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​Prologue: The Watcher
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The words left his mouth before he knew he’d spoken.
“Truly this was the Son of God.”
And once they were spoken, nothing... no emperor, no legion, no family... would ever let him take them back.

The hill was already scarred with crosses. Wood splintered and blackened by weather stood like old bones against the sky, reminders that Rome’s justice was never swift but always seen. The place was called Golgotha (“the Skull”), and the centurion had marched enough condemned men up its slopes to know its smell... sweat, iron, fear.

Longinus stood as he always did... helmet shadowing his eyes, spear steady in his hand. A soldier’s task was simple: keep order, see the sentence carried out, report when the bodies hung still. He had learned not to think of the faces, not to carry them home. The empire devoured men; he merely sharpened the teeth.

But this one... this Nazarene... was not like the others. There had been no curses spat at the soldiers, no begging for mercy. Instead, he had spoken strange words... words of forgiveness, words that sounded less like a criminal and more like a king blessing his people. Longinus had felt a sting, an unease he buried beneath years of discipline.

The sky suddenly changed. Darkness gathered where there should have been light, and the air shuddered as if creation itself held its breath. The centurion’s men muttered about omens, about angry gods. Longinus barked them into silence, though his own heart pounded against the armor at his chest.

When the Nazarene cried out and slumped forward, something broke... not in the prisoner but in the watcher. The earth shook; stones split. And from Longinus’s lips, before he could measure or restrain the words, came a confession:
“Truly this was the Son of God.”
He had overseen many deaths, but never had death itself felt so undone. In that moment, the soldier’s life... ordered and bound to Caesar... began to splinter like the veil the priests whispered about in their temple. He did not know what lay ahead... only that the path before him would never again be the same.

And so the centurion who had once been a servant of empire became a witness to another kingdom.
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​Months Earlier
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The barracks were loud for a while. Dice clattered, men cursed, the smell of wine soured the air. Then the lamps burned low, and the camp sank into the kind of silence only soldiers know... heavy, restless, uneasy with its own stillness.

That was when Longinus unrolled the parchment.

The wax seal had cracked on the march back from Caesarea, but he had saved the letter until he could be alone. He lit a small oil lamp, leaned against the stone wall, and let the words of his wife spill into him.

“Marcus has taken to carrying the basket in the vineyard. He says it makes him strong like his father. He misses you. We both do.”

The words blurred for a moment... not from the ink but from his own tired eyes. He rubbed his thumb along the margin where she had pressed harder, as if she could bridge the distance by force.

He could see it clearly: the vineyard rows stretching down the hill, the smell of earth and grape leaves, his boy stumbling but proud with a basket nearly half his size. Marcus had been only six when Longinus last saw him. How tall would he be now? How much of his face would already be changing into manhood?

He folded the letter carefully, slid it back into the leather pouch he kept hidden beneath his armor. No one in the legion could know how often he read it. A centurion was expected to be as strong as iron. Orders barked, whips cracked, discipline held. Men measured their commander’s strength in how little of himself he revealed.

But in the dark, when only the lamp and the letter were with him, Longinus was not iron. He was a husband who had kissed his wife’s hands before leaving, a father who still felt the weight of his son asleep against his chest. But all this had to be hid again in the morning once he was up giving his orders for Rome.

The sun cleared the rooftops as Longinus strode across the yard. The men fell into line without needing so much as a look.

“Shields high. Hold them like your life depends on it... because it does.”

His voice carried across the square, clipped and even. The clang of iron against iron filled the morning. New recruits always wobbled beneath the weight of the scutum, their arms trembling. He barked at one boy from Gaul, no more than seventeen, to lock his elbow or risk losing it on the field. The lad flushed but obeyed.

“Centurion,” muttered Cassius, one of his veterans, falling in beside him, “when was the last time you saw real battle? Not this Jerusalem-patrol nonsense... a good line charge, a clash worth the scars.”

“Too long,” came the reply. He kept his eyes on the line, on the discipline, on the order that kept them alive.

“Instead we play nursemaid to priests and prophets.” Cassius spat in the dust. “You hear about that Galilean? Turning water to wine, healing lepers... the locals can’t stop talking about him.”

Longinus grunted. “Every province has its miracle-workers. Rome has crosses for them all.”

The drills ended. Longinus then led a patrol through the narrow streets. Merchants stared, children darted between stalls, and every face seemed to hold suspicion. He caught one boy gazing at the Roman crests on their helmets and nodded at him. They patrolled for hours before returning to the barracks.

That night, the barracks filled again with dice and laughter. Longinus sat apart, sharpening his spearpoint. The men laughed at some joke about a zealot who had run screaming from a tavern after hearing of the Nazarene’s miracles.

“Maybe he’ll turn our rations into something worth eating,” one quipped.

Laughter erupted. Longinus said nothing. He kept his hands steady, though inside he wondered why the Nazarene’s name lingered on so many lips.

The men laughed long into the night, slapping dice against the table, shouting over one another in Latin and broken Greek. Longinus kept to the edge of the firelight, spear across his knees, whetstone rasping against the steel.

“Centurion,” Cassius called across the room, a grin splitting his scarred face, “what’s your wager? Will this Nazarene talk the priests to death before we nail him up, or will Pilate save us the trouble?”

The dice froze mid-roll. For a moment the barracks went still.

Longinus looked up, eyes narrowing. “What are you saying?”

Cassius leaned back, smug. “Word is, Pilate’s washing his hands of it, but the priests want blood. They’ve put this Jesus on the docket for crucifixion... tomorrow, maybe the day after. And guess who’s on rotation?”

The laughter sputtered into silence. A few men glanced at Longinus, then back at their dice, suddenly unwilling to meet his gaze.

Longinus set the whetstone down slowly. The spearhead gleamed in the firelight, sharp enough to pierce flesh with the smallest push.

He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. The look on his face said enough... whatever waited on the hill of skulls would not be like the others.
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​Golgotha
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Dawn broke red over Jerusalem. The city was already stirring, voices rising like a tide as the condemned were led out.

Longinus walked at the head of the column, his armor catching the light, spear upright in his hand. Behind him shuffled three prisoners, each bent beneath the weight of his cross. Two were thieves, ragged and sullen. The third... Jesus of Nazareth... walked with a strange calm, though his back was flayed raw from lashes.

The streets were crowded and narrow. Women wailed from doorways. Some spat. Others tore at their garments. Children clung to their mothers’ robes while watching the scene unfold.

“Look at them,” muttered Cassius, marching beside him. “Half the city out to watch. You’d think we were leading a king to his throne.”

Yet the crowd’s roar told another story. Some jeered, but most wept. Still others followed in silence, as though something holy was passing them by.

Longinus kept his face hard, but inside he felt the air pressing heavy against his chest. He had marched men to their deaths before. This was not the same.

At the city gate, Jesus stumbled. The wood crashed to the stones, nearly dragging him down with it. A soldier struck him with the butt of his spear.

“Up, Nazarene. Up!”

Longinus opened his mouth to bark the same order... and then Jesus lifted his head. Blood streaked his face, thorns pressed into his brow. His eyes... clear, steady, unflinching... met the centurion’s.

For an instant, Longinus forgot how to breathe.

Then the order came to move on, and the column lurched forward toward the hill of skulls.

The holes in the rock had been carved long ago, made to cradle the bases of crosses as if the earth itself had grown accustomed to Rome’s cruelty. Soldiers spread out in practiced rhythm, some uncoiling ropes, others laying out nails. The ritual was one they all knew too well.

Longinus gave the order, his voice level though his heart thudded in his chest. The thieves cursed as the beams were thrust upon the ground. They kicked, spat, writhed against the cords. The men pinned them down, grunting as they forced wrists to wood. This too was part of the ritual... the final defiance before fear took hold.

Then came the Nazarene.

He did not curse. He did not resist. When they stretched out His arms, He opened His palms as if offering them freely. The hammer fell, and the sound rang sharper than iron should, echoing in the centurion’s skull.

Longinus did not flinch. A soldier of Rome could not flinch. Yet as the cross was raised, as the body of the Galilean lifted against the sky, a tremor passed through him that he could not master.

The crowd surged. Priests shouted in triumph.
“If You are the Son of God, come down from the cross!”
Passersby wagged their heads, mocking. Some women wept aloud, tearing at their garments. Others whispered prayers through their
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