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CHAPTER ORE

At intervals, while the bold sun climbed above the
horizon, Elizabeth had been dosing the wobbly new lambs, hoping,
in spite of their discouraging weaknesa, that she had rescued
them in time.

"51111esi" she said under her breath. "Even threc-day
old-lambs ought to have sense enough to stay with their mothersi"”

S3he pulled the rag teat from Number One and gave 1t to
Number Twoe. She bundled both into & blanket and was pushing them
within range of the heat thrown off by a brazier when Number One
baa'd forlornly.

"Sshi" sald Elizabeth and glanced toward a curtain that
cut off a far corner of the room. There was no sound from that
quarter. Not a creakl DNot a rustlel And Number One drowsed off,
and his twin drowsed. "Now keep shushed," she added, shaking her
red head rebukinglye.

Always sure that she could improve any state of affairs,
Elizabeth was forever giving something or someone & rebuking,
corrective headshake.

She walked to the window, pulled open the shutters and

shook her head now at the sun. It was growing warmer so that the




brown hills were beglnning to push through a scanty night fall of
Snow . R

"A plty," she murmured to the sun, "that you couldn't
have helped & few hours earliert” -

A third headshake disapproved a beggar slouching along
the unfrequented byway 1h1ch passed the house. "A beggar outside
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this humble lonely Whatever is he doing heret"

A sudden clatter caused her to whirl asbout. Her six
months~old-son who had téddiah hair like his mother's and the
build of an infant Sﬁmaon, sat staunchly on a sheepskin in the
center of the room. He had thrown the toy he had been playing
with, a stoppered bottle with red and green beads inside. Delighted
with the noilse, he crowed, and El;zabath ghook her head at him.

At first blush Elizabeth seemed to be a tyrant but
closer acqualntance revealed her as not atjall formidable. Tall,
apare and géﬁnt, she was graceful as well; her thin wind-roughened
cheeks had a sculptured charm; and her warm blue gaze always
betrayed that, howavqr duty-bound she felt to correct things and
people, she understood and forgave the worst of both.

Elizabeth always anded by forgiving. Hér time, her
strength, and =- often to her husbend's mild dismay -~ the family
goods belonged to anyone. HNo friend was ever refused aid; no
beggara ever turned empty handed from Her hewse. < r.

‘ Sort-ly she retrieved the toy. There was still no sound
from behind the curtain. Mother and baby still slepte

And why not, after the time they had hady Klizabeth
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reflected. S8he thought back to the stable at the inng and sald,



"toh~tch-tehi" in disapproval of that beginning of everythings

0f all places to have a babyl A cave, stabling cows,
horses, goats, even a couple of camelst aAnd afterwards through
two nights and a day, what fuss and confusiont People coming.
People goinge. People Oh=-ing and Ah-ingl Only Mary had not been
upset. She was serene as always. And the baby had slept through
everythinge.

Elizabeth congratulated herself afresh that she had
found this house, such as it was, for Mary. Her own house was
only & half mlle away, a spaclous one to do credit to a Temple
priest of consequence. Zacharias, as Elizabeth always managed to
makeé new acqualntances aware, was not merely one of the obscure
hosta on duty in the great, golden edifice which Herod was slyly
rebuilding in the shadow of the Fortress of Antonia in Jerusalem,
although admitting only repairs lest he be accused of sacrilege.
Zacharias was a senlor priest of the hand-picked division of
Abi jah.

But the house of a senior priest was too full of bustle
and hustle, Joseph had decided. So Hlizabeth had found this one
and had brought Mary and her son here this very morning.

She had brought them before sun-up and getting them
settled had not been easy. Of course Joseph had helped, but it
hadn't been a man's work and she scarcely knew what she would have
done without that blg copper-haired girl from the 122tho had come
along to lend a hand.

| Juditht That was the girl's name. She wasn't, as a
matter of fact, a girl except in name. She had had her own baby



only a few days earlier than Mary. But she was one of those
wonders, so hearty that they are up and about almost before the
midwife's back is turned. _

Tuddh

The house in which ske had helped Elizabeth settls Mary
#nd her son was indeed humble. Its single room was large but it
did not offer even the decent elevated section of dirt floor which
in most houses kept human occupants a few inches higher than thelr
beaats, at night.ﬂgzaggﬂg:iar, Mary's mount all the way from
Nazareth, had steood that morning as high as hls mistress until
Joseph hauled him outside to forage.

The house had the usual flat roof, and limestone walls.,
It blended so inconsplecuously into the countryside that passersby
scarcely saw 1t, and certainly forgot it as soon as they got out
of sight. 4and there were few passersby, for no road ran before
1t, only the byway on which Elizabeth had noticed the loltering
beggar.

A gentle knock fell on the door.

"If 1t's that beggar,” Rlizabeth sald, "he'll get a
plece of my mindi" And she jerked the door open with her most
forbidding headshake.

A reverent "Peacel" soundeds A brown hand lifted from
the doorpost box with its twenty-two sacred lines and a amdk
shepherd entered, passing the surprised Elizabeth as confldently
as though he had been invited.

Like mosf shepherds, he seemed ferocious. He had the
usual, alarmingly tousled head of halr and carried a staff with

a crook big enough to hook a leopards Draped over a shoulder he
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wore the usual villianous red-dyed sheepskin and at his belt swung
the usual pouch crammed, as though to mock the daintierigggg of
townfolk, with rank cheese, musty olives, dried figs and stale
bread all mixed in with stones for his sling. But in spite of

all this he seemed only kind, perhaps because he carried under

one army a set of plpes, with thelr promise of gentle music.

"We thought there might be something we could do," he
murmured. H1s brown hand waved vaguely to explaln how uncertain
"they" were of what might be needed and how willing ~-- no matter
what .

"I've heard about you," Elizabeth sald, lowering her
deep vigorous voice. She nodded toward the curtain in a signal
for him to speak no louders

"There?" whispered the shepherd, looking toward it.
The room was silent, Silently, he touched his hand to head and
heart.

"You are one of the four who came to the inn that first
night," Ellzabeth whispered, "Joseph told me about yous The
day before, he saild, you saw thres Wise Men in Jericho."

"The wise men sre still in Jericho."

Young John, with a triumphant gurgle, threw his rattle
across the room again and his mother seemed glad of a chance to
vent her feelings in actlon. She ran to chase the toy and then
began to poke and pat her sone. Pats and'pokea found nothing
amiss. He was as dry as a bones

One of the lambs gave & broken "Baa-a" and scrambled
cut of the blankets. His stiltlike legs buckled, bent and



sidestepped but he staggered half across the room before
collapsinge.

The shepherd lifted the slack woolly morsel, sniffed
and looked up in amazement.

| "This lamb is tipsyl" he whispered hoarsely.

"He's just had a few sucks from a rag teat," Elizabeth
whispered in indi gnant denlial.

"You gave the lamb wine?"

"They both got lost last night. I found them stone
cold in the snow. They looked as though they'd never pull through,
8o I gave them what Zacharias always takes to warm himself,"

“You gave the lambs WINE?" _

"Now see heret What's wrong with that?"

The shepherd put the lamb down. It balanced doggedlys
Then, drawn by the scent of 1ts kind, it staggered back to the
blanket and "Baa-saed" again at not finding the expected natural
substitute for the rag teat. The shepherd wrapped 1t in the
blanket, felt the twin, and turned back to Elizabeth.

"I guess it'as all right." He could not help smiling.

"I mean,such stuff for lambs. A man certainly does live and
learn. You can give the palr back to their mother."

'“I knew I was doing the right thing." Elizabeth was
full of confidence now that she had confounded an expert. “Bét
where are the rest of you?" she asked. "The other three who came
with you before?"

"Well, of course, somebody had to stay with the flocks."

"I don't remember your names, though Joseph told me."



"I am Esrom, and the others were Obed and Zorobabal and

Beor."

"Oh, yes! Beor, Joseph said, had.a yellow beard like a
half-moon."

"That's Beor all right. And the quiet one was Obed and
the excited one was Zorobabal,"

Elizabeth threw a gquestion like a sharp sticke.

"See herel We dldn't say at the inn where we were going,
and on the way we met, I'll swear, not a soul. So how did you
know where to come?"

"Where else could I h;va come " Esrom asked mildly.

The door opened and Joaeph,-txgiﬂzzg sun-blackened, and
with a criép black beard, stooped clear of the lintel and entered:

"Elizabethi” he said in a low volce keyed to the
curtains "Do we run to a little spare bread and cheese? A man
can't turn his back on beggarsg strayed into such an out-of-the-
way spot as thise A&nd there are two outside."

Tardily, he noticed the shepherd. "Why, good morning,
Esrom."

"Peacel" Esrom put hand to head and heart.

"Mwo beggars?" Elizabeth protested. "You mean onei"
She rushed to the window. "There arc¢. threei" she cried. Her
ready susplicion darted at Joseph and Earom as though they had
to be responsible for this trio since she was note "What.under
high heaven brought them here," she puzzled.

Joseph went to the window, and sure enough there were

threel! And the newest arrival, skinny, barefooted and wearing
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only a tattered burlap lolncloth, resembled Peleg, the odd beggar
who had walked Worshipfully alongside Mary for part of the journey
down from Nazareth.

Three~fourths naked and apparently half starved, Peleg
had still been the biggest braggart Joseph had ever heard. He
had been the laughing stock of the travelling party which had
drawn together for protection against robbers. And when Mary
took his ﬁart ha had become her adorer, as so many did, once
within her gentle spell.

But Peleg, Joseph remembered, had turned west for
Meggldo, fifty mliles to the north. How then could he be down
here now? Joseph decided that the ressemblance must be only an
accident, but his surprise held ons

He had seen beggars in many placesg but always there had
been a plain reason for their presence. ind ge could not see any
reason for thelr presence in thils remote apoti He had hardly
reached this conclusion when he was struck by a reason which
was startling although still anything but plaine. Plain? It was
impossible. Just the same, 1t atuok like a burr. He looked
toward the curtaine.

"I read a thing once," he said to no one in particulars
"At least I think I read 1t. Or maybe someone said it to mes Or,"
he pulled down the corners of his strong mouth to deprecate in
advance what he was about to add, "maybe I thought 1t up myself.
When something must be defended it is always the poor who first

CShma) -Q"" A

see. the need. They can afford to be brave, having only their

lives to lose.,"



Ellzabeth flung both hands highs

"Holty~toltyt Aren't we thinking big thoughtal Something
indeedt And whose lives?"

Joseph smlled at Earom and took a staff of storax wood,
from beside the doore. It exuded a faint cinnamon odor.

"Well,"™ he said, "Briar is tethered just a little way
off, in plain sighte And since I'm sort of unnecessary around
here, I'11l get to work."

"Joseph, have you found work so soon?" Elizabeth demanded.

"I'm to repalr a room in a villa over toward Jerusalems
If Mary asks where I am, tell her at the home of the Roman Road
Commissioner who helped us in Sebaste."

"Vedius Rusco Philippicusi" Elizabeth snid"slowly, as
one says the name of a great mans "Mary will be so pleasedl 8he
may be awake."

"I doubt it. After such a night," Joseph said; but he
tiptoed to the curtain. He pulled it aside a small space and
looked into the gloom within.

Mary was still asleeps He could tell by her soft
breathinge. He could see the brown brook of her hair flowing over
her blue dress embroidered in mellow yellow., It flowed as
serenely as she slept.

Between her pallet and the shallow chest which had been
pressed into service as a oridb lay a spindle and a bundle of wools
He remenbered her happlly spinning as she rode on Briar's back on
the journey down to Bethleheme

He tiptoed to the oribe Tiny and still, the baby slept



in his warm nest, His lashes maede feathery arcs on featlhgrfesther-
goft cheeke, From the neck down, of course, he was swaddled,

small body encassed in a flrmly-wrapped cloth held tight by a
crise-croesed band,

Joseph, & craft perfectionist, smiled at the evidence
of Mary's eki1ll, He turned back toward the door and Eerom jolned
him,

"1'11 bid you goodby," Esrom eald, "I have an errsnd in
Bethlehem,"

"Thank you for coming," Joseph sald.

"Here!" Elizabeth called, Joseph was 1ifting the latch
but he turned and she "eaped hie hande with slabe 0" fresh bread
and & wedze o0f pale yellow cheess. "You don't want to disappolint
your three friende," eshe scolded.

Joseph and Esrom went out,

There were four beggars now,
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CHAPTER TWO

L&Q»Q Lo &y ¢
Elsewhere.in Judea bthere-were puzzles far-bigpger-then

afaw baggars on.a.road not likely to yield.almss Puzzles had
been sprouting throughout the whole country ever since the strange
radiance over Bethlehem -« the star, moon, sun, fire or whatever
it had been. More and more, thousands were remembering and
puzzling over thaigromiae of the ¥ prophets. Micah, Isaiah,
Jeremiah, others too, had made the promise. Each had used

different words but the promise had been the same.

“esohe shall reign as king."

"seoruler of Israel."

"essthe Lord whom ye seek shall come

to his temple."

"sosand unto him shall the obedience of
the people be."

".s.and the government shall be upon
his shoulder."”

“And his name shall be called Wonderful

Counsellor...Prince of Peace."

Each had promised in a long=-gone day of oppression.



Bach had kindled the hope of freedoms Could it be that the time

of fulfillment was at hand? ﬂhy not;? What better time than now,
when Israel lay under a double oppression, the conguering sword
of Rome and the tyrant heel of Herod the Grent't

Herod in his palace rememwbered mmiy "...he shall reign
as king", and braced himself against the threat. Well, by gulte-
and-brenchrory- ho had got rid of more than one pretender to the
throne on which he had sat for so longe. He knew how to get riad
of one mores

He was too gulleful to involve himself openly in the
riddances These touchy Jews were trouble enough under merely
normal afflictions: taxes, labor drafts, land seizures, the
quartering of mercenary troops and suche. If they ever suspected
that their tyrant had struck at prnphe@y there would be no
holding them.

But the thing could be done without involving the

L
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"Keep walkingl” Helius Naepor warned, scarely moving
his thick lips. "We won't go in until the street is emptys We
don't need to run any extra risk. We've got lots of time."

The Primus Pllus of the Roman Tenth Legion was sometimes
compared to a bull, and even to a hippopotamus. As & small
hippopotamus he would have been just about right. As a man he
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was too fat and lurched too much., He drank and ate at all hours
to take his mind off the disappointment which always gnawed at
him because of the honors and success he had mlssed. But when,
on rising in the morning, he sucked in his paunch and cinched it
tight with a belt as wida as both his hands, he looked less the
hippopotamus he had grown to be and more the fighting man he once
had beenes (ilai Tie det uiwepin M) Rosedead P JL ¢
‘kﬁﬁﬁﬁﬂm Back in the Fortress of Antoniaaqun!Jha had tﬁt;n off
everything =- helmet, garrison cloak, hobnalled marching shoes «e=
everything which would readily identify a Roman officer and he
had made the centurion Panthera do the same. Of course they had
kept breast _plates and swords and daggers but long, striped native
cloaks hid these and as they walked along the quiet street they
might have passed for tvo{gziﬁﬁ:&amitoa. They went around a maze
of alleys and lanes and approached the house agaline

"Wasn't that boy watohing when we went by beforet?"

T a2 etk v

Panthera asked, motionling across the street. S was taller and
younger that Naepor, with bold sleepy eyes in an ollve~skinned
face, and a samall sensual mouth.

"Don't pointl And the answer is 'Noi'"™ Naepor's
growl had an old campaigner's assurance. "The first time it was
a girl. But her tunic was gray and his is blue and her halr was
yellow and his is black. S8till, it won't hurt to go around
again,"

He wanted a drink, he was getting downright dry, but he
was willing to play cautious even though 1t was impossible that

anyone could have dlscovered thelr mission. How could anyone
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have had time? They had set out as soon as he received Tibni-
ben-Ginath'as message. But, on the other hand, the Fortress might
well be under the eyes of spies for the High Priest in the Temple
next door or for Herod across the bridge or for General Procullinus,
or even for all three. You never knew, and caution always paid
off« So they went cround again and when they approached the house
for the third time the street was, at last, emply.

"Quick, nowi" Naepor elbowed Panthera and lurched
after him. The door was unlocked as the Sadducee had promised.
Measuring the contents of the broad hall with a shrewdness gelned
from a thousand lootings Naepor told himself that Tibni-ben=Clnath"
could pay plenty. And would have to, if only for the reason that
his summons had broken up a naoded.;ggﬁiééLnap. Even after Eﬂur'kw’@

days the memory of those lights all over the sky still kept a man

F
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"Come inl" Pibal-ben-(inath advanced soundlessly.

restless at nighte

across a rug so rich, soft and thick that it must have cost,
Naepor reckoned, twenty times his own whole year's pay aa Prims
Piluse "I hope you understand why I set this place for our
meeting," the Sadducees adged. "It is so moch more away from
everything and evarybodygihaawthomﬂonhxgggaﬂm

He was a slight S8R man, usually arrogant !.nr MANNST o
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Today, however, he was conciliatory, an attitude which QASaddhoeodﬁ EEMJ“
seldom assumed toward any Roman. His dress flouted every austere

rule of his religion. A multi-colored robe, entirely unlawful,

parted as he moved \to reveal a tunic of lavender silk suitable

only for a Greek or a Persian. Hls shoes were Egyptian-style,
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stitched across the toes with gold and allver thread.

"Any place suits me," Naepor growled. "But the walk
has left me drier than sand in the sun,"

"There 1s wine," Tibni sald. "Some from my best Hebron
vines." Nothing in his tone hinted that this best was going to
be wasted on such guests. He led the way to a great, open,
flowery court and Naepor, eyeing his host's rich clothing in this
flood of sunshine, set his price higher.

"He'll payl" he resolved and shaking off his robe lumbered
in his own soiled, knee-~length tunic to the cushions scattered
around ggs wine table. He was the more resolved because he knew

that he could hope for only a few more such profitable assignations.
. Lad,

He knew that General Orfitus Proculinus would not parmft him to—

stay -on as Primus Pilus of the Tenth Legion much longer. The

E FaaX (e

denddfiecy 11ttle general was after nothing less than the best
Alax T PNy

leglon in Augustus's whkole army. In battle a Primus Pilus who

fought like Mars helped to give it to him. But he was showing

unmistakeable dissatlisfaction with a garrison Primus Pilus who

enforced discipline too poorly and drank much too much.

Naspor knew he was on his way outs And he knew that on

retirement he would never be offered any such civil post as the I
¥ -
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one for which his old comrade Vedlus Rusco had been draftet, He

might be offered none at all. All his life he had tried to rival
Rusco but he was fat and nearly finlshed and Rusco was still rising.
He sat down sullenly, broad head sinking between thick shoulders,
cohrse halr bristling, thick llps resxssaiing-the-greed-whieh-had
siways-betpayed-htnr, Qm&vabQA ﬁ?« WA B
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There was plenty of wine. 5ix jarst Two were half-
buried in snow brought all the way from Mount Hermon under thick
sawdust. There was also a bowl of water for guests who desired
their drinks thinned instead of undiluted in Judean style. Naepor
pushed the water aside. Settling heavily among his cushions, he
filled a goblet, drank nolsily, wiped his mouth with a hamlike
hand, wiped the hand on hls already stalned tunic and poured
agaline

Panthera sat opposite. He also had one insistent
appetite. Other men dreamed of honors, estates, power, friendship,
honorable sona, virtuous daughters. Panthera dreamed only of
women and he dreamed with a singleness of deaire that made inevitable
his nickname which was the synomym, in his tiga and world, for
lusts He took one drink but did not refill his goblet. He had
been told to watch hisz tongue as long as they were in Tibni-ben-
Ginath's houseo.

"4e'll have to bargain about pay as soon as we find out
what he wants done," Naepor had warned. "And when you bargain
with this Sadducee you want a clear head."

Although Naepor went on drinking he kept an entirely
olear head. He 4ld not appear Iin the least drunk. But then,
Panthera reflected, he never appeared drunk.

Tibni-ben~-Ginath patiently walted to talk business
until Naepor should psuse long enough between drinks and meantime he-
looked calculatingly at the olive-skinned, sleepy-eyed young
Centurion,

"I am sure," he felt forced to say at last, "that you
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would not bring an ally of too little axperlsence but I know almost
nothing of your friend here, scarcely more than his name and rank."

Panthera's small mouth curved in a self-satlsfied smile.

"The General thinks well of him. That ought to be
enough for you," Naepor growled. "Only today, on my recommendation,
Orfitus Proculinus promoted Panthera to be Pilus Prior of the
Eighth Cohort. Don't worry. Just tell us what you need."

Tibnl-ben=Ginath settled softly among cushions on the
third side of the tdble and folded his womanish hands.

"Herod," he said, "has ordered me to do a thing which I
cannot do alcre."

"You know mei" Naepor sald. "Pay enough and I'll get
it done for you."

I"Horod,“ Tibni said, "has heard rumors of a child lately
born who is supposed to fulfill old prophecies."

"Who hasn't?" Naepor said. "The rumors are up and down
every highway. Every time people see a woman near bearing, they
wonder."

"That's right," Panthera broke in. "Only & few days ago,
in Sebaste, I ran into a lot of Galileans travelling this way to
pay the tax Quirinius had put on the Jews, and I tried ..."

hinmae™ wes Vet )
) But Naepor,was not Interested in anything Panthera had
tried in the Samarlitan city of Sebaste, end-he-hurried-uvil

"And then there was all that light the other night. And
some say volces in the sky, and singing, to boot."

"Nonsenseil" Tibni said.

"Nonsense, nothingt I certainly he:rd something and saw
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something too." $eem Naepor grinned. "But maybe Panthera will
gec along with you. He was kept under covers by perabnal business
and he didn't see any lights and didn't need any, and the only
voice he heard wasn't from the sky."

Tibni's shrug made it plain that loose talk was offensive,

even when vague,

"I, myself," he seid, "do not hold with lighte and volces."



"But plenty do," Penthera broke in, "Ffoms esay they mean
& great leader hae been born to the Jewe who'll help them lord
it over all other peOplG-"

"Let Tibnl do the talkinz, and me," Nsepor estd., "And
don't worry about any Jewe lording it over Romans, Not whil, the
Tenth Leglon holde Antenia and can throw a2 cohort into the Temple
in ten minutes, day or night,"

"Thlie new-born =- whoever he ls =-- who may not have been
born at all -- ", Tibni epoke with a rush, "Harod hae told me to
find him,"

‘"Crazy 0ld fox!" Neepor grunted, "Did he tell you where
to look?"

The Sadducee hegsltated. He wae a practical man, He had
profited by allyinz himeelf with Herod., And the only harm had been
the epithat. "Horodian," that 1e to say, "Herod'e toady," thrown
at him occaéionally by some holler-than-thou compatriot, Mgreover,
prophets' promires for seven hundred yeare had falled to produce
a Meselah, He took no stock in the new rumore, Nevertheleese, he
wag a Jew, and he dl1d not propore to lay himself open to a charze,
by other Jewe, of betrayal, Thet would hurt, It mizht even l,ssen
his value to Herod, . .

He consldered with the limber coneclence which let him
be toth & gadducee, especially charged with the defense of the
sacred High Priesthocd, and a supporter of Herod who now made
High Priests 1nto errand boys. He found & esolution, He must, at
least, pretend to make the search Herod had commandied, But 414 he
need to pinpoint it? He 414 not,

He set out to confuse the hunters he wae trying to hire,
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"No, Herod told me nothing," he sald. "Of course if
you ask in any street you'll get the stock answer. Bethleheml
Ever since the prophets Micah and Isaiah, Bethlehem has always
been linked with the Messlah's coming. Besldes, King David was
born in Bethlehem a thousand years ago and that makes 1t famous,
although just a little place." He gave his next words careful
emphasis. "But many places are famous and should be searched
just as carefully =~ Tekoa which was the home of the prophet,
Amos; Beth-Shemesh where the law of Moses long rested; Gibeah
where King Saul lived; and Anathoth where the prophet, Jeremiah,
was bornes I mention only these which are near, but there are
scores more all the way from Dan to Beersheba. All should be
searched."

That was certainly confusing the trail.

Naepor, however, did not seem confused. Ne-did-not

NN

Seamrto-be-reatly -interested. "Crazy old foxi" he repeatéd.
"He must be really scared. What does he want to do if he does
find thls Messiah? Strangle him, as he strangled his own uncle?
Ma v iariine—
Smother him, as he smothered his queen Mixiwwmme? Drown him as
he drowned M&riamne's brother? Executé hig on a faked charge of
treason, as he executed that earless High Prlest, Hyrcanust"
"Herod only wishes to joln other Jews in worshipping
the Messiah," the Sadducee-aaiEJfluahing.
Naepor bellowed scornful laughters
"And what a double lie that ist 3ince when hes Herod
ever worshipped anybedy in Judea except Herod? And when did he

get to be a Jew? He's still a lousy Idumaean In gpite of what he
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calls his conversion."

With Herod's ancentry thus brought into public view,
Tibni-ben=Ginath iaa filled with a secret shamee. It was shameful
that any true Jew =-- especlally a Sadducee =-- should be doing a
ADUNCR e
thing for an Idumeaean. Jews had desplised Idumaeans for centuries.
Now, with Herod on Judea's throne, they hated them worse even than
Romans «

"Herod's sand-flea grandfathers below Beersheba bit the
backsides of Jews at every chance," Naepor bellowed, his continuing
laughter adding to Tibni's shame. "And even though Herod is a
convert he bites your backsides, too. Remember the golden Roman
eagle he tried to stick up in the Temple? I wouldn't glve this
goblet of wine for any Messiah's chances if Herod found out where
he was.” ‘

Tibni had no good answer aso he tried to make a quick
one convincinge

"Herod doesn't herm anyone any more," he said.

"He's just a sick, feeble..."

"He's a killeri" Naepor grunted. "ind he'll be one
till he rots. If it wasn't that most of the time he's too sick
to thlngfstraight, or remember what he sald yesterday, he'd be
killing right and left every day."

"He's a half~dead, feeble old man,"” Tibni insisted.

"But he has as much shrewdness as ever and that tells him to
honor any Messlah who appears. If he does this, he may win over
many Jews who now hate him."

He drew up grandly, as though conferring a favor.
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C:i "It 1s because I thought you'd like to win Herod's patronage and
make a little money in the bargaln that I asked you here. I'll
be glad to let you both help me make thils search that Herod asks."

"0f course we'll help," Panthera said oagerly-'*lm.&é;Gai}iaso '

Naepor scowled in reproof at the man he had just
succeeded in elevating to the command of six hundred legionnairess
"You talk too much, Panthera," he growled. "If you don't look
out you'll talk yourself out of a lot of money." He turned to
Tibni-ben~Ginathe.

"Why do you need us? You could use your High Priest's
spy ring and never pay them a copper."

"] «= I prefer not," Tibni sald coldly.

"Come on, come onl" Naepor said. "Why do you have to
buy our helpf?"

As the Sadducee hesitated Naepor auddenly leaned closer,
his heavily veined nose almost touching the other's flushed face.

"I seel I seel" he shouted. "You're afrald te use
Jews! You know what could happen, sven to a Sadducee, If a Jew
spy began to worry, and talked and spread word of what you're up
to. Those who believe in the old prophecies, almost any honest
Jew, would chop your head clear from your neck for helping Herod's
dirty work along."

"Herod means no harmi" Tibni shouted. He pushed erect
and strode to the end of the sunny court, his mﬁlti-colored robe
awinging like a tumbled ralinbow.

"A favor to Herod might be worth our while," Panthera

sald at Naepor's ear. "I'm willing if you are.”
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"of course  I'm willingl" Naepor spoke quietly also.
"But let's not tell this swine so. As long as we don't, we've
got him where we want him. He has to do what he's been told to
do or Herod will break him. And he doesn't dare do i1t himself,
or use the Temple's spies or any other Jew for fear they'll tie
him in. He's got to use us, and we'll make him pay.“cﬁhe was
triumphant as Tibni~ben Ginath returned in less open anger and
sat down agalne

"All righti" the Sadducee confessed softly. "I'm
inviting you 1n because I need you. DBut do not misjudge my
necessitye. What I need is not much and I shall not pay muche. I
want only to find a lately born child whom some people call their
Messiah, if any such has been born at all.”

"We'll find him = if =" Naepor's expectation made Tibni

wince "1f you muke 1t worth our while. We'll have to cut a lot

of sharp corners and they won't be worth cutting if you don't make

1t worth our while. All three of us."

"Mwol"” corrected Tibni.

.
thingfyhen Panthera used the Cohort as it would have to be used

in order to push this hunt.

"The Tribune Salvidinius Muso, alsol" Naepor told Tibni.

"I can send some men from Panthera's cochort out to search and if
new

General Proculinus asks questionéjl've got a fine answer. The, tax

A
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which is belng colﬁected for Rome., Every Jew hates 1it, Thousands
are talking revolt., I'll Just be usinz Panthera to hunt for the
beglnninge of tax'1§£xa here and there,

"But I can't tell such a yarn to Generel Proculinue unlase
the ‘ribune Mueso keepe hls mouth shut, Muso 18 sseirned to the ;
Eizhth Cohort, He won't be there lonz; the general is kickinz him
upstalre to meke room for a new Tribune, and a good thinz,too,
Because a2s a fightinz officer, Mueo 1e a Joke, But he will be
there whlle the search 1s on, and if he gete susplclous he could
epoil everything, You've got to pay him, too."

"I won't have thie known to anyone else,” Tibni said
nervouely, ¥Least of alEAtha Tribtune Salvidiniue Muso, Patrician
though he 1;, I have never trueted him,"

Viueo won't let himself be squeezed out, He nsede money
too much--he alwaye needs money," Naepor sald, "He ig on leave,
on the seacoast, at CaesAreaz, but when he comes back he will have
to be taken in, At that, you're lucky, It len't often a Jew can
buy three Romane, The llkes of Panthera, sure! But moPrémRei®tius
®bdsnit Anddwbet ch.nce do you think you'd have of buying another
Roman aristocrat with blood ae blue ae Mueo's}"

“Three are too many," Tibni saild wearily, "I'1l give up
the whole thingz,"

"You can't and you know you can't," Naepor ecoffed. "Herod's
elckness makes him forget thinge and 1t may k11l him tomorrow, but
if he lives and remembers, and you haven't done what he ordered,
you'll land in one of the dungeons he is fllling up ahl over

Judes, You've got to see this through,"
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0 can'buwﬁonly what Herod thpaztng.meﬂ" Tibni said
craftily. "and that isn't much."

"How much?"

"Five thousand denarii."

"You'll do better than that," Naepor grinned. "Five
thousand yill have to go to Panthera alone. And twice five to
Muso and twice as much again for me. I wouldn't stir for less
than twenty thousand."

"Impossiblel” Tibni dry-washed his womanish hands of a
bad bargaine.

"You know Herod gave you a lot more than five thousand."
Naepor eyed Tibni. "I'll bet you gt =- seven timea fivel"

"fhirty-five thousandil" The Sadducee fell back on his
cushions as though he had been strucke.

"I caught youl" Naepor roared. "As sure as I'm
drinking your prize Hebron wine you're getting thirty-five |
thousand. I remembered something and caught youl I've iivedlhﬂgxww“ﬁh“
among Jews to know how much they think of the number seven. It's
practically magic. What's that yarn of the Scribes about somebody
named Joshua, and seven priests blowling seven trumpets and
circling Jericho seven times a day, and on the seventh day bringing
the walls down?" o

"TPen thousandt Not a mite more," Tibni ocried desperately.

"Five thousand to Panthera, ten to Muso, twenty to me,"
'Naepor told hime. "And next time don't try to be so smart."

"Not" Tibnl cried.

"No?" Naepor brimmed his goblet slowly.
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"Not"

Neepor luMfched up from his cushions. "Come oni" he
told Panthera and anq/ohed A his robe.

"Fifteen thousandi" Tibni's tone was that of one
willing to reason even with the most unreasonable.

Panthera got up reluctantly. Naepor was already in the

court's arnhad exite. 8
] Gl !/

"Twenty thousandi® [/ (v _ ;

"You're wasting our timel”rgwx*ﬁ“i?“Sl”#:zﬁgﬁﬁﬁﬁgkﬁil

"41l right, all that you ask,” Tibni wheezed.

Naepor lumbered back to his auahloha.

"Give Panthera a thousand now," he grunted. "And I
want two for the Tribune and five for myself. And let's have a
drink." .

Tibnl clapped his hands for a moneybox and paids Tight-
lipped, defeuated, he watched while the Prirmus Pilus poured from a
snow=chilled jar, drank and poured again and again before turning

once more to the exit.

000

Qut In the street Naepor refused to share Panthera's
mood of triumphe This thing of hunting down a babyl Any way you
looked at 1t, 1t was a thing a man shied ate.

4 His thoughts turned to Vedius Rusco, the rival he most
envied and most desired to surpass. He knew how V;aiua Rusco
would have replied to the offer of such a jobe

Panthera started to gabble jubilantly but Naepor hushed

him,” ard clumped along in silences
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Fuzzy with wine he found himself recalling an experience
of his youth. When he was the newest of recrults he had been
marched over the Alps and found himself high above the clouds.
Literallyl On every side a fleecy white meadow stretched as far
a8 he could see, and he had marvelled in youthful awe and reverence.
This, he had thought, was a meadow for the gods.

"Phis," he had whispered, “15 what Juplter, Ceres and

Venus walk on when they stroll from their palaces."




And he had almost cried out, thinking he glimpsed upon the im-
maculate field the majesty of Jupiter, the purity of Ceres,
the rosy robe of Venus. "Why not?" he had whispered. "This
meadow must run clean tq‘OIympua. Some of the gods could be here
this very daye. I might see any of them this very minute." _

Never before, or after, had he felt so strong
a desire to be swift after virtue, to be wrapped in the cloak
of truth so that he;, even he, might deserve the favor of the
Olympians who seemed so nears

The desire had not lasted, Naturally! he
scarcely had got down the mountains when he felt only h;s
usual thirst, a budding torment even then, and in the first
town he had drowned his vision of fleecy meadows, strolling
Olympians and virtue and truth. But it had come back some-
times, although less and less often, to be sure. It was years,
now, he realiged, since it had come back.

And it had never come, his fumbling mind re-
called, except when he was shamed, when, as now, he had some
dim awareness of letting slip & virtue, a truth which, briefly,
he had almost had in his handf:ﬁ;b shook his head, He decided
that he needed another drink.

"It's Tibni's worry," he grunted, pulling free
of his own worries. He nodded two or three times and blinked.
"Phis hunt isn't our funeral. Tibni's responsibles We're just
taking orders. We're just doing what we're hired and paid to do.
If any harm comes, the blame‘ll be on the fellow who did the hir-

e - R inakh
inge That'll be Tibn:pA or maybe Herod."



"I suppose youa';?;ight,* Panthera said.

“Sure I'm right," Naepor nodded craftily. For
the first time in Panthera's experience the Primus Pilus did
not seem qulte sober.



CHAPTER THREE

Five men were approaching, from three compage pointe,
the new, walled, Roman-style villa of Vedlue Rusco Philipnicues,
on 8 hizh hlll eouth of Jerusalem,

One was Vedius Rusco himeelf, ex-Primus Pillus Pilue of
four tough leglone in his day and now, by epeclal appointment of
great Caesar Augustue, Road C-mmleseioner of Palestine, He wae

trotting hls black gelding southward through dangerous country
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lately made a little lees dangerous by the %ﬁ;:enpanaﬂhmucatnm
highway now completed well btelow Jerucalem, He was followed, on
a blg roan, by the gilant half-naked Lracse, hle bodyguard abroad
and hies ms jordomo at home,

Ope was a young Roman tribune riding northward ‘mesr the
end of a rugged Journey with en infantry detachment up from Egypt.
An srmed slave as thick as 8 wrestler and as black as soot loped
alongeide the Tribune'e mount, a finger hooked around a stirrup
etrap,

The laet wae Joeeph., He strode north by east over

rcadlese limestone hille, his sandalled feet now and then calling

holgow echoes through the roofe of the caves with which



the countryeside was honeycombed,

As he bezan to follow a descending etresm-bed, e
dietant, yellow=-bearded shepherd drew awa A?:% companions and
standing among browelng flocks mede arm signals, These were the
rollickling inventione of a happy-gzo-lucky mind, First they
threshed like emall, fretful lege, then they made a gentle rocking,
Joseph was quick at eignels, He rocked his own arme gently and
Jovially to reassure hie yellow-begrded questioner that the baby
wag coming along fine,

000 ©

IVedius Rusco still had. several milee to yide and Joseph
et1ll had esveral hille to croee, e0 only the young Tribune was
in view ffobhshe Rusco villa when Deborsh, the fifteen-ysar-old
daughter of the meeter, climbed a cramped stairway and cams out
onto a balcony, So ieclated a villa in esuch a troubled lard needed
a8 look-out., And the balcony, fecing east, provided an unbroken
View alonz a great arc which bezan with Jeruealem'e towers to the
north and curved southwerd through brown hills tc the walle of
Bethlehem,

Deborah was 8 rounded, amber girl wgaring that morninc
a flowinz green drese narrowed at the wslet by 2 wide ellver
bedt, Her foaming Jet helr was bound by a bar of goft gold bent
to form a emall clasp. Her mouth wse full and wide and very quick
to smlle. fhe was munching s honey cake,

About the beauty, more or leses, of the only dauzhter and

only child of the famous Vedlus Rueco Philipplcus there were,
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admittedly, several schools of opinion.

Beauty 1s as beauty does, was the only statement on
record from Bria, the big, blonde Cantabrian wife of Bracae who ran
the Rusco household in his absence. She would not say more for fear
of making her young mlstross vain.

She 1s almost Miriam, Vedius Rusco often thought. For

him the remembered loveliness of the Judean wife he had lost when
Deborah was born would always be matchlesse

Af I had her beauty the master would surely desire me,

was the forlorn opinion of Numidian Candace, Deborah's dusky
attendant -~ and companion and friend -- for twelve years.

Give me nothing to do bubt smooth and sweeten myself and

who would ever notice her, was the opinion of Egyptian Nepte. Nepte

was the villa's newest slave, purchased a month before at the ~—p p®—
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derusalem slave market,where she had stood modestly downcast, with

her feet whitened with lime -~ sign that she was being sold into

slavery for the first time. She was new in slavery but she had

already proved her tawny charms over and over. And I will prove

them again, she promlsed herself furiously.
Debevads 2
The opinion o{kauitora summed up to unqualified praise

and all bachelors lucky enough to be invited into the home of
Vedius Rusco were Deborah's sultors.

Taking the last orumbs of the honey cake with & gquick
tongue , Deborah stared up at the wintry skye. She had come to the
balecony still hoping for some clue to explain the strange and
lovely light over Bethlehem which had broken her sleep a few
nights before, and the strange and lovely muels which had




accompanied the light.

"Just the moon and stars and nightingalesi" Bria had said,
frowning when Deborah grabbed the honey cakee. A girl who had won
the grown-up privilege of her own study, boudolr and bedroom and
who was old enough to be receiving marrlage offers ought to be able
to wait for breakfast., MNunching might be all right in front of a
foster mother. But in front of servants and slavesi Welll

"The moon and stara were fire-bright that night," Bria
had said. "And you know very well that nightingales swarm around
here from Persia every winter. They're all over the place. You
didn't recognigze them because you're used to sleeping like & baby.
But lately you toss and turn because you have a propesal on your
mindes Even if 1t 1s only from the Tribune Salvidinius Huuo;vw%er
shrug said that a proposal from the poorest excuse for a lisutenant
she had ever seen, and she had seen the best and worst that four
leglons could offer, was nothing to keep any girl awake.

Salvidiniggihfgzgedt Deborah had tried for a crushing
look as she turned her back on Bria and the others and especially
on Nepte who was muttering a9mg§h}§g;pbout maglce Nepte muttered
about magic¢ whenever the 1£E;E€;§g;;h;:ntioned because, like all
Egyptians, she saw evil in any unexplained portent.

"Salvadinius Muso,; indeedi" Deborah said now, abandoning
her search of the sky. As though she would think twice of marrying
ﬁﬁat 0ld man, past his twenty~seventh birthdayl Bria knew very well
that & proposal from ::z; plnk«faced patriclan Tribune did not even
begiﬁ to tempt her.

It wag the persisting hope for some clue to the strange



11@;% she stuck to it -~ the strange enchanting maiaAthat had
brought her to the balcony but 1t was the approaching young
TR

L&ogtenan% who now brought her up.on tip-toee.

He had turned away from the dusty leglonnaires .of the
infantry detachment. They slogged steadlly on toward Jerusalem
under thelr usual seventy-five pound packs at their usual three
gilas an hour. The solitary horseman grew swiftly recognizable
as he headed up the private lanf which led to the vil;gjhigh on its
limestone hill, with a sooty slave keeping pace, an unstrung bow
and a quiver of arrows bouncing an his backe

Deborah had to stand on tip=-toe to keep the lisutenant

in sight. After a single look she sighed in satisfaction. B8he had

known that he would be young aad—lhawhed»axpaetu&mhtm*tb“bBMilllwéTﬁﬁbN?~

sad.-strong .« ﬁht who would have dreamed he would be so handsome?
And what beautiful armort Cleaming helmet and shield, inlaid
brestplate, thigh and shin guardst

The lleutenant wisely wore full armor since any tree or
rock might hide a Roman-hating Jew who would die happy if he could
run & dagger into an allen bacglor robbers willing to risk prison
for a try at a fat purse, His urmor gave off blinding rays as,
sighting Deborah consliderably after she had sighted him, he Jerked
his horse to a halte.

Deborah smiled down ard Sulvidinlus Maso faded forever
from her mind and exultantly she confessed that she was falling
in love at first sights, High time, tool Wasn't she almost

gixteen?



The young lieutenant made himself tall in the
saddle to cateh all «« all-« of the sudden vision ahead, and
paralleling Deborah's own confession he told himself excltedly
that he was head over heels in love., And high time! Wasn't
he almost twenty-one?

At his side the sooty slave made a confession
of his own. As his bdroad nostrils trapped faint savory odors
from the vills kitchen he confessed that he was hungry enough
to eat half a horse,

0=0

Deborah and the lieutsnant continued to loock
at each other, both sure that the delight which flooded them,
as it had flooded uncounted millioms through uncounted centu-
ries, had never before come fo any man OF WOW&N.

*I hope this i1s the home of Vedius Ruscol®
the lieutenant called up.

"0f Vedius Rusco Philippicusi" Deborah cor-
rected proudlys It was not every Roman who could boast a cog-
nowen, and very few could boast one so famous. Rut then, note
ing that beneath his helmet his halr, as she had expected, was

yellow, she smiled again.
*I have a letter to him," the lieutenant said,

"Itye brought it from Egypt." He added this information casu-

ally, but he hoped she appreciated vhat 1t meant to have met and ‘

defeated the dangers of those barren, wild miles. "I am .+ « "
"Don't tell mel" Deborah leaned toverd him,



her bare acber arms catehing the light, the ool green of her
éress seeming to float her an enchanting handsbreadth nearer.
"Iet me tell youl" And she laid a golden finger on her mouth
and gave a sibyllic Unemem-mi

"Un-n-m$ You are Marcus Seclator Lucianius.

You are the adopted son of Marcus Seclator who fought beside
Vedius Rusco Philippicus twenty years and more ago. You are
Greek-born and you are a military gfribune as your father used
to hc.h }

Marcus Seclator Lucianius showed little surprise
at so much knowledge, but Deborah hadn't really expected much.
No doubt he had suspected all along that she would be reading
the letters which their fathers exchangeds She went on.

“You have been serving in Egypt, but the legions
there are 'sleek, slack and rich.' that is what you once wrote.
Half of the soldiers have even trad;d off their helmets and
breastplates.
Jdapnuideaawe . You want service with a fighting outfit, So your
father turned to old friends, to my father and to General Orfitus
Proculinus of the fighting Tenth in Jerusalem. And you took
your first chance to get out of Bgypt as soon as your transfer
came through."

She touched her lips again to indicate that the
sibyl had spoken and made her dark blue eyes wide and fathomless,
Even Bria had admitted, when she happened upon a practice session
beofre the mirror in the lately won boudoir, that this was a tac-

tic likely to disarm a young mane



“And now," Deborah said, "I'll tell you who I
am,"

"Don't tell mel™ Luciaenius imitated her sibyl-
lic tone and relaxed in his saddle. "Let me tell youl"™ EHe put
a finger to his own smiling mouth. "Umem-mi You are the
daughter of 2 father whose cognomen has become famous from CGaul
to Egypt although originally it was given as a joke to a little
boy by Octavian who is now great Caesar Augustus. You are fa-
mous too." He lowered his voice in pretended awe. "People say
that you use sword, dagger and javelin better than many men be-
cause your father taught you and he 1s still the best with all
three and with spear, sling and bow and arrow too. And your
mother was so great a beauty that people still remember her,

And your name is Deborah." He accented the first 3gllable in
a triumphant finish.

Deborah gave him an indignant look. She was still
leaning forward, to reveal more fully her soft threoat which was
like honey poured in sunlight. This, also, was an effect which
Bria had grudgingly admitted was likely to make a young man weak
at the knees,

"My mother was not just 'so great a beauty.! She
was the most beautiful woman in Jude:J" Deborah said. "And you
mispronounced my name, It is the name of one of the ancient
judges of my mother's people, who went to war even though she did
not have, like me, a father to teach her how to use a sword., It
all happened a long time ago but Jews will never forget how to say

her name., It is Deborah." 8She bore down on the second, not the
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first syllable. But then she forgave him. "And now come into
our house. You are just in time for breakfast."

A true daughter of Rome, notwithstanding her
mother's blood, she made the promise every Roman preferred to
hear. "Your bath will be ready before you are ready for your
baths I know a Bomen wants his bath first, even shead of food."

“A bath before food, even for an adopted Roman,®
Lucianius saide. He swung off his horse to show that he made
nothing of full armor.

Deborah, her blue eyes wide and fathomless again,
vanished with a last green flutter.

“There'll be a side gate somewhere, Micipsia,”
Lucianius said.

Mieipsia did not change the expression of nilgl
surprise vhich seemed carved into his sooty face. The expres-
sion was chiefly due to eyes which protruded and eyebrows which E
wvere roundly arched. DBoth seemed always to be reacting to some ‘
unexpected and startling event. In fact, however, Micipsia was
rarely caught off guard and rarely startleds He nodded. He .53
his master understood each other so thoroughly that a nod or a
single word usually was plenty, He nodded in the easy assurance
of a slove who has shared encugh adventures with a young master
to warrant acting more like a comrade when they are alone, and

spoke a single word now,
"Bati" he sald in a surprisingly squeaky voice
and rubbed his broad, hard belly.

Qw0
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The wall's main gate - double-doors of oak,
reinforced with thick iron straps -- slowly opened. Within
lay an open space denying any enemy a2 hiding plagce and then
the villa entrance, smaller double-doors.

As these swung open Deborah appeared just
inside. She had unbent the gold band and let the spun ebony
of her hair foam wide over the shoulders of her green flutter-
ing dress. Gaily she beekongswzi;h;:it the doorkeeper who
stood half-concesled by the panels he had pushed back and half-
withdrawn into the cell where he not only served but slept.
In an identical cell opposiE:Jan enormous watch dog eyed the
young stranger with tentative suspiclon.

8ide by side Deborah and Lucianius walked
down a broad corridor to a big open-roofed room, d.epiy re-
cessed for ornamental vases and furnished with settees for
clients who might demand the Road Commissioner's time and at-
tention. Bragziers filled with slow-burning charcoal were
spaced among the seats. The floor, of polished vermilion tile,
was covered by a great ruge

Far down the room a 1arge‘but pleasantly soft
woman inspected Lucianius, seeking in this young stranger
some link with one she had known well long ago. At sight of
her Lucianinu ran forward in the excitement which rises so
easily when a young man of twenty-one forgets the dignity of
his advanced years.

"You must be Bria!" he eried. "My father told

me all about you. And Bracae, too! Where is Bracae?"
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"Bracae will be here soon," Bria beamed, nodding
80 vigorously that on iron necklace, shiny from constant vear,
elinked. "He and the master are riding home from an inspection
trip." She took the hands he held out. "So you are the son the
Tribune Marcus Seclator has written about so often.”

“Marcus must have talked about us even oftener,”
Deborah said, coming up. "Lucianius knows everything about us,
The two of them must have spent days ~~ weeks -« picking us to
pieces: 1'm afraid to hear wvhat will come out of his mouth next."

“From the way you walked along with hquI would~
n't say you were very afraid," Bria said, nedding-egetn.

2 girl a year or two older than Deborah, and so
tall and strong that she might have been Bria in girlhood ex-
cept that she was the color of autumn oak leaves, came into the
roome. Deborsh put an arm around her waist and Tucianius decid-
ed that this must be 2 slave even closer to her young mistress
than Micipsia was to him,

"The hath is ready," the autumm-leaf girl saild.

"Iet the bath waiti" Lucianius cried. "Does any-
one expect me to leave before protecting myself from slander? As
though anything but praise conld come out of my mouthi There
never was such & household as this. Youl" fh' look which he
gave Deborah went far beyond the enthusissm ;} the single word.
"Your father! And vhere else could anyone find another Bria and
Bracae? The pick of the girls in Cantabrial The best man of
Gauli" He began to laugh. "I'll never forget the story my fa-
ther tells of how he and Vedius Rusco captured Bris and of how



she took a club to Bracee and of how Bracae spanked her.”

"Shen~hi" Deboroah whispered loudly. "We never
mention that in this house.”

"I should hope noti" Bria suapped! holding back
a smile.

"Not mention 1t7" Lucianius cried. "That grand
storyl Now let me see if I've got it straight.”

"igll, you won't catch me waiting while you try,"
Bria said, but she did not go. ;

"Umememd” Lucianius eyed Deborsh as he made
the sibylline sound. "It was long age when Octavian was trying
to bring pesce in Bpain among the wild Cantabri. 4nd he and
your father and my father and & cohort of the Twelfth were ame
bushed., But they beat off the attack and finally cornered a
handful. And then they found that the handful included an
amagon."”

“Brial Fighting as well as any mani” Deborah
eried. '

"Give me shield and sword end I'll still make

many a man back uﬁnﬂhﬁria said calnly.
Bars W B,
“I'!I—hoal" fucianius laughed. "Our faothers
had & job taking you prisoner. You were too brave to kill, to
say nothing of being too pretty.”
"I wasn't the homeliest girl in Spain," Pria sald

complagently.

»But finally they did cepture her,” Lucianius
sald. "And then Vedius Rusco bought her."




"Because Bracae sdwewdy had begun to make eyes
at her," Deborah laughed.

"And that was when she took a c¢lub to Bracae and
he gave her a spanking heard all through the camp of the
Twelfth,"

“And that was when my father decided that two
who fought with eaogﬁ::‘beautifully deserved each other,"
Deborah said.

"So I gave Bracae my club," Bria laughed, no
longer even pretending to proteet, "and Vedius Rusco Philippi-
cus gave me my freedom to make the marriage binding."

"And after your father had retired from the
army to return to Rome, and my father was transferred here
to the Tenth Legion,” Deborah} “Brig and Bracae came along.
And Bria became my mother's maid until «.." she paused.

"Until I had to take Deborah over," Bria broke
in cheerfully. "And what a handful I took! And naw I must
take over breakfasts Your bath is ready," she reminded Lucian-
lus, striding away. _

Rom ean

In spite of that mueh-disewssed fondness for
baths, Luclanius did not follow. He looked at Deborah, and
after a moment they sat down, side by side.

“Father will be here for breakfast," she said,
Just to be talking. | ;

“Imagine meeting him after all my father's
stories!" Lucianius exclaimed: "The only Roman alive with

undisputed title to four oak leaf crowns for saving four lives
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on the field of battle.”

"Four? Father almost never mentions any; but
I never heard of more than two."

"My father," Lucianius explained, "says that
two are not in the record because an enperor finds it embar-
rassing to admit, right out, that he ever needed so much
help."

"Are you saying that my father ever saved
the life of the Emperor Augustus?" Deborah oried.

"I'd probably be banished if I said it in
the wrong place,” Lucianius told her. "But my father says
that Vedius Rusco Philippicus saved Caesar Augustus once
from a burning trireme when Marc Antony's fleet was destroyed
at Actium and once in Spain. The Bmperor has never forgotten."

He paused, losing himself again in Deborah's
eyes.

Candace from her corner gave a small remind-
ful cough.

"Oh, yes! That bathi{" Lucianius said.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Vedius Rusco never thought more clearly about
private concerns than when riding through dangerous country.
The dle-if-you-don't watch which a wise Roman always kept
in Judea, flanks, front and rear, was just the spur his mind
required,

It spurred him now as the black gelding carried
him along the new highwagjrar south of mighty Joppa Cate in
Jerusalem's west wnl%Jtounrd the hill on which his villa
~stood. He was a hard-fleshed, vigorous, prematurely white-
haired man, in helmet, breastplate and a floating red military
cloak. He rode so vigilantly that he could instantly answer,
"Hoid ‘NOthing therel" wvhen half-naked Bracae, slouching like a
bear on his roan, a pace behind, called varningly: "Those
trees on the lefti" Rusco had already satisfied himself from
an earlier vantage point about that clump of trees. lie saw
in good time every rock and fold of ground which might erupt
danger. But he was seeing also every facet of his immediate

personal problems. These were three.

One was Deborah and her increasing, ent ab-
4 e M R W o
sorption in love: One was the which he

must start shortly and the new quarrels which it would start
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with the aging, Jjealous Herod. One was the urgent repair of
his dining room which awaited the carpenter, Joseph.

As to his daughter he rebuked himself now, as
he had so often of late, for dreading pitfalls instead of en-
Joying her romantic flowering. The pitfalls did not, for the
most part, even exist., They were only the ugly nightmares of
a too-experienced adult mind. He wondered if all fathers had
nightmares. He wished for Miriam, not for the alwvays desired
lover but the understanding mother.

But at least, he dooidcd,\hp had been right in
seizing the chance to bring on a ri £a Muso,.
Ziﬁiﬁi?tfﬁﬁ hls boasts of family wealth and prestige was a liar
by the book. Good old Marcus reported that the Muso gens only
recently had been saved from actual poverty by Augustus who would
always have E:iﬂsﬁézﬁ; for the families of broken-down senators.

The truth was that young Muso was out to rebuild
his family's wealth by hook or erook. If he had been w!lliﬁs to
rebuild by honest fighting, no one would have thought less of
him. Hard-up young aristocrats were fighting for fame and for-
tune all around the Empire. But Muso, in his year with the Tenth,
had dodged a half dozen tough assignments. Ie might love Debo-
rah -« how could he not wen she was so like her nothnr?-- but
he sought the marriage also because it would give him a hold on
a fat fortune without any fighting vhatever.

Vedius Rusco rejoiced again that Lueianius was
coming.

“When he was eight or nine he was quite a boy,"
he reminded himself hopefully. "Of course that was a long time

agod”
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In rough ground to the east there was a flurry
of movement., Rusco called,"Bracael" and swung his shield from
under the red cloak and plucked at his sword to make sure it
would come easily from its scabbard and lifted his javelin,
with 1ts eighteen-inch point, from its stirrup socket.

"HOw0«0=-01" Pracae »eused-fpon-a-helfesieep
a8 kicked his roan alongside the black, keeping room to swing
his own great two~handed sword.

Six horsemen, full-bearded and full-armed,
came galloping hard out of the rough ground.

"Six to two is fair enough," Bracae grinned.

"Pive to two," Rusco said, deciding to throw at
thirty paces. The onrushing six would cover ten paces while
his javelin flew twenty and downed one enemy, and he would
8till have time to draw his sword before the remaining five
could close, It never entered his head that the Jjavelin might
miss,

But the Road Commissioner and his huge bodyguard
vere too well known to go unrecogniged. At forty paces the first
of the charging horsemen shouted in dismay and wheeled and the
whole band wheeled, their baffled complaints fading as they re-
treated the way they had come.

"Could that have been Dimas's 6F Cestas's gang?"
Bracae wondered. Dimas and Cestas were bandits whose successes,
for months, had increasingly aggravated Herod and out-witted his
mercenary troops.

Rusco shook his head. "Dimas and Cestes are toughe.
They'd have kept coming.”

"You don't think Herod turned these six loose?"
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"Nol" Rusco said confidently. "When Herod goes after me,
he?ll send more than six and they won't dare fail to finish the job."
He eased his javelin back into 1ts socket.

0-0-0

He had seen Herod's diseased sexagenarlan enmlty growinge.
The tyrant, of course, rejected all men who did not put his selfish
interests above every other consideration, even above honor,
integrity and trust. Immediately, however, Rusco was in deep
disfevor because of an unavoidable conflicte

Herod was still seeking to insure his Judean throne, as
he had insured it for years, by holding Augustus's favor. He was
8till furiously building, in honor of the Emperor, temples,
amg&itheatera, palaces, gardens, even cities and harborse. And when
these were delayed by Rusco's requisitions for highwey materials and
men, his rage soared.

But barring accidents, Rusco reflected now, he knew how
to keep from joining the victims of sword, dagger, rope, and wayside
cross whose bleached bones outlined Herod's bloody career.

"I think I can count on Orfitus Proculinus," he told
himeself. The General of the Tenth, although too ambitious to be
entirely trustworthy, was an old comrade. _

"And ‘probably I caun ccaint on Quirinius, though Demascus
is a long way off."™ Publius Sulpicius Quiriniue, an even older
comrade, ruled Syria for Rome and was Herod's superlcr. He had
Just imposed a head tax on the Jews and Herod had been forced to
help collect it.
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"I wouldn't put it past Herod to trump up some charge
asnilnat me when I ask for men and supplies for the Gaza job,"
Rusco thoughts "And then I wonder if I could get word to Quirinius
before Herod arranged one of his favorite little accidents."”



fat Herod would have & time explaining an ac-
cident to the Emperors The knowledge of that might keep him
fyrom trying. Rusco had the favor %?ﬁ?mtul. fie had won
it at Philippl and had never lost it,.

Q= -C

Throughout that fratriéidal slaughter amid
marshes, mountains and bitter October wind and rain, Vedius
Rusco had been a six year-ol’t!_\ tagging behind his father, Iiis
father had been & trumpeter in one of the nineteen legions
vhich headstrong Marc Antony and the young, sick, worried Oc-
tavian, n%.tm t hccos:,t;a:utuu. had scraped together for the

TRV
sirowdown with Brutus and Cassius. Vedius had stowed away for

O R
the stormy voysge from Brundisium, and eest~of the Adriatic = @owm

had trudﬁ%ﬁ:zﬁhiﬁ% long miles into Mascedonia. And, becouse
he had not whimpered, his proud father had coaxed an armorer
to make up a pint-siged shield and spear,

The young Vedius, strutting heroically with his
new weapons, had caught Octavian's eye. To murdered Caesar's
frail nephew, doubly frail because of a stomach always made
queasy by erisis, such bold posturing had seemed an ansver to
his anxious sacrifice in Hercules' circular temple before
quitting Rome.

"You shall be my lucki" Octavian cried.

"I'11 be your bodyguardi" Vedius saide A body-
guard was a post of dignity to a half-orphan already wise in
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the duties of the legion. He thrust through an imaginary en-
emy blocking OctaV¥Wian's path and rasped, "Hah-hi®" like a re-
eruit practicing at a sod target,

At the left Jpee, STRIKE! "Hah-hi" A% the
throat, STRIXE! “Hahehi"

"Bodyguard, then," Octevian laughed. And when
Cassiug and Brutus, honorable men, were dead and done for, the
elated young emperor-to-be bestowed upon his small gamecock an
aceolade which in the end became a distinetion few soldiers in
the Eampire could egqual.

"You are no longer Vedius Rusco,” he cried in
rare Jollitye "Yeu are Vedius Rusco Philippicus for your he~
roia part in a great battle., And when you are older you shall
enlist in the legions and maybe even rise to centurion rank."

Vedius Rusco had enlisted at fourteen, although
the minizum age for recrults was sixteen. Iong before, he had
observed that the majority of legiomnaires, including his fa-
ther, were usually in hot water and peuniless. They were brave
enough, charging headlong at the rousing note of shining trume
pets. DBut they were forever being fined, whipped, demoted, ban-
ished, even executed, And except for their occasicnal loot. they
seldom had even pennies to eke out their ration of dbread, por-
ridge, vegetable stew and the watered vinegar with an egg beaten
1nto itﬁmﬁr was frequently substituted for wine. And when they
were discharged they half-starved on ) small ponsioé:nadc smaller
by dishonest paymasters.

Young Vedius had determined not to be of this ma-
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jority. He would be one of the few who became)primi pili and
tribunes snd sometimes generals and governors of provinces and
retired with honor and wealth. .

Modelling himself on the two friendly rivals,
Pulle and Vorenus, praised by grest Julius Caesar, he hed in
every vay nut-djstancqﬁ his g:g Ehie: rival, Helius Nasepors Cstams
y vhen he T TE n: sell st Tven Blssve, Wt ttee
¥

paragon uhou Julius Caesar had Jumped seven grades to moke Pri-
mus Pllus of the Twelfth, had not equalled Vedius Ruaco Philip-

T

picus, .

In Geul, Thrace, Britain, Syris, Judea, Bgypt,
Africa, Pannonia, in Spain where silver mines paurod'thoir
woalth into Rome after the Cantabrisns were quieted down, he
piled up honors and at last became a log;nd. Far behind now
lagged Helius Naepor -~ lording 1t over the Tenth in the For-
tress of Antonia, usually full of wine and always full of envy ®

dand-greed, Qs 20
it tuunty-two, Vedius,had been transferred to

Judeas There ho had found his Miriam agd enjoyed three such
years ;a he had believed came only to the gods. Losiﬁg her
he had marched again but in the end he came back and now his
life had only two centers, Deborsh and the roads he bullt for
Augustus. He liked road-building and an extra attraction was
that 1t kept him in Miriam's land which he loved although he
never hoped to understand its peoples |

_ Jews were baffling, stubborn, umquenchable. DBe-
set and often overrun, with a totality which would have crushed

most peoples, they had never in their hearts submitted to
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any conquerors And now they would not submit to Rome, plotting
endlessly against Herod and so foreing tho Emperor Augustus to
go along with the Fyraat'l plots asainatqt&agim*bs‘___

The plotting was so widoaproad)@hnt any man might
be a spy for Rome, for Herod, or for the Jews. And there were
additional spies for other states. For hot Numidia whose Juba
 lately had been allowed by Rome to take over Mauretania and who
feered the permission was a prelude to himself being taken over.
Of cold Dacia whose peasents were not allowed to wear hats but
whe would not hear of Roman rule as & substitute for that of the
nobles who frogze thelr ears. Of Thrace vhose tattooed tribes
vere instantly in revolt against any Romen restraint upon their
often highly imumoral conduct. Of Armenia whose people challenged
all invaeders with bold eyes which gleamed above the hooked noses
inherited from warlike Hittite ancestors. Spies rron'all these
couniries and more hung around Jerusalem, ready to warn their un-
easy kings of any movement by Romen legions which might presage a
Roman invasion and even more ready to help a Judean uprising on
the chance that it might spoil an invasion plan. But in far
greater numbers lurked the informers of Rome, herself, and the
sples of the Temple priesthood, and of Herod. His agents re-
ported directly to Soemus, the tyrant's alter ego since youth.

0«0 =0

Thinking of sples and ways of confounding sping

Ruseo found his mind turning to Joseph and the problem of the

dining room. He was glad that Deborah was at the ville in case
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Joseph came early. 5She and Joseph had become at ease with each
other while the villa was still building. 6he would give him the
key of the cautiously locked room, He might be at work already.

That dle-if-you-don't watch picked up movement
and Rusco again called, "Bracael" but this time only in the
pleasure and excitement which marching Roman troops always a-
roused in him.

Over the brow of the hill ahead came the infantry
detachment up out of Egypt. Its legionnaires were cursing. Good
curses were a counter irritant against the chafing of hobmailed
boots which slipped in spite of straps laced tight to the knee,
and the torture of seventy-five pound packs (basket, cloak, ax,
saw, spade, chain, leather thong, grain ration, cooking pot,
weapons, unsold loot and two stakes for the night camp's pali-
saded) Rusco and Bracee edged their horses off the highway
" and as the detachment drew near the cursing changed to a whis-
per, the whisper to o murmur, the murmur to a shout.  \"
“s*Vediusy It's mm%ﬁ“ Sleak, SOFt vetersns
found @ better counter-irritant in hailing femiliarly the living
legend known wherever legions warched. They hailed and rehears-
ed the boasts they would make vhen, come evening, they drank
their eggy posca or diced on the twelve-sided patterns cut into

f

barrack§ pavements. How they'd humble recruits who would never
be able to First-name Vedius iusco Philippicusi They gould not
wait for evening. They boasted as they marched. And :;:z;;:
eruits felt the prick of ambition along with contempt for olde
sters whose every word was an admission that their glory was all



behind them.

Rusco saluted his shouting comrades of other
years and when the dctacthnt had passed Bracae looked at
bim with bright eyes.

"It's still in your blood, isn't 1t?" Bracae
said., "Well, it's in mine, too." He slapped his dare
chests He alweys rode naked to the waist in this mild Ju-
des., "I followsd the eagles so long I feel lost when they're
not shining ahead,"

Rusco nodded and turned for a last look. No
matter what the Emperor might put him to doing, he vas
still, he knew, and always would be, & soldier, Dut then he
realized that this must be the detachment with which Lucian-
ius had journeyed and he beckoned Bracae and spurred his
blacke

They reached the by-road and turned into it
at & gallop and csme to the wall and Bracae gave a great
roar. "We are comed Open up in thersi" And the gates were
hurried apart and then the villa's doors swung wide and the
doorkeeper bowed and the dog slid out a long, panting tongue
in welcome and Deborah came runninge.
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CHAPTER FIVE

"lacianius has comei” Deborah made the announce-
ment in a burst of excitement.
"Lucianius?®

glean out. "Lucianius?" Rusco repeated in pretended reproof.
“Lucianius? Just like that? Not the Tribune Marcus Seclator
Lueianius? I hope you aren’t too familiar, I hope he won't

have to put you in your place."
"He's nice," Deborah said, and lifted her amber
cheek to be kiesed. :
Vedius Rusco had never felt completely natural

except with one woman, and the reticence which his early life had - .

fostered restrained him now even when kissing his daughter's soft
cheeks Deborah did not seem to notice any more than her mother
would haves Swinging his hand delightedly, she drew him down

the wide corridor to the open-roofed atrium in which Bria had
wvelcomed Iucianius. There, as always, Rusco paused before the
murals of Miriam playing a lute, of Miriam weaving, of Miriam

-

asleep on & couche
"He's bathing," Deborah went on. "Candace had



got everything ready for you, so he didn't have to vait., le
has the widest, blackest slave you ever saw who ¢an eat nore
bread and bacon than anyone except Eracases Ile's with Luclanius
now, massaging him, I guess. v

"And I'11 be with them in no time," Rusco sald.
"But has Joseph come?"

"Not ten minutes ago," Deborah uid.\% took
him straight to the dining roome"

"You've kept that locked?"

» @idnit-sven unlock 1t to go in mysolf, but
the whole villa is curious. The slaves are all talking about
what we are hiding behind that locked door,"

rusco hurried on into a colonnaded garden. The
dining room was to the right with the kitchen behind,

The slaves, Rusco reflected, were too near for
comfort and he wondered as he unlocked the dining room door
wvhich ones had started the talk. He locked the door carefully
behind him and saw Joseph squinting indignantly at splintered
panelling and & slipped ceiling beam, the cause of the trouble.

"You've got hevre, Josephi" Rusco eried, "I'm
glad and ten times glad and you know why. But oughtn't you
to be somevhere else?”

"Mary's cousin has taken chargee. She's even found
us a house,"”

I8 everything all right? The mother?"

"Poth are wonderful,® Joseph sald. "And it's a
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¢ Boy or girl, Ru%w exactly how Joseph
\PW M ~
felt., Je haé felt the same, sixteen ycars before, He nod-
ded in understanding. \n.,
bk
Joseph squinted once more at the gullty timber.
"1']1l never again trust a lLebanese roofer to
work on a chicken coop,” he saild.
"Bracae will help reset the beam, and after
that's done the mending of the panels won't be too hard,"
Rusco said,

00 — O

In the home of Vedius Rusco the Romen routine
of meals was followed. Of course anyone, even the slaves,
might nibble at something on rising. Remindful of many days
on short rations, Vedius Rusco was generous. DBut the first
formal meal was served at eleven in the morning.

By tho garden sundial it was ten as Rusco left
Joseph and headed for his bath., bBebvorah—hed-aiready-settled
~her-fathery-Luctaniune—

™\ No
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Roman routine of baths also was followed.
The family bathed, sometimes several times a day, across the
garden from the dining room in a tiled and frescoed room cone
taining the pool. Adjoining were a steam room, a cold room,
and a massage room with marble tables., DBracae and Bria used
all thése, too, and Candace when Deborah bathed alone, For
the rest of the household there was a great bath behind the



kitchen with unlimited hot water.

Dchorah, although a Roman daughter, held back
whien her father walked toward th bath quaziers She was also
her mothert's daughter and no more than Susanna before the 01-
ders would she have uncovered her body before men, although
she had heard that in Rome virtuous women did this as a matter

of courses ’ 5 |

U condted ol Brio
Anly when her father and Lnnzanina eanrrad, oiled

and massaged and casually clothed in belted tunies and soft
sandals did she oall for Candace, meanwhile noting with dee
light that Luciesnius was talking a mile a minute while her
father listened in a companionable silence which he never had
offered to Salvidinius Muso,

Pris hastened in from the kitchen. 8he was

disturbed.

"Candace's arm has just been scalded," she said,
"A basin of hot water tipped over."

"Oh, noi" Deborah eried., B&he loved Candace with
no thought of the limits set for mistress and slave,.

"Not badly," Bria said. "And we've covered it
with sweet oii. Put she'll do no massaging today."

"The poor doafl“ Deborah mourned.

't—thin; Hepte is the best I have left,” Bria
said slowly,

“Hepte will do," Deborah sald just as slowly.
She would not reveal her Jislike of Nepte. She knew how her
disapproval would affect the Egyptian's position in the house-
holde



Bria frowned.

"If this meal wasn't going to be practically a feast
instead of Just a breskfast, I'd take over myself. Wouldn't that
be like old times? But we'll have to use Nepte today. I don't
like her, thoughs I wish we could get rid of her. Of course, I
know that in this household slaves are never sold."

"She served the same mistress from childhood," Deborah
reminded, but in a doubtful tone. "It was only when her mistress
died that she was put up for sale."

"I remember the story," Bria said. An orphan, succoured
in Egypt by a rich widow of Idumea, Nepte was reported to have
been more daughter than servant ln the household but no provision
had been made for her and after the widow's death, penniless in a
strange land, she had sold herself to a good master,

If Bria could have talked with a certain troop of Roman
auxiliaries which had come from Cyrenaica through Egypt, to
Palestine \she might have heard a different story. But the troop
had stayed in Jerusalem only briefly.

0-0-0

Nepte flexed her too wise fingers as she hurried toward the pool,

a sinuous girl, the color of yellow cream and with black hair
sculptured to her deflantly held head. The hands which shepherded
her young mistress through the pool aﬁgfihs steam room were light

as thistledown and when they began to massage her on the warm marble
table they set up such a lulling rhythm that Deborah felt on the
drowsy edge of sleep, only 1t was not the aleep she had always known.
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Nepte had walted confidently to serve the rounded young
body and now that opportunity had come, thanks to a sly arm on a
‘ basin of hot water, she was exultant.

If this daughter of the house accepts any service but

mine hereafter it will be because she 1s too cold for pleasure.

She looked around the inviting room with its warm tiled
floor so easy on her feet and its landscaped walls so pleasant to

the eye. She drew in the sweet air.

This 1s where I belong, not in that stinking




kitchen.

In the kitchen Bria stopped abruptly in the midst
of preparations for breakfast, Could Nepte, she asked herself,
have tipped the basin on purpose? On the heels of that suspic-
ion other suspicions piled up and the whole lot were so dis-
turbing that she couldfidt get to the baths fast enough.

"I shouldn't ever have let that Egyptian near
Deborah," she thought as she hurried.

Nepte's hands lifted when Bria came in. ILan-
guid, more than half-tranced, Deborah was frowning, as in pro-
test against a frightening dream. And while Bria looked down,
the frown became a shadow of distress upon the soft flushed
cheeks,

With a speed which no woman of her weight
could have been expected to reach, Bria snatched Nepte and
whirled her away.

"You dare?" she whispered. "You darel" 35he
drove the snarling Egyptian into the eorridor. "You - you ="

M T S "% ‘MQQ GW Bracae m had picked up
words sulting the occasion, She had picked them up in Spain,
Thrace, Rome, Palestine and where not. She had not realized
how they had accumulated, but now they flowed out in a variety
as vivid as it was sulphurous,

"You jomeri" she eried. "You pot! You bed-bait!
You draggletaill You hornyl You ploot! You fizzfabi You
ponky You Cypriani You s¢."

She swung against Nepte's delicate, cat's ears.
Right hand, left hand, right, left! Nepte's face flamed but she



still snarled.

nGet back back to the kitcheni"™ DBria swung again
and when Nepte's hands 1ifted to her flaming face Bria laid a
heavy palm across narrow buttockss 4nd when Hepte tried to pro-
tect her rear the pelm swung high once more. She drove the
snarling, defiant offender through long corridors and hurled
her among dirty pots, then burried back to Deborah.

nPhat one will never handle you like a2 bag of
barley again,” she crieds Under her motherly hands the re-
pellant dream was broken, the flushed checks eooled.

"I must have gone to sleep,” Deborah stammered
in bewilderment. She moved with a clouded distaste., "I want
to go back into the pool, Bria. I vant to wash all over again.
was I asleep, Eria? What happened?"

"There, therei” Bria murmured and carried her
to the pool and then back to the rutbing marble and smoothed
oil over the amber shoulderss "There, therel" she cooed and
touched Deborah deftly with perfume-sticks.

And when this was done she dropped a white linen
tunic over the head of the only daughter she had ever had and
put silvered sandals on her feet, and a lemon-colored dress on
her body and snuggsd a gold belt around her waist and hung
gold rings in her esrs and set a woven, silver cap on her foam-
ing bair, brushed and hanging loose, all as she had done when
each of them was ten years youncir. 4nd Deborah, remembering
nothing now of the drian, stood up, fresh and gay.



“Brial" she said. "I love having you even more
than having Cendace." 8he looked away. "Brial Don't ever send

Nepte againi”
Bria's rage came dack. She gave a final tug to
the lemon-colored :olds, gave Deborah a last wotherly spank

and hurried to find Bracae. Me don't sell sleves but if Nepfe

D= —0O

Bracae, that mighty man, had reseated the beam
with scarcely & ripple of leg and shoulder muscles and now the
solitery repairing of the panels was a job much to Joseph's 1ike
inge Any work of skill was to Joseph's liking and this precise
replacing of cracked woods, this exact regrooving of runners,
this sweet fitting of invisible edges so that none could tell
which marked the concealed door, all called for his best skill.
He would, he reflected, have a fine story of creftsmanship for
Mary vhen he got home.

And then, as had been happening often of late,
he grew warm and proud thinking of home-comings when he and the
son Mary was nursing would together be telling Mary fine storles
of craftsmanship accomplished together, He looked ahead to such
home-comings and next, in wonderment, back to the night of the
birth, accomplished amid such portents. He thought of how Mary's
calm had calmed his own dismay when they found there was no roon
for them at the inn. He thought of how naturally she had accepte
ed a stall, emong cattle, in the cave under the inn, and then he
had to laughs
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"Never," he laughed softly, "did I see a more amazed,
resentful , unbelieving woman than thﬁﬁ‘midwlfe who came late and
found nothing to do and the baby up in that limestone manger all
bathed, olled, salted, dusted with myrtle powder and swaddled and
even with an amlet, a little ivory fish, under his chin.™ She had
looked down at Mary asleep in the golden straw and had just thrown
up her handse.

Well, he also had been amazed, and admiring, too. He had
not ;, however, been unbelleving. Long ago he had decided that with
Mary nothing was unbelievable.

So many strange, unfathomable things had happened ..
that light filling the stable ... the shepherds and the vision they
had seen ... and months earlier, he himself ... Joseph lald down
his tools,

He heard again, as though it were yesterday, the great
voice out of nowhere, which had brought him out of sleep.

| -=--And she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call

his name Jesus, for he shall save his people from thelr sins.

The closing words of the prophecy always frightened
Joseph. He shall save hls people from their sinse What a mission

for the little mite tugging at Mary's breasti
Jesus == Joshual An earlier Joshua had tumbled Jericho,

had made the sun to stand still on Git@on and the moon
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in Ajalon, and had conquered all of Canasan's milk and honey land.

" ,..the hills and all the south country
and all the land of Goshen and the valley and
the plain and the mountain of Israel and the
valley of the same, Even from Mount Halak that
goeth up to Seirj «.. even unto Baal-gad in the
valley of lLebanon <. the whole land, according
to all that the Lord sald unto Mosesj «.. fOr an
inheritance unto Israel according to the divis-
ions of their tribes ..."

But to the new Joshua, to this child, was now
given & greater labor,
It was frightening that in the hands of an ordl-

nary man like himself must rest the bringing up of this boy.
Joseph hed not asked for such responsibility and doubted that
he was equal to it,

"I'm certainly noti” he sald, picking up his
hammere That gave him reassurance. At least, he thought, he
was equal to the tools of his trade. Ie was a good carpenter
although maybe not quite as good as Mary always claimed, He re-
sumed his careful tappinge

But the sound could not drown out other worries
which came crowdinge. Enemies would hover over this chosen one
1ike panthers and vultures around a lost sheep. Rulers, fearful
of their power. Others in hi
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iﬁ places jealous of their position,
o "\‘("-—r'- & S AL ’bt?\-‘?- AT
- mtk, who had stared #0 long at

Mary on the way down from Nazareth. Bvidemenwith-anes-to-prind.

fle remembered the centurion Panthera. Only the timely arrival of

Vedius Rusco at Sebaste had kept that one from trouiling Marye
Joseph could not keep such worries entirely from

his mind. "Everything is in the Lord's hands," Mary always sald,
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But he did not have Mary's serentty-mng falth.
He was glad vhen the door of the dining room

cpened and Vedius Rusco came in again.
0=0

"They're still eating,"” Rusco said, smiling
at the pleture he brought with him of Deborah, radiant in
her lemon-colored dress, and Lucianius, trying to pull his
?;:zr;;ay from her. The boy was handsomej he had Creek grace
and strength.

"My daughter,” he explained to Josephy vahd
the son of an old friend. He's come up from Egypt to join
the Tenth. I'll never be missed and I wondered how you were
coming on, in here."

"I1'11 be at this a couple of weeks.," Joseph
pressed a carved ornament in the center panel and a concealed
slide opened part way revealing a murky limestone cave. "When
a thing like this sticks, it needs a lot of work. The whole
wall needs a lot."

lle made the demonstration gravely but his eyes
had a small twinkle. This business of a hidden exit into a
hillside tunnel with its implications of spiles and plots and
swift escapes was a side of Vedius Rusco thet did not seem in
character,

Ruseo caught the twinkle and smiled sheepishly.
"You have to be a soldier, I guess, to understand. In camp I
always wanted an extra way of retreat. And when I found .t



just by breaking through a few caves, Bracae and I could run a
tunnel clean to the hill's far side I couldn't pass up the chance."

He dldn't mind explaining to a man he llked as much as he
liked Joseph. Joseph would have been surprised if he had been told
how much he was liked by the famous Road Commissioner. From the
first, VE€dius Rusco had found the tall, darkly tanned carpenter, so
far removed in station from himself, a good companion. He enjoyed
Joseph's quiet humor, his astonlshing knowledge and his proper
pride. FKRusco had been at first surprised, then amused and finally
whole=heartedly approvinqior a self-respect which not many people
asserted when facing a Roman of authoritys He had been doubly
aprroving when he found that the attitude did not affect Joseph's
friendliness.

It was fine to be a conquering Roman. In every age one
nation stands above all others. In the age of Vedius Rusco the

nation was Romes If you were a Roman you belonged to the most

powerful people in the world. The temptation was almost irresistible

to act as though they were also the most generous, virtuous,
intelligent and brave. The trouble was that this assumption
aroused Rome's conquered subjects to a natural resentment. Romans
everywhere bumped up against that barrier. They did, that 1is,
except when they came across one llke Joseph who, surprisingly,
raised only hls own friendly counter-assumption of eguality. Take
it or leave 1ttt .

Vediua Rusco took it gladly. The enterprises of these
two men were far apart, but more and mord they got on like old

cronies, enjoying friendly talks and even arguments -- about gods,



for example. Rusco put his trust in Roman gods, of course; chiefly
in Jupiter and the rest of the major twelve. Tae carpenter belleved,
as all Miriam's people did, that there was oﬁly one Codes FKusco
‘liked to draw Joseph out on this subject, and he saw & chance nowe
He sat down and motioned for the carpenter to join him.

"Take a rest. Cahdaca will be bringing your breakfaste.
And 1f you can reset the door in two weeks I'll be more than
satisfieds I'1ll sacrifice to Mercury tomorrow, or maybe to Ceres,
to help you along."

. Some gsald Ceres was hardly a goddess for a soldier. But
1§f§ﬁ:§o's heart she had always stood next to Jupiter. IHe smiled,
remembering a thing he had lately read. Virgil, dead now almost
| twenty years -and chiefly famous for his poem about Aeneas, had
written its It was one of the verses about farm life which Rusco

liked even better than the Aeneas thing. He waved his hand gaily.

"¥Bow down to Ceres in whose honor see ‘
You mix a bowl of cream and honeyed wine il

"I suppose," Rusco broke off, "you think I am foolish to
saorifice to more than one gods You belleve that one god does
everything; don't yout" L

RS

Joseph smiled. He could see what Vedlus,was leading
into.

"Yes," he said. "I Go."

"Just one, for eferythinéi" Rusco said, shaking his head.
"Don't you know the whole world is agalnst you? It's a lot more
sensible to believe in special gods for every this and that. In
Babylon they used even to have Beelzebub to protect aguinst flies.

I hate flies."
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He was smiling and Joseph laughed.

“The Cyreneans also claim such & god. They call him
Achor." '

"Bracae," Rusco sald, "and Brias both are sworn servants
of Woden and wear Woden's iron necklace, even abed. But they

saorifice to dozens of pesky, malicious lesser gods. And how about

- our legions? Besides all the old pods, they sacrifice now to a new

one, Mithras, out of Persia. A while back nobody ever heard of
Mithraes. UNow thousands of priests sing of him and his 'thousand
eyes, thousand ears, all knowing, all powerful.t”

"That is not the Lord, no matter how many saecrifice to
him," Joseph said. His tone now was sed;ua.

"I know, I knowl" Rusco saids "'"There 1s none holy as
God, there is no rock like Him.' That's out of your own book and
your people have said 1t for thousands of years.”

"The Lord was the Lord ten times ten thousand years ago."

"But your priests are just as full of hocus-pocus as the
prieste of gods you say are nothing," Rusco observed slyly.

- "Hocus~-pocus?®
"4ll this stuff in your‘f;mplot"

"This 'waste of river-of 011, and thousands of rams?s"

‘Joseph quoted. "I know. One of our prophets spoke against 1t

long ago. He sald that all the Lord asked of us was to do Jjustly,
and to love mercy and to walk humbly with our God."

"I used to watch your-prioats when I was gquartered in
the Fortress of Antonla," Rusco said. "If I walked from my orderly

room just a little way along the colonnade roof I could see a good
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deal that went on."

Fortress and Temple stood close together on top of
Jerusalem's Mount Zion. The thick, towering fortress overhung the
precipice which fell away to the north. The shining, loftyiTempls
with 1ts spacious courts and broad terraces stood south and east
on a site leveled out of the rock ltselfs 350 little distance
separated the two structures that amoke from sacrificlal fires

e, e o5
often stung the eyes of Roman sentries. The colonnade oquhlch
Vedius Rusco had walked Joined fort and Temple.

Joseph had never thought of that walk from the fortress
being used to look down into the Temple out of ourioaity.‘ It was
meant to be a quick avenue into the great Court of the Gentiles in
time of troublo.' When a hundred thousand were packed in the gourt
on feast days trouble could flare up in seconds. A single ca;plaint
against a cheating money«changer could start lt.

"Down below," Rusco sald, "people can't tell whether the
sacrifice being readied for the altar 1s unblemished or Just any
old scrudb slipped in while greedy prilests sell the perfect beast
or bird over and over. But I could aae.ﬁ

Priests dld sometimes make shameless substitutions,
Joseph concedsde

"And there's this cheating over the prieats' share of
sacrifices,™ Rusco went on. "Priests fill their bellies every
night with meat supposed to be too sacred for mortal touch."

Priests dl1d plenty that they shouldn't do, Joseph agreed.
To Ellzabeth's husband, a Temple priest, he had said sc bluntly.

"I know, he told Rusco, "that much is not right. But I
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think I know why we don't protest enough to bring on a reformation.”

"Why "
"Tt's this waye. When we Jews have climbed from
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the Court of the Gentiles through the VWoman's Court to where
only men may stand, and look across the Court of Israel past
the Altar of Sacrifice to the Holy Place, we are truly afire
with reverence. We feel ourselves almost in the very dwelling
place of the Lord and nothing else matters,”

Joseph paused.

"The dwelling place, of course," he went on,
"is the Holy of Hollies, and when we feel the power and the near-
ness of that, the tricks and lies of some GG=EER priests seem
unimportant,.”

“Your lioly of Holies had one of our generals
puzzled," Rusco sald. "He had heard of 1t and when he con-
quered Jerusalem before you and I were born he broke through
the curtain, hoping for gold and Jjewels. There was nothing at
all, Just an empty room as high as it was wide and as deep as
it vas highs No gold, Jjewels, or anything."

Joseph nodded.

"Is there always nothing in ite®

"Nothing but the Lord," Joseph said.

"What:"

“The Holy of lolies is the lLord's dwelling place,."

"Now I know why Pompey was so set down," Rusco
said. '

"Pompey? "

"He was the one wﬁo broke in. HNe was a general
almost as great as Julius Caesar, sa-the—Emperory”

Joseph waited.
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"The story's come to be a joke among the legions,"
Ruseo said. "When a soldier looks for loot but finds nothing we
say he's done a Pompey."

Joseph did not smile. And Rusco realized penitent-
1y that the tale might have been better left untold.

"I suppose,” he said quickly, "now that your baby
is come and your tax paid, you'll be starting back to Nazareth
as soon as you finish here."

"No," Joseph answered. "The Law tells Mary to
make her purification rite in the Temple on the forty-first day
after the boy's birth. If we leave earlier she will have to put
it off. Some," Joseph smiled, "put it off until they happen to
be in Jerussalem for a feast day. But the Law says after forty
days and that is how Mary wants it. And," he added, "so do I."

"And so would I," Vedius Rusco agreed. "I'd want
everything done in order for my son, too. And prayers help, maybe."

"Mary sets a store by prayers," Joseph sald.

Rusco grew thoughtful. "But in battle," he saild,
"my safety hangs less on prayers than on me. I have to know how
to get a shield in front of the other fellow's sword and how to
get past somebody else's shield with my own sword or dagger or
javelin. It helps, too, to know how to use a sling, or a bow and
arrow. The most powerful praying man won't last long in a mix if he
hasn't practiced using weapons."

g long long timo ago," Joseph said soberly, "my
people were warned not to raise hand against one another who are

all made in the Lord's image. 'Whoso sheddeth man's blood, by man
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shall his blood be shed,' we were told."

"1Whoso sheddeth man's blood, by man shall his
blood be shed.'™ Rusco repeated it. Then he smiled with a
trace of excitement. "If you make your living by the sword,
the sword will cost your life in the end, is that 1t?" he
asked. "Then I know what I must expect."

Joseph did not like to hear him say that. He was
about to answer when a knock sounded and Rusco admitted tall,
sesd-brown Candace, her shoulders and knees gleaming above and
below & knee-length tunic. She placed a loaded tray in front of
Joseph. ks S b :,\

Rusco inspected it with satisfactionfﬁi“lt was a
gala breakfast today because of young Lucianius. Baked eggs in
eream sauce, sausages, these yellow things called carrots, and
fresh rolls and honey and wine."

Joseph accepted the invitation of Rusco's hand.

"How do you like carrots?"

Joseph tasteds The taste was strange. But the mo
he savored it, the better he liked it. He nodded.

“Bracae grew 'em from seed sent along with the
sausages," Rusco sald. "All CGaul eats the things. Do you
think many other people might?"

"Why not?" Joseph said. "They're good."

Candace stood waiting and her eyes, on her mas-

Ry -however “shyly, however carefully, |/

re
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ter were luminous and tender. Vedius Husco did not even look her
waYy o

"Thank you, Candace,™ he sald, and turned back to Joseph
before the weweds Numidian had left the room.

"I'm glad,"™ he said, "that you won't be starting back to
Nazareth after the door 1s repalred. There's lots for a carpenter
to do around the villa. Easily enough work for forty days."

He was too retlicent to say more but his friendly look
gave Joseph the 1dea that Rusco would be glad to have him around.
Well, he en joyed Vedius Rusco, too.

”?%Liﬁmﬁgya more chances to talk," the Koad Commissioner
sald, rising. ®*I've promised Deborah and Lucianius some sword

practice.4%YHa went out to the garden.
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CHAPTER 8IX

Deep cockling hearths filled the kitchen's whole north
wall. Eight all told, with cranes to swing blg vots and little
pots over the flames, and roasting spits to hold, at need, a whole
plum? pig or sheeps BEach hearth had a short flue to draw off smoke,
for there was always smoke, and behind each flue a painted snake
writhed on the sooty plaster. Even now, with snger agalnast Nepte
still at flood, those snakes recalled to Bria her satisfying
victory over twoe-score silly superstitious servants.

"Phank Woden," she had sald to Bracae when the battle was
won, "that you and I aren't such dupes of any god."

In the Villa Kusco servants and slaves were conceded
privileges and seldom hesitated about c¢laiming them. Vedlus Rusco
was too conascious of his own humble beginning to force all his own
preferences upon those whose position in the household was humble,
and Bria and Brﬁoaa were too good-natured. DBesides, Eria loved an
good argument. DBarring Nepte, all the slaves had been at the villa
so long that they felt they had an interest in it which it was
their right %o defend now and then. And for pilous reasons born of
various ancestries, Bria's crew had wished to defend 1t with snakes.

They had urged live snakes unlimited in and around the

new villa's kitchens. The OGreeks had pointed out that in Athene's
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)temples resident snakes gdt a honey cake once & month. The Jews
had recalled Moses'sfiery serpent upon which any Wilderness
wanderer needed only to look to be cured of eny live snake's blte.
The Romans had reminded that domestic snakes were favored by
tutelary gods without whose guardiaenshlp great evil might befall
any houssholde The Egyptians linked the slimy things with fertllity
and, by an extension of characteristic lickerish reasoning, with the
even more desirable glft of potency. All had warned that trouble
wag sure for eny kitchen falling to welcome snﬂkeg, and feed them,
tooe

Bria, however, as to religion waa atoutly exclusive.
Naturally she missed no chance to conciliate Woden and allied
gods but conciliation of any allen god was a waste and honey cakes
for a tame s nake, were, she declared, downright silly.

"In thls Palestine there are gt least thirty kinds of
snakes," she had protested, "if you oountzﬁgﬁ clear down. Which
will you pick? Or do I pass out honey cakes, comée one, come all?"

One Greek had suggested that for all except Athene's
snakes any left-overs would do, and besldes they often caught mice.

"Maybe you want all snakes set up in housekeeping, two
by two," Bria snapped, "the way 1t was with that Noaht"

Desplte such crushing rejninders the crew still wanted
snakes and a stalemate was near when the key to victory flashed
into Bria's mind. Painted snakes! As many painted snakes as
Romans, Creeks, Jews and Egyptians wanted.

"And any color," she had added generously. After all,

Vedius Rusco had ordered frescoes slapped on all four walls of the



new kitchen in the latest fashion and 2 few extra anakes would be
hardly any trouble. Although, if you asked her, frescoes were
coddling even the warld's best kitchen crew too fars

There was no question that 1t was the world's best
kitchen crew and except in silly matteras like snakes she showed
her appreciation by never skimping them on even the generoua
allowances of Vedius Rusco.

All the bread, oil, olives, pickled fish and salt




they could eat. Plenty of wine, even fresh meat now and then.
And every two years the best pair of wooden shoes and in al-
ternate years a tunic, and not a cheap tunie, either. ind a
warm, shaggy hooded cloak. And living quarters far beyond the
coffin-sized cells of other villas she knew about. 4And for
couples a cell with a thick double mat. Decause of course
each couple used only one mat., If they hadn't desired that
pleasure they wouldn't have coupled up.

Her crew earned, Bria never denled except to
their faces, all the good things they were given, even painted
snakes. They kept the kitchen spotless barring the dratted
smoke, and any time, any time at all, that the master or young
mistress called for food, food was ready in a jJiffy. A wonderful
crowlfﬁut it would be even more wonderful when that Nepte was gonel

Bria turned a punitive glare on Nepte, crouching
like a wild yellow cat over dirty pans, The whole crew had been
looking at Nepte since her humiliating return from Deborah's
bath and their whispers had been of nothing else. There was lit-
tle pity in their looks and whispers. In her few weeks among
them the Egyptian had offended them all by her arrogance and her
overtures to Vedius Rusco, as plain as she dared make them and
openly rivalling Candace's.

Candace did, indeed, adore her master,and a lot of
good it did her, Bria thought regretfully. Cendace deserved, her-
self, to be adored. But hor_shy, barely unveiled affection ouly
aroused Rusco to approval of her as a companion for Deborah, if he
noticed it at all,



Nepte was different. Trained in a school uhefo
even free men and women sought to submit themselves to a super-
for, Nepte had hoped that her yellow beauty might become so ne-
cessary to her master that she would be freed of drudgery. That
hope had now been ruined and she was open in Rer fury.

Bria, even while planning punishment, granted
grudgingly that the Bgyptian was not afraid. This concession
d1d not, however, beget mercy. Nepte deserved no mercy. She
had thrown away her luck. A mistress who never stuck needles
into hart who never had her beaten Just for fun! Yet she had
done <e+e what she had donel

"You es.fo0l3" Bria muttered and ran over the
wvonderful epithets she had thought of earlier. "You've lived
your last day in this villa, if I know anythingi"

Ever since she had ordered the BEgyptian back
to the pans and pots Bria had been looking for a chance to
talk to Bracae about getting rid of the girl. First, however,
there had been breakfast to serve, Now Bracae and his new
friend, Micipsia, were eating bread and bacon again as though
they had not stowed away mountains of it earlier, Bria re-
fused to let such stuffing hold her back longer.,

"You ee¢ fOOli" she nuttofzbwzﬁién a‘ +hurried
out to the courtyard where her man and the broad, sooty black,
whenever their mouths were emptied, were swapping boasts mixed
with explosive oaths that by god ... by this god and that «es
every last word was true. :

Bracae swore by Woden. Like Bria he wasted no
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time conciliating strange gods, but along with constant sacrifices
to his chief deity he made many fearful appeasements of Woden's
small fry. A man was a fool who didn't. Rash doubters born else-
vhere might deny it, but every man born in Caul knew that every
forest, tree, hill, valley, stream, pool and rock was the home of
at least one spirit, ususlly spiteful or at any rate so touchy
that 1t could be stirred to retaliation merely by the wrong flick-
er of a passing men's eye. 850 whoever neglected any of them was
sure to find himself in a mess, 4nd vhat a mess if the tree, hill,
valley, stream, pool or rock on which the cereless flicker fell
happened to house, as plenty of them did, a whole clan of spiritn!

Bracae scorned Roman gods as he scorned Romen ap-
parel. And in spite of hi.aﬁﬁéiﬁf;m.? Vedius Rusco, he stood fast
by the long pants of his own country. These had earned him, first
in derision and then in admiration, the nickname, "Bracae," that
is to say "Pants." Thick-soled sandals on his enormous feet had
straps criss-crossed to hold the famous pants tight around his
ankles. From the waist up he was bare. ZEven hi2 head was bald-
bare, although he rubbed it nightly with powdered donkey's teeth
and honey, a hair-restorer guaranteed by Woden's usually reliable
druids.

Bracae lived under a double embarrassment. He was
childless as well as hairless., Even though he and Bria wore Wo-
den's necklaces, they were childless, Technically, the necklace
was meant to be worn only within those magic circles ruled by Wo-
den's grim druids, but Bracse and Bria, always hoping, kept on

the evidence of their fealty even in bed.
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Well, why should not Woden help make Bria preg-
nant? Making whole men and women was no trick for him, Hadn't
he made the first man and woman from trees? And was Bria worse
material out of which to make fine boys and girls than a& and
elm?

"And 1t isn't," Pracee told Bria often, "as though
we weren't doing our share. We ought to have ten sons, at least."
And whenever he said that Bria's gage grew dreamy. Ten sonsi
Imaginel

Looking at Bracae now as he and Micipsia lied to
each other, Bgig,niahed from the bottom of her warm heart that she
had been able tdgivs this satisfying man ten sons. Well, five sons
and five dausht;;ﬁ. By Wodeni

O=0

"By Anukul" Micipsia ended a great lie with a loud
appeal to his own pet deity, a goddess of small power even in her
own country and not known at all in Palestine but favored by Micip-
sia because her statue presented her in a magnificent feathered
Crown,

"What baetter goddess," Micipsia contended,"for a

Do ot inad—
man who fights with bow anqkfrrowﬁ“

Bria tried to interrupt, anxious about the business
of Nepte, but Bracae had to tell Mlcipsia how, once, he had fought
out of a tight\im.;mm by mowing down -~~ he couldn't
remember how many -- with his two-handed sword, nLike grain, by Vo~
deni* he said and dropped a belittling glance at Micipsia's bow.



But then his pleased expression turned to alarm because the bow
came from a tree and the tree would certainly have its spiteful
and probably eavesdropping spirit,

"By Anuku, the bow is the one weaponi" Micipsia
said, giving Bracae's sword a look. "It can finish before a sword
can even start." And ghilc Bracae continued to worry lest he had
offended the bhow's tenant spirit Micipsia told how, once, he and
his bow had won, lone-handed, & fight against -- "I'd hate to say
how many, Bracae. A man who has to deal death slovly with a
sword maybe wouldn't believe. It was at least fifty."

"Once I finighed off over fifty without even a
sword,” Bracae said, holély refusing to worry longer over only
one spiteful spirit. "I Jjust heaved a beam loose one time and
brought down & whole house and a whole mod under the house." -

"You two, and your swords and bows and heamsi"
Bria broke in impatiently. "vhen I was a girl no one took me for
& beam or sword or bow but you two together would have had a time
felling me like grain or with an arrow either."

Bracae offered Micipsia more bread and bacon.
"She's always cutting a man short, and that's the truth, by Wo-
deni" he sald.

"o were all my girls, by Anukui" Micipsia said.
“T got tired of them and just left. Why don't you leave her?"

"leave mel" Pria murmured complacently. "Go
feather a few arrows, black man! I have a private thing to say
to this one."

When Bracae failed to slap the woman down for her
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impertinence Micipsia registered amazement. But he was himself
docile as he walked to a seat on a pile of firewood. And he
confessed to himself that he might not have been able to leave
easily and maybe not at all, if any of his girls had been such
a ripe armful as Bria. ‘

When Bria had told about Nepte, down to the
last of the vivid string of epithets, Bracae turned toward the
kitchen.

"Egyptiani" His bellow must have been heard in
every corner, but he had to repeat it twice before Nepte stalked
through the doorway, a half dozen frightened, curious faces fill-
ing it after her.

"I1*1l give her thisl" Bracae said. "She isn't go-
ing to take it lying down."

“She's everything I said," Bria declared. "But
foul as she is, she has courage."

Bracae took Nepte by the throat and shook her un-
til the helmet of her hair whipped around like a mop.

"I ought to break you in two," he said.

Her eyes cursed him and her fingers clawed.

"We never have sold our people," Bracae said,
flinging her away. "But we'll sell you. I'll speak to your
master and in ten minutes you'll be on your way to the Joppa
auction."

Nepte brushed herself off and her eyes continued

to curse him but they cursed only his back as he hurried toward



the garden.

He returned in less than the time he had prom-
1sed and nodded in grim triumph to Bria. Nepte, rubbingher
meaity looked defiantly away. By now a stream of servants had
poured through the kitchen doorway; the whole staff was crowd-
ing out to wateh the unheard of punishment. 8coldings? They
eouldn't count their scoldings. Whippings? Some had even
been whippeds But when had any slave been sold out of the house-
hold of Vedius Rusco Philippicus?

While cooks, scullions, gardeners and malds stared
and nunblngtwo men of the household staff marched Nepte through
the courtyard gate for the long walk to the vast market where
slaves, along with all other disposable merchandise, were sold
twice daily. As the gate closed x.pe21§§§E'SZ;k, over a yellow
shoulder, a promise they they had not heard the last of her.

"I should have had her lashedl" Bracae said.

" That's all her kind ever worries about. She'll come off better at
the auction than most honest women."

ghouts and the sound of tramping feet rose in
the field outside the villa walls. Micipsia hopped off his fire-
wood seat and ran to a peephole. One bold cook, hoping for a
last report on Nepte, ran to another. '

"legionnaires!" Micipsia called to Bracae in his
high, squeaky voice. "A whole cohorti"

W
T imsimisby o troop of the Tenth," Pracae said,



\r’

-0

"out for its monthly field drill." Under the strict dlscipline of
General Orfitus Proculinus, each cohort marched ten miles every ten
days, and at leasat once a month speng{ & half day afleld in tough

combat practice.

"They're letting your two men and Nepte go past,"
Micipsia called. "Nol The Pilus Prior is speaking to them."

"and Nepte 1s certainly making sure he remembers her,"
the cook cried.

Everyone ran to look.

Distantly down the slope which fell Away from the villa
lnvitingly o o

~wall, the Egyptian stood /emerwimgly close to

seemed—to-be of pilus grior rank. WNothing about her pliant pose
suggosted a dlsgrased ;lave-

But make no mistake, Bria thought, half in admiration,
half in disapproval at so public an exhibition, she 13 making him
see that she's all womane

"Prust the slut to get hersell rememberedi" she sald to
Bracae. "She'll manage to tell him where he can find her."

The watchers saw Nepte's two escorts draw her awayse

"But she's still looking back at the Pilus Prior," Bria
said.

"If he knows she 1s for sale, he might buy her, at that,"
Bracae saidyp "On a Pilus Prior's pay, he can afford to."

"What ave they dolng here, this cohort?" Micipsia asked.

"Training," Bracae started to explain, then broke off.
"By Wodeni" he bellowed suddenly as the men and thelr leader came
closere. "Look who that Pilus Prior 1at"
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"Bracael™ iicipsia sald. "How sbout opening the gate?
I went to go cut and watch,"

Bracae had alrsady opened the gate. He hurried out In
advsnce of evaryone,else, He wanted a good look at the Pilus Prior.

"I don't believe it," he was mattering.

000



01w

In the garden, when the shouts and tramping
feet were heard, sword practice was in full swinge. Deborah
and Lucianius were opposing each other with sword, dagger and
shield, while Candace watched admiringly-and Vb{ig&iﬁzzrészf
tiently corrected mistakes of which Luclanius, with
siwey® before him, had made more than his share.

Both girls were in armor. Candace, unable to
practice because of the scalded arm, had been so disappointed
that Deborah had insisted on her at least putting on the pro-
per dress. They were full of young pride over their military
accoutrements,

Vedius Rusco had lately given Deborah all of
the rich gear usually worn by tribunes, from hob-nailed marche
ing boots to crested helmet, with added engraved gold to give
it beauty. Candace had similar equipment but hers was dressed
up with dagzling silver. The arms of both girls were bare, ex-
cept for low-hanging shoulder flaps, and so were their legs be-
neath tunic skirts wvhich were reinforced with leather straps,
and as they stopped short to listen to the sounds from the fieold
both did justice to their handsémn attire,

Exercise had made Deborah's knees rosy and had
spread over her arms a soft sheen of molsture., It had given
her upper lip a faint, dewy moustache, had flushed her amber
cheeks and had made sunny pools of her eyes. ©She was a girl
to take & man's mind clean off his work and Vedius Rusco had
not blamed Lucianius for not putting his heart into his. The
heart, so obviously, was elsevhere.

The prolonged nearness to Vedius Rusco had done
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for Candacz as much as exerclese and luclanlue had done for Daborsh,
The autumn-leaf girl, too, wae glowing, Tell, strong, rounied, her
sllvarﬁd breastplate rising and falling with her Qulckened btreath,
she seemed 1o be absorbing with qulet Joy svery moment of thile
desired proximity. Vedlue Rusco's attention wase given fully to hls
duties ae drill master,

The commofion outeide broke in on sll this,

"what can 1t be%" Deborsh cried, "Come on, Candace. Let'se
go eee,"

Forgettinz even to drop thelr shlelds, the two girls ran
and the men looked st each otho#>bothaware of hew colorless the
zarden had suddenly grown,

“They'll be dleappointed,” Rusco predicted. "You know that
sound end so do I, It's only thOpa doing fleld manoeuvers, Little
Orfitue Proculinue rune a fit legion even 1f he does look todfat and
eaey-going,"

“If these are men of the Tenth," Luclsnius eald, "how ie
it that thelr leader lete them raire such a hulabaloo so near your
villag"

"It ten't good manners," Rueco agreed, "But 1t will
probably turn out to be Juet an aceldent," He could think of only
three in the Leozion who might wish to annoy him, And hie o0ld rivsl,
Hellus Naepor, wae tco shrewd a hand end Salvidiniue Mueo was on
leave 1n Caesares~--besides he was too snemoureé of Deborsh--and the

centurion
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Panthera whom Rusco had reprimanded in Sebaste for—bothering-Josephts
wife did not commend a cohort and never would.

The girls had raced through the villa. Rusco and
Lucianius overtook them at the wall gate, walting lmpatiently while
the keeper unbarred it under the gaze of the ever-watchful dog.
Outside the walls the four joined Bracae ard Bria and Micipsia.

"It's the Eighth Cohort," Bracae said. He turned to
Rusco In amazed disgust. "And guess who's commandingt Believe it

or not, it's Panthera. How could Helius Naepor plck him for a
Pilus Prior?"

0-0 -0

Rusco was shocked. He had been Primus Pilus when Panthera
Joined the Tenth, a recruit from Sicily. Your 3icilian had long
beern just as much a Roman citizen «s any man from the original
mainland nrovinces, and Rusco had known plenty of S8iecilians who
were Romans as good as anys But for centuries the island had been
8 crossroads where all the traffic up and down the Mediterrenean
mingled: The best, but also the worat, adventurers from Phoenicia,
Babylon, Greece and Carthage, indeed from the whole world, had
dropped their seed. Panthera showed all the faults of such catch-
as-catoh-can crossbreeding.

A mongrel, Rusco had decided early, and had seen the
record bear him out. From the beginning Panﬁhera had played
favorites when he was on top and had begged favors when he was
underneath. When rations were short, when prizes iare divided, he

always came up with something extra. He always had an excuse, even
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& downright lie, for a duty undone. His mind was always on women,
any women. And where other men might have been embarrasseéjho grow
only boastful when his bottomless ocraving caused his real name to
be forgotten and replaced by the name of the animal considered the
most concupiscent in nature.

Vedius Rusco's memory turned back to the recent night in
Sebaste, half way between Nazareth and Jerusalem, when Panthera had
affronted the young wife of Joseph. lb‘ébuih st1ll recall her face.
Indeed, he wondered whether he ever would forget ite

Panthera had come to halt a riot. Riots grew up like
weeds between Sebaste's Samaritans ard Judean Jews. That was why
Rome always kept soldiers in Sebaste. This riot had started in a
quarrel between a Sumaritan shopkeeper and a Sadducee. And having
parted the two chief quarrelers, oxhoting his bit of graft,

Panthera had put his legionnaires to dispersing the crowd that had
gathered and so had come on Joseph's party, who were on their way
to Bethlehem. '

Not even a centurion had any right from Rome to stop an
innocent traveller and his wife, but Panthera had seen Mary. His
iinks, hints and innuendos had drawn a orowd of guffawing soldlers
around hear and Joseph.when Vedius Rusco and Bracae had ridden Ups
Rusco had been staying overnight in Sebaste and the riot had arcused
hime. And even though he was out of the Imperial army, his rank gave
him authority over a ceaturion. He had ridden between Panthera and
his vioctima.

"These people can't be mixed up in the riot, centurion,”
he had said, and another thing he still remembered was the relief
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that came to Joseph's face, and how his strong hand had released”
its grip on the staff he was holding.

"No, but ==«" Panthera had fumbled.

"Suppose then that we let them go alonge"

"If the Commissioner will let me explain -«."

"Go aheadi"™ Rusco was softly reasonable. "Do explain.”

"Well, the Commissloner knows of the funny story goling
around. About a =---." He glanced at Mary, so plainly near her time.

"Oh, that?™ Vedius FRusco was still softly ressonable,
because his anger was growinge.

"Weli, 1t's just like I told you. Herod ~--." Panthera
fubbed suddenly sweutlng hands against his cloake "If there's
anything to =-- he'd like to knowe I guess =«-,"

"Know what?" -~

: "Now, look, Commissionert The kind of thing people say
1s going to happen might mean trouble for Herod a few years from
now, and I mean trouble. So, 1f Herod knew where to look soon
enough ===,"

"Look to people like this?" Rusco did not think it
necessary to explain that he knew Joseph from the latter's work in
the villa. It was enough that here were harmlesa travellers.

"Wellil" Panthera exploded, "It could be this woman's,
just as well as not. It could be any woman's."

It was then, at the absurdity of pinning such a story on
Joseph's wife and at the greater absurdity of trying to take down
the names of all women due to bear children in the next few days,

or weeks, and so compile a list which Herod might check,; that
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Vedius Fusco had sent Panthera packing.

Panthera was, Rusco decided looking toward the hill on
which the cohort was sprawled, not only a mongrel and a plece of
filth, but a fool to boot. He was good enough in combat -- a crafty,
brutal fighter -- although never really good unless the fight was
golng his waye. But he got little respect from his men. As the
leader of a century, a hundred soldiers, he might do, but he was
not half good enough to lead a cohorts Then why the promotion$

But because Rusco knew Helius Naepor, he thought he knew
the answer to this question. The fat=pross Primus Pilus was up to
one of the grafting deals he was forever plotting. Ke nesded at
least mme cchort leader whom he could send down any pathe

What path, Rusco wondered, eyeing the Elghth in its
brief moment of rest. What path did ke plan for Panthera?
Seeing that he had attracted the attention of themaster

of the villa, Panthera saluted Rusco and swaggered forward .
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