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Marcellus led his Century into the east-west pass through the central spine of the 

Judaean highlands which extended north into Samaria. Jerusalem was no more than 

forty miles to the south, and from there other Centuries would join them under the 

command of Marius Tertius, the Commander of the Antonia Cohort.

The city of Shechem was at the far end of the valley, its name could be translated as ‘sh

oulders’ and was supposed to indicate the flanks of the twin hills of Ebal and Gezirim wh

ich flanked it to the north and the south. Marcellus tried to recall some of the superstitiou

s history of the Jews.

One of their leaders was supposed to have divided the tribes into two, placing one 

portion on each mountain. From Ebal, he pronounced curses and from Gezirim, he 

pronounced blessings. Temples had been built and subsequently destroyed upon both, 

but now the Samaritans worshipped on Gezirim, having constructed a rough rock 

temple which couldn’t be compared to the magnificent structure of Herod Magnus in 

Jerusalem.

The valley was full of people, streaming in from the regions to the west. His Century, sur

rounding their precious trophies, forced a path through, with the colourful robes of the Sa

maritans fluttering to each side like flags as they tried to get out of the way of Rome’s mi

ght.

Marcellus rode at the head and looked neither to right nor to the left. Rome had right of w

ay, and theirs was a sacred duty, far greater than what the Samaritans supposed was th

eirs. Many roads converged on Shechem, it was an important route linking the coast 

with the hinterland and the main road between Jerusalem and Damascus. These roads 

became increasingly clogged with people, and Marcellus’ patience began to wear thin. It

was nearly noon before they reached the town and were confronted with the ascent of 

the Samaritan’s sacred mountain.



Gezirim was no more than seven hundred feet above the level of the valley, while Ebal 

was a little more, perhaps nine hundred. Gezirim was the objective. Marcellus eyed the 

road which was little more than a goat track, and which was crowded with pilgrims. He 

was the first to accept that it was an untenable situation into which to place his Century.

 His men were stale after the prolonged march through the valley in the increasing heat.

 There was no sign of Marius Tertius and his contingent from Jerusalem. There was a 

mutual watchfulness between the Romans and the pilgrims blocking their path on the 

track. A priest emerged from the crowd and approached the Centurion. He was an old 

man, dressed in the usual colourful robes. He respectfully, bowed low before the 

mounted man.

“In what way can we serve you, honoured sir,”

They had a peculiar accent the Samaritans - not unattractive. Marcellus responded in 

fluent Aramaic.

“The Procurator of Judaea and Samaria has sent us to - to honour your festivity with our

presence!”

It was blatant lie, but it served to test the waters. The old man blinked doubtfully.

“In what way - to honour our festivity, honoured sir?”

“To assemble with you before your Temple - not to enter, of course, but to form a 

Guard of Honour!”

It was, in part, correct. They were guarding the Honours of the Legions. Marcellus contin

ued softly.

“Of course, it will be necessary for us to have access to the path!”

The old man bowed and retreated into the crowd. Marcellus waited patiently, these arran

gements took time. His men sweltered in the sun and cursed the young officer who had 

little regard for their comfort. There was an ebbing and flowing along the path ahead, as 

priests urged the followers to make a way for the Century. Marcellus signalled to move fo

rward and eased his horse into the gap. His men flanked the Golden Eagles and their ca



rriers. They were close to the top of the mountain when the old priest emerged again 

and stood before his horse. Marcellus could have trampled him down, but he raised his 

hand in a signal to halt. The aged one pointed to the Eagles.

“It is not permitted in our Law that a graven image may be held aloft in the sacred 

place!”

Marcellus’ patience was exhausted at last.

“It is not permitted by the Procurator of Judaea and Samaria, that they shall be lowered f

rom their place of honour - in fact, they are to be erected here as an indication of the 

honour Rome pays to the Samaritans, the Jews and to all other races who have 

benefited from their presence in Palestine. The Eagles of Rome will stay elevated and 

will be planted here for all to see - or would you prefer that they were erected in your 

Temple!?”

The old man was ashen-faced.

“It is not permitted under our Law - the graven images will be cast down!”

Marcellus eyed him quietly.

“Are you perhaps tired of life, old man?”

The old priest drew himself upright, and equally quietly responded.

“I am prepared to die, rather than to allow you to desecrate our holy place with your imag

es of created things, for the Lord our God has commanded that we shall not bow down t

o any graven image made in the likeness of anything on the earth, above the earth, or 

under the earth!”

His voice had carried over the crowd who had cut off the retreat of the Century. They 

were utterly quiet and watchful. Marcellus assessed the situation swiftly. He had been 

right, the position on the mountain top was untenable, and they would have to fight 

their way down if it came to it. He cursed the tardiness of Marius Tertius. He could see 

along the road to the south, there was no sign of him. Marcellus gestured to his men.

“Escort the Shields and their bearers - if any man tries to stop you, cut him down!”



The order carried over the silent crowd, which seemed to be increasing in number.  Ther

e was the chilling sound of metal on leather as the swords were drawn. Younger men 

emerged from the crowd and stood with the old priest. There was a mutual reappraisal. 

Marcellus drew his own weapon and looked at the spokesman. The priest stared into 

his eyes and Marcellus knew he would have to kill him. He kneed his horse forward until

he was practically on top of the man, but he didn’t yield ground.

“I give you your last chance for co-operation.”

The old eyes stared into his - age confronted with youth - he was perhaps seventy, a scr

awny, withered body within the voluminous robe. He didn’t yield ground. The 

Shieldbearers moved forward and there was a gathering roar of fury from the crowd, 

who began their surge. Marcellus leaned forward, swung his arm and slashed into the 

neck of the defiant priest. His head half severed, he fell to the ground in a spurt of 

blood. There was a scream of rage from those on the edge of the crowd, who now 

surged forward. Every man found himself fighting for his life. The Shields were 

forgotten, falling to the ground as their bearers took arms against the infuriated pilgrims 

They were unarmed, and their rage was no defence against the deadly accuracy of the t

roopers swords. Marcellus slashed and hacked with the rest, the blood singing in his 

ears. He spared no one - man, woman or child - the blood-letting was a catharsis for 

his bitterness and isolation during his years in the province.  The assembly place before

the Temple became slippery with blood, fallen corpses littering the ground. The troopers

had taken casualties, where several Samaritans had converged on one man to bring 

him to the ground before cutting his throat.

The balance of the battle was in favour of the Romans, soon the remaining pilgrims 

were in full flight, anything to get out of the way of the revengeful legionaries. Their flight

was brought up short, for Marius Tertius had arrived and was busy clearing the town of 

anyone who stood in the way, detachments were sent up the path towards the 

beleaguered Marcellus and his troop - and then, quite suddenly it was over.



Marius rode forward to meet his fellow officer, whose sword was still dripping blood.

Marcellus eyed him stonily.

“Quite a scrap, Marcellus - giving your men some exercise in the heat of noon?”

He laughed softly, it was meant to be a joke, but it disguised a thrust. Marcellus 

answered stiffly.

“They chose to defy the Procurator’s orders.”

Marius nodded and murmured.

“I wonder if he calculated the possible cost of this exercise - how many, do you think, ha

ve we killed.”

Marcellus was savage.

“I didn’t count!”

“No - I don’t suppose you did, dear fellow.”

Marcellus looked down the hill, there were bodies everywhere - men, women and childre

n.

Marius followed his gaze.

“Unfortunate - women and children - The familiar cry will be raised: ‘Rome’s butchers ha

ve struck again!’. What now, Marcellus?”

Marcellus looked at the Shield Bearers reclaiming the fallen Eagles.

“We do what we came to do!”

Marius shrugged and formed his men into their companies. There were holes in the 

ranks - not all had survived the battle.

They went through the pomp and ceremony of erecting the Eagles of Rome for all to 

see, on the brow of Samaria’s sacred mountain. The place stank of blood and death 

and other birds of prey would be left to clean away the corpses, unless there were 

Samaritans left who would return to bury their dead. Marcellus was reasonably sure that

none would be brave enough to remove the firmly planted emblems of Rome’s fighting 

Legions. None would be so brave - or so foolish.



.....

The sun had almost set over the Mare Tyrrhenum when Lucian stepped ashore on to 

the jetty which jutted out into a small cove beneath Caesar’s palace on Capri. There 

were many guards - the elite - the Praetorians whose task was to protect the Emperor. 

Along the length of the jetty, flares guttered and spluttered in the steady breeze from 

off the sea. The shadows danced and the forms of the watchful guards appeared to 

sway in the varying light. Tachius and Balthus joined him - and finally Aquila Apolonius. 

He led the way along the dock and was recognised by the Captain of the Guard. 

Tachius growled softly.

“I told you he was a Praetorian!”

They were gestured forward to follow, and immediately began a steep ascent to the cliff 

top. They weren’t afforded the luxury of chairs and bearers, and although there were inte

rmittent flares along the path, one had to watch their step - the drop was precipitous.

Lucian was sweating by the time they reached the top. Aquila waited, hardly winded by 

the climb.

The villa was more like a fortress, not so much in appearance, but the presence of 

squads of guards who emerged when they were least expected, ready to challenge any 

 comer. Aquila threaded the way through the defences and finally they were led into a 

large, covered atrium, where the party was split up. Tachius looked about to object, but 

Lucian shook his head. He and Aquila were left waiting in the large area, while Tachius 

and Balthus were led away by an official who looked as if he would stand no nonsense 

from truculent guests. Aquila smiled.

“They’re quite safe and in good hands!”

“I’m sure they are.”

“Are you?”

“If I’m safe and in good hands, so should they be!”



His companion laughed softly.

“You forget - this is Caesar’s domain!”

“When do I get to see Caesar?”

“When he calls you - which might be this evening - or tomorrow - or in a month - or in a

year!”

“Encouraging!”

“Factual! My own opinion is that you won’t wait long.”

“What now?”

“Admire the sculptures - wander around - but not too far! In the meantime, I’ll ensure 

that Caesar is informed of our arrival.”

Lucian was left alone in the centre of the huge atrium. There were indeed statues, and L

ucian took the advice to inspect them after standing indecisively for a few minutes. 

There was no one around, any officials there might have been, were discretely hidden 

away. Lucian had the impression of many eyes watching him - it was unnerving.

The statuary was exceptional - he reminded himself that Caesar would allow nothing 

less. He surmised that most of them had been raided from Grecian temples, for they 

mostly represented the idealised forms of gods and heroes - undoubtedly, they were by 

the masters of their age. Lucian completed the circuit of the room, and still Aquila hadn’t

returned.

There were many doorways leading from the hall, none of which invited close 

inspection. Only one looked neutral enough to be safe, it led out on to a paved platform 

which was flanked by the gardens. It was illuminated with flares like the rest of the 

outside. He came to the opinion that Caesar liked to keep the darkness at bay.

He walked through the entrance but kept close to it so that he could be seen from 

inside. The gardens were in darkness, and once again, not a place to venture at that 

juncture. He stood motionless and stared into the gloom, his concern about Rebecca 

surfaced and he could have wept with frustration. The precipitous exit from Caesarea 



had now ended in waiting around at the whim of the man who had demanded his 

presence with such urgency - Aquila’s words returned: ‘When he calls you - which might

be this evening - or tomorrow - or in a month - or in a year!’

He moved forward to the edge of the pavement, but still clearly to be seen from the 

large windows. The night was clear, but there was no moon, and once again, the stars 

pressed down and reminded him how puny he was. He wondered if Caesar ever 

surrendered to the thought that he was puny. Caesar, the mighty emperor surely would 

never accede to such a proposition - but he would do well to remember that while he 

was mighty - he wasn’t almighty!

There was a movement behind him, he hadn’t heard whoever it was approach. He 

whirled around, expecting to find Aquila creeping up on him and met the startled eyes of

the one man he had never expected to see.

“Lucian! What in the name of the gods are you doing here!?”

The question was one of astonishment and downright apprehension - if not fear! Lucian w

hispered.

“Septimus!”

His adoptive father gripped his arm, it was almost painful.

“What are you doing here, boy! I told you to stay away from Rome!”

“Septimus - !”

“Answer me! Why are you here!?”

The Stoic calm was gone, Septimus looked shocked beyond credibility. Lucian drew brea

th.

“I’m here by direct order of Caesar!”

The grip relaxed, but the expression didn’t.

“What devious reason could he have?”

“Septimus - I didn’t expect to find you here - anywhere but here!”

The old man pulled himself together.



“Lucian, my son - I haven’t thought to greet you - the surprise was so great - and alarmin

g.”

Septimus embraced him, and there were tears in both their eyes when they drew apart.

“I never thought I would see you again, my son.”

“I thought the same. Demas told me you weren’t well.”

“Demas is an old woman!”

It was about the last description Lucian would have applied to the polished Greek - he 

let it pass.

“How long have you been here? I thought you were in Gaul, or even Britannia - 

anywhere but here in Italy.”

Septimus drew him to a marble seat.

“I’ve been here at Caesar’s court since I sent Tachius to you!”

Lucian gaped.

“Why let me believe you were somewhere else?”

“For my own safety and yours - and because Caesar suggested it was the safest place 

for me to be under the circumstances then prevailing.”

Lucian shook his head.

“This makes no sense - what’s going on!?”

“Not now, Lucian - later, when we have greater privacy. Tell me about yourself, I’ve 

been starved for news over the last years.”

“You’ve heard nothing for years?”

“About two, I would say.”

Lucian nodded slowly.

“So you know nothing of my marriage?”

“Marriage! I’m amazed, Lucian - you’re married?”

“I think you’ll approve - I’m married to a Princess of Judaea - to Rebecca of Arimathea!”

There was a medley of expressions before Septimus held one.



“I’m overjoyed for you, Lucian! Truly overjoyed!”

“But you have reservations?”

Septimus answered slowly.

“She is a Princess of Judaea - therefore a Jew! I would have counselled you concerning

possible consequences.”

Lucian answered grimly.

“Both Tachius and Demas did their damnedest to dissuade me! I was determined then - 

and I’m still determined! There’s more - I have a son, Gaius, whom I named for my 

natural father! By this time, I have another child - Rebecca was close to birth when I 

was forced to leave!”

Septimus eyed him steadily.

“My congratulations are without limit, my son - not only have you extended your family,

but you have extended mine! Clearly, your love for your Rebecca is without limit.”

“Without limit - father!”

The old man gripped his arm and squeezed before releasing him.

“You said you were forced to leave - how?”

“Caesar sent an order by a special messenger, who made it clear I was to be arrested 

if I was stupid enough to decline - not matter how pressing the reason. The 

messenger’s name was Aquila Sergius Apolonius.”

Septimus nodded.

“I know him - not personally, you understand - he’s one of Caesar’s bright young men!”

“There’s so much more, Septimus. I’ve forged a business alliance with Joseph of Arimath

ea, who is a very powerful, wealthy and influential merchant prince in his own right within

Judaea and the eastern provinces of the empire - as well, we’ve extended our alliance to

include a merchant from Babylonia, who swears he can bring to us the riches of the 

east - from India, the Spice Islands - and even from the empire of Chin.”

The old man stared at him, some of the Stoic calm had returned.



“I knew I made the right decision when I sent you to Palestine.”

“You made a better one when you sent Demas to me - although I resented his intrusion 

at the time.”

Septimus smiled.

“In those early days, I had a few reports - I could see you needed motivation!”

“Tachius is with me - He’ll be overjoyed to know you’re here - Septimus! There’s so 

much more to tell you!”

“But not now, Lucian - now we must focus on how you are to present yourself to 

Caesar!”

“I’m told that I must wait until he’s ready to grant me an audience - even for a year if nec

essary.”

“Or even two or three! There are many petitioners who have waited that long. It depends

 upon his mood and his agenda.”

“In the meantime, Rebecca is isolated in Judaea - true she has her brother and his prote

ction - but she also has a child I haven’t seen. The separation and the uncertainty is driv

ing me mad!”

“Then hope that Caesar will see you quickly, Lucian - whatever his purpose may be. I  ca

n’t even guess, although he was party to every arrangement we made at the time.”

Lucian trod his way carefully.

“How is his health, father? There are conflicting reports - “

Septimus interjected quickly.

“He’s surprisingly well for a man of his years - he’s seventy-eight, remember - but he’s ve

ry alert and moves as quickly as a man of half his years!”

“I heard - “

“One must never take account of rumours, Lucian!”

Lucian eyed his adoptive father - Septimus’ eyes were directly on him. There was no furt

her chance for conversation. Septimus murmured urgently.



“Caesar comes!”

Lucian swung around, coming along the length of the pavement - and totally 

unescorted, was a elderly man of medium height, dressed in a simple tunic. He looked 

anything but the most powerful man on earth.

Tiberius Claudius Nero Caesar came to a halt a few paces from them, with his head 

cocked to one side like an inquisitive bird. Septimus bowed deferentially and Lucian 

was quick to follow suit. Septimus murmured.

“Greetings, Caesar.”

The response was authoritative.

“Greetings!”

Lucian found himself the objective of intense scrutiny.

“So this is the young cockerel you’ve been so anxious to hide, Septimus!”

“May I present my son, Lucian Gaius Quintus Publius, your Excellency.”

Caesar grunted, it might have meant anything.

“What have you to say for yourself, young man?”

“That I’m surprised to be the subject of Caesar’s interest, your Excellency.”

There was another grunt.

“If I’d left you to languish in Palestine for another three years - as no doubt Septimus wou

ld have preferred! - I mightn’t have been alive to have an interest in you!”

“Yes, Excellency.”

Caesar eyed him critically.

“Don’t have much to say for yourself, do you?”

“I apologise!”

“For what - not being a talkative man? We shall remedy that! Tomorrow we shall 

discuss

certain matters - now, I’m going to bed!”

They bowed as he made his exit through the window Lucian had used, and watched 



him stomp away to another entrance to the atrium. Lucian turned to Septimus.

“What certain matters does he want to talk to me about?”

“If I knew that, I might sleep easier - Have you been indiscreet?  Has some enemy 

twisted your words and reported them to Rome? No! That can’t be the reason - if you’d 

said something indiscreet or if you’d been falsely reported, you would have been thrown

into a cell without the exercise of bringing you from Palestine!”

Lucian was thoughtful.

“Someone did spy on Joseph, Bezar and myself and falsely reported what they were sup

posed to have heard to Pilate!”

Septimus stared at him soberly.

“Tell me precisely.”

Lucian concluded the story with:

“I meant nothing more than the potential scope of our new business arrangement -  noth

ing political.”

“In Rome, everything is twisted to become political!”

“So - you think this is what he means?”

“Who can tell what he means! Caesar is unpredictable - it’s one way by which he retains 

control.”

There was a trace of hopelessness in his tone.

“Why didn’t you leave the court after Sejanus was eliminated.”

“A strange word to use - eliminated!”

“He and his followers were hunted down and executed - how else could it be 

expressed?”

Septimus shrugged.

“Be aware of one thing, Lucian - Sejanus and most of his followers were dealt with by Ca

esar, but some escaped and are still active - it was for this reason that I was urged to 

stay on here - and the reason I gave to keep you in Palestine.”



“There’s so much more I want to know, father.”

Septimus squeezed his arm.

“You can’t imagine how I’ve longed to hear you call me that! You’re right - there’s a 

great deal more you need to know, but this isn’t the time and place. Already eyes and 

ears are cast in our direction, and perhaps our conversation will be misreported as a 

conspiracy against Caesar! In this place nothing is innocent until it’s proved so!”

“Septimus! What in Hades are you doing here!?”

Tachius stood, legs astride in the doorway, his mouth gaping in shock. Lucian watched 

as the two men embraced in welcome. Septimus drew back.

“It’s a long story, which I haven’t yet told Lucian! Suffice to say that the best place to 

hide an object is where it can be seen by everyone.”

Tachius turned to Lucian.

“I came to find you - we’ve been allocated quarters - we were hardly there before a mess

enger came from Caesar - he wants to see you at nine in the morning!”

Septimus interjected.

“Which is as good an excuse to any to go to our beds and try to sleep. Caesar can be 

very sharp that early in the day!”

Lucian knew it would be impossible for him to sleep - the whirlwind of events and surpris

es, mingled together with thoughts and concerns for Rebecca, would make a  night’s res

t out of the question. He would have liked to hear the full story from Septimus, but he sen

sed that the old man was trying to avoid telling it - whether it was because of fear - if so, 

of what or whom? - or whether there was some other reason,  Lucian couldn’t judge. He

 bowed to the pressure to go to his quarters, as did Tachius.

The old soldier wasn’t about to give up so easily. He demanded a word for word recital 

of all that had happened since their parting. His eyes widened when he heard about 

the meeting with Caesar, and spent the next hour trying to conjecture what in Hades 

was going on!



Lucian stood it with as much patience as he was able, until he told him to go to bed. Tac

hius departed and Lucian turned to Balthus, who loomed like a huge shadow to one 

side of the room. Lucian eyed him and the Nubian managed to flicker a grin which didn’t

last long.

“You don’t like this place either, do you?”

“No, master.”

It was still a novelty to hear the man speak, even after almost three years. The Master’s 

gift of speech still hadn’t altered the man’s status, and Lucian still saw him as a slave - 

which was part of the Godly order for their time - some were freemen and some were 

slaves. He had learned to treat him with more compassion - this by the urging of 

Rebecca - after all, they followed the same Master.

“You’ve nothing to fear, Balthus. I know this place is strange to you, but if you’re mistreat

ed, they’ll answer to me!”

“Yes, Master.”

“I’m going to bed - tomorrow, I’m to come before the master of the world.”

The ensuing beam was radiant.

“The Lord Jesus!”

Lucian stared at him - out of the mouths of babes! He answered gently.

“No, Balthus - I should have said - ‘someone who thinks he’s the master of the world’ - I 

meant Caesar.”


