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The massacre of the Samaritan pilgrims took place on the second day of Lucian’s voyag

e to Caesar. Under normal circumstances, Marcellus would have erected the Eagles 

with due ceremony and then would have marched his Century back to Caesarea to 

report that all had gone according to plan, and that the honour of the legions had been 

restored - but these were not ordinary circumstances. After the blood-letting, the 

Samaritans had withdrawn - not even trying to retrieve their dead and wounded. The 

hilltop of Gezirim was ominously quiet, except for the moans of some of the wounded. 

Marius Tertius quietly ordered Praxtus to see what could be done. Marcellus had made 

no move to tidy up the situation. The Commander of the Antonia Cohort eyed him 

reflectively. There was no doubt that the Centurion had erred on the side of ruthless

execution of his orders from Pilate, giving no regard to the potential disaster into which 

he had led his small force. If it hadn’t been for the reinforcements brought from Jerusale

m, the fight could have taken a very different outcome. Now, the damage was done! The

repercussions were far from done, however!

The progress of the Century escorting the Eagles of the Legions had been noted and rep

orted to the Prefect for Samaria. In fact, it had been hard for him not to observe it for him

self, for Marcellus had led his troops through the centre of Sebaste, before taking the roa

d to Shechem, which was barely ten miles distant. The report of what took place and 

the ensuing massacre was in the hands of the Prefect by the late afternoon of the 

same day. To put it mildly, he was appalled!

He quickly evaluated his own position - he had not been a party to the arrangements. 

The Procurator tended to ignore him as far as was possible, and he had chosen not to 

acquaint him of his intentions with regard to the erection of the Eagles. Knowing 

Pilate’s predilection for shifting the blame on to others when things went wrong, the 

Prefect decided to strike first. He quickly prepared a confidential report for the 



Proconsul Vitellius in distant Antioch, in which he urged the despatch of reinforcements 

to counter any possible outbreak of civil disorder in Samaria. He didn’t wait for the 

coming of another day before despatching the report, with instructions that it was to be 

carried night and day by relays of messengers on the fastest horses available. He then 

sat back to await developments.

Marcellus elected to stay for another two days at the scene of the carnage, to supervise 

the disposal of the bodies and to mount a guard upon the erected Eagles, which 

glowed golden as the morning sun caught their polished surfaces. They were clearly 

visible from the silent town and invited the foolhardy to attempt to throw them down from

their sacred hill. The presence of Marcellus’ Century was calculated to cool their ardent 

ambition.

Marius Tertius decided to return to Jerusalem - where, after all, was his prime responsib

ility. He had no doubt that news of the killings would have reached the capital, which 

was only forty miles distant. In his estimation the differences between those who worship

ped in the Temple and those who worshipped on Mount Gezirim, would be submerged 

in the face of the outrage,  and there might well be repercussions within the City of David

itself.

The Century from Caesarea was left to guard the hilltop and the Eagles. One hundred 

men against an outraged population, who might, out of fear, do nothing immediately,  bu

t sit and wait until the troops departed - and who could then be calculated to tear down 

the Eagles and deface them in a blind frenzy of rage and revenge. Admittedly, there 

was a small force in Shechem under the command of a young Decarion, but it would 

be the equivalent of inviting him to commit suicide, if he felt obligated to get in the way 

of a vengeful mob.

Marcellus thought about it long and hard, while the grisly business of clearing the 

corpses continued. In the end, he formed up his troops and ordered the Eagles to be 

lowered. This was done in the face of silent watchers in the town below. At the head of 



his men, he rode through the town, with the Eagles borne high - and thence through 

the valley and on to Sebaste. He had no doubt his return journey was reported to the 

Prefect, but he made no detour to pay a courtesy visit. They marched through Sebaste 

and out the otherside and onto the road to Caesarea.

By this time, the despatch from the Prefect had reached the Proconsul of Syria in 

Antioch. Vitellius read and reread the report with growing incredulity. Palestine was 

included within the province under his control, but recognition had been shown in the 

complexity of competing forces within that area, and it had been the practice of 

successive Caesars to place the Jews under their own Procurator - although he was 

subject to the Proconsul in Antioch who had overall responsibility. Thus, Vitellius was 

saddled with Pilate!

He momentarily wondered if the man had taken leave of his senses! Upon reflection, he

decided against the idea - Pilate was too devious and self-seeking to permit himself the l

uxury of insanity. If not madness, then the answer had to lay with self-promotion. The 

man was desperate to make a name for himself. Vitellius’ lip curled in disgust - this 

attempt had ended in a disaster for the Samaritans - but it would end in a greater 

disaster for Pontius Pilate!

The request for troop reinforcements he dismissed. The Prefect was panicking - and he 

also was trying to score points at the expense of the Procurator. Vitellius sat and 

debated the issue for a few minutes and decided that he had almost enough evidence 

to present a viable case to Rome for the removal of Pilate from his post! He had almost 

enough evidence - but he needed a little more. It was for this reason that he sent an 

urgent despatch to Caesarea demanding the Marcellus Flavian be escorted to Antioch 

under arrest, for the purposes of interrogation!

As soon as Marcellus had marched his weary Century back into the Praetorium, he rece

ived a peremptory command to present himself before the Procurator.  It was an event 

he had been anticipating, on this occasion, he didn’t bother to clean up. Pilate’s 



reception was ferocious, he ignored the salute, instead, he marched around the 

Centurion and inspected him.

“I’m surprised to find no traces of blood on your clothing - and perhaps, on your sword.”

Marcellus replied woodenly.

“I cleaned my sword in the dirt, your Excellency.”

Pilate eyed him with open hatred.

“This time, I can’t protect you, Centurion. You do well to remember the many times that I

 have! This time, however,you will answer for the massacre of hundreds of unarmed 

civilians on a religious pilgrimage!”

“My orders were to erect the Eagles of the legions against any opposition. This I did - in

the face of open rebellion! I have carried out my orders to the letter!”

Pilate’s lip twisted in derision.

“You will, no doubt, maintain that I gave you those orders, Centurion?”

“I always act under orders, your Excellency!”

“Even when you take a Zealot woman to your bed - which, as I remember, resulted in 

the death of a valued administrator.”

“I will answer for that action before the proper authority, your Excellency - as I will for 

the incident on Mount Gezirim!”

Pilate flicked a scroll on the desk with his finger.

“I have here a despatch from your former commander in Jerusalem. In it Marius Tertius g

ives a first hand account of the events on Gezirim - and an observation of your state of m

ind. He talks of a ‘blood-lust in your eyes’. He talks of unchecked slaughter. He talks of 

the dead and wounded laying unattended for days. Not pretty reading, Centurion!”

“If the Commander of the Antonia Cohort had arrived at the correct time, there would 

have been no unchecked slaughter - or dead and wounded. As for my state of mind, I 

doubt if he’s qualified to read it!”

Pilate’s eyes narrowed.



“You are insolent as well as being insubordinate!”

“I have no confidence in your impartiality in this matter or in any other - I demand a trial

before the Proconsul on all counts!”

“You demand!?”

“As my right - your Excellency!”

Pilate took his seat and leaned back.

“Not a course of action I could recommend, Centurion - unless you want to be shipped

back to Rome chained to the oar of a galley!”

“Perhaps we could arrange to sit together - your Excellency!”

Pilate’s face was ashen-white.

“You will regret making that remark, Centurion! I was prepared to treat you as an officer

and place you under arrest in your own quarters. In view of your insubordination, you 

are herewith relieved of duty and will be confined to a cell beneath the Praetorium!”

Marcellus withdrew his sword and toyed with it for a second. Pilate’s eyes flashed a mom

ent of fear. Marcellus saw Tertillius start forward out of the tail of his eye. He slapped the

sword down on the desk in front of the Procurator, with the point no more than an inch fr

om his stomach. He stepped back and slowly grinned in derision. He said nothing. 

Pilate snarled a command.

“Arrest him!”

Marcellus was escorted from the room and led to the levels below the Praetorium where 

bandits and rebels were normally in residence before their executions.  For the first time

in years, he felt suddenly free.

Whether out of sympathy, or by sheer coincidence, he was allocated a cell to himself. 

He knew the cells beneath the Praetorium well enough to realise that he was in the 

upper level, but that was no consolation, even there, he was twenty feet below the 

ground. His cell was unlit, the only light coming from a torch in the tunnel leading to it, 

which was guttering in the wind. He soon discovered that the walls were oozing water 



and the floor was saturated. A stone bench against one wall was his bed - and there 

was no issue of blankets. Marcellus considered the possibilities calmly. It was quite 

possible for a man to be conveniently forgotten by the guards, especially if they were 

instructed to be so by a vengeful - or nervous - Procurator.

He spent a cold and sleepless night, he supposed it was early in the morning when a 

guard appeared with his breakfast. He was one of the permanent garrison, probably 

too old for active duty - he dragged one leg in an exaggerated limp, and this could have 

been another reason for his current occupation. He looked like a Gaul, there were 

many recruited to swell Rome’s garrisons. He thrust a small metal bowl containing an 

unappetising gruel which smelled rancid. He said nothing and shambled away and 

Marcellus knew he would have small hope of gaining any favours. He inspected the 

gruel and was tempted to throw it against the wall of the cell, but the moment passed 

and he forced himself to lap it from the bowl like a dog - and even licked it clean 

afterwards.

He had no way of cleansing himself, and he had a moment’s regret that he hadn’t taken 

the time to do so before reporting to Pilate. It passed - the man didn’t deserve the 

courtesy of a smart turn-out! He thought over the interview with the Procurator and had 

another surge of regret that he hadn’t terminated it by running the side of his sword 

along Pilate’s elegant neck! It would have been easy - so very easy!

Marcellus languished in his cell for two days, during which time he was fed once a day 

and provided with a ration of water. There was none available for ablutions. His privy 

was a hole in the floor in the corner of his cell. On the third day, he was gruffly ordered 

to fall-in with a small escort, and was led out into the open air. His eyes blinded with 

tears in the strong sunlight. He knew it was entirely possible that he was being led to his

execution - Pilate was all-powerful and no-one would question his execution of a man 

who had massacred unarmed civilians on a religious pilgrimage - it wouldn’t matter if 

the execution followed a hearing and trial, or otherwise.



The escort led him to the stables, there Phillus was standing close to one wall, looking 

as if he wished it would open and swallow him. The Decarion leading the escort of ten 

men, turned and spoke to him for the first time.

“The Procurator has assigned us to take you under escort to Antioch - you are to be 

brought before the Proconsul!”

Marcellus nodded, he didn’t know the young officer. He turned to the horse and 

mounted.

“What about my slave? He can’t run all the way to Antioch.”

The Decarion hesitated.

“Can he ride?”

“I don’t know - but he’s quick to learn!”

Phillus was provided with amount. He swung himself up on to the saddle and looked as 

if he’d been born there. The Decarion warned.

“One false step - one break for freedom - and I’ll cut you down!”

Marcellus drawled.

“Do you mean Phillus - or do you mean me!?”

The response was curt.

“Both!”

They took the north road, and Marcellus didn’t give Caesarea a backward glance, he

doubted if he’d ever return. The implications of a summons to Antioch were extreme. 

The Proconsul would convene a hearing. he would stand before him while the 

indictment was read. He would be told to speak in his own defense - and then would 

come the verdict. The verdict could be death - or it could be one of imprisonment, one 

of whose options could include a never-ending spell as an oarsman on one of the 

galleys which plied the Mare Nostrum. They would come into ports, but he would never 

know where they were unless he overheard the name. They could even put into 

Caesarea, but he would never know that he was in such a close proximity to the man 



he now hated beyond all reason!

They made good time to Antioch, and after the constraints of the city were behind them,

the young Decarion became more amiable. He went by the name of Antonius Primus 

and came from Tuscany - ancient Etruscia. Marcellus pricked up his ears, Antonius 

was newly assigned to Palestine. He asked casually.

“Do you know a retired Centurion Phobius and his family - they were going to settle in 

the Tuscan Hills?”

The Decarion shook his head.

“I haven’t been home for years - except to tell my family I was to be posted here.”

Phillus had brought a change of clothing for his master. At the end of the first day, they

camped by one of the streams trickling down from the mountain spine. Marcellus took 

the opportunity to become once more a human-being. He was under the watchful eye of

Antonius and his Decade, but he didn’t allow that to be inhibiting. He was given a meal 

of standard army rations, which tasted like nectar after the poisonous prison gruel. They

sat in the circle of light cast by the dying fire, he said casually.

“You needn’t worry that I’ll try to make a run for the hills, you know. I’m going to Antioch a

t my own request.”

Antonius eyed him warily.

“The order came directly from Antioch - Pilate was to provide an escort and you were 

to be delivered to the Proconsul. Your own request doesn’t come into it.”

Marcellus stared at him. Antonius continued softly.

“Seems that the news of your exploits have reached touchy ears!”

Marcellus remained grimly silent, it was an outcome he hadn’t expected. Antonius 

continued in the same soft voice.

“I doubt whether you would have got out of your cell alive, if Pilate’s hand hadn’t been fo

rced. There were even some in the garrison prepared to break you out!”

Marcellus’ eyes widened.



“I didn’t think I was that popular.”

The response was blunt.

“You aren’t - but you’ve earned a good deal of sympathy after your treatment by our este

emed Procurator.”

“It didn’t take you long to see him for what he is.”

“You never kept your ear to the ground, otherwise you’d know what his loyal Praetorians

 think of him! You might not be well liked, Centurion, but you’re respected. You brought 

back the Eagles and didn’t leave them to be dishonoured by the Samaritans - that 

counted for a great deal in the eyes of your fellow officers.”

They rolled into their blankets and Marcellus was left to his thoughts. The comment had 

been true enough, he hadn’t kept his ear to the ground, and he had gone out of his way 

to shun contact with his fellow officers. It was a perversity that had grown out of his 

rejection by Cornelia - and the knowledge that Phobius had known of his growing 

feelings for his wife, but had chosen to do nothing - other than to recommend him for 

promotion long before he was ready. Perhaps that was a particularly cunning form of 

revenge, which had culminated in the slaughter of the Samaritans, his arrest, and the 

unknown results of his pending confrontation with Syria’s Proconsul.

They reached Antioch at the end of the third day after setting out. Antonius hadn’t 

forced the pace, Marcellus couldn’t determine why, but it couldn’t have been out of 

consideration for his health! Antioch was a huge place in comparison with Caesarea - 

but minuscule compared to Rome. The Proconsul was much more than a man in 

charge of a Roman Province - he was Caesar’s viceroy. Antioch was the capital of the 

eastern half of the empire, and the Proconsul’s powers were correspondingly as great. 

It was a sprawling place, totally Greek in architecture and culture. The stultifying 

atmosphere of religious restraint and practice was absent. Marcellus felt as if he had 

moved out from under a cloud of oppression. Since coming to Palestine, he had been 

submerged in religious intrigue, carried along by the currents of Jewish politics - which 



all had a religious background, no matter whether it was Caiaphas and his Pharisees, 

or the Sadducees, or Essenes - or Zealots. Latterly, it had been the new sect, and 

perhaps, this more than any other had directed his life into paths he wouldn’t have thoug

ht credible only a few years earlier. Now, he came to Antioch figuratively in chains and fa

cing the possibility of death under Roman Law - but he was free!

Antonius lodged him in quarters within the Praetorium. The Decarion made it clear that 

his movements were restricted and that he was still to consider himself under arrest. 

Marcellus nodded curtly, there was no declaration in that he gave his word not to 

abuse the privilege, but it was implied. Phillus brought his evening meal from the 

kitchen, which he ate without company. He turned in early, knowing that on the 

following day, he might be fighting for his life before the Proconsul.

Vitellius summoned him to appear early on the next day. The Proconsul was also a 

General of the Legions under his command. He eyed the tall, well-structured centurion, 

who presented himself immaculately turned-out, and who stood rigidly to attention 

before him. He returned the salute as briskly as it had been given.

“At ease, Centurion!”

Marcellus relaxed a fraction. Vitellius noted with approval that he still stood poised on 

the balls of his feet as if ready for battle.

“You are Centurion Marcellus Flavius Valerius Dacius?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Why do you call yourself Marcellus Flavian?”

Marcellus hesitated.

“For brevity, sir - and because I have no wish to trade on family influence!”

Vitellius’ eyes widened slightly.

“Unusual - most men trade on whatever influence they can muster - you don’t?”

“I prefer to make my own way, sir.”

Vitellius grunted.



“Yet, your family influence bought you the rank of Centurion.”

“Sir!”

“You didn’t approve of that influence being exercised?”

“No, sir!”

Vitellius nodded and leaned back in his chair.

“I’ve brought you here to face grave charges, Centurion.”

“Yes, sir!”

“You agree that the charges are grave?”

“The massacre of unarmed civilians requires to be investigated.”

Vitellius eyed him steadily.

“The massacre was a by-product of another much more serious offence, Centurion - wou

ld you agree?”

Marcellus flickered his eyes down to meet those of his Commander in Chief.

“I don’t understand, sir.”

“I refer to the direct disobedience of an instruction from Caesar himself, Centurion!”

Marcellus remained silent.

“I refer to the directive issued some ten years ago, which instructed that the Eagles of 

the legions were to be withdrawn from the city of Jerusalem, and in particular, from the 

holy place of the Jews.”

Vitellius gestured to a document.

“I have the order here, which expressly instructed the Procurator to remove the Eagles 

and to recognise the religious sensitiveness of what he was trying to do. It was 

considered at the time that he was motivated by the ambition to make a good first 

impression in his new appointment - what do you think was his motivation on this 

occasion?”

Marcellus hesitated. Vitellius continued relentlessly.

“I presume you acted under orders - that you didn’t take it into your own head to act with



out consultation with your superior?”

“I acted under the direct orders of the Procurator, sir.”

“In which case, you would be aware of the motive.”

“Sir! The motive was to restore the Honour of the Legions, which the Procurator conside

red had been humbled by the instruction to remove the Eagles from Jerusalem.”

Vitellius breathed.

“I see - the Procurator considered the Legions to have been humbled by that experience

- even though it was by the direct instruction of Caesar himself?”

“Sir!”

“Tell me - how did the Procurator view his direct disobedience to that order?”

Marcellus swallowed.

“He regarded the order to be limited to the removal from Jerusalem, and not to apply to 

the holy place of the Samaritans on Mount Gezirim - The Samaritans are at variance 

with the priests in Jerusalem.”

There was another silence, during which Vitellius didn’t take his eyes away.

“He appears to have discussed this at some length, Centurion.”

Marcellus hesitated again.

“I believe he was in a particularly buoyant mood, your Excellency. The special emissary 

from Rome had left on that morning - “

Vitellius leaned forward.

“Special emissary?”

“From Caesar, your Excellency - with direct orders to escort a citizen to appear before

Caesar.”

Vitellius leaned back.

“And Pilate was relieved when he found he wasn’t in trouble - and was expansive in conv

ersation?”

“Yes, sir.”



“What happened on Gezirim?”

Marcellus gave a concise account of the episode. Vitellius nodded.

“You were impeded by the crowd when trying to carry out explicit orders. You 

responded

and were almost overwhelmed - reinforcements were late in arriving - after which order 

was restored. Does that sum it up?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What then?”

“The Commander of the Antonia Cohort withdrew, but I remained to guard the Eagles. I t

ook the decision to take down the Eagles - with due ceremony - and escorted them 

through the town and returned to Caesarea. I considered it possible that the Eagles 

would be torn down and mutilated by the mob if I had decided to leave them on their 

holy mountain.”

“You took the initiative to do so without explicit orders?”

“Yes, sir.”

Vitellius stood abruptly.

“You are to be congratulated, Centurion!”

Marcellus blinked.

“You are to be commended for your initiative, and for the way you attempted to carry out

an impossible instruction. You may consider yourself no longer under arrest and 

returned to active duty. You will not return to Palestine, but you are assigned to my 

personal staff - understood!?”

“Yes, sir!”

Vitellius smiled for the first time.

“I know your family, Flavius - don’t be ashamed of your name or of your heritage! I 

agree with you, they have the habit of trying to win favours by their prestige, but they’re 

not alone in so doing in the city of Rome! Like yourself, there are others of your own 



age - probably cousins, who should go far within the Legions. Now you are dismissed!”

Marcellus saluted in somewhat of a daze. He wheeled around and made his exit. 

Vitellius smiled slightly, but the smile soon faded when he debated what he was to do 

about Pontius Pilate!

There was little doubt that the man was dangerous! Over many months Vitellius had 

been receiving reports about the various outrages perpetrated by the arrogant 

Procurator. Far from keeping the peace within his jurisdiction, he seemed intent on 

keeping the various factions in foment with each other. The Proconsul had been 

waiting for a strong enough case to report to Rome - and now, it seemed, the direct 

flouting of Caesar’s orders was the incident he required.

Vitellius composed a careful report for the eyes of Caesar. His one concern was that the

ageing Tiberius might finally slip away into his rumoured aloofness once and for all. It 

was a gamble forced upon the Proconsul, his informants at the court had indicated that 

at the present time, the old man was surprisingly vigorous and alert, and Vitellius 

sensed that now was the time to strike against Pilate - while he still had the chance of a 

hearing and a resolution.


