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Prologue
The Master was alive again. The thought kept ringing through the fisherman’s head as he rowed the boat across the dark waters of moonlit Lake Gennesaret in Galilee. The High Priests, the Sanhedrin, and the Romans had all conspired together to kill Rabbi Yeshua, whom the Romans called Jesus — and kill him they had. He was arrested, beaten, flogged, and then crucified outside the city gates on a hill that the locals called The Skull.
There was no doubt in the mind of Yehonan bar Zebed — John the son of Zebedee, as his Greek friends called him — that Yeshua was dead. John had stood at the foot of the cross, his face torn by grief, holding the Rabbi’s mother, Miriam, as she wept bitter tears at the sight of her firstborn son nailed to a tree, and thus placed under the curse of Yahweh. John had held her with one arm and his own wife, Miriam’s daughter and namesake, with the other as they watched their beloved Master die a criminal’s death.
It had not taken long, not by the standards of crucifixion. Men could linger for days on the cross, but Yeshua had yielded up His mighty spirit after only six hours of suffering. He had asked John to take care of His mother as he hung there dying, a natural choice since Yeshua’s brothers were estranged from him. They considered his preaching and teaching an embarrassment to the family. John loved his mother-in-law dearly and would be glad to take her into his home and treat her as his own mother. Not long after leaving John that charge, Yeshua had lifted his head up one more time and cried out with a loud voice “It is finished!” before slumping again. His final words were a whisper that John could barely make out: “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.”
He knew that Yeshua was dead, but the Romans would not release the body until they made sure of it. A burly legionary drove his pilum through Yeshua’s ribs and into his heart, and a gush of blood and water mingled together flowed from the wound. John shielded Miriam’s eyes from the fearful blow, but he kept his own gaze fixed on Yeshua’s face as the soldier skewered Him. Marred by dust and sweat and blood, his Master had not flinched or groaned as the iron spearhead penetrated his heart. He was dead; there was no doubt about that.
John had helped cut the body down from the cross, wrapped it in linen grave cloths, and hastily deposited it in a nearby tomb donated by one of the Master’s wealthy followers. They rolled the massive stone across the door of the tomb to keep animals from despoiling the body, and both the Romans and the High Priest had posted guards on the tomb, remembering the Master’s words that he would be coming back from the dead after three days.
And now He was alive again. The women had seen him first, coming to the tomb early in the morning on the third day after the crucifixion of their beloved rabbi. Miriamne of Magdala had been first, followed by another group that included Yeshua’s mother and two of His sisters. All of them reported variations on the same theme — that the tomb was empty, the stone rolled away, and young men dressed all in white were proclaiming that their Lord had risen from the dead.
John’s heart had flamed with a desperate hope when he heard Miriamne say that the Master’s tomb was empty. He and his friend Petros — Simon to his family, Peter to the Romans, and Cephas to the Greeks —raced each other in a frantic dash to the garden where the rock tomb was located, within a stone’s throw of the Hill of the Skull where the Master had died. They arrived moments apart, John’s younger legs carrying him a bit faster than Peter. He had stooped and seen the grave cloths he had wrapped around Yeshua’s body so carefully lying there empty, a hollow shell, with the face cloth neatly folded and set to one side. John knew at that moment that somehow, beyond all hope, their Master had returned.
Peter was not so sure; he entered the tomb and poked at the grave clothes, and then left, his countenance still marred with sorrow and pain. No one else knew what John knew: that Peter had denied knowing Jesus three times on the night the Master was arrested. He had done it for a noble reason — he and John had gained admittance to the High Priest’s palace, where Jesus was being tried. Peter had been accosted and accused of being Jesus’ accomplice and was afraid that if he acknowledged Jesus that he might be cast out. Thus, he denied his Master, exactly as Yeshua foretold, before the cock crowed to herald the coming dawn. When that fateful sound did come, Peter had folded up like a wet leather sack and fled the courtyard, weeping bitter tears.
But then, after they left the empty tomb that morning, Simon saw the Master alive again, and later that evening, John and the others saw Him too. Yeshua was alive! He was changed, somehow; still among them, only better than before — majestic, regal, and complete, His face glowing with the knowledge that He had accomplished what the Father sent Him forth to do.
After a few other brief appearances to His disciples, the Master told them that he would meet them in Galilee, so Peter and the others returned to their homes in Capernaum to await him. After a week without any visitation from Yeshua, they decided to go fishing one night. The notoriously fickle schools of perch were nowhere to be found; time and again they cast their nets out with no result. Now the sky was growing grey with the dawn, and the weary Galileans decided to row back to shore. With no catch, their morning meal would be meager.
It was John who saw the stranger first — a man standing on the shoreline, muffled in a cloak against the chill of the springtime air. It was too dark to make out his face, but when he spoke, his voice was friendly and curious.
“Hello, children, have you caught any fish?” he asked.
“All night we’ve worked, and not so much as a minnow!” Peter bellowed in reply.
“Try casting your nets on the right side of the boat,” the stranger told him. “I saw something move the water there just now.”
Peter and Andrew lifted one end of the net, while John and his brother James grabbed the other, and they heaved as hard as they could, throwing the fifteen-foot mesh across as wide a surface of the water as it would cover. The weights on the corners quickly pulled the net down, and the ropes in their hands began to jerk and twitch as the fish they had captured strained against them. All four of them pulled as hard as they could, and the net barely moved. Peter called out, “Everyone give a hand!”
The net was full to the top — there were so many fish the boat was listing to one side. On the shore, the stranger pulled his mantle back and laughed a keen laugh of pure joy that they recognized immediately.
“It is the Master!” Peter cried. He quickly pulled on his tunic — he had stripped down to his loincloth as they toiled through the night — and then dove into the water, swimming for shore as fast as he could. John laughed out loud as he and the others hoisted the bulging net into their boat, and then they laid to the oars, making for shore in Peter’s wake.
As soon as they had dragged the net up on the beach, they rushed to Yeshua’s side. He had already kindled a fire, and fresh fish — where He had gotten them, who could say? — were grilling over it on a flat stone, sprinkled with herbs for flavor. John embraced His Master eagerly, and then stepped back so the others could greet Him. Afterward, they sat down and dined together. Few words were exchanged — the disciples were so awed by the presence of their resurrected Lord that they were afraid to speak to Him. How had He conquered death? What had He seen? What lay next for all of them? The questions, never spoken, hung heavy in the air.
After they ate, James and John returned to the net and began counting the number of fish they had caught, while the rest began stringing up lines and lighting fires in order to begin smoking their catch. The lake had yielded up a tremendous bounty, and the money from the sale of the fish would pay for food and lodging wherever Jesus chose to send them next.
“One hundred and fifty-three!” John said. “We haven’t caught that many since -”
“Since the day the Master first called us,” James finished the sentence for him. They both fell silent as they remembered that day, so long ago, when Jesus had led them to the biggest catch of their lives — and then called them to “fish for men.”
“Where are Peter and the Master going, I wonder?” James said suddenly. John looked up and saw the two of them walking up the beach, leaving the rest of the disciples behind. Impulsively he stood and began to follow.
Jesus and Peter advanced up the beach, their feet occasionally lapped by the gentle waves. The night chill had worn away, and the morning sun was slowly clearing the hills — it was going to be a beautiful day. John followed the two men, not announcing His presence, but not concealing himself either. The Master looked back over His shoulder and gave John a smile, then turned back to Peter and spoke.
“Simon bar Jonah, do you love Me?” he asked.
“Of course, Lord, you know that I love you,” Peter said.
“Then feed my lambs,” Yeshua replied.
They walked along in silence for a while, and then Jesus posed the same question again.
“Simon, son of Jonas, do you love Me?” he asked.
“Lord, you know that I love you,” Peter replied again.
“Then tend my flock,” Jesus repeated.
For a long time, they walked on in silence, and then Jesus looked at Peter again.
“Simon, do you truly love me at all?” he asked.
Peter’s face was streaked with tears. Three times he had denied the Master, and now the Master was asking him a third time to affirm the love his actions had belied.
“Lord, you know all things,” he said. “You know the bottom of my heart. You know that I love you.”
“Then tend to my lambs,” Jesus said. “And listen to Me! When you were young you went where you wished and did what you wanted. When you are old, another will take you and bind you and lead you to a place where you do not want to go. Are you ready for this?”
Peter squared his shoulders. “I will follow you to the grave and beyond, my Lord!” he said. Then he glanced back and saw John trailing behind them. “So, what about him, Yeshua?” he asked. “What does his future hold?”
Jesus looked back at John and smiled once more.
“If I want him to tarry here until I come again, what is that to you, Peter?” he asked. “You follow me!”
Peter turned and looked at John. “It will be a long wait, my friend,” he said.
John tried to speak to him, but Peter’s face was changing, aging, his hair turning white and the lines in his face deepening. Blood ran down his features as his face contorted with agony —
And then John sat up. Nearly fifty years had passed since that day on the Sea of Galilee, and he was now an old man. Peter had been dead for more than a decade, crucified upside down outside the walls of Rome, and now John had a flock of his own to tend. He slowly sat upright, ignoring the aches in his seventy-year-old knees, and pulled his sandals on. It was time for the shepherd to feed his lambs.
 

Chapter I
Emperor Vespasian was dying. He had been stricken with a sudden illness as he toured Italia during his ninth consulship and ordered his faithful Praetorians to conduct him to his villa at Cutiliae. From there, his two sons were summoned to his bedside. Fever came and went, and the aging general who had seized control of the Empire after the death of Nero alternated between throwing his sweat-soaked bedclothes aside and calling for ice to demanding the blankets be piled high to keep his chills at bay. Diarrhea racked his body as well, and as his strength ebbed, he was not always able to reach the chamber pot in time. Although his servants kept the bedclothes changed, the stench still lingered in the bedroom.
Vespasian’s older son, Titus, had been with him on his progress through Campania and joined his father almost immediately, while the younger son, Domitian, had traveled south from Rome as quickly as possible. Both men were at their father’s bedside as his condition deteriorated, and soon it became evident that his illness was mortal.
Vespasian was highly regarded by the Senate and People of Rome. Following the madness and suicide of Nero and the chaos of the Year of Four Emperors, he had restored dignity and stability to the government of Rome and ruled with an effectiveness that created prosperity throughout the Empire. Of common origin, he was rough in his manners and sometimes vulgar in his speech, but he was also practical, good-natured, and merciful. He had groomed his eldest son for the succession for the last few years, and as he realized that his life was ending, he spoke calmly to Titus.
“They tried to tell me, my lad,” he gasped as his physician propped him up in bed and mopped his clammy brow with a cool cloth. “When that hairy star appeared, the soothsayers told me it was an omen of disaster.”
He was referring to the comet that appeared in the skies of Rome that spring, so bright that it had been visible even in the light of the noonday sun. Comets — stella crinite in Latin — were widely regarded as ill omens in the Roman world.
“I told them that this hairy star boded ill for the King of the Parthians, not for me, because he is a hairy man and I am a bald man,” the old Emperor said with a chuckle that turned into a rasping cough. “It appears I was wrong, for old Vologases still reigns in Ecbatana, while my rule over Rome draws to a close. Titus, you have stood by my side and helped me set things to rights for ten years now. You are at the height of your manhood, well prepared to take my place. You know what needs doing, so do not waste time. When I am gone, set me in my place among the gods and then continue to govern as I have tried to do — with justice, honesty, and decency.”
“I will, my father,” said Titus Flavius Caesar. “You have given me an example of all that an Emperor of Rome should be.”
“As for you, Domitian,” the Emperor continued, “You will assist your brother in any way that you can. Be his staunchest supporter and his partner in governing and give him no cause for grief or regret! He is your elder, so show him the respect that he deserves.”
“Of course, Pater,” said Domitian unctuously. “I look forward to serving my brother as effectively as he served you.”
He was lying through his teeth, of course. Domitian had resented his brother’s status as favorite ever since they were boys, and that resentment had flamed into outright hatred as he had seen his father groom Titus to be the next Princeps. He coveted the Emperor’s throne with a lust that was all-consuming, and he knew that with his father gone, the imperial purple was his for the taking — if he played the game skillfully enough. And Domitian was a skillful gamer indeed. For now, he could wait.
“You must conserve your strength, Imperator,” said Pericles the physician. “It is too soon to talk of death. You are a vigorous man with a strong constitution. Focus your energy on recovering your health, please.”
Vespasian uttered a harsh, barking laugh.
“You are a good man, Pericles, but I can feel old Thanatos gripping at my throat,” he said. “I have enjoyed my time as a man, but I fear I am about to become a god.”
Over the next hour, he grew weaker and weaker, his breathing ragged and his bowels racked with spasms, even though they were largely empty. Finally, shortly after the ninth hour of the day, he cried out in pain.
“This is it,” he said through gritted teeth. “Raise me up, lads, an Emperor ought to at least die on his feet.”
Vespasian’s sons got on either side of him and tried to lift him up, but before he was fully upright, his last breath escaped him in a long, shuddering gasp. The Emperor was dead. He ruled Rome for a full decade, but now his term had ended. He was sixty-nine years of age.
Vespasian’s life was celebrated with funeral games and all the honors that the Senate could heap upon him, including deification. He would join the spirits of the previous deified Emperors — Julius Caesar, Augustus, and Claudius — in guiding the fate of the Empire from the next world. His funeral procession was dignified and impressive, but not extravagant, and after his cremation his ashes were temporarily placed in the Mausoleum of Augustus, since the Flavian family tomb was still under construction.
***
After most of the ceremonies were done, Flavius Titus returned to the Imperial palace with his younger brother. The Senate had already confirmed his status as Princeps and Imperator, and his troops adored him as a successful general and generous benefactor. Still, the people of Rome were nervous. Old Vespasian was known and loved, but Titus had run somewhat wild in his youth — the youth with the hot temper and occasionally riotous life were what the Senate and People remembered, not the steady, unflappable general who crushed the Jewish revolt with grim efficiency. Over one million Jews and Samaritans had been killed by the end of that campaign, and a hundred thousand more were sent to the slave markets of the Empire. Their magnificent Temple was a heap of rubble, and their native ruling class largely exterminated. Titus was not proud of the slaughter, but he was glad that the affairs of that miserable, rebellious province were now put in order once and for all. He was never happier than when his father recalled him to Rome.
“They say I can’t do it, you know,” he told his brother as the two of them lay side by side on marble tables, each being massaged with expert care by well-trained slaves. 
“Can’t do what?” asked Domitian. He was enjoying having the kinks worked out of his shoulders after a full day wearing a heavy leather and silver cuirass.
“Reign as well as our father did,” Titus answered. “All they remember is the way I spent my youth, wenching and brawling and seducing other men’s wives. They still gossip about my affair with Queen Berenice of the Jews, and how I killed that Senator that was planning to assassinate our father. I really was an arrogant brat, to tell the truth. I did not appreciate what Rome was about then, and what the office of Princeps really meant.”
Domitian perked up. He had never really understood his older brother that well — they had been separated both in years and in distance, and their tempers could not have been more different.
“What does being Emperor mean, then, frater?” he asked.
“It means that all of the civilized world looks to you for guidance, leadership, and justice,” Titus said. “The lowest shopkeeper in the Aventine and the richest Senator on the Palatine Hill all hope that the Emperor will be a just and honest man. They rejoice if he is and suffer if he is not. The happiness of millions rests in my hands, Domitian. I do not want to let them down. My goal is to make every subject of the Empire glad that I am their ruler.”
Domitian chuckled. “What good does that do you?” he asked sardonically. “If the lowest shopkeeper in the Aventine is glad you are his Emperor, how does that benefit you in the least? You have all that power, and use it for nothing except the good of others? I cannot imagine a more boring existence.”
“That is why Father chose me over you,” Titus replied. “You’re not a bad man, my brother, but you are a very selfish one. Selfish men rarely make good rulers. Did I ever tell you about Britannicus?”
“Old Claudius’ son?” Domitian asked. “What about him?”
“He was my friend,” Titus said. “You were very young, and might not remember, but from the time we were eleven until our early teens, Britannicus and I were inseparable. Then when old Claudius died — he was a man, let me tell you, brother, despite his limp and his stutter, he was a good man! Women were his only weakness. Anyway, when he died, he left Britannicus and Nero as co-Emperors. Even begged them on his deathbed to get along and be good to one another. Barely a year later, Nero poisoned his brother. I know the chroniclers have tried to pass it off as a seizure, but I know it was poison. I took a sip from Britannicus’ cup that night — just playing around, as boys are wont to do — and I fell deathly ill and took a month to recover. He drained the cup and was dead the next day.”
“I remember that!” said Domitian. “Mama thought you were going to die.”
“That is why Father did not leave the imperium to both of us,” Titus said. “He knew you well, brother, as do I. You covet what I have — I can see it on your face every time anyone addresses me as Imperator. The safest thing for me to do would be to have you killed or exiled right now and save myself the grief you will doubtless try to bring me later on.”
Domitian paled. Was he really that transparent? He always thought his brother to be rather thick upstairs, but Titus was staring at him with an intensity that made him sweat.
“Titus, frater,” he said, “surely you don’t think I would ever -”
Titus laughed grimly. “I know you would if you thought you could get away with it,” he said. “But now you know that I know! Relax, brother, I am no Nero. I have no intent to begin my reign with my hands soaked in fraternal blood. But know this also — I will be watching you. Honors and titles you covet, honors and titles you shall have — as long as you know your place and do not conspire against me.”
“I would not dream of it!” Domitian said hastily.
“Of course you would, and will,” Titus replied. “Just make sure that dreaming of it is all you do.”
The Emperor of Rome stood up from the massage table, wrapping a sheet around his waist, and headed into the next room, which contained a large, heated swimming pool, over a hundred feet in length and fifty in width. It was deepest in the middle, and shallower along the edges, so that a man could stand or swim as the whim struck him. Titus dropped the sheet and dove naked into the tepid waters, relishing the sensation as the sweat and cares of the morning were washed away. He heard a second splash as he surfaced and knew Domitian had followed him.
Titus swam to the edge of the pool and called on one of his maids to bring cups of wine for him and for his brother. They sat side by side, backs against the stone lip of the pool, and looked out across the open balcony on the other side of the room. From the crest of the Palatine, they could see four of Rome’s seven hills stretching out before them, along with the silver-blue ribbon of the Tiber as it wound down towards Ostia and the sea.
“So, what shall be your first order of business?” asked Domitian.
“Wrapping up things in Judea,” Titus said. “The last patches of resistance were wiped out by our cousin Silva. The most rebellious sects have simply been dispersed throughout the Empire, and I’ve set up a couple of Roman colonies there. The locals hate us, but by and large, the country is pacified. I’d like to restore peace and order there, if such a thing is ever possible among the Jews.”
“They are a fiercely independent bunch, aren’t they?” Domitian asked.
“Indeed. Their devotion to that invisible god of theirs gives them a fanatical yearning for freedom,” Titus said. “Not that they have really been free for centuries, but they can’t shake the desire. They would do better to learn to live peacefully under our yoke, as the Gauls did. No one can deny that life is better now in Gaul than it was before Caesar conquered it, as bloody as that conquest was.”
“Father said something about making sure the last of their royal house was wiped out,” Domitian said. “The line of Davidius or something like that?”
“David,” the Emperor corrected. “He did have several members of that clan executed while we were there. But honestly, that house has been bereft of kingship and dignity for centuries. I remember when they brought one of them before us, Simon I think his name was, a carpenter by trade. He told us that his brother, the one that Pilate crucified some time back, was the only true King of the Jews, but that his Kingdom ‘was not of this world.’ A harmless fanatic, I thought, but Father had him beheaded anyway.”
“Wait — so this man was brother to the crucified sage that the Christians worship? Aren’t they a dangerous cult? Nero accused them of setting the Great Fire!” Domitian exclaimed.
Titus rolled his eyes. “Most of Rome thought the Emperor either set the fire himself or ordered it set. Nero was desperate to deflect blame on someone, and he knew that the Christians were a despised cult that most Romans would believe capable of any evil. Old Marcus Publius stood up to him for it, and Nero banished him for his trouble.” He took a sip of his wine and sighed. “Jews, Christians — they seem to be two stalks from the same root to me,” he said. “They have suffered enough at the hands of Rome, I think. My inclination is to let them alone for now. If they cause trouble, I will reconsider.”
“What about affairs here in Rome?” Domitian asked. “What are your plans for the city?”
“My first act will be to get rid of the informers’ network,” Titus said. “The delators are more trouble than they are worth.”
“But how will you ferret out acts of treason?” Domitian asked incredulously.
“I won’t,” Titus said. “My Praetorians will protect me from assassins, and I intend to rule in such a way that nothing spoken in truth will reflect badly on me. Slander and falsehood, I will simply ignore. A good life and an honest reign are the best protections against conspiracy. In fact, I am going to end treason trials altogether. If someone tries to slay me, they will be cut down. But there will be no executions over matters of words and thoughts and plans! The worst offenders I will perhaps see exiled. But my goal is to be the first Emperor of Rome who never executes a single member of the Senate.”
Domitian guffawed. “Ha! How will they ever respect you if you don’t make an example from time to time?”
Titus laughed and climbed out of the pool. He was a sturdily built man, with blunt, honest features and square shoulders that offset the pot belly that he was beginning to develop.
“They will respect me,” he said as a slave dried him off, “because I am going to give them a government that is thoroughly respectable! And there is one other thing that will keep them in line.”
“What is that?” Domitian asked.
“You,” Titus said. “They all will know that if anything happens to me you will rule Rome next. Frankly, brother, no one wants that. You are the best insurance of life I could ask for!”
Domitian glared at his brother’s back and scrambled out of the pool himself.
“So what am I supposed to do with myself?” he growled. “Just sit around and glare at people, and make them glad I’m not running the Empire?”
Titus laughed again and clapped him on the shoulder.
“You will maintain your titles as Caesar and Princeps luventutis, as well as your offices as priest and augur. You will have a place of honor in the Senate. I will from time to time send you on official missions and errands as my personal representative. Trust me, frater, I will not let you stagnate!”
“Empty titles with no imperium!” groused Domitian. 
“If you want to be trusted with real power, show yourself to be trustworthy,” Titus told him. “And don’t be so glum! I have no children and seem unlikely to father any, and you are years younger than me. Your turn will come!”
“If you say so,” Domitian said, recognizing that he was boxed in for the moment, at least.
“Well, get your toga on, then,” Titus said. “It is time to address the Senate.”
***
The streets were packed with curious citizens, all of them anxious to catch a glimpse of their new Emperor as he went to officially address the Senate for the first time. Twenty-four lictors preceded the Imperial pair, and a phalanx of Praetorians followed behind and on either side. Their job was to make sure that the people of Rome kept a safe distance from their Princeps, but also to give a smart display of pomp and splendor to the masses. Their black leather uniforms with silver trim and golden crests presented an impressive sight.
“Hail Caesar!” the people shouted as Titus strolled past. The Flavians had no relationship, by blood or marriage, to the now-extinct Julio-Claudian line, but ‘Caesar’ had long ceased to be a family name in Rome. It was a title, an idea, a vision of Imperial authority, and no one who held the title of Princeps dared omit using it.
Titus had an easy and casual manner, looking to his left and right and raising his hand to greet the people as he strolled past. Domitian watched with envy. He hasn’t done anything yet, he thought, and the people already love him!
A little girl, perhaps seven or eight, tried to press through the Praetorians to hand the Emperor a bouquet of flowers that she had picked. They tried to push her aside, but Titus held up his hand and bade them let her through.
She trembled slightly as she bowed before the ruler of the Roman Empire.
“I picked these for you, Caesar,” she said. “My mother is very ill, and my father died fighting in Judea. He loved you and said it was an honor to serve under such a great general. His name was Marcus Ambrosius, and he was a centurion. Do you remember him?”
“I remember him well,” Titus said. “He was a brave soldier and a good man. I would not have his family neglected. Here -” he pulled a coin purse from the sinus of his toga — “Take this and make sure that your mother has plenty to eat, and any medicines she might need. Tell her name to one of my Praetorians, and I will send my personal physician by to look in on her tomorrow. What is your name, girl?” he asked.
“I am Diana,” she said. “Thank you, sir, thank you! I knew you were a great fighter, but I did not know you would be so nice.”
Titus bent down and kissed her on the forehead.
“Give your mother my best wishes,” he said. She scampered back into the crowd, and he ordered one of his guards to follow her home and make sure no one tried to take the money he had given her. The crowds cheered all the louder as they resumed their walk to the Curia Julia, where the Senate met.
“Did you really remember her father?” Domitian asked.
“Of course!” Titus replied. “One thing that every general should do is learn the name of each centurion in their legions, and as many of the common soldiers as possible. Call the men by name, clap them on the back, curse at them when they err, and reward them for fighting well, and then they will shed the last drop of their heart’s blood for you. Taking care of the families of the fallen is every Emperor’s responsibility, and you would do well to remember that for when your time does come.”
By now they had arrived at the Curia Julia, and the Senate stood as the Emperor and his brother entered the chamber. Titus made his way to the two chairs at the head of the Senate, where the two consuls traditionally sat. Felix Antonius, the junior consul, spoke first.
“The auguries have been taken, and the signs are all favorable. The Senate and People of Rome welcome their new Emperor!” he announced. The hall erupted in applause and cheers. Titus stood there, his toga gleaming white, its purple trim giving him a regal air. Domitian took his customary place in the front row of the Senators, trying not to look as envious as he felt.
“Conscript Fathers of Rome,” Titus said. “My father now rests among the gods, and a new age of Roman history begins. I am aware of the gravitas of this office, and of the importance of preserving its dignitas. I see in your eyes that many of you doubt my capacity — or at least question it. For that I do not blame you, for I have not always conducted myself as a Princeps ought. But those days are over! Rome is already great — our legions strike fear into the hearts of our enemies, and our Empire stretches from the fogs of Britannia to the forests of the Belgiae to the burning sands of Egypt. But I want Rome to be as well known for its justice and decency as it is for its military might. I want Rome to be a place where the greatest and the least can be assured of equal treatment under the law, and where no man should live in fear or want. Will you join me in this endeavor? Shall we strive together to balance Rome’s greatness with its goodness?”
The Senate declared that they would, with cheers and applause.
 

Chapter II
“Good morning, Master. May I bring you anything?” Polycarp asked. He was a bright lad, some fifteen years old, who had volunteered to work in John’s household a year or so before.
“A cup of wine and a piece of fish, with some bread,” John told him. He dined simply, still enjoying the same foods that he had eaten growing up in Bethsaida so long ago. He stood and stretched, slipping on his sandals and walking towards his window to survey the view.
Ephesus was a huge city, the largest in Asia, with a population of half a million. It was the provincial capitol and seat of the Roman proconsul. It was also a hotbed of immorality and wickedness; the huge temple of Artemis dominated the skyline, but there were temples to every other god and goddess in the Greco-Roman pantheon as well, temples to deified Emperors past, and prostitutes plied their trade in every corner of the city.
Yet, for all its iniquity, this was also John’s home, and had been for over a decade now. He moved away from Judea just before the Great Rebellion started; after his beloved mother-in-law Miriam passed away. He and his wife were ready for a new life elsewhere; the church in Jerusalem was stable under the leadership of his brother-in-law, James the Just, and Simon Peter, the “Big Fisherman.” With the death of its gifted pastor, Andronicus, the church in Ephesus needed apostolic leadership. Paul, the anointed Apostle to the Gentiles, was under house arrest in Rome at the time, but he had excellent legal resources and fully expected to be released soon.
So, it was decided that John and his wife and their only child, a daughter named Anna, would move to Ephesus, where John now spent his days preaching the Gospel of Yeshua to an ever-changing audience of Greeks, Romans, Jews, and barbarians from the furthest corners of the Empire. Much had changed since then, in Rome and Jerusalem, but John had remained at his new home.
Polycarp came with John’s food, and the Elder sat at the table next to the window as he broke his fast. The wine was watered, as he nearly always drank it early in the day, and the fish was heavily salted and seasoned. The bread was still hot from the stone oven, and John was grateful for God’s provision for him in his old age. His wife had been gone for three years now, and Anna was married and living in Lystra with her husband, Simeon. But the church at Ephesus regarded John with superstitious awe; he was one of the last living links with the era when their faith had been born, a man who had been a follower of both John the Baptist and Jesus of Nazareth.
“Is something wrong, Master John?” Polycarp asked. “You look troubled.”
John sighed deeply before he spoke.
“When I came here, I thought that the Gospel was going to spread unopposed to the furthest reaches of the Empire and beyond,” he commented wistfully. “Then the Great Fire destroyed most of Rome, and everything changed. Nero needed a scapegoat to deflect suspicions from himself, and he chose us — the followers of the Way. Our faith was suddenly proscribed by the Senate, despite the able defense of my old friend, Senator Marcus Publius. Nero’s decree passed by a large majority, and suddenly the church was under siege, and all of us became outlaws. Peter and Paul were both arrested and executed by personal order of the Emperor, then a few months later Nero died by his own hand.” 
John was not a vindictive person, but he could not help but see God’s justice in the evil Emperor’s fate. James the Lord’s brother — also John’s brother-in-law — had been murdered by an angry mob of Jews at the outset of the Great Rebellion. Thousands of Christians had perished in Rome and the major cities of the Empire following the Senate’s decree that they were hostis, enemies of the state. John himself had been arrested and flogged, but one of the local magistrates, a secret follower of the Way, had prevailed upon the senior judge to release him afterward.
“But things are better now, aren’t they?” Polycarp asked. He was genuinely curious — John talked constantly about the life and words of Jesus, but rarely about his own history and that of the church in the years since. Polycarp himself was too young to remember the Great Fire or the events that followed.
“They are, for now,” John continued. “After Nero’s death, during the Year of the Four Emperors, Rome was too focused on its own civil wars to worry about us. Then Vespasian came in with his army and took control. He did not have any personal grudge against us, but he was still the leader of the army that crushed the Jewish revolt. To him, we Christians were just another sect of quarrelsome Jews, meriting no distinction or mercy. Most of the Jerusalem church was already destroyed by that point, in the fire and bloodshed of the city’s fall.” 
John did not say it, but he still struggled to forgive the Emperor for his persecution of Jesus’ family. All three of Jesus’ surviving brothers had been rounded up and beheaded during the Jewish War, not because they were related to Jesus, but because they were born into the line of King David. Fiery Jude, calm and simple Simon, and meek, inoffensive Joses — as well as a host of their cousins — had all fallen before the wrath of Rome because of an accident of birth. John was glad indeed that he and Miriam had left the country before the war began, but his heart was still troubled at the thought of so much death and suffering inflicted on a family that had never even taken part in the rebellion. At least, he thought, the elder Miriam had not lived to see all her sons perish. Watching Jesus die on the cross had been hard enough for her, even though He had returned from death.
“Master, you have a letter from Rome,” Polycarp said when John had finished his simple meal.
“Well, let’s have it then, my lad,” said John. “Who is it from?”
“I have not broken the seal,” Polycarp replied, “and the name is not written on the outside.”
“A mystery!” John quipped. “Well, let us solve it.”
He took the small knife he sliced his bread with and popped the seal off the scroll with an expert flip of his wrist. He unrolled it and read the salutation to himself.
“It’s from Linus,” he said. 
“What does he say?” Polycarp asked excitedly. He had been born in Rome, but his parents had moved to Ephesus when he was a small child, so his memories of the Imperial city were virtually non-existent. To him, the capitol of the Empire was a far off and wonderful place, full of important people and momentous events. John had never visited the great city himself, but if it was indeed twice as big as Ephesus, then it must indeed stagger the imagination.
Linus was the leader of the beleaguered Roman church, stepping up when Simon Peter was sent to the cross by Nero. His congregation had been driven underground, both literally and metaphorically, by the wave of persecution that followed the Great Fire. John unrolled the scroll all the way and began to read.
Linus, Bishop of Rome and bond-servant of our Lord Jesus Christ, unto the Elder Apostle who resides at Ephesus;
Grace and peace be unto you from God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. I mention you daily in my prayers, my elder brother in Christ, and ask that our Lord grant you long life and fruitful service in His Kingdom, which must surely come soon. Our church is prospering and growing, despite the fiery trials through which we have passed.
I write this quickly, in hopes that I will be the first to bear this news to you. Vespasian is dead! He was stricken with a violent ailment of the bowels during his progress through Campania and perished less than a week later. His son Titus, the scourge of Jerusalem, now rules in his stead. As odd as this may sound, however, I have hopes that the accession of this new Emperor may bode well for us followers of the Way. The new Emperor has already proclaimed his intent to abandon some of the more pernicious practices of his forebears; to cease executing those who are merely suspected of treason, and to do away with the vile network of informers who have falsely accused so many. Perhaps his spirit of clemency and justice will extend to us as well, whose only crime is the name of the Lord whom we proclaim. Therefore, it is my intent to send a letter through a sympathetic member of the Senate, asking that the decree of the Beast, Nero, be rescinded and our faith no longer proscribed. 
So I ask that you and your flock hold us up in your prayers as I make this attempt, and that God attend our efforts with success. We will continue to pray for your health and the bountiful harvest for the Kingdom that your ministry has yielded thus far. May the grace of our Lord Jesus be with you all. Amen.
John gave a low whistle as he re-read the document. Vespasian dead! Well, may he find justice before the throne of God, he thought, perhaps tempered with the mercy that he had failed to extend to God’s people. He wondered if Titus, about whom he had heard little that was good, would be a more merciful ruler. God willing, perhaps the church could begin to operate in the open once more. Nonetheless, there were far more important considerations than politics bound up in this news. How could it be used to further the only Good News that really mattered?
“Polycarp!” he said. “I have an errand for you.”
“Yes, master?” the boy asked.
“Go down to the marketplace and see if this news is yet being proclaimed,” John said. “It may be that we have an opportunity.”
John pulled on his outer robes and a colorful shawl that Miriam had woven for him many years before. He made his way downstairs to the common room of the insula, or apartment building, where he lived. Most of the permanent residents were fellow believers, and when John was not present, they proudly called themselves his disciples. He preferred they not use such terms to describe their relationship, but the church at Ephesus was very proud of the fact that their leader was one of the last surviving Apostles of Jesus Himself.
“Hail, Elder!” Timothy greeted him. “How does the day greet you?”
Timothy had been a close companion of Paul and had narrowly escaped martyrdom in Rome when Paul was sentenced to death. He had often shared with John the last, wistful letter that Paul had sent him from a Roman jail, and John reflected on its words as he smiled at Paul’s son in the faith. ‘I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith,’ Paul had written. John hoped that, whenever his own long wait for the Lord’s return ended, that he would be able to say the same.
“It is a day God made, who am I to find fault with it?” John replied with a smile. “A new day, and I have received tidings from Rome. We have a new Emperor, my friend.”
Timothy’s eyes widened. 
“Vespasian is dead?” he said. “That is news indeed. Did Titus succeed him?”
“That he did,” John said. “And, according to Linus, our new Princeps desires a reputation for clemency.”
Before Timothy could respond, Polycarp came rushing in.
“I just came from the great agora, Master,” he said breathlessly. “The people know that the Emperor is ill, but word of his death has not yet reached them.”
“Well, then,” John said, “We need to go inform the people. Come along, my children.”
Half the residents rose to follow; John was no blood relation to any of them, but they were all his children in the faith. The insula was near the waterfront, but the great marketplace was further back, halfway between the town’s temple district and the seaport.
All the great cities of the Empire, like Rome itself, employed a news reader whose job was to proclaim new laws, decrees, and important announcements to the people. Diocretes, the official news reader of Ephesus, kept a small office on the agora to which all official decrees and such were sent, but he also enjoyed keeping the people informed of various other stories and reports of interest throughout the Empire, proclaiming from the Forum three times a day. He was a plump man, short of stature but loud of voice, who could be heard clearly across the agora no matter how crowded it was. He was also a friend of John’s — not a believer, but at least a sympathizer to the struggling church. He tended to turn a blind eye to John’s preaching in the marketplace, and John in turn kept him informed of any newsworthy stories that came his way.
“Greetings, Diocretes,” he said. “What news of note today?”
“Good morning, Elder! The Empire waits with bated breath to see if our beloved Princeps will recover from his sudden illness,” the Greek said. “I am expecting new bulletins from Rome on the morrow.”
“I have news from Rome today,” John said. “The Emperor is no more, and his son Titus now rules the Empire in his stead.”
Diocretes gasped. 
“You old fox, how come you to know this before me?” he asked.
“I received a letter from Linus this morning,” John replied. “He is the leader of what is left of the Roman church.”
“I know the name,” Diocretes said. “This puts me in a bit of a pinch. The people will want to know, but I cannot pass the word on until I receive an official report from Rome itself. Otherwise, I might be accused of repeating gossip.”
“I will share with the people, if you will allow it,” John said.
The Greek eyed him warily. “I suppose you will offer some of your own commentary,” he said.
John smiled beatifically. “How could I not be inspired to comment on such a momentous event?” he asked. “The death of an Emperor is a moment for reflection. But, if my news should prove to be false, I will personally submit to being flogged as a perpetrator of rumors.”
Diocretes sighed. “Oh, very well,” he said. “I’ll be standing by and listening, so don’t say anything too bizarre!”
“You have listened to me for years,” John said. “Have I ever said anything bizarre?”
“Let’s see — well, other than insisting that a Galilean carpenter, crucified as a common criminal, was in fact the Son of God, and that he rose from the dead and ascended into the sky — no, I can’t think of one bizarre or extraordinary thing that you have ever said!” the Greek laughed at his own wit. Then he got up and followed John to the Forum.
John ascended the steps and surveyed the bustling marketplace. As he stood there, blinking in the bright summer morning, the crowds saw him, and a hush fell. Many knew him by sight; others simply wondered why Diocretes was not reading the news himself. He waited as the silence spread, and then spoke, his firm, clear voice echoing across the agora.
“Fellow citizens, I have news from Rome!” he cried out. The crowd began to press closer; word of the Emperor’s illness had spread, and they expected to hear something one way or the other in the next few days.
“Our Emperor, Titus Flavius Vespasianus Caesar Augustus, succumbed to his illness nine days before the Kalends of Julii, and is no more. His son, Titus Flavius, now rules in his stead, he who led the conquest of Jerusalem nine years ago. He promises to rule with clemency and justice,” John said.
The crowd began to murmur among themselves as they reflected on what the accession of a new Emperor might mean to their city and themselves. John let the buzz continue for a few moments and then raised his hands again. The people turned back to the rostrum to see what else he had to tell them.
“I am an old man,” John said. “Seventy summers I have seen come and go now, and this story has been told before. I was a small child when Caesar Augustus died, and the people of the Empire waited to see what manner of ruler Tiberius would be. I was nearly thirty when Tiberius went to his grave, and by then we were all hopeful that young Gaius Caesar would prove to be a more merciful and kinder Emperor than his great-uncle had been. Well, we all saw how that worked out for us, didn’t we?”
The crowd chuckled out loud, for Gaius Caligula’s madness and cruelty had become a matter of legend. 
“Then along came Claudius, and things got better — for a little while at least. The Empire had a measure of peace and stability for what — thirteen years? Then our scholarly Emperor slept with his fathers, and everyone waited to see how good a ruler Nero would prove to be. At first, we were given reason for hope, for the new Emperor was a bright young lad with the best of advisors. But then, madness took him, and his depravities and cruelties became a matter of legend in Rome. When he died by his own hand, we saw a year of chaos resolve itself with the accession of Vespasian. He was a general, a man of war, but under his management we saw the wars end, and a measure of prosperity and peace came back to most of the Empire — although sadly, not to my poor homeland. And now, here we are. A new Emperor rules in Rome, and all of us, citizens and subjects alike, wait to see what manner of ruler Titus will prove to be.”
The crowd listened thoughtfully. The older ones could remember most of the events that John related, and the younger ones had heard of them from their own fathers and family.
“The problem, my friends, is that no matter how just and wise our rulers are, they are ultimately mortal men like us. Oh, I know, we are surrounded with temples to the deified Emperors of the past — Julius, Augustus, and even old Claudius have their monuments — but do any of you really believe that these men lurk above and around us in some form, guiding our fates? Have any of them ever been seen alive after they died? Did their ashes reconstitute themselves again into flesh and blood? Is there any way that you can possibly tell them from any other person who has lived and died? No, my friends, the immutable truth that we all learn the first time we lose a loved one is that the dead stay dead. They are removed from our sight and knowledge, and their spirits depart this earth for whatever reward their lives have earned them. Whither they go, none have ever returned from,” John continued. The people continued to listen. Some, those who were Christians or who had heard some part of the Gospel before, knew where John was going, but others looked puzzled, wondering what the old man was up to. 
“Except for ONE!” he suddenly thundered forth. “For I was a disciple of Jesus of Nazareth, the Messiah of Israel, the Son of God. He lived and walked among us as a mortal man, teaching and preaching the Good News of the Kingdom of God, healing the sick, performing signs and wonders before our eyes that only God could have done. I saw this with my own eyes — the blind seeing again, the deaf hearing, the demons cast out, the lame walking and leaping for joy!”
Some scoffed, others leaned in closer. John looked at his audience and voiced a silent prayer that the Holy Spirit Jesus had promised would guide his words. Then he continued.
“And how did God’s people, the Jews, my kin according to the flesh, welcome their Messiah, their deliverer?” he asked rhetorically. “Oh, some believed, no doubt. And to those who believed, He gave the power to become the Sons of God!” His voice swelled with authority and power, and even the most skeptical members of the marketplace crowd fell silent.
“But the priests and scribes, the political rulers of our city, and the Romans who controlled our province — they thought he was a threat. They feared his growing popularity, and the message of mercy and peace that he brought to the people. They feared that he would undermine their control; they feared an end to the corruption and graft that lined their pockets and robbed our poor common folk of their coin and their faith. So, our High Priest and his cronies conspired with the scribes and Pharisees. The Lord of Glory, the Word Made Flesh who walked among us and gave us hope and peace, was betrayed. Our Roman Prefect, Pontius Pilate, was manipulated into sending Him to the cross. My Master was stripped, whipped, crucified, and pierced with Roman nails. I tell you, my friends, because I stood there at Golgotha, at the foot if his cross, and can bear witness to the truth of what I say, that Jesus of Nazareth was DEAD!”
John’s voice thundered with a power that carried to the furthest reaches of the agora. Those who had never heard the tale before were transfixed; the believers in the crowd listened intently, trying to memorize every word John said. Even skeptical Diocretes stared intently at the Elder Apostle, wondering if this tale the old man told them could really be true.
“We took his body from the cross and washed him of the gore of his wounds,” John said softly. “One of our secret supporters, a member of the Sanhedrin named Joseph of Arimathea, donated his new tomb, which stood nearby, as a burial place. The Romans and the Temple posted guards there, so that no one could steal His body. Even in death they feared Him! But on the third day after He was crucified, when we went to mourn over Him, we found the stone rolled away, the seal broken, the guards scattered. Two angels informed us that He had risen from the dead, just as He foretold. I saw His graveclothes lying there, an empty shell, but He was gone.” John slowly raised the pitch of his voice again. “I know, you may be thinking that the body could have been stolen, the graveclothes arranged to look as if He had simply passed through them. But that night, my friends, I saw HIM!”
The last word crackled from his mouth like the snap of a whip.
“Alive again, whole again, His body still bearing the prints of the nails and the scar from the spear that transfixed His very heart! He appeared to us, He ate with us, He allowed us to embrace Him and touch the scars of His wounds. And then He bade us to carry His words and His teachings to the ends of the earth. You see, men of Ephesus and all the provinces represented here, Jesus of Nazareth was the Lamb of God, the perfect sacrifice to take away the sins of the world. All the wickedness that lives in your hearts He alone has the power to pardon and forgive! He can make you
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