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DEDICATION

To those rare searchers for Truth:

Courage and Persistence



Knowledge has three degrees: opinion, science, illumination. The means of instrument of the first is senses, the second, dialectic; the third, intuition.

—PLOTINUS


The greatest blessings come by way of madness, indeed of madness that is heaven-sent.

—SOCRATES ON THE ORACLE AT DELPHI


While he was sitting on the judgment seat, his wife sent him a message, saying, “Have nothing to do with that righteous Man; for last night I suffered greatly in a dream because of Him.”

—GOSPEL OF MATTHEW, 27:19


The 21st-century Christian will be either a “mystic,” that is, a person who has “experienced” something, or he will not be a Christian.

—KARL RAHNER
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A Preview of Lin Wilder’s My Name Is Saul



PROLOGUE

They wore the faces of my dreams. Men, women, and children, mouths open in joyous shouts, made soundless by the din of hundreds of marching feet. The people lined the narrow streets, the wealthier watching from their palace rooftops, their children tossing brightly colored scarves upon the phalanxes of soldiers. The lead centurion held the shield of Tiberius steadily aloft: S.P.Q.R. Senātus Populusque Rōmānus (Roman Senate and People). The legionnaire moved it only when an errant puff of color landed on the scarlet standard, momentarily obscuring the golden eagle glittering in the bright sunlight.

He has had his arms raised for how many hours now? Shouldn’t there be a Joshua to help this Moses?

I suppressed a smile at my wittiness, knowing better than to voice the thought aloud. My ladies would be shocked by my allusion to the great Jewish prophet. I was well aware of my reputation as an empty-headed nitwit among those who served my husband; such low expectations had served me well. Best to maintain the fiction.

Soft pinks, yellows, reds, and blues of all shades drifted lazily down the still, hot currents of desert air. They resembled butterflies until our carriage drew close enough to see that they were scarves. Some of the soft cloths puddled on the dirt streets as I watched, only to be trampled by the next column of tightly grouped soldiers. The morning sun made the helmets and shields of the marching men radiate so brightly that they could not be looked at without squinting. I closed my eyes tightly against the glare, wishing vainly that the familiar faces of the onlookers were just another dream; terrified that when I opened them, I would see those same faces filled with hatred, their mouths joining in the monstrous roar of malevolence, commanding the death of the righteous one.

“M’lady, M’lady, are you all right?” I could hear Antonia’s concern. She knew how I had dreaded this journey, how fervent had been my prayers for some miracle to forestall what I knew was destiny—his, mine, and the world’s. Unlike the others, Antonia had known me almost since birth.

“I’m fine, Antonia, fine. Please do not worry, I am just drained. We have been traveling now for more than thirty days. The heat makes it almost impossible to sleep at night—it never cools off here.”

It was still only midmorning, and yet the temperature had to be over ninety. The fall weather in Athens had always been gloriously cool, crisp, wholly different from this unrelenting, insufferable heat.

Antonia wasn’t fooled by my reply, in spite of my attempt at a smile. I did not blame her. I knew that the upturn of my lips was more rictus than smile...and with good reason. We were heading toward a doom of the kind the world had never seen, and I knew there was nothing I could do or say to stop it. Surveying my surroundings, I felt no relief at the unchanged jubilance, the joyous expressions on the faces of the crowds.

It would come, and soon.

I am nearing the end of my life. Seventy-nine years lived as a shadow, a face behind a curtain, whispering the residues of a dream. Insubstantial, unheard. But my time of silence is done.

It is time to write the truth for those with ears to hear it. I am Procula, wife of Lucius Pontius Pilate. My husband has been dead for several decades now. Like me, Lucius is the subject of vast ignorance, lies, and injustice. The very name Pontius Pilate has become synonymous with cowardice and betrayal.

Those who claim to know the substance of my dream believe it emanates from evil. Others insist that those words that will be recited by Christians, “Suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, and died,” were the source of terror in my dreams. I was told by the Oracle that those eight words would echo throughout the centuries and be memorialized in something that would be called the Apostles’ Creed. Most of the people reciting the Creed would mindlessly overlook the word under and believe that the Righteous One was crucified by my husband.

The slanderous claims, and all others like them, no longer break my heart; they are merely annoying. I often think of the writing of Socrates, a man I consider a good friend though he died before I was born. His wisdom and humility await those rare searchers of truth. “I know I am intelligent because I know I know nothing.”

I was born in Delphi, daughter of the last of the Oracles of Pythia. It was a time of disorder, chaos, terror, and the death of nations. My mother broke her vow of virginity in lying with my father. She feared for both our lives, because what she had done was punishable by death—hers and mine. The time of the Oracles was coming to an end. Men no longer listened to the whispers of the prophets, certainly not to the women—not even when we had the words of the gods on our lips.

I survived, but my mother did not. I was taken to Athens, where I was raised by Adrian and Sabina. Only they knew that I was the last Oracle; my true identity remained a secret to all others—although my husband speculated as much, due to my foreknowledge of so many things.

I ask that you permit a conceit. This book will be told in two voices: my own and my husband’s. Perhaps that seems presumptuous, or worse: specious? My defense is this: Near the end of his life, almost daily, my husband told me that I knew him better than he knew himself. He talked incessantly about how close he had come to refusing the thunderous command of the Jews. When Quintillus, Lucius’s best friend and peerless centurion, gave me Lucius’s Final Report of Lucius Pontius Pilate to Tiberius Caesar on the Crucifixion of the Christ, including the letters he’d exchanged with Seneca, this book designed itself.

Could I have intervened when the famed Stoic philosopher directed my husband’s every thought? Incited a hatred toward the Jews that cost him and the world—no less than everything?

You decide.



CHAPTER ONE

ATHENS, MACEDONIA

Claudia Procula

They say it is impossible. I was, after all, barely two when we left Greece. But I remember Delphi. The only place I knew as home echoes in my mind and heart still, after almost eight decades of absence. The Delphian air is purer, the sky bluer, and the mountains redolent with wisdom. Scrambling through the tunnels beneath the Treasury of Athena kept me safer than I’d have been in a nanny’s arms, and infused me with more knowledge than did my later tutors. It was there, crawling alone around and under those sacred stone structures, that the unreliability of the senses, the language of the Forms, the highest Good, transcendent and absolute, impressed themselves into my very being. That there was just one god, not many, was a certainty I shared with the Hebrews.

Too young. It’s absurd. Inconceivable.

I know. I think that too, as I write this so many years later. But the truth is this. By the time I was nine, my Aunt Sabina and Uncle Adrian—my kind, adoptive parents—decided I was old enough to study philosophy, mathematics, rhetoric, Latin, and Greek. Sabina hired tutors, the best in Athens. She could not understand why they lasted just days.

“Claudia Procula! Alejandro has quit,” she admonished me. “He is the third tutor you’ve had in three months. I had to pay him a month’s wages though he was here for only five days!”

I looked up from the scroll of Plato’s Republic. Sabina stood looking down at me, her expression a mixture of puzzlement and something else—I wasn’t sure what. Without thinking, I retorted, “You and Uncle Adrian could have saved a substantial sum if you had listened when I asked to spend my days in the Aristotle Library.”

The color in her cheeks rising, Sabina visibly worked to control her anger. She was Mother’s older sister by ten years and must have been past forty, but her beauty remained. She wore a dark-violet stola with a light-lavender shawl tied at her narrow waist with a gold braid. A gold armband served as her only jewelry. Sabina had competed in the Heraean Games twice and won laurel crowns each time in the long-distance marathons. Her shape had changed little since those days.

Touching her long, blonde braid, my aunt’s expression and voice softened as she studied me. “Why do these men quit tutoring you, Claudia? What makes them want to leave so suddenly? Alejandro could not remove himself from here fast enough. It was almost as if he thought you—” Abruptly, she covered her mouth momentarily, then let her slender hand drop back to her side. She closed her eyes and murmured the prayer I had heard often since childhood.

“Clear-eyed Athena, unrivaled in wisdom, daughter of Zeus and Metis whose craft and wit excelled among the mighty Titans: Athena, I pray to you. Wise in all things you are, goddess; your cunning and guile are well known. In time of war you have no equal in tactics or in strategy; many armies have you guided to victory. In time of peace your blessings fall on those whose work is of the mind–friend of the philosopher, the scientist, the student. Advisor of kings, patron of clever heroes and bold-hearted adventurers, defender of the thinker, mistress of reason and understanding, goddess to whom a strong arm and a sharp sword are nothing without the sense to wield them well and the insight to know when words are worth more than weapons. Athena, grant me a sound mind and steady temper, bless me with good judgment, show me the long view.”

“These words are beautiful, even wise, Aunt Sabina, but Athena is just an illusion. Her mouth produces no words, her mind no thoughts, and her heart does not beat. Your goddess is merely an instrument on which to hang human weakness.”

The moment the words came out of my mouth, I wanted to reach into the still, warm, summer air, grab them and eat them.

My aunt swayed ever so slightly from side to side, her turquoise eyes hardening into flint. “You have no right! With all of her gifts—the gifts you share—your mother never...ever... spoke so cruelly. Know this, Claudia Procula: Should you utter one more viperous word, you will be out of this house!” Impossibly, her eyes grew even colder. “Someone as wise as you surely knows what would become of an abandoned female ten-year-old, does she not?”

I learned on that sultry afternoon just how massive a burden it was to possess the supernatural knowledge I had done nothing to merit. I also learned that once loathsome, pitiless words are uttered, no power in this world or another can cauterize the wounds they make. They bleed into eternity.



CHAPTER TWO

GERMANIA

Lucius Pontius Pilate

I was born to be a warrior. Until I donned the tunic, body armor, and shoulder plates of the legionnaire, I felt like a child. I knew upon grabbing the dagger, sword, javelin, and shield that this was my destiny. As a boy, I had been ungainly, all angles, awkward and fumbling. But as I placed the helmet on my head and joined my legion, I knew that time had passed. I would lead men. And soon.

The march from Rome to the outskirts of Germanicus was dreadful. Our commander underestimated the effect of the northern winter and overestimated the strength and endurance of his legion. More than one hundred Roman soldiers died from exposure and exhaustion before we met a single Germanian. Stupidity. Incompetence. Inexcusable in a leader. My pent-up anger when we finally met our enemy whipped my speed, tactics, and deadliness into something manic, crazed, unstoppable. At the end of that first day, exhausted and improperly clothed, we sent the Germans fleeing. The Roman soldiers who had survived were cheering my name.

“LUCIUS!”

“PONTIUS!”

“PILATE!”

Our Tribune was dead. Overnight, at the age of twenty-eight, I became Tribune.

Was it destiny that caused Tiberius to ride onto the blood-soaked German soil just as the men were hauling me atop their shoulders and shouting my name? Was it fate that caused the next emperor of Rome to smile as he replaced my helmet with a laurel wreath? As he wordlessly crowned me Tribune after my very first day of battle, the men continued shouting my three names until the trees shook.

Had I known Claudia then, and had she told me of my future, would I have turned away from my calling, cutting short my rapid ascent to the pinnacle of the best army the world had ever witnessed? Could I have become a farmer like my brother… a physician like my uncle…or perhaps a consul like Seneca?

Seneca, he to whom I gave my trust blindly. He whose words I revered and whose viewpoints became mine.



CHAPTER THREE

ATHENS, MACEDONIA

Claudia Procula

At fifteen, I was of marriageable age. Old, even, when compared to the three daughters of Aunt Sabina’s best friend Phoebe, all of whom were married by their twelfth birthdays. Girls were expensive and dowries were expected; the wealthier the household, the more extravagant the dowry.

Had Uncle Adrian not been so fond of me, I’d have been gone that dreadful summer afternoon when I stupidly and cruelly insulted Sabina’s faith, her goddess Athena. There is no excuse for the lack of respect I showed a woman who had taken me in and done her very best to prepare me for the world.

And yet, when I look back through these ancient eyes, I have sympathy for that impossibly young girl who had just mastered Plato’s Republic. She’d been feeling the supreme joy of deciphering a map to wisdom, discovering that philosophy can be a practical guide to life.

At the end of that first reading of the Republic, I finally had the words to express portions of the inchoate knowledge with which I’d been infused at Delphi: virtue, justice, immortality, eternity, nobility. I knew, even then, that there were just two paths: that of the foolish and that of the wise. But the maps delineating those paths were often obscured, even deceptive. I understood that the knowledge of how to live emanates from wisdom—but also that it takes considerable work and study to embody true good. The pursuit of wisdom would assure that I would not live the life of the fool.

Upon reading Socrates’ explication of Plato for the first time, I didn’t just learn but recognized the writer’s words:


That the true lover of knowledge is always striving after being—that is his nature; he will not rest in the multiplicity of individuals which is an appearance only, but will go on—the keen edge will not be blunted, nor the force of his desire abate until he have attained the knowledge of the true nature of every essence by a sympathetic and kindred power in the soul, and by that power drawing near and mingling and becoming incorporate with very being, having begotten mind and truth, he will have knowledge and will live and grow truly, and then, and not till then, will he cease from his travail.

This was the work of a lifetime—I knew it even then. An endeavor that requires no less than everything; a practice that can be shared with no one but the creator.

Uncle Adrian walked in the house just as I was finishing the ninth chapter. “What are you doing, Claudiaki mou?” he asked.

Adrian was an aristocrat–one of the arostoi—and he looked the part as he stood in the courtyard smiling down at me, the tanned olive skin of his arms and muscular, robust legs contrasting sharply with the gold linen chiton he wore. His distinctive white-wool toga indicated that he had been at the agora that morning.

Due to the force of my concentration, I had not noticed the onset of dusk until I heard his voice. He looked pleased, even relaxed. The morning meeting must have gone well. I knew he had been concerned about the fate of a new tax plan he’d devised with two other citizens. A wealthy property owner, my uncle was an influential citizen in Athens. His was one of the largest farms in Athens, with acres of olive trees and vineyards and more than forty slaves to work it.

“I’m finishing Plato’s Republic, Uncle,” I answered him, proudly pointing at the thick pile of pages I’d read, next to the thin sheaf still to be completed.

Eyebrows raised, his smile grew wide. “This calls for a celebration! Where is Sabina?”

“At Phoebe’s. They are working to complete a wedding dress for her youngest daughter.”

Reaching down to pull me up off the couch, my uncle said, “Come! Let’s find Antonia and some wine. Then you can tell me all that you have learned.”

And so I did, for over two hours, as Uncle Adrian listened carefully and asked a question now and then to get me to clarify a point. He was particularly interested in my excitement about the ideal state, the philosopher king, and what I called the “irrefutable logic” of there being just one god, not many. Just one cause of everything.

Eyes shining, Uncle Adrian said, “I’m very proud of you, Claudia. When I gave you my copy of those scrolls for your birthday last year, I had no idea that you would devour their content as if it were mere air!”

I think it was the fact that my erudite uncle had seemed to agree with my ideas—even about religion—that inspired the hubris in me and impelled me to correct Sabina. After my foolish outburst, my aunt distanced herself from me entirely and permanently. I faced each successive birthday with increasing apprehension, knowing that the day would soon come when I would be told whom I would marry.

It was a relief then, on the April evening of my fifteenth year, when she appeared in my doorway and said, “Claudia, Adrian and I have decided it is time for you to meet your future husband, Lucius. We’ll be leaving early Friday morning. Pack all of your things.” She spoke softly from the open door of my room and looked at me warily as if expecting an outburst.

I smiled and stood. “Will you come in and sit for just a moment, Aunt Sabina?” I held my breath. For the past five years, I had tried and failed to have a conversation I hoped desperately now to have.

We stared at one another at eye level. I was now as tall as she, five-foot-seven. I noted a shimmer of surprise in her eyes as, almost unwillingly, my aunt noted the similarity of our bodies. She was lovely, ageless, her skin like porcelain. I could easily see why my uncle had fallen in love with her. Her use of kohl around her eyes was artful, just bold enough to emphasize the unusual shade of them. The red ochre on her lips looked natural. Was this how my mother looked? I wondered. Then, with a jolt, Am I this beautiful?

I reined in my silly thoughts. Claudia, you will never have this chance again. Act. Now.

“Please,” I said, holding out my hand. I exhaled softly as she stepped over the threshold of my room and took it.

Sitting on the kline I had slept on since a baby, I patted the space next to me.

She sat down, looking as surprised as I was that we were sitting side by side.

“Thank you,” I said, turning my body so I could look into those lovely eyes. I knew that in just two days, I would never see her again. “There is no excuse for what I said to you that day, the pain I inflicted with my rash words. Please know how profoundly I regret them. There has not been one day since that I have not felt sorrow and remorse.”

Sabina’s cheeks flushed, the unbidden shame, the humiliation and most likely anger of that day inflaming them. Her lips parted, and she placed her hands on either side of her thighs—about to bolt, I feared.

Grabbing the hand closest to me, I whispered again, “Please, Aunt, hear me out. Give me a mere five minutes.”

I hated the sound of my own begging, but the need to speak the words that had been searing my heart for five years was like a living thing with shape, weight, and dimension. Feeling Sabina’s hand relax, I rashly fell to my knees in front of her. “You must know that I will never use my gifts to harm another. Please, dearest sister of my dear mother, you, who opened your home and heart to this orphan, please know how much my heart aches over those impulsively uttered words. Please accept my gratitude for taking me in and allowing me to attain the education I so desired.”

Staring at her, I could feel the weight of my own unshed tears, then feel their tracks as they overflowed and slowly descended my face. “Please forgive me.”

She rose. The kiss she planted on the crown of my head was a blessing. Her strong arms pulled me up beside her until, once again, we were gazing at each other.

“I do forgive you, Claudia. I do.” Her eyes searched mine as if looking for something lost. Then as she clasped me to her bosom, “Your problem, my child, is the oldest in the world. The wisdom you seek so desperately will only disappoint you. It will never be enough. The only true wisdom is in knowing you know nothing.”

It would be years before I would realize that my Aunt Sabina had been quoting Socrates. That the woman in whose home I had lived for twelve years was a total stranger.




CHAPTER FOUR

ROME, PALACE OF TIBERIUS

Lucius Pontius Pilate

I waited for hours that steaming August day. Clad in my full Tribune regalia, I must have lost ten pounds in sweat as I awaited Tiberius’s summons into his private chambers. My heart pounded, not just from the heat but from a powerful foreboding that my days as a legionnaire were over. The note on the wax tablet had said nothing other than, “Come see me immediately.” Tiberius had not even bothered to add his seal.

The journey back to Rome had been exhausting–filled with sporadic fighting with Germanian soldiers who had refused to accept defeat. The passage had taken thirteen days instead of the usual week; I dared not calculate the number of days we’d gone without sleep.

Caesar Augustus, the god-like leader of the Roman Empire, was dying—but he had been close to death for several years. No one was sure just who would be the next Caesar. His succession was thrown into turmoil with the deaths of his grandsons, Lucius and Gaius, after the banishment of their younger brother, Agrippa Postumus, ten years earlier. But this was Roman politics. Nothing was assured until Augustus was dead.

Tiberius was a warrior, like me. We had “recognized” each other during that first blood-soaked battle six years before. As I waited, I deliberated about this man I had come to admire as a leader. Tiberius was a born soldier. Neither subtlety, deception, nor fawning blemished his character—although all three qualities and more were essential if one was to thrive in the boiling cauldron of Roman politics. Although I knew that his ascendancy to Princeps would have a dramatic effect on me and my own career, for the life of me, I could not imagine Tiberius as Caesar. Mainly because he had told me that his was not an authentic claim to the legacy. The great leader of the fading Roman Republic had adopted Tiberius upon the deaths of his own beloved sons, Gaius and Lucius Caesar. Tiberius was a son not by blood but by default. True, he had been quite drunk the night he shared this secret with me, but I believed the truth of it....

That strange confession had emerged after the Germanian victory in the Teutoburg Forest. The cleverly planned ambush by the German tribal leader Arminius had caught Varus, Tiberius’s replacement in Germania, by complete surprise and resulted in a rout: four brutal, storm-filled days described more accurately as a massacre than a battle. Tiberius and I, the newly minted legionnaire Tribune, Lucius Pontius Pilate, had arrived in time to view the carnage: More than 15,000 dead Roman legionnaires, along with many of the women and children who had accompanied them on their journey through the “peaceful Roman territory.”

It was when we happened upon Varus’s body on the bloodsoaked ground, his hands still clutching the spear that impaled his chest, that Tiberius won my lifelong fidelity. We had been carefully picking our way through the corpses, Tiberius astride his pure white Arabian, oblivious to the stench, flies, and hellishness surrounding us. I had no idea what we searched for. The only sounds were those of the horses’ hooves as they laboriously sought safe ground free of limbs and bodies. Unconsciously, I sought to imitate my superior, maintain my composure, and keep the contents of my stomach where it belonged.

Abruptly, Tiberius reined in his horse. The gelding snorted in surprise but stopped, and Tiberius instantly dismounted. Without thinking, I followed suit and stood beside him where he knelt...belatedly realizing that the body before us was the Tribune Varus himself.

Where a lesser man may well have given no thought to proper battlefield burial for a leader who’d suffered such an inglorious death, Tiberius gently, almost reverently, picked up the body and assigned four soldiers the task of burying him. Then he turned to me and growled, “I hope you can hold your liquor, young man. Because we’re going to get exceedingly drunk.”

After several hours of drinking Germanian beer, we were both so inebriated that all self-control was lost. Several times, Tiberius swore he would go into exile rather than accept the laurel crown of the Roman Empire.

I had never been as drunk, even during the early days of legionnaire training when we’d run close to thirty-six kilometers a day, loaded down by thirty-five-and-a-half kilograms of armor. Oh, the impossible feats they demanded of us! All we did was run... and then drink.

Tiberius as Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire? Why, it would be precisely like me becoming a politician…wouldn’t it?

I smiled at the memories, even of that swill Posca–the only wine that we could afford. And reveled in my recollection of the grandeur and glory of becoming a Roman legionnaire—the acme of all fighting forces in the world. But my smile faded with the memory of reading the message from Tiberius, and the sense of foreboding that accompanied it.

Suddenly the enormous wooden doors of the inner chambers exploded outward. A phalanx of soldiers stepped out in a tight formation, revealing Sejanus. He was no longer clothed in the uniform of the legionnaire but in a toga and unarmed.

Sejanus is Prefect of the Praetorian Guard, I thought. By Jove, Augustus must be dead and Tiberius now the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire!

Some 753 years ago, after killing his brother Remus, Romulus had personally yoked a bull and a heifer to a plow and marked off the sacred boundaries of his city of Rome. There was no temple to Mars, the god of war, and even generals changed to civilian clothes when they entered the holy precinct. All Roman soldiers knew–even most citizens—that the Palatine Hill was a place of peace, the pomerium.

Despite the heat, I felt a chill, as if a cold breeze had materialized. Saying nothing, I merely stared at Sejanus and waited.



CHAPTER FIVE

ATHENS, MACEDONIA

Claudia Procula

“I forbid it. It would be far too dangerous—for my men and me, never mind for you and Claudia! That territory is still riddled with bandits.”

I had never heard Uncle Adrian raise his voice, let alone shout. Aunt Sabina’s reply was too quiet for me to hear from the doorway of my room on the second floor, where I strained to listen to them talking down in the andron. It was by far the largest room in the house and was on the far side from my room—but not so far that my uncle’s deep voice did not carry clearly through the still morning air. I knew they were in the space Adrian kept for seeing business associates and hosting important social occasions. I had seen Sabina in there only a few times, when her hospitality to the leaders of Athens was warranted.

Clearly, they did not want me to hear their conversation. I could only conclude that they were talking about me. But what could they be having words about? Soon, I would be gone from their lives and no longer their concern. Whatever the matter, it had surely been raised by Sabina, and was obviously the cause of great consternation for Adrian. His last phrase echoed in my mind: That territory is still riddled with bandits. Too dangerous even for my men and me....

I continued to stand silent and alert but could make out nothing further. My things were all packed: Three large woven bags held my clothes and another two, along with a beautifully carved wooden chest, my dowry. I knew the contents. Sabina had been working for weeks on a collection of undergarments for my wedding night and the nights thereafter. Of a variety of pale violets and amber hues, the garments were lovely. There was also a leather satchel that contained a very large sum of money in both Greek and Roman coins.

The dowry. Sabina had offered more than a few times to explain how and why my soon-to-be husband’s proposal had been accepted. With each of her attempts to discuss the matter, I had feigned indifference, but I could tell she recognized my fear. Did she also sense my exhilaration? The two did battle in my head almost constantly.

My dreams were not so specific back then. They offered no portent, nor did they show me the man who would be my husband—only his land, which seemed both familiar and strange. The place was very much like Greece: arid, mountainous, and located near the sea. But the contours, dimensions, and feeling of the mountains were different—these were more like hills. I would soon live in this exotic land, surrounded by people who spoke a language unknown to me.

As I’d been unable to sleep, I had been packed for many hours. I’d closed my eyes for a few moments, only to startle awake, heart racing, perspiring heavily. Finally, I gave up, arose, and gathered my things together.

I stepped out onto the balcony barefoot and soundlessly made my way down the stairs. At first, I could just make out the whispering of my guardians but, as I stole closer, I began to make out their words.

“Sabina, dearest, why would you endanger yourself like  this?”

My aunt is crying. No, she is sobbing! What is this? I’ve never known Sabina to shed a tear, even on the day I wounded her deeply with my words.

Barely, I heard the name Amara.

My mother. She is talking about my mother!

I felt something give way deep in my chest at the sound of that beloved name.

Amara. Mother.

Then everything went black.



CHAPTER SIX

PALACE OF TIBERIUS, ROME

Lucius Pontius Pilate

Sejanus finally spoke. I had not realized it was a contest, but from the look in the Praetorian’s eye, Sejanus thought so. His gaze emanated enmity.

“Lucius.”

“Salve, Sejanus.”

He looks the same. How many years has it been...at least fifteen, since those days when we were impossibly young; boys playing at the games of men. But none of it was ever a game for you, Sejanus, and look how far you have come. Head of the Praetorian Guard. Head bodyguard of the Emperor. But it’s not enough, is it? Not even this role is sufficient to satisfy your appetite for power, fame, and adulation. Your eyes are wholly devoid of light. Clearly, you hate me still. Or, more likely, you hate everyone who is of no use to you.

As I stood there contemplating his character, I realized how unsurprised I was at the rapid ascension of Sejanus through the ranks. His ambition had been evident even when our cheeks were still smooth. Although his given name was Lucius, like my own, he had discarded it as childish and refused to answer to anything but Sejanus. Somehow, he’d persuaded even the coarse instructors to call him by his preferred name, as if Lucius had died in childhood. The implication was obvious: Sejanus believed that I, Lucius Pontius Pilate, had preferred to remain a child, answering to the name given me by my mother, while he was a true
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