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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Since The Silver Chalice was published in July of last year there has been
much speculation as to whether the story is based on the Chalice of
Antioch, now owned by the Metropolitan Museum in New York and on
display in the Cloisters in that city. This famous and much-discussed article
of rare antiquity was found in the ruins of ancient Antioch in 1910 and
came into the possession of the house of Kouchakji, being sent to the
United States at the outbreak of the First World War. Mr. Fahim
Kouchakji in New York, convinced that it was of the utmost importance,
engaged the services of Dr. Gustavus Augustus Eisen, a Swedish scholar
and authority on Christian art, to study it. After nine years of research and
with the assistance of a circle of helpers, Dr. Eisen produced a book, which
was published in two large volumes under the title of The Great Chalice
of Antioch, and in which the conviction was developed that the inner part
of the chalice could be the cup which had been used at the Last Supper.
Three years ago the chalice was purchased by the Metropolitan with funds
donated by Mr. John D. Rockefeller, Jr.


As The Silver Chalice is a work of fiction and is no more than my own
conception of how the cup might have come into existence, it was published
as such and no reference was made to the Chalice of Antioch. As
my book has been in circulation now for over eight months and many
readers have wondered about the conception of it, it seems proper to
repeat what I have said in print elsewhere many times, that it was the
Chalice of Antioch which prompted me to begin the story in the first
place. I desire to add that I am indebted to Dr. Eisen’s work, under the
sponsorship of Mr. Fahim Kouchakji, for much of the information about
the cup itself.


THOMAS B. COSTAIN


March 26, 1953




PROLOGUE
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The richest man in Antioch, by common report, was Ignatius,
the dealer in olive oil. He had groves that extended as far as the eye could
see in every direction and he lived in a marble palace on the Colonnade.
He had been born in the same Pisidian village as Theron, who supported
his family by selling ink and pens made of the split ends of reed. Theron
found it hard to support his family in a one-room lodging a quite considerable
distance away from the Colonnade.


One day in the heat of summer, when no one ventured out to engage in
trade, least of all to buy pens, the great man came on foot to the hole in
the wall where Theron sat with his unwanted wares. The latter could not
be convinced at first that he was being paid this great honor and was slow
in returning the salutation, “Peace be with you.”


The oil merchant, gasping for breath and slightly purple of cheek,
stepped inside to escape the sun, which was beating down on the street
with all the fury of the fires of atonement. Making room for himself beside
his one-time friend, he went directly to the object of his visit.


“Theron, you have three sons. I have none.”


Theron nodded. He realized that he was singularly blessed in the possession
of three sons who had survived the hazards of childhood.


“Is my memory to be lost through lack of children?” asked Ignatius, his
voice rising to an unhappy pitch. “Is my spirit to wander after death with
no one to come back to, as a moth flies to the flame?”


The awe Theron had felt at the start was giving place to the ease of old
acquaintance. After all, had not he and this corpulent merchant been
raised in houses of equal size? Had they not stolen fruit together and
fished in the same stream?


“It is perhaps your thought to adopt a son,” said the seller of pens.


“My old friend,” said Ignatius, “if you are willing, I shall buy one of
your sons and adopt him as my own. He shall have as much love as
though he came from my own loins. When the time comes for me to die,
he shall inherit everything I possess.”


Theron’s heart gave an exultant tug, although he did not allow any of
the excitement that had taken possession of him to show on the surface.
What a wonderful chance for his first-born! To become a man of
substance and wealth, to eat his meals off plate of gold and silver, to
drink wine cooled by snow from the mountains of the north! Or would
it be the second son on whom the favor of the great merchant had descended?


“Is it Theodore you want?” he asked. “My first-born is a boy of fine
parts. He will make a strong man.”


Ignatius shook his head. “Your Theodore will grow big and have a
bulging stomach on him before he is thirty. No, it is not Theodore.”


“It is Denis, then. My second son is a tall and handsome fellow. And
also he is obedient and industrious.”


The wealthy merchant shook his head a second time. Theron’s heart
sank and he said to himself, “It is my good little Ambrose he wants!”
Ambrose was turning ten and lived in a thoughtful world of his own,
never so happy as when modeling figures out of clay or carving bits of
wood. The seller of pens had always known that in his heart he had a
preference for Ambrose. The thought of losing him was like a dagger
thrust.


There was nothing unusual about the proposal Ignatius was making.
Men without sons sought to remedy the deficiency in this way. The law,
as laid down in the Twelve Tables, made no distinction in the matter of
inheritance between sons of the flesh and sons by adoption. It was unusual,
however, for a man of wealth to think of an alliance with one as
poor as a seller of pens. Ignatius could have found a willing candidate in
any of the best families of Antioch. Theron, nevertheless, sought feverishly
in his mind for some excuse to refuse the offer, saying to himself,
“How sad life would be if I parted with my good little Ambrose!”


After a moment he shook his head. “My third son would not suit you.
He is a dreamer, that Ambrose. He has no head on him for figuring. Oh,
he is a fine boy and I am overly partial to him; but I can see his faults as
well as his good points. He has only one desire in life, and that is to make
his little statues out of clay and chalk and wood.” Theron gave his head
an emphatic shake as though to conclude the matter. “No, my Ambrose
would not suit you.”


The merchant was a thickset man, as broad across the shoulders as a
carrier of water. His head was square, his features rugged. A man who
fights his way to the top in trade, and stays there, sees more of warfare
than a soldier; for life to him is one long battle, a continual round of
buffeting and coming to grips, of tugging and sweating and scheming
and hating, with none of the pleasant interludes a soldier enjoys around
the campfire in the company of other soldiers, with a wineskin handy
and the talk easy and vainglorious. Ignatius carried no scars on his body,
but if it had been possible to hold up his soul for inspection like a garment,
it would have been revealed as a thing of black bruises and scars,
ridged and welted and as callused as a penitent’s knee.


He leaned forward and placed a hand on the forearm of the seller of
pens. If the latter had not been so concerned with the threat to his own
happiness, he might have detected a note of supplication in the attitude of
the great man.


“That, friend of my youth, is why I want him.” Ignatius drew his
brows into a troubled frown, because the need had now been reached of
explaining himself and he doubted his ability to do so adequately. “The
Greek nation was great when it had artists to make figures of marble and
build beautiful temples of stone. It had men who wrote noble thoughts
and who told the history of our race in—in glowing words. Is it not so?”


Theron nodded. “It is so.” This was the thought that consoled him
when troubles gathered around his head, when no one wanted to buy
pens and the mother of his three sons railed at him as a good-for-nothing.


“But now,” went on Ignatius, “we are traders, we are dealers in cattle
and corn and ivory and olive oil. Koine has become the language of the
world’s trade. I suppose that when people think of Greece today, they
think first of men like me.” His eyes, usually so withdrawn and shrewd,
had taken fire. “That is wrong, my Theron, and it must be changed.
Greece must produce thinkers and tellers of stories and great artists
again. And it is in my power, and that of men like me, to bring this
about.”


Theron was listening and watching with amazement. Could this be
Ignatius talking, the man most feared in the markets and countinghouses
and along the waterfront where the warehouses were so thick they cut
off all view of the shipping at the wharves?


“When I die,” went on the merchant, with a hint of pride in his manner,
“there will be a great fortune to pass on. There will be no need for those
who follow me to go on accumulating money and possessions. I want in
my place then a man who will see things as I see them now and who will
know how to use my wealth to restore some of the real glory of Greece.”


Theron felt himself in the position of a defending captain who sees the
high walls around him being battered down.


“But,” he demurred, in an effort to find some ground for a last stand,
“you know nothing about my third son. Why are you sure he is the one
you want?”


“I never take a step until I know exactly what I want.” Ignatius spoke
confidently. “I saw your son once only, but I know much about him. I
have seen to it that inquiries were made.


“I walked one day through the Ward of the Trades, and it was then I
saw him,” he went on. “There were a dozen boys together, hopping about
and scuffling and fighting—and one who sat against a wall and whittled
with a knife at a piece of wood. I stopped and watched him. He was
different from the others. I could see that he had a fine and wide brow.
The others tried to get him into their games, but he paid no attention.
Then one of them went over and snatched away the piece of wood. The
boy was on his feet in a trice and fighting to get it back. He fought well.
I said to myself, ‘He stands apart and asks only to be left alone, but he’s
willing to fight for what is important to him.’ And then I said to myself,
‘This is the boy I want as my son.’ I felt very happy because I had been
searching for a long time. I asked one of the other boys who he was and
the boy said, ‘His father is Theron, who can tilt a bottle with the best and
who sells lampblack and calls it ink.’ And so, Theron, my old friend, I
have come to you today to talk of terms.”


The seller of pens heaved a deep sigh. “You have opened your heart to
me, Ignatius. Can I do less?” He spread out his hands in a gesture of
reluctant surrender. “My fine little Ambrose is the light of my life. I love
him so much that my house will be desolate without him. But what kind
of a father is one who lets his own happiness stand in the way of his son’s?
It shall be as you desire.” Then he turned with the fierce willingness to
barter that the hot sun seems to foster. “There must be five witnesses.”


“Yes.” The oil merchant realized the distress in the mind of the other
man and spoke in a kindly tone. “It will be made legal and tight. Three
times you will offer to sell me your son in the presence of the five witnesses
and each time one of them will strike the brass scales with the
ingot of lead. It shall all be done as the laws prescribe so that your son—no,
it must now be said my son—will live with me and Persis, my wife, in
full happiness and in the end be possessed of all my wealth.”


Theron found it hard to speak because of the lump in his throat. “I
place a high value on my son. I shall drive a hard bargain with you,
Ignatius.”





Accordingly five witnesses were summoned to hear Theron, clothed
for the first time in his life in a spotless white toga (an extravagance at
which his thrifty wife had protested bitterly), announce his willingness
to sell his son Ambrose to Ignatius, son of Basil. Three times the scales
were struck by one of the five, Hiram of Silenus. Hiram was an owner
of small olive groves and made his profit by sailing in the wake of
the lordly Ignatius; and he considered it the honor of a lifetime to officiate
in this capacity. At the finish the new father said: “I shall name my
son after my own father, Basil. It is the greatest honor I may pay him,
for my father was a great man.”


“Happy is the son,” said Theron sadly, “who can look up with pride
to his father. And happy is the father who can inspire such pride.”


As he never did anything by halves, Ignatius not only handed over
the full amount he was to pay, but he announced to the seller of pens
that he had arranged for him and his family to move south to the city
of Sidon, where much more remunerative employment had been found
for him. Theron agreed at once that this was sensible. The boy, cut off
from everything to do with his former life, would more easily fit himself
into the new environment. “It will be better if you hear no word from
me at all,” he said to the new father. “The sooner the memory of me
dims in the boy’s mind, the easier it will be for all of us. Be good to him,
old friend.”


The one flaw in the ceremony had been the absence of the boy. It had
been arranged that he was to be given over at once into the custody of
his new parents. He had been thoroughly scrubbed and arrayed in the
white tunic provided for him, and a handsome leather belt had been
buckled about his waist. For a brief moment the boy had known a feeling
of pride in the figure he cut; but when Theron was ready to leave,
looking every bit as doleful as he felt, there was no trace to be found
of the central figure in the transaction. The father went alone, therefore,
to the frightening magnificence of the white palace beyond the four
tiers of columns on the Great Colonnade while the boy’s mother and
his two older brothers (all furiously determined that nothing should
prevent the paying over of the handsome sum that was to seal the
bargain) went out to search. He was not found until late in the afternoon,
crouched behind a pile of faggots in a river warehouse, his face black
with soot and streaked with tears. He had not been idle while he
remained in concealment. A lump of clay had been modeled into a
caricature of the man into whose house he was to go, an unmistakable
likeness, although the nose had been given a predatory hook and the
ears had been enlarged to suggest extreme greed.


Theron arrived home on legs that were unsteady and with a wine
stain on his white toga. His tongue was thick as he muttered: “I sell
honest ink. Never have I given a customer plain lampblack. And I am
never drunk.”


“The wine drips from your ears now!” declared his wife.


Theron, at any rate, was sober enough to destroy the small bust before
taking the boy to his new home.
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Basil, to give him the name by which he was to be called for the rest
of his life, had never been inside one of the stone palaces clustering in
the neighborhood where the statue of Apollo perched atop the Omphalos
and where stood also the gold-sheeted dome of the Temple of Jupiter.
His eyes were wide with curiosity when he was led in under the elaborately
carved aliyyah protruding out over the main entrance. The floor
under his feet in the hall was of yellow stone, and the glowing colors
of the tapestries on the walls drew an exclamation of wonder and delight
from him. The house, which was three stories in height, was built around
a luxuriously green garden, but the latticed windows had all been
closed against the heat. There were no signs of life in the garden save
the splash of water in a fountain and the occasional note of a bird. “This
must be Paradise,” thought the boy.


Theron bade his son farewell with an air of assumed dignity. “You
are going to live in great splendor,” he said. “But if you remember me,
little son, let it not be with a sense of shame.”


He left the boy then in the care of a fiercely handsome major-domo
with bristling black whiskers. His name was Castor and there was a
shade of condescension in his manner because he knew Basil had been
born and raised in the Ward of the Trades. “Come, boy,” he said. “I am
to take you at once to the master. The master is a very rich man and one
of great power. You will find things strange here.”


Humility was a quality that was soon beaten out of boys who lived on
the other side of the Colonnade. Basil scowled at the major-domo. “The
only things strange here,” he said, “is that a eunuch dares to speak thus
to the son of the house.”


Castor found this retort to his liking. He grinned at Basil and said,
“We will get along together, you and I.”


The cool halls of the house were filled with activity as the major-domo
led the way up the wide stairs to the rooftop. Servants in fine robes
were carrying up dishes of food and flagons of wine and bowls filled
with pieces of ice, whispering as they passed each other; whispering
about him, Basil realized at once, because there was a great deal of
peering over shoulders in his direction and nodding of heads. “Children
of filth!” said Castor, loosening the whip at his belt with furious relish.
“Let one of them so much as smirk and they shall feel the sting of this
on their behinds!”


Basil caught his breath in surprise when they reached the housetop.
Curious mechanical aids were being used to supply comfort. Water
pipes ran along the parapets and tiny streams were spouting forth from
perforations in the metal. Fans then wafted the spray in all directions,
so that a cool and pleasant mist filled the air with the effect of a perpetual
breeze. At the far end, under a draped canopy of yellow silk, was a
table of horseshoe shape, spread with silver and glass and an infinite
variety of dishes made with a beautiful blue glaze. The table was dimly
lighted, and at first the boy did not see the pretty lady reclining on a
couch near the head.


His eyes instead were chained to the space inside the table where
four girls in gauzy wide trousers were dancing on large glass balls. They
were almost unbelievably expert, jumping from ball to ball like thistledown,
spurning one with their feet while leaping to another, keeping
all the glittering spheres in constant motion, their eyes laughing, their
bare arms weaving to the music which came from instruments somewhere
in the gloom. The glass balls tinkled with the clear, sharp sound of bells
when they met, and they rolled with magic rhythm over the smooth
plaster floor.


Then the boy became aware of the presence of the lady and he transferred
his attention to her. She had, he saw, the fairest of hair and she
was beautifully dressed in white and gold. He perceived also that she
was taking no interest in the gay little dancers on the gyrating balls.
This became apparent at the same time to a stout man who reclined
on a couch beside her. He sat up with a resigned shake of his brown head.


“You are not watching, my loved one,” he said. “It cost me heavily
to engage them for your amusement. They come from the very far
lands of the East.”


“No,” answered the lady in a languid voice, “I am not watching
the dancers. I have been more interested in this boy. He is, I suppose, our
son.”


Ignatius had not been aware of Basil’s arrival. He turned at once
with a smile and motioned the boy to approach closer. Basil knew that
this was his first great test. The lady in gold and white was studying
him closely, and he realized that his chance for a happy life in this
amazing household would depend on whether or not she liked him.
He took a quick second glance in her direction and decided that it
would be an easy matter to like her. She was slender, and this made a
great impression on him, for he was accustomed to maternal outlines
that bulged and sagged. She was gentle in manner and speech, and he
was accustomed to shrillness and the heavy impact of callused hands.


The instinct bred in him by conditions in the Ward told him to face
them boldly and speak with small respect. A still deeper instinct whispered
to him that this would be wrong, that he must be quiet and respectful
and have little to say for himself. Obeying this second prompting, he
remained where he was, his head lowered, his feet shuffling nervously.


“Don’t be afraid of us,” said the lady. Her voice was kind. “Come
closer so I may see you better.”


Fighting down a desire to turn and run away, Basil moved forward
on leaden feet. It became apparent at once, however, that he had passed
muster, because the slender lady nodded her head and said to him, “I
think you will make a nice son.” Then she turned to the swarthy Ignatius.
“You have chosen well.”


The square countenance of the merchant lighted up immediately.
He motioned Basil to take the couch on his other side.


“We are in great luck tonight, you and I, my son,” he said. “I did not
expect you to be approved so quickly. Your new mother is not easy to
please. It took me two years to win her favor. You have done it in two
minutes.”


Basil had been accustomed to squatting on the floor and eating without
ceremony and he was self-conscious when he found he was expected to
stretch himself out on the couch and partake of the meal in a reclining
position. The fare was so abundant and good, however, that the feeling
of strangeness passed away. It was a matter of astonishment that the
thick slices of cold mutton did not have to be counted or divided and
that he could eat his fill of ripe dates and rich honey cakes. The wine,
cooled in a deep jug in ice, was pure delight, and he swallowed it slowly.
He watched his new mother and copied her manners, thereby saving
himself from many mistakes.


After the meal a young Roman summoned the head of the household
to a consultation with some visitors. Basil knew he was Roman because
his manner was brisk and his tongue soft and drawling in its use of Koine.
The merchant rose to his feet reluctantly and said, “Verily, Quintus
Annius, I am the only slave in this establishment and you are my taskmaster.”


“I don’t believe your Quintus Annius ever eats or sleeps,” said the
lady Persis in an indifferent tone. “He is such a busy young man!”


The sky was now sprinkled with stars, and Basil found himself
curious as to how the world would look at night from such a height.
He looked at the lady Persis, who had partaken of supper substantially
and was now showing signs of drowsiness, and asked in a respectful
voice, “Is it permitted that I look over the parapet?”


She sat up at once and dabbed her eyes with perfumed water that a
slave girl brought her in a jeweled glass. “Be careful, then,” she said,
straining to see him with shortsighted eyes. “We are so high from the
ground that I never dare look over because of dizziness.”


Basil, who had played games of hide-and-seek across the flat roofs of
the poor section, leaping from house to house, saw no risk in surveying
the world from the vantage point of his new home. The artistic soul
of the boy responded at once to the magic spectacle of Antioch after
the coming of darkness. All the families in this privileged section spent
the evenings on their rooftops. He could see they were supping in much
the same lavishness by lighted lamps that winked at him like fireflies.
The profile of a lady with a beautiful Grecian nose and a nimbus of
fluffy black hair swung directly into his line of vision from the next
house as she moved her position, then vanished into the shadows,
although he could still see her fingers toying with a bunch of grapes.
On the roof beyond this a man was singing and accompanying himself
on a cithara, a professional entertainer without a doubt, for his voice
was sure and well trained. A slight breeze had sprung up, bringing to
the boy the most delightful scents from the gardens below. He looked
up at the sky and was sure that the stars were larger and brighter here
than anywhere else.


Then he thought of the stifling heat in which his parents and his
two brothers would be existing, and all sense of well-being left him.
He was particularly concerned about his father. “I am sure he is sad,”
he thought, “because I am no longer there.”


The slaves were removing the food and he became aware that one
of them, a girl a year or two older than himself, was very attractive.
She was watching him covertly, her eyes always turning in his direction
as she moved about her tasks. Once, when Castor’s back was turned,
she gave him a smile. He allowed his mouth to twitch in response.
Encouraged by this, she sauntered close enough to the parapet to address
him in a whisper.


“Castor would whip me if he caught me speaking to you. But I don’t
care. He has whipped me many times and I scratch him and kick him in
the shins. He is a beast.”


A few minutes later, having accomplished so much without being
detected, the girl sauntered close to him again, moving with a sinuous
swing of her slender hips. She whispered with a catch of breath that came
close to being a giggle, “I think you are a pretty boy.”


This time she did not escape detection. The lady Persis raised herself
from her couch and said in a sharp voice: “Attend to your duties, girl!
Do you want me to report you to Castor for insolence?”


The girl disappeared in a great hurry at that, and the lady of the
house called Basil to her and talked to him about the attitude he must
adopt toward the slaves. He must never be familiar with them, particularly
with the girls, of whom there were nearly a dozen. “Never lay a
hand on any of them,” she admonished. “It always leads to trouble. As
for this one, she is an impudent slut. She was traded to us in redemption
of a debt, and I am certain we made a mistake in taking her. Never
speak to her or she will presume on it.”


During the next few days, which were so exciting and full of surprises
that he had no time to be homesick, Basil was always aware of this
forward member of the household staff. Her name was Helena, and
her sloe black eyes gave her an illusion of beauty. She never spoke to
him, but he knew that she continued as aware of his presence as he was
of hers and that only the fear of Castor’s long black whip kept her from
attempting more familiarities.


Then he missed her. For several weeks she was not in evidence;
and finally he was told by Cassandra, a coal-black slave who did nothing
but tend to the clothes of the lady Persis, that the girl had been sent to
the “housing,” which meant, he knew, that she was working in the
warehouses. Sometimes slaves were sent to the housing and came back
later in a subdued mood, in which case it was said they had been tamed.
When Helena returned a full month later, Basil got up his courage to
ask Castor about it. Had she—had she been tamed?


“Tamed?” Castor snarled with his whole face, his oily black whiskers
curling upward under his nose. “Not that one. Nothing can tame her.”


Basil’s room was on the floor beneath the rooftop, a lofty and cool
apartment with a sunken bath in one corner and with a couch that
was beautiful to see but deceptively hard beneath its fancy coverings.
The next night the heat was so great that sleep was impossible and, as
he tossed about, he imagined that he had heard a voice call his name
from the balcony of the floor below. The call was repeated, “Basil!” in a
tone little above a whisper. He was sure it was the girl Helena and that
she had climbed up from the slave quarters by means of the garden
latticework.


Remembering the warning he had received from his mother, he did
not respond at once. Then it occurred to him that she might be in need
of help. He sat up on the side of his bed and wondered what to do.
“Are you going to be a coward?” he asked himself. Finally he decided
he must risk the consequences and, getting to his feet, tiptoed to the
door opening on the inner corridor. As he did so, he fancied he detected
a sound of rustling and creaking, as though she were making her way
back by the same means she had employed in reaching the balcony. He
whispered her name but received no response. The silence of the night
remained unbroken after that, but the boy could not sleep. He was
dissatisfied with himself. “I must be lacking in courage,” he thought a
dozen times.


The next day he heard that she had run away. When he asked Castor
about it, the major-domo scowled and said: “I wish I knew where she
has gone, the little slut! How I would like to get my hands on her. I
would raise welts on that white back of which she is so proud!” He took
out the whip that was always with him like a truncheon of office and
cracked it viciously. “This much I know, she’s not serving one master
now. She will serve a different one every night of her life. That is what
she has gone to, the lazy limb of wickedness!”
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Basil soon fell into the new ways and found that living in luxury and
being waited on hand and foot were quite pleasant. He became much
attached to his new father. Quite often, when Ignatius was talking
to other men about matters of trade in the high circular room opening
on the garden that he reserved for such matters, his voice would be
rough and domineering. None of this showed in his manner to his
wife and new son, however. He would walk to the couch where Persis
reclined (she never seemed to have enough energy to sit up) and stroke
her hair while he asked, “Does my pretty little gray kitten feel any
better today?” Unfortunately his pretty gray kitten never felt any better.
Her usual answer, in fact, was that she felt worse. She would reach
out a hand to touch the sleeve of his tunic, a gesture that would bare her
arm to the shoulder and reveal its whiteness and slender purity of line,
and say he must not worry, that she would not improve but was reconciled
to her ill fortune. The broad and very brown face of the merchant
would lose all of its content. He would sigh heavily and seat himself
on the nearest couch, from which he would watch her with solicitude.


Basil became fond of his new mother also. He would fetch and carry
for her and never failed to inquire about her well-being. Sometimes
she would reward him with a smile of appreciation and even, on a few
rare occasions, with a murmured admission that because of his kindness
she felt a trifle better.


When the boy had lived in the white palace a matter of two years,
he found himself so accustomed to his new life that the details of
his earlier existence seldom came back to mind. Even the face of his
real father was a blurred memory. He stopped asking questions about
Theron.


He spent more of his time in the aliyyah above the entrance than
anywhere else. Here he could look up and down the Great Colonnade
and see the life of the city at high tide: the Roman official strutting
pompously with toga over his left shoulder or clattering by in a chariot;
the man from the desert on a handsome white Syrian camel with
scarlet fringed harness from which a magic amulet dangled; the Jew who
wore on his forehead a roll of parchment that was called a phylactery
and was inscribed with holy texts; the Phoenician sailor, back from
the Pillars of Hercules, with a brass ring in his nose and his hair curled
in oily tufts.


Each day he would see rich neighbors (but none of them as wealthy
as Ignatius) starting out for rides through the city. First a flag would
be hoisted over the entrance and then there would be a loud beating
of gongs and drums. The gate would swing back and two mighty horses
would prance out, the reins held invariably in the proud black fists of a
smiling driver. Behind, like an anticlimax, would come a tiny carriage
with a fancy white canopy under which the members of the family
would be closely packed.


Sometimes he witnessed a spectacle that caused the blood to course
turbulently in his veins, a company of Roman soldiers on the march.
He could always tell whether they were on parade or leaving for
service in the frontier wars; in the latter event, they had “put on the
saggum,” a rough gray garment that was worn over the steel-plated
habergeon and served also as a blanket at night. When this happened,
he would watch the rhythmic marchers in their spiked Umbrian helmets
and his eyes would take fire and his nostrils would flex themselves.
He had no desire to be a soldier, but the color of war affected him like
a fever.


One incident that occurred on the street below his post of observation
always remained vividly in his memory. A vendor of sweetmeats had
approached from the direction of the Omphalos, carrying his tray on
his head. There was something about the man, an openness of eye and
an almost benign cast of feature, that seemed out of keeping with the
lowliness of his occupation. Basil, sensing this contrast, watched him
closely, wondering about him and speculating as to his nationality. When
the vendor reached a point immediately beneath, he was stopped by a
customer. Looking down directly on them, the boy witnessed something
that caused him to catch his breath. The hand of the vendor, raised
ostensibly to make a selection from the tray, stopped instead to draw
a piece of paper from a space immediately under the sweetmeats. The
paper passed from one to the other and vanished into the sleeve of the
purchaser so quickly that no pair of eyes save that of the watcher above
could have become aware of what was happening. A small copper coin
was tendered and accepted and the pair separated, to be lost at once in
the thick traffic of the street.


Basil said to himself, “I am sure they are Christians.”


He was recalling a visit he had paid with his real father when a boy
of perhaps six years to a synagogue in the part of the city called Ceratium.
It had once been handsomely adorned and a curious faith had been
preached there openly, based on the teachings of someone called the
Christ who had been a Jew. At the time when Theron, out of curiosity,
took his youngest son, there had been a change of attitude on the part
of the Roman authorities. The boy, who had seen multitudes of people
bowing with covered heads before great bronze statues of the gods in
the Gardens of Daphne, was astonished to see that the Christians held
their heads up high as though watching something infinitely wonderful
in the air above them. They sang together, simple airs about love and
forgiveness, and their eyes were filled with so much content that Theron
had whispered to his son: “These be strange people. But it is a strangeness
about which we should know more.”


A small man with a short blunt beard preached to them. Sometimes
his voice was as shrill as the call of a bugle; sometimes it was deep like
the thresh of waves over a stone reef; always it drew his listeners to
him. His deep-set eyes had seen the miraculous things of which he spoke.
He was not of Antioch, for his speech had more of the slurring note
of the Romans. There were whispers about him in the audience which
coupled the names of Paul and Tarsus.


The room was as still as a tomb in the rocks of sepulture while he
spoke. Theron did not move as much as a hair of his bushy head. Once
his hand tightened on the shoulder of the boy and he whispered, “My
son, my son, can it be there is only one God and that He is a God of
kindness and light?”


The discourse, however, was far over the head of a boy of six. Ambrose’s
attention became riveted instead on a second man, who stood off to one
side of the gathering. He had a broad brow and a kindly eye and a
smile of such gentleness that each strand in his great red beard seemed
to curl in amiability. He was watching, familiarizing himself no doubt
with the new faces in the gathering.


Theron was full of what they had witnessed when they reached the
crowded room in the Ward of the Trades that served as home to his
brood. “I have heard a great man deliver the most amazing message,”
he said, his eyes still veiled and withdrawn.


His wife had dampened his enthusiasm immediately. “Christians!”
she said scornfully. “They are a bad lot. I saw one stoned to death in
my native village. It was a woman, and I threw a stone myself. That
is what happens to people who become Christians!”


“But the man Jesus performed miracles,” protested Theron. “Those
who follow Him cast out devils also and cause the lame to walk and
the blind to see.”


“Miracles!” scoffed his wife. “The face of that woman had turned
black when I cast my stone. Why wasn’t there a miracle to save her?
There is one Simon the Magician who can perform miracles as well.
They are all tricks.”


They never returned to the synagogue, but one thing kept the meeting
in Basil’s memory. He recalled the face of the man with the red beard.
It was still clear in his mind even when the contour of his own father’s
features had become dim and uncertain. What made it stay was a hint
there of seeing things which other eyes missed, of hearing sounds,
perhaps of music, in the stillest air.


There had been something of this same look on the face of the
vendor of sweetmeats.





His hands were never idle while he sat in the latticed aliyyah and
watched the rich spectacle below. He used bits of charcoal to make
sketches on papyrus or on discarded fragments of cloth, catching with
a few deft strokes the proud folds of a toga or the dignity of a red-and-white
nomadic turban, the furtive leer of an unshaven beggar or the
animal grace of a gladiator from the amphitheater that great Caesar
himself had built. Later he would carry the sketches back to his room
and mold figures in damp clay from the best of them.


Ignatius joined him once at his post of observation, seating himself
with a hint of apology on the colored tiling of the floor. He studied the
sketches with which the boy had surrounded himself, making a clucking
sound with his tongue that conveyed approval.


“My son,” he said, lifting up for closer inspection a figure done in
wood of a slouching, bowlegged thief, “you have the gift the gods so
seldom bestow. There is in this one the strong touch of Scopas. Sometimes
I have seen in your work the ease and grace of Praxiteles, but
this one is all Scopas; and for that reason I like it much. And yet you
have never seen any of the work of these truly great men.” He paused
and indulged in a smile at the surprise on the face of the boy. “You
did not guess how much I know about the glorious art of our race.
You hear me railing and browbeating in that room of mine that is
as round as the moon and you see me at meals filled with the troublesome
problems of the day. Ah, my son, the glory that is so nearly lost
to our race fills my mind oftener than the price of olive oil.” He nodded
his head slowly after several moments of reflection. “One day it will
be necessary for you to learn something of the affairs of Ignatius the
merchant so you will not be at a loss when the reins pass into your
hands. But there is plenty of time for that. At the moment it is my
earnest desire that you continue as you are doing.”


There was a long pause then, and Basil knew that his father had
something more to say and was finding it hard. Finally, in a defensively
brusque manner, the merchant asked: “And what of you, my son? Are
you happy here?”


The boy had no hesitation in answering, “Yes, I am very happy.” Then
he added, using the word for the first time since he had come to live in
the high white palace, “Yes, Father.”


Ignatius nodded his head several times, and it was clear that he was
quite moved. “You are a good boy, my Basil,” he said. “I think you are
going to be worthy of the name I gave you. He was a truly great man,
my father. When you get older I will tell you many things about him
that will show what an honor it was for you when I gave you his name.
Yes, my son, we shall have many talks.”


Once when Basil was bathing in his sunken tub, the merchant came
in and watched. It was always a matter of embarrassment to the boy
that he was not permitted to take a bath by himself. Servants would
always be about, some of them girls, to hold towels and pieces of soap
(he had never lost his delight in having plenty of soap that gave so
much lather and smelled so enticing), and he would have to drop off his
tunic and the linen garment he wore next to his skin and then step
naked into the water under the close observation of all these pairs of
eyes. There were four attendants in the room on this occasion when
Ignatius paid his visit.


The merchant watched in silence for several moments and then gave
his head a shake. “It’s clear you have no reason, my son, to be proud of
your muscular development,” he said. He seemed to find some discontent
in this, and it was several moments later that he added: “But I didn’t
select you as a thrower of the discus. It was your spirit that I liked.
Why should I be concerned now that you are as thin as a lath? You will
be much like my father, who was never a strong man.” He seemed to
have discarded now all feeling of disparagement. “You are going to be
tall, and that is what counts. I think you will be taller than all the sons
of the men I call my friends.”
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Basil spent his seventeenth birthday finishing a gift for his father.
He and his mother were making a joint offering of it. Persis had placed
a fine ruby in his hand and suggested that he design a ring to hold it.
He had decorated a narrow band with views of the Acropolis and had
taken very special pains to make the stone show to advantage. To assist
the red gold, which was to serve as the foil beneath, he had covered
it with velvet of a deep wine shade and had placed the ruby on that,
with the result that it glowed in an unnatural splendor. Delighted with
the success of his experiment, Basil had said to his mother, “No king
in the world has a ring on his finger to equal this one.”


But the gift did not arouse in Ignatius the pleasure and gratification
the two donors had anticipated. He looked at it so long in silence that
Basil raised his own eyes from the ring to see what the matter could be.
He discovered then that the face of the merchant was drawn and gray
and that his neck, which had been as round and firm as a column of
stone, had a flaccid look to it.


“Are you ill?” he asked with sudden anxiety.


“Blind! Blind!” said the merchant bitterly, as though speaking to himself.
“I have been stupid, my son. I have wanted you to give all your time
to making beautiful things like this, thinking that in due course I would
teach you what you will need to know when you take my place. But
will there be time? Here I am, with a pain like a hot iron in my side
and the fear of death on me. And what do you know of the care of the
groves, of the sailing of ships, of the accounts? I have been deliberately
blind! And now perhaps it is too late.”


Two days afterward he was dead. The white marble house fell into
silence. No sound rose from the slave quarters; no one moved in the
halls. A cautious hand had turned off the water which ran in the pipes,
and so even the light ripple of the fountains ceased to be heard. The
porters locked all the doors and stood guard in the shadows within. When
Basil went to view his father’s body, the scuffing of his felt heels echoed
in the empty rooms as though a ghost were at large.


He approached the bier with a sense of dread. With his last breath
Ignatius had issued a command against embalming. He did not want
his brains drawn out through his nostrils, he had said; he had found
them good brains and he wanted them left where they belonged inside
his skull because he might have need of them in the strange land to
which he was bound. In accordance with his wish, his body had been
washed and scented with spices from the Far East and then bound in
waxed cerements with such care that each finger and toe was wrapped
separately.


Every care had been taken for the good of his soul. A tall candle
had been lighted at the head of the bier and burned with a clear and
steady flame. Salt had been sprinkled on the cerements in the hope of
deceiving any evil spirits that might be lurking about, for salt was a
concern solely of the living. A clenched fist was capable of fending off
demons, and so the tightly wrapped fingers had been bent together.


Basil had become devoted to his father with the passing of the years.
The sight of the white features above the close windings of the neck
brought tears of pity into his eyes; pity for himself, in reality, because he
had lost so kind a parent and so good a friend. The great merchant had
looked vital and coarse in life, but death was lending dignity to his
blunt features. It was as though he had captured for himself a moment
of the beauty his race had done so much to create in the world.


Basil crept back through the ghostly stillness of the house to his own
room, where he gave way to unrestrained grief. Persis found him
there, having walked from her own extensive suite without any assistance.
This was an unusual performance for her, the invalidism that she had
so indolently practiced having finally become real. Basil, looking at her
through eyes partly blinded with tears, noticed that she was very thin.


“My son,” she said in a voice which contained a pleading note, “you
are right to grieve for him. He was a good man, a kind husband and
father. But, Basil, spare some of your compassion for me.”


The youth raised his head and was surprised to find on her face an
expression she had never worn before. He read there uncertainty and
even fear. What surprised him was that the fear was of him.


“My gentle mother!” he protested. “You must know how much I
love you.”


“Yes,” she said with quick eagerness. “I know that. But—but, my son,
things will be different now. You will be the master. Will you love me
enough still to be kind? As kind as he was?”


“I can never be anything but kind to you.”


“It is easy to say such things.” Her voice rose until it reached an
almost shrill note. “But men change so much when they find all the
wealth and power in their hands. I’ve seen it happen. My own father
was like that, and then my brother. I was happy indeed when I found
favor in the eyes of my husband and so escaped from the tutelage of
my older brother. And now—and now—how can I be sure?”


Basil could not understand her anxiety. Why should she be so apprehensive
of a change in his attitude? She had brought some wealth of
her own when she wedded Ignatius. As his widow she would surely share
in the estate. What hold could he have over her now?


He decided to discuss the point with Quintus Annius. The Roman
was so capable in all things that his employer had once said of him,
“This young man knows more than all the poets put together—I sometimes
think he knows everything.” Quintus had always been too busy
to spare much time for the dreamy son of the family, but there had
been an instinctive liking between them that both had recognized.


He found the secretary in the cubicle he used for his work. It opened
unobtrusively off the magnificent circular room where Ignatius had
received callers. The stone walls were lined with shelves, where papyrus
rolls and written records bulged. The small marble-topped table was
bare save for a document or two; and, for the first time perhaps since
he had assumed his duties, Quintus was doing nothing. To his astonishment,
Basil detected in him some of the hesitation and fear his mother
had shown.


“You also?” he exclaimed. “Am I so much to be feared? I have just
left my mother, who seems to think I will turn into a household tyrant.
And now I suspect you of the same thought.”


“Why are you surprised?” asked the secretary. “Don’t you know what
happens to widows who live under the law of the Twelve Tables? They
are not recognized as human beings with rights of their own. Even
when the widow has property she passes at once under the tutelage of
the new head of the gens, the family. He may dispose of her property
as he sees fit. He may refuse her the right to marry again if she has
any such desire. On the other hand, he may make it hard for her to
refuse a second husband of his own choosing. I hear that in some
Eastern countries it is the custom to burn widows alive on the funeral
pyres of their dead husbands. It sounds barbarous, but I sometimes
wonder if it isn’t kinder than our way.”


Basil took a seat on the other side of the table and regarded his
companion with a worried frown. It was a stifling hot day and his bodily
discomfort equaled the mental distress he was feeling.


“I have heard a little about such matters, but I confess I gave them no
serious thought,” he said. He dipped his hands in a bowl of water standing
beside the table and laved his face slowly. “I begin to see, Quintus, that
I have much to learn.”


“Much indeed, my master,” answered Quintus. It was clear that he
had some hesitation about pursuing the topic further. After a brief delay,
however, he added: “You are in need of advice. There are pitfalls which
perhaps you do not see.”


The legally adopted son of the family had never questioned the future.
It was easy enough to see the possibility of pitfalls for others, but how
could they exist in his own carefully cleared path?


He leaned forward and placed his forearms on the cool marble of
the table.


“To what do you refer?” he asked. “Do you expect—legal difficulties?”


When Quintus did not answer at once, Basil, whose mind, once
aroused, was quick and aggressive, began to understand the difficulty
in which his father’s assistant now found himself. If some kind of legal
complication lay ahead, it would be a matter of concern for the young
Roman to ally himself with the winning faction. Could he be blamed
for thinking of his own interests?


Quintus rubbed a finger thoughtfully down the length of his arched
nose, keeping his eyes lowered. He was deep in consideration of the
problem. When he looked up finally, it was clear he had made his
decision. He smiled and nodded to his companion.


“You are the rightful heir,” he declared, his voice once more precise
and charged with conviction. “You were adopted legally with the five
witnesses and the formula established in the Twelve Tables. I know your
father considered you his son. It is my duty to stand by you and to give
you such support as I may—if the need arises.”


Basil rose to his feet and began in an agitated mood to pace about
the room. As his father had predicted, he had grown tall, a full two
inches above the average in height; but he was slenderly proportioned
and fitted more, if strength were the test, for the sedentary life he had
elected to live than the more active role which was devolving on him
now. The doubts planted in his mind by Quintus Annius had brought a
deep wrinkle of worry to his finely proportioned brow.


“You say you will support me—if the need arises,” he declared, pausing
at the table and gazing down unhappily at its occupant. “What do you
mean by that, Quintus Annius?”


The secretary answered by propounding a question of his own. “What
opinion do you hold of your father’s brother?”


Ignatius had one surviving relation only, a brother named Linus.
Ten years the junior in point of years, Linus had depended on the head
of the family in everything, and it had been due to the guidance and
the financial assistance of Ignatius that the younger brother had attained
some degree of affluence in the shipping trade. The adoption of a son
into the family had been a great blow to Linus, as Basil had been well
aware.


“If your claim could be set aside,” went on Quintus, speaking in a low
tone, “this—this base brother of my noble employer would himself
become the head of the gens.”


“But, Quintus,” cried Basil, finding such doubts bitter to entertain,
“there can be no doubt of my rights in the matter.”


“None whatever. In my mind or in yours. In the minds of fair and
honest men. But, my master, it happens that of the five witnesses three
are now dead. The fourth—his name was Christopher and he was called
Kester of Zanthus—has left Antioch and there seems some uncertainty
as to his whereabouts. Some say he went to Jerusalem. He was over
fifty when the ceremony took place. Can we be sure he is still alive?
This leaves us with one of the five, and I consider it a great misfortune
that the one should be Hiram of Silenus.” He again ran a forefinger
along the bridge of his nose. “Hiram of Silenus is a man of the most
questionable character. I hear his financial standing at the moment is
far from sound. If it entered the mind of Linus to dispute your right,
this base Hiram might prove a very unsatisfactory witness. He might
be persuaded to have lapses of memory, to have indeed a perversity of
recollection to the undoing of your father’s intent.”


“Quintus!” cried Basil. “Why do you raise this terrible doubt?”


“The first lesson you must learn in the world of trade is to consider all
possibilities. I may be alarming you without cause. But—I am afraid
there is reason for fear. I would not be surprised if Linus had already
begun his—his moves in the dark.”


Basil resumed his seat, allowing his head to fall forward into the
support of his cupped hands. He had been completely happy when his
only concern was the making of clay figures and the carving of silver
vessels. This contentious existence into which he had now been plunged
was so obnoxious to him that he found it hard to continue the discussion.


“What can I do?” he asked finally.


“You must establish safeguards,” declared Quintus briskly. He was
now on familiar ground and quite sure of himself. “You must see Hiram
of Silenus at once and sweeten his memory with a rich reward, richer
than Linus can afford to offer. Then there are the magistrates. Their
friendship will be necessary if Linus appeals to the law. They must be
given presents at once. All this I can arrange for you if you have a reluctance
to such matters.”


“Must I bribe men to tell the truth?” cried Basil, his mind revolted at
the need to begin a new life by such methods. “This is dishonest, base,
unclean!”


The secretary seemed unwilling to acquaint this unworldly youth
with the full peril of his position. He paused a long time before saying
anything more.


“You were sold to Ignatius,” he declared finally. “If Linus can convince
the magistrates you were not sold for adoption, what, then, was the
basis of the transaction? You were sold—as a slave.” Quintus looked
steadily into the eyes of the new head of the family, his mouth drawn
into a tight, straight line. “There is no middle ground for you. Either
you are master here or a slave, subject to the orders of Linus. Think of
this well! It would be a mistake, a terrible mistake, not to take every
step to protect yourself against the”—his composure left him suddenly
and he allowed his voice to rise—“against the greed of this man, this
unworthy brother who is like to a boar’s snout, this hoof of a sick camel,
this fester on a leper’s skull!”
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Angry, incredulous, filled with the bitterness of self-blame, Basil rose
and left the court. Heads were turned carefully in the other direction
as he strode out through the crowded room. No one looked up or nodded
to him. The decision had left him an outcast, one to whom free men
did not speak.


One thought filled his mind to the exclusion of everything else, even
of speculation as to what lay before him now. He could not escape
from the face of the magistrate who had presided. It represented the
forces which had led to his undoing. It seemed to him the embodiment
of everything evil, the face of a satyr run to seed. The eyes of this
evil old man had been fixed on him from the moment the hearing
began, filled with scorn and ill will. They seemed to be saying: “You
have been the luckiest of all men, raised from the gutter of the Ward
to untold wealth; you have everything in your favor; you are heir to
the greatest fortune in Antioch, and people scrape before you and
agree with what you say and declare you to be handsome and gifted; you
can have your pick of friends and your choice of wives. But I, Marius
Antonius, represent the law, and because you have been too blind and
too haughty to seek my favor and pay me what it is worth, I have it
in my power to break your pride, to cast you from the heights to the
depths; and that is what I propose to do, O Basil, son so-called of Ignatius,
who shall be forevermore now Basil, son of Theron, seller of pens and
ink.”


Whether Basil would have persuaded himself to the need of bribing
the magistrates and the one important witness, as Quintus Annius had
advised, was something he would never know himself. Linus, the brother
of the dead merchant, had moved too fast. While the heir still debated
the issue in his mind, rebelling at the dishonesty of it, the taurine brother
had brought his action, claiming that he, Basil, was not an adopted son.


It had required no more than one glance at the face of Marius Antonius,
who was called in the city the Bottomless Pocket, to convince the rightful
heir that he had made a mistake. The magistrate was bitter and biting
to him but affable to the plaintiff. He had shown himself from the first to
be biased, directing the questions and prompting the witnesses when
they seemed unsure of their answers. He had snapped off any tendency
to give evidence friendly to the son of the house.


Hiram of Silenus was as unsatisfactory as a witness as the secretary
had predicted. He remembered little, and everything he said was hostile
to the son’s claim. The brass scales had not been struck by the ingot of
lead and so he was certain that the transaction he witnessed had not
been an adoption. Acquaintances of the dead Ignatius testified that he
had made no effort to put authority of any kind in the hands of the
man who claimed to be his adopted son and that the position of the
latter had seemed to be that of a beneficiary being supported while he
developed his talents. Men in trade reported their impressions of the
relationship, always unfavorable to Basil. Persis had not been allowed
to attend and, when Quintus Annius did not appear, Basil’s hopes
expired. The young Roman, it seemed, had preferred at the last to
consult his own interests.


Basil knew that his father had intended to summon a panel of witnesses
and to acknowledge before them that he, Basil, was his adopted son.
Because Ignatius had died too soon, it was now necessary to stand in
court in front of a corrupt judge and listen to an unctuous statement of
the decision.


He reached the street, where the sun blazed down on the white walls
of the great buildings. “This is a world of cruelty and dishonesty,” he
said to himself, staring tautly at the crowds which passed along the
Colonnade. “I, who should have been the richest man in Antioch, am
now a slave. I own nothing and I have no rights in life.”





Persis had dressed herself in the expectation of a rightful verdict. Over
the intimate undergarment, which was white and sleeveless and of cool
linen, she had draped her gayest palla. It was of Tyrian purple, the most
prized of colors and the only one which aided her fading charms. Her
hair had been curled and plaited and she wore a wreath of gold with
precious stones in each leaf, the last gift of her uxorious husband.


But when she trailed her long draperies across the marble floor of her
room to meet Basil on his return, her attire had fallen into sad disorder.
Her hair hung on her forehead in straight, damp wisps. Her face looked
wrinkled and thin.


“My poor boy, my poor boy!” she whispered, pressing her clenched
knuckles to her lips. “What will become of you now? What—what will
become of me?”


“I would have been a failure, Mother, as the head of the family.” Basil
paused and achieved a feeble smile. “I must not call you that again. The
court has ruled I am not your son.”


“You are my son!” She seemed to have taken fire at last. Her eyes
lost their listlessness; she reached out to place a possessive hand on his
shoulder. It was no more than a passing phase, and almost immediately
she lapsed again into a mood of resignation. “He always resented you,”
she said in a low voice, as though afraid of being heard by other ears.
“I could see it in his face. He intended to do this from the very first.
Prying into the books and bribing the servants!” Her eyes were now
filled with tears of self-pity. “He hated me because I complained to
my husband of him once. Basil, Basil, is there nothing you can do to
help us both?”


The dispossessed heir looked down at her with burning eyes. “Not
immediately, Mother. Linus has won. He will be master here.” His
hands were so tightly clenched at his sides that he could feel the nails
cut into his skin. “But I haven’t given up hope, Mother. I am going to
fight him. There is still one chance. I shall go on fighting him if—if
they kill me for it!”


Persis was weeping loudly now. “Oh, why did my husband leave
things like this? He was so careful about everything else. Ignatius, come
back to your distracted wife and the son who has been robbed of his
rights, and tell us what we should do!”


Basil was conscious of eyes on his back as he descended the stairs to
the main floor and of anxious faces peering at him from around corners
and out of darkened doorways. The silence of intense fear hung over the
slave quarters. Castor met him in the lower hall, resentment in every
line of his squat figure.


“He has come, stamping on his heels as though he owned everything,”
he said. “It was different once! He would come to me then and whisper
out of the corner of his mouth, ‘Help me in this, Castor,’ or ‘Get me
those papers which came from the warehouses today when my brother
is through with them.’ He was like a cat with butter on his paws.
When he came in just now, he stared at me and gave that grunt of his.
‘You will be taking my orders, O once mighty Castor,’ he said. ‘Put
away that whip because I am going to rule by the bastinado. How
sensitive are the soles of your feet, my Castor?’ ” The major-domo
stopped abruptly, as though realizing the danger to which he might be
exposing himself with his frankness. He nodded to Basil in as friendly
a manner as he dared assume. “You are wanted at once.”


The new head of the gens was sitting in his brother’s chair when the
dispossessed heir entered the circular room. His head, which had once
been covered with a thatch of tight-curling reddish hair, had been
shaved as a sign of mourning, and it had something of the look of a
ripe squash. Because of the heat of the day he had drawn the skirt of
his tunic up around his hips, and his fat bare legs were spread out in
front of him. There was a triumphant and malicious glitter in his pinkish-red
eyes.


“You have been sold,” he announced. “To Sosthene of Tarsus, the
silversmith.”


Basil had been expecting some such announcement and he was not
much disturbed. Being sent back to the Ward of the Trades might be
better than remaining here. He could detect sounds of activity in the
room back of him, which the secretary occupied. “Quintus has lost no
time in changing sides,” he thought. “I wish him joy of his new master.”
He was fully aware, nevertheless, that the fault did not rest on the
shoulders of that capable young Roman but on his own.


“This knack of yours”—there was a slighting edge to the voice of Linus—“gave
you some small value. I drove as good a bargain as I could, but in
spite of that I got little enough for you. You will go to your master at
once. I don’t want you here a moment longer than is necessary, so be on
your way, my once proud Ambrose, son of the laziest seller of pens in all
Antioch.”


“The Romans would crucify me it I killed him now,” said Basil to himself.
“I must swallow everything he says—and wait.”


“You understand, don’t you, that you have no possessions now? Take
nothing with you but the clothes you wear. I would strip you to the skin
and send you on your way in sackcloth, but if I did there would be people
to find fault with me. The tools you used and the trinkets you made are
no longer yours. They belong here. They have been collected and put
away.”


“They are mine!” Basil looked up at the new master of the household
for the first time. “I know something of the law and I can prove——”


Linus threw back his head and let out a loud guffaw. “So you want
more of the law, do you? More of Marius Antonius? You stupid ox, get
yourself gone before I invoke the law myself. A slave has no rights in a
Roman court. I think your stupidity exceeds your pride.” He raised one
broad sleeve of his tunic and wiped the perspiration from his brow. “I
give you a word of warning. You are not to see any members of this
family. Most particularly, you are not to talk to the lady Persis. You must
not communicate with her in any way. Is that clear in your mind, slave?
If you come here on any excuse, I shall have you beaten and driven away
like a thief!”




BOOK ONE





CHAPTER I
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For two years the Great Colonnade, with its four rows of pillars
like Roman soldiers on parade, had cut Basil off from everything that
seemed worth while in life. He lived in the Street of the Silversmiths,
which was narrow and turgid and filled at all hours with chaffering and
expostulation. Here he sat at a rear window, in a sweltering hole under
the roof, working through the hours of day and often into the night, with
his hammers and chasing tools, his pots of wax and his soldering wicks.
He was subject to the sullen humors of his master, who was called
Sosthene of Tarsus, and the tinderlike temper of his mistress, who kept
him under pressure to produce more and more.


From his window he could see the tops of the Colonnade columns and
even a segment of parapet that he believed to be part of the house, once
the property of Ignatius and now rightfully his.


Sosthene was small and black and at his trade he was quick and skillful.
In the beginning he had been helpful. He would watch Basil at work and
then suddenly he would shake his head and take the tools out of the boy’s
hands.


“No, no!” he would say with a rising intonation that made his voice
seem to screech. “Not that way. By Zeus, by Apollo, by Pan! By Men!
By all the gods! See, stupid one. Do it thus. And thus.”


In spite of his great skill with the tools, the little man had no sense of
beauty, and what he produced was dull and uninspired. It brought small
prices in the shop below. The results were different when Basil had
learned the tricks of the trade, for then everything he did glowed with
beauty. Using the sketches he had made on the aliyyah, he produced busts
and figurines that began to satisfy him in an increasing degree; but never
completely, for he remained fiercely self-critical. They pleased the customers
of the shop. Everything he made was sold, quickly and at good
prices.


He never went out. This was due to a disinclination to meet old friends
while wearing the cloth of servitude, but as time went on a more tangible
reason had developed for remaining out of sight. He realized that his
safety depended on not being seen. Linus knew that public opinion had
been against him and that all Antioch was convinced he had robbed his
brother’s rightful heir. It required no special knowledge of the way that
evil mind worked to be sure he would never be at rest as long as Basil
remained a reproach to his possession.


Linus was not only increasing the wealth Ignatius had left but he was
already a force in politics. He was hand in glove with the Roman authorities.
It was being told around that he had great plans; that he was buying
ships and organizing more and more camel trains; that he was setting up
his personal agents everywhere. He would soon be in a position to enforce
his desires.


Basil lived in fear of Linus from the day that a note reached him in the
Street of the Silversmiths. A stranger slipped it into the hand of Agnes,
the small Jewish girl, a slave like himself, who did such household work
as was needed. The stranger had said in a hasty whisper, “Put this into
the hand of Basil, son of Ignatius.” Agnes had willingly risked the beating
she would have received had her part in the transaction become known.
She was a tiny wisp of a girl, flat-chested and thin, with unnatural spots
of color in her cheeks. She waited until the time came to sweep out his
room at the end of the working day. It was dark then and Basil was sitting
at the open window. He was in a mood of the deepest dejection and paid
no attention to her until she said in a whisper, holding out her broom of
sturdy willow withes, “See, it is for you.”


A piece of parchment was stuck in the osiers. He reached down quickly
and took it. It proved to be an unsigned note, written in Koine, and in an
unfamiliar hand.




The head of the usurper lies uneasy on the pillow and he dreams of
means to rid himself of the one he has wronged. Go not out on the
streets. Have no speech with strangers. You will not be safe as long as
you remain in Antioch.





Basil did not know who had sent him the warning. He was certain it
had not come from his adopted mother. It was reported that her health
was increasingly bad and, in any event, she lacked the energy for a step
of such daring. He concluded finally that the note had come from Quintus
Annius, who would be in the best position to know the designs of Linus.
Perhaps the young Roman’s conscience had prompted him to this one
effort in his behalf. Whatever the motive had been, Basil believed the
danger to be real. If he desired to live (sometimes he did not care), he
must find some means of getting away.


Sosthene’s wife brought him his meals. She was called Eulalia, which
means fair of speech and was, therefore, the least suitable of all names for
the double-tongued woman who bore it. She was the real head of the
household, ruling her husband as rigidly as she did the two slaves. She
never failed to be in the shop when a customer called, and it required an
iron will to get away from her without making a purchase. All money
went immediately into her hands, and it was one of the jokes in the Ward
of the Trades that Sosthene never had as much as a half shekel or even
a mite in his possession from one year’s end to another.


There were two meals in this household of extreme frugality, the first
at ten in the morning, the second at five in the evening. Eulalia would
carry a battered tray up to Basil to save the time he would waste in walking
up and down the stairs that were on the outside of the house. She
would stand by and watch while he finished his meal, her eyes following
each morsel of food from the dish to his mouth as though begrudging it.
The fare was always of the plainest kind. Meat was provided twice a
week only, and the usual dishes were vegetables, cheese, fruit, and coarse
black bread. The wine was thin and sour, and of this he was allowed no
more in a week than three and a half pints.


“The reward of diligence,” she would invariably say as she picked up
the tray. “Such bounteous meals will be forthcoming only if you stay close
to your work.”


On the day after the receipt of the warning he stopped her with a question
before she reached the door with the empty tray.


“Do you sell all the things I make?”


Eulalia had stretched out an arm, so thin and withered that it resembled
the stalk of a sunflower when the frosts are ready to cut it down, to open
the door. She drew back at once.


“Is it concern of yours?” she demanded harshly.


Basil nodded. He had never been afraid of her and had won on that
account a grudging measure of respect. “It is concern of mine. Would
you like to make much more money out of the work I do?” He waited a
moment before adding, “There is a way.”


She placed the tray on the floor with a jolt that spilled what was left of
the goat’s milk, and walked back to confront him, hands on hips, her
black eyes fixed as implacably on his as those of a hawk that sights below
the slow beating of a victim’s wings.


“What do you mean by that?” she demanded. “You are a slave. Everything
you do belongs to us—to me, because I am the holder of the purse.
Have you not been doing your best work? Is that what you are telling
me?”


Basil shook his head. “No. I do the best I can. Always.” He held out
his hands, palms turned upward. They had changed from the soft white
of the easy days when slaves had tended him, laving them with great care
and rubbing them with costly unguents. They were now soiled with acids
and callused from continuous work. He was finding it impossible to remove
the grime with the niggardly fragment of soap allowed him. “There
is so much these hands must learn. If I had the means of instruction, I am
sure I could produce work such as has never before been seen in Antioch.
Do you believe me? If not, ask the rich men to whom you are selling
what I make now. They will open your eyes.” He let his hands drop to
his lap. “I can learn no more here. If I stay, I shall not be capable of doing
much better than I do now.”


“Your master shows you everything——” she began.


Basil brushed aside the suggestion of learning more from Sosthene of
Tarsus. “He cannot show me the things I must know. I have already
passed beyond him. He knows it, and so do you, as well as I do. Send me
to one of the great silversmiths in Athens or Rome. Make an agreement
with me that within a certain period I am to be a free man but that for
as long as I live I am to pay you a share, a large share, of everything I
earn. This I promise you: I will make you rich beyond any dream of
wealth you may have in your head at this moment.”


It was clear from the expression on the passionately acquisitive face of
the woman that she grasped the possibilities in his proposal. She breathed
heavily as she thought it over. But in the end she shook her head, bitterly
reluctant to give up such a prospect, but too convinced of the drawbacks
to consent.


“Such a risk!” she cried. “If we let you go, we might never see you
again. No, no, no! How can I tell what schemes you are hatching in that
mind of yours? You are a clever one. You are as sly as a fox. You are
trying to get away, that is all. I can read things in your face. No, no, no!
I must not listen to your schemes.” It was clear she was working herself
up into one of her rages over her inability to accept an idea that promised
such rich rewards. “We are not getting good prices for what we sell. You
may think so, but it is not true.” She shook her head at him, fiercely,
angrily. “I shall see to it, slave, that we do better out of you from now on.
It is clear to me you have not been doing your best. There will be no
shirking. You must get these notions out of your head or I will have my
husband beat them out of you.” She laughed shrilly. “You want to go to
Rome, do you? Let me tell you, they know how to treat presumptuous
slaves in Rome. They crucify them. They nail them to the cross upside
down.”


She whisked up the tray with an angry motion, spilling the milk on the
floor, and stamped out.


Never in the two years that he had existed in the house of Sosthene had
the bitter shrew who ruled it been unable to carry his meals to him. Yet
it came about that the very day after this talk she was visited by a malady
which chained her to her bed. The tray in the evening had to be taken up
by Agnes. The latter came in proudly, carrying it above her head. She
began to talk in cautious tones as soon as the food had been deposited on
the workbench beside him.


“I think the mistress is possessed of a new devil, a ruah ra’ah,” she said.
“She tosses about and moans and I think her voice is different. Perhaps it
is the ruah ra’ah which talks. Of course she has always had a devil in her.
It may be the same one and that it is getting worse.” She was silent for a
moment and watched him as he munched on a piece of goat’s-milk
cheese. “Do you want to know what I think about this devil? I think she
walked into the shadow of the moon under an acacia tree. That is where
the ruah ra’ah always stays. As soon as she came there, the devil jumped
right down her throat. If it stays inside her, she will be more cruel to us
than ever.”


Basil was more interested in her talk, he found, than in the food. He
pushed the tray, which still contained most of his supper, to one side.


“Oh, Basil, aren’t you hungry at all?” cried Agnes. She was on the point
of tears because of his lack of appetite. “You must eat more. You will
become ill, like me, if you don’t. And you know what you leave tonight
will be sent up to you tomorrow, and it will be stale then and tasteless. I
took such pains with your supper tonight!”


He had been watching her with pity, noticing the hollows under her
cheekbones and her unhealthy flush. She coughed continuously. To please
her, he began to eat again.


“Basil,” said the girl, hovering over him with a solicitude which was
doubly unselfish in one so clearly in need of help herself, “you are very
unhappy. I cry whenever I think of you. My poor Basil! I want to help
you. And I can, if you will listen to me.” She shook her head with emphasis
and then asked a question. “Do you know anything about angels?”


“No,” he answered. “It is a new word. What does it mean?”


“I didn’t think you knew. You are not a Jew. You are a Greek, and the
Greeks know nothing of the truth.” She said this as a matter of course
and with no intent to show superiority. “My father and mother were so
poor they had to sell me as a slave. They were unhappy about it and my
mother wept all the time before I left; but there would have been no food
for the little brothers if they had not sold me. My mother told me many
things I must always remember. She said I must never forget I am of the
Jewish race and that the children of Israel are the chosen people of the
great Jehovah. And she told me all about the angels.” She paused to press
a stalk of onion into his hand. It was crisp and young and undoubtedly
she had experienced some difficulty in keeping it for him. “My mother
told me that angels are wonderful beings who sit beside the great Jehovah
and do His bidding. She said she had seen them herself. They have beautiful
faces and they have wings to carry them back and forth between
heaven and earth. When I was leaving, she began to weep harder than
ever and she said, ‘My poor little girl, always remember that Mefathiel is
the angel to whom slaves pray. He is the Opener of Doors.’ ”


Everything Basil had heard about the Jewish people and their strange
faith had interested him, but this talk about angels transcended everything
he had been told before. If there was only one God, as the Jews said, it
was easy to think that He would need an army of assistants to carry out
His orders. Basil found himself ready to accept the existence of these beautiful,
winged creatures.


“Agnes, there are doors which must be opened for me,” he said earnestly.
“Do you think your Mefathiel would help me?”


“Oh yes. Of course he would help you. He can open prisons. He can
break down the sides of mountains. If you pray to him and he listens, he
will open any door you want. Even”—she looked back at the entrance to
the room before finishing—“even the door of this house.”


Basil said to her: “Agnes, I shall pray to Mefathiel every night. Perhaps
there are others who could help me also. Is there an angel of memory?”


She nodded quickly, delighted that she was able to be of help to him.
“Yes, that is Zachriel. He is a very great angel, because if people did not
remember they would not remain true to the one God. The most important
thing of all is to remember God and the Laws, and so Zachriel sits
close to Jehovah. My mother said he is always at God’s right hand.”


“Perhaps he would be too busy to listen if I prayed to him.”


There seemed to be a doubt in her mind on this point. “He is a very
busy angel,” she conceded. “But you can try.”


“You had better go now,” he said, aware that time had been passing
quickly. “The master’s wife will be angry because we have been talking.”


“She will twist my arm to make me tell her what was said. But I won’t!”
The child gave her head a defiant toss. “She has done it often, but I have
never given in. She won’t get anything out of me.”


That night, following the instructions the slave girl had given him before
leaving, Basil went to the open window and sank down on his knees.
He turned his eyes in the direction of the stars.


“O Mefathiel,” he said, “I have no right to speak to you because you
are an angel of the Jews and I am not a Jew. I am Greek. Because I am
Greek you may not hear my voice. But if you do hear me, most kind of
angels, I want to tell you that a door must be opened for me if I am not
to fall into the hands of my worst enemy. The door must be opened for
me at once or it will be too late. If you look down and see me as I am,
you will think me unworthy of your help. But remember this, O Mefathiel:
I am a slave and I wear the clothes in which I came two years ago.
I have worn nothing else since, and you will think me no better than a
beggar at the city gate. Am I worth saving? you may ask, O generous
Opener of Doors. I do not know. All I can tell you is that I have a certain
gift for making things with my hands, and this I promise: If the doors
of my prison swing open, I shall work very hard and I shall always strive
to keep this gift from tarnish.


“And thou, O Zachriel,” he went on, “of whose greatness I have just
been told, do this much for a man who has never prayed to thee before.
Never let me forget, Angel of Memory, those who have been kind to me
and those who have taken great risks to be of help when I needed help.
This I beg of you, as I do not want to be guilty of ingratitude, which is a
great fault but a very easy one to commit.”


The rest of his prayer was delivered with an intensity that told how
deeply he felt.


“I beg that my memory will remain so clear that I shall forget none of
the wrongs which have been done me. Keep the thought of my misfortunes
so fresh in my mind that I may strive to undo the ill that has been
done to me and to those who depended on me. Let my memory feed my
resolution to be avenged on my enemies when the right day comes. This
I beg of thee, Zachriel, Angel of Memory.”
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It was three nights later. Sosthene and his wife had climbed to their
tiny rooftop, where a hint of breeze, tainted with the smells of the city,
reached them over the huddle of parapets. It was so dark when the caller
came, asking for the master of the house, that Agnes could see nothing of
him, save that he was old and had a very long beard.


“You want the master?” she repeated. “Is it a matter to be talked over
with him?”


“Yes. It is a matter to be talked over.”


“Is there, perhaps, something to be decided?”


The visitor smiled, amused at her insistence. “There is something to
be decided.”


“Then,” declared the girl, “I had better ask the mistress to come down
too. When there is something to be decided, she does the deciding.”


The old man laughed at this and patted her head. “You are bright, my
child. I can see you will be one to do the deciding yourself when you grow
up and become a woman.”


Agnes shook her head and sighed. “Oh no. I am not well and I am not
going to grow up.”


The visitor moved closer to her so that he could see her face by the
light of the small lamp she was carrying. He studied her carefully and
with an air as sad as her own. “It is true, my child, that you are not well,”
he said. “You will not get better if you continue to live in a place as close
and hot as this. You need much fresh air and rest and good food. And you
need loving care, my good little child.”


Agnes answered simply and without any intention of arousing his sympathies
further, “I am a slave. A slave does not have these things. I must
live here with my master and mistress.”


The old man’s manner became even more depressed. “In this life there
are many things which are wrong, and of them, I believe, slavery is the
worst. Someday, my child, there will be a great change in the world. A
shining figure will come down out of the sky and after that there will be
no more wickedness or slavery or bodily ills. I hope it will come to pass
soon; even in time to save you from—from all the troubles I foresee.”


Eulalia led the way down the outside stairs, followed by a grumbling
Sosthene. “Well, and what is it you want?” she demanded. “Is there something
you wish to buy?”


The visitor hesitated. “Yes,” he said finally. “I think I may tell you
there is something I want to buy. But we must not discuss it here. I feel
there are ears in the darkness and that curiosity presses about us as closely
as the heat of the night.”


“Come inside,” said Eulalia, all graciousness now that she saw the possibility
of a sale.


She led the way into the shop on the ground floor and lighted a lamp
suspended from the ceiling. By the limited illumination thus afforded it
could be seen that the visitor was well advanced in years. He had a kind
and understanding eye but with enough of an air of resolution to make it
clear that he was not one to be imposed upon. For his part, he gave a
quick glance about the small shop, noting the cheapness of most of the
things for sale, the oriental masks, the daggers and bronze swords, the
incense lamps, the jewel boxes from the desert country. Then he allowed
his eyes to rest on the owner and his wife, studying them with great
care.


“I must ask some questions,” he said. “You have in your household
one Basil, a worker in silver and gold. I understand he made himself,
without aid or suggestion, a figure of Athena, which was sold to the Greek
banker Jabez, who is a collector of works of art. This is true?”


Sosthene was on the point of answering, but his wife’s sharp elbow
nudged him into silence. “Yes,” she said. “He is a slave and our property.
He made the figure.”


“And the silver vase with the head of Theseus in relief, which one of
the magistrates in the city is fortunate enough to possess?”


“That also was of his fashioning.”


“And the plaque with moonstones, which a Jewish merchant bought
from you as a gift for his wife?”


Eulalia nodded. “He designed the plaque. Is there something you want
him to make for you? We can promise that you will be more than
satisfied.”


The visitor continued his study of them, one hand smoothing the
strands of his long silky beard. “It is not the work of his hands I desire to
buy from you,” he said finally. “It is his freedom. I come to offer you any
reasonable amount you may name.”


The woman of the house indulged in a cackling laugh. “The sum would
be beyond your means, old man. My husband and I have our own idea of
the value of this slave. It is high—very, very high.”


There was a nod of agreement from the visitor. “The price might be
fixed at a high figure if you had nothing in the future to consider. But
what of tomorrow? Will it be high then, or the day after? You must be
aware that—that this young man who is called Basil may have no value
at all if you wait that long.”


At this point Sosthene projected himself into the discussion. “The years
have made you addled in the head,” he declared roughly. A sense of
resentment took possession of him. “What is your purpose, dotard, in
coming to us with such talk? Do you count us as stupid as the partridge
that can be run down and clubbed to death? You are too well seasoned
for such joking!”


“I know the price you paid for the boy.” The visitor was speaking now
in tones so low that no ears beyond the confines of the stiflingly hot room
could have heard him. “Linus made it low purposely because it was his
thought to put more shame on the victim of his plotting. He is sorry now
that he sold the young man at any price. Why? Because he wants nothing
so much as to have his victim removed from his path. He will never feel
secure as long as Basil is alive. He is powerful and the law nods at his
say-so.” There was a moment of silence. The visitor waited just long
enough to let the full significance of what he had said sink deep into their
selfish and acquisitive minds. “If the young man were killed tonight—or
the day after—what compensation would Linus pay you? Would you
dare go to law, thereby accusing him of murder? Or would you be wise
enough to accept your loss and do nothing?”


The silence remained unbroken. The old man was conscious of the
deep breathing of his two auditors and the conflict of fear and cupidity in
their eyes.


“This may be stated as truth,” he went on. “If the boy remains within
reach of the agents of Linus, he will not be alive a week from today.”


“What knowledge do you have that you speak so boldly?” asked Eulalia
in a whisper.


“I am one who has no desire to see Linus succeed in his purpose. Need
we probe any deeper?” The visitor glanced about him again and then took
a seat at one end of the table where during the day most of the goods for
sale were displayed. From somewhere in the folds of his spotless white
tunic he produced a bottle of ink and a reed pen, then a sheet of parchment
on which writing had been set down. “See,” he said, holding up the
parchment. “An order on Jabez, the banker. It will be honored when you
present it to him, even tonight if the need to have the money presses on
your minds. It is for double the amount you paid to Linus for the young
man.”


The faces of the silversmith and his wife seemed in the semidarkness
of the room as drawn and grotesque as the dance masks which hung on
the walls. Their eyes had drawn in to pin points, as sharp as the sword
blades standing upright in a corner rack.


The visitor continued to speak quietly. “In an hour’s time, when sleep
has taken sway over your neighbors and there are neither ears nor eyes
in the dark, the boy and I will slip away. You will not see either of us
again.”


Sosthene drew his wife to one side and whispered to her in desperate
haste. “We would be mad to listen to him. What will Linus do if he finds
we have let the boy go?”


His wife regarded him with fitting scorn. “Head of mutton! In the
morning we go to the authorities and we say that a valuable slave has run
away from us during the night. We demand aid of the law in finding
him.”


She had spoken in so low a tone that the visitor could not possibly have
heard what was said. At this point, nevertheless, he interjected a comment
that indicated he was aware of what had passed between them. “You will
not dare go to the authorities with any such tale. You must sign a full
release tonight, restoring to him his liberty without any restrictions. In
the document I shall give you to sign, it will be stated that you relieve
him of any obligations of obsequium and officium and that you will not
oppose his restoration at once to the citizenship he enjoyed before.”


Eulalia was too startled for several moments to make any move. Then
she drew her husband aside and began to whisper in his ear. “This is
what we must do. We must sign the paper and get our money. Then we
shall go to Linus and say we were forced into it——”


“Do you not know,” asked the old man, “that I can hear every word
you say? Nay, I can do more. I can read the thoughts which enter your
mind. My advice to you, false woman, is to cease for once your wicked
conniving.”


“You cannot frighten us!” she cried.


“You think I cannot do what I say?” The visitor’s eyes held her, and
she could neither avert her gaze from him nor move away. “This much
I shall give you as a proof. You are thinking that when you have the
money you will hide it in the bowl of brass at the bottom of the disused
well in your cellar. The well so carefully covered that no one guesses its
existence. You are thinking of the piece of land you will buy with the gold
outside the city walls, the little farm of the Three Pear Trees.”


Eulalia gasped in surprise and dismay. “Husband,” she cried, “let us sign
and get our money! We must not go against this old man. I am afraid of
him!”
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Basil had closed the curtain in his small window to protect himself
from the insects which hummed in the darkness without. The breeze
had died down completely and the curtain hung without a trace of movement.
The atmosphere of the room was like a baker’s oven when the fire
is banked.


He sat perfectly still on the wooden bench where he spent his long
working hours. If his body was inactive, his mind was feverishly busy. He
was wondering when Linus would strike and what he might do to save
himself.


“If he makes up his mind to have me killed,” he thought, “he will send
his men up over the rooftops. They will cross the Street of the Sailmakers
and take to the roofs above the Bazaar. They will come to this window.”
He glanced about him in the darkness. “I might keep them from getting
in if I had a weapon. It is a narrow space.” After further thought he made
up his mind to go downstairs when Sosthene was asleep and get the largest
of the bronze swords. The swords had no trace of a cutting edge, but
they were heavy.


He was so concerned with the danger in which he conceived himself
to stand that he did not perceive at first the small light cast on the opposite
wall by someone appearing in the door with a hand-shaded candle. He
did not know that he had a visitor, in fact, until a voice said, “May I enter,
my son?”


At first he thought this unexpected arrival had been sent by Linus and
he sprang to his feet, fumbling in the dark for the largest of his knives
that lay on the workbench.


“I have startled you,” said the visitor. “I should have hailed you from
the stairs as I climbed. I did not do so because it seemed wise not to rouse
the neighbors.”


Basil saw now that the newcomer was of venerable appearance. A multitude
of fine lines had collected at the corners of his eyes, giving him a look
of benevolence. There was something familiar about the face of the old
man, and for a moment he believed this was because the miracle he had
been hoping for had come to pass.


“I know who you are,” he said eagerly. “You are the angel Mefathiel.
You have come in answer to my prayers. You—you are the Opener of
Doors.”


A smile of great kindness lighted up the face of the visitor. “No, my
son, I am not the angel Mefathiel. But I am happy to hear you have been
making your prayers to him. It is well to pray when troubles perch on
your back and your pillow is cheated of sleep. It is well to pray at all
times, even when there are no troubles and no petitions to be made. But
I am not an angel. I am a common man and my name will mean nothing
to you. I am called Luke and I have some knowledge of herbs and the
cure of sicknesses. Because of this some men speak of me as Luke the
Physician.”


Memory flooded back into Basil’s mind. This was the tall and kindly
man who had stood at the side of the congregation when his real father
had taken him to the synagogue at Ceratium. He had failed to recognize
him at once because his beard, which had been a fiery red, was now as
white as snow.


“You are a Christian,” said Basil. “I saw you once, many years ago. My
father, my real father, whose name was Theron and who sold pens, took
me to a beautiful temple to hear a man named Paul of Tarsus preach to
the people. I could not have been more than seven years old at the time.
But I have always remembered how you looked.”


“Yes, I am a Christian.” The visitor came into the room and placed the
candle on the workbench. “You have been expecting a miracle. I am not
a worker of miracles, my son. Sometimes, when I am about the work of
my Master, I hear words spoken in my mind which I know to be instructions,
but in what follows I am no more than an instrument. I am a plain
man and my chief duty is to write about what other men, much greater
men than I, are doing to spread the truth. I do not speak to the multitudes.
I have no power of healing in my hands. The flame has never appeared
above my head, nor have I been given the gift of tongues. Men in whose
honesty I have every faith have told me of seeing angels, and so I have
always believed them. But I must be honest with you and say that I, Luke
the Physician, have never seen an angel with my own eyes.”


He seated himself on the bench and motioned to Basil to do the same.
Placing a reassuring hand on the boy’s arm, he went on: “But it may be
that we have played our parts in a miracle tonight. How do I know that
my visit is not the result of the prayers you have addressed to the angel
Mefathiel? I thought the plan had been conceived in my own mind, but
the angel may have put the thought there in the first place. That, my
son, is how most miracles come about. It is not necessary to have a bolt of
fire from the sky or the sound of a heavenly Voice. Miracles are happening
all the time, at all hours of the day and night; and they come about
quietly, just like this, with two men talking together, perhaps, in a darkened
room and the world asleep outside. This, at any rate, I may tell you:
I have come tonight to take you away.”


“Then you are the angel!” cried Basil, his spirits leaping for joy. “You
are Mefathiel in disguise. You say it is not so, but I am sure of it. You are
the Opener of Doors.”


“I have no wings on my shoulders.” Luke smiled so warmly that the
boy felt his heart go out to him. All sense of fear and distress left his mind.
For the first time since he had received the warning note he had a feeling
of security. “There is no time to tell you everything,” continued Luke,
“but this much you should know. There is a man of great wealth, and of
great years, whose granddaughter is the apple of his eye. Before he dies
this fine old man desires that a likeness be made of him in silver for her
to keep. Knowing that the arts flourish in Antioch, he sent word to Luke
the Physician that he desired the best artificer in silver who could be
obtained. I had heard of you and tonight I saw your master. I bought
your freedom from him, so that you could go to do the bidding of this
fondest of grandsires. Here is the document that restores to you your
freedom.”


Basil could scarcely believe that this had happened to him, that not only
was he free again but that his escape from the power of Linus had been
provided.


They had been conversing in Koine, the commercial Greek which was
used very largely in Antioch. Luke now asked if he knew any other language
and Basil answered that he spoke Aramaic. He had done some
reading in the Greek classics and had a small smattering of Latin. “Very
small,” he added with a smile.


“It is the Aramaic you will use where you are to go,” said Luke. “It is
fortunate you can speak it.”


“Before you came, my benefactor,” declared Basil, “I was certain I
would never see the outside again. But now I have no fear. I think I would
risk walking into that circular room, where my father used to sit and
which Linus now occupies in his place, and telling him to do his worst.”
His spirits had risen so high he found it impossible to remain still. He
wanted to go out into the darkness of the rooftops and shout to the world
that he was free and that the path to fame and fortune lay at his feet. “I
will work hard to justify your choice of me,” he went on. “And I shall be
grateful to you all my life for putting this chance in my hands.” He
paused, aware that he must not weary this new friend with protestations,
but conscious of a great curiosity as to the nature of the task ahead of him.
“May I ask one question?”


“You want to know where you are being sent. It is to Jerusalem.”


“Jerusalem!” Excitement boiled up again in Basil’s veins. The name of
Jerusalem was a potent one. Not Antioch the beautiful, not Rome the all-powerful,
exerted the hold on the imaginations of men which this old city
on the hills of Israel had gained. Apart from this, however, the boy had
another reason for being glad he was to visit the city that clustered about
the golden dome of the Temple of the One God. It was to Jerusalem that
Kester of Zanthus had gone when he left Antioch, the missing witness
who might enable him to have the verdict that deprived him of his fortune
set aside.


Luke rose to his feet. “We should be on our way. There is much for us
to do before the sun rises again.”


Basil hesitated. “I will be sorry to go and leave my fellow slave here.
Did you see a girl when you were below whose name is Agnes? She has
been very good to me, so good that I wonder if it is in your power to do
anything for her as well.”


Luke’s manner took on a new gravity. “I saw the child. She is quite ill,
and I am compelled to tell you that she hasn’t long to live. Less than a
year, I am afraid. The wasting disease has its hold on her and nothing
may now be done for her.” He went on with every evidence of reluctance:
“There are such cases all over the world. Much as we may want to help
them, it is out of our power. The good friend in Jerusalem is a man of
wealth, but we are making heavy demands on him now and I can see no
reason for pressing the case of this poor child on his attention. It has cost
a great deal more to buy your freedom than he had expected.”


“Her freedom would take a very small sum,” urged Basil. “Then she
could have proper care for—for as long as she has to live. I know it is
asking too much. But in all truth, I find it hard to persuade myself to go
without her. Could there not be a miracle?”


“We may pray for a miracle, you and I.” The physician ran his fingers
thoughtfully over his long beard. “All I can say beyond that is that I will
speak about it when I follow you to Jerusalem. The man in question has a
kind heart, and he might be persuaded to do as you wish.” He nodded his
head slowly. “And now, are you ready, my son?”


Basil did not need further urging. “I have nothing to take,” he said,
springing to his feet. “A slave has no possessions. I wish there had been
time to wash myself properly. I have had no chance here to keep myself
clean.”


“Where I take you,” said Luke, “there will be a warm bath and a fresh
linen tunic for you to don.” He picked up the candle and raised it above
his head for a closer survey of this youth on whom his choice had fallen.
He seemed pleased at what he saw. “I think the gentle old man in Jerusalem
will be in accord with what I have done, even though it has been a
somewhat costly transaction.”


Basil walked to the window and threw back the dirt-encrusted curtain.
“It will be safer for us to leave by the roof,” he said.


A change came over his visitor. Luke seemed to grow visibly taller.
The human kindliness of his eyes disappeared and they became instead
like deep and mysterious pools. He had denied that he communed with
angels, but at this moment he seemed to have taken on himself the outward
guide of a messenger from the world of the spirit.


“Listen to me, my son,” he said. His voice also had changed and it now
carried a deep and commanding tone. “It is not necessary for us to run
away from danger. I shall walk down the stairs and through the door to
the street, and you must follow me. It will not matter if that evil man
Linus has placed assassins outside the house to do you harm. We shall
walk through them unscathed as Daniel when he stood in the den of the
lions.” He laid a hand on the boy’s arm and urged him toward the stairs.
“Have no fear. We do not go alone. The Lord will go with us.”




CHAPTER II
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The heat had been intense on the road to Aleppo and yet, curiously
enough, there had been something almost of benevolence about it, as
though its sole purpose was to be good to living creatures, even to men.
The old city had appeared at a distance like a saffron concoction on a
shallow platter of green held out in welcome by the bronze hands of the
gods of the hills. On close inspection the town proved to be a baffling
maze of narrow lanes with astonishing bazaars comparable only to Time,
which has no beginning and no end. Basil, child of the Ward of the
Trades, lost himself in these vastnesses and only through the help of a
beggar, whose sores were honest, found his way back, late and shamefaced,
to the great khan inside the Antioch Gate.


He was there in time to witness the belated arrival of Adam ben Asher,
to whom they had been directed. The latter proved to be a study in incongruities;
a figure of bulging girth and yet obviously as tough as leather;
his skin blackened by desert suns and his eyebrows the bushiest of black
penthouses, while his lively and roving eyes were of a most unusual shade
of gray. Contrasts were to be observed also in the matter of his dress.
With a flowing tunic bearing the red stripe of the desert nomad, he wore
high-laced shoes that suggested a Greek dandy and a belt that could have
come from nowhere but the distant and fabulous Cathay. He talked in the
high-pitched voice of the professional teller of tales, he gestured like a
camel trader, he fell in and out of rages as easily as a player of parts. His
talk never ceased, and it was amusing, blistering, and laudatory in turn. He
was openly and professedly a friend of every man on the caravan trails.


He crossed the courtyard of the khan, his voice shrill in greeting of
Luke the Physician. A clout on the chest knocked the latter off balance
and an immediate thump between the shoulder blades saved him from
falling. “You look as cool as the snows of Ararat,” Adam declaimed.
What errand brings you here? Do you go to prepare the way for the
Brave Voices in a conquest of Bavil?”[1]
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The name commonly applied to Bagdad.










Luke had accepted the buffeting in good grace, but he protested what
Adam had said. “It hurts me to hear you speak in this way,” he said.


“Because I call Paul and Peter and the rest of your friends the Brave
Voices? Come, what am I to call them? I stand by the old beliefs and the
Law of Moses and I cannot bring myself to speak of these followers of
the Nazarene as apostles. What then? Brave Voices is as good as any
name. If it implies a small measure of disrespect, it indicates at the same
time that the Christian leaders have courage. Can you expect me to do
more?” He burst into a loud guffaw. Ending it abruptly, he shot a question
at Luke. “What brings you to Aleppo?”


“I bring you this lad,” said Luke. “He goes to Jerusalem, and it is the
wish of Joseph of Arimathea that he make the journey in your train.”


The light eyes of the mahogany-skinned nomad turned in Basil’s direction.
They took in every detail of his appearance, the youthful thinness,
the wide brow, noting also the short-sleeved colobium of the free man,
which the youth wore with such gladness.


“Who is he?” demanded Adam ben Asher, not lowering his voice.
“He’s too young, I think, to be one of the Brave Voices, but there’s a
suspicious glitter in his eye. There’s something about him that makes me
uneasy. What is it?”


“Adam ben Asher,” said Luke in an urgent tone, “it will be better if
you refrain from shouting about us to the rooftops. This young man comes
from Antioch. He is an artist and he goes to carry out a commission for
Joseph of Arimathea.”


At this the caravan man gave over all other interests to a study of the
youth. His manner lost all trace of joviality and became intense and
critical.


“I think ill of artists,” he remarked. “There have been too many of them
in the world, painting on walls and carving idols out of stone. So, this one
is an artist and he goes to work for Joseph of Arimathea! I have worked
for Joseph of Arimathea all my life, and this is a matter of some concern
to me.”


The kindly eyes of Luke showed a faint trace of weariness. “My friend,”
he said, “this is a very small matter. It does not concern you in any way.”


The curiously assorted trio sat down together in a corner of the courtyard
with a copper dish between them, filled with rice and lamb and all
manner of small surprises in the way of vegetables and nuts and spices
from the Far East. Basil ate with the good appetite of youth. Adam ben
Asher performed prodigiously, wiping his hands on a napkin each time
he dipped into the dish but paying no immediate attention to the smearing
of his lips and cheeks. Luke partook lightly and with a noticeable
fastidiousness.


“You and I, O Luke,” declared Adam, probing into the dish with a forefinger,
“are much alike. You are not counted among the bravest of the
Brave Voices, but I have observed how they depend on you in all things.
You arrange the meetings, you talk to the magistrates, you see that there is
food. When money is needed, you go to Joseph of Arimathea. You talk to
the captains of ships, and jailers and innkeepers and tax collectors. I
wonder if there would be as many believers today had it not been for the
quiet work of one Luke who sits beside me at this moment and frowns
with disapproval of what I say. You, old friend, have made yourself indispensable
to them, and what is your reward? You have become the—the
Cart Horse of Christianity!” The caravan captain threw back his
black-thatched head and roared with appreciation of his own cleverness.
“And now on the other hand. That wise old man in Jerusalem, Joseph of
Arimathea, is counted the great merchant of the world. But for the last
ten years I, Adam ben Asher, have done much of the work. I buy, I sell, I
fight, I contrive. I take out caravans, I go as far east as India. I work from
sunrise to sunset. I am the Titan of the Trails, the Pilgrim of the Pe Lu.
It is Joseph of Arimathea who dispenses the wealth with such a generous
hand, so that the Brave Voices may go out and preach, but it is Adam
who provides the dinars.”


Basil had finished his repast and was listening to this discourse with
absorbed interest. Adam ceased talking at this point to give the youth another
prolonged study.


“So, this boy is an artist!” he said finally. “I believe you, O Luke, because
he could be nothing else with such useless hands. But what is this
genius going to do for Joseph of Arimathea?”


“Your master is a very old man,” said Luke, “and his granddaughter,
the little Deborra——”


“The little Deborra,” interrupted Adam with a loud and impatient
snort, “is fifteen. The right age for marriage.”


“Has her age any bearing?” asked Luke. “This is how it came about.
Deborra wants a likeness of Joseph in silver that she will always be able
to keep. I was asked to find the best worker in silver in Antioch and I
selected this young man.”


Adam ben Asher had finished his meal. He dipped both hands in a
bowl of water and clapped them over his face, rubbing vigorously to
remove all traces of the repast, blowing the while like a sea monster.
When he had finished, he rested his elbows on his knees and gave Basil
a still more protracted stare.


“How long will this foolishness take?” he demanded, addressing the
youth for the first time.


“A few weeks,” answered Basil uneasily. It was not hard to read dislike
in the shrewd eye of this strange individual. “Perhaps a little longer. It
will depend on how much success I have. Sometimes the first attempts
are not successful.”


Adam turned to the older man. “Was it not possible to select one who
would be successful from the first? Is this a pindling apprentice you send
to Jerusalem? Where will he live?”


“He will live in the house of Joseph. It is the rule because it gives him a
chance to study his subject.”


“And for many other things. My venerable friend, do you consider this
fellow good to look upon?”


“He is well favored.”


The caravan captain glanced at Basil again and frowned. He changed
his position, stole another look, and frowned with still greater violence.
Finally he commented in a grumbling tone: “As I have said, I think
poorly of artists. They are a weak-kneed lot. I could take this one in my
two hands and crack all his ribs. It would be a pleasant way of exercising
the muscles.” He turned then and asked a question of Luke. “Where do
you go when you have left this maker of images on my hands?”


“I return to join Paul,” answered the physician. “He is getting together
a party, as perhaps you have heard. A collection has been made in Macedonia
for the use of the poor of Jerusalem, and Paul is taking it there.”


A shrewd look came into the eyes of the caravan captain. “He uses it as
an excuse,” he declared. “Paul has other reasons for going.”


Luke nodded. “You are right. Paul has other reasons.”


This set Adam ben Asher off on a long harangue. “It is a rash thing for
him to do. There will be trouble if he appears there again. Fighting and
bloodshed and killing.” He laid a hand on Luke’s arm and gave a vigorous
shake to compel attention to what he was saying. “You, Luke, have
been a healer of bodies and now have made yourself into a healer of souls.
You are kind and unselfish and I am fond of you. But in some matters
you are no more than a child in a world of wicked men. I do not think
you have any conception of the actual situation. You know that the high
priests of the Temple hate Paul. Do you realize, O Healer of Men,
that there are fires of discontent banked in every Jewish soul and that
while the world lies quietly under Roman rule the day is being planned
when the Jews will rise to throw off the shackles? The Zealots sharpen
their knives and whisper of rebellion, and they hate Christians because a
Jew who turns to your Jesus the Christ becomes a lover of peace. They
hate Paul because he has been preaching peace all over the world—peace
under the rule of Rome. If he goes to Jerusalem, there will be a Zealot
dagger between his ribs before he can say ‘Peace be with you.’ ”


“Paul is well aware of the danger,” asserted Luke. “The daggers of the
Zealots follow him wherever he goes.”


“Keep him away!” exclaimed Adam. “There is trouble enough as it is.
A riot over that master of indiscretion, Paul of Tarsus, might be the
start of rebellion against Rome. I am a good Jew, I believe in the Law of
Moses, but I am not a Zealot. I know how easily the Romans would crush
an uprising in a great bath of Jewish blood.”


“The hand of Jehovah beckons Paul back to Jerusalem.”


“It is Paul himself who says so,” declared Adam bitterly. “How can
the rest of us be sure that the hand is not motioning him to stay away?
Well, he will come; and it will be a black day for all of us when he does.”


With an abruptness which startled his hearers, the caravan captain then
jumped to another subject. “Simon the Magician was here last night. He
appeared in the market place, and every man in Aleppo was out to see
him perform his tricks.”


Luke glanced up with a grave air. “I hear of this Simon everywhere. He
gives us much trouble. Did you see him?”


“Of course I saw him.” Adam nodded his head with gusto. “He is the
greatest magician in the world and he makes miracles seem easy. Let me
tell you this, O Luke: he wins followers wherever he goes and he takes
them away from the Nazarene.” He made an expansive gesture. “What
can you expect? People believe Jesus to be the Messiah because He performed
miracles. Then along comes Simon the Magician, who says to
them: ‘See, I can do miracles too. I can do greater miracles than He did.’
So of course people begin to wonder and they say to themselves, ‘It is true.
Why, therefore, have we believed in the Nazarene?’ ”


Luke’s manner had become graver with each word spoken. He had
listened to Adam with a saddened air as one might take in the thoughtless
chatter of a child.


“My son,” he said, “you have not become one of us, and sometimes I
fear you never will. You have lived under the influence of your saintly
master all the years of your life. You know the apostles and you have
heard them speak. It is possible that you saw Jesus when you were very
young.”


Adam shook his head. “It was after His death that my master engaged
me as a camel driver. I heard then that He had been buried in Joseph’s
tomb and that He was supposed to have risen from the dead.”


“It is true that He rose from the dead. Many of His followers saw Him.”


“I am a Jew and I live by the Law of Moses,” declared Adam. He
grinned broadly and rapped his head with his knuckles. “My head is
hard. Very hard.”


“And, I fear, your heart.”


“As hard,” supplied the caravan man, “as the back of Ah-big, the crocodile.”


Luke sighed deeply. “The comparison is only too accurate. None of us
has been able to reach your soul.” He fell into silence for a moment and
then resumed speaking with passionate conviction. “You are not a
Christian and so you do not understand that a belief in the miracles of
Jesus is a very small matter indeed. I was denied the privilege of seeing
Him, but it would make no difference to me if He had performed no
miracles at all. It is what He taught, Adam ben Asher. He brought us
the sublime truth that our God is the God of charity and forgiveness and
that we may be redeemed and washed of our sins by the blood that was
spilled on Calvary. When you ride on your camel, Adam, it is not the
amulet around the animal’s neck that supplies the strength to carry you
from Aleppo to Jerusalem. This talk of miracles has no more importance
to us than the amulet has to you.”


“Then why do people come out in such crowds to see Simon the
Magician? Why are they beginning to say he is the Messiah and not
Jesus of Nazareth?”


“The number of deserters is small. No true Christian pays any attention
to this trickster, this mountebank.”


“It is not wise to pass him over lightly. There may be more than keshef
in what he does. Oh, he is a wise one, that Simon. What do you suppose
he did last night to make all the roving eyes of Aleppo pop right out of
their sockets? He used a girl as a helper on the platform. Yes, O Luke, in
full view of everyone and without even a veil over her face. A beautiful
girl, with eyes like the stars and hair as black as midnight. She had a
shape which turned the amorous bones of Aleppo to water. At first it
seemed there might be a riot because women are not allowed to show
their faces in public. But after a few moments it was apparent they were
licking their lips and enjoying it.”


“His heart is black with wickedness!” declared Luke. “I am surprised he
was not struck down by a thunderbolt from the angry hand of Jehovah.”


“Where do you suppose this man of black heart goes next to display his
tricks? To Jerusalem.”


“I cannot believe it!” cried Luke. “Simon is a Samaritan. He would not
be allowed to appear publicly in the Holy City.”


“I am not as sure of that as you. His aim is to make light of Jesus of
Nazareth, and it may very well be that the high priests will welcome him.
I would not be at all surprised if the great men of the Temple allowed
him to do his tricks outside the very Gate of the Golden Bars.”


Luke gave his head an anxious shake. “It is fortunate, then,” he said,
“that Paul is going to Jerusalem. Something must be done to prove this
Simon a trickster and a cheat—this Bad Samaritan!”





That night, after Adam had fallen to snoring like the slow beat of a
native fist on a taut drum, Luke said to Basil, who was stretched out beside
him: “I shall stop in Antioch on my way to rejoin Paul and give
notification to the courts of your release, and the terms. You are freer
than is allowed under the Roman laws, but in Antioch, as in other provinces
of the empire, they have begun to wink at such relaxations. Then I
shall apply under a writ of postliminium to have your citizenship restored
to you. I think it will be allowed because there is a general belief in the
city that you were infamously treated. They have resented the corrupt
methods that Linus used and they have nothing but contempt for him.”


“I thought freedmen were held in scorn,” said Basil.


“In Rome it is so. That city is filled with ex-slaves, and the old Romans
resent their wealth and insolence. They still speak angrily of the marriage
of Drusilla, a granddaughter of Antony and Cleopatra, to a freedman
of Judea named Felix. They mutter a great deal because Nero admits
so many freedmen to posts of authority under him. But outside of Rome
it is different. Have you ever seen a pileus worn on the head of a freedman
in Antioch?”


Basil shook his head. “I do not think so.”


“They must still wear it in Rome.” Luke paused reflectively. “In your
case we have a definite advantage, for you were born free and your father
was a citizen of Rome. I am sure, my son, that you may sleep easily and in
full confidence that you will never have to don the pileus!”
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Luke left the next day. For a week thereafter Adam ben Asher traded
and bought and sold while Basil waited. After the talk to which he had
listened between the two older men, Basil did not look forward to the
long journey over the hot trails to Jerusalem in the company of Adam,
who thought so ill of him.


“I hope you have a stout heart under those skinny ribs of yours,” said
Adam as they sat together over what they thought would be their last
evening meal in Aleppo. “We will be two weeks at least on the road, and
the heat will be enough to fry a lizard on a rock.” He swallowed his last
bite of food and wiped his lips with a quick flick of one hand. “We start
at dawn.”


But they did not start at dawn. Basil developed a fever during the night,
the result, perhaps, of the state of anxiety in which he had existed, but
more still of the undernourishment and overwork of two long years. For
three days he tossed about in a stupor, his eyes closed, his brow hot and
dry. Adam ben Asher, grumbling loudly about the delay and the absence
of Luke in this emergency, dosed the sick youth with every medicine he
could find. On the morning of the fourth day he detected a trace of
moisture on the patient’s forehead.
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