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Aquila Sergius Apolonius stood near the prow of the ship, ignoring the crewmen around 

him who were trying to prepare for mooring. He assessed Caesarea Maritimus with a cri

tical eye. The port was busy, with many trading ships within the breakwaters - through 

which his own vessel was now threading. The banks of oars beneath him were 

feathering the water, providing just enough momentum for the ship to be steered to the 

dock. He gave no thought to the rowers - criminals condemned to the galleys for one 

crime or another - or slaves from conquered nations, whose only crime was that they 

had lost their battle to the might of Rome.

Apolonius was a tall man, a typical aristocrat which Rome seemed able to breed better 

than anyone else. His toga over a tunic, was slashed with a thread of purple, which told 

anyone inquisitive enough to brave a steely glare from his observant eye, that he was a 

man of importance and someone not be crossed - for to do so would invite certain 

retribution. He looked capable of unleashing retribution for himself, but such was his 

rank, that it would require the lifting of a finger, and others would deal out the required 

punishment.

He suppressed a gathering impatience, the captain was taking an inordinate amount of 

time to secure his vessel to the dock. The voyage had been tedious and the winds light, 

which had required greater efforts from the oarsmen. The quality of entertainment on 

the ship had been minuscule. He had disdained to dine with the captain, and had 

declined the meals prepared by one of the crewmen. His slave had attended to his 

needs - it was as well that he was reasonably proficient. Apolonius took his place at 

the head of the gangway as it was being lowered. There were other passengers, whom 

he had ignored throughout the journey, but there was no question that he was to be the 

first one to leave the ship. It was accepted, but undoubtedly there would be some 

resentment, which was prudently suppressed. 

He stepped off the end of the plank and took a moment to adjust his legs to a ground 



which no longer swayed back and forth, or bucked up and down like a spirited horse. If 

there was any regret in doing so it was the sure knowledge that he would soon have to 

return once more - hopefully, in the shortest possible time. A quick look around him 

identified a group of troopers in the charge of an officer. Surprisingly, they looked 

efficient and well drilled. he approached the officer.

“You will provide an escort to the Procurator.”

It wasn’t a request, it wasn’t even a demand - it was a statement of fact. Marcellus eyed 

the imperious gaze directed at him, and then, the purple trim on the impeccable toga.

“I will escort your Excellency personally.”

There had been no indication from the Commander of the Cohort that an important 

visitor was expected. It was perhaps fortuitous that the Centurion had elected to 

supervise his Decades on that particular day. Marcellus snapped an order and one of 

the Decades reformed and waited further orders. Marcellus turned to the newcomer.

“Would your Excellency prefer a chair, or to ride?”

Apolonius pursed his lips.

“I prefer to walk.”

His assessment of Caesarea was that it was a small city and the distance to the 

Procurator’s office would be short. Marcellus started to move to the lead position.

“Walk with me, Centurion!”

Marcellus complied.

“I presume that the Procurator is in residence?”

“He is, your Excellency - he’s recently returned from Tiberius.”

“I presume you mean the city - not Caesar?”

If it was meant to be a joke, it wasn’t accompanied with a relaxation of the severe expres

sion.

“The city in Galilee, your Excellency.”

Apolonius nodded. There was no other conversation and the arrival at the 



Administration office came as a welcome relief. Marcellus had the infinite pleasure of 

finding Tertillius and presenting him to the unexpected visitor, and seeing the look of 

astonishment flit across his dour face - before he returned to his Decade. They 

marched back to the dock and Marcellus’ mind raced with speculation.

Tertillius wasn’t given the opportunity to forewarn the Procurator. Pilate was in the 

middle of dictating a despatch to Rome, one of the more tedious litanies of agricultural 

quotas and their shortcomings. His temper was therefore short and his scribe was on 

the other end of a constant tirade of complaint. He paused as Tertillius moved into the 

room.

“I told you I wanted no interruptions - what now - do we face an insurrection!”

Tertillius pronounced the introduction carefully.

“Aquila Sergius Apolonius - your Excellency - Emissary of Caesar!”

Apolonius moved into the room and seemed to take in everything with one glance. 

Pilate gestured to the scribe to make himself invisible. He advanced towards the 

newcomer, his face now beaming with welcome.

“Greetings, Apolonius - what a delightful surprise to be able to welcome you!”

Apolonius eyed him without relaxing his severe expression.

“Greetings, Pilate.”

There was nothing more. Pilate was for once off-balance.

“If I had known of your visit, I would have provided a more fitting reception.”

“Your Centurion was efficient - Rome’s business is urgent.”

“Of course! In what way can I expedite the matter?”

“Caesar’s business is not with you - it concerns a citizen resident in Caesarea.”

Pilate’s relief was hard to hide - the sudden appearance of an emissary from Rome 

could well have meant disgrace and immediate recall.

“I’ll have him brought here.”

“I prefer to conduct my business with him personally.”



“Of course!”

Apolonius produced a tightly rolled scroll from beneath his robe. Pilate’s eyes widened w

hen he glimpsed the seals and ribbons which told him that this was a document issued 

from the Imperial Court. Apolonius skimmed the outer surface.

“The citizen in question is Lucian Gaius Quintus Publius!”

Pilate trod carefully.

“I know him of course - I do hope he’s not involved in something illegal?”

Apolonius stared at him.

“Why would you suggest he is?”

“You misunderstand me - the young man appears quite trustworthy. - but you can 

never tell with younger men! He HAS married a local Jewish girl!”

“Caesar is aware that he’s married into a princely family.”

Caesar was aware! Pilate made a rapid reassessment of his relationship with Lucian.

“Perhaps I can escort you to his residence?”

“The Centurion who brought me here will be sufficient.”

“But - of course.”

Pilate signalled Tertillius to find the Centurion concerned as a matter of urgency. There 

was a short delay in which he tried to make small-talk, it was like trying to get a 

reaction from a marble statue. He felt no surprise when he found himself suddenly 

confronted with Marcellus - how could it be otherwise? He had the extra-ordinary knack 

of being on hand in moments of crisis.

“Centurion - you will escort Caesar’s emissary to Lucian Gaius Quintus Publius - immedi

ately!”

Marcellus saluted. Apolonius rose slowly from his uncomfortable chair. Pilate tried once m

ore to demonstrate hospitality.

“My wife and I would be honoured to entertain you to dinner.”

“My time in Caesarea is limited - I expect to return to Rome immediately.”



The man was unyielding - so unyielding that it could only be construed as official disappr

oval. Pilate’s estimation of his status in Rome plummeted to the depths of the abyss. Ma

rcellus led him back to the street.

“The villa is within the city?”

“Yes, your Excellency.”

“We will walk! How well do you know Publius?”

Marcellus proceeded with caution.

“Moderately well - we once shared a friendship.”

“But not now?”

“He married nearly two years ago, he has a child, with another expected shortly. His 

wife doesn’t favour me.”

“His wife is a Judaean princess?”

“Rebecca of Arimathea.”

“Arimathea - another name well known to Caesar!”

“Joseph is an important merchant.”

“So, I am led to believe, is Publius.”

“They have a partnership.”

“Sealed with a political marriage - very astute.”

“It’s a love match which only came to maturity after some difficulties.”

“Difficulties?”

“She is a Jew - he is a Roman, there was some doubt about the wisdom of marriage, an

d whether his standing as a Roman citizen would be jeopardised.”

“Always a possibility - but Caesar is tolerant.”

“In the course of time, another Caesar will reign!”

Apolonius turned his head to eye him speculatively.

“Very true - they were perhaps wise to consider their future position - but they still marrie

d.”



They walked for a while longer in silence, around the huge bulk of the Temple to 

Augustus. Apolonius eyed it with the air of a man well acquainted with the ostentatious 

displays of subject kings.

“This monstrosity was constructed by Herod Magnus, I believe.”

“The whole city is a memorial to his desire to please Caesar.”

Apolonius laughed, Marcellus jerked a look at him and then turned his eyes to the front.

“Tell me, Centurion - what is your name.”

“Marcellus Flavian - it should he Marcellus Flavius Valerius Dacius - but that requires a q

uick tongue, so I settled for an abbreviation.”

Apolonius eyed him again.

“So you must be of the Flavian gens?”

“We are a large brood.”

They reached the outer door of Lucian’s villa. It had been some time since Marcellus 

had ventured there, but the gate-keeper recognised him.

“Tell your master he has an important visitor from Rome.”

He disappeared within the structure. Lucian returned with him, his eyes narrowed when 

he saw his former friend.

“Marcellus!”

He turned to the man from Rome.

“I am Lucian Gaius Quintus Publius - greetings.”

“Aquila Sergius Apolonius - greetings - and greetings from Caesar!”

Lucian’s eyes widened.

“Caesar!?”

He collected his wits.

“Please enter - “

Marcellus turned to go. Apolonius stopped him.

“I thank you for your company and conversation, Centurion.”



It was the first time he had deigned to unbend. Marcellus saluted and turned back 

towards the town. Apolonius turned to Lucian.

“A former friend, I believe?”

“Our ways diverged!”

Apolonius followed him into the atrium. He glanced around appreciatively.  He was 

seated at a low table, while Lucian organised refreshments and sent for Rebecca.

“Your former friend tells me you are a father.”

Lucian nodded.
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“A son - Gaius - my wife is close to another birth.”

Apolonius eyes narrowed slightly.

“Then the timing of this visit could be considered inopportune.”

“How so?”

Apolonius produced the impressive scroll and handed it to Lucian without comment. He p

icked it up and turned it over in his hands. The purple ribbons and seals indicated that 

it was an imperial document. Apolonius said softly.

“From the hands of Caesar himself - as you will see by the signature and seal!”

Lucian broke the outer seal and unrolled the document. The contents were terse and to 

the point. Lucian Gaius Quintus Publius was to present himself before the emperor 

forthwith. The signature was in the spidery, shaky hand of an ageing man!

‘Tiberius I’

Lucian’s brain refused to accept what he saw. It was totally impossible that the ruler of 

the greatest empire on earth would address a personal letter to him and demand his 

immediate presence in Rome. Such things never happened! He read it again, but he 

couldn’t challenge his own perception of the contents. He seized on the word ‘forthwith’,

 and looked at the watchful Apolonius.

“I’m totally amazed to receive such a direction!”



“Caesar dictated it - and as you can see - signed it. You are required to attend on your e

mperor!”

“When? - My wife is expecting our second child at any day!”

“The wording is - forthwith - my understanding is - that it means immediately!”

Lucian protested.

“Caesar couldn’t mean me to leave my wife at such a time!”

“Caesar usually means what he says - it’s unwise to interpret him differently!”

They were interrupted by the arrival of Rebecca, who was leading a small boy. Lucian’s e

yes softened when he saw them both. Apolonius rose and was introduced. He took Rebe

cca’s hand in both of his in greeting, and then looked down at the wide-eyed solemn chil

d.

“I congratulate you both on a fine son.”

Lucian added meaningfully.

“Who will soon have a brother or sister - in fact, at any time!”

Rebecca looked at Apolonius.

“Do you bring bad news?”

The response was direct.

“If you count an invitation for your husband to present himself before Caesar - which is

signed by his own hand - as being bad news, my Lady Rebecca!”

She echoed softly.

“Caesar!”

“The matter is considered urgent enough for him to despatch me with his direction.”

“You first call it an invitation - now it’s become a direction!”

“A summons from Caesar is usually considered to be both!”

“My child is due to be born within days.”

“Within days, we are expected to present ourselves to Caesar!”

Rebecca turned to Lucian.



“Are you going to obey this ridiculous order?”

Lucian faced Apolonius.

“You must see that this is totally unreasonable!”

Apolonius shrugged.

“Many directions of the Imperium are considered unreasonable - I have no opinion.”

“What happens if I decline to go with you?”

“As an official of the Imperial Court, I can order your arrest and you will still go! A further

consequence of refusal will be immediate confiscation of your estates and assets. 

Caesar can’t be refused!”

Lucian forestalled Rebecca’s angry retort.

“You will say nothing, Rebecca! It would seem that I have no option but to comply. 

Joseph will take care of you - and look after my interests.”

Apolonius nodded.

“You have taken the path of wisdom, Publius.”

“I’m so glad you think so!”

The sarcasm was apparently lost on him. Lucian continued.

“I presume the condemned man is allowed to take a personal slave - and a trustworthy c

ompanion?”

Apolonius nodded casually.

“As you wish - but I wouldn’t be so ready to see yourself as a condemned man.”

“How encouraging! You might be interested to know that I’m in Palestine to avoid potenti

al enemies in Rome.”

“I am an official of the Imperial Court and can guarantee your safety.”

Lucian sneered.

“Even from an assassin’s knife!?”

Rebecca interjected sharply.

“Don’t talk like that, Lucian.”



He was immediately contrite.

“I’m sorry - I wasn’t thinking - are you all right?”

She smiled tensely.

“If you continue in that line of thought, I might give birth now - and spoil your departure

arrangements!”

Lucian swung round to Apolonius.

“You must see how ridiculous this situation is!?”

“Regrettable, but we will leave for Rome tomorrow on the early tide!”

Rebecca whispered.

“Tomorrow!”

“Caesar will not be delayed!”

Lucian could see the futility of arguing further. Out of courtesy the emissary was invited 

to dine with them - out of perversity, he agreed. The atmosphere at the table was 

strained. As could be expected, Tachius had exploded in indignation. The outburst had 

been calmly weathered by the immovable Apolonius. Joseph had been hastily invited, 

but he had restrained his comments. He and Lucian spent an hour arranging for the 

continuance of the business. Finally, Rebecca and Lucian could retire - there was so 

much to say, but so little was said. He whispered.

“I’ll come back to you within days - I promise you!”

“Don’t promise what’s uncertain - you’re at the whim of a tyrant, who gives no considerat

ion to your feelings or mine - or those of your children.”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure it will work out fine.”

“I have the right to worry - you’re going into the teeth of the trouble from which Septimus 

tried to spare you by sending you to Judaea.”

“His enemies are dead - Sejanus and his followers were hunted down and executed. 

Caesar is Septimus’ friend. I believe Apolonius when he says he has the authority to 

protect me.”



“One man against a mob of assassins!?”

“Forget I ever mentioned the word assassin!”

“How can I forget - Lucian, you’re my husband - I love you and I want you close to me!”

He held her close as she wept against him, and stared bitterly into the darkness of the ro

om.

On the following day, their farewells were anguished but restrained before the others. Lu

cian picked up his son and kissed him, and the boy sensing something was happening, c

lung on to his neck. Lucian had to gently untwine his arms and hand him over to 

Joseph.

Tachius, Balthus and Lucian accompanied Apolonius on board the ship - and before it 

had cleared the harbour, the fact was reported to Pilate. The Procurator received the 

news with jubilation - this time he wasn’t the target of the surprise visit and he could 

breathe easier - and it might well be that Lucian would be delivered into the hands of 

those who wanted him dead - together with his meddlesome adopted father, Septimus!

The sudden arrival of Aquila Sergius Apolonius had jolted him into reviewing his standing

 with the authorities in Rome. Since the time of the death of his patron Sejanus, some 

five years earlier, his career had been in an eclipse. He had moved very carefully, 

trying to repair the damage caused by the riots soon after he had taken up his position 

as Procurator. In a burst of zeal - and as a grand gesture - he had ordered the 

elevation of the golden shields of the legions, each bearing the emblem of the eagle of 

Rome, in the centre of Jerusalem. The deliberate provocation had caused riots among 

the Jews, who refused to have images erected in their holy city, to the extent that they 

had threatened to slit their throats in mass suicide. If they had done so, would have 

been of little consequence to him - but it was the action of Caiaphas, who had 

appealed directly to Tiberius in Rome, which had dealt a massive blow to his career and

prestige. The tolerant Imperator had directly ordered the removal of the emblems and 

had sharply reminded his Procurator that the religious niceties had to be observed to 



the letter.

Pilate had nursed his anger, and he had stored the emblems. The directive from 

Caesar had been that he was to remove them from Jerusalem, and to appease 

Caiaphas and his priests. 

Pilate had had plenty of time to consider the matter, and now he had what he 

considered a foolproof alternative. He ordered the Centurion Marcellus Flavian to 

present himself. Marcellus did so with a certain resignation. He was surprised to find 

his enemy comparatively happy.

“Good morning, Centurion! In fact, a splendid morning!”

Marcellus agreed cautiously.

“A good day for long voyages - unless the weather changes for the worse.”

He turned to the Centurion.

“You are aware that Lucian Publius sailed for Rome this morning - together with the emis

sary from Caesar, who, incidentally, gave me a glowing report of the efficiency of your w

elcome - you look surprised - credit where credit is due!”

Marcellus stared rigidly ahead. Pilate’s tone changed.

“I have a delicate task for you - the emissary’s commendation tells me that you can 

handle a delicate situation with finesse.”

“Your Excellency!”

“The task I have in mind is the reparation of Rome’s honour! I intend to entrust this 

sacred issue into your hands, Centurion!”

“As your Excellency commands.”

Pilate lounged back in his seat.

“As I command! There you have it, Marcellus - your statement shows me that you are a m

an who sets the honour of the army above all other considerations. Anyone who would s

light Rome and her Legions would do so at their peril!

Before you joined us in Palestine, there was an incident where the honour of the 



Legions was brought low by the meddling of priests - in particular, Caiaphas, who 

prevailed upon Caesar in a distorted report, so that our emperor ordered the removal of 

the emblems of the Legions from Jerusalem. We were compelled to lower them in the 

face of those derisive priests and the people, and remove them from the city. On that 

occasion, I saw hardened legionaries weep!”

He continued with his dramatic flourish.

“I intend to repair the insult - not in Jerusalem of course, that would be contrary to Caesa

r’s direct order - but in a place where the authority of Jerusalem’s priests is ignored, and 

where they can surely not have any objections.

The Samaritans worship on Mount Gezirim - isn’t that so? It is my intention to raise the g

olden eagles there! Rome’s honour will be restored! The honour of her Legions will be el

evated above those they conquered! All men will know that Rome rules in Palestine and

 that her Legions are always ready to enforce her law! You, Marcellus, will take your 

Century as a honour escort and raise the standards!”

“I shall prepare my Century immediately, your Excellency.”

“Excellent! I have been advised that the Samaritans are preparing to converge on 

Gezirim to celebrate one of their superstitions. My intention is to have the Eagles 

raised at that time - the greater the number, the greater the message that Rome is 

supreme and her Legions are her muscle!”

It was on his tongue to question the wisdom of sending only one Century, but Marcellus 

remained silent. He left Pilate with an uneasy feeling that the exercise entrusted to him 

would prove to be a disaster.

Pilate spared no opportunity to make it known what he intended to do. He issued invitatio

ns to all the Roman citizens within Caesarea and any who could be persuaded  to attend

from further afield, to the ceremony which would mark the ceremonial despatch of the Ea

gles from Caesarea to their new place of triumph. Rebecca received an invitation as a R

oman citizen; Joseph received his as an influential ‘friend of Rome’; both declined grace



fully, citing the imminent birth of Lucian’s new son or daughter.

Caesarea was alive with visitors, with colour and with pageantry. Marcellus’ mind was a

little more easy when he discovered that his would not be the only Century involved. 

Pilate had contrived to find a representative of each of the legions stationed in Palestine

and in Antioch, who were to have the honour of carrying aloft the emblems of their 

respective corps.

Other Centuries would converge on Gezirim from Jerusalem and Tiberius. All in all,  abo

ut a thousand of Rome’s seasoned troops would reinforce the message to Palestine’s 

recalcitrant population.

On the day of despatch from Caesarea, the sun shone down out of a cloudless sky and

reflected on the golden birds, with wings outstretched, attached to the end of the long 

staves which supported them - and which, in battle, were carried before the Legion 

concerned. Pilate would have liked to have sent the full complement of his garrison in 

Judaea to accompany them to Gezirim, but prudence prevailed.

The thought may have crossed his mind to inform Proconsul Vitellius in far off Antioch of

 his intentions, but he quickly dismissed it. To report the successful reparation of 

Rome’s honour would come as a impressive surprise once it was done, and would be 

immediately reported to Rome!

There was a solemn parade of Rome’s might in the public square before the 

Praetorium in Caesarea. The dignitaries sweated under the intense sun - as did the 

soldiers assigned to go through the spectacle. The culmination was the dipping of the 

emblems before Pilate as Caesar’s representatives, after which Marcellus and his 

Century closed around the half dozen representatives of the Legions, and marched off 

the parade square, with the mounted officers leading the way. They rode and marched 

through the city to the western gate and passed through. Once out of sight of Caesarea,

they picked up the regulation pace and marched along the road leading to the west.

The distance to Sychem was short, no more than thirty-five miles - but half the day was g



one - consumed by Pilate’s show of vanity. It would be necessary to bivouac along the 

way before entering the valley between Mount Ebal and the holy mountain of the 

Samaritans, before beginning the ascent.

Marcellus’ feeling of unease hadn’t dissipated, it was hard to say what he expected, but 

the thought of the religious fervour of the Jews when they got together in any number, 

was enough to make him apprehensive. The officers bearing the standards were 

equally unsettled, for once in sympathy with the aloof Centurion who had made no 

friends among the officer elite of the garrison - with the possible exception of the 

disgraced Cornelius who had been posted to some obscure frontier garrison on the 

shores of the Pontus Euxinus, when he had been unwise enough to declare himself a 

follower of the Chrestos.

That evening, Marcellus thought about Cornelius for the first time in many months. The m

an had been a fool - even when directed by the Proconsul, he had declined to accept 

the order to repudiate the followers of the Nazarene. That was no longer quite the right d

escription among the Romans and the Greeks in Caesarea -  they had taken the Jewish

term ‘Messiah’ and had converted it into the Greek ‘Chrestos’. In some obscure way it 

tended isolate Marcellus from the man he had crucified. Chrestos had not been the man

he had nailed to the cross - in his thoughts, the new name depersonalised him. 

Chrestos became a concept rather than a human being of flesh and blood whom 

Marcellus had watched gasp out his life.

He pulled his thoughts back from the memory. On the following day he and his Century w

ould be confronted with the sort of crowd he remembered from the days in Jerusalem - w

here they had bayed for the blood of ‘Chrestos’! They had turned into animals with a  blo

odlust! He knew he would need to be extremely alert when they rode into the centre of 

the mob who had assembled for their ceremony and when the Eagles were raised in 

their midst.




