I’m just a simple soldier, with a soldier’s answer.”


It was an obvious retreat, and with that the conversation slipped into pleasantries.


“You must come to my quarters afterwards, Tetrarch,” Gallo whispered confidentially. “There you can enjoy delights quite missing from this gathering.”


“What delights?” Herod boomed.


“Careful!” the whispering continued, “we don’t want all to know about the sweets of Aphrodite – the most delicious damsels to be found in Athens.”


“My gracious Gallo, already this assembly wearies me!”


They were discreet, of course, and did not make to leave until the time was right. Then, after gracious words with the Governor, they slipped away.


Valerius watched them go. He had not heard their conversation, but he guessed at their intention. There was no criticism, for he knew his own failings well enough.


“Herod’s not a fool,” the Governor stated.


“Indeed – he answered Gallo well.”


“Now, Valerius, we must think of tomorrow, and the arrangements for your journey.”


For a time the Tribune and Felix listened to the Governor’s suggestions and advice. Then suddenly, as if his cup of energy were drained, their host grew weary. It was the hour to take their leave.


“You did well, Lucius,” Felix said, as they walked to their quarters.


“Not so well as Gallo! He charmed the Tetrarch!”


“That means little – Herod will be Gallo’s friend while he thinks it suits him!”


Next morning the Tribune’s party made a final visit to the Acropolis, where they honoured the Goddess Athena. On the way back to their villa, guest quarters provided by the Governor, Drusilla and her young slave companion stopped for a last fleeting look at the market’s wares. The big man Venio and Demos the Greek remained in attendance while the Tribune and Felix went ahead to conclude arrangements for their departure.


The market, ablaze with eastern colour, was busy, and at once Drusilla and Cornelia were engulfed in the swirling activity. Venio and Demos, with scant interest in the traders’ goods, waited listlessly. Suddenly they noticed that Cornelia was not beside her mistress.


“Where is Cornelia, my lady?” Venio asked gently, in his deep, rough voice.


“I don’t know,” Drusilla said, looking about her. “She was beside me a moment ago,” she added, her rising alarm under control.


They searched everywhere, but the many they asked had seen no one answering Cornelia’s description.


“She’ll be back at the villa, my lady,” Demos said optimistically. “Got lost and decided to return on her own.”


But Cornelia was not at the villa.


“All we can do is wait for the ransom note!” Drusilla said bitterly. “When I think of what could happen to her . . .”


There was no need to furnish details to her brother; Valerius knew too well.


Sadly Felix watched the anguish of both brother and sister. He recalled the day when their father had introduced Cornelia to the household, a frightened eight-year-old with blond hair and grey eyes. The master had bought her, or more accurately, rescued her, on one of his northern journeys. Educated in the best Valerian tradition, she had grown to be Drusilla’s personal servant and companion – more like a daughter than a slave. Now she was almost seventeen, beautiful, almost regal in her way. Drusilla’s distress and the Tribune’s deep concern were well founded. Compelled to act, Felix drew the Tribune aside.


“You must not forget – you’re on the Emperor’s business,” he emphasised.


“I hadn’t forgotten,” Valerius reacted irritably, but Felix was not deterred.


“Gallo’s ship left this morning. Like yourself, he’s bound for Syria.”


“I know! I know! Why tell me the obvious?”


“You must not delay, Master Lucius. The Governor is well equipped to initiate a search and deal with any ransom demand.”


“I cannot . . .”


“You must,” Felix cut in forcefully. “We have already lost a day, and we could easily be delayed for a week or more if you allow it. Your delay suits Gallo well, for I do believe he aims to bind the legions to his master’s will. He wants no interference, especially from you, the Emperor’s personal legate, and the more you linger here the better he’ll like it.”


“That’s all a bit dubious, Felix. What can I do against a determined Gallo and his agents?”


“A lot – and Gallo knows it!”


“Felix, you’re not trying to tell me that Gallo’s behind Cornelia’s disappearance. He wouldn’t do a thing like that!”


“Gallo would think it a joke. I can imagine his comments – ‘that fool Valerius is sure to get emotional about his slave girl.’”


“But, Felix, Gallo’s too clever to get involved in such a thing!”


“Not personally, but a little gold in the right hands…” Felix left the sentence unfinished. “It’s speculation, I know, but it’s possible.”


“She’s so devoted to Drusilla.”


And you, Felix thought, but he held his peace.


The Tribune rose from his chair and stood silently. His head was bent in thought, his arms folded.


“We’ll leave in two days’ time,” he said.


For Valerius it was a restless and frustrating day, but another note had entered his discordant thought. He began to notice Cornelia’s absence in little ways, the small things that he took for granted. Her face appeared before his mind. She was very beautiful, he thought. A sudden image of a man defiling her filled him with rage. He began to pace the room.


“Where’s Demos?” he asked Felix impatiently. “Have we lost him too?”


“I doubt it. Demos the Greek is very capable of looking after himself.”


“And Venio?”


“Moping in the courtyard with the cook. The big man is quite sensitive, believe it or not.”


Just as the sun was setting Felix announced that Demos had returned, but very drunk.


“Dismiss him, Felix!” Valerius was in no mood to be tolerant of fools.


“He wants to see you, and I recommend it. I know he’s got something to say, but you’ll have to be patient, Master Lucius.”


“All right, Felix, send him in,” Valerius said, sighing with resignation.


“Master Tribune, sir,” Demos said, swaying wildly.


“Yes, Demos,” Valerius said sharply.


“Master Tribune, I’m drunk!”


“Get on with it, man,” Valerius snapped.


“Master Tribune, I’ve been in several taverns.”


Demos lurched, but remained on his feet.


“That’s hardly a secret, Demos!”


The Tribune relaxed. Even when drunk, Demos was likeable.


“Master Tribune, she’s not in Athens.”


Valerius sat bolt upright. “Where is she?” he asked urgently.


“She’s on a . . .” Demos failed to finish. Instead he moved his hand in a wave-like motion.


“A boat!” the Tribune prompted.


“Yes, a boat,” the Greek returned, while struggling to keep upright. With some effort he pointed towards the east.


“The east,” Valerius interpreted. This confirmed his worse fears. Pain coursed through his chest.


“What brute beast has done this?”


“No one would tell me,” Demos answered, swallowing hard. “Deaf and dumb they were – too afraid – must be some of the big fish.”


“Who?”


“Oh – the big ones of crime. Everybody’s mouth is shut when they’re involved.” Demos’s words came thickly.


“A cohort will help their memory,” the Tribune exploded.


“No! No! Do nothing! Nothing!” Demos almost pleaded. He looked ill. “Tell the Governor, and he’ll alert his agents. The sight of one uniform would spoil everything!”


Demos struggled for words.


“Master Tribune, beware going on that ship,” he managed to say. “Appear as though you’re going to take it…but take another one!”


“Get that man a chair!” Valerius shouted.


It was too late. Demos had crashed to the floor, blood seeping through his tunic. Felix tore it open. An ugly knife wound reddened his chest – praise to the gods, a cut rather than a stab, he thought.


“I’ll get Drusilla,” Valerius called, going towards the door. “That wound needs a woman’s care.”


The tough and wiry Demos was soon recovering. His wounds were dressed, but the surgeon decreed that he was unfit to travel. At that Demos became frantic, pleading desperately to sail with the Tribune.


“If you leave me here they’ll get me!” he finally blurted out.


Valerius looked long and thoughtfully at his Greek servant.


“Who are you, Demos?” he asked, but Demos smiled weakly and did not answer.














CHAPTER FIVE


RHODES


The Governor’s astrologer warned against it, the soothsayer at the gate warned against it, but the Tribune was adamant. He would depart next morning.


“Make sure that screeching soothsayer thinks we’re bound for Delos and Ephesus,” he said to Venio, “and then we’ll slip away to Rhodes.”


They sailed south-east, but the wind was light and their ship, hired at the last moment on Demos’s advice, was slow, with few oars to help their progress.


Demos still lay on the litter on which he had been carried aboard, and, kneeling by his side, Drusilla was busy re-dressing his wounds.


“You’re a goddess, my lady,” he murmured appreciatively.


“Master Demos, this is the least that I can do,” Drusilla said quietly. “Now a little godlike tranquillity is what we require from you. The surgeon was emphatic.”


Demos watched Drusilla as she rose. What a woman, he thought. It takes generations to cultivate such grace. His eyes turned to the Tribune as his sister joined him. The dignity of the brother and the beauty of the sister touched him. Affection rose, and tears came to his eyes. What a fool, he thought, stemming his emotion. His gaze turned to the grey-haired Felix – more like a senator than a servant; and poor Cornelia, a princess but never a slave. What a family; it was obvious why he had risked so much in Athens. These Valerii had no need to ask for help, for things began to happen of themselves within their presence. He closed his eyes, and the dull throb in his side diffused. Soon he was asleep.


They tied up at a small island overnight, and on the second day, with a stiff breeze to help, they passed through a world of islands, a magical world to Valerius and his sister. One island in particular, a myriad of different hues, had suddenly appeared, it seemed, a fitting dwelling for the gods, Valerius thought, but the abundance of beauty only made Cornelia’s bitter plight more sharp and brutal. Pity gnawed ceaselessly at his being.


It took another three full days’ sailing before they rounded the southern tip of Rhodes. It was calm, and the scent of the island floated over the mirror surface of the sea as they glided slowly landwards. The oars were withdrawn, and the rock of Lindos grew closer. The ship had some cargo for the port, and on the following morning they hoped to complete the sea journey to the city of Rhodes, but when they docked all their plans were changed. The island’s Governor was in residence, and, hearing of their coming, rushed to met them.


With all due respect the Tribune’s party was escorted to the official villa. There Valerius presented the Emperor’s roll of recommendation, only to be told that Tiberius had already written.


As they dined that evening, the Tribune learned that a war galley awaited him at the port of Rhodes.


“So the Emperor wasn’t joking!” he said incredulously, recounting the casual way in which Tiberius had spoken.


The Governor chuckled. He knew the Emperor from the old days, he said, recalling the time Tiberius had been present in the island.


“A fair magistrate, and he liked his cup of wine!” he added knowingly.


The conversation continued, with the Governor giving a general outline of affairs in the east, and in particular the borders of the Empire.


“Never be enticed into war beyond the Euphrates. Who knows what it could unleash or provoke – an alliance between Parthia and Armenia, for instance. Tribune, we Romans are much too thinly spread!”


He paused and viewed the circle of his dinner guests. “Now, I have been talking much too much,” he apologised.


“Not for me, sir,” the Tribune responded. “Any advice or information you can offer is most welcome. For instance, what should be our attitude towards the Jews in Galilee and Judaea?”


The Governor laughed. “That is a subject for a whole host of dinners, Tribune. What do you think, Quintus?” he added, turning to his young aide.


“I’ve lost patience with the Jews. We show a great deal of tolerance, and all we receive is hatred, implacable hatred. Their behaviour is an insult to the Empire. They should be taught a lesson.” The young man spoke with passion, his face flushed. “I’m sorry, Governor,” he added in apology for his vehemence.


“Quintus had one or two unfortunate experiences in Judaea,” the older man said, glossing over the matter. “But say we took his advice,” he continued, “we would need another legion, or maybe two, for we cannot leave Syria unguarded, and of course there’s the Parthian border. The cost would be enormous, and what would be the gain – a wilderness?”


Bato Dalmaticus again, the Tribune thought, recalling the Emperor’s story.


“So what are we to do?” the Governor pressed. “Are we to absorb punishment indefinitely?”


The Tribune looked at Felix, waiting and alert beside him, and the urge rose to ask the old servant his opinion, but the Governor anticipated him.


“Felix, the Tribune has told me how much he values your opinion. What is your view on this vexed question?”


“Well, sir, I’ve never been to Galilee or Judaea, but I’ve met many Jews, in Rome and other places.”


Felix paused, looking pensively at the floor.


“The one thing I found they had in common was a strong and passionate certainty about the rightness of their faith. My feeling is we need to understand this faith before we understand the Jew. It is one thing to tolerate their religion, but quite another to respect it. The trouble is, we tolerate their religion in the same way we tolerate our own!”


The Governor laughed heartily. “Brilliant, my friend. I agree entirely, but how do you…” – he broke off, rubbing his forehead, “how do you educate Rome, or the Army, for that matter? It’s difficult for a lion to be passive when he’s continually provoked.”


“One man of understanding, in the right position, could do a lot.”


“Such men often fall the victim of both sides!”


Felix nodded, and the gathering grew quiet.


The Governor was impressed. The upright quality of the Tribune and the wisdom of the servant spoke for themselves. The tradition of a great family was evident.


“Tribune, it would help greatly,” the Governor began briskly, “if you would address our garrison before you leave for Antioch. A few encouraging words to raise the spirit of the men. I trust you’ll have the time.”


Valerius readily agreed. It would be a preview, he thought, welcome practice for the greater task ahead.


The banquet drew naturally to a close, and as they were leaving, the Governor took Valerius aside.


“I’ll certainly let you know immediately if we hear any news about the young girl – a bestial business. There isn’t much hope of finding her, I fear, especially in this quarter of the Empire – more than likely she’s far beyond our borders.” His voice was flat and practical in tone. A slave was a slave. He little guessed that each word burned into the Tribune’s mind.


“We have many young girls here, if your sister needs another servant.”


“Thank you.” The Tribune’s voice was clipped, precise. “Drusilla refuses to think of someone else. You see, Cornelia has been in the family since she was eight. She and my younger sister were educated together.”


“I see, I see – I’m sorry.”


“We’re a somewhat eccentric family, I’m afraid,” Valerius added quietly.














CHAPTER SIX


ANTIOCH


All the Tribune’s business on Rhodes had gone well. The inspection of the garrison, his address, his despatch to Aelius Lamia in Rome, even his departure, all had been accomplished with efficient ease. Now, with Rhodes receding in the morning haze, another efficiency, the ordered efficiency of a war galley, was speeding the Tribune towards his destination.


The rhythm of the oars was relentless as the great ship cut through the water regardless of the contrary wind. Handling the mighty oars required skill and stamina, and a good captain guarded his oarsmen’s strength. Most of the sailors were freedmen, expected to serve for twenty years or more, but the pay was steady, and they were often in port.


With its complement of sailors and marines the galley was crowded. There was little space for passengers, and after the initial interest in the warship, the Tribune and his sister found the journey tedious. In the case of Valerius it was taxing, for each evening on shore there were official receptions in honour of the Emperor’s personal legate. Indeed, the Tribune’s progress to Antioch was in a sense triumphal, and no doubt what the Emperor had intended.


Ten days after leaving Rhodes, two with strong favourable winds, they arrived at the naval port of Seleucia Pieria, close to Antioch. On disembarking, the sacrifice for a safe journey was observed in the presence of the Naval Squadron Commander, his deputy, and the town dignitaries.


The tall, grave Tribune was an impressive figure, and to the Squadron Commander the broad purple of the Senate, even the role of the Emperor’s representative, were secondary. This was the noble son of the Senator he had heard speak in Rome, a talk he had never forgotten.


“I heard your father speak in Rome,” the Commander was quick to recount. “The Latifundia…”


“And the later Republic,” the Tribune completed, smiling at the friendly officer.


“It’s many years ago,” the Commander continued, “but I still remember – the large estates worked by slaves; the ruin of the small farmer; the speculator buying up his land; the landless unemployed in Rome.”


“Yes, little hope of work in Rome, with slaves abounding,” the Tribune interjected. He laughed. “I think I know that lecture by heart!”


As soon as the brief reception was over the Tribune and his party set out for Antioch, accompanied by the Squadron Commander and an escort of cavalry.


Valerius and the Commander continued in conversation, and for both the journey seemed short as they came to the bridge over the River Orontes. Before them was the city of Antioch, with Mount Silpius in the background.


They went straight to the villa of the Chief Legate, and when the Tribune gained access to the fortress residence the Commander and his escort took their leave.


The great doors of the fortress shut behind Valerius and his party with a deep, echoing rumble. Inside, the large cobbled courtyard was deserted. The Valerian carts and two-horse chariot, hired at the naval port, stood isolated in the wide, high-walled enclosure. The guards who had let them in remained unmoving at their post, apparently uninterested in the newcomers.


Slowly the Tribune alighted from his chariot and stood silent and observant. After the past days of endless ceremony this sudden absence of official deference was theatrical.


Demos, now almost fully recovered, was the first to speak.


“Is this the mausoleum?”


The Tribune smiled thinly, his anger simmering. Notice had been given of their arrival, yet even the normal courtesies were being ignored. This was no way to treat the Emperor’s personal legate.


Suddenly a Tribune of Equestrian rank rushed from the residence.


“The head undertaker!” Demos muttered.


“Noble Tribune,” the newcomer exclaimed breathlessly, “may I introduce myself. My name is Largus. I must apologise for the absence of the Legate. He was called away to the Tenth Legion at the Cyrrhus fortress. He left this morning.”


“This morning!” the Tribune repeated quietly, battling to control his rage.


“Urgent business, sir – he was accompanied by the Tribune Gallo.”


“Gallo’s business!” Valerius snapped angrily.


“I don’t know, sir,” Largus replied, answering what he thought to be a question.


“Never mind,” Valerius returned, looking hard at the smooth, almost boyish face of Largus. “Pardon me if I’m lacking in the usual pleasantries,” he continued, his speech clipped and sharp. “I need to act quickly. How long would it take me to reach Cyrrhus?”


“Two days, sir.”


“Too long.”


“To do the journey in a day, sir, you’ll need three changes of horse at least, and a sturdy chariot.”


“Then I’ll have one – this thing here wouldn’t last a mile. And an escort of cavalry,” Valerius commanded.


“I’m sorry, sir, but I’ve strict instructions that the garrison is not to be reduced in any way.” Largus was apologetic.


“I bet you have,” the Tribune barked. “Do you expect me to believe that my small request could possibly endanger the garrison?”


“I have orders . . .” Largus began.


“Orders! Well, I’ve given you new orders. I will expect a chariot and an escort first thing in the morning. And I want this note delivered immediately to the house of Demetrianus,” he added, handing a roll across. “My sister is to be their guest.”


Valerius continued to look hard at the Equestrian Tribune.


“Sir, there are two despatches awaiting your arrival,” Largus began almost tentatively. “One has been here for…”


“We’ll see those in a moment,” Valerius interjected. “Now, this is important, very important. I want a thorough search initiated into the case of a missing girl, kidnapped in Athens and believed to have been taken east.”


“Master Tribune, sir,” Demos cut in quickly. “I would like to do a little personal research first, after which I could report to the Tribune Largus.”


“Are you well enough?”


“I’ll do, but I’ll need money!”


“Here, take this,” Valerius said, tossing a pouch to Demos. “What about some refreshment first?” he called as Demos made for the courtyard doors.


“Where I’m going there’ll be that in plenty.”


“Be careful!”


Demos saluted, smiled briefly and left.


“Now, Largus.” The Tribune’s voice had lost its underlying rage. “You said there were despatches.”


“Yes, sir.”


As the Tribune and Largus entered the residence, Drusilla, aided by Felix, alighted from her cart. Until then she had sat immobilised, fascinated by her brother’s behaviour.


“Felix, what has become of my brother, my once little brother!”


“Your grandfather was just the same if roused – never anger a Valerius,” the old servant responded, looking knowingly at Drusilla, but she did not notice.


“Clever old Tiberius, he couldn’t have chosen a better legate, no, not if he’d searched the Empire,” she continued brightly. Then she saw that Felix was close to laughter.


“You rogue, you’re laughing at me,” she said, taking his arm as they followed the Tribune into the residence.


There were two despatches awaiting the Tribune’s arrival, one from Tiberius, and waiting for some time, and the other from Rome, a recent delivery.


“Drusilla, this is from Father,” Valerius said, handing her the roll despatch from Rome, while he carefully studied the Emperor’s instructions.


There was little new. He was to convey the Emperor’s personal interest in the welfare of the legions. He was to praise their courage, loyalty and endurance. It was the personal touch that mattered. He was charged to make contact with the people. He would, of course, pay due respect to the Governor’s legate, but his final responsibility was to the Governor himself, Aelius Lamia. Again, he was to pay proper deference to the Procurator Pilate, and also to investigate reports concerning the revival of the Messiah cult in Galilee. Finally, in all these matters he was to keep the Emperor informed. It was enough, he thought with some amusement, but the tear-stained face of his sister soon changed that. Silently she handed him their father’s letter.


As was his wont, the Senator came straight to the point. He had been accused of crimes akin to treason by two fellow Senators. Both men were well practised in idiocy, and he felt sure the Emperor would dismiss their accusations out of hand. There was no need for concern, but he wanted to ensure that they received the news aright from him, and not from exaggerated rumour. He hoped they were both well, and that Felix and Cornelia were enjoying the strange and new impressions. The cruel irony of the last words jolted.


He passed the letter to Felix, and at once turned to comfort his sister.


“Father is right,” he said, catching her by the shoulders, “the Emperor will laugh at this stupidity, and in fact the two Senators might well look to their own safety. Even in the crudest sense, it’s not in the Emperor’s interest to let the father of his personal legate suffer such dishonour!”


Drusilla said nothing, but tears continued to course down her cheeks. The Tribune held her more tightly.


“Don’t worry, Drusilla. Father is in no danger, and neither are we.” His last words had been said advisedly, for treason law affected the whole family.


“How can I help worrying, Lucius? Think of all his lectures on reform – they’re bound to find something!”


“They’d be hard put, Drusilla. The truth is never treasonable.”


“To the truthful!” she shot back.


“Drusilla, the men who’ve lodged this charge are of little reputation. Even their accusation is vague – ‘crimes akin to treason’.”


“Father’s only saying that to stop us worrying!”


“Felix,” Valerius said, turning to the grey-haired servant, “make my sister see some sense!”


“Your father’s not in danger, Drusilla,” Felix responded quietly.


“Are you sure?”


“Tiberius respects your father, he always has.” Felix shook his head. “Your father’s not in danger, but someone’s trying to make things awkward for your brother. That is my conjecture.”


“That could be,” she responded, her voice calmer, “but the worry is still there.”


They dined at the Villa Demetrianus, but none of the Valerian party could pretend enjoyment. However Demetrianus, their large, jovial host, was both understanding and fatherly, and Valerius was relieved to know Drusilla would be in his care.


Just before the twelfth hour, Demos returned. He had drunk his way round the taverns of the town, and he looked exhausted.


“The beautiful Cornelia, I’m almost certain, has passed through Antioch,” he said wearily.


“Sit down, Demos, sit down,” Demetrianus said casually.


“But my clothes are filthy, sir.”


“Your report transcends your raiment,” the host replied briskly.


Gingerly Demos perched himself on the edge of a couch, looking at each in turn before he spoke.


“One glassy-eyed drunk described a girl like a princess, and the details fitted Cornelia perfectly, and someone else said the same. She was well guarded, apparently, and it seems that she passed through on the way to some other destination. So far I haven’t found the owner or the hirer of the cart.”


Valerius stared grimly at the floor, his lips pressed tightly together as if to contain his anger.


“She’s probably bound for the court of Artabanus, and if he were to do anything it would be a diplomatic incident, and such an incident with Parthia is not to be encouraged. Gods! Gods! I cannot stand the thought of it. The trouble is, everyone will think it a trivial matter. She’s just a slave.” He spat the final words out bitterly.


“What would you say, sir, if we found she had been taken to Herod’s palace?” Demos enquired mildly.


“Herod!” Valerius reacted in astonishment.


“I have no proof, but rumour has it that he’s fond of his women,” Demos went on.


“If that sly, smiling fox has touched her, I’ll hack him into pieces,” the Tribune burst out in frustration, but even as he spoke he knew his words were empty.


“Cornelia will be resolute,” Felix said quietly. “She’ll not break easily.”


“Yes, Felix, I know. It may give us time,” Valerius said sadly. He scanned the long, low-ceilinged room. His sister and their hostess had retired. “There are drugs, of course,” he added, almost inaudibly. Then he turned to Demos.


“Without your help we have no hope. No doubt you’ll continue the search – you know the desperate urgency. And, Felix, you’d best stay and be counsel to my sister. I’ll take our quiet giant Venio with me to the Cyrrhus fortress.”


Leaning across from his couch he put his hand on his host’s shoulder. “We’ve kept you from your rest for long enough.”


“Think nothing of it. Anything I can do for the son of Marcus Valerius is an honour – if only we had some means of instant contact with Rome!” Demetrianus added, “then we could confirm your father’s safety.”


“What’s this, sir?” Demos said, instantly alert.


“Of course, you haven’t heard!” the Tribune replied, spelling out the details of the treason charge.


“So that’s why there was no formal reception at the residence,” Demos reacted cynically. “This won’t hurt your father, but it will hurt you, Master Tribune, and that is what it’s meant to do.”


“Yes, Demos,” Valerius answered flatly.


The two men looked long at each other. The Greek’s secret identity seemed to hover in the air. One thing was certain, Valerius thought, he had not hired a simple sailor.


“Yes, Demos,” he repeated, “I fear the Cyrrhus fortress may be friendless, but with the help of the gods, who knows?”
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