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        * * *

      

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental. The personal names have been invented by the authors, and any likeness to the name of any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
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        Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version® (ESV®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.
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      I have kept the background to the story historically accurate, apart from the details of Anna’s relationship to an actual historical person. Without giving away any spoilers before you read the book, I have taken license with the invention of Anna and the other main characters, but everything else is straight out of the pages of history.

      The buildings mentioned in Corinth, both modern and ancient, are all accurately depicted, as are the harbors, the Corinth Canal, and the entire landscape.

      The Diorygma Museum is an invention, but the other museums do exist.

      The Seal of Solomon, a ring, is mentioned in the Testament of Solomon which is believed to be a mythical account of King Solomon’s building of the Temple. The Testament of Solomon is a text written in Koine Greek. It tells of the power the ring bestowed on its wearer over the demons which tried to prevent the building of the Temple. The Seal of Solomon became signifiant in medieval Arabic tradition, and from there developed in Jewish mysticism and in Western occultism. 

      There is no scholarly consensus on the date of the Testament of Solomon. It was originally thought to be either medieval or fourth-century A.D., but now scholars have proposed a far earlier date, that of the first-century A.D.
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        82 A.D.

        CORINTH

      

      

      

      The Lady Sabina Soaemias Bassiana leaned against the tired wooden wall of the ship and looked up the mountain which loomed over the harbor and the city below it. In fact, it seemed to stretch out even to the boat, its malevolent fingers reaching for prey. Sabina shook her head. Now I am being fanciful, she told herself, and I need to keep my imagination in check, especially with the nightmares I have been having about losing our friends in Pompeii.

      Sabina took a deep breath of the sea air. Aulus says this mountain isn’t a fire mountain, she reassured herself, but somewhere deep down, was the small voice that said, But how would he know? No one had heard of fire mountains until Vesuvius destroyed Pompeii. She shook her head again. I am probably simply concerned about breaking the news to Anna.

      How would Anna react? It was good news, to be sure, but it was certain to come as a shock.

      At least I have Aulus for support, Sabina thought, looking at her husband chatting amiably to one of the sailors, admiring the way the big muscles in his arms rippled under his toga. I have been blessed with a wonderful husband. I only hope Anna and Decimus can marry, but Aulus says that is not at all likely.
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        * * *

      

      Anna hurried after the servant girl down the brightly painted corridor toward the formal entrance hall. Sabina and Aulus, here, in Corinth? Surely, this couldn’t be true! Have my prayers been answered so soon? she wondered.

      As they reached the entrance, the servant girl stood aside to reveal an equally excited Sabina standing arm in arm with Aulus.

      The two women lost no time falling into each other’s arms and sobbing.

      “Sabina, I have not seen you for a long time,” Anna said between sobs. “I was so happy when your mother, the Lady Octavia, wrote to me and said you were married to Aulus.” Anna cast Aulus a shy glance.

      Sabina sighed. “Mother said you had written to inform her you were now in Corinth. It was awful for Mother and my sisters, thinking you had been killed in Pompeii. Mother still feels bad for leaving you there at our country estate.”

      Anna’s expression grew grim. “Yes, your mother was not to know what would happen. I still have nightmares from time to time about it. You must think I am silly.”

      “No, of course not.” Sabina’s tone was vehement.

      Aulus put his arm around Sabina protectively. “Do you know, sailing into the Lechaeon harbor here in Corinth, Sabina was afraid when she saw the huge mountain towering over Corinth. She grabbed my arm so hard that I am sure I will have red welts there for a week.” He laughed and held Sabina away from him as she had playfully poked him on the arm at that comment. “I had to assure her that the mountain here is not a fire mountain like Vesuvius.”

      Anna smiled at Aulus’s attempt to inject humor into the situation. “I was afraid of it too at first,” she admitted. “That rocky mountain is called the Acrocorinth. It is two thousand feet high. It and the six-mile wall used to protect Corinth, back when the city did not enjoy times of peace as it does now. People do walk up to the top of it. There are temples on the top. Do forgive me, you have been traveling for, how long?”

      “Four and a half days,” Sabina said. “And I am not the best sailor, but it wasn’t tiring at all. It took the ship four and a half days to sail from Puteoli to Corinth.”

      Anna embraced Sabina again. “Will you do me the honor of staying with me while you are here?”

      “Yes, thank you, we would be delighted. If you have room?”

      Anna nodded and led Sabina back down the corridor with Aulus following along behind. “I have a big apartment. The villa is owned by an agreeable family.”

      They had reached the garden courtyard surrounded by columns, and Anna gestured to some wooden benches. “It is such a lovely day, would you like to sit here? There is so much to catch up on.” Anna inhaled the heady scent of the flowering basil, whose white flowers stood in complete contrast to the red roses planted strategically around the garden courtyard. I feel so happy with Sabina here, she thought. This is just like old times.

      Sabina and Aulus sat on the seats while the servant girl returned with glasses of kykeon, barley water, and platters of honeyed quinces and stuffed dormice.

      “You know, this could be Rome,” Sabina remarked. “It is so Roman here. I was afraid it was a Greek city, and I heard Greek spoken on our way here from the harbor. Corinth is only about forty miles west of Athens, after all. It is on the southern end of the Greek peninsula too.”

      Aulus raised his eyebrows. “You know, Anna, I have tried to reassure Sabina that Corinth is a thoroughly Roman city. Augustus made Corinth the capital of the imperial province of Achaea and is the seat of its proconsul. Corinth even has a full Roman name, Colonia Laus Sabina Corinthiensis, and the coins are Roman, not Greek. Very Roman indeed. One would think we were back home in Puteoli.”

      “Puteoli?” Anna asked. “Is that where the two of you are living now?”

      Sabina swallowed a piece of honeyed quince. “Oh Anna, we have so much to catch up on, like you said. Yes, obviously my parents can never go back to their villa in Pompeii, so they bought a summer villa in Puteoli, not far from the villa that Aulus bought for us. Anyway, enough about us! Do tell us what has been happening with you.”

      Anna sighed, a long, deep sigh. “It has been hard. I fled from Pompeii during the eruption. I sent a letter to your mother in Rome to tell her what had happened. I was so relieved when I received a letter in reply, that you and Aulus were married.” Anna dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief.

      Sabina also sniffled, and Aulus put his arm around her again. “I am sorry you were not at our wedding, Anna, or Decimus for that matter. We were married in Rome, just a very small wedding. We did not think it right to celebrate after so many lost their lives, and still not knowing what had happened to so many of our friends.”

      Anna nodded in agreement. “I am simply happy that you two are alive and well. Sabina, how are you? You seem a little upset, or perhaps just thoughtful.”

      Sabina laughed. “You know me too well, Anna. I have some news for you. My mother did not wish to tell you in her letter, so she asked me to come and tell you in person.”

      Anna nodded, but could not shake off the feeling that her life would never be the same again. She took a deep breath, stood up, and walked around to examine a rose bud resting against a column.

      Sabina held out the scroll. “My parents wanted me to come here to give you this document.”

      Anna took the parchment scroll from Sabina. “It is sealed,” she said with some wonder. The comment was addressed to herself. A moment’s silence ensued, and then Anna looked up at Sabina. “Do you know what this means?”

      Sabina stood up and walked over to Anna and sat next to her on the seat. She patted Anna’s knee. “Anna, prepare yourself for a shock. You are not a servant. You never were. This document is my parents’ guarantee that you are a free person.”

      Anna was indeed in shock. Her head was spinning, and she was finding it hard to concentrate. “You mean, I have been freed? Your parents have freed me?”

      Sabina shook her head. “No Anna, what I am trying to tell you, is that you never were a servant.”

      Anna hadn’t expected to hear this. The room started to spin. She went to stand up but wobbled badly. Sabina took her by the arm and guided her back down to the seat. “Never a servant? What do you mean? I was a servant for years.”

      Sabina shook her head. “That is what I thought too, of course, but it turns out that my parents were asked to raise you.”

      “Raise me?” This is getting more puzzling, Anna thought. “But why would they raise me as a servant? It does not make sense.”

      Sabina shrugged. “Mother said that there were political reasons. Mother did not want to put it in writing in case it was intercepted.”

      “Intercepted? It is too intriguing.” To Anna’s embarrassment, she burst into tears.

      Sabina comforted Anna until her tears subsided. “I know this is a horrible shock for you. It is good though, right? Better than to think you were free and then find out you were a servant.”

      Anna laughed softly in spite of herself. “True.”

      Sabina patted Anna on the knee again. “Mother said we are to go seek out the magistrate, Aquila Claudius Drusus. Mother says he is a distant relative of hers. He will tell you the circumstances of your birth and give you funds that have been kept for you. He will explain everything, about your parents, where they are.”

      Anna’s head was reeling. “My parents? I have parents? I thought I was an orphan.”

      “Do you remember anything at all from when you were very young?” Sabina asked her.

      Anna leaned over and put her head between her hands. “I think so. I always thought they must have been dreams though—my memories, I mean. I am so confused. Maybe they were dreams.”

      “What do you remember?” Sabina prompted gently.

      “Just images really. I remember going on a long journey. I remember being in a faraway land. It is strange, as I do think I remember my parents, but it is vague. I always thought those were dreams as it did not seem as though I was a servant.” Anna sighed deeply. “You know, that makes sense, if they were memories. But I do not understand the political reasons and secrecy? There’ is too much intrigue; I want to know the truth.”

      Sabina nodded in sympathy. “It will all make sense, no doubt, when we find the magistrate. Anyway, what news do you have of Decimus? Is his house far from here?”

      At the mention of Decimus’s name, Anna’s stomach churned.
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        The Present Day

        AGIOS CHARALAMPOS, CORINTH

      

      

      

      He was out on bail. That was a small consolation, giving he was facing serious charges. There would be a large fine, maybe time in prison. Why were the police trying to make an example of him, in particular?

      It was inevitable that any antiquities dealer would end up in the possession of stolen goods. All antiquities were stolen, technically speaking, he figured—even if their owners were no longer alive and maybe hadn’t been alive for more than two thousand years.

      Yannis Papanikou reached his modest home near the sea at Agios Charalampos. He took a deep breath of the salt air and then surveyed his house. It all looked as it should.

      He unlocked the door. The interior was not so good. Items still lay tossed around from where the police had carried out their raid. Manuscripts and paperwork covered both his couches, and more paperwork was strewn over the mosaic floor in front of them. His small octagonal coffee table was on its side.

      With a sigh, he crossed to right it. He wondered why they felt it necessary to make such a mess. He walked into the kitchen and looked at his faded green chopping board adorned with an image of two pears. He turned it over, idly thinking it needed replacing. Well, he wouldn’t be replacing anything soon, not with the fine the authorities were sure to hand down to him.

      The antiquities dealer spun around. He hadn’t heard anyone enter his house, and he was certain he had locked the door.

      “I’ve been released on bail,” he told the intruder. “What more do you want with me?”

      He summed up the man facing him. He didn’t look like the cops who had arrested him. This man exuded danger. His shoulders were broad, and his arms were thick. His legs were as thick as the trunks of ancient olive trees. A jagged scar ran across his face. The antiquities dealer trembled.

      The man spoke, his voice deep. “I want the seal.”

      Yannis Papanikou involuntarily took a step backward. “The seal?” he repeated, injecting confusion into his tone. “I don’t have a seal. Anyway, you took everything of value.”

      The man took another step forward. “I am not with the police.”

      The dealer’s blood ran cold. “What, what do you want with me?” he stammered.

      “The seal.”

      “If I had one, I’d give it to you,” the dealer said, now thoroughly frightened. “Look for yourself.” He gestured expensively around his house. “If you told me what it looked like, maybe I could help.”

      The man simply narrowed his eyes by way of response. The action did nothing to relieve the dealer’s tension. “What do you know of a sigil?”

      “A sigil? Nothing.”

      The man clamped his meaty hand on the dealer’s shoulder and squeezed hard. “Tell me what you know about a sigil.”

      “It’s simply a Latin name for a seal,” the dealer said.

      After what seemed an age, the man finally spoke. “Where do you keep your items?”

      “In the spare room. Follow me.” The dealer led the man into a large room, which would normally have been the master bedroom but served as his office and storage room.

      The man took a quick look around. “The police seized five golden tablets, a six-page metal tablet, two amulet holders, a menorah, a golden bull figurine, and three bronze charms, all with inscriptions and signs in Hebrew, as well as a tenth century Byzantine Bible. And they did not find a bronze seal.”

      The dealer nodded. The man pushed on. “The bronze seal was stolen with those other items. The police don’t have it, so you must still have it. Where is it? I’ll give you five seconds.”

      The man held his hands in front of him. “There are plenty of bronze seals. Maybe, it was a different bronze seal. They all look alike. I’m not trying to keep anything from you. Look, I’ll open the safe for you.” He scurried over to the safe and unlocked it, his hands trembling. He stood aside while the man went through the contents.

      The man straightened up. “Do you have another safe?”

      The dealer shook his head. “Everything I have of value is in this room.”

      The man closed the distance to him in five strides. He picked him up by the neck, the dealer’s legs dangling in the air. “Tell me the whereabouts of the seal, now. This is your last chance.”

      The dealer could barely speak. “I don’t have it. Take whatever you want, take everything,” he said.

      “I will.”

      Those were the last words the antiquities dealer heard.
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        82 A.D.

        CORINTH

      

      

      
      When Anna finally stopped crying, she realized that Aulus was patting her awkwardly on her shoulder, and Sabina was grasping both her hands.

      “A terrible fate has not befallen Decimus?” Aulus asked anxiously.

      “No! Forgive me, Aulus, I did not wish to worry you. I know he has been a friend of yours for years.” Anna stopped speaking and took a deep breath before continuing. “Decimus is not allowed to marry me, and his parents have arranged for him to marry someone else.”

      Sabina gently shook Anna’s hands. “Do not worry. They will change their minds when they find out that you are not a servant. They would wish him to marry her to advance their family’s standing.”

      “That’s just it, Sabina,” Anna sniffled. “I think it is the other way around. Lady Faustina wants to marry Decimus to advance her family’s standing.” Anna saw Sabina and Aulus exchange glances.

      Aulus nodded. “Anna is right, Sabina.”

      Anna saw Sabina shoot Aulus a warning glance, but he continued, nonetheless. “Decimus’s family is important. They are gentes maiores of the patricians.”

      Anna winced as Aulus named one of the highest social orders of Rome. She knew this but did not like to be reminded of it. She was a simple servant, or so she had thought. Free, servant, what difference will it make? she asked herself. None! I will still be nothing in their eyes.

      Sabina shot another warning glance at Aulus. “Yes, but Decimus is in love with Anna, Aulus.”

      Aulus shrugged. “I am certain he is, but you know as well as I do that marriages between the wealthy classes are arranged. It is a rare couple who manages to marry for love. We were blessed, Sabina.”

      “And Anna will be too.”

      Less than half an hour later, the three of them were traveling to Decimus’s parents’ villa. Anna had promised to show them the way but had refused to go to the villa itself with them. She was sure that Aulus knew the way—after all, he had been friends with Decimus for years, and she suspected that the couple simply wanted an excuse to take her to Decimus. Yet as much as she wanted to see Decimus, she was afraid of his parents’ barely civil attitude to her.

      “What are these large piles of rocks which dot the city?” Sabina asked.

      Anna was happy for the distraction. “Those are actually what remain of the ancient city walls. Rome destroyed old Corinth about two hundred and fifty years ago, and then quite some time after that, back in Julius Caesar’s day, he re-founded Corinth as a colony of Rome.”

      Sabina was intrigued. “Was that one hundred and twenty-five years ago?”

      Anna nodded. “Yes, and now Corinth is the commercial center of Greece. It is an ancient city, and it has always been a wealthy one.”

      They had reached the harbor, and the three companions paused to admire the bustling, vibrant scene in front of them.

      “It’s a man-made harbor, is it not, Anna?” Aulus asked. “I believe Decimus told me it had been excavated from marshy land hundreds of years ago.”

      Anna nodded. “That’ is correct.” The mention of Decimus’s name had saddened her again. Nevertheless, the harbor soon took her mind off her troubles. The air hung heavy with the scent of cinnamon and other spices. Anna recognized ginger, turmeric, myrrh, and cardamom in the mix.

      “It does smell wonderful,” Sabina said.

      “I could stand here all day. I love the salty scent of the sea air. I do not think I could ever live far from the sea.” Anna inhaled deeply. “I also love the scent of spices.”

      “There is something else apart from spices?” Sabina turned to Anna. “Do you know what it is?”

      Aulus spoke before Anna could answer. “That is incense. See those ships there?” He pointed to several brightly colored vessels in the harbor. “Ships from all over the Mediterranean come here. It is one of the largest harbors in the Roman world. In fact, ships from all over the world come here, even from as far away as China, India, and Indonesia. The incense trade passes through here. I am guessing that is what you can smell, Sabina.”

      Anna nodded. “It is. Who would need exotic perfumes from Egypt, when you can come down to the harbor?”

      Sabina laughed. “I do love my blue lotus and frankincense perfume, though, but
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