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Аннотация
The thrilling conclusion to the Dominium Dei Trilogy by New York Times bestselling author Thomas Greanias. Athanasius has survived the arena in The Chiron Confession and the assassins of Rome in Wrath of Rome, finding refuge with the Christians in the underground cities of Cappadocia in Asia Minor. Here he uncovers the secret origins of the Dominium Dei conspiracy only to be found out. As all hell breaks loose, Athanasius wrests control of Dominium Dei and brings the fight to Caesar’s doorstep in Rome in this shock-after-shock, kill-or-be-killed finale to the groundbreaking Dominium Dei Trilogy. With the sure hand of a master storyteller, Thomas Greanias casts his consummately-researched world of Rome in a brilliant new light, brings to life eternal characters of passion, and delivers a timeless message of redemption that will shape our vision of reality.


Thomas Greanias
Rule of God

Soli Deo gloria


I

Athanasius stumbled down the dark and seemingly endless cave after the young woman, his hands feeling the walls as they narrowed, tripping over jagged rocks as he tried to keep up with her.
“Where are you?” he muttered and then slipped, tumbling over a ledge and into space until he landed flat on his back, the wind knocked out of him.
“Samuel!” the woman cried out from afar.
Samuel? My name is Athanasius.
His head was lost a haze of confusion. He was Athanasius of Athens, famed playwright in Rome until everything was taken away from him by the imperial conspiracy Dominium Dei. Now he was on the run, hunted across the sea by the assassins of Rome, taking refuge the darkest corner of the empire in Asia Minor, here in the underground cities of Cappadocia.
Yes, he thought as he began to inhale and exhale again. Samuel Ben-Deker was only a name he was using here. It wasn’t his real name. And yet Gabrielle was the real name of this woman he had just met in the flesh, a woman he once dreamed about back in Rome long before his present tribulations.
Nothing makes sense anymore. I’ve literally fallen into my nightmares.
He saw Gabrielle high up on a ledge above him with a torch. There were hundreds of torches now, flickering throughout a great cavern of rocky pillars and bridges, and levels and levels of ledges and caves. This was where the Christians hid themselves and lived like animals. Now he was one of them.
He gasped, trying to get his breath back as he took in this incredible world beneath the mountains. There were hundreds of workers marching home from the field outside — thousands — carrying their torches, singing hymns and exiting the cavern into still more caves, tunnels and other parts unknown. He had never seen or imagined such a sight in his life.
“Samuel Ben-Deker,” said the voice of Gabrielle, and he looked up to see her angelic, blood-streaked face looking down at him as she shook her head. “You won’t be long for this world if you don’t watch your step.”
He followed her wordlessly, trying to make sense of it all. He had followed the trail of Dominium Dei to the Dovilin Vineyards, which among many other things supplied Caesar’s favorite wine. His plan was to poison the wine at the source and thus assassinate Domitian, with hopes of return to Rome to reclaim his life and love Helena. But the bishop of the local church here hated him, which was his first complication upon arrival. Then Dovilin’s daughter-in-law Cota had clearly taken a shine to him — another complication. He thought it couldn’t get worse with the hate-filled eyes of her husband Vibius toward him, but it had — with the appearance of Gabrielle.
“You’ll want to stick to the marked paths, Samuel,” Gabrielle calmly told him as they crossed a bridge over what appeared to be a bottomless pit to hell on either side of them.
One wrong step, indeed, he thought, trying not to look down.
“There are several cities down here that have been used over the centuries to hide people from the wars above,” she told him. “Now we Christians hide from the Romans.”
Their fear, he thought, was completely unjustified. The Romans wouldn’t send good men down these hellholes simply to go after Christians. For one thing, he could clearly see a vast defense network of traps throughout the many levels as they walked. There were large round stones ready to drop and block doors, and at the entrance of every new tunnel he noticed holes in the ceiling through which defenders on the level above could drop spears. But the biggest deterrent he could see was the first he had succumbed to: the narrow corridors in the tunnel systems and the even narrower bridges and ledges along the walls of the great caverns. Roman fighting strategy was to move in groups, which wasn’t possible here, making them easy to pick off.
“All you’ve managed to do is carve out elaborate tombs for yourselves,” he told her. “Why do you even go outside to work the fields for food if this is all you have to live for?”
She stopped before the entrance to a rather mysterious, glowing cavern. “If this life is all we have to live for, then we are indeed to be pitied among men. But the life that we lead, we live for the Lord. Come, I will show you.”
The glowing cavern was a church sanctuary used for worship. Inside stood several hundred Christians holding flickering candles and singing hymns to Jesus. Bishop Paul conducted the worship from the front, and as Athanasius followed Gabrielle to the back of the deep cavern, he had to concede that perhaps the good bishop did perform some actual work around here. He later found out that it took about a week for the bishop to complete a single communion service for the entire church, rotating nightly among smaller church clusters like this one, grouped by families and local communities.
The singular thing he noticed about all the faces illuminated by candlelight was how impossibly young all these Christians were. Besides Bishop Paul, Athanasius had to be the oldest person present. One apparently had to be young to be a Christian, because one had to stand on one’s feet for the entire service after a long day’s work.
Athanasius stood next to a watchful Gabrielle while Bishop Paul read from an epistle of the Apostle Paul’s that Athanasius could not recall from the scrolls in the Chiron trunk aboard the Pegasus.
“Like a thief in the night the Lord will come when you least expect him, and there shall be a tribulation such as the world has never known nor ever shall. Those in fields must flee to the mountains from whence comes their help, and in darkness wait for the angels to separate the wheat from the chaff. So prepare your oil lamps and stock your grain, for you do not know how long before the earth is scorched and the ground made holy before the bride of Christ, which is the Church, can walk like Lazarus into the light of a new heaven and earth.”
Some elements of what the bishop said sounded familiar, but it felt like a mish-mash of other epistles from Paul, Peter and John and did not have what Athanasius learned early on in his playwriting days was the “ring of truth” to it. That is, regardless of whether one believed the fiction, one grasped that its internal logic was sound, that it had integrity. This reading did not have integrity for some reason, and it took awhile before he figured out why.
He leaned over to Gabrielle, who seemed rapt in attention at every word from the bishop like the rest, and whispered in her ear. “Didn’t the Apostle Paul say something to the effect that Christians should reject any supposed letter from him saying that Jesus has come back or when he would come back?”
Without blinking her eyes and barely moving her lips she nodded. “Bishop Paul is a liar and an apostate, and this scripture he is reading is not of God but the devil.”
“Well,” he whispered, staring at her as she continued her same pose of rapt attention.
Once again he was completely flummoxed by this girl. On the one hand, she was the loyal vineyard manager of the great Dovilin Vineyards, which he still had trouble comprehending. On the other hand, unlike the Dovilins, she seemed to be cut from the same cloth as the other true believers he had encountered in Tribune Marcus, the Last Apostle John and young Bishop Polycarp. Like oil and water, the two didn’t mix, and yet here she was, an angel in his way, thus far preventing him from reaching his goal in the wine cave and poisoning the amphorae bound for Domitian.
Now Bishop Paul with great excitement introduced a special missionary from the Lord’s Vineyard.
“As we all know, God gave the Dovilin family a vision to plant the Lord’s Vineyard in both grape and truth. At the same time, the Lord spoke the same message to many other leaders of the Church in Asia Minor. This message was that if we are to prepare the world for the Lord’s return, we must influence the Seven Hills of Rome. These seven hills are trade, government, the military, architecture, literature, the arts, and the Games. This is our spiritual battlefield, and the Lord’s Vineyard is here to raise up those who would put on their spiritual armor and go out to scale these mountains for Christ. One such warrior from among you has seen the work of the Lord with his own eyes and come to share his testimonial with you.”
A strapping, self-professed young thespian stepped forward. His name was Narcissus, and he began to talk about all sorts of signs and wonders.
“Rome is on fire for the Lord!” he told the gathering, apparently unaware of the irony that the last time Rome was truly on fire, Nero blamed the Christians and used them as human torches to light his gardens at night. “You have heard the news of wars and rumors of wars, but you have not heard what is quietly taking place behind the scenes. Senators, generals, even those among Caesar’s household are coming to the Lord! They are asking for our prayers of protection for them as they seek to influence the empire for Christ.”
There were murmurs and praises.
Athanasius was all ears now, waiting for names. Surely Narcissus would talk about Flavius Clemens and his widow Domitilla and their boys Vespasian and Domitian. Perhaps he would even mention Athanasius of Athens as a great and secret martyr for Christ.
“I myself was counted worthy to share my own faith with the greatest thespian of our generation!” Narcissus said. “In a private audience with none other than the comic Latinus I personally shared the Good News, and he accepted!”
Latinus! Athanasius burst into a loud laugh that drew stares as he quickly coughed and cleared his throat and said, “Amen!”
Others chimed in as well, but Gabrielle held her stare at him.
Latinus was certainly on fire as a homosexual, and his hedonism back in Rome had made even Athanasius’s pale by comparison. Athanasius could only imagine which bathhouse this “private audience” took place in. This Narcissus stooge was a fool, and the Lord’s Vineyard a complete sham.
“The fields are white for harvest!” Narcissus concluded. “And it is my prayer that after this harvest, more will join me as I mount my hill, and those others on other hills. Together we can change the world for Christ!”
I know a faster way, Athanasius thought to himself, and it’s through the Angel’s Vault.
The reading of scripture and testimonial over, the service would now end with Communion. Bishop Paul stationed himself at the exit of the cavern with a large goblet of wine. “The blood of Christ,” he said each time a supplicant came forward and took a sip. To his right stood good, strapping Narcissus with a loaf of bread, breaking off pieces and adding, “The body of Christ” with dramatic flair. The supplicants consumed the bread on their way out.
For many of these poor souls, Athanasius realized, this might be their only meal of the day. Including, it seemed, himself. He was actually impatient for the line to move forward. When he reached Bishop Paul with his large goblet of wine, the bishop looked at him with disdain and almost pulled the cup away from Athanasius’s lips. Athanasius could barely hide his own disdain for the tasteless lora wine. Fortunately, the bread turned out to be substantial enough to satisfy the pang in his stomach as he chewed it slowly on his way out of the church cavern and into the caves.
“Gabrielle,” he called to her down a long cave where groups of people talked to each other, but not to her. Indeed, as he passed by he heard whispers of “whore,” “Jezebel” and “Babylon” directed at her as she walked away alone into a tunnel.
“Gabrielle, wait. Where are you going?”
She stopped and looked at him. “To say my prayers and retire for the night. We have much work in the fields tomorrow.”
By “we” he felt she actually meant to include him.
“As Dovilin knows, I’m not a field laborer,” he told her. “But I can help you with the storage and transport of wine if you let me see what you’re doing with the amphorae in the Angel’s Vault.”
She ignored his remark and asked, “So what did you think of our Communion?”
Athanasius realized she was looking at his Tear of Joy necklace, which once again had fallen out of his tunic, mostly likely when he bent over to sip from the Communion cup. She wasn’t interested in talking business. The interminable subject of God and doctrine seemed to be his only way to her heart.
“I didn’t expect the bishop to take the words of Jesus literally about the bread being his body and his blood wine,” he told her. “I would have thought it obvious to the disciples at the Last Supper that Jesus was not the bread he broke for them nor the wine he poured for them. But it’s certainly a great doctrine for the Dovilin brand of Communion wine among the churches of Asia.”
She looked him in the eye and said, “So near and yet so far you are, Samuel Ben-Deker. Like the Dovilins you would use Jesus to change the world according to your will, not the will of God.”
“Only because God hasn’t changed a thing,” he told her, and put his hand on her wounded cheek. “How good can God be if he allows such evil to happen to you and to me?”
She let his hand linger on her face for a moment before lifting it off with her own small but strong hand. “I can see you haven’t forgiven whomever you feel has wronged you, Samuel. But you must. Just as God has forgiven us through Jesus.”
He caught her glancing again at his Tear of Joy necklace and wondered for a moment if this man Cerberus he was supposed to meet in this literally underground “eighth church” of John’s revelation was in fact a woman. He decided to push the conversation.
“To forgive is divine, Gabrielle, but I am not. I cannot live here in a hole like you, working for hypocrites like the Dovilins to enrich them while they fleece Jesus’s sheep instead of feeding them and then sleep in soft beds at night without a care in the world. There is no peace in that.”
“And what do you propose doing, Samuel?”
“Jesus drove out the moneychangers from the temple. I would follow his example.”
“Jesus didn’t hurt or kill anybody.”
Athanasius paused. “Who said anything about killing anybody?”
She looked at him again with her big, dark eyes, smoldering in both passion and pain. “You look like a man who could kill, that’s all.”
Her words stopped him cold. Nobody had ever said that about him before, and he wondered if he had indeed changed so much in the weeks that had passed that as much was true and visible to others if not to himself. “I only mean to infer that it will take more than whips to drive the Dovilins from this land.”
“And for this you need access to the Angel’s Vault?” She looked at him suspiciously.
“Yes,” he told her flatly. “I cannot comprehend why you defend the Dovilins.”
“Exposing your hatred is not defending the Dovilins, Samuel. There are plenty of open alcoves in the bunk caves for the seasonal vineyard workers. You look tired, and tomorrow I will start you in the fields. We must soften the soil of our hearts as much as the soil of the vineyard.”
This I cannot do, he thought as she walked off and was swallowed up yet again into the darkness. Soften his heart when Rome had none? He could see the faces of Domitian and Ludlumus and now Dovilin before him. What frightened him was how hard it was to see the face of his beloved Helena in his mind’s eye, only her statue in Corinth, and even that was fading away like the image of his mother and family.
Soften his heart? If he didn’t hold onto his hatred, he feared he would no longer be able to recall even that.
Athanasius couldn’t sleep all night, so there were no dreams or even a nightmare to pass the time. Instead he had to lie awake inside a cavern with dozens of strangers, many of whom smelled worse than he did, waiting for the first stirrings of the caves before dawn. He then followed a few officious cave men who seemed to know where they were going toward the surface. Like the angels who rolled away the stone at the tomb of Jesus, they opened what appeared to be the underground city’s major gate, and he hurried outside into the vineyards, taking in the fresh and dewy air in great gulps like a man who barely survived suffocation.
At last the master Vibius arrived on a fine stallion and dismounted while a slave took the horse to the small winery stable. Then other slaves, including big Brutus from the villa, began to open up shop. Another servant put a spread of fish, cheese and eggs on the table under the olive tree, and Athanasius understood this was meant for the workers to come and help themselves as they reported for work and went out into the fields.
“You, Ben-Deker,” Vibius said, pointing at him.
Athanasius froze.
“You may give the blessing.”
Athanasius began to breathe quickly. His mind raced to remember the prayer that Jesus taught his disciples. Something about blessing God’s name and daily bread. But it was too long. So he simply bowed his head like the others were doing, trying to come up with something. He slyly glanced up to see Vibius staring angrily at him.
“Heavenly Father, bless this bread we are about to receive, and your servants the Dovilins for sharing their blessings with us who deserve no good thing. Amen.”
Vibius grunted, and a legionnaire coughed. All heads save Vibius’s were still bowed.
Had he said something wrong?
Big Brutus leaned over and whispered, “In Jesus’s name. Amen.”
Athanasius spoke up and concluded, “In Jesus’s name. Amen.”
The heads came up with smiles, the hands unclasped, and the food was quickly consumed.
Athanasius watched everybody get to work, but there was no sign yet this morning of Gabrielle. He saw Vibius walk up the narrow flight of steps to the second-story offices of the winery. He could go up there and ask what to do, but the wine cave was open before him, and now was a perfect opportunity to look inside and act lost if found.
The wine cave was cool and dry inside, with rows of amphorae lining either side. He loitered by the rows, trying to figure out which labels were bound for Rome. He found a row of six black amphorae with red gladiators, exactly like the ones in the Angel’s Vault, and wondered if these could be the imperial vessels. He crouched down and tried to make heads or tails of the markings. There was the Dovilin insignia, both at the bottom of the amphora and on the cork seal on top. Where were the other markings?
He finally found them, cleverly hidden in the pattern of the Greek key that circled the neck of the amphora. These amphorae were marked for Ostia and then Rome’s city port on the Tiber and finally the Palace of the Flavians, marked with the Seal of Caesar.
All he had to do now was find a counterpart amphora in the Angel’s Vault, an unsealed amphora where he could poison the resin around the cork stoppage and then cap and substitute it for one of these.
“What are you doing?”
Athanasius stood up to see Gabrielle standing before him. He glanced beyond her at the back of the cave and the tunnel from which she had emerged. “I hear Caesar in Rome has a private tunnel like you between the Coliseum and the palace. We should all be so lucky.”
“We all work hard here,” she said. “Biblical principles, you know. There is no slave or free here. No male or female. No Jew or Gentile. We are all equal before Christ.”
“I think the Dovilins believe some Christians are more equal than others.”
“And you, Samuel. You seem to be avoiding work in the field this morning.”
“I told you, Gabrielle, I work with amphorae like these to improve the taste and preservation of wine. This is where I belong. I’m no ordinary field laborer.”
She took his hands and looked at them. “That’s for certain. I doubt you’ve ever done any heavy lifting your entire life.”
“I most certainly have,” he told her. “Every time I take a piss.”
She laughed for the first time with him, truly laughed, and her smile somehow broke his heart. Maybe it was the cut under her animated eyes, so full of life and yet filled with sorrow. She had an effect on him that no woman ever had before, including Helena, and it made him uncomfortable and curious all the same.
“Follow me, Sampson, and we’ll see how strong you are.”
* * *
Much to his disappointment, she took him far away from the winery, past rows and rows of vines to the middle of the vast fields.
“The Dovilins are in the business of celebrations,” she told him. “Communions. Weddings. Banquets. Baptisms. Everything and anything. Those celebrations begin with wine. Jesus turned water into wine. It was his first recorded miracle. It was at a wedding. We can’t turn water into wine. But we can turn grapes into wine. Good wine starts with good grapes. Good grapes start with good vines.”
“Yes,” Athanasius said. “Jesus said, ‘I am the vine. You are the branches. Without me you can do nothing.’”
Unlike Bishop Paul, she took no offense at his display of knowledge. But neither was she impressed. “Without the vine there is no wine, Samuel. My primary job as vineyard manager is to forecast the harvest. The Dovilins don’t like surprises. We must predict how much fruit we’re going to be getting come harvest.”
So that’s why she was the vineyard manager, Athanasius realized. Despite the contempt with which everybody seemed to regard her, her methodology for forecasting grape yields — and improving them — was simply too valuable for the Dovilins to ignore. It was a talent Vibius clearly lacked, as well as everybody else around here. Suddenly Athanasius wondered not how Gabrielle got her job but how the Dovilins’ business could ever thrive without her.
“So how do you do that?” Athanasius asked.
“You are going to count the clusters for me, Samuel.”
“Me?”
“Look,” she said, and lifted a branch on the nearest vine. “See these flowery little buds? These are the ovaries. They develop into grapes. Now count them.”
Athanasius got down on his knees in the dirt and with his hands lifted several branches on the vine and counted. “This one has 14 clusters.”
“You missed some, Samuel.” She lifted another branch. “This one has sixteen, see?”
He saw. He looked under the last branch she had lifted and accidentally broke it off. “Oops.”
“You might as well be dropping gold so far as the Dovilins are concerned,” she cautioned him. “You don’t want to cost them money in your counting.”
He sighed. Counting grape clusters was not what he had in mind in traveling all this way to Cappadocia. This morning he was further away from the wine cave than he was upon his arrival, doing mindless work for this maddening girl who was barely a woman and who in her Christian charity defended these Dovilins who beat her down along with everybody else in this forsaken valley.
Perhaps she was a dead end, a waste of time, and he would have to pursue a less direct yet faster route to the Angel’s Vault.
“So how long do I do this?” he asked her, already thinking that Dovilin’s daughter-in-law Cota might be his better bet inside the winery.
“Until you reach the end of the row,” she said, pointing down the long line of vines. “Then you go down all the other rows and count how many clusters there are and write them down.”
She handed him a leather strip with a lead puncher to mark numbers and walked away.
“There are going to be grapes on the vines by the time I finish counting,” he called out after her. “No, there won’t be any grapes, because they will have already been picked!”
He watched her disappear into the distance between the endless rows of grapes. He was already sweaty, and the day had barely begun.
“I saw that,” said a gruff voice, and he turned to see Vibius on his horse looking down at him. He was pointing to the ground, where the broken cluster lay. “I’m taking it out of her pay, Ben-Deker. Now get to work.”
Athanasius got down on his knees and started on the next vine, carefully lifting one branch to count a cluster, and then another, as Vibius and his horse breathed heavily over his shoulder.
* * *
The assassin known as Orion had been on quite a death run lately since Corinth thanks to Athanasius of Athens, and he looked forward to its finish as his horse took its water in Caesarea and then galloped on his final leg toward the Dovilin Vineyard.
First came his orders in Corinth, which were to assassinate the Greek and his entire family. But the local legions botched the job by moving in too soon on the estate. All they managed to do was burn the family alive and let Athanasius escape. But Orion did manage to catch a glimpse of this Athanasius, which made him indispensible to the operation in Ephesus after Athanasius killed the garrison commander on Patmos.
Now Athanasius had not only escaped the trap set in Ephesus, he had also slaughtered the Dei’s key man there, Croesus, who was cousin to Senator Celsus in Rome. The shipowner’s swollen and almost unrecognizable corpse had bobbed up in the silted harbor after coming loose from its anchor. He had allegedly taken off the day before on a ship to Rome. Orion was already following reports of a man jumping caravans on the way out of Ephesus toward Laodicea, and he had followed the trail to Iconium when he crossed paths with a messenger from the Dei’s man in Cappadocia. They knew each other, exchanged information and figured things out quickly.
This Samuel Ben-Deker was in fact Athanasius of Athens. The Greek had brazenly decided to move up the chain of the Dei by killing Celsus. Now he had set his sights even higher, targeting Dovilin.
All of which made Orion wonder.
After Ephesus Orion had to consider the possibility that Athanasius was more than what he appeared to be. No man was that favored by the gods. To escape the Tullianum, slay a tribune and Senator Maximus, escape Rome, escape Corinth, break into the prison on Patmos and kill its commander? He had to be getting help from somewhere.
But where? Orion wondered as he flicked the ear of his horse with his whip and they picked up speed. Certainly not from this Lord Jesus Christ that the Christians worshipped. From Rome? The Dei? The Church?
It didn’t matter now. Athanasius was a dead man. But it always helped to know who ultimately wanted the target dead. That was because it often tipped him off earlier if the orders included his own death as well.
The problem with being the man who tied up loose ends for Rome, Orion thought, was that it made him one too.

II

Gabrielle was a dead end, Athanasius concluded after several hours of counting clusters. He was no nearer to poisoning Domitian’s imperial amphorae in the winery nor to the identity of his alleged contact Cerberus in John’s so-called “eighth church” at Cappadocia. But between the fields and caves and some bartering, he had been able to scrounge up the various ingredients required to make his poison for Domitian. He also had come up with a plan to break into the Angel’s Vault that night without the help of Gabrielle, who was marching toward him along an irrigation ditch between the vines with a furious brow on her dirty face.
She hasn’t even seen my progress yet, he thought, and already she is angry with me.
“Congratulations, Samuel Ben-Deker,” she informed him. “You’ve been promoted.”
“To the winery?” he asked quickly.
“Oh, even better: the Dovilin estate itself. You’re joining the First Fruits.”
“First Fruits?”
“The elite household staff chosen to support the Dovilins and the ministry of the Lord’s Vineyard.”
He couldn’t hide his disappointment, and this seemed to surprise her.
“Your prayer is answered, Samuel. No more hellholes like the rest of us. You get to live at the estate, serve the visiting dignitaries and drink the same wine as the Dovilins.”
“Why me?” he asked her.
“Well, you’re not a woman, Samuel, and you’re certainly no follower of Christ,” she explained. “So why shouldn’t the Dovilins judge you worthy enough to join them? Now get yourself to the stables behind the villa. Leave your counting scroll. I’ll be your relief for the rest of the day.”
He watched her sink her knees into the wet soil by the ditch and start counting to herself. She looked like a little girl, so small and frail and yet made of iron. He stood there a while, wanting her to say something else, anything. But she didn’t, wouldn’t even acknowledge he was still lurking. Finally he walked away across the vineyard toward the villa.
When he reached the stables behind the Dovilin villa, his pack from the caves was already waiting for him in a large bunk room built to house a dozen or so of the “First Fruits,” who were all muscular, clean-shaven and well-scrubbed young men in crisp staff tunics. The head of staff was big Brutus himself from the house. Athanasius wondered if he had gone through his pack again, but when he opened it he found his small lead vial of poison still in its hidden pocket.
“We have everything you need here,” said a lilting voice, and Athanasius closed his sack and turned to see Cota, Dovilin’s daughter-in-law and Vibius’s wife, looking at him with an arch smile and holding out a folded tunic for him. “Even a bathhouse. Let me show you.”
Aware of the stares of Brutus and the other First Fruits, he followed her out back to indeed find a bathhouse and beyond it the outdoor kitchen where the young women of the estate prepared and cooked food.
“You’ll need a good bath before dinner, Samuel. It’s time to get the dust of the field off that body of yours. Some Roman officials have arrived, and you’ll help with the service.”
Athanasius nodded, although the mention of Roman officials worried him. “I appreciate the honor of working at the villa, but I am afraid I am depriving you of my greatest gift.”
“Now what might that be, Samuel?” she asked with exaggerated interest.
“If we could meet privately in the Angel’s Vault tonight, perhaps I could show you.”
She frowned. “What could you show me in the Angel’s Vault that you couldn’t show me out here?”
“What I can do with your amphorae,” he told her innocently. “I know a way to create an amphora with walls half as thin and twice as strong. Smaller amphorae on the outside allow as much or more wine on the inside, and enable Dovilin Vineyards to transport almost a third as many amphorae for the same weight and price as yours do now.”
“That is interesting,” she said, absent of any interest in the subject at all, but moving closer to him and putting a finger on his chest. “What else could you show me?”
“If you would be amenable to opening just one amphora, I could see if you are coating the insides with the proper quality and quantity of resin. I have a formula that not only preserves the wine during transport but can help in aging it properly during its travels.”
“I do think taste is paramount,” she said, licking her painted lips. “You’ll let me taste this resin of yours?”
“Absolutely, Mistress Cota. I want you to be satisfied with my labor above all else.”
“Well, then, let me see what I can do, Samuel. And if this new formula works, and I am satisfied, then perhaps we can discuss it further with my husband and father-in-law.”
Athanasius put on a big, earnest smile. “God bless you.”
“Now let Cassiopia help bathe you, and Brutus can massage those hard, tired muscles.”
“I don’t think that’s necessary, Mistress Cota,” he said shyly. “But a bath would be nice.”
And it was, regardless of the limited affections of Cassiopia, clearly under orders from Cota. The heated water and oils soaked into his skin that had been caked with dust and dirt over the weeks, and he realized how much hot water was the very definition of civilization. Then he thought of Gabrielle working his relief in the fields, answering to Vibius at the winery and Bishop Paul in the caves. When he stepped out and into his new wardrobe and sandals, he felt so clean on the outside and yet still so filthy inside. In short, he felt very Roman, and thus, he supposed, better prepared to meet Dovilin’s guests.
* * *
They worked in threes, these First Fruits, so that night Athanasius set the triclinium while Brutus and a young man named Claudius poured the wine for Dovilin and his two guests, the well-connected legates from the XII Fulminate and XVI Flavia legions in Cappadocia. A third guest, who apparently accompanied one of the legates, stood at attention in a corner, staring at Athanasius.
It was the Roman assassin from Ephesus, the one with the gash down his face from forehead to chin. The one who earlier in Corinth killed his mother and his niece.
From the moment their eyes first locked, Athanasius thought he was dead. But the man said nothing, simply stood at attention in the opposite corner of the room, staring at Athanasius and making it clear that he knew exactly who he was staring at.
“You have to learn to rule the world,” Dovilin was telling his guests.
The two Romans looked at each other, mystified.
“We already do, Dovilin,” said the legate from XVI Flavia. “The Roman empire and its influence stretch across the entire earth.”
Athanasius caught a glance from Dovilin, and now had to assume that the old man knew everything: that Croesus, Samuel Ben-Deker’s sponsor, was dead, that Samuel Ben-Deker wasn’t who he claimed to be but somebody else entirely, and that this assassin standing in the corner had already informed him that he was Athanasius of Athens.
“Your fortresses, roads, ships and government, yes, of course,” Dovilin went on with the Romans. “But it’s the hearts of men I’m talking about.”
“I think I know what you mean, Dovilin,” Legate XII theorized as Brutus and Claudius poured rivers of endless Dovilin wine into their bottomless cups. “Vesapsian’s genius was in improving the provincial infrastructure here in Asia Minor and thus facilitating our defense of the eastern frontier, all without firing an arrow.”
Legate XVI echoed his agreement. “We must always be ready for war with the Parthians over Armenia. But Domitian is too preoccupied with the Christians.”
“Maybe,” said Dovilin with a worldly, patrician air that promised the perspective of the bigger picture. “But he has carried on his father’s plans for the construction of road networks in Asia Minor for troop movements, and the increased settlements associated with your expanded military bases have done more to open up commerce than anything else, enriching us all.”
That was the magic word, Athanasius thought. Commerce. This was the true work of the Lord’s Vineyard.
“All of you are more than military men. Your families are wealthy, beyond the equestrian ranks. Like General Trajan, your wealth and power here can grow far beyond your service to Rome.”
Now the two legates were extremely interested, hanging on every parsed and patiently strung word coming from Dovilin’s lips.
“Your families have olives, oil and grains. Mine has wine.”
“I see how you can sell much Dovilin wine through us to our legions and the local governors of Asia Minor,” said Legate XVI. “But I fail to see how much you and your household staff could purchase from us.”
“You forget the Christians in the caves all over Cappadocia, gentlemen. Hundreds of thousands. Individually, they have little in possessions or money. But as a whole they are a market bigger than any single capital in Asia Minor. Who best to serve them than your family businesses? We all benefit, and Caesar will reward you like he has others who do business with me.”
“This is true,” said Legate XII. “The Flavians know the East, and three governors so far in Asia Minor have been drawn from our ranks.”
Throughout this exchange, the assassin from Ephesus hadn’t blinked once, Athanasius thought, his eyes still fixed on him as one of the servant girls brought in some sweets for dessert and slipped Athanasius a note.
The assassin saw Athanasius palm it.
“Then here is to all of you and your promotions,” said Dovilin, holding up his cup. “And to your XII Fulminate and XVI Flavia legions.”
To which they all cheered each other and drank.
Athanasius quickly glanced down at the note. It was from Cota and it simply read:
media noctis inclinatio
So Cota wanted a midnight rendezvous at the Angel’s Vault, Athanasius noted. When he looked up again, the assassin in the corner was gone.
It was past midnight when Athanasius hurried outside the villa toward the stables, long after the legates had left with plenty of amphorae of wine, but presumably leaving behind the assassin to make short work of him. How? Was his long presence at the meeting and sudden disappearance meant to torture him? Whatever Dovilin’s intentions, it was certain he was not meant to survive this night.
Athanasius calmly walked into the bunkhouse, bracing himself to meet his assassin, but found nobody waiting for him. He grabbed his sack and poked his head out.
He could hear the girls washing the ceramics and utensils of the supper and chatting with each other at the kitchen, and he could see Brutus off by himself smoking some kind of rolled-up leaf and looking at the sky.
He quietly worked his way around the bunkhouse to the back and merged with the shadows between the vineyard rows. Once he was a safe distance away, he broke into a run. In the morning the Dovilins would know he was gone for good. None of that mattered anymore, though, because if he survived what he had to do, he was never coming back to this place.
* * *
As Athanasius was fleeing the estate, the assassin Orion took his seat with Dovilin in the villa’s courtyard. He real name was Patraeus, and he was upset that Dovilin had not allowed him to kill Athanasius on sight. Now his target was out of sight, and Dovilin not only seemed unconcerned but intent on wasting even more time by pouring them both some more wine.
Dovilin said, “I thought Athanasius was killed as Chiron in Rome a month ago.”
“No, sir. He escaped somehow and killed the garrison commander on Patmos and then made it to Ephesus and again evaded capture.”
Dovilin sipped his cup thoughtfully. “That doesn’t sound terribly efficient of our organization, does it?”
“He clearly had help from the inside, sir,” Patraeus said, and finally took a sip of his cup. He preferred to avoid any wine while on a hunt, and the Dovilin brand was reputed to be more powerful than most, but it appeared he would insult his host otherwise.
“Inside where, Patraeus?” Dovilin demanded. “Inside the Dei? Inside Rome? Inside the Church?”
“Very hard to tell which is which these days, sir.”
“Isn’t it?” Dovilin agreed, seeming to relax. “I knew it was Athanasius the moment I saw him on my doorstep.”
Patraeus sincerely doubted that. “Then why didn’t you kill him?”
“I will,” he said. “As soon as he leads us to the true identity of Cerberus.”
“Look, sir. I was supposed to kill him on sight, send his head back to Rome in a box.”
“You’ll get your head to send to Domitian in the morning, Patraeus, and I’ll get Cerberus.”
Patraeus opened his mouth to say something when he felt a tug inside his throat. Everything inside him began to constrict, and he dropped to his knees gagging.
Poison!
“You have been as much a help to the Dei in your death as you were in life, Patraeus,” Dovilin was saying, although the words began to slur in Patraeus’s head. “This poison came from a tiny vial in Athanasius’s sack. I believe it was intended for our Lord and God Domitian. From your delayed reaction, it appears to be a Dei formula that would have circumvented the palace wine taster and reached Caesar’s lips…”
By then Dovilin’s words were but a distant hum, his presence a mere shadow, leaving only a final, fleeting thought to escape with the assassin’s spirit.
Loose ends.

III

Athanasius made it to the olive tree in the courtyard outside the winery, aware of two snipers walking along the second story of the façade. He could see their silhouettes in the moonlight. But that appeared to be all the security there was, just a couple of guards on the lookout ready to sound any alarms. He then saw a dark figure in the mouth of the winepress cave below — Cota, waving him over. She seemed to be holding a basket.
It was too far and he risked being spotted by the snipers once he left the cover of branches. So he waited until the nearest sniper turned his back, then he darted to the cliff, kissing the wall as he worked his way to the winepresses. The loud chirping of locusts covered the sound of his steps. Once inside Cota couldn’t wait and wrapped her arms around him.
“Such speed and stealth, Samuel!” she said and pressed her lips to his face.
He took her by the hand and led her toward the vault doors in back, where a torch flickered on the wall. “The faster we get to the Angel’s Vault, the more time we have together. Are there guards?”
“Only locks,” she said breathlessly, “and I have the keys.”
He grabbed the three on a ring she dangled out of her hand. “Samuel!”
He smelled the alcohol on her breath. It would make things easier for him shortly, but not now. “Quiet, Cota, and I promise you a revelation.”
“Oh!”
He opened the vault door at the back of the winepress cave and found the interior guard station empty as promised. He tried to open the heavy door to the Angel’s Vault, but the first two keys didn’t work. He tried the third one. With a sharp push he finally turned the rough tumblers and it opened.
He took up the torch, stepped in and saw the amphorae lined up like the treasures of a pharaoh’s tomb.
“Get comfortable,” he told Cota, who seemed both perturbed and yet aroused by his take-charge manner.
“Samuel, you are full of surprises,” she said as she spread linen and a few small pillows across the floor.
“A man has to preserve an air of mystery, you know,” he said as he kneeled before one of the imperial amphorae and opened his sack. He dug his hand in to find his vial of poison but couldn’t feel it. He dug further.
“What are you looking for?” Cota asked. “I’m right here.”
“I had an exotic aphrodisiac from the Far East I thought we’d try with some of this wine,” he said, shaking out everything from his pack on the floor in a panic. “You don’t think anybody in Rome would miss it if we helped ourselves to a couple of cups from an open amphorae, do you?”
Cota didn’t reply.
“Do you?” he asked again, and turned around in time to see Vibius raise a thick forearm holding a mallet.
“Actually, I do,” Vibius said, bringing the mallet down on his head.
He was back in the dark of his nightmares again, this time no Gabrielle to be found. He was gagging on refuse, unable to breathe, an unbearable pressure upon his back. He felt like he was about to explode. Suddenly a halo of light appeared around him, the dark shadow rose, and he raised his head up out of the pomace of the lagar to gasp for air as grape skins and pulp filtered down through holes into the cavern below. In front of him he could see a horrified Cota on the ground in tears while her husband Vibius barked orders to Brutus and the guards manning the screw press.
“Again!” he shouted.
Athanasius heard the creak of the capstan, pulleys and ropes as the boulder above him began to lower, shaking the lagar below him. He wanted to crawl out, but he had no strength in his legs, and feared his body would be cut in two.
“Please, Vibius!” Cota screamed as the boulder came down.
Athanasius buried his face in the rotting grape pulp, turning to flatten his head as much as possible, bracing his shoulders and hips and praying his bones didn’t smash to dust under the weight bearing down upon him.
It pushed him down, unbelievable pressure, and he worked his tongue to free an airhole in one of the drainage holes to breathe. His temples were in a vise, and he was sure his head was about to crack open like a melon, and then he heard a crack and feared the worse.
Vibius must have heard it too, because the screw press wheel began to turn and the boulder lifted off Athanasius’s body, broken for sure.
“Well, it looks like you won’t be walking out of here alive, Athanasius. So why don’t you tell us what you’re after.”
He could barely open his jaw, and when he did, he spat out grape stems and seeds. “Domitian,” he groaned. “Poison.”
“And you realize what that would have done to us, don’t you?” Vibius shouted in his face. “The Roman legions here would wipe us out. All of us. Including the underground church. Is that what you wanted?”
“No.”
“Well, let me tell you what I want, spy. I want you to tell me who Cerberus is.”
“I don’t know.”
Vibius dangled the Tear of Joy necklace in front of Athanasius’s face as he lay in the pit. “I think you do.”
“He doesn’t,” said a voice, and Athanasius glanced up to see Gabrielle with a crossbow. He blinked twice, because he didn’t believe it, and then she actually shot an arrow into Vibius’s arm and screamed, “Samuel!”
He felt the rumble above and with all the strength he could muster rolled out of the lagar and got up on one knee. He started to wobble as Vibius pulled the arrow out of his shoulder and came at him with it.
“The Dei says die!” he screamed.
Athanasius ducked and straightened his knee out enough for Vibius to trip over it and fall into the lagar.
“Stop!” he screamed to Brutus and the rest at the wheel.
But his cry only made them stop too suddenly. The windlass snapped, and the boulder dropped on Vibius, his blood spurting into the drains toward the fermentation pits.
“Vibius!” Cota screamed, running over. “Vibius!”
Athanasius staggered to his feet, amazed he could even stand upright. He saw Gabrielle in the back by the gate to the tunnels, waving him over. “Hurry!”
Brutus and the guards stood in shock, and Athanasius knew why. It wasn’t his head that was going to roll; it was going to be theirs. Unless they brought his to Dovilin first.
“Run, Gabrielle!”
He chased her into the dark, cursing himself for his failure to kill Domitian by poison and praying Virtus was having better luck in Rome.
A handful of anonymous but aristocratic Romans were waiting for Croesus when his commercial flagship Poseidon anchored in Ostia. But the slain shipowner and Dei chief from Ephesus never appeared. So their small line of regal chariots departed along the Appian Way back to Rome, where Virtus, who had spotted them from aboard the ship before it arrived, followed them by taxi to a plain, four-story building not far from the Palatine. He checked into the inn across the street and made sure to get a room with a balcony view of the building.
For several days Virtus watched the golden chariots and litters that rode in and out of the house in Rome, where rich and powerful members of the senate and Roman society came to pray with one another and pay tribute to the Dei. Among them he noted Senator Celsus, cousin of the slain Croesus of Ephesus, and Senator Sura, father of the master of the Games Ludlumus. But there were many more as well, and it was the lesser-known junior members that he did not recognize that worried him most, and he did his best to memorize their faces.
After two weeks he became familiar with the cycle of groups and began to get a better picture of the circles in which the Dei had influence, many of which were diametrically opposed politically and culturally. Others seemed to have strong ties to the wine, oil and commercial shipping industries. He noted no outward forms of identification, and no large group meetings. Only these small group meetings held weekly.
Fairly acclimated to Rome again, Virtus was now ready to make contact with this man Stephanus whom Athanasius had told him about, and to place the servant of Flavius Clemens inside the palace with the help of his Praetorian comrades. Not that any of this would be necessary, of course. Athanasius was the smartest master assassin that Virtus had ever met, and the power of the Lord was with him. No doubt he already had everything in Asia Minor well in hand.
* * *
Deep within the bowels of the mountain range, Athanasius and Gabrielle moved through twisting corridors, chased by Dovilin’s men who now wore Minotaur masks to hide their identities among the sleeping Christians now awakening with screams. Gabrielle led the way down a grim shaft, helping them to temporarily lose the Minotaurs.
“Where are you going?” he asked her. “You’re taking us down, not up.”
“I’m taking you to Cerberus,” she told him.
They ran through a narrow, winding passage that ended in a large, circular cavern. They carefully made their way around the edge, then Gabrielle held up her torch to reveal an abyss ready to swallow them whole.
“I can see why the Roman legions don’t come down here,” he breathed.
“Stay close to the wall.”
They followed the ledge to a series of narrow steps that took them down to yet another ledge, which led into a tall tunnel. He could hear the sound of water and they soon entered a terraced cavern with waterfalls all around. He looked up to see water spilling out from two levels up and disappearing into cavern depths below.
“This way,” she said, pushing them through a flooded tunnel.
“Does this ever fill up?”
“Often,” she said, as they slogged through the waist-deep water.
The tunnel opened up and sloped down into a large grotto.
“Slide,” she said, jumping down.
He followed her down the water chute through a series of pools, before they were caught in a power channel at the bottom. He thought they were going to drown as they tumbled toward the bowels of the deep, but then almost as suddenly they broke the surface of a serene underground lake and climbed out.
“We’re close,” she said.
“I should hope so,” Athanasius replied with breathless incredulity, thinking this made his escape through the Great Drain look like bath play in comparison.
They entered a great and solemn cavern, with golden stalactites creating columns from the floor to the ceiling. They almost looked Doric in style, these natural formations, Athanasius thought in wonder.
There in the middle of the columns, lying on blankets and hides next to a natural spring, was a very old man with very dark skin. In his youth he must have been quite strong. But in his old age, his legs had withered somehow and he was lame. This pit seemed to have been his home for years, and the only way he survived, Athanasius guessed, was with the help of Gabrielle.
Gabrielle said, “This is him, Cerberus. Samuel Ben-Deker. But I heard Dovilin’s son call him Athanasius.”
Athanasius stood flat-footed as Cerberus looked him over with ram-like eyes. “Welcome, Athanasius of Athens,” he said, his voice like the rumble of the waters in the cavern. “You have the key to Rome, I have the key to Asia Minor. Let’s see why the Dei never wanted us to meet, but the last apostle did.”

IV

Cerberus seemed all too aware that his time on this earth was quickly drawing to a close, and he wasted no words. “I’m called Cerberus, because like the three-headed dog of Greek mythology who guards the doors to Hades, I guard the three doors to the Dei, the secret of its origins. You, Athanasius, though you do not know it, guard the secret to its destiny.”
Athanasius, sinking down on his knees beside the old man, said, “I want to know everything.”
“The first thing you must know is that the Dei is only thirty years old, but the powers behind it are much, much older,” Cerberus told him. “I come from a family of stargazers and assassins, cousins to the Dovilins. We have been assassins for hire, run out of Cappadocia, since the days of the Hittite kings, and before that Egypt. My side of the family took a different turn when my great-grandfather followed the stars to Bethlehem to assassinate Jesus at his birth on orders from King Herod. But three stargazers from the East convinced him otherwise, and my family ever since has served the Lord.”
Athanasius nodded. “But not the Dei.”
“No. As I told you, the spirit of the Dei goes back centuries, to before the pharaohs of Egypt and the fall of Atlantis, all the way to the creation of the universe. They follow the stars in everything they do, from the founding of Rome to great military campaigns to the planting of crops.”
Athanasius looked at Gabrielle. “Forecasting. You chart the stars to grow grapes.”
“We use the seasons and cycles of recorded history to make better guesses for farming,” Cerberus said. “Not to chart our lives. A man reaps what he sows, regardless of what the stars may say. Which is more than I can say for the Romans, who conscripted my services during the Judean War thirty years ago.”
“Vespasian,” Athanasius said. “The first head.”
“You were right, Gabrielle,” Cerberus said. “He is quick to connect the dots.” Cerberus took a breath. “Yes, Vespasian, and then his son Titus. They wanted to know their enemy’s intricate Jewish calendars and Sabbaths and use the stars against them. Then, after destroying Jerusalem, they brought the treasures of the temple to Rome and erected a vast coliseum, the Flavian Amphitheater. All this you know now. But what you don’t know is that the Dei was forged in the ashes of the Judean War between three men: Vespasian, Dovilin and Mucianus.”
Mucianus! Athanasius thought. Surely it was no coincidence that the last apostle John directed him to the memoirs of the former Syrian governor in the library at Ephesus.
“Mucianus was the mastermind who put the Flavians and Dovilins together,” Cerberus said. “Domitian’s father Vespasian had been given a special command in Judea by Nero with orders to put down the Great Jewish Revolt almost thirty years ago, and Mucianus supported him with arms and troops and passage across the Anatolian plains. After Nero died and there was civil war for control of Rome, Mucianus marched on Rome on behalf of Vespasian with an army drawn from the Judean and Syrian legions — and Dovilin mercenaries and assassins. Meanwhile, Mucianus had Vespasian travel to Alexandria, where he was proclaimed emperor, and secure control of the vital grain supplies from Egypt. Vespasian’s son Titus remained in Judea to deal with the Jewish rebellion.”
“Where was Domitian in all of this?” Athanasius asked. “He had to have been 17 or so during the Year of Four Emperors.”
“Under Mucianus’s protection in Rome while Vespasian was in Egypt,” Cerberus said. “Domitian was the nominal head of Rome in the months before his father finally arrived to claim the throne. But for all practical purposes Mucianus was the de facto emperor of Rome.”
“What happened to Mucianus later on? He seems to have disappeared from Roman life entirely, leaving only his travelogue of Asia Minor.”
“That is a very good question, Athanasius, and you must find the answer, because the Dei has evolved considerably from Mucianus’s original three-fold purpose,” Cerberus explained. “The first purpose of the Dei was to establish a secret Praetorian to ensure the continuity of the Flavian dynasty. Until Vespasian, the Praetorian had been known to select rather than protect their Caesars, and dispose of them at will.
“The second purpose was to reverse the supply lines that Vespasian and Mucianus had established for the military during the Judean War and bring the spoils of the provinces back to Rome. Commerce, as you may have detected, is the heart of the organization, and the Dovilins were given a free hand with land in Cappadocia so long as they could also provide bodies.
“The third purpose, and most sinister, was to create a vast counter-insurgency to pacify the Church.”
Athanasius wasn’t sure he understood. “Pacify the Church?”
“The horrors of the Judean War and the fanaticism of the Jews at Masada frightened Vespasian,” Cerberus said. “He knew that wars fought with ideas are different than wars fought with spears. He worried that the Christian faith had become a virus after the destruction of the temple, leaping from Jews to Gentiles like some plague that could engulf the empire now that it was no longer ethno-centric. So he wanted to encourage a civil war within the Church between Jew and Gentile to further isolate Jews in Asia Minor. Then he wanted to use the Dei within the Praetorian in Rome to infiltrate the disciples of the apostle Paul who had taken root under Nero.”
Athanasius nodded. “So for thirty years the Dei was an imperial network to spy out and pacify the Church from within,” he said. “Until Domitian changed the game by using the Dei to assassinate Roman officials — his enemies — and publicly blame the Christians, pitting the Church against the State. Why?”
“The stars, of course,” Cerberus said. “Domitian’s birth chart proclaimed the date of his death. His father, brother and the rest of the Dei believe the stars are destiny, and therefore Domitian had none. I suspect he killed his father and then killed his brother, and has been killing anybody else who believes the prophecies.”
Back in Rome, Domitian was listening to his replacement for Caelus drone on about this moon and that sign. His name was Ascletario, and Ludlumus had dug him up from somewhere in Germania. He was fairly well-known around Rome and had moved up in prominence after Caelus’s demise. His specialty was interpreting signs and dreams, and already Domitian didn’t like what he was hearing inside the basilica at the Palace of the Flavians.
“I must stand by my previous assessments,” Ascletario concluded.
Domitian had summoned the astrologer after yet another spate of lightning strikes across Rome and the rest of the empire. So much so that he awakened from his sleep just the other night and cried out for all to hear, “Let him now strike whom he will!” That very night the capitol was struck by lightning, as was the temple of the Flavian family, and even the palace itself. Come morning the Praetorian had discovered that the tablet inscribed upon the base of his triumphal statue had been carried away by the violence of the storm.
As if that were not enough, the next night he dreamt that Minerva whom he worshipped above all else had declared to him that she could no longer protect him, because Jupiter had disarmed her, and that now he would have no sanctuary from the wrath of heaven.
Thus Domitian had hastily convened this audience with Ascletario to interpret these events and his own subsequent fate, especially in light of the impending date of September 18, which was little more than a month away.
“Tell me again what you think it all means, Ascletario,” Domitian demanded. “And where this all ends.”
“What it means is a change of government is coming soon to Rome,” Ascletario said. “Where it ends with you, Your Excellency, is in the beginning.”
The astrologer then produced Domitian’s own natal chart, as if Domitian hadn’t had it burned into his nighmares since childhood.
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“As everyone, including your father Vespasian, has known, the moon and sun are in dangerous positions relative to Saturn and Mars. This has been fixed forever and cannot be changed.”
“Even by Caesar of Rome, the Lord and God of the universe?” Domitian demanded.
“Yes, Your Excellency.”
“Tell me, then, you who claims to know the future,” Domitian said. “To what end do you think you should come yourself?”
Ascletario calmly replied, “I shall in a short time be torn to pieces by dogs.”
Domitian laughed. “No, Ascletario, you won’t be torn to pieces by dogs, because I will prevent that. But you will die today.” He nodded, and his Praetorian took position on either side of the astrologer. “Kill him, and then burn his corpse.”
* * *
Athanasius listened intently to everything Cerberus told him about the Dei, its origins with Vespasian, Dovilin and Mucianus, and its changing nature under Domitian. All of which made him consider the scions of Dovilin and Mucianus.
“Dovilin’s son, Vibius, is dead,” Athanasius told him, waiting for a reaction from Cerberus but seeing none. “So I don’t know where Dovilin goes from here.”
“I do,” said Cerberus, and removed a letter from beneath one of the blankets upon which he lay and handed it to him. He almost knocked his small oil lamp over in the process, which seemed to be an accident waiting to happen.
The letter was an elaborate invitation, the kind Athanasius used to receive back in Rome, hand-delivered by messengers in crisp white tunics and metal-studded belts.
You are invited to the Harvest Banquet at the Dovilin Vineyards on August 18 to celebrate the Harvest of wines and the work of the Lord’s Vineyard. You will not want to miss it.
Of the hundreds of Christian leaders the Lord’s Vineyard has discovered in its first 30 years, only a few are receiving this invitation. The most successful, experienced and highly placed believers in trade, military and government are invited to attend the tenth annual Harvest Banquet.
This invitation-only event is one of the most significant of its kind. Your life will change forever. So please mark your calendar and clear your itinerary for August 18.
The Dovilin Family Vineyard is one of the most beautiful locales in all of Asia. Outstanding musicians will lift your spirits to the stars. You will experience unforgettable fellowship in safe, secure surroundings with committed Christians.
You will meet God as never before.

The invitation listed what it called famous Christians who had attended previous Harvests, but Athanasius didn’t recognize any names and was unimpressed. Where was the name of strapping Narcissus on the list? Indeed, elitist nonsense of this sort was rare even in Rome.
“Domitian’s rule is more a meritocracy than the Church’s,” he told Cerberus, handing the invitation back.
But Cerberus refused it. “You’ll need it to get into the banquet.”
“I can’t go back there. She can’t go back there. We’re going to Rome, where the Dei will least expect us, and where Domitian is.”
“But you don’t know who the Dei is today,” Cerberus said. “Dovilin is the only one of the three still around, but he now takes orders from Vespasian’s son Domitian, and Domitian may still be taking orders from Mucianus’s son or successor the way he did when he was nominal Caesar in Rome thirty years ago. You must find out what has happened to the third line in the Dei trinity. That is key, Athanasius.”
Cerberus pressed his arm for emphasis.
“If you find the successor to Mucianus in the Dei or his heir, Athanasius, you will find the man who truly rules the Dei today — or will tomorrow. The true Chiron. The linchpin of the Dei. If he is removed, the Dei falls apart. If he is not removed, you can remove Domitian but the Dei will continue, perhaps stronger than ever.”
“And you really think I might find him at this Harvest party Dovilin is throwing?”
“I think you might recognize a face from Rome that neither I nor Gabrielle nor anybody in the churches of Asia Minor would,” Cerberus said.
Athanasius immediately thought of Senator Celsus, who was his strongest link to this Mucianus successor. He could have been the one who gave the order to kill Caelus, although Athanasius could not reason why.
Cerberus said, “Getting into this banquet will be a lot easier than circumventing the Praetorian at the Palace of the Flavians.”
“It’s getting out I’m worried about,” Athanasius said. “I still don’t know how.”
Cerberus said nothing as Athanasius watched Gabrielle walk around the far perimeter of the cavern, listening.
“Who is Gabrielle, Cerberus?” Athanasius said in a low voice, leaning toward the old man. “What is she to you?”
“Gabrielle’s grandmother was a maidservant spoil of war for Vespasian during the Judean War. When she became pregnant, she hid her condition for as long as possible but was found out and killed. But the baby, Gabrielle’s mother, was delivered. I took care of her until she married. Her husband died, however, and then she died giving birth to Gabrielle. I have watched her ever since, but lost her for a year when the Minotaur men took her and sent her off to work the temples and pleasure barges. She jumped a ship and came back to help me and those who would stand firm in the spirit of the Lord and not by might or power.”
Athanasius felt the hair on the back of his neck rise at this revelation, and a chill ran down his spine. Then he remembered Cleo’s story aboard the Sea Nymph: Gabrielle was the girl who got away.
“She’s a Flavian!” he told Cerberus, who nodded. “And she doesn’t even know it, does she?”
“No.”
“But the Dovilins do, don’t they? And hate her for it.”
Cerberus didn’t answer him, cocking his head. “They’re coming. “
“Who is coming?”
“Dovilin’s men. And they’ll want blood.”
“Cerberus!” shouted Gabrielle, running toward them. “Two groups from two separate tunnels!”
“Go out the tunnel behind me, Gabrielle. You must take the Angel’s Pass if you are to escape.”
“The Angel’s Pass?” she repeated. “We are better off fighting here.”
“Take her,” Cerberus told Athanasius. “I will fight.”
“You’ll die!” Gabrielle said as men in Minotaur masks burst into the cavern aiming crossbows.
Athanasius nodded at Cerberus, who lifted a blanket to reveal his own unusual crossbow with arrows dipped in mud. Athanasius understood and grabbed Gabrielle. “You’ll see him on the other side of life soon enough. Let’s go!”
He pushed her into the mouth of the tunnel and looked back to see the lame old man calmly take his oil lamp and touch it to the floor. Walls of flame suddenly rose along lines of the flammable mud drawn across the floor.
“Cerberus!” Gabrielle cried, reaching toward the cavern while Athanasius pulled her back.
Then the old man raised his crossbow and released an arrow that struck the ceiling. Even from the tunnel Athanasius could hear the dome of the cavern crackle, and suddenly the whole thing caved, burying Cerberus and the Minotaur men and sending plumes of dust into the tunnel.
“Hold your breath!” he shouted, pushing her down the tunnel, running as fast they could as flaming rocks fell behind them like stars from the sky.
* * *
Leaving the collapsed cavern of death behind them, Athanasius and Gabrielle raced across a rock bridge spanning a wide abyss and arrived at two passageways. One was tall and narrow, the other short and wide.
“Which way to this Angel’s Pass?” he asked her.
Her face looked vacant, confused, as if she couldn’t accept that Cerberus was gone, her life at the vineyard gone, everything gone.
“Gabrielle!”
She came to life again and looked at the passageways. Then she put her hand to the rock, feeling it. “The short one. I feel a breeze. The Angel’s Breath. It leads to Angel’s Pass. We have to follow it all the way out. If we stray, we’re lost.”
They crawled through the tight passage, and Athanasius felt like he was back in the lagar with Vibius putting the screw press to him. The tunnel began to twist and turn, narrowing further as the breeze turned into a loud whistle.
“What is it?” Athanasius asked her.
“I hear water. We’re close.”
Moments later they crawled out into in the light of day, collapsing onto the rocks outside and allowing the cool water of the babbling brook to sooth their scratched and bruised legs.
Gabrielle was shaking in tears.
Athanasius put his arms around her and held her tight, hiding his horror at the touch of her back, where he could feel the deep gashes and welts from her days in the ships and cities. She had come back to this place, but there was no place for her here anymore.
“I need your help, Gabrielle.”
She turned on him, her dark eyes flashing passion, and pounded him on his chest. “Haven’t you done enough? Vibius is dead! Cerberus is dead! You were supposed to expose the Dei to the Church, not expose the Church to the Dei!”
“I need you to help me get into the Harvest Banquet in two days.”
She stared at him through her tear-stained eyes. “So you can kill more?”
“So I can find the Dei’s true link to Rome, this Mucianus successor. I know he or one of his representatives will be there. Until we know who runs the Dei in Rome, the church there and all the churches here in Asia Minor are in danger. The apostle John knows this, Polycarp in Ephesus knows it too, and so did Cerberus. The church here can’t go back to living in holes and pretending that this is not so.”
“I’ll help you,” she said through streaks of tears, “for the sake of the Church. But if you ask me, I think you’re the third head of the Dei.”
“You know that’s not true.”
“Maybe not,” she said. “But the way death surrounds you, it might as well be.”

V

Once again Helena had been summoned to join Caesar for dinner at the palace. She feared the worst, expecting to find the head of her beloved Athanasius served up for them on a silver platter. When she arrived at the private dining room, however, she discovered the death they were to celebrate was that of Caesar’s latest astrologer, Ascletario. And Domitian was nowhere to greet her, only an ashen Latinus.
“What happened?” she asked the comic.
“The emperor ordered Ascletario to be burned alive today,” Latinus told her. “As he was not feeling well, he sent me over to enjoy the entertainment for myself. Everything was in order for the performance. There was a small crowd, the body was bound and laid upon the pyre, and the fire kindled. It was all hugely predictable, I thought, when suddenly there arose a dread storm of wind and rain, which drove all the spectators away and extinguished the fire.”
A bad omen, to be sure, Helena thought, but to ruin dinner for Domitian? “So that was it?”
“No!” said Latinus. “His body was still on the pyre when a pack of passing dogs ran out and tore it to pieces! It was just as Ascletario had predicted!”
Helena covered her mouth. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.
Latinus nodded. “I know! It was something out of one of Athanasius’s plays.”
It was! she thought. It was a sign!
She suddenly felt dizzy, however, like she would vomit.
“Dear Helena, I am so sorry,” Latinus said. “I didn’t mean to bring up…”
She shook her head. “I’m not well. Excuse me.”
She ran past a column and down a marble corridor to a guest bath and promptly threw up into a basin. She breathed heavily, trying to steady herself, then vomited again. Oh, how the acid burned the back of her throat. She spat out what was left from her mouth, and then washed her face in a fresh bowl of water.
A dread now replaced the explosion of joy she had experienced only a moment ago. Even if Athanasius were still alive, she thought, and even if he were to return triumphant to Rome by some miracle, how can I ever face him in my condition?
A storm of anguish and grief churned inside her as the belief sank in that no matter what her beloved’s fate, her own hopes for a brighter future were nothing now but an illusion.
Several times she poured the cool, clean water over her face, and then looked up into the brass mirror to see the distorted reflection of Ludlumus and froze.
“So the goddess is with child,” he told her in the mirror. “It’s Domitian’s, isn’t it?”
She said nothing.
“Poor Athanasius really did leave nothing behind, did he?”
“Stop it, Ludlumus,” she said and turned to face him, still feeling flush. “I know he’s still alive. If he were dead, Domitian would have shown me his head. He’s alive.”
“And so is Domitian’s heir in your belly, Helena. I’d keep that to yourself for as long as you can.”
“I’m planning to,” she said, then paused. “Why should you care?”
“I’d hate to see you come to any harm at the hands of the empress Domitia or the widow of Flavius Clemens. After all, if you bear Domitian’s heir, he hardly needs the spare. Young Vespasian and Young Domitian are as good as dead. I should think their mother would do all she could to prevent that, use whatever means at her disposal to save her children.”
Helena said nothing, only watched his long face as he studied her.
“But would you do likewise, I wonder? After all, if your beloved Athanasius ever did show up, would he even want you now? Regardless of whatever happened after September 18, to ask a man to stare at the little face of his enemy the rest of his life is probably asking more than any man could give. Then again, you are the great Helena. For you, Athanasius might do anything.”
She felt her throat tighten and turned to vomit into the bowl of water. Gagging, she looked up into the brass mirror. Ludlumus was gone.

VI

No one arriving at the Dovilin villa that night for the Harvest Banquet would have guessed from all the festive lights and music that the host’s only son had just died, thought Athanasius as he emerged from the cover of the grapevines. His face was shaved clean and he was back in his polished tribune’s uniform, with a swagger to match. None of the staff gave him a second look as he rounded the bathhouse and passed by the outdoor kitchen to enter the back of the villa. There he quickly picked up a cup of Dovilin wine from a floating tray and joined the guests swirling about the courtyards, fountains, flautists and harpists.
It was as if Vibius, scion of the great Dei co-founder Dovilin, never existed. Athanasius wondered what that would mean for Cota now, and could only hope he wouldn’t see her this evening, or rather be seen by her. No doubt Dovilin already sent her away or banished her from public display.
Everywhere he looked there were oversized amphorae, some open and some sealed, lined up for effect before they departed with the guests back to wherever they all came from. He was scanning the main courtyard to see if there were any faces from Rome he might recognize when he heard a voice from behind him say, “Tribune!”
Athanasius turned to see the very legate he had served at the dinner only days before in this very house. His uniform, too, bore the rank of tribune. “Tribune,” Athanasius reciprocated with a mild salute of his cup before he drank.
“Do I know you?” the legate asked. “You look familiar.”
Athanasius shrugged. “I first joined up during the Dacian War and served with the Praetorian in Rome, Third Cohort. How about you?”
“I’m with the XVI Flavia legion now. So you served under the Prefect Aeolus with the Praetorian?”
“No,” Athanasius replied as calmly as he could, and quickly decided to lift Virtus’s background. “Third Cohort under the Prefect Secundus.”
The legate, who introduced himself as Gracchus, seemed satisfied enough. “I thought I knew everybody from the Roman faction here tonight,” he said. “What brings you to the Lord’s Vineyard?”
“This,” said Athanasius and held up his wine in such a way as to display his Dei ring.
Gracchus’s look was priceless. “General, sir. I am sorry.”
“No apologies necessary, Gracchus. We need to be vigilant. You asked me why I’m here. I’m here to observe. I’m here to observe you, Gracchus. I’m here to observe the work of the Lord’s Vineyard. I’m here to observe everything. I miss nothing. Neither should you. Keep your mouth shut and your eyes open. If there is anything out of the ordinary, report it to me immediately.”
“Yes, General.”
“Now go see if Senator Celsus or his representative from Rome is here. Tell him only that this tribune would like a word with him by that bust of Dovilin over there near the harpist.”
It was all the man could do to keep from saluting as he disappeared.
Athanasius swallowed hard and walked over toward the bust of Dovilin, as if to admire the craggy face, warts and all. He took another sip of wine and casually glanced around in time to see old Dovilin himself take a position before a large tapestry draped dramatically over the columns of the peristyle on the other side of the courtyard. The tapestry displayed a map of the empire, but it was divided along lines Athanasius had never seen before.
There was a gong and the music stopped, as did all the clinking of cups and trays shortly thereafter. All eyes focused on Dovilin as he cleared his throat.
“Welcome to the Harvest!” he announced. “Tonight we celebrate our wines and the work of the Lord’s Vineyard. Of the hundreds of Christian leaders we have discovered throughout the Roman empire in the past 30 years, only a few of you have been invited here tonight. You are the successful, experienced and high-placed believers in trade, the military and government. We are an invisible world army led by Christ, and tonight our ranks grow yet again.”
Several dozen young men and women were brought forward for debut, a fresh crop of new recruits for the Lord’s Vineyard. Athanasius could only wonder how many of them, if any, understood they were enlisting in Dominium Dei, let alone in what capacities.
“These young men and women will be joining you on your journeys back to your God-given stations in Roman society. God does as he wishes with the armies of heaven and the peoples of the earth. We are the new chosen. God has chosen us to do His will on earth as it is in heaven. As above, so below.”
“As above, so below,” the guests responded in unison.
Dovilin said, “Now come lay hands on your new soldiers and pray for them as they help us build Christ’s kingdom.”
Athanasius watched as the guests stepped forward to join their intended foot soldiers for Jesus and place their hands on the young heads and shoulders. As they closed their eyes, Dovilin led the prayer, and Athanasius realized with some satisfaction that the local Bishop Paul, being but a bit player, was nowhere to be found among the august ranks of these super-Christians.
“Lord Jesus Christ, son of God,” Dovilin prayed. “Thy kingdom come and Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Bless your servants gathered here tonight. Protect them in the presence of their enemies. For theirs is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen.”
With that, smiles and tears broke out all around along with another round of music, food and wine. Athanasius glanced about and then saw none other than that scoundrel of an idolmaker from Ephesus, Supremus, waddling over to him. Surely he was not the link to Senator Celsus’s interests with the Dei in Rome.
Supremus didn’t recognize Athanasius until it was too late and Athanasius had jammed the point of his dagger in the fat man’s stomach.
Athanasius whispered, “Quiet, Supremus, or I’ll gut you like a fish here and now.”
Supremus nodded slowly.
“Now let’s walk over to a more quiet atrium, talking like two old friends, which of course we are, aren’t we?”
Supremus nodded again as Athanasius put his arm holding his wine cup around the idolmaker’s shoulder, while his other hand with the dagger sank deep into the folds of the Dei rep’s tunic. Athanasius led them in a friendly stroll to an empty atrium off the main courtyard that was dimly lit by only a few flickering candles.
“Athanasius!” Supremus exclaimed, suddenly lowering his voice when Athanasius put the blade of his dagger to his throat. “You’re alive!”
“I’ve come to claim my royalties for my merchandise, Supremus. I’ve come to claim my money. Where is it? Perhaps in the pockets of Senator Celsus and the Dei?” Athanasius dug the blade deeper into the idolmaker’s flabby throat.
“Please, Athanasius. You know I am nothing. I do as I am told.”
Athanasius was worried the man in his panic might raise his voice, so he pushed him against the heavy drapes in the back. If he had to, he would muffle the idolmaker’s cries, wrap him in the drape and drive his dagger through to kill him.
“Then tell me what you have been told, Supremus, and who has been doing the telling, and I may yet have mercy on your miserable soul and let you live.”
Supremus nodded. “I will show you. I must reach for my pouch.”
“Slowly,” said Athanasius, pushing the dagger further into the fat as Supremus’s chubby arm reached into the folds of his tunic and produced two figurines, one thin and one round.
“See?”
Athanasius glanced at them but held the blade firmly. “I see them. Oedipus and the Oracle. What I don’t see is your connection to the Dei.”
“No, no, Athanasius. You do not see. Look closer.”
Athanasius kept his dagger to the throat and with his other hand picked up the round figurine and looked at the carving on the orb. The oracle was supposed to be cut to look like Caelus, before he was slain. But this oracle looked different. “Who is this?”
“That is Peter the apostle,” Supremus said. “The tall, thin one is Jesus.”
“Jesus?” Athanasius said, and looked at what should have been Oedipus and saw the head cut to show the long hair of a Nazarene. “If there’s a new comedy to skewer the Christians, I want to know who wrote it.”
“No comedy, Athanasius. These are not for the theaters. These are for the churches.”
“The churches?” Athanasius repeated, and Athanasius immediately thought of old John the last apostle, young Polycarp and Gabrielle. “The Dei is more stupid than I thought. The churches will never accept idols.”
Supremus shrugged. “You know I only make what is ordered from Rome.”
“And who is doing the ordering, Supremus? Tell me now. Is it Senator Celsus?”
Supremus shook his head. “No, Celsus takes his orders from Senator Sura.”
Athanasius stopped. “Lucius Licinius Sura?”
Supremus nodded, beads of sweat rolling down his jowls.
“Sura, the father of Lucius Licinius Ludlumus, the master of the Games?” he pressed, staring at Supremus’s frozen face, watching the light go out from his eyes and blood dribble from his mouth.
Supremus began to lean into him, and Athanasius caught him right below the dagger protruding from his back.
No!
Athanasius lowered the heavy corpse to the floor and burst between the drapes in time to see a figure flee through an archway and disappear.
How much had he heard? Athanasius decided it didn’t matter. He had no choice but to go for Dovilin right now before it was too late.
Dovilin was seeing off a diplomat from Spain when a servant handed him a note that bore the seal of Caesar himself. “Who gave you this?” he demanded.
The servant shook his head. “One of the guests gave it to me and said the man wants to meet you in the bathhouse out back.”
Dovilin didn’t like it. But there was no mistaking the authority of the letter. “Get Brutus,” he told the servant, and by the time he reached the back of the villa near the outdoor kitchen, Brutus was waiting, all battered and bruised from the events of the week. Dovilin had to keep him out of sight, or he’d scare the guests.
“Go look into the bathhouse and see who is there,” Dovilin ordered.
Brutus nodded and disappeared. A moment later he reappeared to report the bathhouse was empty.
Dovilin frowned. “Then I will go inside and wait, in case anybody is watching us. But you will keep watch out here and intercept anybody who attempts to enter the bathhouse. Understood?”
“Yes, sir,” said Brutus.
Dovilin glanced about and could see nothing beyond the bathhouse but the dark rows of his vineyard rolling beneath the stars to the brightly lit winery on the other side, where crews were loading amphorae onto the supply wagons of his guests. The lights and shouts gave him some comfort as he entered the bathhouse.
It was empty, just as Brutus reported, with a couple of stands holding a dozen candles whose light bounced off the bathwater and threw wicked shadows. Dovilin would wait here only a few minutes, enough for whomever hoped to trap him to come to him, then go outside once Brutus had him.
Dovilin looked up in time to see a shadow fall from the ceiling, sending him to the floor and banging his skull against the mosaic tiles. Dovilin tried to shout, but a hand covered his mouth and he felt the sharp point of a cold blade to his throat.
The shadow above him put a finger to his lips.
Dovilin made out the uniform of a Roman tribune and a shiny face in the flickering light that he recognized as Samuel Ben-Deker, or rather Athanasius of Athens. “You!” he said and stopped as the dagger dug deeper into his throat.
“Tell me!” Dovilin felt the ring on Athanasius’s fist dig into his face. “Who is the son or successor to Mucianus in Rome? What connection does the Licinius family have to Mucianus and to you?”
“Brutus!” Dovilin screamed before his head was slammed into the floor again.
Hurt and dizzy, Dovilin heard a shout outside and saw Athanasius jump to his feet as Brutus burst in with a crossbow. Athanasius backed off, hands up.
“Now, Brutus, before it’s too late!” he screamed, and gave the code word. “Melt!”
Brutus nodded, lowered his crossbow and shot him in the chest.
Dovilin felt the arrow pierce his flesh and opened his mouth to smile at the confused Athanasius. “You showed us Cerberus,” he hissed, and began choking on his own blood. “You showed us Angel’s Pass. Romans… will kill them all… because of you.”
Then, like a scarf, he felt his spirit escape into a dark tunnel that ended in a black abyss.
Athanasius looked down in shock at the corpse of old Dovilin and then up at Brutus, who had just used up his one shot and knew it. Athanasius hurled his knife at the slave, but Brutus was out the door, shouting warnings. By the time Athanasius rushed outside the bathhouse, he heard screams from the girls at the outdoor kitchen and more coming from inside the villa. He took a step forward when the ground shook from a tremendous explosion, and he fell into the gravel as a burst of light filled the sky.
The winery had exploded in flames.
Athanasius got to his feet and looked across the vineyard at the billows of flames and smoke shooting out of the façade from the cave in the cliffs.
They’ve blown the winery! On purpose!
Suddenly a streak of flames shot across the vineyard over his head to the red-clay tiles on the roof of the villa.
Melt! That was what Dovilin screamed. It must have been some kind of pre-determined order to self-destruct. The guests and slaves!
He ran into the villa and found chaos everywhere, as smoke and flames from exploding amphorae formed curtains of heated confusion. He heard coughing and saw Cota crawling on her knees beneath the smoke, trying to find a way out, then seeing him with fear and confusion on her face as he took her hand.
“Out the back!” he told her, and began to drag her to her feet.
Athanasius pushed Cota out toward the kitchen and stables and looked back to see the entire villa in flames on a scale that dwarfed the tragedy of his own family’s villa back in Corinth. And this time it wasn’t the Romans who ordered the destruction; it was Dovilin himself.
Dovilin would rather kill himself and everybody with him than name the third member of the Dei trinity, Athanasius realized with a shock. This is going to be much harder than I imagined, maybe impossible.
A distressed and incensed Gabrielle was waiting for him back in the vineyard as he brought out Cota and a stallion that he had grabbed from the barn before it went up in flames. Gabrielle immediately attended to Cota, taking moments to glare at him and the scene of destruction behind him. “Congratulations, Athanasius. Now that we have no one to lead the church of Asia, it’s yours for the taking.”
“This was Dovilin’s doing. How is she?”
“She’ll live. That’s more than I can say for the innocents in that inferno!”
“You know that wasn’t my intention. Look, Brutus is gone, the word is out. Someone must have seen us escape through the Angel’s Pass, Gabrielle. Rome’s legions now have the key to enter the caves that they’ve been looking for, and I’ve given it to them.”
He looked at her helplessly, and knew there was nothing he could say or do at this point to comfort her. She was completely beyond the reach of his power of words, and right now he was at a loss for them.
“I’m sorry, Gabrielle,” he told her.
She said nothing, only looked at him with horror, like he was one of those masked Minotaurs that they had escaped in the caves.
“You know what to do, Gabrielle,” he told her as he mounted the stallion. “You know the caverns and all the traps. You know how to collapse the tunnels. You have to block the Romans if they try to invade the underground cities.”
“You can’t leave us now!” she screamed.
“I have to get to Rome and make this right.”
“Make this right?” She was crying tears of rage now. “We need you here now, more than ever!”
“There is nothing more that I can do for you here, Gabrielle,” he said, steadying his stallion as it whinnied to escape the heat. He knew, however, he couldn’t leave her without any hope. “But if you and those in the caves can hold out for 40 days, we all might see a Christian world.”
Her wet eyes looked doubtful, and he could swear that she was crying tears of blood.
“Fast and pray for a new world order,” he told her with little conviction, and then kicked his horse to life and rode off into the night toward Kingdom Come.
With little hope for the underground church in Cappadocia that he had just left behind, Athanasius let pure, righteous rage fuel his race back to Rome. Rage at the Dovilins and the Christians here like Gabrielle who did nothing to oppose them, let alone Rome.
Athanasius now realized he had it all backwards. He thought the Lord’s Vineyard was all about the flow of Church influence into the world. In fact, it was the other way around. The Dovilins, with Dei help, had turned the churches of Asia into a market for their goods, primarily wine, foundational to the Communion ritual. That’s how they made money. The token shipments to Caesar were just that. Everything else came from the flesh and opium trade.
Quite ingenious and outrageous.
They were literally selling the Christians back their own sweat. The tithes and offerings that went to churches to pay for the wine were going into the pockets of the very family exploiting them all. A family cited for their Christian faith and blessings. They were profiting off the church.
No wonder old John’s Book of Revelation had Jesus standing outside the Church, knocking on its door. The Church was probably the last place on earth anybody would find Him.

VII

Stephanus was shaking as the Praetorians marched him through the private residences of the Palace of the Flavians to Caesar’s bedchamber. Caesar had finished his midday bath and was freshly dressed in royal robes and enjoying his sweets when Stephanus was escorted inside.
“Ah, Stephanus, I haven’t seen you since you worked for my cousin the consul,” Domitian said, referring to Flavius Clemens whom he had executed. “You’ll have to see the boys while you are here.”
“If Caesar allows it,” Stephanus said humbly.
“So what’s this I hear that about my niece Domitilla persecuting the loyal servant of my late cousin for defrauding her?”
“I stole nothing, Your Excellency.”
“Of course you didn’t, Stephanus. Why would you? The Flavians have been kind to you, even the traitors like my cousin. Did she do that to you? You seem to be in some pain.”
Domitian was referring to the bandage wrapped around Stephanus’s left arm.
“An accident, sir. She meant no harm.”
“But, of course she did, Stephanus. On the other hand, I will offer you generosity and grace. You will continue to do the work of correspondence between Caesar and his niece Domitilla and her sons. Only now, like the boys, you will live here and not that island to which I exiled my niece.”
“Thank you, Your Excellency. Thank you,” Stephanus repeated when the prefect of the Praetorian, Secundus, marched inside the bedchambers without warning.
“Your Excellency, I am sorry to be so bold, but there is news out of Asia Minor.”
Stephanus drew back so as not to be in the way, nor give Caesar easy reason to dismiss him. Perhaps this was news that he too had to hear. News from Athanasius or about him.
“Your assassin Orion is dead.”
“Dead?” Domitian repeated. “He can’t die. He’s the one who does the killing.”
“It gets worse, sir,” Secundus went on. “The Dovilins are dead too.”
“The Dovilins!”
“Everybody’s dead.”
Stephanus wasn’t sure if that meant Athanasius too, but it looked like Domitian had trouble standing as he began to pace the room.
“So Athanasius is dead too.”
“We think so, Your Excellency. We don’t know.”
“Don’t know?” roared Domitian, and Stephanus drew back in genuine terror. “Don’t know!”
Secundus kept his ground. “It’s impossible to identify the remains of so many, Your Excellency,” he said. “But spies have disclosed to your legions the location of the so-called Angel’s Pass into the mountains of Cappadocia.”
Stephanus saw fire suddenly flare up in the emperor’s otherwise dull eyes. “Angel’s Pass! At last!” Then he paused to summon up royal authority. “Orders are given to XII Fulminate and XVI Flavia legions in Cappadocia to use the passage of the Angel’s Pass to commence full-scale invasion of the cave systems surrounding the former Dovilin Vineyards. They are to exterminate the Christians inside, every last man, woman and child, in reprisal for their attacks upon Rome and its representatives.”
“Hail, Caesar!” saluted Secundus and left, leaving Stephanus alone with his new employer.
Domitian continued to pace and spew words of wrath, as if he didn’t see him. Finally he spotted Stephanus and barked, “You! What are you still doing here? Leave me!”
“Yes, Your Excellency,” Stephanus said and scrambled out.
A few minutes later he passed Secundus near the offices behind the palace, and the prefect acknowledged him with a cool nod.
Virtus was right. He was in.
Aboard the Sea Nymph en route to Rome, Athanasius reviewed the encrypted message and map from Virtus that Polycarp had given him back in Ephesus. Using the Caesar shift code to decipher the message, Athanasius learned that the conspirators in Rome were clear about the general plan to assassinate Caesar. But they were confused about some of the particulars. This was fine with Athanasius, as he wanted to reveal the details in person and only at the last possible moment to avoid any betrayals from a Dei infiltrator.
The key information in the report was that Virtus had met with his former superior in the Praetorian, the prefect Secundus, and secured his word that while the Praetorian wouldn’t support the assassination of Domitian on September 18, they wouldn’t stop it either.
So Virtus would be free to enter the imperial bedchamber while Caesar was out and remove the dagger Domitian had hidden under his pillow. It was important for Caesar to be defenseless when Stephanus entered the bedchamber later in the day, claiming to have uncovered a conspiracy, and then stab him to death with his own dagger, thus avenging the death of Flavius Clemens.
The dagger would be hidden under the bandages around Stephanus’s left arm. His wound was a ruse to lower Domitian’s defenses for when the moment finally came.
Stephanus had visited Caesar often enough to draw a detailed map of the bedchambers, which Athanasius now studied.
The biggest doubts the conspirators in Rome had, according to Virtus, concerned the timing of the attack, and whether to do it while Domitian was in the bath at midday or later on at supper.
Athanasius planned to tell them upon his arrival that the attack would take place at precisely the prophetic hour of 9 o’clock that morning, but that Domitian should be informed beforehand that the hour had passed and it was 10 o’clock. That would let Caesar’s guard down even more, and in elation of having survived his doomsday hour be more vulnerable than ever to surprise.
The important thing at that point, Athanasius concluded, was to steer Domitian to the illusory safety of his bedchambers, get Stephanus in, then lock the doors from the outside, which Virtus said Secundus assured him could be done.
His hostess Cleo entered his cabin on the Sea Nymph. “All work and no play for the tribune has the girls worried you prefer the Nubian oarsmen.”
“You know I need to be focused,” he told her, turning back to the crude map of the palace around Domitian’s bedroom that Stephanus had drawn for Virtus.
But Cleo didn’t move. “Like your focus on Gabrielle?”
Athanasius pushed himself back from his scheme and looked at Cleo. He had told her what had happened. “Say what you have to say, Cleo.”
“I know her too, Athanasius. She would not have done all that she did for you if she didn’t love you, and you left her in the middle of all that?”
“All what, Cleo?”
“The ruins of the Dei and the underground church in Asia Minor,” she said. “You were a dead man when you crossed my litter on Patmos. I helped you get to Cappadocia as much as John and Polycarp did. All their fears and all your hopes have gone unrealized. And thousands of innocents are about to suffer because of your vendetta against Rome.”
“I have done great wrong, Cleo, I confess it now. I can no longer call myself an innocent man. But make no mistake, the underground Christians in Cappadocia were suffering long before I walked into their caves, and regardless of my own vendetta, Rome has had one from the start. I changed none of that. But that doesn’t mean I can’t change something. If all goes well, there will be a new Caesar.”
“And if you fail to kill Domitian?”
“You’ll stay anchored off Ostia, and I will escape with Helena.”
“What if she doesn’t want to escape with you?” Cleo asked. “We don’t really know how eager Helen of Troy was to return to Greece.”
“She’ll come with me,” Athanasius insisted. “She’ll run with me.”
Cleo sighed. “I suppose I would if I were in her place,” she said. “But what if you kill Domitian and it still accomplishes nothing? You said you also have to kill whomever you believe to be the Dei successor to Mucianus.”
“And I will, as soon as I find him,” Athanasius said darkly, unrolling his collection of interrogation knives. “My old rival Ludlumus has no problem with self-expression, but I think he can be persuaded if needed to reveal everything he knows about the Dei.”

VIII

September 18
Domitian was rudely awakened in the dead of night by another nightmare of Minerva warning him that she could no longer protect him. He bolted upright in his bed, dagger clutched to his chest, which was covered in sweat. He felt a trickle down his cheek, gingerly touched it with his finger and saw blood. He jumped out of bed, ran to the brass mirror and in the candlelight saw the festering ulcer on his forehead that he had been scratching.
“Minerva!” he cried out, pleading before the statue of the goddess. “Would this be all to befall today!”
He stared at his fading reflection in the mirror. His prophesied hour of doom at 9 o’clock this day was all of nine hours away. How was he supposed to breathe in the meantime? If blood must be spilled on this day, the day that he had dreaded his whole life, Domitian concluded, then perhaps Jupiter would accept another sacrifice in his place. Perhaps an innocent prophet would do, as he had used up most of the vestal virgins.
Yes, it was his only hope now.
Domitian splashed water on his face, dabbed his forehead with a towel and then pulled a cord to summon his chamberlain. By the time he had picked up his dagger from the floor next to his bed and placed it safely back under his pillow, he heard a knock.
“Enter,” Domitian said as Parthenius walked in.
“Your Highness,” Parthenius said cheerfully, pretending as if this midnight rousing was common and that the day ahead would be like any other.
“I need that astrologer we arrested,” Domitian told him. “Not the one from Germania. The other one.”
“Which one, Your Highness? There are so many in custody.”
“The Armenian, I think,” Domitian said, irritated. “I want him to stand trial so I can pass an impartial and just sentence this morning. Prepare an executioner for 9 o’clock.”
“But, of course, Your Highness. I will have everyone assembled in the throne room.”
“No, the basilica. I will have Jupiter and Minerva at my back as I dispense divine justice.” He then handed his wooden tablet with a list of names to Parthenius. “And I want every name here rounded up so they can all be executed at the same time.”
He watched the door close behind Parthenius and then collapsed back on his bed, dagger clutched to his chest, lying very still until he could hear only his own uneven breath praying to Minerva.
It was well past midnight when Athanasius left the ship at the port of Ostia, made his way across the piers and found a taxi on the Appian Way. There was lightning across the sky, and Athanasius had heard there had been quite a lot of it lately in Rome, and that it had spooked Domitian and therefore all of Rome with him.
“The Apollo Inn,” he told the driver and settled back into his open-air carriage, trying to control his concern about Helena’s fate since he had been gone. The only message he received from Virtus in Ephesus was that everything was in motion here in Rome with regards to Domitian, and that was days old.
Nothing about Helena.
He wanted her out of Rome before everything went down and the decades-in-the-making business of September 18 would finally be over. She would be safely out of the picture so that Domitian or Ludlumus had no leverage over him before they were both killed.
His path was fixed. God forgive him, if that were possible at this point.
But he could not allow himself to consider life after Domitian, or contemplate the hope of his Christian allies of a Christian world — despite their savior’s own words that his kingdom was in heaven, not on this earth. Nor even his own hope of a life reunited with Helena, of the freedom to think his own thoughts, to write as he wished, to maybe settle down and have children in this seemingly God-forsaken world.
No, he could not allow such hopes to occupy his mind, any more than he could allow the fears if he failed.
He could only focus on the task at hand — exposing the Dei and assassinating Domitian in one fell swoop. Two birds with one stone cast at Rome.
And he was that stone.
He couldn’t feel. Couldn’t waver. Couldn’t look back.
Still, he wondered how Gabrielle and the others were doing.
No, he had to put thoughts of her and the poor souls in the caves away. He had to focus on Domitian as a lifeless corpse, a god fallen.
He had to focus on killing a god, and in so doing giving all Rome hope.
The taxi turned down a hill and then a wide, well-lit boulevard to reach the Apollo. It boasted a lively tavern on the street, and a courtyard leading to an entrance to the rooms above in the back.
“This is it,” he said to the driver, holding out payment, his hand trembling ever so slightly.
“Ask for Venus,” the driver said, motioning to the whorehouse next door. “You won’t regret it.”
Athanasius watched him move down the road and pick up some sailors who could barely hold themselves upright. The taxi then headed back to the piers.
Athanasius walked around the back through the gate into a courtyard with fountains and fire pits, and then inside the small room with a counter. He ignored it and headed up the stairs to room 34.
There was Virtus, looking distressed. Behind him was a woman, a nursemaid in a smock, covered with blood. And there was another woman in the bed, moaning, clutching her stomach. Blood was running across her body. Athanasius immediately ran to her bedside.
The woman’s face was contorted by pain, but it was clear that it was Helena.
Athanasius sank to the floor beside the bed.
Virtus closed the door behind him and spoke in a low but urgent tone. “She’s been stabbed.”
“I can see that!” Athanasius barked. “Helena! Helena!”
She opened her eyes. “Athanasius, it is you? You’re alive. You cannot see my shame.”
“Who did this to you, Helena? Tell me.”
“No, Athanasius, let me die. Leave me!” she wailed, while the nursemaid put a hand over her mouth to quiet her.
“How could you let this happen?” he growled at Virtus.
“She did it to herself, to kill the child.”
Athanasius stared at him. “What child?”
“The one growing inside her belly. Domitian’s child.”
Helena looked like she had died, and Athanasius tried to shake her when the nurse pulled him away. “She’s still breathing. She’ll survive. So will the child. She missed with the knife, but the cut is deep.”
Virtus said, “We can only pray for her now. There is much to discuss but so very little time. Everything is happening so fast.”
But Athanasius was furious. This was a disaster, and he hadn’t yet stepped foot in Rome. Helena was pregnant with Domitian’s child, and she had tried to take its life along her own. Now this nursemaid and others were involved, and what was supposed to be a quiet reunion had turned into an unfolding tragedy.
Athanasius could hardly speak. Still, Virtus was right. There was no time. The wheels of fate were in motion, and if he didn’t roll with them, he would be ground to dust. “Let her sleep. But if things go badly, she needs to be ready to leave with me on the Sea Nymph later today. Now let’s go find the identity of Mucianus’s successor in the Dei.”
Virtus paused. “You are chasing ghosts, Athanasius.”
“No, Virtus,” Athanasius told him, whipping out his sword. “I know where Ludlumus lives. We will take him and make him talk.”
“That’s the thing,” Virtus said, stammering, and Athanasius could feel the bad news coming. “Ludlumus is dead.”

IX

Pliny the Younger liked to retire early and rise early. He was fast asleep when his bed shook and he opened his eyes to see a figure standing at the foot of his bed with a sword to his throat. “Boo!”
Pliny was about to cry out when he felt the point of the blade at his throat and saw the ghost put his finger to his lips. And then, as his eyes adjusted to the dim light of his room, he recognized the figure and shook at the sight of the ghost, come to take him down to Hades with him.
“Athanasius!” he said in a low, horrified whisper. “They killed you, not I! It wasn’t my fault! I did my best to save you!”
“We’ll see about that,” Athanasius said. “Get dressed.”
* * *
The Tabularium was the national archives of the Roman Empire, housing its official records and the offices of many city officials. It was built into the front slope of Capitoline Hill, just below the Temple of Jupiter and next to the dreaded Tullianum prison from which Athanasius had escaped on a similar night like this not that long ago. Looking more like a fortress to hide Rome’s secrets than a basilica of information, Athanasius thought, the Tabularium’s imposing three-level façade was built from blocks of grey, volcanic peperino and travertine stone.
“He allegedly was torn apart by his own animals under the arena floor this morning,” Pliny was telling him about Ludlumus as they entered the empty Forum square. “An accident, they say, something about an unbolted gate in the tiger pens. I simply assumed Domitian was behind it. All sorts of crazy things have been happening lately, and now you show up, back from the dead, dressed up as a tribune.”
“Well, you are the ghost hunter.” Athanasius could see the single-door entrance at the bottom of the Tabularium’s tall, fortified base. At the top of the base were small windows cut out of the facade, and above them the Doric and Corinthian arcades.
“If there is any trace of the ghost of Mucianus, we’ll find him here,” Pliny told Athanasius. “I’m curious myself, especially with the demise of Ludlumus and your connection of his father to the Dei. You know, I’ve consulted with him in the past about ghosts. And now you show up with all these revelations. Maybe something really is going on today. It brings back all the chills of Pompeii.”
But Athanasius was still looking at the squat Tullianum prison next door, wondering whatever happened to old smashface the warden, before turning his attention to the two guards outside the entrance to the Tabularium.
The guards recognized Pliny on sight and allowed them inside without trouble. As they passed through the interlocking interior vaults of concrete, Athanasius felt his pulse quicken at the thought that he was on the verge of discovering the secret fate of Mucianus while bracing himself for the probability that all tracks of the Dei ghost had been erased and that he, Virtus and Stephanus were running blind into what promised to be an epic, historic morning, however Rome stood at the end of the day.
“Over here is where the deeds, records and laws are housed,” Pliny said as he followed a particularly austere corridor to a large vault, where they found a skeleton of a clerk with hollow cheeks. “Hello, Hortus.”
Hortus didn’t appear surprised to see them here at this hour, and Athanasius suspected that most senators did their archive skullduggery themselves at night rather than send their staff by day.
“I need some old documents for Senator Sura in order to update them and submit them for approval to the senate. I need everything for these seven years.”
Athanasius watched Pliny sign a wax tablet and list the band of years starting with the Year of Four Emperors.
The clerk looked at the tablet, back to Pliny and then to him, the mysterious tribune who said nothing. Hortus seemed surprised by the wide band of years. “This will take some time,” he said, “and higher-level authority.”
“I have my supervisor’s authority, Senator Nerva,” Pliny said and presented an identification token.
Hortus nodded.
Athanasius watched the ghoul disappear to the back and asked Pliny, “You trust old Nerva?”
“Yes, and you’re going to have to, because if you do kill Domitian today, you’ll need Nerva’s help to confirm the succession of Young Vespasian. He’s old, has no heirs and is trusted by competing factions to do the right thing in line with the law during times of crisis.”
“Maybe,” Athanasius said. “What are you hoping the clerk turns up?”
“If Senator Sura, Ludlumus or any member of the Licinius family had any official business with the Mucianus family, the papers would have been filed here,” Pliny told him.
“And if their business wasn’t official?”
“Regardless of the true nature of their arrangement, to conduct any trade in the empire would require paperwork, Athanasius. We can infer quite a bit from it. We’re not an entirely criminal government, you know. There are good men in Rome.”
Hortus apparently was one of them, returning with a thick stack of documents, which Pliny took to a small table for review.
“Official state business,” Athanasius authoritatively told the clerk, who had probably seen quite a bit of “state business” in this dungeon and slowly nodded.
“Thank you, Hortus,” said Pliny, returning the material all too quickly. “We have what we need. Goodbye.”
Athanasius followed him out of the vault and back down the long tunnel. “What did you find?”
“Nothing,” Pliny said. “That’s the problem. The business records have been sanitized. But I have another idea.”
They descended a flight of gloomy stairs into the bowels of the Tabularium, and then yet another flight even further below until they reached a vast suite of interlocking vaults.
“Birth and death certificates,” Pliny explained. “These are usually missed when commercial records are altered, and we may find something about either the Mucius or Licinius families that will tell us something about what happened to Mucianus.”
Athanasius, now thinking about Helena alone and bleeding back at the inn in Ostia, said, “Time is running short.”
“Then we split the work and double our time,” Pliny said before they presented themselves before another pinch-mouthed clerk, who if possible looked to have even less flesh on his bones than the one upstairs.
They worked through two stacks while the clerk kept a beady eye on them. By the time word of this research reached Domitian or the Dei, it would be too late: Domitian would be dead and Nerva would rally the senate to bless the succession of Young Vespasian to the throne.
“Jupiter!” remarked Pliny, and then covered his mouth.
Athanasius leaned over to look at what Pliny had discovered. But it didn’t look like any birth or death certificate Athanasius had ever seen before, although he hadn’t seen many.
“These are adoption papers,” Pliny whispered. “Adoption papers between the Mucius and Licinius families. It changes the name of Gaius Mucius Mucianus’s son from Lucius Mucius Ludlumus to Lucius Licinius Ludlumus.”
Athanasius stared. “Ludlumus was Mucianus’s son! But now he’s dead. Who did it, and who might have taken his place?”
Now it was Pliny who looked like a ghost himself, white as a sheet. He gulped and said, “I’m afraid it could be the lawyer who handled the adoption.”
Athanasius looked at the signature and seal at the bottom of the certificate. It read Marcus Cocceius Nerva.
Senator Nerva!
Athanasius grabbed the official adoption certificate, slipped it under his breastplate, and said, “We’ve got to get out of here.”
Pliny was only too quick to agree, leaving the papers behind them for the clerk as they rushed out of the Tabularium.
Athanasius raced back to Ostia on one of Pliny’s horses as the first hint of sunrise began to break across the horizon, his mind racing faster than the horse as he pondered the significance of what he had discovered at the Tabularium. Ludlumus was the son of Mucianus, whose fate was still unclear at this point. Perhaps he had died long ago at the hands of Ludlumus, much like Domitian killed his own father.
The death of Ludlumus, however, was more problematic. Was it at the hands of Domitian, in which case everything should proceed according to plan? Or was it at the hands of Senator Nerva, who could rally the senate to install not Young Vespasian but the Dei’s designated successor in the wake of Domitian’s demise? In the first case, Nerva was simply a lawyer who knew how to keep state secrets, however terrible. In the second case, he was Chiron and the true leader of the Dei all along.
Whatever the case, thanks to the adoption certificate of Ludlumus in his possession and Pliny’s help on the senate floor, the Church could connect Senator Nerva to the Dei, along with Senator Sura, Senator Celsus and others, exposing them all and securing the succession of Young Vespasian.
Meanwhile, he and Helena would be long gone from Rome.
Upon reaching the inn at Ostia, Athanasius raced up the stairs behind the courtyard and down the hallway to the room with Helena. But when he burst inside, she was gone, the bed and furniture turned upside down.
He scanned the debris looking for clues and then saw it — a note pinned to the wall by a dagger. He ripped the note off and read it:
We meet in the arena at 9 o’clock and trade
the document you stole from me for Helena.
It was signed Chiron.

X

All of Rome was in a fog that morning, a kind of meteorological and supernatural stupor. The streets were thinned of the usual crowds, and the overcast skies more ominous than ever. What faces Athanasius could glimpse looked vacant under the occasional flashes of lightning. The hour of dread had finally come, and by the way they shuffled along the Sacred Way near the Flavian Amphitheater, everybody knew it, as if their sole purpose was simply to reach the next hour.
Athanasius looked up at the empty, ghostly Coliseum rising into the mist. One of the statues of the gods ringing the arches of the second story seemed to move. Athanasius caught his breath but didn’t miss a step. So there were sharpshooters trained on him before he even entered the stadium. But then he never imagined Chiron was going to let him walk out of here alive.
He stepped under the arch at Gate XXXIV, one of the 76 public entrances into the Coliseum. It was the only gate from which the chains had been unlocked today. The peeling sign beside it proclaimed, “Death Guaranteed!”
Athanasius entered the maze of empty passageways and ramps under the stands, which were supported by hundreds of towering arches. There were no souvenir sellers, sausage vendors or fortunetellers to slow his march to the runway that would direct him to his section. A moment later he emerged at the end of the tunnel into tier 1 and beheld the vast arena, with nothing but Helena in the center and empty stands all around.
“Helena!” he shouted, sprinting his way toward the emperor’s box. “Helena!”
He hauled himself over the bronze balustrade and landed on the soft sand of the arena floor. He started toward her when she screamed.
“Athanasius, stop!”
Suddenly the sand before him shifted and an entire section of the floor collapsed to reveal a great pit filled with roaring lions trying to claw their way up. And if they had the usual ramps, they could have.
Athanasius stepped back and looked across at Helena, who was shaking on the other side of the pit. He then looked all around the ghostly stands, waiting for a hail of arrows or the appearance of Chiron. But none came down.
Slowly he began to circle around the pit toward Helena when he felt another vibration under his feet and stopped. Sure enough, the dust began to swirl again as another trapdoor opened and a platform rose with a towering figure in a white toga.
“I am risen!” Ludlumus proclaimed with outstretched arms. “I am risen indeed!”
A fury of thoughts and emotion engulfed Athanasius. Ludlumus alive? So his rival had faked his death to set this board and place these pieces. But what was the next move? What was his game?
“Behold the beast!” Ludlumus cried out, pointing to the pit. “Behold the Whore of Babylon!” He waved his arm at Helena. “And behold the rider on the white horse,” he said, pointing straight at Athanasius. “The one who has come to save them who shall instead be cast into the pit of fire!”
Athanasius half expected an eruption of flames to explode from the pit, but Ludlumus probably intended to save that effect until after he had cast them to its bottom, their flesh torn to pieces by the lions and their eyes looking up to him like he was some malevolent god.
But this god wasn’t omniscient, Athanasius thought, hoping that the thought and care Ludlumus put into this production had made him oblivious to the ground being pulled out from under him at the palace. Once Domitian was gone, Ludlumus would be history too.
“More games, Ludlumus?”
“The greatest of all, Athanasius. We are surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses, don’t you see?” He gestured to the ghostly stands under the overcast sky. “You have finished the race and entered the Hall of Faith. Welcome to the afterlife.”
The sand shifted again, and a gladiator and Praetorian were launched into the arena. The Praetorian was in chains and gagged, the gladiator holding a sword to the soldier’s throat. From the engravings on his breastplate, Athanasius could see the gladiator was one of Domitian’s. Then Athanasius saw the eyes turning wild under the helmet of the Praetorian and recognized Virtus.
They got him before he could steal Domitian’s dagger.
In that instant Athanasius knew that his plans had failed. If they had gotten Virtus, then they had gotten Stephanus, and Domitian was alive this very hour.
“He too was lost,” Ludlumus laughed. “But, like you, now is found.”
In the basilica at the Palace of the Flavians, surrounded by great statues of his contemporaries the gods, Domitian again picked at the bloody ulcer on his forehead as he listened to testimony on behalf of still another astrologer. This one was an Armenian who dared to agree with his late predecessor Ascletario that the recent rash of lightning in Rome augured a change in government.
What it really augured, Domitian knew, was the soothsayer’s untimely end.
It was the only certainty of the hour that Domitian knew he could control.
Ironically, it was the prosecutor Regulus who was defending the astrologer, or rather his astrology. The poor fool misinterpreted the obvious signs of Jupiter’s displeasure at those who would challenge his son Domitian as Emperor and twist the stars to suit themselves like the infernal Christians and their rising Age of Pieces, the cosmic symbol of their Christ Jesus.
“This man merely repeated predictions that have long since warned Caesar of what year and day he would die, and even the specific hour and manner,” Regulus said, looking up from a papyrus with lunar tables. “All he added was that the moon is in Aquarius and that today’s fifth hour, beginning at nine o’clock, is especially dangerous and could augur transition. But he also concluded that Caesar would be safe if he lived to the sixth hour.”
Domitian was tired of this astrological minutia. For years he had known just how unusual were the twin events of Mars setting on the Roman horizon with the moon at its lower culmination, both within minutes of each other. Especially as the moon’s position in Aquarius was exactly the same as Saturn at the time of his birth on October 24 almost 45 years ago. While this happened every month, the connection with Mars setting as the moon passed its lower culmination made it an astrologically noteworthy event.
He looked down into his empty wine goblet and then to Julius, his food-and-wine-tester, who ceremoniously poured him the last of the proven, poison-free Dovilin wine in the palace. In recent weeks he had half-hoped his former dog walker would turn purple and die after losing his beloved Sirius.
Domitian turned to Regulus and said, “However he covered his ignorance, it doesn’t negate the fact that he predicted a change in government, something that could only happen with my demise.”
“On the contrary, Your Highness, he said it was your prophecy as Lord and God that would determine the outcome.”
“My prophecy?”
Regulus cleared his throat, fully aware he was voicing what nobody else would, and yet claiming they were not his words from his own mouth but those of Caesar himself. He picked up a tablet and read from it.
“Caesar himself was overheard yesterday refusing a present of apples and telling his servant Julius, ‘Serve them tomorrow, if only I am spared to eat them. There will be blood on the moon as she enters Aquarius, and a deed will be done for everyone to talk about throughout the world.’”
“My word! My word!” Domitian stood up, beside himself. “Silence!”
The basilica was quiet.
“What time is it? What is the hour?”
Julius conferred with another member of the staff who ran out, then returned and whispered in his ear. Julius announced, “The time is 10 o’clock, Your Highness. It is the sixth hour.”
Domitian collapsed into his chair and exhaled. The hour had passed! He had survived! The gods were indeed greater than the stars!
He looked across the small group of magistrates in the hall and noted their dismay, even horror, at this reality, and stood up to address them.
“The deed has been done today that the world will talk about. Emperor Domitian Flavius is a god who defies the stars, and whose reign shall be forever. And the deed shall be memorialized with blood on the moon in Aquarius, beginning with the execution of this astrologer and all astrologers who would worship the stars instead of their Caesar. Kill him. I’m off to my bath.”
And with that, Caesar walked out of the basilica with a new bounce in his step and deaf ears to shouts from behind.
“But Your Highness!” Regulus called out.
Domitian could feel a second wind enter his body, a second spirit, a new life. To have this weight removed from his shoulders! To have the unequivocal salutation of the gods!
“I will feast tonight on the blood of my enemies!” he told his entourage of attendants as he walked, the old energy of hatred focusing his mind now that the fog of dread had lifted. “I have my list, and my Praetorian will have names.”
I knew you would protect me, dear Minerva, he prayed to himself, then turned a corner to find Parthenius his chamberlain waiting for him. Domitian stopped, as did the several attendants who had followed him out of the basilica.
Parthenius said, “Your Highness, a person has come to wait upon you with a document about a matter of great importance that simply cannot be delayed.”
Domitian frowned. That Parthenius refused to name this person in the company of the others informed Domitian that this matter was indeed important. But could it be more important than his bath? He felt like Jesus rising out of his tomb, and now he wanted to plunge into the waters of his bath like a baptism to symbolize his rebirth. At the same time, Domitian understood that word of his survival had probably scattered the panicked roaches from the shadows into the light, and he should make haste to crush them all.
“Then I will retire to my chamber,” he announced, dismissing the others and following Parthenius inside.
It was his servant Stephanus who was waiting for him with a letter, and his arm still looked no better with its bandage.
“I told you that you should have one of my doctors check that out,” Domitian told him as he took the letter and began to open it.
“I think I shall,” Stephanus said.
Domitian looked up to see that Stephanus had actually unwound the bandage, but there was no wound. Then he saw the dagger in Stephanus’s hand before it stabbed him and he screamed, “Minerva!”
He lunged for the dagger he kept under the pillow of his bed and found the sheath. But it was empty!
Stephanus pulled out the dagger and was about to strike him again when Domitian tackled him to the floor. He dug his long fingers into Stephanus’s eyes and ripped them out, making Stephanus howl and release his dagger.
Domitan grabbed the dagger and slashed Stephanus’s throat, screaming at the top of his lungs to his Praetorian outside, “Help! Help!”
He felt a stab at his neck and saw Stephanus reaching up to him, an eye hanging out of its socket, his mouth awash in blood. Domitian kicked him like a dog, grabbed the statue of Minerva and smashed it on his head.
“Die, you Christian scum! Like your master my cousin! Die, all of you!”

XI

Athanasius had returned to Rome with the express purpose of seeking vengeance on Ludlumus and Domitian, reuniting with Helena and getting their life back. Fulfilling his obligation to the Christians by assassinating Domitian and installing Young Vespasian was simply the cost of doing business and doing good for the people of Rome as well as the Church.
But that plan, he knew as he stood in the middle of the Coliseum facing Ludlumus, was blown.
Ludlumus had faked his death, Virtus had been caught, and Domitian still had a knife under his pillow to defend himself against Stephanus, assuming Stephanus hadn’t been captured and killed already. Instead of changing the government of Rome and installing a Christian emperor in Young Vespasian, Athanasius had only ensured an extension of Domitian’s Reign of Terror and retribution on the Christians he had sworn to help.
Still, there was no sight of Stephanus. If they had Virtus, why not show Stephanus too? Perhaps Stephanus was still at large, and a confrontation in Domitian’s chamber imminent. If so, he would have to entertain Ludlumus long enough for Stephanus to take his stab at Domitian. It might be an even fight now, if Domitian had his dagger, but at least it would be a fight.
Athanasius looked at Helena, who put on a brave face even as her body trembled. The best he could hope for now was to make the exchange — the adoption papers for Helena, maybe Virtus too — and escape Rome before the wrath of Domitian came down.
“Welcome back, Athanasius,” said Ludlumus. “Or should I call you Clement, Bishop of Rome? That is the name you took in Ephesus, isn’t it, before you killed our man Croesus?”
Athanasius noticed Virtus motioning with his eyes to the pit, where grains of sand continued to fall like water to the bottom where the lions roared. It might be worth a try to push Ludlumus over while Virtus broke free, but it was hard to believe Ludlumus had not anticipated such a move. He stepped forward in the sand, and, sure enough, an arrow suddenly landed in front of him as a warning. He glanced over his shoulder at the empty stands, wondering where the sharpshooters were hiding.
Athanasius pulled out the certificate of adoption and paused. “Your plan has failed, Ludlumus. Even if Domitian lives, he’ll know who you really are. You’re a dead man. You should leave Rome immediately.”
Ludlumus roared with laughter. “You don’t disappoint, Athanasius. But once again you’re gravely mistaken. The only surprise is going to be on your assassin Stephanus. I simply wanted the document to blackmail Nerva and ensure he sees to it that the senate confirms Vespasian the Younger as the new emperor. Now you’ve made even that a question mark.”
Ludlumus produced a dagger, and from the imperial insignia Athanasius knew it could only belong to Domitian. So Virtus had removed it from the emperor’s chamber after all.
“Yes, Athanasius, I wanted him dead too.”
Virtus, meanwhile, shifted in his chains, the gladiator behind him shifting with him but keeping the blade close to his throat.
Ludlumus said, “Of course, it will be a tragedy if Domitian survives now because of you. He’s going to slaughter Young Vespasian and name the baby in Helena’s womb his official heir, his true blood. She’ll be as safe as Venus, and you’ll be food for worms. You and your friends in Cappadocia. Oh, yes, thanks to you and that little whore of yours, we now know about the secret Angel’s Pass inside the mountains.”
“What game are you playing, Ludlumus?”
“The greatest game of all.” Ludlumus beamed in triumph. “Do you really think God spared your life in prison by having a Jesus-like figure Marcus take your place to die here in this arena? I sent Marcus through the Dei, threatening him with the lives of his wife and children. It was for them he died, Athanasius, not you.”
Athanasius felt an invisible hand shake him to the core like a leafless tree. “To what end, Ludlumus?”
“To get you to John on Patmos, and get him to implant you within the church in Cappadocia. He guessed it from the start, I suppose.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Believe it, Athanasius. The miracle is that it worked in spite of your schemes. First in your arrogance with Domitian’s dog, which told him you were alive. Then your handiwork in Corinth, and again in Patmos. Domitian’s legions would have killed you in Ephesus were it not for my intervention through the Dei.”
“Your intervention?”
“It was I who gave Croesus orders to send Virtus here to reach you before the Romans killed you at your drop-off outside the library. You returned the favor by killing Croesus, and setting your sights on the Dovilins, which was the same end I had for you: to use the Dei to compromise the church in Cappadocia, then go after Domitian and replace him with his nephew and establish a new Christian empire. So you see, dear Clement of Rome, Jesus was never the author and finisher of your faith. I am.”
The inflection on the divine “I am” sent a shudder down Athanasius’s spine. The overcast skies above seemed to roll back like a scroll to reveal nothing but a pitch blackness beyond, darker than anything he had ever imagined, as if all the stars had fallen away and with them any flicker of hope.
“And what did my so-called Lord and God Ludlumus intend for his servant Athanasius?”
“To bring you back here at the end of your quest to unmask Chiron. And I now present him to you. He is you, Athanasius. You are Chiron. You have always been.”
“I am not, Ludlumus. Your overestimate my influence — and yours — over hearts and minds.”
“Hardly. You saw the effects in Cappadocia of my epistle to the Thessalonians as Paul, the one that Bishop Paul read to the church that created such a stir.”
“You wrote that?”
“Yes, and you too might write something people might actually worship. Everything you ever imagined as a playwright — glory, immortality — I can give it to you.”
Athanasius looked at Helena’s hopeless expression, and then at Virtus, whose darting eyes indicated he was ready to make his move. “If you were behind that bogus letter, Ludlumus, it did nothing but inspire many of the Cappadocians to quit working the fields and hole up in their caves with their stockpiles of foodstuffs.”
“Exactly. How else were the Dovilins to control the masses except through fear? Fear kept the Christians in their caves. Fear works, Clement. All of our Roman religion depends on fear of the wrath of gods. From that fear of wrath come all our temples, sacrifices, feasts and commerce. Without fear of what is to come in the afterlife, Rome has only the blade to motivate people in this life. If Christianity is to become the state religion, we must take the fear of wrath from your John’s Book of Revelation and use it to fashion a true religion from the superstition of Jesus and the notion that his death and resurrection somehow appeased God’s wrath once and for all.”
“I thought Rome wanted to destroy the Church.”
“No, Athanasius. The superstition of men can’t be razed like the temple in Jerusalem. It is a fire. It can only be directed or corrupted.”
It was all becoming chillingly clear to Athanasius now. “So my plan to kill Domitian and replace him with Vespasian the Younger in order to create a Christian Rome is the plan of the Dei, and has been all along.”
Ludlumus nodded. “The Dei no longer wants to destroy the Church. It wants to corrupt the superstition, turn it into a real religion and merge it with Rome to last a thousand years. For that to happen, it must demand some sort of sacrifice to appease the wrath of God and his final judgment so eloquently depicted by your friend John. The sacraments, rituals and worship must be commercialized — wine, idols, temples and the like. Then they can be politicized and socialized as the official state religion of Rome. Loyalty will be one and the same to Caesar and Jesus.”
“So you don’t intend to kill me.”
“Kill you? You’re far too valuable to Rome for that.”
“And what’s in the New Rome for you, Ludlumus?”
“Young Vespasian will be Caesar, and I will be Pontifex Maximus, the head of the Church. But I will rule the empire through the young emperor.”
“Like your father ruled through young Domitian before Vespasian arrived in Rome.”
“And betrayed my father for his loyalty by killing him,” Ludlumus hissed. “Now I will do likewise, and not just to Domitian. Your friend John likewise will never leave Patmos alive. He will expire on his own, leaving me and Young Vespasian as the titular religious and political figureheads of the Roman Christian Empire. And your friends in Cappadocia — they can’t hole up in the caves forever under siege by our legions. At some point they’ll run out of food, then the legions will enter through Angel’s Pass and pick them off. We are done with the last apostle. It’s time for the first apostate.”
“Meaning you,” said Athanasius.
Ludlumus smiled. “As Pontifex Maximus, I will merge the Church with Rome. The empire will render unto Caesar what is his, and unto me what is mine.”
“And if I refuse to bow to you?”
“Then you die right here, right now,” Ludlumus said. “Consider my offer, Athanasius. Rome could use a man like you. Come to think of it, it already has, Chiron.”
Something terrible stirred in Athanasius at the moment as Ludlumus’s taunting cut him to the heart. It wasn’t rage or hatred. It was a kind of sentence in his spirit that had been rendered, a realization that Ludlumus his enemy was absolutely correct: Athanasius had indeed discovered the final secret of the Dei: that his idea of a Christian Rome was Ludlumus’s and Rome’s all along — and certainly not Jesus’s, who plainly said his kingdom is in Heaven. If he was guilty of nothing else, it was his attempt to use the Church to his own ends as much as Ludlumus. If his enemy was certainly not the better man here, neither was he.
“Now!” came the shout, but it did not come from Athanasius but Virtus, still bound, who charged Ludlumus with his entire body, slamming Ludlumus over the edge of the pit and tumbling in after him.
Ludlumus’s screams rose from the pit.
Athanasius hurled a dagger at the Roman left exposed by Virtus, driving him into the pit. Then he rushed to the edge to see only the flashing coats of the lions fighting in an orgy of feeding in the darkness below. “Virtus!”
“I’m not long for this world, Athanasius!” came the shout. “But I will follow Ludlumus who has departed already! To God be the glory!”
Then his voice was cut off, suddenly, and the roars began to fade.
Helena crumbled like a pillar of salt in the middle of the arena, and Athanasius threw himself on her to shield her from a hail of arrows.
But the arrows never came.
Athanasius held her and looked out at the empty stands. If there were snipers still out there, they had decided to hold their fire.
“We must leave immediately, Helena. I have to get back to the palace.”
But she wouldn’t move. “Domitian forced himself on me. I had no choice. You were dead. You must forgive me.”
“I know, Helena. There’s nothing to forgive. I love you. Now we must go. I have to save Stephanus.”
“Save Stephnaus, Athanasius, or save her?”
“Her?”
“Ludlumus told me about your whore in Cappadocia. Gabrielle.”
“What are you saying? She was a girl I met who helped me.”
“Liar!” Helena screamed. “You’ve known her your whole life. Before you even came to Rome. I heard you call her name in the night while you dreamed in our own bed!”
She pushed him away and marched out toward the Gate of Death.
“Helena!” he called after her.
But she didn’t stop. Nor could the wheels he had set in motion. He knew he had to get to the palace, to finish what he had started. He knew the moment to choose was before him: his love of Helena or hatred of Domitian. But it was for the love of Helena he hated Domitian and had to see him dead.

XII

Athanasius raced through the long private tunnel from the emperor’s box at the Coliseum to the Palace of the Flavians. The Praetorian Guard at the other end didn’t stop him as he exited into the lower offices of the palace. Nobody did. It was as if they were mere observers and, however the drama ended, would carry on the affairs of state without pause.
He raced up the small, narrow staircase he had memorized from Stephanus’s map and could hear Stephanus’s cries even before he came upon the small group of palace staff and gladiators outside the locked bed chambers of Caesar.
There wasn’t a single Praetorian in sight save Clodianus, one of Virtus’s co-conspirators. Clodianus was closest to the door, sword out, as if he didn’t know whether he was supposed to keep Domitian from coming out, or his assassins from swooping in. Then there was Parthenius, who had led Domitian into the trap, along with his freedman Maximus. Saturius, Domitian’s principal chamberlain, stood apart, ashen and paralyzed. Most of all, there was the palpable fear in the air that Domitian would emerge and none would have the courage to cut him down.
Athanasius, hearing curses and threats from Domitian, knew he had to act fast. He was as guilty as any of these conspirators, more so even, regardless of who spilled Domitian’s blood. Striding up to Clodianus with authority, he took the sword from the guard’s hand and barked orders to Saturius.
“Unlock the doors!” he shouted. “Now!”
Saturius fumbled with the key. When he finally managed to slide it into the lock, Athanasius pushed him aside and burst into Domitian’s chambers.
Stephanus was lying on the floor, his eyes gauged out, choking on his own blood, gasping for breath. Standing over him was Domitian, bleeding from his stomach, dagger in hand. He barely had time to stagger back before Athanasius charged him straight on with Clodianus’s sword, angled down from his shoulder.
Domitian gasped as he stared. “Athanasius!”
“I told you I’d be back to kill the gods,” Athanasius said, plowing his sword through Domitian’s throat and pinning him to the wall. “You first.”
The jaw of Rome’s Lord and God dropped, his blood spraying over Athanasius, who didn’t withdraw his sword until he saw the light flicker out of the emperor’s eyes. He then removed it, and the lifeless body slid to the floor.
Silence descended on the bloody scene as Athanasius dropped to his knees next to Stephanus. It was clear he was dead. Athanasius gazed at the ghastly hollows where shining eyes had been, put his hand upon the cracked skull and honored him by committing his spirit to God the Father in the name of Jesus.
Then, as if the stillness was their cue, the crowd outside burst into the room, weapons at the ready. They all descended on Domitian’s corpse like vultures to each take their stabs, if only to satisfy their own fears that the despot was dead.
The blast of mournful horns and lowered flags announced the death of Caesar by the time a dazed Helena reached the Sublicius Bridge. It was now packed with people liberated from a suffocating cloud of uncertainty.
She, however, was now bound to the black abyss before her.
Domitian was dead, she knew, and so too was her future with Athanasius.
He had told her he could forgive her for her tryst with Caesar and the evil offspring growing in her belly, but she didn’t believe him. If his righteous hatred could drive him to kill the father, how could he not hate their child every time he looked at his face? How could he love her every time he looked into her eyes? How could he protect the child or its mother from the Flavians — Young Vespasian, his mother Domitilla, and Domitian’s widow Domitia?
Her foolish lover may have changed Rome’s religion, but he had only traded one Flavian Caesar for another, doing nothing to change their future.
Then there was the whore Ludlumus told her about. Gabrielle. Athanasius had all but confirmed his affection for her in his eyes back in the arena. Even if she had not completely replaced her in the eyes of Athanasius, that he could find hope of love in any other woman was something wholly unimaginable before he left her. Wasn’t that truly, in the end, why he had raced back to confront Domitian? Not to ensure his death, nor even for this adoption certificate implicating Senator Nerva and Senator Lucindus, but this whore’s safety, as Ludlumus had predicted?
He had changed.
If he could turn on Maximus, the man who had brought them together, he would surely turn on the child, and on her.
She, on the other hand, had no one to turn to now. The protection of the palace upon her through Domitian was gone. So was Ludlumus. So was Maximus. Worst of all, so was her beauty, now that she bore the scar on her belly. It was worse than a line on her face. She could pose no longer for the great sculptors of the world. She was disfigured now, hopeless, alone.
She looked down at the rippling water of the Tiber from the stone wall of the bridge. A few boats passed through, but not as many as at night. She could hear the shuffling of feet behind her, mostly the Jews from District 14 feeling safe to cross over into District 8 and the Forum now that Caesar was dead. Would they feel so happy to learn Young Vespasian would make Christianity the official state religion?
She put her hand on her belly and stepped up onto the bridge ledge. She heard somebody shouting in Aramaic, probably to get the attention of the crossing guards at either end of the bridge. They began to run toward her, but she made sure they would not catch her. She looked up at the flock of birds in the sky for one last sign, and their formation flying south only confirmed everything she feared. She lifted up her arms, as if to fly away with them, and fell into space, the rush of wind swallowing her up in everlasting darkness.
The new Caesar, Nerva, was seated in the throne room when Athanasius was brought before him by Secundus. Somehow the adoption certificate of Ludlumus had made its way back into his hands, and Athanasius watched Nerva touch it to a fire. The papyrus burned up, along with any possibility that Young Vespasian would see the throne of Rome.
“Bravo, Athanasius. You have indeed killed a god. The Senate has approved of your actions by eternally condemning Domitian. There will never be a temple, altar, monument or so much as an inscription erected in his honor. Those that exist will be erased.”
“Along with your involvement with the Dei, Senator.”
“Contrary to what you believe, I did not engineer all this. You did. The Senate wants Rome rid of the Flavians forever, which unfortunately includes Young Vespasian, however worthy he might or might not be.”
“Domitian was no god, Nerva. Neither are you.”
“No, I suppose not. But then I never pretended to be, and nobody has mistaken me for one, least of all my peers in the Senate. Why do you think they made me Caesar, and I accepted? You think it was some machination of the Dei? No, Athanasius. I am an old man, a caretaker of this office at best for no more than a few years. And I have no heirs, no ambitions to further my family politically or financially. I believe there can be good emperors as well as bad. Don’t you?”
“So you are a good Caesar?”
Nerva smiled at the intended sarcasm. “You think that’s an oxymoron? That no such thing can exist?”
“I think the intentions can exist, but that the power corrupts.”
“Ah, yes. Socrates said only those who are willing to lay down their power are fit to have it. Like Jesus of Nazareth, I suppose. But then the Jews nailed him to a cross. Or do you think we did it?”
“I did,” Athanasius answered him. “We all did.”
Nerva nodded. “Your new faith has sharpened your wit. Do you wish to convert us all now?”
“That I cannot do. I cannot change myself, I cannot change the world.”
Nerva stepped down from his throne and put an arm around him. “Let’s talk about that, Athanasius.”
They walked to the basilica together, as if they were partners, not Caesar and the assassin of his predecessor, and no Praetorian or any other followed them. Inside the basilica were additional statues and idols, but these in the form of Jesus and the disciples. One was of John, as if Ludlumus wished to use the last apostle after death. Then Mary the mother of Jesus, holding a baby. It was Helena, and the baby looked like a smaller version of Helena.
Nerva gestured toward the statues. “We picked up some things here from Ludlumus’s doma that might interest you.”
“Religion doesn’t interest me,” Athanasius said flatly. “It won’t interest the Christians.”
“We can make something of this tragedy,” Nerva said. “The timing may be off, but Christianity will become the official state religion of the empire and extend the rule of Rome another thousand years. You can be part of this Roman Church for the ages, Athanasius. I won’t even make you renounce Jesus. Simply bow to Jesus and to Rome, and you won’t have to die.”
Athanasius said nothing.
“Come now, Athanasius,” Nerva said angrily. “I was there that night in this very palace when you kissed the feet of Rome and cursed the name of Jesus. You did it then, and I know you can do it now.”
He had done that. Nerva was right, Athanasius thought, and he himself so wrong about everything else. And yet, as he searched his soul, or whatever the hole in his heart was called, he realized for the first time and to his utter astonishment that this he could not do.
“My citizenship,” he told Caesar, “is in heaven.”

EPILOGUE

Now you know my history, Gabrielle, and my role in the Dei and in the assassination of Domitian. I am only grateful that the wrath of Rome’s angels has not come to pass, and I pray that with the shift in caesars you will escape judgment.
As for me, I have indeed come to the end of my life, but I have failed to finish my race. I have fought the wrong fight and done more evil in the name of good and of God than I ever imagined in my former life as the hedonist and playwright Athanasius of Athens.
This is my confession as Chiron, general of the infernal order that calls itself Dominium Dei.
But even if few remember the past, and the future should be forgotten by those who come after it, I take comfort in this revelation: from generation to generation, God has granted a place of repentance to all who would listen.
There was Noah who repented and was saved with the animals. There was Jonah who repented and preached repentance to the Ninevites, and they repented and were spared. Rahab, the harlot of Jericho, signaled her repentance by hiding the Israelite spies and hanging a scarlet cord in her window, saving her family from the city’s destruction. This cord was a sign of the redemption that would flow through the blood of Jesus to all those who believe and hope in God.
You were that place of repentance for me.
You taught me how nature continually proves that there shall be a future resurrection. Day and night declare to us a resurrection, as light gives way to darkness and darkness gives way to light. The fruits of the earth also declare the resurrection, as the seed dies in the ground only to rise up again as a vine bearing many grapes.
I may not be long for this world, Gabrielle, but thanks to you I now live for the next.
May you continue to bring forth your fruit in your season and provide shade and comfort to others. To God our savior be all glory, dominion and power, both now and forever.
Clement of Rome
THE END

AUTHOR’S NOTE

Many readers will be surprised to learn that the essential events of the Dominium Dei trilogy are, in fact, historical. Even the attack on the corpse of the astrologer Ascletario by wild dogs was for real and recorded by the Roman historian Suetonius (c. 69—c.122 AD) in his book The Life of Domitian.
The Emperor Domitian of Rome died at exactly 9 o’clock on the morning of September 18th in the year 96 AD, just as the astrologers predicted at his birth and in the manner depicted in the pages of this novel. Immediately afterward, the Roman Senate condemned his memory to eternal damnation. Domitian’s name was erased from public monuments, and senators who had survived his Reign of Terror took up pens to condemn him in their histories of the era, from which much of Dominium Dei is derived.
The last apostle John was released from the island prison of Patmos under Domitian’s successor Nerva and lived out his remaining days in Ephesus, where the former “son of thunder” told anyone who would listen to love one another. Nerva, meanwhile, barely lasted as long as John, dying only two years after his reign began.
The true identity of Clement of Rome, the Church’s reputed fourth bishop after the apostle Peter, is far less certain. Jesuit scholars such as William Fulco, professor of Ancient Mediterranean Studies at Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles, won’t even delve into speculation. Fulco is the historian of invaluable assistance to the author in the proper Latin translation and pronunciation of the title Dominium Dei, or “Rule of God.”
All the same, some historians dare speculate that Clement was actually the slain consul Flavius Clemens, and that the names became confused over the centuries. Other historians postulate that Clement was a freedman of Flavius Clemens, and still others another person entirely.
An unknown in history, perhaps, like the fictional playwright Athanasius of Athens.
Some accounts put the death of Clement close to or shortly after that of Domitian’s. But there is another account, favored by this author, that depicts Clement living a good bit longer than that.
In this account, Nerva’s successor Trajan banished Clement from Rome, and Clement went to Asia Minor, helping the churches there and performing several miracles worthy of Mucianus’s memoirs of the land. Later on, more than a decade after the events of Dominium Dei, Clement stood trial before his old friend, a very conflicted Pliny the Younger, who was now governor of Bithynia in Asia Minor. After a futile appeal on Pliny’s part to Caesar, Clement was martyred by being tied to an anchor and thrown from a boat into the Black Sea.
As for the centuries-old global conspiracy known as Dominium Dei, it doesn’t exist today in the 21st century. Never has, never will.
It’s all fiction…
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