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CENTURION
MARCUS FLAVIUS LICINIUS
INTRODUCTION

Nos accipere cum facilitas notio malus cliéns
Nos attributum terribilis potestás
Quis ambulatio tenebrae
Curtum Difficultás ambulatio
Inter adúsus potestás
Contrá Aeternus hostis
Bishop St Pauce - 1493AD
We accept with ease, the concept of evil and its minions.
We attribute terrible powers to all those who walk in darkness.
Why then, is it so difficult for this august assemblage
To embrace the concept of an opposing power of light, (and its minions),
who walk amongst us,
Wielding power against the eternal foe.
Bishop St Pauce - 1493AD 
Two thousand years ago, during the few remaining years of his life, the man who was known as Centurion Marcus Flavius Licinius began — SOMETHING — that continues to endure to this day. Despite his fame in later years, his origins were humble. The only son of a shop keeper who possessed the mind and inclination of a scholar. His father proved to be a prime mover in the shaping of his son. Providing Marcus with a unique, if somewhat loose, childhood, that ultimately, though indirectly, shaped the man that the world, at least parts of it, came to regard with a kind of uncertain fascination and certainly, confused awe.
A TRACE OF BLUE
Chapter One


VAE VICTIS
woe unto the vanquished
DAEMON VENTUM RISUS
VAE VICTIS
A demon came laughing
woe unto the vanquished, it chortled.
Ericus
Circa - 33 BC - AD?
Beneath a cloudless, blue enamelled sky. A rocky flat topped hill reared above the desert floor. The air was heavy with a weight of heat hazing the horizon, blurring the ragged edge where earth and sky merged as one.
Nailed he was, and dying.
He endured. He had always endured. It was the single, most constant thread of his life.
He waited, midst a stunned patience of pain. Locked away inside his head of trusting faith, secure in his knowledge, and the certain conviction he had not been forgotten, that his Tiarna, Lord, had not forsaken him. To think otherwise, would be to admit that his life and death had served no purpose, no purpose at all, beyond an imaginary sense of having served a faint, and sometimes elusive, trace of blue.
Long ago he swore an oath and gave promise. He had not, down the long years, broken his promise or betrayed his trust, even though it had led him towards these last bitter moments with a seemingly, certain inevitability that he could neither deny nor swerve away from. No matter what other course he might have followed, the end would ultimately remain unchanged. He could not alter nor escape its immutable conclusion, and so —
He waited, and endured.
The dying man's broken mouth cracked open. Words rattled and tapped against bloody stumps of shattered teeth. Hot sunlight filled his throat with fire. Pain cloudy eyes of blue, flickered and dimmed.
My Tiarna, my Lord, he whispered, Tiarna - Gorm, my Lord of Blue, he tried to smile — and failed.
Savage fists of heat pummelled torn, bruised flesh.
'I love — ' his voice broke on a sob, ' — love thee  —  forever,' Tears coursed down his ravaged face.
Agony flared, curving his spine into a dreadful arch of pain.
Crippled hands spasmed, flinging ruby droplets of blood through the air, like tiny precious jewels. Slowly, slowly his trembling body subsided. Not that it mattered, he hovered too near death to care. He could not escape and knew that soon or late his torment would end. Until then, he endured, and waited for the one who had yet to come. Oath sworn, refusing to allow his body the sweet release of death until He came, and unknowingly fulfilled an ancient promise. Then, and only then, would the crucified man, release a trace of blue and breathe a new promise into a singularly different kind of man.
A crown of cruel desert thorns had been rammed over his head, with enough force to drive the iron hard spikes through the thin flesh of his skull. Pointed barbs grated against bone, filling his head with a pounding red tumescent tide of agony. A sharp splinter of broken bone gleamed moistly, like a green twig snapped fresh from the bough.
High he was, above a sometimes silent, sometimes murmuring crowd who had flocked, like evil, snake necked vultures to witness the slow, cruel descent into lifelessness of another human being.
At first, some of the crowd had filled the air with lamenting, wailing cries that slowly, reluctantly fell down into hushed expectancy. They too were waiting. Even as he who swam cresting waves of agony — waited.
The difference was, he knew why he waited, the crowd did not. Lest it be they looked for magic, a revelation, or the smiting fist of a vengeful angry god, or a miracle. Perhaps that is what they hoped for, longed for, a miracle. Something from god, something from out the heaven of all our 'Fathers', something, anything, only, 'let us not be alone,' they prayed silently, 'reassure thy children, speak out O our Father, say we're not forgotten in thy grand, divine scheme of things.'
Be it divine or otherwise the earth would shake this day, though it would be from the pounding of a different, dark kind of thunder.
Some few amongst the crowd, heat dazed forgot to breathe and fainted away, slumping down on the hard stony ground, like a slow falling of broken dolls. No one paid them any mind at all, as they gazed up in rapt attention, so sure were they, that there would soon be a — coming down  — from the cross. They to witness himself all whole and glowing like some bright lantern aflame in the dark. We hope, and shiver all through when our last hope has faded away like mist beneath the sun, and yet, being human, we never, finally let go, it is perhaps the one true fidelity of being. And if the broken man should step down and fulfil the crowd's expectations. What would be the point in that now? Perfidious Romans and some few of his own kind would simply demand that his body be crucified again. It wasn't the body, do you not see, it was the spirit that inhabited the body they wanted to nail, to destroy, but didn't know how. Therefore it was reasoned, destroy the body and force the spirit to seek a new one. Torment and anguish the soul into forgetfulness. Thereby ensuring rebirth without memory of any previous life or remembrance of promise.
Perhaps those few who stood in silence thought to see him ascend to heaven midst a pillar of pale blue light. If so, they would wait in vain. His task was not yet complete. His final defeat — unwitnessed.
Thick, iron spikes had been hammered through flesh and bone with practiced ease, nailing the blue eyed stranger to a thick  hewed cross of rough timbers, thereby creating — An  Crann Beo, the living tree.
His two companions were dead, the life of them had drifted away like smoke on a soft autumn breeze. He didn't even notice they were gone. One had screamed until his throat burst. He died quietly then, drowning in his own blood. The other spat on his executioners, reviling and exhorting them to 'pound the spikes harder.' Later, when shock, blood loss, heat and thirst had taken their toll, he pleaded for death. Finally, during the last few moments of life, his eyes suddenly widened in recognition. Twisting his face towards the remaining living tree he said softly, 'Take me with you, don't leave me in darkness — take me  —  please.'
The one who wore a crown of thorns remained silent, unheeding of the dying man's request. The ruin of his head dripped blood and sweat beneath the heat of the sun.
He endured — waiting for He who had yet to come.
He lingered on like some unwelcome guest within his body. Drifting in and out of a faint blue haze that was neither inside nor outside his head.
He no longer suffered. Pain had slipped down into some dim, remote recess far and away beneath the well spring of his soul. He was Saor - Sprid, a free spirit, no longer bound to a house of flesh, but that, he had yet to recognise and ultimately understand.
The crucified man could not vacate his broken house, not yet, he still had something to do, he gave promise, long ago before a strange altar, and his promise had yet to be fulfilled. He was waiting, waiting for the One, who would surely come. A -Tiarna Dorchach, a Lord of Darkness, who had finally, irrevocably engineered his painful defeat. Soon or late he would come, all the crucified man had to do was wait, and when it was over he would be free. Free to leave his ruined house and walk once more, the spirit road that would eventually lead him towards his own An Ceathair Bealach, the Fourth Way, of the ancient Four Fold Way of the spirit, that remains forever unknown, except to the few who dare to walk the fourteen stones of its path.
Thoughts drifted around inside his head like debris washed up on some deserted foreign shore.
I have become my own Golgotha, this is my, 'place of the skull', will they dance upon my grave when the moon shines bright, dervish blind and howling, his thoughts blurred, melding with a misty blue coolness that filled the inside of his head, like some vast benign ocean immeasurably deep and wide.
His name was Hallelujah of The Hosts and he had fallen down in defeat. The cross, his punishment for the crime of knowledge, and recognition of the enemy of life.
True, he had grossly underestimated the Adversary, its power and its rage, and its insidious ability to crawl inside, and sway and bend the minds of humankind. Drifting thoughts sighed in unison within his inner tranquil sea.
'Will I return?' he sighed within his head — 'perhaps I will not, perhaps I will fade away forever.'
'I tried — with all my heart — I tried, who is there amongst you can say more. Let me be broken then, it is my time I think, and a fine day it is to be dying.'

The gathered crowd stood motionless and silent beneath a pale, blue dust sky. Blameless it was, and innocent with a look of new birth about it. Not so long ago the air rang to the sound of hammers driving iron spikes through flesh and bone, deep into the wood beneath.
All was silent now, the air dry and hot.
A small lost wind skittered about dusty feet, and then it died away into a vast pool of nascent time.
He leaned against the grounded shaft of his spear. Hot he was, bored and thirsty. He thought of women, of breasts and long shapely legs. His eyes ached from the sun's glare, throat dry, mouth gritty with dust. Giving vent to a long suffering sigh, the soldier wondered what god he had inadvertently offended to be cursed with a detail such as this. Women vanished from his mind, replaced by a vision of endless cups of cool red wine, spilling down his throat like liquid nectar. He licked dry lips and, squinting against the light, gazed in dreaming wonder at the distant town, behind whose walls stood the tavern of his dreaming.
Owned by a fat Syrian it was. Not that he cared, the women were clean and willing, the wine unwatered, and for a silver denari (coin) a legionnaire could get falling down drunk. He smiled slightly at the thought of it. With a guilty start he glanced swiftly around, straightening slightly, half expecting Centurion Marcus Licinius, to start bellowing at him  to 'stand straight and at least look like a soldier even if you can't bloody well act like one.' No one, least of all the Centurion was looking in his direction and so, Ambrose the Lathian continued to slouch and stare thirstily in the direction of the distant town and its high, round, gold covered temple dome.
He stood on the crown of a hill called 'The Place of the Skull.' He thought the name odd and barbaric. Earlier, whilst watching the criminals being crucified, he had told his companion that they were probably standing on some old forgotten burial mound. Despite the warmth of the sun, he shivered and silently invoked his god. He was, after all, a cautious man, 'so why take chances,' he thought idly, and made the sign of the horns, to ward against evil. It did no good, but then, it never does, though the thought that it might is sometimes comforting.
CENTURION MARCUS FLAVIUS LICINIUS was a deeply disturbed man. Stunned into immobility by what he had witnessed, he thought himself sun dazed, or perhaps, he thought vaguely, it was no more than a trick and shiver of light. Only it wasn't. And he knew, deep within his secret place of being, that his eyes had faithfully mirrored all they had perceived. He didn't know how he knew, only that he did.
Centurion Marcus Flavius Licinius had not yet opened his senses to the sound of his inner voice. One day he would, but not yet, there was much for him to do and learn and — relearn.
He stood on the crown of a barren flat topped hill, facing inwards, his back towards the town. He stared, unseeing, at the nearby arid hills, the desert beyond and dusty roads that snaked away below him.
Hot sunlight licked his face, gilding his steel helm with copperish hued flames. Sweat trickled down his face, the salt of it stinging his eyes. He blinked — and the world in which he lived crashed back inside his head.
He spun on his heel, bellowing out orders, guts roiling, he had seen it. He knew he had, but — WHAT had he seen.

Hot white sunlight splintered the air with heat. Nothing moved beyond the hill, all was silent and still. Eerie it was, and lonely, incredibly lonely.
The man on the cross coughed. A deep racking sound, like the tearing away of flesh. Lung blood, pale and thin, hung from the corners of his mouth in ropy strands.
He waited, lost within the halls of hallelujah. Floating, dreamlike above a blue of ocean he hovered, moth like, as the dreaming blue spilled out.
Pulled he was, towards the spirit road that wound on and away westering the sun. His glory road of marching feet and whistling hallelujah.
He saw an old woman shuffling her way along the road toward an old, old man tending a single pale blue rose. He tried to call out, but no sound issued from out his broken mouth. His vision wandered away. He tried to follow but could not. Sadness filled him with a sense of ineffable loss. He began to weep silently behind his eyes.
Disinterested, drifting, lost within a dreaming spreading stain of blue.
Something tugged. Hollowness, distance, as though he swooped down from a great height.
His heart beat stuttered, stalled, stuttered and then began to beat rhythmically. He sighed, unaware of the tears trickling down his face.
Waiting.
Again something tugged at the back of his head, tortured bones creaked and groaned, between an awful vice like weight. Moaning softly he awoke and looked out through the windows of his eyes.
A small sad smile played about his mouth, cloudy eyes cleared, glowing bright and sharp. His throat swelled, he no longer had need of — waiting.
'It comes,' he breathed out softly, allowing quintessential thought to burst upwards like a bird of open wing. And like a bird, it winged up toward a distant trace of blue. Beyond infinity it was, outside reality, and yet somehow located within the world of humankind.
'It comes,' he sighed gladly, slowly raising his head, forcing protesting neck muscles to obey. 'Now let it end,' he whispered, only he knew it would not, death being no more than a beginning for something else.
He — came pounding up the hill with a long stride. Tall he was and lean, with the look of a hungry, rabid wolf about him. Yellow eyes glowed like twin suns of corruption. Long, greasy black hair hung down his back. A look of triumph stained his face as he stalked through the silent crowd. No one called out or otherwise acknowledged his presence. Indeed, how could they, to the assembled crowd he was no more than a hazy, flicker edge of vision, like when you see something at the  corner most edge of your eye, but when you turn — nothing is there. It was, 'The Place of the Skull,' a barren hill just a whisper lick out of time. It remains so to this day.
Gaunt Man, John the Destroyer, stood before the cross, his face almost level with that of the crucified man. Sunlight oiled his hair, shiny black as a Raven's wing.
Blue eyes locked with hard, smoky topaz.
The air shivered.
Gaunt man beamed his pleasure.
The crucified man spoke, in a husky rasp, 'For thee I have been waiting.' An almost smile creased his swollen lips, 'I knew you would come.'
Gaunt Man sneered, revealing stained horse like teeth, 'And did you think I would not puling man? Perhaps,' he said with a hot laugh, 'I should pull the nails from out thy bones. Wouldst thou care to dance dear my Lord.' He bowed mockingly and then threw back his head and howled, hurling manic laughter through the air. Abruptly he cut his laughter and simply stood, tall and skeletal, staring at the broken thing hanging in front of him like an old bundle of bones. Something was wrong, but he couldn't quite figure out what it was.
The last enemy was here, nailed to a cross of wood. No other lived to oppose him, at least not yet. The crucified man was weak, there was nothing to fear, nothing at all. The Gaunt Thing scowled, why this feeling of unease? He called me John. He knows who I am, what I once was. Nails through his bones and yet he mocks me. Thought flared within murky depths. 'He drew me to him,' he realised in amazement. With a spitting snarl of fury, Gaunt Man began to turn away, when a soft, broken voice stopped him. He had not the power or the will to resist, though his vanity would have him think otherwise.
'Yours is not the triumph,' the crucified man said. 'You have gained a little time of waiting, that is all. Another, more powerful than I, will meet thee somewhere down the unborn years. John, thou art a fool. Know you not that there will always be another like I, whilst ever thy form profanes this earth. I know thee, John the Deceiver. I know thee well.'
And still, John could not turn away. The hoarse, broken voice of the crucified man had a power to it, compelling and urgent. Try as he might, Gaunt Man could not break free.
'John,' whispered the voice, 'look at me.'
Mouthing obscenities, John turned reluctantly towards the loathsome face of his enemy.
Eye sparked yellow eye and the air shivered.
The man on the cross gathered the last of his ebbing strength, broken mouth creased in a faint mocking smile.
'Closer,' he husked, 'come closer, foulness.'
Gaunt Man stood as though mesmerised, unable to tear his gaze away from that awful ruined face, he stepped closer.
'I waited for thee John. I waited, knowing thou would surely come, thy victory incomplete without sight of my ruin. I have something for thee John, for thee alone,' his voice sank down to a butterfly breeze. 'It is all I think of, thee and He whom thou doth serve. Closer John, draw thee closer.'
Gaunt Man stepped closer. His weirding eyes alight with unholy fires. Joy to his ears would be this man's spoken submission.
'I love thee John.'
Gaunt Man giggled.
'Come closer love, let my voice adore thee.'
A shuffling husk of moments were all that remained to the dying man, as the Gaunt thing drew near.
The dying man's heart beat stuttered.
Soon it would fail and like an untenanted house of flesh fall into decay.
He hawked, deep down in his throat, tearing tissue and flesh.
'For thee John,' his voice hacked through the air, 'all I now possess is for thee,' his eyes brightened, seeming to glow from within.
A faint haze of palest blue, shimmering like a desert heat wave, emanated from his flesh. In less that a heart beat, it dissipated, moving far and away from the hill of ancient buried skulls.
Gaunt Man, hot burning eyes no more that a hands breadth away from the face of the nail bound figure grinned, when he heard the broken man say – – 
'For thee, John the Deceiver,' he smiled, 'for thee with all my love.'
He spat. A wet gob of blood streaked phlegm flew from his mouth, hitting his enemy between the eyes.
Gaunt Man, gaped in disbelief, and then with a terrible roar of inarticulate rage, he grabbed a nearby spear from unresisting hands and rammed it deep into the crucified man's side, twisting it sadistically, as fury boiled out of his flesh in waves of heat.
The crucified man gasped, and then his head lolled forward, eyes open wide, blank unseeing.
Dead he was, and thankful for its coming.
Gaunt Man wrenched the spear free and thrust it back into the hands of the blank eyed Roman. Stirring he was, as though awakening from out of a deep drunken sleep. With a snarl of frustrated rage, and a hiss of indrawn breath, Gaunt Man turned on his heel and, stalked off down the hill towards the distant white walled town.
With his leaving, soldiers blinked and stirred unaware that they had been mind sleeping.
The shuffling crowd looked at each other in confusion, something had happened, but they didn't know what.
All those who gathered that day, at the Place of the Skull, would henceforth live out their lives, a tiny bit and piece out of time.
The heart of hallelujah stuttered, sparking unevenly within its cage of broken flesh. His face wore a faint mocking smile. Thunder rolled through his head, and then he was a faint blue haze, smoking out and up through hot brittle air.
And only Centurion Marcus Flavius Licinius, could say with certainty, that he retained a memory of something he couldn't possibly explain.
The man's head lolled forward. His shoulders arcing out with the strain of his heads weight. Spittle mixed with blood hung in ropes from the corners of his broken mouth. He coughed once, weakly, and cried out like a child who fears the fall of night and all its attendant dancing shadows.
And then he was still.
Heated flesh cooling midst a sudden hush, not of this earth.
The soldier lapsed into silence, unable to accept the reality of what he had done, or what he thought he had done, only he couldn't remember doing it, even though his spear head was covered in blood. He shook his head, and with his free hand, rubbed at his eyes, the way you do when woken from a — didn't know I was dreaming, kind of sleep.
Somewhere, on the outskirts of the distant town, a dog howled. The sound of it faint and eerie as it cleaved through the air like a returning haunt of forgotten pain.
'What do you mean, you don't bloody well remember? Jupiter's balls, HOW CAN YOU NOT REMEMBER sticking a bloody great spear in somebody's gut,' bellowed Marcus incredulously.
The unfortunate legionnaire looked at him dumbly, too cowed to say more. Marcus, confused and angry, motioned the legionnaire away with a wave of his hand. 'Piss off,' he growled, 'before I'm tempted to knock that stupid look off your face.'
Marcus remained oblivious to the fact that he was acting very un-Centurion like, the complete opposite of his usual calm, cool thinking self.
The scathingly rebuked legionnaire heaved a sigh of relief, when Marcus suddenly turned on his heel, and stamped angrily across the crown of the hill. Halting at the edge, he gazed moodily out over the rolling barren ground towards the town, just as a tall, lean, shadowy figure disappeared into its maze of narrow, twisting streets.
He shivered, though the day was heavy with heat, and wondered if the distant figure, though barely seen, had somehow been responsible for the strange events of the past few moments. Why he should think that, he didn't know, and yet, the feeling persisted. Cold hands gripped his spine. Something odd had happened here, something frightening, only he didn't know what it was. He felt he could almost remember. It was like a memory you know you have, but can't quite recall.
The thought of it shivered him through, after all, he hadn't actually seen the legionnaire spear the crucified man. And why not? He was standing close by, he should have seen something, but he hadn't. And why did the other two legionnaires claim to have seen nothing at all. Covering for their friend? No, he didn't think so. He believed they told the truth.
Only, he had seen — something. He shivered again. He had seen a faint trace of blue. It was there, and then it was not. Obviously no one else had seen it, or if they had, they put it down to a trick and shimmer of sky and light.
Marcus, alone in his observation of the blue, knew beyond doubt that neither his eyes, nor his senses had deceived him. And yet, what he had seen, at least what he thought he had seen, and what he remembered, were not one and the same.
Marcus stood on the uneven crown of a barren, rocky hill bathed in hot dusty sunlight. He ignored the crowd, the sick, sweet smell of death, the bodies bloating in the heat, his soldiers, and most of all, he ignored a dark premonition concerning the shadowy figure he had glimpsed slipping into town. He pushed at the wall surrounding obdurate memories.
It was the wrong place and the wrong time, he knew that, but he didn't care. He had seen what he had seen and just thinking about it triggered something deep within.
The spirit of him struggled to break free.
Constraints buzzed his head with tension and then  —  snapped.
'Bull's blood,' he whispered hoarsely, as he teetered on the brink of a well of memory. The well brimmed, spilling over, flooding through his head.
Marcus willingly, as he stood on that awful hill of stone and unquiet skulls, relived each memory whilst at the same time, remaining aware of a small soft voice behind his eyes, chiding him for having taken so long, so many lost and aimless years, to finally reach his awakening. And then, like a distant echo, the voice gradually faded away, melding with the sound of far memories returning triumphant march.
Beneath the sun, standing on a hill of death, just a flicker shift out of time, Centurion Marcus Flavius Licinius recalled memories rising up inside his head like a blessing. True, far memory, unlike a dream is real, even unto the taste and smell of ancient air. It is life within life, that once, an old and knowledgable people described as, the An Triu Bealach, the third way, that is sometimes called An Triu Bealach Na Spiorad, the third way of the spirit, or An Triu Conair Na Ceathair Fillim Bealach, the third path of the 'Four Fold Way.' Marcus knew only that he walked memories, and for him it was enough.
The street had been there for almost as long as anyone could remember. A long, narrow street full of dusty summer sunlight, and in winter, chill with bitter whistling winds. The length of the street was no more than a good spear throw from the sloping banks of the sacred river Tiber. Not that there was anything sacred about the river now. Long ago perhaps, when the nation was still young and growing. Now, not even a dog would drink midst the floating debris, and garbage of a careless city, whose very sewers emptied out a continual, thick sluggish stream of human body wastes into the once upon a time clear waters. So foul had the sacred waters become that during the months of heat, the stench became almost unbreathable. Many who lived close by grew ill and died, usually young children and old people who could not afford to move away. Not that anyone cared. It was the old quarter, an almost but not quite slum district of the world's most beautiful, but completely indifferent city, where slaves were a valuable commodity, and common citizens were not.
During the years before Octavian ascended to the purple, the street lay quiet and clean. Then, like a man possessed, Augustus Octavia began to initiate a series of public works on a monumental scale, thought by many, to be divinely inspired.
The street was left behind, like a genteel relation to decay gracefully beneath long hot summers and damp, windy days of stone eroding cold.
Gradually, the street was taken over by artisans, labourers, shop keepers, brothels and wine shops. There was even a small gladiators training school tucked away behind high, white limed walls.
It was the training school that young Marcus Licinius loved best. The smell of old stale sweat, mingled with the perfume of oiled weapons standing neatly in racks. Bright, they were, glistening and deadly.
In return for errands run, general cleaning and sweeping, a gladiator would school him in a single move with the gladius (short sword) over and over until he had achieved all that his young strength would allow.
The short sword, though heavy, was a thing of constant wonder to young Marcus. Blade of the Legions it was called, with point and edge the legions of Rome used it to conquer a world.
And wouldn't it be a fine thing, thought Marcus, to march with the legions of Rome. He was an odd lad for his time and station, much given to reading, thinking and training with weapons. He did not play or bother much with other boys of his age and the combination of his interests were odd. Bookish people tend not to be overly interested in learning how to kill.
His father, Flavius Licinius owned a small shop on that quiet dusty street. He bought and sold books, glazed ceramics, sundry household items, rough hewn figurines, of almost any god, goddess or minor deity it was possible for the human mind to conceive. He also dealt in curios, odd bits and pieces picked up by soldiers returning from foreign campaigns.
His profit margin, though small, was enough to ensure that both he and the boy were at least assured of life's basic necessities, though not luxurious, they both ate well and slept warm and dry at night.
His wife, Julia, a distant relative of the once illustrious Julians, had died from the wasting sickness. With her death a spark had also died within him. His personal needs grew less with each passing day. His will to survive more tenuous. Indeed, he often thought, if it wasn't for the boy, he doubted that he could be bothered at all. A life without his beloved Julia held no shining for him, none at all.
The boy gave, so Flavius liked to think, a modicum of purpose, a reason for him to continue to exist in what would otherwise be, an unwanted and certainly, an unbearable life.
So it was that Flavius Licinius continued to live, if only to ensure the boy at least ate and bathed on a regular basis.
'But oh,' he often thought sadly, 'I'd just as soon be done with it all.'
Flavius Licinius held a secret inside his head. It was one of those — dare I even dream that it could be true — kind of secrets. He spoke of it to no one, not even his beloved Julia, though when she lay dying, he was sorely tempted.
His secret was more an act of faith, than an actuality of possession. He gained knowledge of the secret in an open, casual sort of way, never realising that the one who spoke of it considered it to be — no secret at all.

A few months prior to the death of his wife, Flavius was pottering around, dusting this, moving that, inspecting recent acquisitions, pricing each item accordingly. He enjoyed his work, it pleased him in an obscure sort of way to be dealing in stone and wood, clay and ceramic gods, deities and who knows what else. It all held a curious fascination for him he could never explain.
It was one of those butter soft, mellow kind of afternoons when the barbarian entered his shop.
Tall he was, with a fierce look of the warrior about him. He wore his hair long and unbound, and though he was clean shaven, you could see pale skin about his mouth and chin where he had recently shaved off a growth of facial hair. Even so, it was his eyes that held Flavius.
Never had he seen such eyes in the head of a man. There seemed to be a glow, a sort of warming brightness about them. Blue they were, deep blue. The colour of Artic oceans all a shimmer beneath a frigid milk white sun.
At the time, Flavius thought, quite irrationally, that it was impossible for a man to have eyes so indescribably blue, but then, he was a scholar not a mystic.
'Can I help you?' Flavius inquired politely.
The barbarian spoke in pure accentless Latin. 'Do you have any carvings of Danu?' he asked.
Flavius frowned, 'Danu,' he shook his head, 'I don't think I know of Danu.'
The stranger sighed, 'No, I didn't think you would,' he replied, turning on his heel and heading out of the shop.
Flavius called out, 'Wait,' then in a softer tone, 'wait, tell me of Danu,' he asked, 'and if you wish, of the land of your birth.' He shrugged his shoulders and smiled apologetically, 'I am interested in such things,' he murmured softly.
The stranger halted and turned to face Flavius. 'Gaul,' (France) he smiled thinly, 'what's left of it that is.'
Suddenly the huge barbarian began to speak rapidly as though he had little time left to him, and much to say within its space. A weight of seriousness settled over him. The blue of his eyes darkened.
Having asked, all Flavius could do was stand there and listen.
Hot fierce eyes burned into his skull. Oddly, Flavius seemed to hear the barbarian's voice, as though it came from a great distance, floating over the small gulf of space that lay between them like a song of sorrow. Like a Bardic chant it was, melodious and ringing.
'I am the last of my people to walk the land free of Roman weight. I am both warrior and — something else. Caesar destroys the An Fior Creideamh, the true faith. We who remain, must leave our sacred lands or die untimely. We be tenants only, as our flesh wears out we replace it with new.' The stranger smiled slightly at that and said softly, 'From the cradle to the grave and back again old man, so grieve you not for loved ones, one day lost. Even as you grieve they are born anew within the wailing cry of infants.'
He drew closer, 'Listen to me now whilst the sight is on me. One day your son shall seek out a place that holds within it a faint and lingering trace of blue.'
'Caesar destroyed the Druids thinking they be the ALL of it. Druidry, old man, has never been more than the fingertip of something much deeper. Caesar was right to be afraid. It was his fear that drove him to destroy the groves and its people. Celtic we are, called by some The Human Beings others call us The True People. No matter what we are called, we BE of the spirit and not bound to gross flesh. We are Ciuniuint destiny, an act of faith upon all this earth that no Caesar of Darkness can ever dim.'
He smiled again and said quietly, 'Your son shall seek out a sacred isle that lies beyond the farthest shores of Gaul. It is where it all began old man, and where, one day, it shall end. The Isle of Fourteen steps. The greening isle.'
A shimmer of blue lay between them, hazing the air, the way distance is hazed, and blue purple glimmering when the softness of twilight comes falling from out of a hushed and waning day.
The barbarian's eyes filled with an unquiet light, blue and seemingly cold burning.
Within his head Flavius saw visions. A man crucified. His son Marcus standing as if dazed. A tall gaunt, raggedy looking man stood to one side, his name is John, thought Flavius, and shuddered. The image of the tall thing bored into his skull, like an auger, slow turning and sure. Fear flooded his mouth with saliva, his stomach felt hollow, his flesh clammy and cold.
His vision dimmed then brightened, a soft green isle swam into view. Lovely it was, rearing up from out a flat, green blue ocean, like some fond god's blessing.
Flavius sighed, the image of the gaunt man faded. Fear bled out of him as though the sight of the island was balm, to some deep, ancient soul wound, lying forgotten inside his head.
Suddenly the scene behind his eyes flicker shifted to one of an old ruined temple, its broken walls tumbled all about a low mound. Behind the temple, a steep cliff fell down to the sea. Flavius thought he could hear a voice singing green songs of Mannanan and his restless rule, as waves ebbed and swirled against the cliffs crumbling flank. He felt his eyes grow moist with longing. Tired he was, and his vision was home and rest, peace and cool tranquil blue. He heard it then, Evensong, bells ringing, voices chanting praise songs to the light in perfect unison. Something moved out of his skull, leaving him feeling momentarily bereft, as though he had, for a moment held something ineffably precious.
Sunlight filtered through the open door, highlighting stone gods, hiding others in shadows and pools of half light. A soft golden cloud of dust motes danced the air. The barbarian's thick, corn yellow hair gleamed and shone, as sunlight poured over him, creating an illusion of liquid gold, soft falling like sudden spring rain about his head and shoulders. Of ancient value was he, one standing in sunlight, the other in sun and shadow.
Flavius, his legs all a tremble, sat down with a thud on a stone bench standing against the back wall. He gazed at the face of the barbarian. His face is strong, thought Flavius, like his body, warrior trained, warrior strong. Clearing his throat Flavius asked in a hesitant voice, 'Who are you?'
The barbarian smiled, showing even white teeth. 'To you, I am Karnak,' then he added, 'though I doubt not, that tomorrow I shall be called something else again.' He chuckled and lay the ambiguity of his words upon the air like so many dried out leaves, drifting, spiralling into a complex pattern of Celtic weave.
Flavius shook his head, 'It makes no sense, your coming here. Even if what I visioned is true, it still makes no sense, of what use are visions of things I don't understand,' he wailed plaintively.
The barbarian shrugged his massive shoulders, smiled thinly and said, 'Am I being obtuse, or it is yourself who is obdurate? You are a man of books, well read, learned, full of myths and legends, seller of sacred objects and faiths, and you ask me why I am here. Are you blind old man? It is about your son and the promise he gave that threads his kind together until the last of days.'
Flavius eased his aching back against the wall, sure now that he was talking to a madman. Idly, he wondered how it was, that an armed and mad barbarian, was allowed to walk the streets of Rome. His attention wandered as he looked at the many safe and familiar objects that filled his shop.
He felt a tug somewhere inside his head, like a small fish hesitantly nibbling bait. It came again, stronger this time, more insistent. Irritably be turned his head toward the way of its pull.
Blue eyes blazed into his own, melting away his unwillingness to confront the implications inherent within the barbarian's insanity of words. He began to recall myths and legends, stories and odd facts he had collected, so painstakingly over the years. Much he had written down, much he had not. Even so he was known as a man to seek out, if it was the strange and unusual you were wanting.
Herodotus could have taken lessons from Flavius before ever he began his Histories. Over the years, Flavius had slowly become aware of a pattern, a weave of thread that held together, or more simply, ran through a series of interlocking legends. He became aware that the same events were being described over and over again even though they were centuries apart. Names and locations changed, the basic similarities of events did not, and that which bound them together was the single word — blue.
'Ah, you have it now,' said the barbarian.
Flavius wore a hunted look about his face, as though he had found, with reluctance that which so many sought and failed to find.
'Say what you have come to say and be done with it all,' Flavius said tiredly, 'the day  wheels away and I notice that not a single customer have I had since you entered.'
The barbarian, no longer smiling said, 'In all the world only you have collected stories and legends of the Blue, and yet you have never spoken of it to another, not even your son. Did you not ever wonder why?'
Flavius licked his lips nervously, 'I never seemed to want to talk about it,' he said. 'Whenever I seemed to be on the point of doing so, the thought of it always slipped from my mind. Are you saying now,' questioned Flavius, 'that there is a reason for this beyond an old man's fancy?'
The barbarian didn't bother to reply. His face had set into hard planes and angles shadowed by the sun behind him. His eyes bored into Flavius. He looked as solid and as hard as stone, and just as enduring.
Flavius no longer had fear of him. He simply waited for the huge, golden haired barbarian to go away. The stone bench cramped his backside. He moved, easing flaccid muscles, stretching his legs out with a sigh of relief.
The strangers eyes never left his face.
When Flavius finally settled himself, Karnak relaxed his stance, though his right hand never seemed to be far away from his sword hilt, thought Flavius nervously.
Again the barbarian began to speak. All Flavius could do was listen. He had a love of story and legend and what he was hearing had something more — it had a ring of truth and a hard core of sincerity about it. The kind that flows through words born of personal involvement. Though I dare say, thought Flavius, that is only my own fancy and not the way of it at all.
'He is here,' Karnak said quietly, 'The Adversary, who once was called Alexander, Timothy, Vortain and John, now he is Caesar, who under the Aegis of Rome, hunts, destroying all who would seek out the way of Blue. He claims intimate mystery and yet he is no more than his own perfidious creation.'
Flavius felt his innards tighten as though bound with rough cord. Straightening his back against the wall, he sat upright on the stone bench, his mind cleared, as the awful realisation of Karnak's words soaked into his aged flesh the way vinegar soaks into a sun dried sponge.
Inside his head a core of something malleable expanded. It was something beyond reason, above unfeeling scholarship. Dark and terrible it was. How different to all he thought and considered his ordered world to be. How unutterably gloomy and shaking in its insistence of silence, its voiceless cry of need.
Karnak's words rolled over him in much the same way that the legions of Rome, roll over whosoever has the temerity to deny their way of march.
Chilling it was. Flavius knew he could not even begin to explain, what in the final analysis will always remain — unexplainable. It became Auto Da Fe, an act of faith.
Karnak spoke of John. He said he had memorised a book that John claimed to have written, whilst he was still capable of writing and thinking beyond his masters will. The book had now been lost, or Karnak said, some of John's followers had hidden it far and away from the sight of men.
The book that Karnak referred to is sometimes known as, The Madness of John, or The Samael (Lucifer) Revelations. A secret society, whose roots stretch back over 14,000 years are thought to have such a work in their possession. The society is known as The Brotherhood of the Book.
Karnak, reciting from memory, spoke as though he were John. 'It is the way it is written,' he explained.
"This is my gift to you. Dust and ashes shall fill your mouths. Bile your throat. Thou shalt walk upon broken glass, blind with salt in your eyes. This I promise. Prepare yee. I am John the Saviour, I bring you ruin."
'Would you hear more?' asked Karnak mockingly.
'No,' whispered Flavius.
Karnak said savagely, 'Does it not sound familiar? Like one of your own Caesar's perhaps?'
'Are you mad,' exclaimed Flavius angrily.
Karnak, somewhat sadly said, 'Once more old man I will explain, then enough, enough.'
'Your nation is built upon the bones of death. Conquests, irrespective of what you may or may not believe, have a single unswerving purpose. Even as I speak, Rome's Legions defile sacred ground, cutting down oak groves. Dividing clans, killing, burning holy men alive. And all you achieve is an uneasy peace that bleeds your empire dry.
Your gods are empty statues of stone, Flavius, lifeless and cold. Your fine high buildings have no substance no mortality. You butcher nations and hide your blood thirst behind industry and commerce. You are a nation of lies, slaves to your own slaves, and every slave a Sparticus. Every pedestrian a  sleeping fury. Gaunt Man rules you even unto the seventh hour. This city you call Rome,' spat Karnak, 'is no more than — '
'WHY?' demanded Flavius angrily. 'Why do you tell me this? What is it you want?' he wailed. 'What do you hope to gain? I am an old man, I care not for what you might think of me or of Rome,' he spluttered.
Karnak's blue eyes did not so much look at Flavius as  —  into him.
Flavius looked away towards the far wall splashed by stray beams of sunlight. The day draws on he thought and I still have no clear idea as to why this strange barbarian is here, speaking of things I would rather not hear.
'GO,' said Flavius suddenly, pointing towards the door. 'I want no more of you, just go, far and away, leave me in peace. Go,' he repeated lamely. And then, in a softer more subdued voice he said, 'All you have said may be true, it may be false. I care not at all. Go your way and leave me in peace,' he pleaded.
Flavius lay abed, awake, sleep dreaming, drifting, thinking. Light poured in through an unshuttered window facing towards the east, washing Flavius and his sleeping chamber with a pale amber radiance. Another open window faced towards the west. It was here that he would sit with Marcus. Drinking watered wine as they sat together in companionable silence, watching the great orb of the sun fill all the window with dying peach gold light. Sometimes it was green silver and smeared.
When the sun's last rays had faded, giving way to indigo night, Flavius and Marcus would begin to talk of small unimportant things. Working along a well worn gradient, that would eventually lead towards more serious discussion, of whatever one or the other initiated. They did not often agree, but then, they did not often argue either. It was for the pleasure of plumbing each others thoughts that they sat talking far into the dreaming night.
Gladiator trained, Marcus might be, he was also a seeker, though not necessarily of truths. His mind was pool like, deep and silent. A mirror awaiting a familiar face.
Flavius swam within the depths of his head.
Somewhere a baby cried out.
Far and away Gaunt Man tramped through a moonless frost hard night.
Flavius knew a secret but he couldn't quite recall what it was.
Over the past few months, what little strength he possessed had drained away, like blood from an open wound. His beloved Julia waited, of that he was sure. Yet whilst he lived, Marcus was honour bound to care for him, and he was tired, it was time to let go, if only he knew how.
Marcus had strength and a lively mind. He would do well in the legions. It was time to free him for whatever the gods held in store. His fate was no longer  a precarious thing. Marcus knew his direction and would pursue it with tenacious insistence. Eighteen years old he was and as fine a son as any man could pray for.
'Free him. Let go, let go.' His voiceless thought hovered within a prison of bone.
He thought of their last nightlong talk together, before he grew too weak to bother with the effort of coherent thought. It was the Greeks they spoke of, that warm sultry night. Full of smells it was, rising up from the streets. All spice and dusty orange, and the night air shimmering with heat around needless oil lamps. It was, he remembered fondly, a night for talking and drinking sweet watered wine with no thought given to the bodies wanting of sleep.
They had spoken of absolute space and the contention of gods. Did they dwell within or outside of time and the universe? Was time itself finite, and if so, does that mean Aristotle's theory of absolute space is correct only if you postulate an absolute god, ruling from a fixed and immovable location, within a space time continuum that must, by its very definition, have a finite beginning and therefore leading ultimately to a finite end? Was the universe contracting or expanding and if so at what rate? How had Democritus visualised his atom? Was there in fact any room left within the universe for gods? Accept the theory of the Thracians that a single god created the universe, then you must also accept, or at least acknowledge, that once the act of creation had begun, it was then self perpetuating and by its very existence negated the need of gods or a single absolute entity to ensure its continuation.
And then, wine brought out laughter, when Flavius scoffed at the absurdity of it all and, the fact that they both risked being crucified upside down, voicing thoughts that would be considered an offence against the gods. Such hypocrisy.
Even so, they both agreed that in the final analysis absolutes were unobtainable, mystic goals full of dreaming wonder. And the wonder of it all was that man was sore in need of such dreaming.
'The very state of absolute anything, smacks too much of unutterable boredom,' said Marcus.
'Therefore,' answered Flavius, 'we introduce flaws into our world, thereby ensuring absolutes remain far beyond man's reach, whilst he nonetheless continues striving towards a godlike state of unattainability. He strives towards an absolute, he yearns toward it, yet never wants to reach fulfilment. The idea of it is too magnificent, it humbles him, it shows up his all too real mortality. And who would think,' continued Flavius smiling, 'that Marcus the warrior, legionnaire to be, could harbour such thoughts, let alone possess beyond his weapons skill, the intelligence to formulate radical concepts, or philosophise on the nature and origin of the universe. Time my son, it will level us all,' concluded Flavius dreamily.
Julia reached out towards him. Her face stunningly flawless.
Flavius sighed, the wonder of it all flooding through him with unexpected warmth, a yearning of want, of need, of letting go towards the unobtainable absolute.
He moved, at least he thought he moved.
Conversation fell away, down a steep rocky slope. Only the echo of voices remained to remind him he spoke only inside his head.
Julia swam the blue sea drift inside his skull. 'Let go,' she whispered seductively, 'let go.' Flavius swallowed the taste of her voice, honey and sweet Damascus wine it was, the smell of her, almond and sage.
Blood pounding against bones, chest heaving. Nails scraped across his eyes. The white bone of his skull screamed. Sweat laved his face.
'Let go, let go the tangled flesh,' she urged.
Something whispered 'hate' upon a dark stale wind as he drifted lost and alone within soft feather dreaming.
The old man embraced moonlight and together they danced upon the head of a blood stained rusty nail. Moonlight moved away, leaving behind only silence and white pooling shadows.
Flavius remained, dancing alone upon the head of a deep driven nail.
Alone.
He keened his loss, dreaming of Julia and a breath of warm scented air.
Mumbling, he forced his eyes open and wished  they were closed — forever.
Pale blue shadows spilled across his chamber like bits and pieces of a long forgotten summer, eggshell pale and thin as a crescent moon. He felt as though his head was leaking.
'Let go, let go.'
'I would,' he answered 'if only I could remember how.' 'JULIA, Julia, is that you, knocking on my door? Would that I could open it and let you in.'
The dying man tasted air, tangy with a smell of thyme and crushed lemon about it. Dreaming he was. Swimming the blue of deep memories sea. Visions of Julia floated in and out of his eyes. A faint taste of apricot and bruised orange lingered tantalisingly near the tip of his tongue.
And like some demented painter, showing his wares, pictures swam into view. He could see the barbarian, his blue eyes blazing. 'Know me now Flavius, and know me forever,' said the apparition. 'Let go,' whispered a small lost voice, 'let go, all your weeping, let go.'
Behind the barbarian a grove of ancient trees burst into flames. Tongues of red white fire leaped from tree to tree. Flavius sensed rather than heard, trees wailing their death song as flames cored through living oak and ash, silver birch and yew. He felt a faint stir of recognition as the barbarian mouthed words he could no longer understand. Perhaps they had met once, a long time ago, but he couldn't quite recall when, or where, or even why they should have met at all.
The artist discarded his creation and offered another to view.
The street was silent, brittle seeming and frail. Wan sunlight, winter thin, washed the street from end to end. Nothing stirred beneath the eerie light, no sound rippled its lake of silence. Like a dry river it was — waiting.
Flavius Licinius lay abed, he too was waiting. He floated above an abyss of incredible blue, a deep seeming ocean that offered no hindrance to his sight. His flesh lay still and cooling. He felt as though he were — elsewhere — slipping away. Sunrise, sunset, slipping away.
The abyss beckoned. Something stirred deep within its translucent depths.
'JULIA! JULIA!'
Julia surging up, all tangled threads and bouncing bubbles of sea drift light. Smiling she was, her white teeth agleam as she swam the blue towards Flavius, his arms outstretched, reaching, needing, wanting her touch. He was falling, floating, flying as only the eagles of the sea can fly.
'Let go,' she whispered softly, 'let go.'
'How?' he wailed. And then it was that Flavius recalled a secret.
Their hands touched. Flesh smeared against flesh as the heart within the wasted body ceased its beating.
And set Marcus free.
