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THE MISTAKE

Part II:  Scenes from a Childhood

Chapter XV

The door behind Vincius closed, its bolt rasping into place.  The lock, it was plain, needed oiling.  No doubt, it would receive it now that Julius had returned.  There was a gentle swish of a robe as the servant behind him turned with the lantern in his hand.  The man held it aloft, and the flame cleaved the shadows and splashed light onto the frescoed walls, illuminating here a pale face against a deep red background, there a dark grotto populated with fleeting maenads.  The patter of their footsteps reverberated along the marble floor.  Otherwise, Vincius noted as he passed along the hall, the house was unusually quiet.  Still, it was an odd choice of locale to manage a nighttime planning session.  

He stopped at the portal to the atrium before entering to let his gaze sweep over the brightly lit room. “Julius,” Vincius nodded firmly at his superior officer seated squarely on the couch.  The man wore a tunic and riding trousers, the same garments as earlier in the day, but less fresh.  “Miriame.”  She was seated at Julius’ side swathed in a loose dress, the color nondescript in the candlelight, her arms crossed tightly over her chest.  Her hair for once was knotted simply at the back of her head.  Vincius’ nod at her was accompanied by a brief smile, a mechanical upward tuck of his lips.  Insincere, but it softened his face.  

“You took long enough to arrive,” said Julius.  The criticism, uncharacteristically, was mildly stated.  

Vincius shrugged half apologetically. “I was in a tavern with some friends.  So your messenger took some time to locate me.  Next time let me know ahead of time there’s a minor crisis brewing and I’ll leave my address behind.”  

“Enough,” said Julius swiping his hand upward, cutting off his chatter.  “Tell me again the direction you last saw Marcus riding.  Yesterday.  I think you told me he went north.  Along the waterfront, was it?”  He lay his left hand down carefully along the back of the couch, behind Miriame’s back.  Julius’ right hand, Vincius noted, was clenched hard to the wooden arm of the chaise.  

Vincius drew the conclusion he should have reached earlier.  There had been clues enough.  “Marcus is missing,” he said, and read his confirmation in Julius and Miriame’s eyes, the both of them staring at him fixedly.  “Yes.  I saw him ride out of camp along the north trail.  I told him that you were expected in the afternoon, so that…” Vincius stopped himself.  “Have you checked with his friends?  Critias in particular.  He’s spent a lot of time with him lately.  Nights, too, so it’s been reported to me.”  His eyes carefully blank, Vincius looked at the space between Julius and Miriame.  

“Nights?” said Julius.  

The quality of the voice, interrogating him in an undertone, surprised Vincius.  

“Marcus sneaked out of the house a few times, late at night.” Miriame said calmly.   And then in response to a look in Julius’ eye, she added, “To get wildly drunk.  And return.  Nothing more.  I told you he behaved terribly the entire time you were away.  You didn’t think I was exaggerating, did you?  I had good reason.”  She turned her face to Vincius, “We sent a messenger to their house already, but got a reply in the negative.  Marcus isn’t there.”  

Vincius moved his eyes to focus on Julius.  

Julius said, “I spoke to Glaucon last night at the banquet.  Critias’ father.  He addressed me at length, and not happily, about Marcus injuring his son.  Well, what can you expect from a merchant, after all?  If his son were with the army, he’d be used to it by now.  In any case, if Marcus had been visiting them, I feel sure I’d have heard him complaining about that as well.”  

“He might not have known.  I’m told there are several outbuildings around their property that the young men use.”  

Julius leaned his head back slightly to study Vincius, so that his square chin was underlit, his dark lashes casting magnificent shadows onto the skin below his brow bone.  His nostrils flared slightly suggestive of distaste and something stronger.  “It only remains to think if Marcus knows anyone north of Caesarea with whom he might stay the night,” Julius said at last, dismissing the comment entirely. 

Vincius, standing straight, swallowed the implied rebuke. So, there were some possibilities that Julius was not going to consider.  Certain kinds of friendship, for instance.  In this matter, Julius was thoroughly Roman.  “North,” Vincius repeated and glanced at Miriame measuringly.  “Is it possible…” he said and then bit off his words.  For a moment, Vincius let himself taste the bitterness of Julius’ reproval and kept his mouth shut.  If Miriame’s had wanted it discussed, he thought, she would have done so.  It hadn’t slipped his mind so it certainly had not slipped hers.  He changed course.  “I’ll go back to camp and arrange some soldiers to form a search party to ride out with me.”

“I’ve already called up the men.  We were waiting for you to get back to tell us the best direction to begin searching.”

“You’ll be riding with us, sir?”  

“Miriame,” said Julius, turning frontally to her.  “It would be better if I went along.  You’ll be all right on your own.”  He withdraw his left hand from the back of the couch and stroked her cheek delicately.  

Miriame closed her eyes, bending her neck toward Julius.  

Vincius’ right hand jerked involuntarily.  He clenched it on the hilt of his sword and started to turn around.  Damn the gods.  He did not want to suffer Julius pawing Miriame to his face.  “Sir,” he said loudly.  “If that’s all, then, perhaps I will go ahead to arrange…”

“A minute, Vincius.”  Julius brushed Miriame’s cheek one last time, leaned forward, his hands reaching to hold her hands in her lap and said, “Don’t worry.  Marcus is all right.  We’ll find him.  I’ll find him.  And when he’s back…”  He broke off, shaking his head, and brushed a hand along her cheek again before kissing her softly on the lips.  Miriame, Vincius noted, leaned her head into Julius’ shoulder, her eyes closed.  And then opened them and stared straight into his own, gray into brown.  She sat perfectly still, her eyes wide, as Julius disengaged from her.  

“I’ll either be back late tonight with Marcus in tow or I’ll send you a message.”  Julius levered himself to his feet.  “Tomorrow morning I have to meet with the military commander of Ashqelon before he departs,” he said grimacing  “The timing could not be worse.”  

Julius walked up to him swiftly, and for a moment lay his right hand convivially on Vincius’ shoulder.  It had never happened before.  Then the light pressure was withdrawn and Julius was preceding him down the long, frescoed hall.  “Come,” he said.  

Vincius slowed his weary Iberian mare on the outskirts of the hamlet he had visited once before at night.  The sky, thankfully, was brightening from black to midnight blue.  Soon it would be dawn.  But it was not yet light enough to distinguish much without a lantern.  

Privately, Vincius had been skeptical about the efficacy of searching the road at night when it was impossible to see whether any tracks led off the road.  All that his men could have noted during the moonless hours of their long search with tall firs obscuring their path, casting long shadows that hedged them about on all sides, was something as substantial as a body lying by the side of the road.  No other telling hints:  Footsteps leading off into the woods, discarded clothes or jewels or even the signs of a struggle.  Finally, Vincius had sent his men, exhausted after searching fruitlessly all night, back to their sleeping quarters.  

Julius had already headed back already to prepare for his meeting in town, still half convinced this was a childish prank on his son’s part, nothing more.  A new team of men, headed by Silius, would resume searching in an hour or two.  But Vincius wanted to check this one village on his own.  He was not sure why Miriame had not mentioned the place, only that she had not.  A signal to him or only a preference that Julius not find out about Marcus’ tie to this village and how it had come about.  He had no business indulging Miriame like this, but to be fair to her, she had not asked him to do it.  It was only a request he had inferred, perhaps erroneously, in her silence.  And then there had been that kiss that he had witnessed last night.  He did not feel like catering to Julius right now even if Marcus’s safety were at stake.  Of course, if Marcus were here, he guessed it would not be.  

Vincius nudged his horse along slowly around the perimeter of the houses before him.  At any moment, the tiny cluster of houses would stir into life, into its familiar morning activities.  So, he had best get on with the task at hand.  He sent his mind back to that moonlit night and tried to discern his whereabouts in this shadowland, whether there was anything he recognized here at all.  And he did eventually.  The slope of a hill came slowly into focus and he edged the mare downward.  At the bottom of it, Vincius found himself in a clearing with a stone wall bordering it on one side.  He dismounted and placed his lantern carefully onto the wall.  Then because his muscles ached from carrying the torch extended out from his body for so long, he shook out his arm from the wrist while looking about.  As his mare twitched her head, noisily jangling her bit, Vincius winced, cursing under his breath and moved to muffle her.  

A horse whinnied close by, startling him.  Over the stone wall Vincius heard the loudening clop and swish of an animal moving towards him through some obstructed ground.  Then, moments later, his own mare, snuffling the air, whickered in response.  A greeting, not a challenge.  He relaxed minimally.  Only to jump the next moment when a shadow materialized out of the dark a hand’s breadth away and touched him.  

“I’ve been observing you for the last while, Vincius.  You’re very noisy, when you scout.  Contrary to your own instructions I might add.”  

Marcus.  But he had known that already from the horses’ familiar greeting.  Vincius exhaled loudly, just resisting the impulse to grab the brat across the stone wall separating them and shake him until his brain burst.  His head lowered into his neck, Vincius leaned his arms onto the wall, closing his fists rigidly over its loose uppermost stones.  “I might add that if you do not stopper your mouth…”

“You will do it for me.  With one of those stones, perhaps.  Let us take it as noted.” Above Marcus’ head, there was now no lingering black.  The firmament had turned a deep midnight blue.  Vincius could make out the boy’s features, his dark curling hair, his highlighted cheekbones with shadows underneath and the bright blue eyes staring hard into his own.

Vincius’s breathing was still tight.  “What are you doing here, Marcus?”  

“It’s a small house.  I slept outside to give them the privacy.”  

 Vincius found himself raising his arm, his fist still curled about a granite stone.  He glared at Marcus.  

Marcus, however, was not looking back at him.  His eyes were riveted downward to the stone in Vincius’s hand.  

“Do not be silly, Vincius,” he said.  There was a brief pause in which Vincius unclenched his fist and slowly lowered the rock.  “My father sent you here to find me.”

“Not precisely.”  

“My mother, then.”  Marcus’s color had risen.  

Vincius laughed.  The sound, to his ears, came out a little wild.  “Is that is what is exercising you?  Then you will be gratified to find out your father never gave me the chance.  He kept her all to himself since yesterday morning.  Marcus, I repeat, what are you doing here? Why aren’t you home?”  

He was met by a level stare.  After a moment, Marcus responded, “I had something to attend to.”  

Vincius chortled, half choking on sudden mirth.  “You are quite delusional if you think that excuse is going to pass muster at home.  Socrates sitting among the clouds, no less, confabulating with idiots.  Your father has a search party out looking for you.  And another to start in an hour or so.  You need to be practical, Marcus.  Apply your brain and think.”  He let his words sink in before finishing.  “Now that I have seen you, I’m starting back for Caesarea.  I suggest you come with me.”  

“Not yet.  I’ll be heading home soon.  Later today.” 

In the distance, beyond a stand of trees, a team of donkeys began braying.  The sky had lightened; it was near sunrise.  He did not need his lantern anymore so he leaned forward and blew it out.  Straightening, Vincius looked around, noting a field where Argos had grazed, the grass grown tall and dry, and a pallet with Marcus’ saddle cloth lain on top lying in the shelter of the wall.  To his left, at a distance, there was a small house, and an outdoor table built around the trunk of an ancient apricot tree.  The enclosed yard was neatly kept; it contained a raised well at its center, covered by a slab of stone, and welded onto the stone a bright metal ring to lift it.  

“I’m starting back,” Vincius repeated firmly.  He could see that the door of the house had opened and a man – he thought he recognized the rabbi – was standing on its doorstep, observing the scene.  Vincius pointed his head toward him and redirected his glance to Marcus.  “I assume he knows you are here without leave.  You are not lying to him, are you?”

Marcus looked over his shoulder.  “He knows.  He also knows I am returning today.”  

“Then, I’m letting you know that an hour after I return to camp I’m telling your father where you are.” Holding his reins steadily, he clambered onto the wall, the easier to mount the mare.  After riding all night, Vincius was tired.  “Well, Marcus?”

“I’ll be back today.  This afternoon.  Without fail.”  

Vincius gathered the reins and signaled to his mare to move forward.  He was halfway up the little slope before Marcus called to him and he stopped his horse, allowing the boy to come even with him.  

“Is Galenus still in Caesarea?”

“Galenus?”

‘The military governor of Ashqelon.”

“I know who he is, boy.  I’m just surprised you do.  I believe he is leaving the city this morning.  Your father should be meeting with him before he departs.  Why?  What have you to do with him?”  

Marcus nodded.  The expression on his face was deadpan.  It gave nothing away.  

“Thanks for finding me, Vincius.  I promise you I’ll head back in a few hours.  Without question.”  And now for the first time in the encounter Marcus looked unsure.  “Would it be too much to ask you not to say anything?”  The pup actually smiled encouragement at him.  “You must know it is best to say nothing at all to my father.  If there is a price to pay, and there will be, you may as well not be caught up in the middle of it.”  

The specter of a grin slid across Vincius’s face dissolved some seconds later by the bright light of the rising son.  “You’re learning, my child,” he said.  Then, with a flick of his reins, he was gone.  

Miriame stood, her right hand leaning on a column for support, on the wide front portico and watched frowning as Marcus strode through the gate.  He approached her fast, striding at speed down the marble path. 

“Mother,” he said, and, laughing, stepped up to kiss her, the most ungodly smile fixed on his lips.  Her son, her son, had the gall to look pleased with himself.  Two days gone without a word and he returned looking sleek and self satisfied; like a household cat who returns at last to his master’s heartrending calls after catching a bird, swatting off its feathers one by one and then consuming every morsel of meat, a pleasant night’s work.  Over this she had worried and woken every hour to stand guard at the door, a lantern in her hand, more fool her.  Miriame checked her desire to lash out, a physical effort, until exhaustion felled her.  Then she half turned away from him, feeling as though the hand of God had removed a prop, provided by his mercy all through the night and now no longer necessary.  

“I’m sending a message to your father and then I’m off to sleep,” she pronounced.  “And you are to go off to the bath house.  Have the servants deliver that disgusting tunic to the fuller’s and then go to your room.  And stay there.  I warn you.  Turn from it neither to the right nor to the left.”  

 “As if my life depended on it,” said Marcus, his face already changing.  And at a further look from her, he lowered his eyes and grumbled, “which, you remind me, it does.”

Miriame declared, “Hear me, be afraid and do not act presumptuously again.”  And turning her back completely this time, her face stern, her shoulders slumping, she withdrew to the inner court, leaving him still outside.  All alone.  

“Mother,” she heard him call, but by then the door was already shutting.  Unlike Lot’s wife, she was not in the least tempted to look back.  

Marcus’ final meeting of the day, with his father, took place in the late afternoon, some three hours after he returned home.  The long bath followed by a period of rest and reflection had restored him to himself.  So he walked downstairs with all the jauntiness removed from his gait.  

There was a firm knock at the door of his small office in the villa.  Julius picked his head up from his desk, and wiped out his eyes.  Lack of sleep was making him sloppy.  He pushed the reports he had meant to examine squarely in front of him, caged his head between his two hands, his elbows on the desk, and began to peruse the cramped Latinate writing on the top paper.  “Come in, Marcus,” he said.  

Glancing up from under his eyelids, he was glad to note the boy did not skulk into the room but walked in with an upright carriage.  “Sit,” said Julius, “until I am ready for you.”  He forced himself to finish reading the full report, a brief describing infighting amongst the branches of the Parthian royal family, subtly encouraged by agents of Rome, sowing chaos. And then he critiqued the implications of this policy on the north-eastern front of the Empire, the quadrant of territory that concerned him.  Only then did Julius raise his head, slide his elbows off the desk and scrutinize his son.  

 “Hello father.  Welcome home.”  Marcus spoke softly, his voice unconstrained as far as Julius could hear.  

“In view of the circumstances, perhaps, I should be the one welcoming you home.  Not the reverse.”  Julius’ voice was equally low.  

“Perhaps,” the boy added with a gentle smile.  “But you were gone longer.  Surely that counts for something.”  

“It depends,” said Julius  “on who is doing the counting.  Doesn’t it son?”  He picked up the small knife on his table, held it so that three fingers loosely encircled the smooth lapis hilt, and began to run his index finger lightly down the blade to test its sharpness.  To his chagrin, he noted there was some dirt encrusted on it.  He rubbed it with his nail, then wiped it off on his sleeve.  Bending his head, he examined a small nick at the end of the blade.  None of his knives ever remained pristine for long, a source of continual annoyance to him.  “In any case,” Julius resumed, “there was a legitimate explanation for my absence.  I’ve yet to hear of one for yours.  Or even of an excuse.”  He looked up suddenly, the expression in his eyes turned hard.  “But if you come out with an excuse you had better make it unassaultable.  An unbreachable siege tower of reason.  I know, already, that Vincius had alerted you to my return two days ago.”  

“Guilty, father.  But, it’s worse than that.  I actually caught a glimpse of you before I left.  During your procession march through Caesarea.”  There was a smile on the boy’s lips again.  

“You don’t say,” said Julius, holding his jaw bone tight.  “And now you are boasting to me of your ingenuity in escaping my company for a few extra days.  Do you mean me to applaud you?”  Julius found himself looking straight into Marcus’ hyacinthine eyes.  “I assume, having no reason to think otherwise, that you were afraid up to face me for your behavior while I was away.  Perhaps it only occurred to you after you left that I would regard your desertion as cowardice and punish you harder for it.  So, eventually, you found the courage to return.”  

The boy had finally ceased his enraging smile.  One aim accomplished.  “You think no better of me?” he demanded.

Julius sensed an easy victory, an early night.  “Have you given me reason to?  I judge by what I see and by what I know.”  

“And you know me no better than that, father?”

“Then tell me, Marcus.  Why should I think better of you?”  Julius leaned back against the cushion of his hard wooden chair, biding his time, watching the small movements in his son’s face as he made the decision finally to confess.  

Marcus eyes were directed away from him, leftward, angled down towards the floor.  At last he spoke.  “On your march through town, there was a man proceeding you on horseback.”  

“There were several, as I recall.  Of what possible relevance is that?”  

“I knew one of them, that’s all.”  

“I should have thought you knew several.”

“I’m not speaking of one of your men, father.  This man lives in Ashqelon.  He used to lead the army there.  Perhaps he commands there still.”  

There was silence for a moment, time in which Julius’ mind quickened and his features were pulled sharply into focus:  his blue-black glare, his angled brows balancing his straight nose like a sparrowhawk gliding far up in the sky, its brown, down-tipped wings at full extension.  A momentary dread crept into Julius’ mind that some of his suspicions were about to be confirmed in ways he had never yet imagined.  Nor would he like what he heard.  He collected himself, pausing before he spoke.  “You mean General Galenus.  He’s not a pleasant man.  But what could you know of him?”  

“I met him once, a while ago,” said Marcus.  And then, in response to the skeptical look forming on his father’s face.  “In Ashqelon.”

Julius grunted a laugh.  “You were never in Ashqelon to my knowledge.”

“I was once.  With Jonathan and Tullian.  You were not pleased about it at the time, as I recall.”  

“Yes,” said Julius abstracted, biting the inside of his cheek.  “So he does know Jonathan.”  His expression was all inner directed now.  “I forgot you ever visited the city.”  His elbow on the table, Julius cupped his brow between thumb and forefinger, thinking.  Then he dropped his hand and lifted his head like a hound scenting the trail once more.  “I admit, Marcus, that you have succeeding in distracting me very neatly from your situation.  But even if you do know the man, it hardly gives you leave to run off for a few days without asking my permission first.”  He waved his hand.  “What made you think this story would suffice?”  

Marcus’ eyes shifted forward.  “Just this.  When I saw him in the procession, he looked straight at me.  He recognized me, father, just as I knew him.”  

“And if he did?  What of it?”

“I felt a risk.  Not just to myself.  To the family.”  Marcus swallowed.  Looking straight down, he spoke between his lashes.  Softly.  “Three years ago, he paid attention to me in a way that made me extremely uncomfortable.  As if one day he would have more business with me.  If you know what I mean.  Father.”  The boy glanced up for a second into his father’s acute gaze.  Then quickly back to the floor.  

“Go on.”  Julius’ voice was soft but its quality was insistent.  

“He flattered me in a way I did not deserve.  I did not understand it at the time, just that his attentions made me anxious.  His opinion of me was inflated, without merit.  But I thought about it later and came to see what it meant.  Sir.”  Some moments later Marcus added, “I didn’t like it.”  

There was profound silence in the room, time for Julius to hear every breath that his son drew.  He stared at the boy, trying to see him as a stranger might.  The dark curls on the downturned head whose color and texture he had bequeathed his son; the periwinkle blue eyes, their whites pure as twin narcissi, which surpassed for beauty the remarkable eyes of his mother and his own, as he well knew; the precisely turned cheekbones, which, over time, had more and more come to resemble Jonathan’s facial structure.  That his son was tied by looks to another man still bothered him beyond reason.  He felt it like a morass in the pit of his belly curdling his mind in nausea whenever he pondered it, yet was too immediate and too overwhelming to ignore.  With a kind of biting distaste, Julius said, “And where was Jonathan when all of this happening?”  

“Sitting near me on a couch.  Galenus was paying attention to him too.”  And then, in response to a flash in his father’s eyes:  “Jonathan didn’t like it either.  But towards him, it was plain for all three of us to see.  Not sneaky like with me.”  

“If you noticed it as a lad, why assume Jonathan couldn’t?  He’s not a simple man.”  Julius snorted, cutting off a mordant laugh.  “Did their past dealings give Galenus leave, then, to treat him so?”  

Something flicked across the boy’s face too fast for him to read it properly.  But he thought he saw shock and horror blunting a second later into dismay.  “They met before.  In Arabia.  They had business dealings.  Sir.  That’s what I know.”  Marcus shrugged his face into natural animation again.  

“You told me nothing of this then.  Why not?”

“Nothing happened.  To any of us.  I thought no more of it then.  Only, there was a reason I was reminded of the thing recently.  So I thought it through.  And then when I saw General Galenus again riding in front of you, sir, it all came home again.  I worried about what would happen if you forced me to meet him.  Say, if you brought him here before I could speak to you.”

“Perhaps,” Julius demurred.  He flicked his shoulder.  “What I don’t understand is why you thought I could not have protected you from him?  Why say nothing to me and disappear?  Why not trust me?”  

“I wasn’t worried about the present.  You could protect me now.  But I won’t always serve near you.”  Marcus looked up finally.  “And Galenus isn’t the kind of man who will accept no unless he wants to.  If it’s in his interest.  I saw that clearly enough the first time I met him.  I thought it better for him to know nothing more of me than what he knows already.” 

“That’s all?”

“To tell the truth, father…” Marcus looked up at him consideringly. 

“Go on.”

“I didn’t think it would do you any good either for him to find out Uncle Jonathan was your relation by marriage.  Things being in the state they are here.  Politically, I mean.”  

“That was prescient.”  He looked straight at his son now, his expression Jovian, a stern god of justice.  “I see you were well intentioned, Marcus.  But next time let me take care of it.  It’s presumptuous of you to think I need your intervention in such a matter.”  Then, searching the boy’s expression, he relented a bit, “But you were correct enough, after all.  It wasn’t in my interest to let him know that.”  Julius paused.  “There is another thing I would like to know.  Where were you staying all this time?”  

“I was visiting the men who rescued me on the beach.  You’ll have heard of that already, I imagine, from mother or Vincius.”  

“Judeans, I think your mother mentioned?”  

“Yes, father.  I wanted to thank one of them properly.  He’s cleaned up my wounds and bandaged me.  I stayed over at his cottage.”  Marcus was watching his face carefully, judging how much to say.  “The man’s a rabbi.  He’s educated.  He knows law and history.  We spent some time discussing them.”  

“I don’t see the need for you to study Jewish law.   If you want to study law, Roman law should suffice you.”  

“We’ve been through this before, father.  I like it.  It interests me.”  Marcus shrugged his shoulders unrelentingly.  “What harm could there be in studying it?”

“A great book is a great evil,” Julius snapped out.  

Marcus smiled painfully.  “Father, you don’t believe that yourself.”

“I suppose I don’t.  In any case, I don’t suppose he showed you any books, did he?”  Julius sat still, his face forward, frowning at his son.  “Well, if he taught you, I hope you offered him recompense.  I believe Vincius mentioned that the village where they found you is quite poor.  

“I didn’t pay him, father.  I worked in his fields with him yesterday and the day before.  Today, too, for a bit.”  

 “Don’t do that again.” Julius shook his head from side to side.  “You are not a peasant to work the field.  Pay the man next time.  You hear.”  

“He’s not a peasant either.  He’s a well spoken man. 

Furious at the continued insubordination, Julius breathed out stentoriously.  Just then something else occurred to him.  “Wait a second.”  His right eye narrowed slightly.  “Vincius and your mother must know exactly where this man lives.  What does this mean?  Why did neither of them mention it to me so we could bring you home last night?”

Marcus ran his tongue over the edge of his upper teeth.  Shrugging, he said, “I don’t know.”  

 “Perhaps, you don’t,” Julius enunciated neutrally.  He kept his focus on his son.  “In that case, I’ll have to ask them.”  Julius stood up, placing his two fists on the table and leaning forward.  Following suit, Marcus rose, positioning himself behind his three legged stool, waiting for his father to resume.  

“I don’t forbid you from seeing this man again, Marcus.  He helped you without thought of reward.  There may be good in him.  But I don’t want you to see him without my express permission.  You must ask me before you visit him again.  I’ll brook no disobedience in this.  Is that understood?”  

“Yes, sir.  I understand.”  

Julius waved him away.  “Good night, son.”  He sat back down on the pillow of his wooden chair and placed his chin on his fist on the polished cedar surface of the desk.  Right now he wanted time to think.  Tomorrow.  Tomorrow would be soon enough to deal with anything left unsaid.  

Marcus walked out of his father’s office.  A few sconces in the hallway glimmered still but most of the villa was already washed in deep shadow.  He was tired, grateful that this meeting he had dreaded was over at last and that he had escaped so lightly.  It could have been much worse.  In fact, he had expected it to be worse.  From long experience, he knew the pattern the examination was likely to take.  Fortunately, most of the questions his father had asked he had prepared himself for.  But there were one or two at the end he had not anticipated.  Foolish of him.  Now, it was late and he was tired out.  It had been tricky going but the day had had its blessings.  Given the outcome of events, he felt all too conscious of their source.  

Earlier that day, wending his way home, Phoenix had hailed him near the forum, diversion incarnate beckoning to him irresistibly.  Dreading the moment he must arrive home, a smiling Marcus hailed Phoenix back, meandered over to him and dismounted his Arabian.  The fellow, leaning back against a sparkling white marble wall, surveyed him up and down and visibly refrained from quipping on the state of his dilapidated sky blue tunic.  Instead, his eyes alight, Phoenix told him of a lecture he had just attended at one of the schools given by Lucan, a philosopher he know from Athens.  Drunk this day on words alone, Phoenix had done his best to reconstruct the argument.  “Oh, but I’m sloppy,” Phoenix said, “I haven’t the verbal facility, the literary balance, the poetry to convey his talk in all its intricacy.  You know, Marcus, tomorrow he plans on presenting a counter-argument.  There will be a chance at the end to argue with him or to talk to him, as you like.  You ought to come with me to see what you think.”

“Both positions,” Marcus repeated.  He raised his eyebrows.  “Not just the one he believes is true?  Your man’s not a charlatan by any chance?”  

“You haven’t guessed the reason?  For the sheer pleasure of it doing it brilliantly.  The man’s a latter day sophist,” said Phoenix.  And then with another appraising look, “I think you will enjoy it if you come.  It’s verbal play of another kind.  If you like, meet me here at noon.”  

A sophist.  Marcus had read some of their writings.  Gorgias naturally.  There were several copies of his Epitaphius in the great library of Caesarea, musty scrolls with small cracks webbing their ancient seams.  But this would be his first chance to encounter a sophist arguing in person.  “Tomorrow, unfortunately, might be impossible.”  Marcus shot Phoenix a waggish grin.  “But I’ll make the effort.”  He held out his hand to his friend, sprung up onto his saddle-cloth, gathered his horse, waved farewell and set forth feeling curiously lightened.  

The air was pleasant just now with a fresh breeze blowing in from the sea, the sky a whitish blue.  As he rode on, the hawking voices from the marketplace receded, the insistent odors faded behind him, the foot traffic on the ground waned.  Presently, the houses grew larger, the expanse of land surrounding each one more spacious.  Here and there, through gaps in the clematis covered gates, he watched the sea, the rhythmic surge of its waves, its light spume floating skyward.  The Arabian’s hooves fell to earth with precise clops.  Marcus considered the argument Phoenix had laid out for him, noticing one or two points of attack.  Odd, he thought, that Dion was nowhere in sight today.  He was used to seeing those two not far apart from each other of late.  In fact, a few days before Critias had told him an amusing story.  He considered Critias for a moment.  Once, not long ago, his friend had also made a stray remark to him about his father.  

Marcus reined his horse to an amble for a few moments, reconstructing the few words that Critias had spoken.  And what he had expressed by looks rather than speech.  He ran his tongue over his upper teeth considering it.  Eureka, the boy thought, his eyes suddenly alight, a small smile forming on his mouth.  He clucked to Argos to step up from the cross street to the wide lane that led to his house.  The solution he had been seeking had finally emerged.  He had failed to play around with his hypotheses.  And now that he just had, QED.  Marcus bit his lip.  It was that simple.  An unexpected line of defense had opened before his eyes with the advantage of preserving intact all the territory he wanted to guard.  A brilliant tactical maneuver.  

After all, he decided, it was extraordinarily auspicious for him to have run across Phoenix just then.  Although the idea of that fellow as a godsend of any sort made Marcus want to roar.  
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