MINNESOTA
HISTORICAL
SOCIETY

Maud Hart and Delos Wheeler
Lovelace Family Papers.

Copyright Notice:

This material may be protected by copyright law (U.S.
Code, Title 17). Researchers are liable for any
infringement. For more information, visit
www.mnhs.org/copyright.

Version 3
August 20, 2018


http://www.mnhs.org/copyright
http://www.mnhs.org/library/findaids/01302.xml

340w

CHAPTER  TYENTY-FOUR

Now was the time, Vedius Rusco said, for
everyone to eat something. "Maybe you won't get another
qgnncc for quite a while," he warned the household. "But
lightly! Nobody ever made his best fight on an overloaded
stomach."” Nobody, he corrected himself, except Holiusf\aiep(-
He did not, himgelf, eat anything. He never
did at such & time. Instead, he tried to think about his
affairs, to mikn sure, or as sure as possible, that they were
all in order. He thought of his will and was glad he had had
the thing rewritten. One copy was safely lodged in Jerusalem
and another, as a precaution, was on its way to'Q:;;;;:;;;;i;;::;
The will took care of Bracae snd DBria, freed
and revarded Candace and all the other slaves, and left Debo=
rah, he reflected with satisfaction, more than she wouid ever
need. It had been rewritten to include & bequest to Lucianius
and he wonéered if he had been rright in deciding against pro=-
viding for sacrifices to all the major gods ~- Jupiter, Juno,
Ceres, Diana, Apollo, Heptune, Vulecan, Mars, Minerva, Venus,
Mercury and Vesta -- all twelve, Jupiter and, of course, Ceres
had been provided for all along and sacrifices to the other
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ten certainly wouldn't hurt,

But could they really help? The doubts which talks with
Joseph had driven deep into Vedius Rusco drove deeper, Joseph had
gald such sacrifices could not help because there were no such gods,
There wae only One, and sacrificee did not mova:glm, only mercy
and Justice and humble prayer, B

"Maybe we ought to put the lighte out sgein,” Bracae sald.

“"Keep every one burning," Rueco sald, "When they come
let'e be ae bright as s festival,”

"Lights may bother them, at that)" Bracoe grinned over
the prospect of bothering Sslvidiniue Muso snd Panthera, "Lighte
could keep them shylng away for fear we've balted a trap,"

The elation which hed risen in Vedius Ruesco with the
coming of the messengers was hizher now and, unexpectedly, for the
first time in hies 11fe he thousht that he had the explanation for
thie familiear mood. It was that danger brought a man to the very
curtain which hid the snewer to the final mystery., A man knew
abtout this world, but what atout the next? Well, in a little whlle
he might know., He might know whose priests -- Jupiter's, Mithras's,
Oeiris's or the prieste of the mighty 9ne+god in whom Joseph
believed -~ had ths right story, And fi wohld be worth knowins, Thile
dyinz, when you came to look st it, was the biggest thing of all,

"Bracae," he saild, tﬂ{th me ofit of the way Herod can
build hippodromes and fortresses until they choke him, The erazy
old tyrent hase been aching for thie chance, S0 Mugo and Panthera
will have thelr orders. I'll never live to see a prison,"”

Bracae shiudderad at the most foolish statement he had ever
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heard from 8 man supposed to “ave good sense, They certainly
could hold Muso and Panthera off for a whlle, he said,

maybe for lon: enough to let the General
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realize what a mistake he had made,

“And besides," he said, "what's to keep us from
at least trying to clear outsQ\ We have horses, We might ride
straight through the ring. And unless we've forgotten every-
thing we learned the hard way we can hide long enough to

r s utnd Gass )

get word to QuirlniuaA or even get to him ourselves.”
"We just might," Rusco laughed. 8o one-sided
2 gawble tempted him,.

"Then let's get goingl" Bracae shouted,

"The hour that Merod had certain word 1'd
slipped through his fingers," Rusco said, "every slave in
this villa, including Cnndac:Awould be tortured into knots.

And Deborah and DBria and Lucisfius would be run to earth and
killed."

"1'11 turn off for Jericho the minute you get
clears You can hide alone while I take Deborah and the rest
away.

"Hol* TRusco said, "It's a risk I can't take.
1'11 just make my fight a good one and settle for that."

“Our fightl!" Dracae saild. "Oursi"

"ot yours,Bracael! Just me against Panthera
and Muso." That was the way to handle it, alone,

"They won't let themselves be talked into
that kind of a deals And anyway, it would be two against one."

®I'1ll talk them into 1t," Rusco boasted. ' And
even 1f it is two against one I'll see to it that they éﬁor live
to regret 1t.s I don't know vhere I'm going after this. I've
been told three or four places. But those two will go along.

T A O
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They Gon't deserve to live any longer." le gave the bagk of
his neck & thoughtful rubs "The laugh isn't going to on
Joseph after all,” he said and looked around to plan an\all-

t make good hial :tl \ |
- f

TR IFINN he said.' /"And

out defe ungt in case he gogld n

| “Wa'éé-ébf Qiéu
when tha'*.-’=;re up I want this place as hard to get into
as Antonia. If the legionnaires'tacoefothing but knog?;d -
they'll maybe leave the fighting to Kuso-and Panthera, HRound
everybody up, the whole houaehold! And give a look to their
weapons, though I hope I'll be the only one to use any."

»If the others get & chance they'll all fight

1ike Bomans -~ or Cauls," Pracse said and hitched his long

pants up to his hard, naked middle.
0=0

Beams, logs, broken chests, upended tsbles were
heaped against the gates. 8hards of pottery, all available
debris, were tossed along the inner base of the high, thick
walle

"If anybody climbs over and jumps into that
mess," Rusco said, "he'll wish he hadn't.”

The biggest stones at hand were balanced
above the gates to discourage the first assault. Doors were
braced. Spare weapons were stacked where they could be readily
grabbed on need. When all was done that could be domejtime remained,
so Rusco used 1t to give his army the best advice he had.

vIf it comes to fighting, rememberi" he salde
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"Crowd the other fellow! You won't get hurt a bit quicker

and you just may worry him so much he won't crowd you. And try
your best not to fight alones Xeep a man at your back or keep
at a man's back. Alwvaysi"

e waved then off to rest while they coulglnnd
he and Bracae rested. Candace came in and he beckoned to her,

"S8it downl" Rusco seid., "8it downl" Although
he would not have admitted it, he was lonely. It was all very
well to look forward to the greatest adventure, but that vas
overshadowed now by the realizatiqn that he would not see Debo-
rah agaln and that he and Dracae would never again sit together
like thise. Hor he and Candace, he thought, and stroked her
halres ©She sat stiffly but her warmth and love were there. All
three were silent. e S

It got to be ss—heur after midnight and the
men and women of the household moved about with self-conscious
stealth, ears pricked for sounds outside. There were no sounds
save from owls,a distant jackal, a tile slipping off the roof,
Only such small sounds under a sky full of stars.

The woman who was minding the hourglass turn-
ed it agains A new sound, not birds, animals or & roof tile,
seeped through the wall and the doorkeeper gave a warning hiss
and the watchdog talked in threatening undertones.

"Check the gatesl" Rusco said to Bracse. "I1'11
look from the balcony." Q1QATV.J

He got quickly up the o&:ogi;r stairs, keeping
back out of sight until the tip of his javelin had snuffed the
lamp. Then \hugging the wall in darkness,he looked out,



A hundred yards down the hill a compact hedge
of spears stood up into the sky like grape-vine stakes and
in front of the hedge three men, two ati:r in armor, stood
in close parley., The ring of ueroonaries)\wicu e s hagl
ther away.

On second look the hedge was not as compact as
at first it had seemed. It was split. Rusco counted, About
forty in the larger section, twenty-five in the smaller, and
the smaller flew & pennant which startled him. It was a
vexilium., The twenty-five had to be Arrius lMessala's veter-
anses No other unit with the Tenth was entitled to a vexilium.
A strange centurion stood at the point of command., Obviously
Messala could not have delivered his message and returned in
time to take charge.

"I don't like that," Rusco told the night, It
was one thing to handle Muso and Panthera. It was another to
persuade seasoned legionnaires, under a possibly unfriendly
loader, to stand idle in disobedience of an arrest order,

Sixteen men of the forty formed & hollow
square around the two armed leaders, raised shields against
milni;ea that might come from the wvilla end advanced. When
they had got forty or so yards from the gate they halted and
one of the two leaders stepped forward.

"HEllo, the gate!"

Rusco recogniged Muso's patrician drawl. Pan-
thera was the other one. Back with the main body the third
leader stood alone, a long robe swaying in the breege. Tibni-
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ben~Cinathj
whatever, Rusco wondered, had become of Naepor?
nTs that you, Muso?" FRusco called from his
shadowy post. "You're up latel"
Muso stiffened into the formal pose of a herald.
"1 speak for Salvidinius Muso, Tribune of the
Tenth Lngion and for Panthera, Pilus Prior of the Eighth Cohort,
who speak for Orfitus Proculinus,gégiﬁégger~or the Tenth Legion,"
Muso cried, stilted and slow. "You are required, Vedius Rusco
Philippicus, to submit to arrest on order of Herod, son of Anti-
pater, King of Judea."
"What charge does Herod dare make against the
Road Commissioner of the Emperor?” Rusco was proud of the
amagzement which he put into the demand. "Name your chargel"
He could be formal, too. But then anger took hold. "What
do you mean, ‘arrest'?" he cried,
"Yes, arrestd” The sullen bellow came from in-
side the square.
"You're even noisier than usual, Panthera,”
Rusco called. Outrk Qurfafir
"Por crimes against the Enparo? and’ Hsrodl"
This was Muso again.
"What crimes?"
"Make 1t easy for yourself, Rusco," Muso
coaxed. "We promise safe conduct if you surrender.”
Some of the encireling mercenaries began to

crowd closer curiously snd the vexilium's leader motioned
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and his twenty-five shifted to keep from being pushed sgainst
the group with Tibni-ben~Ginath., The shift seemed a deliberate
effort to keep separate and Rusco had a thought.

"Centurion! You there, with the vexiliuml
Come wpt™ ..i_i_;m. PP )

The leader ranged alongside Muso and Panthera
but kept himself separate, as he had kept his men,

"what 15 your share in this, Centurion?" Rusco
demanded hopefully.

“I have direct orders from Ceneral Proculinus,”

L}

the Centurion replied, his volce somewhat deflant, "I am not
to advance my vexilium unless the forty under the Tribune Muso
and the Pilus Prior cannot make the arrest alone,"

"Are the forty from the Tenth?"

"Not them! They're the bodyguard of the Saddu~
gee standing with themV

On his dark balcony Rusco breathed a pleased,
"By Jupiterl" Calculating lfiﬁ%figfiitus had not been able
to keep clear of this thing, but he was trying to shift as
much responsibility as he could. "By Jupiteri® With the
vexilium holding oggJit shouldn't be hard to talk Tibni-ben-
Cinath's fight-for-pay boys into standing aside while he fought
Muso and Panthera.

"You lie, Centurioni” Anger pushed Panthera
beyond his protective circles "You do not have an order to
keep out of this.”

The Centurion shrugged.
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"Vedius Rusecol " Panthera bellowed. "VWe charge
you with treason against great Caesar Augustus and Herod."

"And eall upon you to surrenderi" Muso criled.

"Centurioni” Rusco shouted.

"I hear."

rgenturion! This need not be a fight for more
than three. Do this, Tell the Sadducee's men that if they want
to storm my walls they will, maybe, take me but plenty of them
will be hurt, Say that if they agree to stand asiggﬁl'll come
out and fight Muso and Panthera, If those two can take me 111
be taken. But if the Sadducee's men won't promise to leave the
job to Muso and Penthera I'll fight in here with all my household.”

The Centurion gave an admiring laugh and ran
back. Shortly an approving shout went up from the bodyguard and
rippled to the mercenaries who began to break thelr ring. They
had no intention of missing vhat was sure to become a legend.

sssVedius Rusco Philippioua, against tuo ene-
mies and one that bull of a Pilus Prior who elaimed ha could lick

SR TSR AT G TOR e

anybodye oo
i SR R

"411 right, you twol" Rusco called down. “You
heard! Make up your mindsi"

"The forty sgree!® the Centurion cried, trot-
ting backs

¥Make up your mindsi" Rusco called again.

Muso and Panthera knew that their minds had

been made up for theme. They had no choice. A Tribune and a
Pilus Prior could not expect men to follow them into battle
if they, themselves, would not fight two agalnst one.




"Come down and be killed!" Panthera bellowed.

“Vedius Rusco, traitor to Caesar Augustus,
surrender or diel" Muso was hugging his patrician formality
closs,

Rusco walked down from the balcony.

A raging Bracae met hims "Two to one! You
can't do it. You haven't a chance."

“Turn 1t around,"Rusco said. V' They haven't a chance."

“let's mount and run for 1t."

"We've gone‘oﬁcﬁ;ai_-that. Now here is vhat I
want. Put ten men on the wall overlooking the fight., Divide
the rest between the garden and courtyard entrances. Muso and
Panthera may talk that Sadducee into cheating. I don't trust

L him, and I guess among his forty he could find a few willing to
break a2 pledge. If more thin Muso and Panthera jump me outside,
the spears of our ten can cover me until I can get dack."

"Po I go out with you?"”

"What else?"

"And you expect me to stand and watch?"

"You do not lift a finger. That's an order."”

Candace hurried up, lamplight shining on her
armor.

"And you stay insidel!"” Rusco told her.

“In my oountry)womon fight," she oriedr "1l
fight with you."

"You stay insidel"

“I'1ll fight with youil"

Rusco motioned silently and two of the slaves |




seized her, She struggled and called to Bracae and when he shook
his head she cried despairingly to Rusco, "What did you teach me
for if I can't help -~ now?" y
ot e \(,?,,e.@,f - —
"Come on, Bracael" Fusco sald and the werden une
barred the door, and the gate, and the dog crouched and talked

in undertones and the two men went out,

O~=0

<t
~ The moon was m—m—w/\bright. The

light would be good although full of the warped shadows of night,
Unexpectedly the Centurion had posted his veterans to form a
square within which the fight would take place, He had mede
them kneel so that all behind might have a cloaihjé:?. The

Aty

TibniA Muso and Panthera were talking.

bodyguard was scatiering along the square's east,and nearb
fﬁﬁhw , .1%2 ;‘iﬁ& £ 8q N y

The mercenaries were collecting on the north
and west. They were acting as though they had been freed of any
further duty by the arrival of the Sadducee's bodyguard. They
were milling around excitedly to find good places from which
to watch the fight., They were in such numbers that the shift-
ing bulk of their nain body seemed to make the shadowed ground
move s

A small group stood clear of 11; the others, or
rather the others all stood clear of this small group. Barlier
in the day this group had numbered seventy-five men. Then 1t
had numbered seventy-one, a fumbling, muttering seventy-one
who had so enrnged the Marshal at an afterncon Inspaction that

o ML@EA-
he had said th@gqnloded more work and had sent them on night duty




~353-

at the villa, DBut they had scarcely started for the villa when
one man fell out for no reason and another suddenly sat down,
saying he was tired, and another said he'd catch up as soon as
he got rid of junk he never should have packed in the first
place. Another saw something to the east and went to take a
look. Another went west. And on reeching the villa the bal-
ance had closed ranks and had looked at one another and

pinched their mouths, and gestured, and darted glances left

eand right and fingered their weapons,

\
“well, we just have to stick together," the pane

tonime said. "If thosoubthers try to cold-shoulder us they'll
find out. The very next one will find out."
Looking at this group, now numbering barely sixty,
Vadiushﬁgfg}cmindcd of lepers keeping clear of the whole world
and calling "Uncleanl Unclean!" He was puzzled until he renen-
bered Bria‘'s broken ¢ry. Could these hang-dog men be the ones
who had donolgg;t—ehtnltfi efd*#*\Lxﬁy“'i? |
W?% ' He saw, behind all the mercenaries, & few beggan,wé
and as he advangced toward the vexilium's square he wes—sdtitiomally—
) —-puzztuﬁztu:liigag;:c;;ggsrs and hard-muscled men of the country-
side drifting through the warped, night shadows.
I might stall this business if you'd like a
daylight fight better,” the Centurion offered under hls breath.
Muso and Panthera were approaching. "Messala said I was to see,
if the chance cameq that you got a square deal,”
Rusco shook his head. His foes could not take
any better advantage than he could of the warps and tangents of
11ght and shadow which the night created.
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"But I'd like to have you referee the fight,"
he said.
"Why not?" the Centurion said,
"Panthera and I propose that the fight be with

swvords and daggers only," Muso sald to Rusco.

"Speak to the referee, if you'll accept him
as refereey" Rusco w to"’fh‘: Centurion. A
T Qe agazkgaﬁa w {:) W-—- no Aé{

Huseo continued in a louder voice than was en-
tirely necessary; he wanted the audience to react and he wanted
Muso and Panthera to feel the reaction. "Any weapons: at all suit
me," he oried. "Any or none. I1'll fight naked and bare-handed
if that's what you like." And loly Jupiteri What if they

Lake me upi
He got his reaction. "Bare-handed} ,k Naked!l"

The audienca repeated the words guatily.

of the greatest centurion since Pullo and Vorenus began a new
chiptore Haso—end—amnbhers ShiveohRed,
Rusco lmew why lMuso and Panthera proposed discard-

ing javelins. Throw or thrunEJhs vas ten times better. He would
have been almost sure of one center shot and they would have been
lucky if either had nicked him.

"All right, svords and daggers only," the Cen-

turion said. "And now here are the rules. Vedius Rusco Philippicus
takes the south slide of the square. The Tribune and the Pilus

Prior take the north. This will bring the moonlight over



everybody's shoulders but not in anybody's face."

"Ilet's toss for north and south," Rusco said,
aware that he was leaning over backward to be fair., The moon,
for a fact, would fall a %rifle into the faces of Muso and Pan-
thera.

"We're suited," Panthera grunted. ¢

"The fooll" Bracae whispered. "le's so anxious
to show off that he dossn't see you offered him an advantagoft

"Positions!”"the Centurion commanded.

The three placed themselves as dirscted. Pan-
thera reached for his sword,

"Do not drawl" the Centurion warned. "But when
I command' WALK!' edvance five paces and halt. You will be twen-
ty paces apart. Then I'll command 'DRAWL' Then you will take
your weapons but do not move. DBut when I command 'GUARD!'
you are free to go wherever you choose. You are free to do
anything you are man enough to do."

Rusco stooped and retied the laces of his boots.
';n addition to helmet and breastplate he was wearing shin and
thigh guards and he started to give a final fix to all of these,

"Let mel"” Bracae said and tightened here, and
there, and then looked up for Rusco's approval or disaent and
loosened and looked again. At last he stood back with tears
in his eyes and pinched up some dust and spat on it and dirtied
Rusco's neck where the flesh, above the breastplate's dark
collar, invited a blow.

“Candace will go free with everyone else,"
Rusco said. "But ask Deborah to see that the girl.oithor
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is invited to stay with her or is helped back to Numidia."
"S8he and Candace can't be pnrtog nows. But
as long as Bria liizgjsha‘ll say you should have married Candace."
"It's too late for that," Rusco said. "But one
more thinge. I hope Deborah goes back to Rome and I hope you
and Bria stay with her."

Bracae dropped his hands to say that they were
emplty, that all of him was emptled, of any desire to go anywhere.

"And remember! You have an order. GStay out of
thisi"

"Not if Muso and Panthera livel" Bracae exploded.
*If they live I1'1l kill them both or die trying."

Rusco threw his head back in laughter which
drev amazed looks from the spectators, and angry suspicion
from Muso and Panthera. But it was not pretended laughter,
He felt wonderful.

"That's an, '1f' you'll never need to work on,"
he promised.

Muso and Panthera finished for each other the
services which Bracae had just completed for Vedius Rusco,
and Bracae got outside the square and looked around and now it
was his turn to note the hang-dog mercenaries, and the thicken-
ing crowd of country folk and beggars.

The Centurion held up a hand to ask if the come
batants were ready. He got three nods in reply.

"WALKI" he commanded, and "HALT?" he commanded,
when they had taken five paces.
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Panthera glenced to where Tibni had set himself
among his bodyguards. Tibni waved. Vedius Rusco made sure his
dagger slipped easily but he did not draw it. Against two he
would not give his shield hand the double duty which had been a
caleculated risk against Panthera alone.

"DRAWL"Y

Rusco whipped his sword out, making the flat
of the blade whine against’;ﬂ:/shi;ih'and a murmur approved the

showmanship which he knew he should have regretted.

Rusco heard Pracae roar an appeal to Woden,
saw tall Candace race through the main gate, glimpsed Bracae
lumbering to meet her and heard the audience loose a long
shrill "Ya-a-2-al" But after that he was very busy with his
enemies., Muso and Panthera had leaped apart and were quarter-
ing in. He rushed the Tribune. He counted on two strokes before
he would need to guard against the slower Panthera. The second
stroke drew a scarlet line along Muso's forearm. It was not
erippling, worse luck, but he hoped it would make Muso's sword
hand slippery. Thereafter, however, he had 1ittls leisure to
hope for anything.

Panthera was at hin like a bull and Muso
like a leopard and their points reached high and low and
Panthera's big foot tried the stamping trick and MHuso tried
and uppercut with his shield-edge and would have lost Shield




~356m

and arm if Panthera's blade had not turned back Rusco's counter-
stroke,

They were always at him. They never got far
apart, Neither was willing to fight alone lcng enough to let
the other slip in behind. But just the same Rusco always faced two
swords, high and low, always had to watch front and at least one
flank, and once his thigh took a swipe from Muso which might
have been serious if Panthera had struck it; and once sparks
showered off hig helmet and 1f the helmet had not been proof
against even Panthera's sword the fight might have ended theres
and once his shoulder took a nurbing blow, and once his ribs took
& brulsing clout, and once a dagger screeched on his breastplate;
and as the fight rolled on and on, blows battered his shield while
it rose, circled and weaved in defense and, now and then, reflected
the golden moon as calmly as might the untroubled surface of a lake.

His own sword kept raking at Muso's foxy face and
threatening Panthara's groin and clattering against their shields.
He kept them off balance but he was tiring and commonsense warned
that he had better finish one of this pair or they would finish
him. But the high mood which stood Hgher than ever before assured
him that he was not too tired. He would never be too tired. [Like
those demigods got by deities upon mortal maidens he could fight
forever.

Well, at least he could fight until his opening
came! 4And then his sword struck so shrewdly that not even Pan-
thera's bull-grip could hold his shield. It fell to the reelky

ground anf)uhile Panthera was reaching for 1E)tha opening came.
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Rusco rushed Muso.
All along Rusco had heard the crowd's shrill
"Ya-a-a-a-ing!"™ but as he rushed he heard a different sound.
A hoarse roar swelled and suddenly was the only sound anywhere,
as wide and deep as the world and more deafening than thunder. _
It filled Rusco's ears as he flung himself upon Muso. It ,/’”y.
drowned the crash of his shield against Muso's shield. A4s his
sword slipped, more surely than seeping oll, into Muso's neck
it turned Muso's scream to open-mouthed silence. It smothered
the groan which Muso gave as he fell. It let Rusco spin silent-
ly, knowing that now he had only one enemy to finish.+hLQ§\91MkLA '
Panthera stood erect tan‘foot avay, staring.,
Behind Rusco the roar began to break, amazingly, into the fa-
miliar elements of a general battle. But Panthera was unaware
| of this. In a fright which made him deaf, he was discovering
again what oldsters meant when they said that Wedius Rusco
Philippicus was the best., Once again he saw, and braced to
meet, a terror, long-fanged and flashing like a woll. The
implaceble living death from whieh he had once fled! And
this time he could not flee. Ru.a Co &\OSZA .
Off to one side Tibni-ben-CGinath saw his
| chance. ;E; had failed to find the Messiah Herod had demand-
M“.;;,wsut at least he could rid the tyrant of an encunbering
Foad Commissioner. He signalled and three of his bodyguards
leveled their spears and charged.

Bracae shouted, but hls voice was lost and it

was the warped shadows of the spears, racing ahead, which
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warned Rusco, He got hle shield over in time, but it could not hold
off three pointes and they went clean through him as hle own esword
went throuzh Panthera, Turning, with the spears tearing at his
bowele, he got his dagger out and etabbed one guardsman and fell on
top of Panthera, And Eracae struck down the other two and knelt
beside hlse master anl friend, snd Candace, cryinz in the volce of

a woma , flunz herself alongelde Rueco,

The appalled Centurion eignalled end hie veterans swung
into a protecting circle around the three and, of necessity, dead
Panthera; and the circle turned acside the stampeds of mercenaries
now in full flizht from bitter country-folk and thegzare., Trylng most
desperately of all to escape were the hang-dog sixty, And the
vengeful assallante tried moet furlously to reach thees,

The melee trapped Tébni-ben-Ginath, attempting his own
escape, At lirst he ran unrecognized and, being unarmed and no
threat to enyone, wae let alone, But an sccidental blow made him
shriek and Pelez looked close in the moonlight and shouted, "The
Herodlan Sadducee." At that Jews ewept in from every sfde and broke
him bone by bone, nose, Ja#, skull, the arme he ralesed in protection,
the lege on which he tried to flee, untll a dagger at cloee quarters
tore hie throat wide open,

Four of the country-folk were not firhtingz, Rapt Eerom
and quiet Obed and excited Zorobabal and Beor with hie helf-moon
beard only watched and listened.

Country-folk and beggares alike were crying one word as
they slashed and stabbed with weaspons snatched from thelr panicked
victims or as they flalled with staffs as murderous as weapons, They

glashed and stabbed and flalled ae one, sag thouzh the hoet of them
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ewung llke one sword in one glant hand,

"Bethlehem)" was the word they cried, althouszh a few
cried the old name, "Ephratah!" But 0ld or new, the word always
sounided as though it were espoken by hearts &ndtesd of throates, It
wae full of paseion for the town which, although eo emall, had
been great throush generations and now wae desgecrated,

"Bethlehem!" "Ephresehd"

Bethlehem, where “achel wae buried and the proof, a
plllar efiddlttending; whlich had been on Jacob's lips dyinz in
alien Egypt; which had been a especial prize when Joshus divided
milk-and~honey Canaan among the conquering Tribes; which had
nurtured the good Judge, Ibzan, Bethlehem, which had received Ruth,
mother of Ierael's noblest line; where Samuel had sacrificed to
the Lord; for whose sweet waters David had longed; lodestone which
drew back from Babylonian exlle one hundred twenty-three sons., EBeth-
lehem, brief haven for the warrior Johanan_?efore he fled Chaldean
wrath into Egypt, and lastely haven for & carpenter now fleseing with
his wife and child from the wreath of Herod,

Shouting the name, #ountry-folk and beggare, all anewering
a summons greater than themeselvee, hunted Epatr prey recklege of
any pehalty Herod mizht ever demand, and chiefly they hunted the
unclean sixty.

Rueco d4id not hear the shouting, Holdinz faet to Candace,
he did not feel her teare although they rained upon hie face, He
eaw her practicing gaily with Deborah, He saw Deborah, He saw
Miriam plaein, He saw Joseph's wifs, serene and innocent-eyed, holding

her baby close as she rode off on the donkey with Joeseph walking



by her silde,

He remembered how Joseph had quoted from the writinge,
"Bracse," he seid, "Joseph will be sorry he hed it right,"
And then he shut hle eyee to end the bueiness of dying,
He had been taught, in the hard school of hie time, that when
death comes there ie nothing to be done about 1t except to clear

the road for the living as faet as possible,
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

In Jerusalem, Nepte waes one of the first to hear of the
death by treachery of Vediue Rusco Philipplcue after hie great
double victory, Those who had been witneesee, could not epread the
newe fast enoush, It epread faeter than Imperial courlers could
have carried 1it, lMen sald later thet the very wavees and wind swept

the story to the Empilre'e farthest chores, completins a legend

.which the Legions would retell for generations,

When the firet confused choute of returnins soddlere rouesed

Herod'es city the yellow girl was already awake, She lay on her
pallot; bulldinzg the day-and-night dream which filled her fancy
more and more since she had teased from Panthera the will ziving
her freedom, if he died, It wae the dpeom of where she would go on
thet day, and how,

The confused shoute ran on and she llstened,

Vedius Rusco Philippicus, dead!

"I hope his women died with him," Nepte cried, springing
to the window to hear more, She had known of the planned arrest dbut
she had not expected this endin- to it, She llretened again,

"But firet he killed two, Panthers snd,..,

Listening no longer, Napte danced around the floor,

"The dice fall for me! The dice fall for me!" ehe
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whispered in wild exultation and sat down for a moment and hugged
her naked knees agalnet her naked breast,

The newe continued throuzh the window,

- At _the Rusco vllla,s riot, Mercenaries and Jews in e
avage melee Nothinz, she told herself, cduld be better for her
purposes, Nothing! ©&he leaped up and, etill neked, began
sy <tematically, to carry out her long-planned program.,

fhe threw her cheapest, brightest clothing into a hesp and
epllled rank perfume omer the heap.

She mede a neat, innocent bundle of the richest clothing
and vells that Panthera had bought for her and enclosed inside it
8 bag holding Herod's reward and the remsinder of Tibnl-ben-Ginath'e
denarii,

Ehe tled to her naked walet the pouch in which Panthera
Kept hle plundered pearle, emeralis and rubles,

Ehe hung around her neck, in another pouch, the most
precloues poessession of all, the will, aﬂgxs}nasad in the perfumed
clothes,

It wee, of course, 1llegel for a freed elave to run off
baefore an officer of the State had sanctioned her freedom, It wae
death for such 2 one to be causht teking money and Jewsele not
bequeathed to her, All such property balonged to the State, But
Nepte's whole dream~-plan stood upon Panthera's money and Jewels,

"1'11 teke the riek, I'll not be caught, I'll get away.
and I know where to," Nepte whispered,

"Rome!" She spoke aloud., Rome wae her goal, Since she

d1d not dare go back to Egypt, Rome was the city for her skille, the
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biggest, richest, moet corrupt city in her world,

In the cheap, perfumed clothes, Nepte elild unseen through
the doorway of her lodginzs and hurried toward the Joppa Gete, Men
and women were eifting from every houese to damend more news of what
had happened st the Villa Rusco, but she went unnoticed, She had a
natural talent for whatever could be done best in the dsrk,

Bold, in epite of the trsasure in her bundle and benesth
her skirts, Nepte cajoled pawing guards until they let her through
the Gate, They often let rankly perfumed women of the streets go out
before dawn for early trade in Joppa Market,

The Market, too wae aroused, Watchmen and merchante had
gathered in excitsd groupe, but she slipped by and, keepinz to the
darkeet lsnes, passed deserted booths until she reached a horse-trader'e
stables on the outsgkirtes, It wae deserted 2leso and she wae able to
steal a horse and eaddle and bridle him, She led the animal until

N0 ol \Was  Tevee Xins Moy
gshe was sure nhuuht&wnutﬁbnkﬁns—bjr‘ then mounted and rode haxrd,

The port of Ceesarea was only a llttle more than fifty milee
up the coaet.

"You'll cover a zood plere of that before daybreak," she
promised her horse, "They we'll hide 8ll day and do the reet after
night falle," _

At Caecarea Nepte's plan was to present herself ae a foreign
lady of rank, She had the necesesary clothes and veile and Jewels and
ehe did not doubt that she could act the part, But to arrive without
suitable retainers might cause dangerous suepliclon,

"1'11 have to take that risk, too," she told her gelloping
horse,

Riek would lesesn as soon as she found a slave-dsaler to
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provide her with respectability in the form of & mald snd two strong
bodyguards in proper livery, Two mutes, Most cartsinly mutes, And
the mald a muts, aleo., She knew efichushdssdesler in Caesarea, Panthera
had let that bit of helpful information elip.

“And then passage on a ship," ehe confided Jjubllantly
to her hurfylng mount,

"At Caesarea, a man will find a ship resdy to sall for
almoet any port in the world," Panthera had sald(

Certainly for Rome, Nepte thought,

She kept her horse to & strong gallop. She 413 not expect
pursuit, In the confuelon following Vediue Rueco's desth not even
a State informer would look for Panthera'e slave untll a few days
had paseed, But when she 414 halt she would most emphstically,
plck cover to conceal her after the sun rosej; and even now she
kept to ths darker elde of the trall, agalnst any chance obgerver

by moonligzht,
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIX

By the rame moonlight Hellue Nsepor led the hunt at a
glow trot along the Jerusalem-Jericho hishway. He was behind the
Chief Eunuch'seseschedule, but hehmaant to be, He had been ae late
as he dared in starting ard he d1d not care if he fell farther
behlnd with every mile, He rode with his thlck shoulders bowed,

He could hear the Tenth already, Naepor, the glant killer!
Once let the troope hear how their Primus Pllus had fought the
battle of the Dead Sea -- filve leglonnairee crashing down on an
unarmed csrpenter, hies woman and their beby -- and the whole legion
would be as hard to handle as the Eighth wae for that empty-head,
Panthera,

"Vedius Rusco," he whispered bitterly, "would have thrown
this Job in Herod's face."

Vediue Rusco had, in fact, thrown thie very Jjob in
Herod's face, He had not only refured to help Herod hunt down
bablee, he had helped thie very carpenter and hie wife get clear,
That was why Muao.and Panthera were south of Jerusalem rizht now,
tryinz to trap a better man than the palr of | ever could make

together,
He won't have his tunnel to help him szet
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avay. I fixed that. It was Panthera's doings, though. You

MIRGE 4l VeIl WO UL LISl Slalle

Naepor's shoulders bowed lower.

Bat,.I sent Messala,

He wished hc had remembered to bring something
to drink, although he had taken in plenty Just before ltaviqgj
after he got the Chief "unuch's last order.

"You'll find fresh horses waiting just west of
Jericho, where you turn south," the Chief Eunuch had saldyg
"If you push you ought to run them down by dawn or not much
later.”

"Run them down! HRun them downi" Naepor imi-
tated the Chief Bunuch's thin voice. This wasn't a job that
called even for smart scouting. BExcept maybe for some hard
riding, it was a Job that anybody could have dones The car-
penter had been at Rusco's villa only four days before. So
he could have been in flight for only three. W¥With a woman and
baby along he wouldn't have got far below Jericho even now.

This piddling assignment wasn't, Naepor told
himself, worthy even of a corporal, let alone a Primus Pllus.
It was a ¢chore for a recruit. A silly chore for just such a
sllly recruit as he himegelf had been when, high in the Alps,
he had thoughfltho fleecy clouds were Olympian neadows where
Jupiter or Ceres or any of the twelve might come strolling.

Now why, Eelius Naepor thought, was he remem-
bering thet? It hadn't entered his hcadﬁgzﬂyoars but 1t had

come back twice inside a month.
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At the relay station the service was slower
than cold honeys In spite of the Chief Eunuch's directions
the remounts were still in their stalls and, of all things,
eatingl

Sﬁ@h"!bu vere to have your fastest horses fit and
ready,* laepor, ' He didn't really csre, but he had to protest
such a lack of diseipline. "If I run these stuffed cows,
they'll quit in the first hard quarter mile."

The hostler looked back steadily, and even in
the moonlight the hate on his foce was unmistakeable.

"Mercenaries!" he muttered., At least that
vas the way the word sounded.

Naepor rammed his javelin at the man's belly.

"Don't you know men of the Tenth when you see
them?® _

The hostler squirmed aside from the javelin
point and raced into the night. Naepor let him go.

"Word of that Dethlehem thing has got down

o3 ha, ade eheurftd rrawetT
even here," Eszntg te his four followers, Nobody se-—wet vas
X entirely claangn what had happened in Bethlehem but one report
was repeated oftener than any other,.

"By Jupiter!" Naepor said. VIf Herod did

that, I can't flgure how he'll ever sleep again. Killing
babiesi®
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They rode on and were just short of the turn-
of f when they heard behind theu the pounding hooves of a reck-
lessly ridden horse.

“Block the roadi" HNaepor said. “"Lot's see
who's in such a hurry. It can't be couriers. There's only
one."

A shadovw thickened and rushed at them and be-
came a huge roan rearing and scattering foam from a wide mouth
as his rider see-sawed him to a halt agalnst four speers.

“I ride on privaste dusiness,” said a blg weary
volee., "I don't want trouble but I won't be stopped. Pull
overi”

“Et?caql? Raepor eriled.

% ,“s‘?ﬁe you doing here?"

Neeper sald cautiously that he was on a mission.
"But youl What business is so big you'd kill a horse to finish
1t

"VYedius Rusco Philippicus is dead," Pracae said.

"Vedius?" Naepor's hands fell heavily to the
pommel of his saddle. "Vediusl Nol How?"

"By treachery nrtor'a fight with Muso and
Panthera."

“But Mug0. and Panthera were only to arrest him."

"They'll arrest nobody any more."

"You killed them?"

"Yedius Husco Philippicus killed them both in
fair fight but then Tibni-ben-CGinath's sneaking bodyguard
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ki1lled Fuseo." Bracac's volce thickened witn sevage eatlefac-

tion. "And the Sadducee is good and dead, too, His own Jews
finlshed him when they stampeded the mercenaries."

"What Jeus?" :

"jews from Bethlehem and all arounds A mob of Jews!
I never saw such a sight,"

“But Ruscol" The world drew away from Hellus Naepor,
He stood alone, naked, cold and frighteneds He would not have
admitted whille Vedliue Rusco stlll lived that he felt closer to
his rival than to @ brother, but k& was so. e had loved him
above kine

"Vediue Rusco Philippleus is dead!" For years he had
never allowed himself to speak the distingulshed cognomen, but
he uesed 1t nowe

“"They were only to make an arrest," he repeated dully,

s gt e befgetting along," Bracae said and looked
at the four leglonnaires and they lowered their spears wlthout

awaiting permission, He whipped his relns sharply acrose the

roan's neck and was off agaln at breakneck epeeds
6-0 -O

Riding into the ghostly wasteland below the Plaln of/g’
Moab, Naepor thought of the dead, Not only Vediusl Tibni was
dead, that cheating peacock! Muso was dead. And not much loss to
anyone: Panthera was dead, wilth only Nepte to mourn hims And she
would be purring around & new protector by mornlang, unless she had "
already stolen away to a new basge of operatlions. She'd make 1it,

if she had,



A thought tic#i:? Haﬁg?ifiigs a feather. e,
he alone, was left to haul in .hatower Herod would pay. 1'11
There was no one left to share and no
one left to make trouble by talking.

He 1ifted his head, and in place of gaunt rocks

and shadowy hills, he saw a golden shower felling all around
him., He rode along in this enriching rain. He would retire
and go back home and buy a farme.
2 farm. First, of course, he had to find the carpenter, but

that was nothing.

He was skirting the Dead Sea, before the crafti-
ness which had helped him keep on top of sixty centurions, warne
ed him to give a thought to Bracae.

Bracae, of course, had been riding to give
Deborah the news about her father. But by now he would have
told of meeting the Primus Pilus and four leglonnaires and he
and Lucianius would be putting things together. Deborah and
that smart Bria, toos They all would suspect\$hat he was up
to. They would have been with Vedius Rusco (Naepor now had little
trouble withholding the Philippicus) when he helped the carpen-
ter get away and would know the carpenter's route and would be
planning to warn him if only out of loyalty to Rusco.

Naepor spoke to the four behind him. The horses

pieked—rut=uriond had had time to shake down their foods
"Callopl" he ordered, and put his horse to the
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faster gait. He'd show Bracae. le'd run down the carpenter and
take him back by a different trall, farther east.

even more, the baby.
He held his horse to the gallop and on the bare
ren, rocky track east of the Dead Seq he began to figure time.

The moon was sinking into clouds along the west and the desert
air wvas sharp with predawn cold.

"Looki" one of his fou;“;:idn

On the left, in dense shadow m::? by pome glant
boulders, something stirred. Tethered horsesi, They might have
been overlooked if the smell and clatter of the five approaching
animals had not mede them re:tless.

"Whoa-al" Naepor cried. Twelve horses were too
meny to pass. Their owners might already be set in an ambush,

A head popped from behind one bouldcf.

"What do you want and who are you?" a volce de=-
manded .

"I em the Primus Pilus of the Tenth lLegion,"
Naepor c¢alled.

"Heyd You could be at that."

Naepor passed over the impudence in the tone, of
Kdisiomibey '

"I'm hunting a8 man," he said., "A squat man

with & patch over one eye. Maybe you've seen him,"

"Squat? A pateh?" The ¥oice was thoughtful. "No."

"He might have slipped in with a caravan or even
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a smaller party. Have you seen a southbound caraven, or three
or four travelling alone, or even two or three?"

"7 gertainly have."” The voice began to laugh.
"Would you count Cestas’"

"Cestas, the robber?"

"He was around yesterday. And Hassaf, a tricky
monkey who runs spices from India to Damascus, was just a little
to the south. And so was a small party of two with a baby and
a donkey."

"I guess Hassaf's outfit is where I ought to
look," Naepor sald.

"He won't be far, and he'll be angling a little
westerly to hit the Red Sea. The pair with the donkey probably
will be close behind, Take a lcok at them, too."

"Why are they worth seeing?"

"You never saw such a pair." The man stepped
clear of his rook; both hands ipheld to show that they were
empty. AS thou:h Naeepor thought, twenty-two other unseen hands
were not full of weapons in the darkness behind hinlcr"no I
look like a softy?" gm«l.

"You look like one of two men Herod has been
wanting for months," Haepor grinned., "You look like Cestas's
other half, like Dimas, the robber.”

"Me? A robber?" The voice was all hurt inno-
cence.

"Never mind, Dimas," Naepor said. "The Legion
isn't interested right now in anybody but the man with the
patch. Let's hear about your wondoi'rul pair and tnen 111




ride after the caravan,“

Not denying tﬁe name Naepor had bestowed, Dimss hopped
nimbly onto a boulder.

"It wae like this," he sald. "Yesterday thie peir came
walking along, a tall, scorched man and a young woman %lth a
baby, and a loaded ~douwn donkey, And out came my crouwd from
behind a little hill,"

"A nice clean ambushi™

"That palr didn't scare at all," Dimae said, ignoring
the accucation, “"The man said, 'Peacel' and she gave us a sort of
friendly look, Nobody was scared, not eveu the baby, But, belleve
it or mot, I heard someone asking if we could be of any help, And
it was meo"

ﬁaepor walted,

" '"No, thanks,' they aaiﬁ. They were getting on fine,
They were Just going to Egypt. Imagines Hundreds of desert miles
with only what a donkey could carry. And people like Gestas all
along thesggzéi. But these two were just walking alonge 'Peaced!
he said." :

 “And you don't know where I'1l find my big fellow with

the patch?" Naepar-satﬂadk53@u34£ ‘

“Squat, you saild before.,"

"But big,too."

"No. With Hasdaf, maybe."
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“1'1l have a look, " Naepor saidgand waved and
rode off and took a deep satisfied breath. Barring a run-in
with Bracae,he was in the clear and his quarry was just ahead.
All he had to do was ride. Ride to Herod's reward. And lierod was
generous with blood money.

Blood money! Naepor shook his thick shoulders.

O=0

The long cold desert night was ending. The dawn
was opening all around, a leaden dawn with heavy mists in the
hollows botwwén the dun hills which, like retreating elephants,
blocked the eastern horizon, |

Off to the right the Nead Sea looked like the belly
of a floating dead fish. Aloft a vulture saarchqd in great slow
circles for ecarrion. HHis small head made him look, at such a
distance, headless. He looked, Naepor thought, as though
he might be sailing his slow circles hours after being beheaded,
hours after being dead.

Dead! All night long, except when talking with
Dimas, he had been thinking of death and of the dead. He closed
his mind against a new thought +e. that the man and woman and
baby would be dead, too, in a little while after he got them
back to Herod.

“"Come on," he sald to his four. "VWe won't be

long now if we shake 1t up."
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Just as they broke into a run he saw, far ahead,
entering a ravine which carried the trail southward, three tiny
figures., They were as small as figures he had sometimes made
idly beside a campfire, from broken twigs. One wvas certainly
a man, one was certainly an animal, and the third, he was
fairly sure, was a womane.

"Follow med" he cried and turned his horse up
a rocky short-cut which would bring him back to the trail at
the far end of the ravine., It would bring him there, he esti-
nated, Just about the time the three figures emerged.

- He reached his goal in triucuphe The threc were
not yet in sight and he halted his party on a hill overlookiig
the mouth of the ravine. The trail on which his quarry must
walk was still thick with mist, but the sun was getting higher,

No softness now, he told himself! Panthera,
Muso, Tibni-ben-(inath were dead and he would need to share
with no one., Vedius Rusco was dead, 80 that if he didn't make
a fool of himself he could live high, snd never be galled by a
higher rival again. _

He stared toward the ravine and planned how he
would pounce after charging grandly down. It would be an easy
charge, the hill was not steep. lie would aim for that scrubby
evergreen, He would halt there and swing an arm to send his
men in for the capture.

Reins held close to his paunchy middle, he

waited.




Mary, the donkey and Joseph walked out of the

ravine. Mary walked first; she carried the baby in the crook
of one arm. Joseph walked last, with his staff,

The mist along the traill caught the sun/ ang‘
drifting, gleaming, called Naepor back to lof'ty meadows seen
long ago. He saw again the immeculate fields where once, he
had been sure, a god or goddess would come walking., Rapt and
awed, he leaned forward in his saddle.

The mist caught in the swinging folds of Mary's
blue dress and swirled about her. The sun glanced brightly
off her swinging brown braids; it outlined the swaddled
treasure which she cradled in her arm as she walked through
the feathery vapor.

Naepor could not think. His mind was a tangle of

fantastic questions.

fle dismounted and went to the brow of the hill

and stood there, looking down. The woman with the baby approach-
ed, the donkey and the man following, and as Naepor watched,
motionless and silent, he got one question untangled end answer-

ed. e knew that not fear of Herod, not loss of the reward,
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not loee of hie port aeg Primue Pilus -- not anything =-- could make
him charze down the hill ae he had plenned, |

He wag no longer a groes, swinieh hunter intent dgpon
blood money, Althoush he was swest-gtained, Aust-covered, dlrty
from head to foot he felt wonderfully clean,

The woman, the baby, the donkey and the man paesed and
moved slowly into the dilestance,

" one of Naepor'e four men stammered,

"But weren't we ..

"No ! Naepor sald, "No!" He climbed onto hie horse and
turned the beast north, "Follow me," he sald,

At the north end of the ravine he saw a dozen riiers
coming toward him at * & gallop. He recognized Bracae's half-naked
bulk, Deborah, Brias, Luclanius, follovwed by Mleipsla leading a
group of mounted, armed slaves,

Heliue Naepor came atreast of them and halted and they
halted, He raleed his mbwivt hand,r-end-wissedad-triwtrores,

o' 08

They all watched while the man, the donkey, and the womsn
and baby diseppeared to the south, In that direction Heliopolie
lay, It was long, long mil%ioncolura on Egypt'e bvorder,

where Herod's power ended, was lese than half the dletance,

(ena)
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