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In the time of Vespasian, just after Rome has crushed the Jewish Revolt, Julius Varro, a Roman
Questor (an investigating magistrate )is commissioned to investigate the story that a Jew rose
from the dead after being crucified in Jerusalem. Because the fast-growing Nazarene sect
founded by the martyr's followers is becoming a threat to the stability of the region, there is much
riding on debunking the story. Questor Varro has to deal with the evidence that goes back forty
years, with most witnesses long dead and the living ones lying to protect themselves. But he is
intent on producing a report that will demolish the claims of these religious fanatics. His
investigation stirs intrigue, religious passion, and violence, to say nothing of an attraction to a
beautiful Jewish slave girl. Questor Varro's report methodically destroys the myth fueling the
newborn Christian movement. But then an extraordinary event occurs that changes everything. 

About the AuthorAustralian-born novelist Stephen Dando-Collins trained as a graphic artist and
worked as a designer, copywriter, and later senior executive with leading advertising agencies
before serving as chief operating officer for Australia at a US market research group. He has
been a full-time author, editor, and researcher since 1996, dealing mostly with historical
subjects. His acclaimed work of American history, Standing Bear Is a Person, telling the true
story of an 1879 Nebraska legal case, was published in 2004. The first in his series of definitive
histories of the Roman legions, Caesar’s Legion, based on more than thirty years of research,
has found a broad audience around the world since it was published in 2002. The second in the
series, Nero’s Killing Machine, was published in 2005, followed by Cleopatra’s Kidnappers in
2006 and Mark Antony’s Heroes in 2007.The Inquest, his debut novel, benefits from his expert
knowledge of Rome and the Romans of the first century.--This text refers to an alternate
kindle_edition edition.

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/JJQVg/The-Inquest-A-Novel-of-the-Greatest-Story-Never-Told


EARLY BIRD BOOKSFRESH EBOOK DEALS, DELIVERED DAILYLOVE TO READ?LOVE
GREAT SALES?GET FANTASTIC DEALS ON BESTSELLING EBOOKSDELIVERED TO YOUR
INBOX EVERY DAY!THE INQUESTSTEPHEN DANDO-COLLINSFor Louise, who has always
believed, and for Richard,who has lit the way.In A.D. 71,Julius Terentius Varro,a Roman
investigating magistrate, or questor,was sent to Judeato investigate the death ofJesus of
Nazarethfour decades earlier,with orders to prove thatJesus did not rise from the dead.This is
the story of that mission.ITHE DEAD JEWAntioch, Capital of the Roman Province of
Syria.February, A.D. 71In the time of our grandfathers, there arose a man of Rome who won the
hearts of his countrymen, a man unlike any who came before him or who came after him. He
was the grandson of Marcus Antonius, yet he was not ambitious. He was the brother of Claudius,
yet he was no fool. He was the father of Caligula, yet he was not depraved. He was... A roar from
the crowd intruded on Julius Varro's thoughts, dragging him back from the work of history which
for years past he had been aching to commit to paper. On the sands of the amphitheater of
Antioch in front of him, Jewish prisoners of war had been pitted against each other, with one
prisoner in every pair sent out unarmed. Under the sweltering midday sun, while many in the
30,000 crowd ate a lunch of juicy Damascus plums and fresh-baked bread and spicy balls of
goats meat provided by the editor of the games, Jew was expected to butcher Jew, as
entertainment for the mob. To the delight and amusement of the Syrian spectators, some
defenseless victims ran, uselessly, pointlessly from their appointment with death. There was no
escape in the circular stadium. Now, one pair in particular had drawn the attention and the ire of
many in the crowd around Varro. Spectators gave bellicose voice to their displeasure. "Run, Jew,
run!" came the screeching voice of a woman in an upper tier."Kill him, old man!" called a vicious
youth to Varro's right. A thousand voices raucously concurred.Beneath a shading purple canopy,
thirty-four-year-old Varro, athletic, dark-haired, clean shaven like all Romans of his day, sat in the
second row of the amphitheater's official box, the tribunal of the editor of the games. His deep
brown eyes were fixed on a scene directly below the box. There stood a tall man, naked but for a
thick leather belt. An olive-skinned Jew, broad of shoulder, with the skin hanging from his
starved bones, he wore a gladiator's helmet with a metal visor fixed to the front. Peppered with
holes for sight and breath, the visor covered the face, rendering the owner anonymous. A tuft of
gray beard projected below the visor. At his right side, the Jew held a short sword. He was
frozen, with his eyes on a younger, wholly naked man of twenty or so who knelt before him. Here
was the cause of the crowd's unease–the young man was begging the other to end his life for
him. Through the baying of the mob, Varro could just hear the young man's plea. He spoke in
Aramaic, the language of the region, a language of which Varro had a basic comprehension. "Kill
me, father!" cried the youth. "Kill me now!"Varro, disinterested in the days' entertainment
program until now, could not take his eyes from father and son. He knew the pair would have
been numbered among the 97,000 Jewish prisoners taken during the Roman siege of



Jerusalem which had all but ended the Jewish Revolt the previous summer. At this public
spectacle in Antioch, these were the last of the prisoners to be disposed of. Here, a father had
been ordered to kill his own son, and the father could not bring himself to comply. The hoots and
boos of the crowd were increasing to a crescendo. Varro could no longer make out what was
being said on the arena sands. By his gesticulations, it was obvious that the boy continued to
implore his father to dispatch him. There was no response; the parent remained immobilized.
Varro wondered what he would do in the same situation. Varro was childless, not even married.
Would his own father have had the bravery and the humanity to swiftly end his son's life in similar
circumstances? Varro doubted it. His father had not been a man of courage. If Varro were the
father faced with this dilemma, he now pondered, what then? What if this were his son on
bended knees before him, knowing that if Varro did not kill his child someone else very soon
would? As Varro watched, the Jewish boy took his fate into his own hands. Coming to his feet,
he scrambled the several paces that brought him to his parent's feet, then dropped to his knees
directly in front of the older man. Grasping his father's sinewy right arm, the boy brought the
sharp tip of the twenty-inch legionary sword to the middle of his chest, above his heart. The
youth looked up, and spoke words of parting. Then, with all his might, the young man pulled his
father's arm toward him. The blade pierced the boy's flesh, and slid into his heart. Spectators
roared their disapproval. Father and son had deprived them of their sport. As the boy died on his
knees in front of him, the father withdrew the sword with an anguished cry, then cast it away.
Bloodied, the weapon spun through the air and landed on the sand. Inclining his visored face to
the cloudless sky, the old Jew began to scream inaudibly to the heavens. The standing Jew was
quickly surrounded by heavily armed troops. Men of the Antioch City Guard, they came running
from the perimeter of the arena. As the soldiers stripped the man of helmet and belt, Varro could
see that the elder Jew's face was long, and weathered. The father lowered his head, and locked
his tear-filled eyes on the body of his son. Amphitheater slaves in red-striped tunics of white
wool appeared around him. The slaves had dashed from a door in the arena wall which opened
just long enough to admit them. Some brought buckets of sand, others carried a giant hook of
iron. With the expertise of habit, several slaves quickly forced the razor sharp tip of the hook
through the body of the youth. It entered at the stomach and exited from the middle of the back.
Putting ropes over their shoulders, the slaves dragged the limp corpse from the arena. In their
wake, others spread fresh sand over blood soaking the arena floor. As the soldiers then
withdrew, Varro saw that another Jew stood facing the father of the boy. This younger man had
been equipped with the father's belt, helmet and sword. Some in the crowd were urging the older
man to run, others called for the new executioner to quickly terminate the father for his lack of
spirit. The elder man sank to his knees and lowered his head. The second prisoner quickly
obliged him. Raising the sword two-handed, he brought it down across the back of the old Jew's
neck. To cheers from the tiered seats the gray-bearded head was separated from the older
man's shoulders with a single violent slice. With a spray of blood, the head fell to the ground.
There it lay, the open eyes still watery with tears. *"Did you see that wretched Jew, depriving the



crowd of their entertainment?" said General Gnaeus Collega as he and Varro stepped from the
general's litter in the light of spluttering torches held by the general's attendants. Ahead of them,
broad steps rose to Collega's Antioch residence on the Augustan Way. Collega, commander of
the 4th Scythica Legion and Acting Governor of the province of Syria and its sub province,
Judea, was the same age as his deputy Julius Varro. Overweight, short, and losing his hair,
Collega looked ten years older. He had been administering the region ever since the governor,
Licinius Mucianus, had led an army on Rome eighteen months before to unseat the emperor
Vitellius and install the current emperor Vespasian in his place. "Which wretched Jew was that,
my lord?" Varro asked absently. A thousand times over the uneven contests between pairs of
Jews had been repeated in the amphitheater through the day's middle hours, with each armed
man disarmed to face his own doom as soon as he had terminated his designated victim, until
2,000 Jews had killed one another. In the afternoon, the lunch time diversion of the Jewish
extermination had given way to the real entertainment of the day, the professional fighters. None
of this interested Varro. He would have much rather been writing his planned history of
Germanicus Caesar, Roman hero. Epic poems and turgid histories had been written about
Germanicus, but no one had dared to delve into his murder. That, thought Varro, would be a true
test of his skills as a writer and an investigator. To solve the mystery, that would be a challenge
he would enjoy. There was no challenge, no fascinating intrigue, about the bloodshed of the
arena. Its lack of nobility sickened him. "The fellow who fell on his own sword after separating the
old man's head from his shoulders," Collega responded as they went up the stairs. "Most
unsporting of him." Varro nodded in remembrance. "Ah, that wretched Jew." Before the soldiers
of the Guard could reach him, the decapitator of the father who had grabbed Varro's attention
had put the sword to his own throat. Looking up at the crowd, taking in the sight of his tormentors
for one last time, he had fallen forward. As the sword's pommel hit the ground the blade
punctured the man's throat and rammed on through. The point came out the back of the neck.
The Jew had died instantly. The crowd had howled its derision. This, they cried, was the act of a
coward; they had been cheated. Blood and death were like food and drink to most Romans.
What made Varro different, he did not know. But, as a Questor–a junior magistrate–and the
deputy of the Governor of Syria and Judea, Varro could not afford to show anything other than a
hard exterior. So he attended the games, watched the barbarity that passed for entertainment,
and put on a Roman face. Especially when he was sharing the official box with the emperor's
son; that morning, the gleaming golden chair at the front of the box had been occupied by Titus
Vespasianus, thirty-two-year-old general, conqueror of Jerusalem, heir to Caesar Vespasian,
and second most powerful man in the world. After viewing the morning session, Titus had
departed Antioch, setting out for Alexandria in Egypt where he would take ship for Rome to join
his father. Collega was out of breath by the time he reached the top of the steps. Coming to halt,
he put a hand on the middle of his chest. A wince of pain creased his cheek. "General?" said
Varro, halting beside him. "What is it?""Indigestion, according to the noble physician Diocles,"
Collega replied. He had been eating throughout the day as he watched the games; rich



delicacies: grilled dormouse dipped in honey, pigeon wings, sweetbreads. "Not that I trust that
old drunkard of a Corinthian's diagnoses. He ignores half my ailments and dispenses obscure
potions for the remainder, which do me no good whatsoever. Did you see him today, wagering
on every contest? And losing. Damned fool!" Collega set off again, walking in through open
double doors, ignoring bowing slaves. "Diocles' judgement leaves much to be desired. If I am
ever truly ill, he will be last man I consult. He would kill me before my time." "You know what they
say, general: if you want to live a long life, never make your physician your heir.""Well said, Varro,
well said!" Collega cackled. "If the truth be known, Syria is bad for my health. I am more than
ready to go home, I can tell you. Only the previous day Collega had learned from the emperor's
son that a new governor of consular rank had been chosen by Caesar to come out to Syria. But,
for a variety of reasons, the new man, Petus, would not arrive in Antioch for another fourteen to
fifteen months. And, because the new governor would bring out his own staff from Rome,
including a questor, Varro would also be going home. Not a month too soon, as far as Varro was
concerned. He had already given four years to this post. He could tolerate another year, but no
more. With luck, he hoped, now that the calamities and crimes of the Jewish Revolt were in the
past, peace and normality would return to the region. He might even find the time to finally
expound his theories about the murder of Germanicus, reveal the murderer, and prove himself a
writer of note. Appearing in their path, a short, tubby man with white hair, a closely trimmed white
beard and wearing a plain brown tunic which matched his sober bearing, announced, "My lord,
you have a visitor." "I am too weary for visitors, Pythagoras," said Collega, impatiently waving
away his chief secretary, a Greek named for the famous philosopher of 600 years before. "It is
Flavius Josephus, my lord," said the secretary gravely.Collega stopped in mid stride.
"Josephus? Here? What does he want?" He glanced at Varro, looking worried. "I thought we had
seen the back of Josephus." He grimaced to himself. "Very well, Pythagoras," he sighed, "lead
us to him." Pythagoras conducted the pair to a colonnaded garden courtyard. A slim man stood
by a fountain where water spouted from the mouth of a bronze dolphin. Collega produced a
practiced smile as they approached. "My lord Josephus, I had thought you on your way to Rome
with Titus Vespasianus." Thirty-five-year-old Flavius Josephus wore a full beard and a serious
expression. Five years before, he had been the Jewish general in command of all partisan forces
in Galilee fighting the Roman army. Josephus had changed sides, going over to Vespasian and
Titus, advising them on strategies against his former comrades and predicting that both father
and son would in their turn rule Rome. His defection had brought him freedom, Roman
citizenship, and the ear of the sovereign of the Roman world. "Soon enough, Collega," Josephus
said, briefly accepting Collega's right hand. "I will overtake His Excellency's column on the road
south. For the moment, there is a matter I would raise with you before I leave this part of the
world." Ignoring Varro, Josephus put an arm around Collega's shoulders and steered the general
to a bench at the far end of the garden. Varro could imagine that Collega's skin must be crawling,
knowing as he did that Collega despised all Jews. Counting against Josephus too was the
invisible brand of traitor against his own people. Titus might trust this Jew, but Collega did not.



As Varro watched from a distance, Josephus and Collega sank onto the bench. Now the Jew lay
his right arm along the back of the bench, leaned close to Collega, then began to fill his ear with
a stream of softly spoken words. After a time, Collega began to reply, in an equally conspiratorial
tone. Curious, Varro edged closer, taking care not to appear to be eavesdropping. He only
caught snatches. "Nazarene" was mentioned, and "Jesus of Nazareth," "God of the Jews," "the
Messiah," "the Christos." Then, unexpectedly, Collega looked up and beckoned his questor.
"How much of this have you overheard, Varro?" he asked him."Er, a little, general," Varro guilty
admitted as he came up to the pair."You are a smart fellow, Varro," said Collega. "What do you
know of this Nazarene? What name did you give him, Josephus?""Jesus of Nazareth, his Greek-
speaking followers call him," Josephus replied, looking at Varro."I have heard of such a man,
while in Judea," said Varro. "It is said by some that he worked miracles, my lord, like so many
Jewish miracle workers. I believe he was crucified at Jerusalem, during the reign of Tiberius
Caesar." "Miracles?" said Collega caustically, shaking his head. "Pah!""Well done, questor," said
Josephus approvingly. "This Jesus was indeed crucified during the reign of Tiberius."Varro felt
that Josephus had an intelligent face. Unlike Collega, Varro was not a man of inherited
prejudices. He took people as he found them, and on the few occasions that he had met
Josephus he had found him a learned if immodest man.. "Crucified? For what crime?" Collega
asked."The Nazarene was convicted of sedition against Rome," Josephus went on, addressing
Collega once more. "His followers insist that he came back to life, two days following his
execution, and that is their proof that he was divine, that he was the Messiah, as it is said in my
native tongue." Varro frowned. "Messiah?" he queried. "I'm unfamiliar with that term, my lord."A
smile tickled the corners of Josephus' mouth. His lively eyes sparkled. "The Christos, his Greek
followers call him, questor – the anointed one.'" "Anointed for what?" Varro asked.Before
Josephus could reply, Collega interrupted. "This coming back to life nonsense," he said with
irritation. "Do these people really believe it, Josephus? We have a few of these Nazarenes here
at Antioch. I had classed them with all the other Jews of the city." There were in fact 40,000
Jewish residents in the Antioch population of 250,000. "Do they genuinely believe that he
actually rose from the dead?" Josephus nodded. "They believe that he rose from the dead, that
he walked from his tomb at Jerusalem, walked to Galilee, then ascended to Heaven. They say
he was a god, Collega. A dangerous claim in these unstable times, you would agree." "A god?"
Collega scoffed. "Did anyone see him, after he supposedly rose from the dead and went strolling
around Palestine?""It is claimed that a number of his devotees saw him and spoke with him after
his execution." Josephus smiled, knowingly. "Obviously, this claim is fraudulent, Collega.
Thereby hangs the means of suppression of the Nazarenes." "You have lost me," said Collega
impatiently."The beauty of the approach I am about to suggest to you, Collega," Josephus
confided, "is that you do not have to execute a single Jew to destroy these people. Here is the
crux of the matter..." So that he missed nothing, Varro took a step closer."Prove as baseless the
claim that this man rose from the dead," said the Jew. "And you destroy the basic tenet of the
Nazarenes' belief. Prove that Jesus of Nazareth was not the Messiah, the redeemer of the



Jewish people promised by ancient texts, and publish the evidence the length and breadth of the
Empire, and you will make these Nazarenes a laughing stock. The edifice of their belief will
come crashing down, and the Nazarenes will have been shown to be mere story-tellers and
frauds. Their Messiah will be discredited, and their sect will fade into obscurity." Collega
frowned. "Prove that this Jew did not rise from the dead? You think that would be enough to
destroy them?"Josephus nodded. "Prove the ridiculous claim of the Nazarenes to be the myth it
is. Like the myth that Nero Caesar is still alive and living here in the East in disguise." It was
Collega's turn to smile. He was thoughtful for a time, unconsciously tugging the lobe of one ear.
Then he turned to Josephus, who had given the general time to consider his words. "What of
these claims of miracles that Varro speaks of? Would it not also be necessary to disprove
those?" "Miracles, miracles," Josephus responded with an open-handed shrug and a pout of the
lips. "You have been in the East long enough, Collega, to know that this part of the world
abounds with miracle workers, all of them nothing more than clever magicians. Even Caesar
Vespasianus, when he was at Alexandria last year, performed miracles, right before my very
eyes." Collega looked at him with surprise. "He did? Caesar did that?"Josephus nodded. "I saw it
for myself. He cured a blind beggar, simply by spitting in his eyes. Another, a lame man, he cured
by stomping on his foot. Yet, is Caesar making claims of divinity?" Varro watched as Collega
again lapsed into thought. Like the general, Varro was astonished by the revelation about the
emperor's miraculous powers. He had met Vespasian when he was a general of consular rank,
before he became emperor of Rome. Vespasian had been coarse, as foul-mouthed as a
common legionary, and terse; the last person Varro would have credited with heavenly powers.
Then again, when he met him, Varro had never imagined that the general would one day be his
emperor, either. "So, you see, Collega," Josephus went on, "this fellow Jesus' miracles are of no
consequence when it comes to disproving his divinity. We must concentrate on the unique claim,
the obviously ridiculous claim as far as thinking men are concerned, that Jesus rose from the
dead. This is the foundation of the Nazarenes' appeal to the feeble-minded. Undermine that, and
you will destroy the sect and all that it represents. In doing so, you will be able to guarantee
Caesar that you have destroyed a corrupting influence within the Jewish community and brought
stability to Syria and Judea, and to the Roman East as a whole." He paused, letting his words
sink in. Collega, obviously uncomfortable with the Jew's proposal, screwed up his face. "What do
you have against these Nazarenes, Josephus?" "The Nazarenes are recruiting followers outside
the Jewish faith, making an abomination of Jewish Law," replied the pious Jew. "Worse, for
Rome, they are infiltrating the cities and the towns of your domain, Collega." The general turned,
scowling. "Can one dead Jew be so troublesome?" he asked, thinking aloud. "Could right-
thinking Romans believe the Nazarene nonsense?" "Fantastic untruths take root in feeble
minds," Josephus declared. "The corrupting doctrines of the Nazarenes cannot be tolerated.
Mucianus would approve if you were to act against these people." Ever since he had engineered
Vespasian's rise to power, Mucianus, Collega's former chief in Syria, had been the emperor's
right hand man. "We both know that Mucianus has no time for philosophers of any kind,"



Josephus continued. "Most importantly, Collega, Caesar would approve. Eliminate a cause of
friction within Jewish communities. Halt the insidious spread of Nazarene influence. Do this,
Collega, and you will assure your swift career advancement on your return to Rome." "Is this
Titus' wish?" Collega asked. "The destruction of the Nazarenes?"From his perspective, Varro
could sense the general's indecision."These are your provinces, Collega," said Josephus. "What
you do in your own provinces is for you to decide. Equally, what you do to advance your own
career is for you to decide." Collega was nodding slowly."That career is by no means assured,
Collega," Josephus persisted, his voice changing, losing its friendly edge and taking a more
distanced tone. Now too he came to his feet. With sudden concern that the Jew knew something
that he did not, the Acting Governor brought his head around to face him. "What do you mean by
that?" he demanded. Josephus shrugged. "There are other men of your rank who served in the
Jewish War and won great honors. Certainly, you have performed your duties admirably here in
Syria all this time. Your handling of the inquiry into the Fire of Antioch met with Titus' approval."
He glanced at Varro as he said this, knowing that the questor had been instrumental in the
outcome of that inquiry only weeks before. "Yet, for all that, Collega, there is nothing to match the
glory of a military campaign when Caesar comes to decide the new year's appointments.
Already, you will be a year or two behind your colleagues by the time you return to Rome." He
paused, for effect. "However, if your return were to be preceded by a meritorious achievement,
such as the discrediting of the Nazarenes..." Collega did not reply."Your future is in your own
hands, Collega," Josephus hissed. "Think on it." With that parting comment, the Jew strode from
the garden. Collega looked up at his deputy, as if seeking guidance. "What do you think of all
that, Varro?"Varro shrugged. "Troubling, my lord.""Yes, troubling. Is it Titus' wish, the discrediting
of the Nazarenes?" Collega pondered. "Or is this all Josephus' idea, and he wants me to think
he is doing Titus' bidding?" He tugged his ear lobe. "Troubling indeed." IITHE
ASSIGNMENTAntioch, Capital of the Roman Province or Syria.February, A.D. 71As the
offensive aroma of a rotting animal lying unseen in floor or ceiling soaks all it reaches, a month
after the event the acrid stench of fire still clung to the stones and timbers of the city as Julius
Varro was carried in a closed litter through the streets. The Fire of Antioch had razed one fifth of
the metropolis, destroying the massive Foursquare Market, its place of origin, gutting the city
library and archives, and demolishing all the grand old Seleucid palaces, including the palace
used by the Governor of Syria as his official residence. Forced to find a new, temporary
residence, General Collega was renting the city home of one of the richest men in Antioch, a
merchant and owner of a shipping fleet. "Make way for the questor!" called Pedius, Varro's gray-
haired lictor, his official attendant, who preceded the brawny litter-bearers toting his employer's
staff of office. "Make way for the questor!" As he did every day at dawn, on this morning after the
meeting with Flavius Josephus, Julius Varro arrived at the Acting Governor's residence as the
sun was rising over Parthia to the east. An ante-room was filled with fifty or sixty of Antioch's
leading citizens, all come to pay their respects to the governor, some deep in conversation,
others looking detached and preoccupied. Despite the waiting crowd, Pythagoras the secretary



ushered Varro directly in to see Collega, in a small reception room overlooking one of the
mansion's many gardens. The governor was not alone. As Collega lounged on one of three
couches, munching grapes, a man Varro immediately recognized sat across from him. Curly-
headed and swarthy, Antiochus, chief Jewish magistrate of Antioch, was narrow-shouldered and
of medium height. A man with a sagging paunch and a double chin, Antiochus had been
handsome in his youth. Now, in his middle years, lack of restraint and lack of exercise were
changing his physiology with the addition of surplus pounds. His brow glistened, for Antiochus
was burdened with a nervous complaint which saw him perspire mildly at any time and profusely
when he was anxious. Antiochus smiled weakly at the questor as Varro bade his chief and his
guest good morning. "Varro, my dear fellow," said Collega cheerily, pointing his questor to the
third couch, before spitting a pip into a bowl on the table in front of him. "I invited Antiochus here
to tell me a little about the Nazarenes." "The Nazarenes, my lord?" said Varro as he reclined.
"For what purpose?""As much as I hate to admit it, Flavius Josephus was right," said Collega. "I
have therefore decided to proceed with that matter we discussed last evening, Varro. The
mission to Judea." "You have?" Varro was surprised. When he had left the governor the night
before he had felt that Collega's reservations had meant he would ignore Josephus' suggestion.
"May I inquire why, my lord?" "Expediency, Varro," said Collega with a wink at his deputy. "Last
evening after your departure I discussed the matter with the ever wise Pythagoras. He feels that
no harm can be done, while no end of good may come of it. It could make both our
careers." Varro frowned. "Both our careers, general?" "You will conduct the inquiry into the death
of the Jewish miracle worker.""Me, my lord?" Varro protested. He could think of nothing worse
than spending months in Judea. For one thing, the rebel Jews down there had yet to be
completely subdued; the Roman army were still mopping up resistance. All Varro wanted was to
serve out his time in Syria as quickly and as peaceably as possible, then go home. Collega
detected the note of dismay in his questor's voice, and scowled at him. "You are my investigating
magistrate. You will lead the investigation, an inquest into the circumstances surrounding the
death of the Nazarene." "But, my lord...""Come, come now, Varro." His cheerful demeanor
vanishing, Collega sat up straight and looked Varro in the eye "Unlike yourself, I don't have a
patron as powerful as Licinius Mucianus. I could order you to go to Judea, and you would go.
But, if for no other reason, go willingly to Judea and conduct this inquiry as judiciously as your
talents allow, as a favor to me. I will show my gratitude in the future, you can be sure of
that." Under the Roman social system, a man served as the client of an influential patron. Varro's
patron was Gnaeus Licinius Mucianus. He had come out to Syria with Mucianus four years
before as his questor, but had been left behind to serve Collega when his patron marched on
Rome for Vespasian. "Yes, general," Varro sighed. Silently he cursed his luck.Collega lazily
discarded the remnants of a bunch of grapes; they missed the table and dropped onto the tiled
floor. The governor held out his hands. In moments, two servants had materialized. One held a
bowl in front of his master. Another poured perfumed water over the general's hands and into the
bowl. "Both our careers, Varro," the general continued. "A success with this expedition would



pave the way for your entry into the Senate on your return. Perhaps the emperor would even
appoint you a pretor." Varro, who had no ambitions to be a pretor, a senior magistrate, did not
reply.Collega washed his fingers then dried them on a cloth provided by the first slave. The task
completed, both slaves melted away, the first bending smoothly to collect the refuse from the
floor as he went. "Would you not agree?" Collega persisted. "I imagine so, my lord." Varro's only
ambition was to write. But his mother had high hopes for him, with her eyes on the consulship
which had eluded his late father. Collega now lifted a boiled and shelled peahen's egg from a
platter in front of him. He studied the egg for a moment, rolling it in his fingers. "A fellow with your
abilities and your connections should go far." He swallowed the egg whole. "Yes, my lord," Varro
replied unenthusiastically.Collega turned to the perspiring Jewish magistrate, who had been a
silent witness to the Romans' discourse all this time. "Antiochus, tell him about the Lucius
Letter." "Of course, I have no time for the Nazarenes," Antiochus now gushed, like a torrent
unleashed from a great dam. "I would burn them all!" "The letter, man!" Collega growled."Of
course, Your Excellency," Antiochus responded. "Forgive me." He turned to address Varro. "As I
was telling His Excellency, questor, last year when we rounded up the leaders of the Jewish
community in Antioch and fried them at the stadium for complicity with the rebels in Galilee and
Judea we caught one or two Nazarenes in the net." He spoke with urgency, making no attempt
to hide the pleasure he gained from persecuting fellow Jews. "In the house of a fellow by the
name of Theophilus, one of the Nazarene elders, I discovered a letter, written by a Lucius the
Physician, a native of Antioch. It gave an account of the life and death of the one they call Jesus
of Nazareth." "An invaluable resource, I would imagine, this letter," said Collega. "You will pass it
on to Varro.""With pleasure my lord," Antiochus hastened to reply. "And, may I be so bold as to
volunteer to accompany the questor on his expedition of inquiry, to act as
interpreter." "Interpreter?" Collega pursed his lips."I am of course fluent in Aramaic, Hebrew, and
Jewish law," the Jew added. "I would have thought that there would be witnesses to question
and documents to study." "Hmm. I will think on it," Collega nodded toward the door. "That will be
all for the moment, Antiochus."The Jewish magistrate leapt to his feet. "Thank you, my lord
governor." Bowing from the waist, he withdrew backwards, and left the room. "Despicable
creature!" Collega commented under his breath. He clicked his fingers. "Remove the cushions,"
he instructed his servants. He pointed to the now empty couch. "The ones where the Jew sat–
and dripped. Burn them!" As the slaves scurried to obey, Collega looked over at Varro. His
expression of distaste quickly gave way to a sly smile. "So, it is decided, questor. You will
conduct this inquest. And the sooner the better. We both know how much your patron Mucianus
detests doctrine of any kind. Stoics and Cynics a like earn Mucianus' ardent displeasure." Varro
nodded. "As I know only too well, my lord. He consistently found new ways to insult the
philosophers. He said that they were taking advantage of the name of philosophy to teach
doctrines which were inappropriate to our times." "Can you imagine what he would think of the
philosophy of the Nazarene? I do not think we can harbor any doubt that Mucianus would
welcome a report which destroys the corrupting influence of the Nazarene doctrine, Varro."



Collega now leaned closer and lowered his voice. "Just be sure of this one thing, questor. For it
to achieve the goal of the exercise, the report you write must demolish the Nazarene myth. You
must come back with proof that this Jesus of Nazareth did not rise from the dead." *Varro's chief
assistant, the freedman Callidus, a former slave, was waiting for his master with the litter
bearers. "Do we go to Judea, my lord?" asked Callidus, a ruddy-faced Spaniard in his fifties, as
Varro came down the steps from the governor's palace wearing an unhappy scowl. "How could
you know about that?" Varro marveled. He had after all only just been given the appointment by
the governor.Callidus grinned. "Freedman's grapevine, my lord." Callidus had served the Varros,
father and son, for most of his life, and was efficient in his own crude way, none the least in
maintaining low-ranked informants in high places. "May I suggest...?" "What is it?" Varro asked
despondently as he slipped onto the comfortable litter."Allow me to round up a few suspected
Nazarenes and see what information I can extract from them, about this Jesus fellow." The
questor had broad responsibilities, covering tax collection, army recruiting, and criminal
investigations in the province, and as the questor's chief assistant Callidus led a team of
unarmed freedmen who filled the role of metropolitan police and tax collectors in Antioch,
backed by the steel of the City Guard. In this role, Callidus could exercise all his considerable
powers of coercion, and his more sadistic urges, to extract information from prisoners. Varro
shrugged. "Yes, yes, question who you will." A thought then occurred to the questor. "But go
gentle with them all the same, Callidus." The freedman frowned at his master. "Gentle, my
lord?"*Later that night, back at his quarters, Varro had his secretary, Artimedes, read the Lucius
Letter to him. General Collega was right. It proved to be a fascinating document. Not the least
because it seemed to indicate that Jesus of Nazareth had gone willingly to his execution, like a
lamb to the slaughter. Now, alone in his room and with oil lamps set on the table beside his bed,
Varro began to reread the letter for himself. It began: For as much as many have taken in hand to
put in writing an ordered declaration of those things which are most surely believed among us,
and even though those who originally delivered these things to us were eyewitnesses of the
events and ministers of the word, it seemed good to me as well, having had a perfect
understanding of all these things from the beginning, to write to you, in order, most excellent
Theophilus, that you might have no doubt about these things that you have been taught.There
was in the days of Herod, the King of Judea, a certain priest named Zecharias...IIITHE
TRIBUNE AND THE PREFECTAntioch, Capital of the Roman Province or Syria.March, A.D.
71With a purple-bordered white cloak flowing behind him like a flag in the wind and the sun
glinting on his armor, military tribune Marcus Metellus Martius strode forward. Crossing the
elliptical equestrian yard in the gladiatorial barracks complex with long, muscular strides, there
was a smile on his face, his hand was outstretched. "So, Julius Varro, you and I are to be
companions on an adventure in the south," he said, firmly clasping Varro's right hand. His voice
was deep, his delivery measured. Martius was second in command of the 4th Scythica Legion,
Collega's legion. The unit was based to the east of Antioch at Zeugma on the Euphrates River,
facing the Parthian Empire, Rome's long-term enemy. Collega had assigned the tribune to the



Nazarene enterprise, as Varro's deputy and commander of the expedition's military
contingent. For several minutes the questor had been watching Martius exercising on horseback
in the small arena, launching javelins from the back of a fast-moving horse with round wooden
shields just the breadth of a man's hand for targets. Martius had not missed a single target. Now,
as the tribune's groom led away his horse, Varro returned Martius' handshake with enthusiasm.
"An adventure in the south?" said Varro. "So it would seem, Marcus. I shall be glad of your strong
sword arm." The broad-shouldered, twenty-nine-year-old tribune was a little taller than Varro,
with a strong oval face and thick brown hair. His eyes were a piercing blue. "I'll gladly play
Hercules to your Apollo. What will be the chances of a little action, do you think?" "According to
the most recent reports there are still pockets of Jewish resistance in southern Judea. Still, I
would have thought you had seen enough action for the time being." Varro and Martius had been
friends ever since both served as prefects of auxiliary units on the Rhine almost a decade
earlier. Varro knew that Martius had fought alongside Titus in hectic Galilee battles early in
Vespasian's offensive to put down the bloody Jewish Revolt, coming out of the campaign with
Titus' praise, a Jewish arrowhead embedded in his thigh, and promotion to tribune of the 4th
Scythica Legion in Syria. "There is never enough action for Marcus Martius," the tribune returned
with a boyish grin. "Are you going to the baths? I'll walk with you." The pair strolled side by side
from the arena and into the labyrinth of buildings which made up the Antioch gladiatorial
barracks complex. Callidus, Varro's freedman, fell in behind them. From close by came the
sounds of gladiators going through their paces in combat exercises, their trainers bawling insults
at them in language salted with curses. "So, Julius," said Martius as they walked, "you make your
home in a gladiator's barrack now?" "Since the fire, the choice of accommodation has been
limited.""Yes, the fire. We heard about it out at Zeugma of course, but seeing the damage for
myself when I arrived in the city this morning, it was a shock, seeing the center of Antioch in
ruins. You apprehended the culprits, so I hear." Varro nodded. "A pair of greedy merchants:
Priscus and Plancus. Some people were ready to condemn half the Jews of Antioch for the
crime, but the evidence led us to the merchants." "The word is that it was a clever questor, not
the evidence, which made the difference," said the tribune with a wink.Varro shrugged. "I merely
asked myself who stood to gain from the fire, and pursued my inquiries accordingly."Martius was
smiling. "A modest questor, too, it would seem. What led you to the merchants?""Well, I first
became suspicious of Priscus when I learned that he had been celebrating ever since the fire.
Here was a merchant who had supposedly lost most of his stock in the blaze, and he was
leading a life of revelry. I sent my freedmen around the city asking questions about the high-living
merchant, and in time they learned that Priscus and his friend Plancus had removed all their
stock from the Foursquare Market and stored it in a warehouse on the river, just days before the
fire. Ultimately, their slaves gave them up; they confessed everything." "What did the merchants
hope to gain?""It transpired that Priscus and Plancus were hugely in debt. So they conceived a
plan between them to rid themselves of their creditors. They had their slaves set the fire in a
section of the market which backed onto the city archives, and laid a trail of pitch all the way to



the archives itself." "What was the attraction of the archives?""The building contained the
records of every debt the merchants owed. Once the fire had swept through the records, Priscus
and Plancus were debt free." "Of course!" Martius threw back his head and laughed
heartily."Had Priscus not wined and dined his way into my sights," said Varro soberly, "the pair
might have evaded suspicion, and retained their heads." "Not even Mercury will protect a
felonious merchant. And now we go to Galilee and Judea to investigate a criminal of a different
color. What do we know of this Nazarene? What was he? Nobleman? Slave? Priest? What was
his crime?" "A wandering priest of sorts," said Varro, "leader of an obscure Jewish sect, crucified
for sedition. We have a letter written by one of his followers, Lucius, a physician, telling us
something of the arrest, trial, and execution of the Nazarene. In addition, my man Callidus has
questioned some of the Nazarene's followers here in the city. They are a smug lot, he tells me,
and make no attempt to hide their affiliation with the group." He glanced over his shoulder to the
freedman walking in his shadow. "Is that not so, Callidus?" "Yes, my lord," Callidus came back.
"Very smug. As if they are in possession of some special secret. They are despised by other
Jews, for they introduce non Jews into their ranks. They even claim that one of the Nazarene's
followers, a fellow by the name of Cephas, converted a retired Roman centurion into their
sect." "I find that difficult to believe," remarked a skeptical Martius. "A centurion?""They said the
centurions name was Cornelius, my lord," said Callidus, "and he had come out of the 1st Legion
on the Rhine to live in his retirement at Caesarea. They claim he later went into Asia to try to win
more followers for the Nazarene. He went with Paulus of Tarsus, a Jew who first introduced the
Nazarenes philosophy to Antioch." "A Roman centurion would have more sense," Martius gave
a dismissive snort."Tell the tribune what you learned about the subject of the inquiry from the
Nazarene's followers, Callidus," Varro instructed."Yes, my lord. This Jesus fellow, whose name in
Aramaic was Yehoshua, or Joshua as we would say in Latin, was unmarried, and had four
brothers and several sisters. His brother Jacob took on the leadership of the sect at Jerusalem
following the Nazarene's execution, but he was stoned to death by the Jewish authorities some
time during the procuratorship of Lucceius Albinus..." Martius was nodding as Callidus droned
on, but he was not taking in the details. Varro was the detail man, Martius was a soldier, a career
soldier, and all that interested him was soldierly subjects. "The Nazarene was thirty-five years of
age when he was crucified...""When was this, Julius?" Martius interrupted the freedman."In the
latter part of the reign of Tiberius Caesar," Varro answered."So, we have to pick up a trail that is
perhaps forty years old?" Martius commented, raising his eyebrows.Varro nodded. "The
witnesses to the events in question are probably dead, of old age, or else they perished during
the Jewish uprising." He sighed unhappily. "This will not be an easy task, Marcus. The crux of
the matter is a claim by the Nazarene's followers that the man rose from the dead two days after
his execution, before disappearing. A claim I must disprove to Collega's satisfaction." "What?
Rose from the dead?" Martius roared with laughter. "Not a difficult thing to disprove, I should
have thought, Julius, my friend. Since it is physically impossible!" "Evidence, Marcus," Varro
glumly replied. "It will take evidence to destroy the myth that has grown around this man,



indisputable evidence." "So, do the Nazarene's followers claim he still lives? Can we not arrest
him and question him? Torture a confession out of him?" Varro shook his head. "The body
disappeared, shortly after the execution. He has never been seen since.""All very convenient.
So, we're looking for grave robbers?""I suspect the evidence that General Collega requires is
simply no longer there to be found. I didn't ask for this assignment, and now I fear I will fail to
come back with the proof that Collega requires. As the Spanish say, sent for wool, I will come
back shorn." Again the tribune laughed heartily. Then he looked at Varro. "You need evidence,
you say?" He winked at his friend. "Invent it, Julius. Invent it!" Now it was Varro's turn to laugh."I
could have extracted evidence from the Nazarenes I questioned, my lord," Callidus then
declared. "Had you permitted me to loosen their tongues my own way." "A non-productive
exercise, as I have told you, Callidus," Varro returned, a little impatient with the freedman's
forthrightness. "These people, who told you they never even laid eyes on the Nazarene when he
was alive, will send word to their people in the south, warning them that a Roman questor is
asking questions about the Nazarene. If you were one of these people and word were to reach
you that the questor was applying torture to Nazarenes, would you not go into hiding?" "Well,
yes, I suppose so, my lord," Callidus begrudgingly agreed."That is why your master is the
questor and you are the freedman, my dim witted fellow," Martius scolded him. "Manumission
relieved you of the bonds of slavery, not the bonds of stupidity." Callidus did not reply. He was
not well disposed toward the questor's new deputy.As the trio reached the entrance to the
barracks bathhouse, a tall, gangly officer in a white cloak and wearing a long cavalry sword on
his left hip came marching deliberately toward them. As he drew nearer, the officer removed his
helmet and slipped it under his left arm, revealing a delicately featured visage and a head of
golden curls. "Here's a new face," said Martius."My new cavalry commander, I think," said Varro.
"Greetings, friend."The blond reached out his right hand to Varro, smiling. "Quintus Cornelius
Crispus, Prefect of Horse," he cheerily announced."Julius Terentius Varro," said the questor,
returning the handshake. "Welcome, Crispus. You have brought my cavalry contingent?"The
twenty-five-year-old prefect nodded. "With Decurion Pompieus and thirty troopers of the
Vettonian Horse, reporting for duty on the questor's mission to Galilee and Judea, as ordered by
General Collega." "Very good. This is Tribune Marcus Metellus Martius, your immediate
superior.""Tribune." Still smiling, Crispus held out his hand to Martius.Scowling, Martius briefly
took his hand. "You are new to Syria, prefect?""I landed at Laodicea from Rome two weeks ago,
tribune.""A green apple," Martius growled malevolently. "Where were you previously, Crispus?
With which unit?"Crispus swallowed hard. "The Second Wing of the Egyptian Horse, in
Macedonia, my lord.""Egyptians! Macedonia? Not exactly a hotbed of action, is it, prefect?""Er,
no, tribune," Crispus conceded. As the blood drained from his face and the enthusiasm drained
from his spirit, and seeing Callidus smirking at him, he turned to the questor for support. "My
lord, I, er..." "We march at dawn the day after tomorrow, Crispus. Have your men ready.""Yes, my
lord. Thank you, my lord. My men are ready now, my lord," he gushed, eager to please the
questor."The day after tomorrow will suffice," Varro returned."Egyptians? Macedonia?" Martius



grumbled to himself, beginning to ascend steps to the bathhouse door.Crispus fell in beside
Varro, as the questor also began to climb the steps, and Callidus brought up the rear."Would a
fellow have much chance of writing a little poetry on this assignment, do you think my lord?"
Crispus asked."Poetry!" Martius bellowed in front, spinning around to face the others as they
came up. "Did you say poetry, prefect?""Er, yes, tribune." A fearful Crispus quickly turned to
Varro. "I have published an amount of verse, my lord. My friend the noted poet Statius says that
my work shows great promise. I had thought, with the Jewish business all but dealt with, there
could be a lull or two during this expedition when I might be able to put pen to paper. I had hoped
to use the journey out from Rome to advantage, but I am not a good sailor, and composing verse
aboard a tossing merchantman is no easy feat." "I can imagine," Varro responded with an
amused smile."Poetry!" Martius exclaimed again. "If we do strike trouble in the south, Crispus,
you can use that cavalry sword of yours to decapitate a few rebels with poetic flourish! Will that
suit you?" Crispus smiled weakly. "Yes, tribune."Martius turned and continued in through the
bathhouse door. "Poetry!" he spat.Crispus looked at Varro with a plaintive expression."You will
find the tribune a harsh critic but a firm friend, Crispus," Varro assured the prefect. "We can
count ourselves lucky that he is going with us." "Yes, my lord," Crispus responded without
conviction.Varro continued on up the steps. He sympathized with the young prefect; they could
not all be dashing heroes like Martius, and to his mind Rome needed her writers as much as she
needed her fighters. Just the same, knowing that he would have his friend Martius as his strong
right hand made him feel a little better about undertaking this difficult mission. Only that morning
Collega had informed him that he had accepted the offer made by Antiochus and was assigning
the Jewish magistrate to Varro's expedition as his interpreter. Collega was also sending along
his secretary Pythagoras, supposedly to help Varro write his report about the death of the
Nazarene, even though Varro had a perfectly capable secretary, Artimedes. But Varro knew
Pythagoras' brief would be to keep a covert eye on the questor and report back secretly to
Collega in Antioch. IVAN IMPOSSIBLE MISSIONAntioch, Capital of the Roman Province or
Syria. March, A.D. 71'Come at once,' said the message summoning Varro to the governor's
mansion on the eve of the expedition's departure. The questor found his commander playing
dice with six freedmen and a youth who looked vaguely familiar to Varro. Collega was never
happier than when he was eating or when he was winning at dice. "Ah, questor," said the smiling
Collega, turning on the stool where he sat before the gaming table with the fritillus, the dice box,
in hand. "Just one more throw," he said, shaking the box. With a jerk of the hand he cast a pair of
dice onto the wooden gaming board. All eyes watched the ivory cubes tumble and roll to a
standstill. Leaning forward to read each die, Collega roared with delight. "I win!" At the same
time, his companions threw up their hands and groaned with despair. "Par duplex! Double
evens!" Collega gloated. "Pay up, all of you." As the other players dug into purses, Collega came
to his feet. Briefly he winced with pain and put a hand to his lower back. "The old back problem,"
he said in explanation to Varro. "It is nothing." Then, looping his arm up over the taller Varro's
shoulder, he steered him across the room, to stand in an open doorway looking out from a small



balcony over a sunken garden decorated with exquisite topiary. Below, water cascaded into a
circular pool. The aromas of lush perfumes wafted up from the greenery. "You depart on the
Nazarene mission tomorrow, Varro?" the general asked. It was a rhetorical question; Collega
was intimately acquainted with all the details. "At dawn, my lord," Varro returned."Good, good. I
have arranged for a physician to join your party. You may need a medical man where you are
going.""Thank you, my lord. That physician would be...?""Diocles, the Corinthian. A very
experienced and able man.""Ah, Diocles," Varro responded. Apparently Collega had forgotten
that this was the same Diocles he had labeled an incurable drunkard, the same physician whose
judgment he had called into question. But Varro could not say as much, could only graciously
accept the doctor's appointment even though he suspected the general was only trying to rid
himself of Diocles. "Thank you, my lord." "I also have another military officer for you." Collega
beckoned the young man who had been a spectator to the dice game.The youngster slowly rose
up from the gaming table and strolled to join the pair. Wearing an expensive multi-colored tunic,
and, on his left hand, the gold ring of a member of the Equestrian Order, he was a handsome
boy of eighteen, with rosy cheeks, soft skin, and black hair cut in a severe fringe. "Questor, this is
Gaius Licinius Venerius," the general said in introduction, "the scion of a distinguished family.""I
am the descendant of Licinius Lucullus," the youth pompously announced as he joined the
pair."Indeed?" said Varro, trying to sound impressed. He knew who the boy's ancestor was;
Lucullus had been one of Rome's greatest generals, and one of her most extravagant spenders,
in the time of Julius Caesar's youth. "My father was twice a consul. My uncle is Gaius Licinius
Mucianus.""You are the nephew of my patron?" said Varro with surprise. "It occurred to me that I
knew your face, Venerius. I must have seen you with Licinius Mucianus at Rome." "You are one
of my uncle's clients?" Venerius sniffed. "I do not recall having seen you before. My uncle has
certainly never mentioned you." "Quite possibly," Varro returned, determined to remain civil
despite having taken an instant dislike to the priggish youth."Venerius has been serving out his
six-month posting as a tribune of the thin stripe with the 4th Scythica at Zeugma, Varro," Collega
advised. "However, Licinius Mucianus has written to say that he wishes his nephew to gain the
broadest possible experience while he is in Syria." "An admirable sentiment, my lord," Varro
remarked, dreading what he realized must be coming next."It is, is it not," said Collega. "So, I am
sending Venerius on your expedition."Varro gulped. "I see, general." He looked at Venerius,
inwardly cursing."He should prove useful; you can use another officer," Collega added."Yes,
thank you, general." Varro tried to give the youngster a diplomatic smile. "It should prove
interesting, Venerius. For us all." "You will find the questor has much to teach you, Venerius,"
said Collega.Venerius looked Varro up and down with a contemptuous expression."Perhaps you
would care to join me for dinner, Venerius," Varro suggested, "at the gladiatorial barracks. All my
chief officers and senior freedman are dining with me tonight, as a prelude to our departure
tomorrow." "No, thank you," Venerius snapped back. "I shall be otherwise engaged."Varro
shrugged. "As you prefer." Determined not to say anything he would regret, he turned to Collega.
"If that was all, general, with your permission...?" "Yes, Varro, you must have a great deal to do



prior to your departure." Collega walked him toward the door. There was a cylindrical leather
document case lying on a table by the entrance, and as they came to it Collega took up the case
and handed it to Varro. "Your Authority, questor," he said. "Use it wisely." Then he held out his
hand. "I will not be seeing you again before you leave. May the gods go with you." He focused
very deliberately on Varro, and lowered his voice. "Be sure to bring back the evidence I seek,
Varro. As well you know, much hangs on the success of this mission as far as Rome is
concerned." His eyes transmitted the true meaning of his words. Collega was thinking about his
career at Rome, first and foremost. Varro returned the handshake. "Yes, general, for Rome.
Thank you. I will do my utmost not to disappoint you.""Do not forget, I want you back here with
your report before the last ship of the sailing season sets out for Italy. I bid you a good night and
all success, questor." "Thank you, general. A good night to you."As Varro walked from the room
with his Authority in hand, he cursed his luck. Collega was not doing anything to contribute to the
success of the expedition, saddling him at the last moment with a drunkard and a brat, adding
them to Pythagoras the spy and the devious Jew Antiochus. Varro resolved to be on his guard
from this moment forward, knowing there would be few in his entourage apart from Martius he
could rely on and trust, on what he had become convinced was close to an impossible
mission. VTHE PREFECT'S SHAMEThe Road to Beirut, Roman Province of Syria.March A.D.
71With characteristic efficiency, Varro had begun as he meant to go on. The questor's column
had departed Antioch on time, in the light of a golden dawn. While the main body moved down
the military highway at brisk marching pace, the mounted advance guard of ten Vettonian
troopers led by their decurion Gains Pompeius cantered down the road ahead, accompanied by
a centurion and several civilians.Callidus rode with the advance guard, along with another
freedman, Paris, the questor's portly cook. The advance guard's task was to clear the road of
obstruction and to precede the main column into the place chosen for the next night's camp.
There, Callidus would make whatever logistical arrangements were necessary for the expedition
as a whole, while Paris the cook acquired food for the questor's personal table.There was a
smile on Callidus' face as he rode. His thoughts were in Antioch, the previous night, in a small
attic room in a house on the Street of the Olives, and Priscilla, the love of his life. Priscilla was a
slave in the household of Pagan us, a freedman originally from Northern Gaul and now a
grasping merchant and money-lender. While Callidus had frolicked in plump, playful Priscilla's
bed, his master Julius Varro had been below in the bedroom of Octavia, eldest daughter of
Paganus. Callidus did not like Octavia. A beauty she might be, but she was arrogant and self-
centered. But because she had been the questor's bed partner for a year Callidus was certain
his master would take Octavia back to Rome with him when he and Callidus went home, and
would keep her there as his mistress even if he married a daughter of the nobility. And if Octavia
went to Rome, so too would her favorite body servant Priscilla, and Callidus and Priscilla could
be together. It would be a perfect outcome as far as Callidus was concerned. Callidus smiled too
as he remembered the words last evening of Priscilla's mother, the ancient, toothless, sightless
Aquila, who shared a tiny upper floor room with her daughter. Paganus had retained the crone



because he valued her skills as a seer. The merchant would boast to friends that old Aquila only
had to hold of a subject's hands to receive messages containing often astonishingly accurate
predictions about their future, and he would charge them for her 'readings.' Last evening, old
Aquila had taken Callidus' hands and, wide eyed and perspiring, she had predicted that he
would soon go on a journey, and on that journey he would be in danger. The danger would not
be from without, she had told him with quaking voice, it would be from within. Now Callidus
laughed out loud as he heard Aquila's words replaying in his mind, so loud that Paris the cook
riding beside him looked around with a question on his face. Callidus was as superstitious as the
next man, but he had never been convinced of Aquila's so-called talent for divination. For
Priscilla's sake he pretended to be awed by the old woman, but her forecasts had never
impressed him. And so it was with her latest predictions. Danger, on a journey? He was always
going on one journey or another. And in his job when was he not in danger from within? On the
strength of that sort of prognostication, Callidus told himself, he could go into business telling
fortunes. As Callidus and the advance party rode on ahead, the expedition proper was led by
another troop of ten Vettonian cavalrymen, advancing two-by-two at walking pace on neat
Spanish ponies. Each man was equipped with a sheathed spatha, the long Roman cavalry
sword, a round shield, a lance, and a quiver of small throwing spears. Behind the horsemen
walked Questor Varro's grim-faced, gray-headed lictor, Lucius Pedius. Wearing a loose white
tunic, the former 10th Legion centurion was tanned and fit, with calves like steel and thighs like
tree trunks after two decades of military service. A scar down the left side of his neck was a
permanent souvenir of that service. The unarmed Pedius bore the questor's full-size fasces, a
bundle of rods surrounding an ax, all bound with red chord, symbol of a magistrate's ultimate
power to punish and to execute. Just two men in all of Syria, Varro and his superior Collega,
were endowed with that power. It meant that the fasces was a symbol sufficient to send a shiver
down the spine of many a traveler standing at the roadside to let the column pass. Pedius was
not a happy man. For four years he had fought in General Vespasian's battles in Galilee, had
stormed Jericho, had slogged through the five-month siege of Jerusalem for Titus. Then, the
previous December, he had retired at the end of his twenty-year enlistment, glad to leave behind
the blood and death of legion life and start a new life with his savings and his retirement bonus.
On his discharge he had quickly gone up to Antioch, where, permitted to marry now that he had
left the army, he immediately wed Phoebe, a freedwoman and native of the Syrian capital whom
he had met and fallen in love with seven years before while serving under General Corbulo. It
was then that Questor Varro had offered him a one-year appointment as his lictor. The offer had
been attractive at the time. A good deal of prestige attached to the post of lictor, and it was not
overly demanding. Even the annual tax gathering trip around the province was nothing more
than a sociable ramble, with the questor and his staff made the guests of the communities they
visited. Pedius had not hesitated to accept the appointment. Little had he known at the time that
the questor would within three months be setting off on a journey which would take Pedius back
into territory that held many unpleasant memories for him. His new bride had not complained.



Phoebe had assured Pedius that he would soon be back with her, and had sent him on his way
that morning with a loving kiss and a long embrace. He might even be able to do some good on
this mission, she had told him. But as far as Pedius was concerned, the sooner this expedition
was over and he was back with his new wife, the happier he would be. Directly behind the lictor
marched a bare-headed standard-bearer of the 4th Scythica Legion, proudly holding aloft his
vexillum, a square cloth banner signifying a legion detachment. On the red cloth was painted the
motif 'COHVIII LEGIVSC' denoting an element of the 8th Cohort of the 4th Scythica Legion,
together with the symbols of a running boar and a fish. The boar was the legion's emblem, a
symbol with great significance to the Celtic ancestors of 4th Legion men, who all originated in
the province of Cisalpine Gaul which extended from the Po River in northern Italy to the Alps.
The symbol of the fish represented the zodiacal sign of Pisces, considered the legion's birth sign
because the unit had been founded in late February. Three unarmed boy trumpeters of the 4th
came immediately behind the standard-bearer, all in a line. Each youth was entwined with a
cornu, the large G-shaped Roman military trumpet, which was almost as big as its player, and
each wore a bearskin cape, with the upper part of the animal's head affixed to their helmet, the
front legs crossed over their chest, and the pelt trailing down their back. On the trumpeters' heels
came a group of riders. First of all, Questor Varro, wearing a simple tunic and cloak. Then, the
tribune Marcus Martius, the prefect Crispus, the junior tribune Venerius, all three in uniform,
armor, and helmet. Riding immediately behind the military officers came the secretaries
Pythagoras and Artimedes, followed by Diocles the physician, a chubby, pasty-faced man who
appeared almost asleep in the saddle, and then Antiochus the Jewish magistrate, wearing a
discomforted scowl. The reason for the Jewish magistrate's discomfort rode directly behind him–
a massive, one-armed black Numidian. Columbus was his name, and he was a freedman and
former gladiator of the Thracian school who had lost his left arm in the arena. Yet, so powerful
was he with just one arm, and so imposing was his almost seven foot frame, that General
Collega had employed Columbus as a personal bodyguard. As clear evidence that Collega did
not trust Antiochus entirely, Columbus had been sent along with the express task of keeping an
eye on the apostate Jew. Astride mules, a group of freedmen functionaries rode close behind
the official party. After them, in marching order, seventy-eight legionaries of the 4th Scythica
came swinging down the roadway, their hob-nailed military sandals crunching the stone
pavement. Marching six abreast in thirteen ranks, the soldiers wore the blood red tunic and cloak
common to all soldiers of Rome's legions. Gleaming segmented metal armor covered their
torsos and shoulders, while a red scarf protected each man's neck against the chafing effect of
the heavy armor. A sheathed short sword hung on the right hip, a dagger on the left. A curved
rectangular wooden shield with a central boss of iron hung on each man's left shoulder. Weather
covers of plain leather hid the running boar symbol of the 4th which decorated every shield.
Suspended by a neck strap, each man's helmet hung loosely about his neck. Over his right
shoulder each legionary carried a long wooden pole. Javelins were strapped to the pole, while
from it, behind him, dangled the man's backpack, with bedroll, mess tin, water bucket,



entrenching tools, rations, removable horsehair helmet plume, military decorations, and
personal items, the lot weighing more than eighty pounds per man. Immediately in the wake of
the last rank marched a single optio, or sergeant major. Quintus Silius was his name. He was
identically armed, attired and equipped to the men of the rank and file. Occasionally the duty-
bound Silius would bark an order for silence, should a legionary dare to attempt to share a
comment or joke with a colleague. Behind the infantry came the column's baggage train: forty
heavily-laden pack mules led by non-combatant freedmen muleteers, then a succession of
covered carts, twenty-one in all, carrying heavy equipment and supplies, also in the charge of
mule-drivers. Most of the carts carried sacks of grain, full pots of water, jars of olive oil and lamp
oil, amphorae of wine, grinding stones, cooking pots, folded tents and lumber for construction.
One vehicle was stacked high with wax writing tablets wrapped in damp linen to keep them
moist, and virgin scrolls of parchment in protective leather cases–the raw material of the
questor's ultimate report. Several carts were devoted to the questor's personal needs, his tent,
furniture, armor and clothing, and his silver dining plate. Between the baggage train and the
rearguard of another ten Vettonian cavalrymen walked the thirty male slaves serving the
expedition. Some of these men had official duties. One group of three had the sole responsibility
of the care and operation of the expedition's water clock by night and sundial by day. Most of the
others were the personal slaves of the officers and freedman officials. Varro had instructed his
subordinates to keep their staff numbers down, for efficiency's sake, but none had brought less
than two slaves. Diolces the physician had brought five, including three medical orderlies.
Martius had three: an armor-bearer, a handservant, and a cook. Young Venerius had a similar
number. As for Varro himself, apart from Paris his freedman cook, he had brought along just two
slaves, Timeus his baker, and Hostilis, a Briton, who, because he was the questor's chief slave,
acted as supervisor of the entire slave party. Before dawn that morning, prior to leaving Antioch,
Varro had gone to the city's Temple of Mars. There, the augurs of the temple had performed the
lustratio ceremony, purifying the 4th Scythica vexillum with perfumes and attaching sacred
ribbons representing garlands of flowers to bring protection and good fortune to the unit on its
mission. Varro had then presided over the obligatory ritual animal sacrifice before he set out on
the expedition. The entrails of the sacrificial goat had been found to be clear, and the augurs had
pronounced that the omens for the questor's mission were fortuitous. The chief augur had then
walked outside with Varro. Pointing to the cloudless early morning sky with its carpet of twinkling
stars, the augur had proclaimed that the clear sky also boded well for Varro's endeavor. Riding
the highway now, deep in contemplation of the augur's words, the pragmatic Varro told himself
that while the god of war may have been on his side success on this expedition would also
depend on the flesh and blood people in his party. He knew from experience that Callidus was
utterly dependable, as was Artimedes his faithful Greek secretary. As for Pedius, he had known
his lictor for only a matter of months, but he felt sure that the officious former centurion would not
let him down. Pythagoras was pompous, but he excelled as a secretary, and Varro knew he
would be loyal to General Collega's purpose in all this. Knowing that Pythagoras would be



sending reports back to Collega with Varro's official dispatches, about the expedition and the
way that Varro was handling it, Varro would be careful not to allow the secretary entry into his
innermost thoughts. As for the military men, Martius would be a solid deputy, and Crispus would
do his best to please. Heading the other side of the ledger was Antiochus. The previous year, to
obtain his appointment as magistrate of the Jewish community of Antioch, the man had sworn
off Judaism and informed on his father, the incumbent holder of the post of Jewish magistrate,
telling General Collega that Antiochus senior and other Jewish elders had been planning to put
the capital of Syria to the torch in revenge for Rome's suppression of the Jewish Revolt to the
south. Believing the son's accusation, Collega had executed Antiochus' father and other leading
Jews of Antioch, incinerating them in the amphitheater. The affair had given Antiochus his
position of power, and had given the now deceased merchants Priscus and Plancus their
incendiary inspiration for the subsequent Fire of Antioch, which they had hoped would be
blamed on the Jews. Varro himself had never run foul of Antiochus, but the man's duplicitous
past and the fact that Governor Collega did not trust Antiochus implicitly were reason enough for
Varro to handle his dealings with the man with judicious care. As for the others, the reputation for
drunkenness that had preceded Diocles the physician had caused Varro to issue strict
instructions that all members of his party were to refrain from excessive drinking during the
mission and that Diocles in particular was not to touch a single drop of wine until they had
returned to Antioch. Then there was young Venerius, the spoilt, arrogant and lazy thin-stripe
tribune. Varro was expecting to have difficulties with him, sooner or later. The other military
officers serving under Varro were unknown quantities but came with good reports. Pompeius the
cavalry decurion, Crispus's deputy and a man with a fearsome battle scar from right ear to
empty eye socket, was an aggressive cavalryman of fifteen years' service. The commander of
the 4th Scythica Legion detachment, Centurion Titus Gallo, also appeared to Varro to be a
valuable man. The fifty-two-year-old had thirty-two years' legion service to his credit. Right now,
the centurion was out ahead of the main column with Decurion Pompeius, Callidus, and the
advance guard, setting in train procedures designed to become routine on the march over the
coming weeks and months. *Centurion Gallo urged his horse to the gallop. To his rear, the two
cavalrymen riding with him, caught by surprise at first, did the same. The stone-paved military
road, just fifteen feet across, and built by legion engineers with a slight central camber so that
rainwater ran off into culverts at the roadsides, cleaved through the wheat fields to the south of
Antioch without deviation. Nobody knows better than an engineer that the most direct route
between two points is a straight line. The wiry, silver-haired Gallo wore the same red uniform and
cloak as his legionaries, but his armor and equipment was richly decorated with gold and jet
inlay. He also had the additional protection of metal greaves on his shins. His officer's rank was
confirmed by the fact that he wore his sword on the left and dagger on the right, the opposite
configuration to that of the ordinary enlisted man. The centurion had parted company with the
advance guard near the coast, at a courier station a six-hour march south-west of Antioch, and
accompanied by the two cavalrymen he was heading back up the road to rejoin Questor Varro



and the main column. Glancing over his shoulder, Gallo grinned to himself as he saw the two
troopers struggling to keep up. Now, with travelers appearing on the road in the distance, the
centurion eased back to the trot, allowing the Vettonians to catch him up. Titus Gallo was a man
with a large chip on his brawny shoulder. After joining the 22nd Primigeneia Legion in his native
Galatia as a twenty-year-old recruit, he'd risen to centurion of the fourth grade with the 12th
Legion, stationed in Syria. A promising career had then met a brick wall under an incompetent
general, Cesennius Petus, the same General Petus who was destined to return to the East to
take up the governorship of Syria in the coming year. Petus had been recalled to Rome by Nero
after his inept performance in Armenia, where he'd as good as surrendered to the Parthians, and
many of his centurions had been dishonorably discharged or reduced in rank. Even though Titus
Gallo felt that he had served well under a poor commander, he had been demoted four grades
by General Corbulo, commander in chief in the East. Gallo's chance to redeem himself, and his
career, had eventually come when the Jewish Revolt blew up. The 12th Legion was included in
the task force led south from Antioch by the then Governor of Syria, General Gaius Cestius
Gallus, to put down the uprising. But after reaching Jerusalem, General Gallus had led his army
on a bloody retreat all the way back to Caesarea, losing six thousand men along the way. Gallus
had died shortly after, some said of shame. Titus Gallo had survived the Jewish campaign, but
like many of the officers of the 12th he was blamed for the disaster that had befallen his legion.
Transferred out to garrison duty on the Euphrates with the 4th Scydiica, he had spent five
backwater years cursing General Petus for his cowardice, cursing General Corbulo for unfairly
demoting him, cursing General Gallus for his ineptitude, and cursing the Jews for their rebellion.
All in all, there were few people Titus Gallo did not blame for his situation, and there was not a
Roman officer above the rank of centurion he would put his faith in, or a Jew he would trust. As
far as Centurion Gallo was concerned this mission to Judea with Questor Varro had been sent
by the gods to make up for past disappointments. The 4th Scythica had become the butt of jokes
among the other legions of the East. "The Tuskless Boars' and 'the Sleeping Boars' they called
Gallo's unit, because the legion had not distinguished itself in combat in living memory. As far as
Gallo was concerned there was nothing tuskless or sleepy about the men he led. The
legionaries of the 4th Scythica marching into Galilee and Judea with him were eager for action,
conscripts from Cisalpine Gaul enrolled the previous year. Gallo had been drilling them
mercilessly ever since in the hope of a call to service against the Jewish rebels. Before long, he
hoped, he would put that training to the test. After Gallo had been riding for a little over an hour,
the questor's column came in sight. The centurion and the two troopers soon moved off the
road, allowing the leading elements of the column to pass. As the group of officers drew level,
the centurion urged his horse forward and eased in beside the questor and made his report on
the move. "There are several old marching camps at the courier station which would be suitable
for the night, questor. I have marked out our camp site in one of them. There will be only an hour
or two's digging for the men. And your man Callidus said to tell you that the supply situation is
adequate." Varro was hauling supplies with him, but where possible he wanted to live off the land



as they journeyed south. He knew from reports from Caesarea, the Judean capital, that food
stocks in much of the war-ravaged province had been exhausted, and the time would come
when he would have to rely on the supplies he carried with him. "Very good, centurion," Julius
Varro acknowledged.As Centurion Gallo took up position in the group of riders behind the senior
officers, the tribune Martius, riding on Varro's far side, leaned closer to the questor. "You know,
Julius, I have been thinking," Martius said. "I read the Lucius letter last night, after we dined." 
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Paul J. Evans, “Ancient Roman Mystery and the Death of Jesus. This is a good book, I have read
two of his Legion book series, and this was just has easy to read and just has informaative. This
book can be unsettling to some people who don't like to have the life and death of Jesus
questioned, but if one is interested in the time period and want to get a POV of what it might
have been like during that period and to have an understanding of what Roman military life might
have been like and then this is a good book to read.There will be some who will get bent out of
shape because this book isn't 100% in unison with the bible, but he doesn't go as far as the Da
Vinci Code and Angels and Demons by Brown. But Dando-Collins does raise questions as if a
Roman might, with their mindset and view of life and how foriegn the Nazarene's beleifs are in
comparison to the Roman Religious life. So the Roman POV is very sceptical to the One God
view of the Christians, whereas the Romans have a multiple beleif in different Gods, I
appreciated this, because it created a tension in the book.Characters are written very well, some
are two sided, but the main characters are 3-D, the background and the history is the main
character of the book, because it is peeled away through out the book, the one thing that is in
flux.This is a recommend book for those that like Historical Fiction of an inquestive nature.
Another good book is The Tribune: A Novel of Ancient Rome by Patrick Larkin.”

pjo4, “Good story. The first couple of chapters didn't hold my attention and I skipped through
them but I'm glad I continued to read. I enjoyed how the story came together and it was a
believable view of how the Romans struggled with the concept of Christianity and how they may
have conducted their investigations. Many would probably be uncomfortable with a story trying
to discount the life of Jesus but that is part of Roman History. The author does a great job in
putting together a likely version of how it may have happened. The surprise ending was a good
touch.”

Joseph P Paolillo, “Great read. Excellent writing and character development. A page turner”

Carlos Serapiao Jr., “Great book, not a perfect one. Stephen Dando-Collins has written a great
historical portrait, as if he experienced himself what he describes. The main and secondary
characters are all greatly conceived and developed, as well as the plot and the scenarios.In the
end, the conclusion of the book is not as bright. But the fact is that the "historical Jesus" is quite
controversial, so the author tried to leave the conclusion open. He built a rational and page-
turner plot to the end, then an ambiguous event happens.It is much, much better than the Da
Vinci Code. And, in the end, the enigma called "Jesus Christ" remains as untouchable as
before.In "The Inquest", Jesus was revealed as a special man (maybe unique) with an
unresistable message, but surrounded since the beginning by all too human disciples. His last
days, as narrated by Dando-Collins, reflect the ambiguities of all Christian churches and of our
human condition.”



Margaret Holt, “M Holt. Brilliant. Keeps you interested all the way an ending you would not even
have guesedMore of the same please”

The book by Stephen Dando-Collins has a rating of 5 out of 3.3. 13 people have provided
feedback.
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