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To my brother,
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Foreword

In 1992, Tyndale House made a conscious decision to begin publishing excellent fiction that would help us fulfill our corporate purpose—to “minister to the spiritual needs of people, primarily through literature consistent with biblical principles.” Before that time, Tyndale House had been known for many years as a publisher of Bibles and of nonfiction books by well-known authors like Tim LaHaye and James Dobson. We had dabbled in fiction before “Christian fiction” became popular, but it was not a major part of our publishing plan.

We began to recognize, however, that we could carry out our purpose very effectively through fiction, since fiction speaks to the heart rather than to the head.

Fiction is entertaining. Well-written fiction is gripping. As readers, we’ll stay up until 2:00 a.m. to finish a good novel. But Tyndale has a greater goal than simply entertaining our readers. We want to help our readers grow!

We recognize that authors have something of a bully pulpit for communicating their worldview and values to their readers. But with that opportunity comes a danger. Just what worldview and values is an author communicating? At best, most contemporary novelists present a squishy worldview. At worst, they sow negative values and unhealthy attitudes in the hearts of their readers. We wanted to set a whole new standard for fiction.

So we began looking for novelists who had a heart message that would help our readers grow. And we met Francine Rivers.

Francine had been extremely successful as a writer of romance novels for the general market early in her career. But when she became a Christian, she wanted to use her talents to communicate faith values to her readers. One of her early projects was the Mark of the Lion trilogy.

When I read the manuscript for the first book in the series, A Voice in the Wind, I was blown away by the power of the story. I was transported back to the first century—to Jerusalem, Germania, Rome, and Ephesus. I lived with Hadassah as she struggled to live out her faith in the midst of a pagan Roman household. I felt the terror of the gladiator as he faced his foes in the arena. Above all, through their experiences I learned lessons in courage.

We are proud to present this new edition of the Mark of the Lion. I trust it will speak to your heart, as it has to mine and to hundreds of thousands of other readers.

MARK D. TAYLOR

President, Tyndale House Publishers



Preface

When I became a born-again Christian in 1986, I wanted to share my faith with others. However, I didn’t want to offend anyone and risk “losing” old friends and family members who didn’t share my belief in Jesus as Lord and Savior. I found myself hesitating and keeping silent. Ashamed of my cowardice and frustrated by it, I went on a quest, seeking the faith of a martyr. A Voice in the Wind was the result.

While writing Hadassah’s story, I learned that courage is not something we can manufacture by our own efforts. But when we surrender wholeheartedly to God, He gives us the courage to face whatever comes. He gives us the words to speak when we are called to stand and voice our faith.

I still consider myself a struggling Christian, fraught with faults and failures, but Jesus has given me the tool of writing to use in seeking answers from Him. Each of my characters plays out a different point of view as I search for God’s perspective, and every day I find something in Scripture that speaks to me. God is patient with me, and through the study of His Word, I am learning what He wants to teach me. When I hear from a reader who is touched by one of my stories, it is God alone who is to be praised. All good things come from the Father above, and He can use anything to reach and teach His children—even a work of fiction.

My main desire when I started writing Christian fiction was to find answers to personal questions, and to share those answers in story form with others. Now, I want so much more. I yearn for the Lord to use my stories in making people thirst for His Word, the Bible. I hope that reading Hadassah’s story will make you hunger for the real Word, Jesus Christ, the Bread of Life. I pray that you will finish my book and pick up the Bible with a new excitement and anticipation of a real encounter with the Lord Himself. May you search Scripture for the sheer joy of being in God’s presence.

Beloved, surrender wholeheartedly to Jesus Christ, who loves you. As you drink from the deep well of Scripture, the Lord will refresh and cleanse you, mold you and re-create you through His Living Word. For the Bible is the very breath of God, giving life eternal to those who seek Him.

Francine Rivers, 2002
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“A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain. Still other seed fell on good soil. It came up, grew and produced a crop, multiplying thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times.” 

Mark 4:3-8, NIV

“Jesus replied . . . ‘I tell you the truth, unless a [seed] falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds.’”

John 12:23-24, NIV
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Prologue

A.D. 79

The guard of the lower dungeon threw the bolt and led the way. The sound of the Roman’s hobnailed sandals sent Atretes back to Capua. As he followed the guard, the smell of cold stone and human fear made the sweat break out on his skin. Someone cried out from behind a locked door. Others moaned in despair. Then, as they kept walking, Atretes heard something coming from the far end of the dank environs—a sound so sweet that it drew him. Somewhere in the darkness a woman was singing.

The guard slowed, tilting his head slightly. “Have you ever heard a voice like that in all your life?” he said. The singing stopped, and the guard walked more briskly. “She’s been in here for months, yet it doesn’t seem to affect her. Not like it does the others. A pity she’s going to die with the rest of them tomorrow,” he said. He paused before a heavy door, then threw the bolt.

Atretes stood on the threshold and looked from face to face inside the dim room. A single torch flickered in the mount on the sidewall, but the huddled forms in back were cast in shadows. Most of the prisoners were women and children. There were less than half a dozen old bearded men. Atretes wasn’t surprised. The younger men would have been saved for fighting in the arena.

Someone said his name and he saw a thin woman in rags rise from the mass of filthy captives.

Hadassah.

“Is that the one?” the guard said.

“Yes.”

“The singer,” he said. “You there! Come out!”

Atretes watched her as she picked her way across the room. People reached up to touch her. Some took her hand, and she smiled and whispered a word of encouragement before she passed by. When she reached the open doorway, she peered up at him with luminous eyes. “What are you doing here, Atretes?”

Unwilling to say anything in front of the Roman guard, he took her arm and drew her out into the corridor. The guard closed the door and set the bolt. He opened another door across the corridor and lit the torch, then went to stand at the end of the corridor.

As Atretes followed Hadassah into the room the guard had opened, he listened to the sound of the hobnailed sandals on stone and clenched his fist. He had vowed never to enter a place like this again, yet here he was—and by his own choice.

Hadassah turned to him and saw his torment. “You must hate this place,” she said softly. “What brought you here to me?”

“I’ve had a dream. I don’t know what it means.”

She felt his desperation and prayed God would give her the answers he needed. “Sit with me and tell me,” she said, weak from confinement and days without food. “I may not know the answers, but God does.”

“I’m walking through blackness, a blackness so heavy I can feel it pressing against my body. All I can see are my hands. I walk for a long time, not feeling anything, searching for what seems forever, and then I see a sculptor. And before him is his work, a statue of me. It’s one like those they sell in the shops around the arena, only this one is so real it seems to breathe. The man takes a hammer and I know what he’s going to do. I cry out for him not to do it, but he strikes the image once and it shatters into a million pieces.”

Shaking, Atretes rose. “I feel pain, pain like I’ve never felt before. I can’t move. Around me I see the forest of my homeland and I’m sinking into the bog. Everyone is standing around me, my father, my mother, my wife, friends long dead. I cry out, but they all just stare at me as I’m being sucked down. The bog presses around me like the blackness. And then a man is there, holding out both hands to me. His palms are bleeding.”

Hadassah watched Atretes sink wearily down against the stone wall on the other side of the cell. “Do you take his hand?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he said bleakly. “I can’t remember.”

“You awaken?”

“No.” He breathed in slowly, struggling to keep his voice steady. “Not yet.” He shut his eyes and swallowed convulsively. “I hear a baby crying. He’s lying naked on the rocks by the sea. I see a wave coming in from the sea and know it’ll sweep him away. I try to get to him, but the wave goes over him. Then I awaken.”

Hadassah closed her eyes.

Atretes leaned his head back. “So tell me. What does it all mean?”

Hadassah prayed the Lord would give her wisdom. She sat for a long time, her head bowed. Then she raised her head again. “I’m not a seer,” she said. “Only God can interpret dreams. But I do know certain things to be true, Atretes.”

“What things?”

“The man holding his hands out to you is Jesus. I told you how he died, nailed to a cross, and how he arose again. He’s reaching out to you with both hands. Take hold and hang on. Your salvation is at hand.” She hesitated. “And the child . . .”

“I know about the child.” Atretes’ face tautened with barely controlled emotion. “He’s my son. I thought about what you said to me that night you came to the hills, when I told you to let the child die, that I did not care.” He paused, then went on. “I sent word I wanted the child when it was born.”

Seeing Hadassah’s startled look, Atretes stood abruptly and paced restlessly. “At first, it was to hurt Julia, to take her child from her. Then I truly wanted him. I decided I’d take the child and return to Germania. I waited, and then word came. The child was stillborn.”

Atretes gave a broken laugh filled with bitterness. “But she lied. The child wasn’t stillborn. She ordered it left on the rocks to die.” His voice choked with tears, and he raked his fingers through his hair. “I told you if Julia laid him at my feet, I’d turn and walk away. And that’s exactly what she did, isn’t it? Placed him on the rocks and walked away. I hated her. I hated myself. God have mercy on me, you said once. God have mercy.”

Hadassah rose and went to him. “Your son is alive.”

He stiffened and looked down at her.

She put her hand on his arm. “I didn’t know you’d sent word you wanted him, Atretes. Had I known, I would have brought him directly to you. Please forgive me for the pain I’ve caused you.” Her hand fell limply to her side.

He took her arm. “You said he’s alive? Where is he?”

Hadassah prayed God would make right what she had done. “I took your son to the apostle John, and he placed him in the arms of Rizpah, a young widow who’d lost her child. She loved your son the moment she looked upon his face.”

His hand loosened and fell away from her. “My son is alive,” he said in wonder, and the burden of pain and guilt fell away from him. He closed his eyes in relief. “My son is alive.” His back against the stone wall, he slid down it, his knees weakened by what she told him. “My son is alive!” he said in a choked voice.

“God is merciful,” she said softly and lightly touched his hair.

The light caress reminded Atretes of his mother. He took Hadassah’s hand and held it against his cheek. Looking up at her, he saw again the bruises that marked her kind face, the thinness of her body beneath the ragged, dirty tunic. She had saved his son. How could he walk away and let her die?

He stood, filled with purpose. “I’ll go to Sertes,” he said.

“No.”

“Yes,” he countered, determined. Though he’d never fought lions—and knew there was little chance he would survive—he had to try. “A word in the right ear, and I’ll be in the arena as your champion.”

“I have a champion already, Atretes. The battle is over. He’s already won.” She held his hand firmly between her own. “Don’t you see? If you went back into the arena now, you’d die without ever fully knowing the Lord.”

“But what of you?” Tomorrow she would face the lions.

“God’s hand is in this, Atretes. His will be done.”

“You’ll die.”

“‘Though he slay me, yet will I trust him,’” she said. She smiled up at him. “Whatever happens is to God’s good purpose and for his glory. I’m not afraid.”

Looking upon her, Atretes felt an aching hunger for a faith like hers, a faith that could give him peace. He searched her face for a long moment and then nodded, struggling against the emotions raging within him. “It will be as you say.”

“It will be as the Lord wills.”

“I will never forget you.”

“Nor I you,” she said. She told him where to find the apostle John, then laid her hand on his arm and looked at him, peace in her eyes. “Now, go from this place of death and don’t look back.”

She went out into the dark corridor and called to the guard.

Atretes stood holding the torch as the guard came and unbolted the cell door. As he opened it, Hadassah turned and looked up at Atretes, and her eyes shone with warmth.

“May the Lord bless you and keep you. May the Lord make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you. May the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace,” she said with a gentle smile. Turning away, she entered the cell.

A soft murmuring of voices greeted her, and the door was closed with a hard thud of finality.
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Physically exhausted, pride bruised, Atretes had had enough. His patience was at an end.

As soon as Hadassah had told him his son was alive and that the apostle John knew where to find him, he had begun making plans. Because the mob adored him, he couldn’t enter the city of Ephesus at will, but had to wait for the cover of darkness. And so he had. Finding the apostle’s house hadn’t been too difficult—Hadassah had given good directions—but even in the dead of night the man of God had been about his business, comforting a sick child and then hearing someone’s deathbed confession.

Atretes had waited for John and then been told after hours of doing so that the apostle had sent word he was going directly to a dawn worship service along the riverbank. Angry, Atretes had pursued him, arriving just after a great crowd had gathered to hear John speak of Jesus Christ, their risen God. A carpenter from Galilee? A god? Atretes had closed his ears to the words being proclaimed and retired to a quiet place beneath a terebinth tree, resolved to wait.

Now, however, he would wait no longer! Dawn had come and gone, and still these worshipers sang praises to their heavenly king and told their stories of personal deliverance from disease, heartbreak, habits, and even demons! He was sick of listening to them. Some, fully clothed, were now being dunked in the river! Had they all gone mad?

Getting up, Atretes walked down to the back of the crowds and prodded a man. “How long do these meetings go on?”

“As long as the Spirit moves us,” the man said, giving him a cursory look before singing again.

The spirit? What did that mean? Atretes was used to the discipline of training schedules and regimes, to dealing with solid fact; the man’s answer was incomprehensible.

“Is this your first time hearing—”

“And my last,” Atretes cut the man off, eager to be gone.

The man glanced back at him, and the smile fixed on his face. His eyes widened. “You’re Atretes!”

A jolt of adrenaline flooded Atretes, stiffening his muscles. He could flee or fight. Mouth set, he stood his ground. The first choice went against his grain; the long night of waiting had made him ready for the latter.

Fool! he berated himself. He should have kept silent and waited unobtrusively beneath the shade of a tree rather than draw attention to himself. But it was too late now.

He made excuses for his mistake. How could he guess people would still remember him? It had been eight months since he left the arena. He had thought he would have been forgotten by now.

Apparently, Ephesians had a long memory.

Others turned at the mention of his name. A woman gasped and swung around, whispering to those near her. News of his pre-sence spread like a wind riffling dry leaves. People glanced back to see what the stir was about and spotted him, head above the rest, his accursed blonde hair serving as a beacon for their attention.

He swore under his breath.

“It is Atretes,” someone said, and the hair on the back of his neck rose. He knew it would be wise to leave as quickly as possible, but stubbornness and the fiercer part of his nature took control. He was no longer a slave of Rome, no longer a gladiator fighting in the arena. His life should belong to him again! What was the difference between the walls of a luxurious villa and those of the ludus? Both imprisoned him.

The time has come! he thought in frustrated anger. He would find out what he needed to know and leave. Any man who tried to stop him would have grave cause to regret it.

Shoving the still-gaping man aside, he began pressing his way forward through the crowd.

Excited whispers rippled through the sea of people as he moved through it.

“Make room! It’s Atretes. He’s going forward!” someone called out, and those at the front stopped singing praises to turn and stare.

“Praise the Lord!”

Atretes’ mouth set as the buzz of excitement surrounded him. Even after ten years of fighting in the arena, the German had never become accustomed to the furor his presence inevitably brought to any gathering.

Sertes, editor of the Ephesian games and the man who had bought him from the Great Ludus of Rome, had reveled in the mob’s reaction to his prized gladiator and exploited Atretes at every opportunity, gleaning gold for himself. The Ephesian had accepted bribes from wealthy patrons and brought him to feasts to be pampered and petted. Other gladiators enjoyed such royal treatment, taking whatever pleasures were offered, relishing their last hours before they faced death in the arena. Atretes ate and drank sparingly. He intended to survive. He had always stood aloof, ignoring his hosts, glaring at the guests with such ferocity and contemptuous disdain that they had walked a wide circle around him.

“You behave like a beast in a cage!” Sertes had complained once.

“As you and the rest have made me.”

The memory of that time only fueled his anger now as he forced his way through the crowd beside the river. Hadassah had told him to go to John the apostle. These gaping, mumbling fools were no longer going to stop him from doing just that.

The drone of excited voices grew. Despite his greater height, the warrior still felt the crowd pressing in on him. People touched him as he pushed his way forward. He tensed instinctively, pushing them back. He waited for them to grab or tear at him like the amoratae who had often pursued him through the streets of Rome, but these people, excited at his presence, only laid hands on him to urge him forward.

“Praise the Lord . . .”

“He was a gladiator . . .”

“. . . saw him fight once before I became a Christian . . .”

The people closed in on him from behind, and his heart began to drum heavily. Cold sweat broke out on his forehead. He didn’t like having anyone behind him.

“Make way,” a man said. “Let him through!”

“John! John! Atretes is coming forward!”

Did they already know why he had come to this meeting of the Way? Had Hadassah somehow sent word ahead?

“Another! Another for the Lord!”

Someone started singing again, and the swell of sound rose around him, raising gooseflesh down his back. A passage opened before him. He didn’t wait to wonder why, but strode the remaining short distance to the riverbank.

Several men and women were standing in the water. One was being dunked. Another, sopping wet, was throwing water into the air and crying and laughing at the same time while others waded in to embrace him.

An old man dressed in a woven tunic and striped sash helped another person rise from the water, saying as he did so, “You’ve been washed clean by the blood of the Lamb.” The singing grew louder and more joyful. The man waded quickly toward friends. One embraced him, weeping, and the others surrounded him.

Atretes wanted desperately to be gone from this place, to be far away from this gathering of crazed men and women. “You there!” he shouted at the man who wore the striped sash. “Are you John? The one they call ‘the apostle’?”

“I am he.”

Atretes waded into the river, wondering at the eruption of excitement behind him. Sertes had once said John the apostle was a greater threat to the Roman Empire than all the frontier rebellions put together, but measuring the man standing before him, Atretes saw nothing to fear. In fact, John seemed singularly unremarkable.

However, Atretes had learned never to assume that things were what they appeared; grim experience had taught him never to underestimate any man. A coward sometimes had more deadly cunning than a man with courage, and even someone who was seemingly defenseless could inflict wounds too deep to heal. Hadn’t Julia ripped his heart from him with her treachery and lies?

This man held one weapon against him, a weapon Atretes meant to take from him. He planted his feet firmly, his face and tone hard as stone.

“You have my son. Hadassah brought him to you about four months ago. I want him back.”

“Hadassah,” John said, his expression softening. “I was concerned about her. We have not seen our little sister in several months.”

“Nor will you. She’s among the condemned in the dungeons below the arena.”

John let out his breath as though he had taken a blow and then murmured softly under his breath.

“She said you gave my son to a widow named Rizpah,” Atretes said. “Where do I find her?”

“Rizpah lives in the city.”

“Where exactly?”

John came forward and put his hand on Atretes’ arm. “Come. We will talk.”

He shrugged the man’s hand away. “Just tell me where to find the woman who has my son.”

John faced him again. “When Hadassah came to me with the child, she said she had been commanded to place him on the rocks to die.”

“I gave no such command.”

“She told me the father didn’t want the child.”

Heat poured into Atretes’ face. His mouth set. “The child is mine. That’s all you have to know.”

John frowned. “Is it because she brought the child to me that Hadassah now stands condemned?”

“No.” Hadassah’s act of disobedience in not placing the baby on the rocks would have been enough to condemn her, but it hadn’t been for that reason that Julia had sent her to die. Atretes was sure of it. As far as he knew, Julia wasn’t even aware that her child still lived. But then, Julia could have condemned Hadassah for any whim that struck her fancy. He only knew one fact regarding what had happened to Hadassah.

“One of the servants told me Hadassah was commanded to burn incense in honor of the emperor. She refused and proclaimed your Christ the only true god.”

John’s eyes shone. “Praise God.”

“She was a fool.”

“A fool for Christ.”

“You are pleased?” Atretes said in disbelief. “She will die for those few words.”

“No, Atretes. Whosoever believes in Jesus shall not perish, but will have eternal life.”

Atretes grew impatient. “I didn’t come to discuss your gods or your belief in life after death. I came for my son. If it’s proof you want that I fathered him, would the word of his harlot mother satisfy you? I’ll drag Julia Valerian here and put her on her knees before you to make her confession. Will that suffice? You can drown her, then, if you want, for the harlot she is. I might even help you.”

John met the barbarian’s wrath with gentleness. “I don’t doubt you are the father. I was thinking of the child’s needs, Atretes. This is not a situation without grave consequences. What of Rizpah?”

“What needs has a babe but to be fed and kept warm? As for the woman, give her another child. Someone else’s. She has no right to mine.”

“The Lord intervened on your son’s behalf. If not—”

“Hadassah intervened.”

“It was no coincidence that she brought the child to me at the moment she did.”

“Hadassah said herself that had she known I wanted the child, she would have brought him to me!”

“Why didn’t she know?”

Atretes clenched his teeth. If not for the crowd watching, he would have used force to get the information he wanted. “Where is he?”

“He’s safe. Hadassah thought the only course to save your son was to give him to me.”

Atretes’ eyes narrowed coldly. A muscle jerked in his jaw as heat poured into his face. He tried to hide his shame behind a wall of anger, but knew he had failed. Only one person had ever looked at him as though she saw beneath his skin, into his very heart and mind: Hadassah. Until now, that is. For now this man did the same.

Memories flooded Atretes’ mind. When the slave girl had come to him and told him that the child Julia carried was his, he’d said he didn’t care. What assurance did he have that the child was even his own? Despite Hadassah’s assurances, Atretes had been raw from Julia’s betrayal with another man and too angry to think clearly. He had told Hadassah that if Julia Valerian laid the baby at his feet, he would walk away and never look back. He would never forget the sorrow his words had brought to the slave girl’s face . . . nor the regret that had flooded him even as she left. But he was Atretes! He would not call her back.

How could he have expected any woman to be so unfeeling about her child as Julia had been? No German woman would think of commanding that her baby be abandoned on the rocks to die. No German. Only a civilized Roman woman would carry out such a deed.

If not for Hadassah’s intervention, his son would be dead.

Once again he focused on the present, on the man standing so patiently before him. “The child is mine. Whatever I may or may not have said before no longer matters. Hadassah sent me here, and I will have my son.”

John nodded. “I’ll send for Rizpah and speak with her. Tell me where you reside, and I’ll bring your son to you.”

“Tell me where she is, and I’ll go for him myself.”

John frowned. “Atretes, this will be very difficult. Rizpah loves the child as her own. It won’t be easy for her to give him up.”

“All the more reason I go. It’d hardly be wise to allow you to warn this woman of my intentions ahead of time so she can leave the city.”

“Neither I nor Rizpah will keep your son from you.”

“I’ve only your word on that, and who are you to me but a stranger? And a mad one, at that!” he said with a telling glance at the worshipers. “I have no reason to trust you.” He gave a sneering laugh. “And even less reason to trust any woman.”

“You trusted Hadassah.”

His face darkened.

John studied him for a moment, then told him how to find Rizpah. “I pray your heart will be moved by the compassion and mercy God has shown you by sparing your son’s life. Rizpah is a woman of tried faith.”

“Meaning what?”

“She has endured many tragedies in her young life.”

“This one is not of my doing.”

“No, but I ask that you lay no blame upon her for what has happened.”

“The fault was with his mother. I lay no blame upon Hadassah or you or this widow,” Atretes said, relenting now that he had the information for which he had come. “Besides,” he added with a wry smile, “I’ve no doubt this widow of yours will feel much better when she is generously recompensed for her trouble.” He ignored John’s wince at his words. Turning away, he saw the crowd had grown quiet. “What are they waiting for?”

“They thought you came to be baptized.”

With a sneering laugh, Atretes strode up the hill, not sparing another glance at those who gathered at the river.

* * *

Atretes returned to his villa by way of the outer road and waited again. It would be safer to enter the city after dark, and there were other matters that, in his haste, he had neglected to consider.

“Lagos!” His booming voice echoed up the marble staircase. “Lagos!”

A man ran along the upper corridor. “My lord!”

“Go to the slave market and buy me a wet nurse.”

Lagos hurried down the stairs. “A . . . wet nurse, my lord?”

“Make sure she’s German.” He strode through the courtyard toward the baths.

Lagos followed, distressed. He had had several masters, and this one had by far been the most mercurial. Lagos had been greatly honored to be counted among the slaves belonging to Atretes, the foremost gladiator in all of the Roman Empire, but he’d never expected the man to be on the verge of madness. During the first week he’d spent in this villa, Atretes had smashed all the furnishings, set fire to his bedroom, then disappeared. After a month, Silus and Appelles, two gladiators Atretes had purchased from Sertes as guards, had gone out looking for him.

“He’s living in the hill caves,” Silus reported upon their return.

“You must bring him back!”

“And risk getting killed? Forget it! You go, old man. Not me. I value my life.”

“He’ll starve.”

“He’s eating the flesh of animals he hunts down with one of those bloody framea Germans use,” Appelles informed him. “He’s gone feri again.”

“Shouldn’t we do something?” Saturnina said. The slave girl was clearly distressed that her master had reverted to a barbarian savage and was living like a wild beast.

“What would you suggest we do, sweeting? Send you into his cave to improve his mood? You’d have better luck with me.” Silus said, pinching her cheek. She slapped his hand away and he laughed. “You know you’re secretly happy the Lady Julia spurned your master. If he ever regains his mind and comes back, you’ll be waiting in the doorway.”

While Silus and Appelles lolled around, drinking and talking about old battles in the arena, Lagos had taken charge of the household. All was kept in order and readiness should the master regain his mind and return.

Which he had, without warning. After being gone for five months, he simply strode into the villa one day, threw off the furs he was wearing, bathed, shaved, and donned a tunic. Then he sent one of the servants for Sertes, and when the editor of the games came, they were briefly closeted together. The following afternoon, a messenger came telling Atretes the woman he sought was in the dungeon. Atretes left as soon as it was dark.

Now, he was back asking for a wet nurse. A German wet nurse, as though they grew like grapes on a vine! There was no child in the household, and Lagos didn’t even want to contemplate his master’s reasons for the demand he was making. He had one main concern paramount in his mind: survival.

Steeling himself, he gathered his courage and opened his mouth to make his master aware of certain unavoidable facts. “It may not be possible, my lord.”

“Pay whatever the going price is. I don’t care how high it is.” Atretes tossed his belt aside.

“It’s not always a matter of price, my lord. Germans are in great demand, especially if they’re blonde, and the supply is sporadic. . . .” He felt the blood draining from his face at the sardonic look Atretes gave him. If anyone knew these facts, he would. Lagos wondered if Atretes was even aware that a new statue of Mars had been erected, and its resemblance to the gladiator who stood looking at him so impatiently was remarkable. Statuettes of Atretes were still being sold outside the arena. Just the other day, at the marketplace, Lagos had seen idolmaker shops selling figures of an Apollo that looked like Atretes, though it was slightly more well endowed than nature made any man.

“I’m sorry, my lord, but there may not be a German wet nurse available.”

“You’re a Greek. Greeks are resourceful. Find one! She doesn’t have to be blonde, but make sure she’s healthy.” He stripped off his tunic, revealing the body that countless amoratae worshiped. “And have her here by tomorrow morning.” He stepped to the edge of the pool.

“Yes, my lord,” Lagos said grimly, deciding it was best to work quickly rather than waste time trying to reason with a mad barbarian. If he failed, Atretes would no doubt eat his liver like the raven that feasted perpetually upon the god Prometheus.

Atretes dove into the pool, the cool water a relief to his feverish mind. He came up and shook the water from his hair. He would go back to the city tonight. Alone. If he took Silus and Appelles with him, they would draw attention. Besides, even two trained guards were no match against a mob. It would be far better if he went into the city by himself. He would wear commoner’s clothing and keep his hair covered. Thus disguised, he should have no difficulty.

When he finished bathing, he roamed through the house. Restless and tense, he strayed from room to room until he came to the largest on the second floor. He hadn’t set foot in this chamber since setting it on fire over five months ago. He glanced around, seeing that the servants had taken it upon themselves to remove the charred furnishings, wall hangings, and shattered Corinthian vases. Though they had certainly scrubbed the marble, there was still physical evidence of his rage and the destruction he had intended. He had purchased this villa for Julia, intending to bring her here as his wife. He had been well aware of how Julia reveled in luxury and remembered how proud he had been when he had furnished it with the most expensive things. They would have shared this room.

Instead, she had married someone else.

He could still hear her crying out her lies and paltry excuses when he came to claim her a few months after he had gained his freedom. She said her husband was a homosexual with a catamite and had no interest in her. She said she had married him to protect her financial independence, her freedom.

Lying witch!

He should have known what she was from the beginning. Hadn’t she, with a heart of pure cunning, gone to the Artemision dressed as a temple prostitute in order to capture his interest? Hadn’t she bribed Sertes in order to summon him from the ludus any time she wanted? As long as it didn’t interfere with Sertes’ training schedule for him, the time had been granted. Ah, but like a fool, he had gone to her at the mere crook of her bejeweled finger. Besotted by her beauty, craving her wanton passion, he had gone—and she’d slaughtered him.

What a fool!

When he’d taken Julia Valerian into his arms, he’d thrown pride to the wind and self-respect into the dust. He had embraced shame. All during the months of their clandestine affair, he’d return to his cell in the ludus, depressed and discomforted, not wanting to face the truth. He’d known her for what she was, even then. Yet he had allowed her to use him, like everyone else had used him since he’d been taken prisoner, torn from his beloved Germania. Julia’s soft, silken arms had been stronger around his body than any chains that had ever held him.

The last time he’d seen her, she’d cried out that she loved him. Love! She’d known so little about love—and about him—that she had actually thought her marriage to someone else would make no difference. She’d thought he would gladly continue to come to her whenever the mood suited her.

By the gods, he knew he could wash for years and never get the taint of her off of him! Now, looking at the barren, devastated room before him, he swore no woman would ever have that kind of hold on him again!

As the sun set, Atretes donned a woolen cloak, tucked a dagger into his belt, and left for Ephesus. He headed northwest along the hills, using a path he knew well before seeking the road. Small houses dotted the countryside, but grew more numerous and closer together as he came nearer the city. Wagons laden with goods traveled the main road toward the gates. He walked unnoticed in the dark shadows of one, seeking cover from the growing throng.

The driver noticed him. “You there! Get away from the wagon!”

Atretes made a rude hand gesture.

“You want a fight?!” the driver shouted, rising from the seat. Atretes laughed derisively, but said nothing. His accent would be noted—Germans weren’t common in this part of the Empire. He left the darkness and strode by the torches and Roman sentries. One soldier glanced at him and their eyes met for the briefest second. Atretes saw a quickening of interest in the Roman’s eyes and lowered his head so his face wouldn’t be seen clearly. The guard spoke to a comrade, and Atretes moved in among a group of travelers, then ducked down the first available street. He waited in the darkness, but the sentry didn’t send anyone to follow.

Atretes started off again, thankful the moon was full enough to reflect off the white stones inset on the granite slab road.

John had explained that the woman who had his son lived on the second level of a rundown insula in the poor district, southeast of the complex of libraries near the Artemision. Atretes knew he could find the right building if he went through the heart of the city.

As he neared the temple, the crowds increased. Following a maze of alleyways in an effort to avoid them, he stumbled over a man sleeping against a wall. The man groaned, cursed, pulled his cloak over his head, and curled onto his side.

Hearing voices behind him, Atretes hastened his steps. As he rounded a corner, someone from a third floor window poured night soil down into the street. He jumped back in disgust and shouted up at the open window.

The voices fell silent, but he heard movement in the darkness of the alleyway behind him. Turning, he narrowed his eyes. Six shapes came toward him, moving stealthily. He turned fully, ready. Realizing they had been seen, the stalkers’ manner changed to boldness. Several made mocking sounds meant to frighten him. Spreading out, they came on, circling the front of him. One was clearly the leader, for he motioned and the other five moved into carefully plotted positions intended to block a victim’s escape.

Seeing the glint of a blade, Atretes smiled coldly. “You will not find me easy.”

“Your money pouch,” the leader said. From the voice, Atretes knew he was young.

“Go home to your bed, boy, and you might live through the night.”

The youth gave a derisive laugh, still advancing on him.

“Wait, Palus,” one said, sounding nervous.

“I don’t have a good feeling,” another said in the darkness. “He’s a head taller—”

“Shut up, Tomas! There are six of us and only one of him.”

“Maybe he has no money.”

“He has money. I heard the coins jingle. Heavy coins.” Palus stepped closer. The others followed his lead. “The pouch!” He snapped his fingers. “Toss it to me.”

“Come and take it.”

No one moved. Palus called him a foul name, his young voice shaking with enraged pride.

“I didn’t think you’d do it,” Atretes said, scraping his attacker’s pride again. The youth with the knife lunged at him.

It had been months since Atretes had fought, but it didn’t matter. All the training and finely honed instincts came back in an instant. He moved sharply, dodging the thrust of the dagger. Catching the boy’s wrist, he drew the arm down and around, snapping it from the shoulder socket. Palus went down screaming.

The others didn’t know whether to run or attack, until one fool did the latter, and the rest followed. One of them punched Atretes in the face, while another jumped on his back. Atretes slammed his full weight back against the wall and kicked the one in front low and hard.

Atretes took two punches in the side of the head as he brought his elbow up sharply and connected a blow to an attacker’s chest. The thief dropped, gasping for breath.

In the scuffle, Atretes’ mantle came loose and fell back off his head, leaving his hair to shine blonde in the moonlight.

“Zeus! It’s Atretes!” Those still able scattered like rats into the darkness.

“Help me!” Palus cried out, but his friends had deserted him. Moaning in pain and cradling his broken arm against his chest, Palus scooted backwards until he was against the wall. “Don’t kill me,” he sobbed. “Don’t kill me. Please! We didn’t know it was you.”

“Boy, the least in the arena had more courage than you.” He stepped past him and headed down the alleyway.

He heard voices ahead of him. “I swear! It was him! He was big and his hair was white in the moonlight. It was Atretes!”

“Where?”

“Down there! He’s probably killed Palus.”

Swearing under his breath, Atretes ran down a narrow street that took him in the opposite direction from where he wanted to go. Jogging along a street between insulae, he turned up another avenue and came around a corner that put him back on track. Ahead was a main thoroughfare not far from the Artemision. He slowed as he neared it, not wanting to attract attention by his haste. He drew the mantle up over his head to cover his hair again and lowered his chin as he entered the evening bazaar.

The street was lined with booths and street vendors hawking their wares. As Atretes wove his way among the crowd, he saw miniature temples and statuettes of Artemis, trays of amulets, and pouches of incense. He came to an idolmaker’s shop and glanced at the counter laden with marble statuettes. Someone bumped into him and he stepped closer, pretending interest in the wares on display. He needed to blend in with the crowd of evening shoppers. Visitors from every part of the Empire milled around, looking for bargains. Atretes froze as he looked at the detailed statuettes.

The merchant thought him interested. “Take a closer look, my lord! These are replicas of the new statue just erected in honor of Mars. You won’t find better workmanship anywhere.”

Atretes stepped closer and picked one up. He hadn’t imagined it. It was him! He glared at the offensive idol. “Mars?” he said in an accusing growl, wanting to crush the marble into dust.

“You must be new to the city. Are you making a pilgrimage to our goddess?” The vendor produced a small statue festooned with breasts and wearing a headdress punctuated with symbols, one of which was the rune of the god Tiwaz, whom Atretes had once worshiped.

“There he is! Over there by the idolmaker’s shop.”

Atretes glanced around sharply and saw a dozen young men pushing their way through the crowd toward him. “I told you it was Atretes!”

“Atretes! Where?”

People on the left and right of him turned to stare. The idolmaker stood, mouth agape, staring at him. “It is you. By the gods!”

Sweeping his arm across the table, Atretes grasped the edge and upended the table. Shoving several people aside, he tried to run. A man grasped his tunic. Uttering an enraged shout, Atretes hit him in the face. As the man went down, he took three others with him.

Excitement erupted up and down the street. “Atretes! Atretes is here!”

More hands fell upon him; voices cried his name out feverishly.

Atretes was unaccustomed to real fear, but knew it now as the furor in the marketplace grew. In another moment there would be a riot, with him at the center. He plowed through half a dozen clawing bodies, knowing he had to get away. Now.

“Atretes!” A woman screamed, flinging herself upon him. As he shook her off, her nails scraped his neck. Someone else yanked out a hank of his hair. The mantle was torn from his shoulders. People were screaming.

Breaking free, he ran, knocking people aside as they got in his way. Amoratae shouted and followed him like a pack of wild dogs. Ducking into the narrow avenue of shops, he knocked over another table. Fruit and vegetables spilled across the walkway. He upended another counter of copperware, scattering more obstacles in the mob’s path. There were cries behind him as several went down. Leaping over a small cart, he turned sharply and ran down an alleyway between two insulae. When he saw it was a dead end, he came nearer to panic than he had in his life. He had once seen a pack of wild dogs chase down a man in the arena. When the dogs caught him, they’d torn him apart. These amoratae, in their frenzied passion, might well do the same to him if they caught him.

Turning frantically, Atretes sought escape. When he saw a door, he ran to it. It was locked. Ramming it with his shoulder, he broke it open and ran up a darkened passageway of steps. One floor, then two. Stopping on a landing, he waited. Catching his breath, he listened.

Muted sounds of voices came from outside on the street. “He must have gone in one of the insulae.”

“Look over there!”

“No, wait! This door’s been broken in.”

Hurried footsteps headed up the stairs. “He’s in here.”

Atretes ran along the corridor as quietly as he could. Even with tenement doors closed, the place reeked of humanity. A door opened behind him and someone peered out just as he ducked up a narrow, dank passageway. He reached the third floor and then the fourth. Still shouting, his pursuers were awakening everyone in the building. When he reached the roof, he was in the open with no place to hide.

Voices came up the stairs.

Seeing only one way to escape, he took it. Running full-out, Atretes took a flying leap across the yawning distance to another building. He hit hard and rolled. Coming to his feet, he scrambled across to another doorway, dove into it, and hid in the shadows of another stairwell just as a dozen people spilled out onto the rooftop from which he had just leapt.

Atretes drew back sharply, heaving for air, heart pounding.

The voices receded as one by one, they ran down the stairs again, searching for him in the dim environs of the insula. Atretes sank back against the wall and closed his eyes, trying to regain his breath.

How was he going to cross the city, find a widow with his son, and get the child and himself out of the city without losing both their lives in the process?

Cursing the idolmakers for making him a graven image to these idol-hungry people, he closed down his mind to anything else but getting out of the city in one piece. That accomplished, he would find another way to get his son.

He waited for an hour before venturing down the stairs and hallways into the insula. Every sound made him flinch. When he reached the street, he kept close to the walls, using the veil of dark shadows for protection. He got lost. Using up precious hours of darkness, he found his way like a rat in the maze of alleys and narrow streets.

He reached the city gates just as the sun was coming up.
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Lagos heard the door slam and knew his master had returned. He’d only just returned a few hours ago himself, having spent the afternoon, evening, and better part of the night searching slave markets for a German wet nurse. He’d finally found one and was certain Atretes would be pleased with her. She was robust and ruddy and had hair the same color as his.

He came into the entry hall feeling somewhat confident and saw Atretes’ blackened eye and even blacker temper. Deep, bloody scratches still oozed on his neck, staining his ripped tunic with blood. The German looked ready to kill someone. Anyone.

“Did you find a wet nurse?”

Heart thundering, Lagos thanked the gods he had. “Yes, my lord,” he said quickly, perspiration beading on his forehead. “She’s in residence.” He was certain if he had failed, his life would have been forfeit. “Would you like to see her, my lord?”

“No!” Atretes strode into the inner courtyard. Bending, he put his whole head under the water in the fountain. Lagos wondered if the man meant to drown himself. After a long moment, Atretes straightened and shook his head, flinging water in all directions like a dog. Lagos had never before witnessed such uncivilized behavior from a master.

“Can you write?” Atretes demanded coldly, his expression no less fierce.

“Only in Greek, my lord.”

Atretes ran a hand down his face and shook the water off his hand. “Then write this,” he commanded bitterly. “‘I accede to your suggestion. Bring my son to me as soon as possible.’ Sign my name and take the message to the apostle John. Tell him how to get here!” He gave him directions to the small house near a stream on the outer fringe of the city. “If he’s not there, look for him by the river.” He strode out of the courtyard.

Lagos let out his breath and thanked the gods he was still alive.

* * *

The heavy stick in Silus’ hands splintered as Atretes brought his own down. The servant fell back sharply to avoid the blow and staggered, barely managing to keep his feet. Swearing, Atretes stepped back. Mouth grim, Silus regained his balance and tossed the useless weapon aside.

Atretes made an impatient gesture. “Again!”

Gallus took another pugil stick from a barrel against the wall and tossed it. Silus caught it and took a fighting stance once more. The man would not let up!

Standing near the archway to the baths, Gallus watched with hidden empathy. Silus was sweating profusely, his face red from exertion. Their master, on the other hand, was breathing as easily as when the sparring match had begun.

Crack!

“Take the offensive!” Atretes shouted.

Crack!

Silus managed to block again, but seemed to be losing his strength.

Crack! “I would . . .” Crack! “. . . if I could,” Silus gasped. He swung his stick wide, but missed entirely. He felt an explosion of pain behind his knees. For an instant, nothing but air was beneath him, and then his back hit the marble floor. He grunted and lay helpless, trying to get his breath back as Atretes stood over him. He saw the pugil stick coming down at his throat and thought he was about to die. It stopped a fraction of an inch away.

Atretes made a sound of disgust. “How did you ever survive the arena?” He sent the stick clattering across the floor and bouncing off the wall.

Silus grimaced, embarrassed. He watched Atretes warily, wondering if he was fated to another round with him.

Swearing in German, Atretes kicked over the barrel, scattering pugil sticks across the marble. He gave a shout of spine-tingling frustration and let out a string of unintelligible German.

Having regained his breath, Silus rose slowly, wincing in pain. He prayed to Artemis that Atretes would wear himself out breaking sticks over his knee and not decide to break him instead. He saw Lagos peering nervously into the room and saw a way to avoid further humiliation. “Well, well. The warthog returns.”

Atretes swung around, expression fierce. “What took you so long?!”

Lagos entered the gymnasium as though he were entering a lion’s den. “It was—”

“Never mind the excuses. Did you find him?”

“Yes, my lord. Late last night.”

“And?”

“Your message is delivered, my lord.”

“What did he say?”

“He said it will be done, my lord.”

“The instant he arrives, notify me.” Atretes jerked his head in dismissal. Grabbing a towel from the shelf near the door, he wiped his face and neck. He tossed it on the floor and glanced balefully at Silus and Gallus. They awaited his command. “Enough for today,” he said tonelessly. “Go!”

Alone in the gymnasium, Atretes sat down on a bench. He pushed his hands back through his hair in frustration. He’d give John a few days to keep his word, and if he didn’t, he’d hunt the apostle down and break his neck!

Restless, Atretes rose and strode out of the gymnasium, through the baths, and entered a corridor leading to a heavy door at the back of the villa. He banged it open and strode across the smooth dirt to another door in the wall. It was open. A guard stepped through it and nodded. “Clear, my lord,” he said, having already checked for amoratae who, in hopes that Atretes would appear, might have stationed themselves outside the walls. People often came in hopes of a glimpse of him.

Atretes jogged in the hills until his body was slick with sweat. He slowed to a fast walk until he reached the crest of a hill facing west. In the distance was Ephesus, the great city, which spread like a disease along the northern, southern, and eastern hills. From where he stood, Atretes could see the Artemision, the complex of libraries near the harbor. Turning his head slightly, he could see the arena.

He frowned. Odd that he found himself always coming to this hill and looking back. As a gladiator, his life had had a purpose: to survive. Now his life was aimless. He filled his days with training, but to what purpose?

He remembered Pugnax, an ex-gladiator who owned an inn in Rome, saying to him, “You’ll never be as alive as when you face death every day.” Atretes had thought him a fool then. Now, he wondered. At odd times, he found himself craving the excitement of a fight to the death. Survival. Nothing short of the struggle for it had given him that rush, the sense of real meaning in life. Survival.

Now, he merely existed. He ate, drank, exercised. He slept. Sometimes he enjoyed the pleasures of a woman. Yet, all in all, the days rolled one into another, each empty, insignificant.

His son was somewhere in that foul city and he was the lone reason Atretes remained in Ionia. Somewhere beyond the expanse of cerulean blue was Italy, and north was his homeland. The longing to return to Germania was so strong his throat closed. He had his freedom. He had money. Once he’d taken possession of his son, there’d be nothing to keep him here. The villa would be sold, and he would buy passage on the first ship that set sail west.

And when he reached his homeland, he would teach his people better ways of fighting the Roman war machine.

Returning to the villa, he passed the evening drinking wine in the triclinium. Pilia brought in a tray of fruit. He watched her set it upon the marble table before him. She had loosened her hair. Her eyes grazed his, hopeful, hungry. “Would you care for a peach, my lord?”

Julia had wanted beauty in the things around her, including the slaves who served her. Except for Hadassah, all of her servants had been comely, like this one. His eyes moved slowly down over Pilia’s body. His blood stirred. He had purchased her to serve Julia, but now she would serve him instead.

Remembering the women who had been ordered to his cell in the ludus, he gave Pilia the choice. “You wish to serve me?” he said, his brow raising slightly.

“Yes, my lord.”

“Look at me, Pilia.” When she did, he smiled faintly. “I’m not hungry for a peach.”

She put it back on the tray. Her hand trembled slightly, but her eyes were dark and telling. When he held his hand out, she came to him without compulsion.

He was pleasantly surprised at her skill and eagerness.

“Did you serve your last master so well?” he asked much later.

She smiled slyly. “That’s the reason his wife sold me!”

Atretes’ expression hardened and he turned from her.

Pilia frowned slightly, perplexed. “Have I displeased you, my lord?” 

He turned and looked at her coolly. “You served me very well,” he said dryly.

She rose uncertainly. “Do you want me to accompany you to your chambers?”

“No.”

She blinked in surprise. “No, my lord?” She attempted a seductive smile.

He looked her straight in the eyes. “You may go.”

She paled at his coldness, her gaze dropping from his. “Yes, my lord,” she said and left the room quickly.

Atretes wiped a hand across his mouth as though to remove the feel of her. Taking up the wineskin, he drank deeply. He left the triclinium. His footsteps echoed softly across the marble tiles of the antechamber. Loneliness closed around him, squeezing him until his heart ached. For what? A harlot like Julia?

He climbed the steps and went to his chambers. Sitting on the edge of his bed, he tipped the wineskin again, wanting to get drunk—so drunk he’d fall into black oblivion and sleep without dreaming.

Dropping the wineskin, he lay back on his bed, his vision blurred, his head light. It was a good feeling, a familiar feeling. Tomorrow it wouldn’t feel so good, but for right now it was just right. He closed his eyes, drifting, and thought about the black forests of Germania and bathing in the river. Then there was nothing.

* * *

He awakened in darkness, hot and uncomfortable. Groaning, he rolled over and sat up, not used to the softness of a mattress. Dragging one of the furs with him, he lay down on the floor and sighed. The cold marble was like the granite bench on which he had slept in the ludus cell.

Lagos found him there in the morning. Had he choice, he would have left. As it was, he couldn’t without incurring the master’s wrath later and perhaps more dire consequences. Swallowing hard, he crossed the muraled floor and bent down. “My lord,” he said, but Atretes snored loudly. Summoning his nerve, Lagos tried again. “My lord!”

Atretes opened one eye and focused slowly on the sandaled feet near his head. Muttering a curse, he covered his head with the fur. “Get out.”

“You said to notify you the moment the apostle arrived.”

Atretes muttered a foul curse in Greek and shoved the fur aside. “He’s here?”

“No, my lord, but Silus sent word a woman is at the gate. Her name is Rizpah and she says you are expecting her.”

Atretes threw off the fur. Squinting at the sunlight streaming in from the balcony, he rose.

“She has a babe in arms, my lord.”

Atretes gestured impatiently. “Tell Silus to take the child from her.”

“My lord?”

“You heard me!” he bellowed and winced in pain. “The child is mine, not hers. Give her a hundred denarii and send her on her way, then take the child to the wet nurse.” When Lagos just stood staring at him, he shouted, “Do it!” He winced again.

“It shall be as you command, my lord.”

Head pounding, mouth dry, Atretes looked for something to drink. Kicking the flaccid wineskin out of his way, he went to an elegantly carved table. Scorning the silver cup, he drank from the pitcher. Setting it down, he rubbed his face, feeling the stubble of several days’ growth of beard. He walked back to his bed and fell on it, intending to sleep until nature awakened him.

“My lord?”

Atretes roused enough to ask, “Is it done?”

Lagos cleared his throat nervously. “The woman said the child is hers.”

“I told you he’s mine,” he ground out, his throbbing head still on the soft furs.

“Yes, my lord, but she’s unwilling to hand him over, and Silus hesitates to use force. She said she came to speak with you on her son’s behalf.”

Her son? Atretes rolled over and sat up, temper rising as he did. “Did the woman say anything else?” he said sarcastically.

  Lagos swallowed. “Yes, my lord.”

“You seem less than eager to impart her words,” Atretes growled. “Out with them!”

“She said to give the denarii back to you and tell you to eat them.” He held the offending pouch of coins out.

Atretes’ face paled in rage. He walked over, snatched the pouch, and glared at Lagos. “Invite her in,” he said through clenched teeth.

If the woman wanted to do battle, he’d oblige her.

* * *

Silus glanced at Lagos as he crossed the yard. He could tell by the Greek’s lackluster smile that all had not gone well with Atretes.

“The master will speak with you, my lady,” Lagos said and gestured. “Please, follow me.”

Rizpah felt faint relief as she did as he bade. She sent a silent prayer of thanks to the Lord and followed the servant. She’d regretted her cross words about the coins as soon as they parted her lips but hadn’t had the opportunity to take them back. Perhaps the servant was far wiser than she and hadn’t imparted her impetuously spoken insult.

She glanced around, disquieted by her surroundings. Despite the grandeur of the villa itself, there were no gardens. The entire area around the house was bare. She felt as though she’d entered the gates of a fortress rather than a home.

As she went up the steps, she tried to still the trembling in her stomach. The little she knew about Atretes she’d learned from John, and he’d only been able to tell her that the man was a captive from Germania who had been trained as a gladiator and freed when he survived an elimination match during the Ephesian games. A great deal of grief and violence were embodied in those few words. A barbarian from the frontier; a man trained to kill men.

“Is he a Christian?” she had asked John weakly, clinging to that small hope against a mountain of despair. Christ could transform a man. And a transformed man might have compassion upon her!

“No,” he said sadly, “but he is Caleb’s father.”

“What sort of father would command his son be left on the rocks to die?”

“It was Caleb’s mother who commanded it, Rizpah. He says he didn’t know.”

“And you believe him?”

“Hadassah sent him to find his son,” John answered simply, and she had wept.

“I can’t give him back. I can’t. Haven’t I lost enough? Oh, John, I can’t give him up. He’s my life now. All the life I shall ever have . . .”

“Be still, beloved.” John had talked with her far into the night, comforting her and praying with her. “I will take the child to his father,” he had said when dawn came.

“No,” she said. “I will go.” Perhaps he would relent and allow her to keep the baby.

John hesitated, troubled. “Do you want me to accompany you?”

“No,” she said, her throat tight with tears. “I’ll go alone.” As she had seen John out of her small tenement apartment, a fleeting thought had entered her mind: She could take Caleb and run away where no one could find them.

And will you hide from me also, beloved?

The question had come so clear, she knew she couldn’t pretend she didn’t know the will of God. She put her forehead against the door, tears running down her cheeks. She knew if she waited at all, she’d give in to temptation and never go.

Caleb always roused hungry. Lifting the babe from his box-bed, she had nursed him before setting out to meet his father. All along the long walk, she prayed God would soften Atretes’ heart and that Caleb would be left in her care.

Now, walking across this barren yard and into the silent house, she felt the cold remoteness of the place. Did it reflect the man?

Lord, help me. Help me!

She followed the servant through the front door and entered a large atrium, which was designed for receiving guests. Light streamed down from the opening in the roof, making the fountain pool shimmer with reflected light. A soft mist rose from the spilling water, cooling the chamber. It was a welcome relief after so many hours on the dusty road.

“Wait here, my lady,” the servant said. Rizpah watched him walk beneath an archway and disappear around the corner.

Pacing nervously, she rubbed Caleb’s back. He was stirring and would be hungry soon. Her breasts were full in readiness.

She heard footsteps coming, and her heart thumped. Closing her eyes, she prayed fervently that Atretes would consider his son’s needs above all else.

Lord, help me. O Father, how can I give up my son? How can you ask it of me? Isn’t it enough that I have lost Shimei and Rachel? You gave Caleb to me. Surely you do not give that you might take away again?

“The Lady Rizpah, my lord,” the servant said, and she opened her eyes. Alarm spread through her as she saw the man with him. Tall and powerfully built, his hair long, blonde, and unkempt, he stared at her, his blue eyes blazing with fury. She’d never seen so fierce a countenance. She felt the power of his anger from across the chamber.

“Leave us,” Atretes said, and the servant departed with an alacrity that was even more alarming.

Her trepidation grew as she found herself alone with the imposing master of the house. The only sound was that of the running water in the fountain. Her heart beat wildly as Atretes walked toward her, slowly, his blue eyes narrowing coldly as they drifted over her from head to foot, pausing with an almost cursory interest on his son, and then returning to her eyes. She sensed the violence in him. She could feel the dark force of it emanating from him.

This man was her sweet little Caleb’s father? How could it be?

She held her son closer, enfolding him in her arms.

Atretes felt the anger grow in him with each step he took. The woman who held his son so possessively reminded him of Julia. She was small and the drab woven shawl that covered her hair failed to conceal the fact that she was exquisitely beautiful. Strands of damp, curling black hair framed a smooth, oval, olive-skinned face. Her mouth was full and soft, like Julia’s. Her eyes were brown, like Julia’s. Her body lush, like Julia’s.

He would have torn his son from her arms were the boy not wound into her shawl.

He tossed the pouch of coins at her feet. “Two hundred denarii,” he snarled.

Rizpah’s lips parted in shock at the gesture. She stepped back. She’d never seen such a hard, cold, implacable face.

“Not enough?” he said coldly.

“You think to buy the boy back from me?”

“No! I’m paying you for services rendered.”

The hurtful words roused a fierce anger within her. “Money? What recompense is that for tearing a child she loves from a woman’s arms? You don’t seem to understand. I love Caleb.”

“Caleb?” he said, remembering a Jewish gladiator long ago in Rome, a man he’d respected—and killed.

“His given name.”

“Not a name I gave him.”

“You were not there to name him!”

“I was told he was dead,” Atretes said coldly, cursing himself for offering any explanation. It was none of her business. “The child is mine, woman. Untie him and give him to me.”

Rizpah tried to fight back the tears, but they overflowed her. “No.”

“No?”

“Please. We must talk.”

Atretes was unmoved. Julia had used tears against him to get whatever she wanted, too. “Nothing you can say will make a difference.”

“Perhaps there’s been a mistake. Caleb has dark hair and eyes. . . .” Her voice trailed off when his eyes darkened with an anger she did not understand.

“His mother had dark hair and eyes,” he said curtly. He took a step closer, and she drew back an equal distance. “Though I may have doubted the word of his mother,” he said cynically, “I have no cause to doubt the word of her handmaiden, Hadassah. The child is mine!”

“You speak of him as though he were a possession! He isn’t a horse to be traded or a villa to be sold.” She looked around. “This isn’t a home. It’s a fortress. What sort of life can you offer him?”

“That doesn’t concern you.”

“It concerns me greatly. He’s my son.”

“He was never your son, woman. Just because a child is placed in your arms doesn’t make him yours.”

“He became part of me the moment John placed him in my arms,” she said.

“All women have the heart of a harlot, and I will not leave my son in the hands of one!”

Tears filling her eyes again. “You’re wrong to judge all women because of what one did to you.”

“Your opinion matters little when weighed against my legal right to him.” He nodded at the babe, and her back stiffened.

“You speak of legal rights. What of love? Where were you when his mother was commanding that he be abandoned? Why didn’t she send him to you? You didn’t want him either, did you? You turned your back on him. And you speak of womankind? Where would Caleb be now had Hadassah not rescued him? Why do you want him back now when you cared nothing about him before?”

He wanted to throttle her for such questions, for they roused guilt and pain. They also roused a fierce possessiveness. “He is flesh of my flesh,” he said coldly.

“Just because you spent a few hours in a woman’s bed doesn’t make you his father!”

A muscle locked in his jaw.

“You’ve scarcely looked at him,” she said, struggling against anger and grief. “Why do you want him, Atretes? What do you intend to do with him?”

“I intend to take him back with me to Germania.”

She let out a soft gasp. “Germania!” she said in anguish. “How will you, a man alone, tend a four-month-old nursing baby on such a long and arduous journey? Have you no thought of his welfare? He won’t survive!”

“He will survive,” he said with fierce determination. “Now, give him to me.”

“He’s too young—”

“Give him to me, or by the gods, I will take him from you by force!”

Caleb awakened and began to cry softly. Rizpah felt his small fists pressing against her breasts. Eyes filled with tears, she looked up at Atretes and knew he would do exactly as he threatened. She could not risk Caleb being harmed. Loosening her shawl, she held Caleb out to him. The baby cried harder, his small arms flailing. Her milk came, increasing her anguish. “He’s hungry.”

Atretes hesitated. His son looked small and fragile. He looked at Rizpah and saw her anguish. Tears poured silently down her cheeks. Face rigid, he reached out and took his son. The infant cried harder.

Rizpah crossed her arms over her heart. She looked up at him. “Please, Atretes, don’t do this.” Never had he seen such a look of anguish on a woman’s face.

“Get out,” he said hoarsely.

“Please—”

“Get out!” he shouted, and the baby began to scream.

Uttering a sob, Rizpah turned away.

“Don’t forget this,” he said and kicked the pouch of money after her.

She swung around at the door. Picking up the pouch, she flung it into the fountain, glaring at him through her tears. “May God forgive you, for I cannot!” With one last look at the child, she fled, sobbing.

Atretes strode over and watched her run down the steps and across the courtyard. He kicked the door shut before she reached the gate.

Discomforted, he looked down at his son’s reddening face and felt a moment’s doubt. He touched the black hair and smooth cheek. The baby stiffened in his arms and screamed louder. “Scream all you want. You’re mine,” he said gruffly. “Not hers. You’re mine!” He held his son closer, rocking him and pacing the floor. The child didn’t cease crying.

“Lagos!”

The servant appeared almost immediately. “Yes, my lord.” Atretes wondered if he had been lurking around the corner, listening to every word.

“Summon the wet nurse.”

“Yes, my lord.” Lagos had never seen his master look ill at ease, but now, with a squalling baby in his arms, he looked almost comically devoid of confidence.

When the servant brought the woman to the atrium, Atretes was all too eager to hand the wailing infant to her. “Take him. The woman said he’s hungry.” She took him from the chamber, and Atretes breathed a sigh of relief as the sound of his screaming son receded.

Lagos saw the pouch of coins in the water. “She would not take them, my lord?”

“Obviously not.”

Lagos moved to fish the pouch out, but jerked his hand back quickly when Atretes barked at him, “Leave it!” The servant knew by the dark look on Atretes’ face as he turned and strode away that his master would spend the day in the gymnasium.
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A servant awakened Lagos late that night. “It’s Atretes’ son. The nurse is worried.” He rose groggily and followed the serving girl down the corridor. As he came nearer the kitchen he could hear the baby crying. He entered and saw the wet nurse pacing with a bundle in her arms.

“He will not nurse,” she said, her face filled with anxiety.

“What do you want me to do about it?” he retorted, testy from being awakened in the middle of night.

“You must tell the master, Lagos.”

“Oh no. Not I,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s enough that you’ve awakened me in the middle of the night. I won’t knowingly put my head in the lion’s mouth.” Yawning, he scratched his head. “The babe will nurse when he gets hungry enough.” He turned away.

The baby was her responsibility now.

“You don’t understand. He’s been crying since the master gave him to me!”

Lagos paused in the doorway and turned around. “So long?”

“Yes, and I tell you, I can feel him growing weaker in my arms. If he goes on like this, he could die.”

“Then you had better do something!”

“That’s what I’ve been telling you! I’ve done everything I know how to do. An infant this small needs milk.”

“Has yours gone sour, woman?” he said angrily, knowing nothing of these matters. How was he going to tell the master the wet nurse was dry?

Vexed, the woman responded testily. “There’s nothing wrong with my milk. He’s pining for his mother.”

“Oh,” he said grimly. “His mother doesn’t want him.”

“Pilia said she was waiting outside the gate.”

“The woman who brought the child to Atretes is not his mother,” he said, having overheard the conversation in the atrium. “And the master wants her to have nothing to do with the child.”

“Oh,” she said and then gave a sad sigh. She placed the baby in a box-bed near the cookfire. “Then perhaps it’s the will of the gods that he die. A pity. He’s beautiful.”

Lagos felt a cold chill. “Do you mean to leave him there?”

“I’ve done everything I can.”

Considering the efforts and risks Atretes had taken to reclaim his son, Lagos doubted he would accept the babe’s death in so calm a manner. “I’ll tell the master of the situation as soon as he awakens. As for you, woman, if you value your life, I suggest in earnest that you keep trying to get that baby to eat.”

* * *

Atretes couldn’t sleep. He stood on his balcony looking out at the moonlit hills.

It had been ten long years since he led the Chatti in a rebellion against Rome. Defeated, he’d been taken prisoner and sold to a ludus in Capua, then to the Great Ludus of Rome. Ten years! Another lifetime.

Were any of his people still alive? Had his brother, Varus, survived the battle? What of Marta, his sister, and her husband, Usipi? What had happened to his mother? He ached to go home to Germania and find out if any of his loved ones were still alive. Reclining on a couch, he stared up at the star-studded sky, hardly feeling the still of the night air. He wanted to breathe in the pungent scent of pine, drink sweet honeyed ale and beer. He wanted to sit with the warriors around a council fire in the sacred grove. He wanted to be at peace with himself again.

Sighing, he closed his eyes, wondering how that would ever be possible. He wanted to sleep, to forget, to go back, far back to when he was a child running with his father through the black forests of Germania. Life had been so full and rich then, stretching out before him, ready for the taking. He wanted his son to grow up in the forest, wild and free as he had been, untainted by Rome.

Frowning, he listened intently. He swore he could still hear his son crying as he had when he’d taken him from the widow’s arms. But that had been hours ago.

Letting out his breath slowly, he tried to turn his mind to the future and away from the past. Yet what came to him was a vivid image of Rizpah’s face, tears streaming down smooth cheeks, eyes dark with anguish.

“May God forgive you, for I cannot!”

He shut his eyes tightly, remembering the night Hadassah had come to him in the hills and said similar words to him. “May God have mercy on you.”

He swore, his head spinning with wild thoughts that tangled like arms and legs in combat. “May God forgive you.” The sound that came from his throat was a growl of pain. He came off the couch with the swiftness of a powerful animal and gripped the wall as though he would leap over it to the dirt compound below. His heart was pounding heavily, his breath rasping in his throat.

He heard the baby crying again.

Turning away from the balcony, he went back inside his bedroom. Silence.

Stretching out on his bed, he lay wide awake. Still, he heard nothing.

Tension filled him until he lunged off the bed and strode to the door. Banging it back against a wall, he went along the corridor and stopped above the inner courtyard. Head cocked, he listened intently, trying to hear anything amiss. The fountain in the atrium was running. Other than that, no other sound was discernible in the large villa.

It was the middle of the night. Babies in his village had often awakened hungry and needed to be suckled. Perhaps that was all it was.

Yet the uneasy feeling persisted. Something was wrong. He didn’t know what it was, but sensed it. He’d learned to trust his instincts while fighting in the arena and he couldn’t ignore them now.

Muttering a curse, he went along the upper corridor and down the steps. He would see his son and set his mind at rest. Where had Lagos put the wet nurse?

He opened doors and peered into empty rooms, heading toward the back of the villa. Hearing footsteps, he turned a corner and saw Lagos with a small clay lamp in his hand. The servant jumped in surprise, then came quickly toward him. “My lord, I was just coming—”

“Where’s my son?”

“In the kitchen. I was just coming to see if you were awake.”

“Where’s the kitchen?”

“This way, my lord,” Lagos said, going ahead of him with the lamp.

“What’s wrong?” Atretes demanded, wanting to push the man into a faster pace.

“He won’t nurse. He’s been crying since . . . since this morning.”

Atretes said nothing. He could hear the child now, and the sound pierced his heart. He followed Lagos into the kitchen and was immediately struck by the stench of a latrine. The baby was in a box-bed near it. As it was near dawn, the cook was working bread dough.

He walked over to the baby and peered down at him. “Is he sick?”

“I don’t think so, my lord,” the wet nurse said nervously, standing nearby wringing her hands.

“What do you think?” he demanded angrily.

She was trembling with fear. Her master looked even more fierce than his reputation had painted him. She remembered Lagos’ warning to her and was afraid he’d lay the blame for the child’s decline solely upon her. She didn’t dare tell him that the child might die because he’d taken him from his foster mother.

“Babies are very fragile, my lord. Sometimes they sicken and die for no reason.”

“He was well this morning.”

When he turned toward her, she drew back in fear. “He hasn’t stopped crying since Lagos put him in my arms, my lord. I’ve done everything I can, and still he won’t suckle.”

He frowned and looked down at his son again. Bending, he picked him up. The soft, pathetic cries turned to wails that cut him worse than any sword ever had.

Lagos had never seen his master look more vulnerable.

“What do we do?” Atretes said, holding the babe in the crook of his arm as he began to pace. “I won’t let him die.”

“We could send for his mother,” Lagos said and immediately regretted the words at the look Atretes gave him. “I mean the woman who brought him to you, my lord,” he amended quickly.

Atretes continued to pace. He brushed his son’s cheek, and the baby’s head turned sharply, mouth open. “Here,” he said harshly. “He’s hungry now. Feed him.”

The wet nurse saw there was no other way to convince him. She took the child, sat down, and bared her ample breast. The baby grasped the nipple and then drew back sharply, crying louder, milk running unwanted from his mouth. She looked up at Atretes. “You see, my lord?”

Atretes ran a hand back through his hair. He was responsible for the deaths of over a hundred and fifty men. Would he be responsible for the death of his infant son as well? He shut his eyes and turned away, rubbing the back of his neck. There was only one thing he could think to do. “Awaken Silus,” he commanded grimly.

The wet nurse covered herself and put the baby back to bed. “Give him to me,” Atretes said angrily, seeing how quick she was to dispense with her duties. “Perhaps you’ve bound him too tightly.” He sat down and laid the baby on his thighs, untying the swaddling clothes that were wound around him, making him look like a mummy. The baby’s skin was pale and blotchy. The cool air brought a stream of urine that splattered against Atretes’ chest. Drawing back in surprise, he cursed.

“It happens all the time, my lord,” the wet nurse said quickly. “Do you wish me to take him?”

Atretes gazed down at his son. “No,” he said with a wry smile. “I think he’s telling me what he thinks of me.”

Silus entered the room looking bleary-eyed from drink and lack of sleep. “Lagos said you sent for me, my lord.”

“Go to Ephesus. Southeast of the Artemision and library is a street with insulae on both sides,” Atretes said. “Enter the one on the west. Second floor, fourth door on the right is the widow, Rizpah.”

“The woman who brought the baby this morning?”

“Yes. Bring her back here as quickly as possible.”

“She never left, my lord.”

“What?” Atretes’ face darkened. “What do you mean she never left? I ordered her out!”

“She left the villa, my lord. She went outside the gate and sat by the side of the road. She’s been there ever since.”

Atretes frowned, annoyed and relieved at the same time. “Get her.”

Silus left quickly.

The baby’s crying made his nerves raw. Atretes paced and then sat down, the child in his lap. “What’s taking so long?” he muttered, feeling like he had a hot coal in his hands. Light footsteps hurried along the outer corridor, and the widow appeared in the doorway.

Face pale with cold and puffy from crying, she entered the kitchen. Atretes waited for her to rail at him with accusations. She didn’t. She said nothing except “Caleb” in a broken whisper as she came across the room. Grim-lipped, Atretes took his hands from his son, and she lifted the baby from his lap. As she cradled the infant close, he continued to cry, but the sound was different. Turning away, she shifted her shawl and untied the right shoulder of her tunic. Atretes saw her shoulders jerk once as his son began to nurse.

The kitchen fell silent.

The wet nurse gave a deep sigh, echoing his own relief. “A babe knows his mother.”

Atretes rose sharply. “Get out!”

With a frightened gasp, the wet nurse fled the room. Atretes turned his angry glare on Lagos and Silus, dismissing both with a jerk of his head.

Again, silence fell over the kitchen as he stood alone in the room with the widow nursing his son. Hooking the stool with his foot, he scraped it closer to the fire. “Sit.” The woman did so without looking at him. Her head was bent over the child, and she murmured softly to him as he nursed.

Atretes moved restlessly around the kitchen, finally stopping and leaning his hip against a counter. Clenching his teeth, he turned again. She had draped the shawl modestly over her shoulder; the babe nestled against her breast beneath it. He noticed the dampness seeping through the left side of her tunic.

Rizpah shifted Caleb tenderly, remaining covered as she loosened the ties on her left shoulder. She felt Atretes watching her and was embarrassed. Her eyes flickered to him.

Surprised, Atretes saw the color mount her cheeks. How many years had it been since he’d seen a woman embarrassed by anything? She turned herself on the stool so her back was to him, clearly disturbed by his presence. She could suffer it; he wasn’t leaving her alone with his son.

Rizpah could sense his gaze boring into her back. She could feel the heat of his anger.

“I told you to leave,” he said darkly.

“You don’t own the road.”

He gave a bleak laugh. “It would seem you own my son.”

Rizpah glanced back over her shoulder and saw something in his face she knew he would prefer to have hidden. His mouth flattened and his eyes glittered as they held hers. “I had a long time to think,” she said softly.

“About what?”

“I know very little about you. Only grim details about the violent life you’ve led.”

His smile was cold and derisive.

Disturbed, she looked down at Caleb. He would soon be asleep at her breast. He was so beautiful, so precious to her, and yet she knew the harder she clung, the more fiercely determined Atretes would be to take him from her.

When she moved Caleb slightly, his mouth worked again, almost frantically, holding to her. Touching a finger against her breast, she broke the suction. A dollop of milk trickled from his mouth and she smoothed it away. Kissing him lightly, she laid him tenderly on her thighs and retied her tunic. She could still feel Atretes watching her.

She adjusted the shawl to cover the dampened bodice of her tunic, remembering how, the moment she entered the hall and heard Caleb crying, her milk had come forth. God was truly marvelous! Lifting Caleb to her shoulder, she rubbed his back gently as she stood. She paced slowly, patting him softly. He was warm and relaxed against her. She glanced at Atretes and saw his troubled frown.

Seeing the set of his jaw, Rizpah remembered the story of King Solomon and the two women fighting over a child. The one who had been the true mother had been willing to give up the child in order to preserve his life.

Caleb’s mother had wanted him dead. And this man! She’d never seen anyone so ruthless and beautiful. His features seemed chiseled by a master sculptor. Everything about him exuded a profound, overpowering masculinity. There was not even the hint of softness. His expression was utterly implacable. But was he?

O Lord, God, soften his heart toward me.

Heart beating dully, Rizpah came and stood before him. She held his sleeping son out to him. “Take him.” Frowning, he straightened. His eyes narrowed warily on her as he took his son. Caleb awakened immediately and began to cry, and Rizpah saw a flinch of raw pain flicker across Atretes’ face.

“Hold him next to your heart,” she said gently, fighting tears. “Yes, like that. Now rub his back gently.” His hand was huge against Caleb’s back.

Atretes held his son uneasily, half-expecting the soft pitiful cries to turn to screaming.

“I beg your forgiveness, Atretes,” Rizpah said, meaning it. “My tongue is like a fire sometimes. I’m sorry for the cruel things I said to you. I had no right to judge.”

Surprise flickered in his bleak face and then a cynical smile twisted his mouth. “Sweet,” he sneered.

Why should he believe her after the way she had acted?

She looked at Caleb nestled in Atretes’ powerful arms and thought how fragile he looked there. Her throat closed and she nodded slowly, blinking back tears.

Atretes studied her intently, disturbed by the feelings stirring in him. Her brown eyes were dark with exhaustion, her cheeks smudged with dirt and streaked where tears had run. She looked up at him now, her expression full of appeal.

“I know by all the laws of Rome, Caleb is yours to do with as you will,” she said shakily, “but I ask you to think of his needs.” When he said nothing, her heart sank. “Caleb and I are bonded as strongly as if he had issued from my own womb.”

“You are not his mother.”

“I am the only mother he’s known.”

“Every woman I’ve known since being taken in chains from Germania has been a harlot, save one. You appear no different from the majority.”

She drew the shawl more closely around her shoulders, chilled by the anger she saw in his blue eyes. It made no difference that he condemned her without even knowing her. Other things mattered more. “Caleb will awaken in a few hours. If he still won’t accept the wet nurse, send the guard again. I’ll be outside the gate.”

Surprised, Atretes watched her leave. Frowning, he listened as her soft footsteps receded down the darkened corridor. He felt a vague disquiet as he sat down and looked at his sleeping son.

* * *

Mouth grim, Atretes strode across the barren courtyard, dismissed Gallus with a jerk of his chin, slammed the bar back, and opened the gate. He went out and looked around. The widow was exactly where she’d said she would be, sitting with her back against the wall. Her knees were drawn up against her chest, her shawl drawn around her for warmth.

When his shadow fell across her, she awakened and lifted her head. Her eyes had dark circles beneath them.

He stood over her, arms akimbo. “The wet nurse tried again with no more success than last night,” he said, feeling it was somehow her fault. “Come feed him.”

Rizpah noticed that he’d come to issue a command and not make a request. She rose stiffly, her body aching from her long vigil in the cold. Caleb was not the only one who was hungry. She’d not eaten since leaving Ephesus yesterday morning.

“You will stay,” Atretes said in a tone that said the decision was made whether she liked it or not. Smiling in relief, she said a silent prayer of thanksgiving as she followed him up the steps and into the villa. “Silus will go for your belongings,” Atretes said. “You’ll have quarters near the kitchen.” He glanced back and saw her smile. “Don’t think you’ve won.”

“I will not pull at Caleb as though he were a bone between two dogs,” she said, following him through the atrium. She could hear the baby’s cries. “It would be better if he was with me.”

Atretes stopped and glowered at her. “You’ll not take him outside these walls.”

“I didn’t mean that. I mean it would be better if he was with me in my quarters where I can watch over him and answer his needs as they arise.”

He hesitated. “As you wish,” he said grimly. “Satisfied?”

She looked at his hard face and knew his pride was hurt. Swallowing her own, she made a simple request that made her feel a beggar. “May I have something to eat and drink?”

His brows rose slightly in realization. “Tell Lagos what you want and he’ll see it’s prepared for you.” His mouth curved sardonically. “Goose livers, oak-fed beef, ostrich, wine from Northern Italy? Whatever is your taste. I’m sure whatever you crave can be obtained.”

Rizpah pressed her lips together, holding back an angry retort. Any harsh reply would only serve to stir his anger further, and she had already done damage enough with her wayward tongue. “Seven-grain bread, lentils, fruit, and watered wine will more than satisfy me, my lord. Other than that, I ask for nothing.”

“You will receive a denarius each day for as long as you remain in my household,” he said, starting down the corridor toward the kitchen.

“I will not be paid for—”

She broke off when Atretes stopped and came back toward  her. Bending down, he brought his face close to hers. “A denarius a day,” he said through his teeth, his blue eyes blazing. “Just so you understand you are here by hire. When my son is weaned, you go!”

She refused to be intimidated. A year, at least, with Caleb, she thought, thanking God again. She was done with crying. She would cling to the knowledge that many things could change in a year, not the least of which was a man’s heart.

Atretes’ eyes narrowed. When the woman made no further comment, he straightened slowly. He had cowed men with less anger than he had shown her, and yet she stood quiet, clear-eyed, gazing up at him without the least concern. “You know the way,” he said, wary.

Rizpah stepped past him and walked down the hall.

Struck by her grace and dignity, Atretes stared after her until she entered the kitchen.

A moment later, the baby stopped crying.
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Sertes leaned against a door in the east wall of the villa, smiling as he watched Atretes in the distance. “He’s staying in condition,” he said, watching the German run down a rocky slope.

Gallus gave a brittle laugh. “Don’t assume too much, Sertes. Atretes labors to drive demons from his head.”

“May the gods prevent him from succeeding,” Sertes said with a slight smile. “The mob misses him. No man has excited them as he did.”

“You can forget what you’re thinking. He won’t go back.”

The Ionian laughed softly. “He misses it. Perhaps he won’t yet admit it, even to himself, but one day he will.” Soon, Sertes hoped. Otherwise, he’d have to devise a way of making him want to return, which was always easier when the man was so conditioned as a gladiator that he couldn’t function in any other realm. And a gladiator with Atretes’ passion and charisma was worth a fortune.

Sertes watched Atretes run up the last hill before the villa. The German’s face darkened when he saw him, but Sertes was not offended. Rather, he smiled.

Slowing to a fast walk, Atretes shrugged off the weights, tossing them aside as he strode past Sertes into the villa’s barren yard. “What are you doing here, Sertes?” he said without stopping.

Sertes followed at a more leisurely pace. “I came to see how you fare with your freedom,” he said in good humor. He had been dealing in gladiators for twenty years and could see the quiet life was already chafing. Once a man had experienced the excitement and bloodlust of the arena, he couldn’t leave the life without denying an essential part of his nature. He saw that very nature was goading the German, driving him, though Atretes himself didn’t yet know it. Sertes had watched a tiger pace in its cage once. Atretes had the same air about him now.

Entering the baths, Atretes stripped off his tunic and dove into the frigidarium. Sertes strolled in and stood on the marble walk against the wall, watching him in admiration. He was the embodiment of power and masculine grace. No wonder women cried out for him. Atretes came up out of the pool at the other end with a single fluid movement of strength, water cascading from his magnificent body. Sertes was proud of him. “They still call your name, you know.”

Atretes took a towel and wrapped it around his waist. “My fighting days are over.”

Sertes smiled slightly, a tinge of mockery entering his black eyes. “No offer of wine for a friend?”

“Lagos,” Atretes said and gestured. Lagos poured wine into a silver goblet and brought it to Sertes.

He lifted the goblet in a toast. “To your return to the arena,” he said and drank, undisturbed by the tight-lipped glance Atretes cast him. He lowered the goblet. “I’ve come with an offer.”

“Save it.”

“Hear me out.”

“Save it!”

Sertes swirled the wine. “Afraid you might change your mind?”

“Nothing could induce me to fight in the arena again.”

“Nothing? You challenge the very gods, Atretes. That’s never wise. Don’t forget it was Artemis who called you to Ephesus.”

Atretes gave a cynical laugh. “You paid Vespasian’s price. That’s what brought me here.”

Sertes was affronted, but thought better than to remark on such blasphemy. “You will welcome the news that Vespasian is dead.”

Atretes glanced at him. “Murdered, I hope.” He snapped his fingers. “Wine, Lagos. Fill the goblet to the brim. I feel like celebrating.”

Sertes laughed softly. “You will be sorry to hear he died of natural causes. Not that there weren’t those, like you, who wished him ill, especially the old aristocracy who found themselves sharing the senate with provincials recruited from Espania. Vespasian’s father was rumored to be a Spanish tax collector, but then, who knows?”

“Who cares?”

“I imagine those in Espania. He did seem to favor them. He granted Latin rights to them as well as Roman citizenship to all the magistrates.” He laughed. “Something that hardly sat well with the old families who considered Vespasian a plebeian.” He raised his goblet again. “Despite his bloodlines, he was a great emperor.”

“Great?” He muttered a foul word and spit on the marble tiles.

“Yes, great. Perhaps the greatest since Julius Caesar. Despite his reputation for avarice, Vespasian’s tax reforms saved Rome from financial ruin. His philosophy was to first restore stability to the tottering state, then adorn it. He accomplished much of that. The Forum and Temple of Peace stand in Rome as tribute to his efforts. A pity he was not able to finish the colossal arena he began building on the foundations of Nero’s Golden House.”

“Yes, what a pity,” Atretes said sarcastically.

“Oh, I know you hated him. With good reason. After all, wasn’t it his cousin that crushed the rebellion in Germania?”

Atretes cast him a dark look. “The rebellion lives.”

“No longer, Atretes. You’ve been away from your homeland a long, long time. Vespasian annexed Agri Decumates in Southern Germania and cut off the reentrant angle formed by the Rhine at Basel. Germans are too fragmented to be of any threat to Rome now. Vespasian was a military genius.” He could see Atretes did not like hearing plaudits for his nemesis. It fanned the hatred within him. Exactly what Sertes wanted. Keep the fire hot.

“You will remember his younger son, Domitian.”

Atretes remembered all too well.

“I believe he arranged your last match in Rome,” Sertes said casually, driving the knife in deeper. “His older brother, Titus, is now emperor.”

Atretes downed the rest of his wine.

“His military career is as illustrious as his father’s,” Sertes said. “It was Titus who crushed the rebellion in Judea and destroyed Jerusalem. Other than his unfortunate attachment to the Jewish princess Berenice, his career is flawless. Pax Romana at any price. We can only hope his talents extend to administration as well.”

Atretes set his empty goblet aside and took another towel from the shelf. He dried his hair and upper body, his blue eyes glittering.

Sertes studied him with veiled satisfaction. “Rumors abound that you were in the city a few nights ago,” he said, as though remarking on some casual occurrence. He didn’t add that Gallus had confirmed the rumors, though he had not known the reason for Atretes’ clandestine visit. Something important must have been transacted, and Sertes wanted to know what it was. It might prove useful in getting Atretes back into the arena.

“I went to pay my respects to the goddess and found myself mobbed instead,” Atretes said, the lie coming easily.

Seeing an opportunity, Sertes grasped it. “I know the proconsul very well. I’m sure, with a word, he’ll put a company of legionnaires at your disposal. You can enter the city anytime you want and pay proper homage to our goddess whenever you choose without worrying about whether you’ll live through it.”

Sertes smiled inwardly. Such measures as he was suggesting would draw attention. Once Atretes was recognized, the excitement would spread like a fever, and such a fever could heat Atretes’ cold blood. Let him hear the masses screaming his name. Let him see how they still worshiped him.

“I’d like the mob to forget I ever existed,” Atretes said. He wasn’t fooled by Sertes’ machinations. “And your measures would merely serve to whet their appetite, wouldn’t they?” he said, raising one brow sardonically.

Sertes smiled drolly and shook his head. “Atretes, dear friend, I’m dismayed to find you don’t trust me. Have I not always had your best interests in mind?”

Atretes gave a cold laugh. “As long as they coincided with yours.”

Sertes hid his annoyance. Atretes’ perceptiveness had always been a problem. His success in the arena hadn’t hinged merely on physical prowess and courage. Atretes was surprisingly intelligent for a German barbarian. The combination of hatred and sagacity was dangerous, but made him that much more exciting.

“Perhaps we can make arrangements more suitable to your desires,” Sertes said.

“My desire is to be left alone.”

Sertes was undaunted. He knew Atretes better than the gladiator knew himself. He had observed him in captivity and out. “You have been left alone,” he said, watching Atretes drop the towel from around his waist and pull on a fresh, richly woven tunic. He was the most magnificently built man Sertes had ever seen. “For several months. You seem little satisfied by your solitude.”

Putting on a thick leather belt with brass studs, Atretes looked at him with eyes so cold Sertes knew he had pressed him far enough for today. He wasn’t distressed by his failure to gain Atretes’ agreement to reenter the arena. There would be other opportunities. He would make use of them as they came. He waved his hand in a gesture of dismissal. “Very well,” he said with a smile. “We’ll talk of other things.” And he proceeded to do so. Sertes left an hour later, but not before inviting Atretes to one of the banquets before the games. He said the proconsul of Rome was eager to pay his respects. Atretes sensed the undercurrent of warning. One didn’t slight a high official of Rome without consequences. Still, he declined.

Sertes became more direct. “One should be very careful about insulting the wrong Roman.”

“I’ve learned many things during my captivity, Sertes. Even Caesar himself is afraid of the mob. And as you well know, the mob still loves me.”

“You are also wise enough to know that the mob is like a fickle woman. Stay away from her long enough and she’ll forget. Besides, what the mob wants most is to see you fight again.”

Atretes said nothing, but Sertes saw that the words had struck a raw nerve. Good. As he went down the steps with Atretes at his side, he saw a young woman with a baby, walking in the sunshine of the barren courtyard before the villa. At first, he thought it was Julia Valerian and was surprised. His spies had reported the relationship ended some months ago. They’d also informed him that Julia Valerian had been carrying a child rumored to be fathered by Atretes. He had ordered his spies to watch the house until the birth. They reported the child had been cast upon the rocks to die. A pity. Had the child been Atretes’ and lived, it might have proven very useful.

Pausing, Sertes stroked his chin and watched the young woman with open interest. She was small and very nicely curved. She glanced their way. His smile broadened. She turned away again and disappeared around the corner of the building. “You always did have an eye for beauty.” He cast Atretes an amused glance. “Who is she?”

“A household servant.”

Sertes sensed Atretes’ annoyed withdrawal and wondered about it. He glanced in the direction the woman had gone, curious. “And the child? Is it yours?”

“The child is hers.”

Sertes said no more, but a seed of speculation had been planted in his fertile mind.

* * *

Rizpah turned and saw Atretes striding toward her. She knew he was angry. Everything about him exuded his foul mood. Shifting Caleb in her arms, she sighed, wondering what she had done to displease him now.

“You’re not to leave the villa unless I order you to do so!”

“You wish to make your son a prisoner, my lord?” she said, striving for calm.

“I wish to protect him!”

“As do I, Atretes. I’m within the walls.”

“You will stay in the villa!”

“What possible harm can come to Caleb out here? You have guards—”

“Woman, you will do as I say!”

Her hackles rose at his imperious tone. The man was impossible! She had never taken well to being commanded to obedience. Shimei had always dealt with her in a more gentle fashion than this thick-headed German. “If you are reasonable, I will obey. In this case, you aren’t.”

His eyes narrowed dangerously. “Press me, and I’ll throw you right out that gate.”

She looked straight back at him. “No, you will not.”

Hot color flooded his face. “What makes you so sure?”

“Because you’re as concerned for Caleb’s good health as I. I don’t know why you’re so incensed, Atretes. You watched me walk Caleb around the yard yesterday and the day before and had no objections. Today you look like a melon ready to burst.”

Atretes struggled to hold his temper. She was right, which only maddened him further. He had watched her yesterday and the day before, and he’d found pleasure in doing so, possibly for the same reasons Sertes had just enjoyed watching her. She was beautiful and full of feminine grace. He seethed now. She knew, for the sake of his son, he couldn’t throw her out the gate. His hands sorely itched to throttle her. He had seen the look of speculation in Sertes’ eyes before he left.

Rizpah saw the conflicting emotions in his face, anger overriding everything else. She should have handled things differently. She should have sealed her lips and gone into the villa and chosen a better time to state her opinions. She sat Caleb on her hip. “What’s happened that you think it necessary to keep Caleb in the confines of the villa?”

Atretes watched his son grasp the front of her tunic, pulling it slightly. “It’s enough that I command you.”

“Must we go through this again?” she said with strained patience. “Has it something to do with the friend that was visiting with you?”

“He is no friend! His name is Sertes, and he’s editor of the Ephesian games.”

“Oh,” she said. “He came to talk you into fighting again, didn’t he?”

“Yes.”

She frowned. “Did he succeed?”

“No.”

She sensed there was something very serious behind his anger and not just the pique of a man’s pride. “You must tell me where the danger lies. I seem to have blundered and don’t know how.”

He saw no other way to convince the stubborn woman but to tell her the truth. “If Sertes could find a way to force me to fight again, he would do it. He asked who you were. I said you were a servant. He asked about him.” He nodded curtly to his son.

Her heart began to race as she sensed the danger. “And?”

“I said the child was yours.”

She let out her breath, her mouth curving ruefully. “That must have choked you.”

“You think the situation amusing?” he said through his teeth.

Rizpah sighed. In another moment, he wouldn’t be able to think clearly through the red haze of his rising temper. “No,” she said calmly. “I don’t think it’s amusing. I think it’s very serious and I’ll do as you say.”

Her capitulation took him off guard. Speechless with frustration, Atretes watched her walk away. She went around the side of the villa. Still hungry for a good fight, he went after her. She was entering the back door of the villa when he caught up with her. Hearing him, she glanced back. “Would you like to play with your son for a while?”

He stopped just inside the doorway. “Play?” he said, taken aback.

“Yes, play.”

“I haven’t time.”

“All you have is time,” she said and entered the bath chamber.

“What did you say to me?”

She turned to face him. “I said, all you have is time. You’d enjoy playing with Caleb more than running around in the hills, jumping over rocks, or spending hours in your gymnasium lifting weights and terrorizing your guards.”

A hot flush came over his face.

“Here,” she said. Before he could think of a retort burning enough, she handed him the baby.

His rage evaporated in a wave of alarm. “Where are you going?”

“I need to find some clean linen. Caleb’s soaking through those wraps.” Hiding her amused smile, she walked away.

Atretes grimaced. He could feel the dampness seeping through his fresh tunic. When his son began nuzzling his chest, Atretes held him away. “He’s hungry!” he shouted after her.

Rizpah stopped beneath the archway. “Be at ease, Atretes. He’s not that hungry.” She laughed, and the musical sound floated around him in the marble-tiled chamber. “Besides, I doubt he’ll draw much blood. Not until he has teeth.”

Alone with his son, Atretes paced nervously. Caleb squirmed and looked ready to cry, so Atretes held him close again, cold sweat breaking out on the back of his neck. He found it ironic that he had faced death hundreds of times and never been reduced to the sweating fear he felt now holding a baby—his baby.

Caleb’s tiny pudgy fingers grasped the ivory chip hanging from a gold chain around Atretes’ neck and stuffed a corner of it into his mouth.

Scowling, Atretes tugged the gold chain and ivory chip, which declared his freedom, from his son’s mouth. He tucked it quickly out of reach inside his tunic, muttering under his breath about women who deserted their babies. His son’s lip quivered.

“Don’t start crying,” he said gruffly.

Caleb’s mouth opened wide.

“By the gods, not again,” Atretes groaned. He winced at the howling wail that came forth. How was it possible for such a small child to make so much noise? “Very well. Eat it!” he said, pulling the chain out from beneath his tunic again and dangling it temptingly before his son. Still whimpering, Caleb grasped the chip and gummed it.

Atretes carried his son over to a massage table and placed him on it.

“Rizpah!”

Her name echoed off the marble, muraled walls around him. Startled, Caleb lost hold of the chip again and screamed. Gritting his teeth and holding his breath, Atretes unwound the soiled wraps and tossed them in a heap near the wall. “You need a bath, boy. You stink.” He picked him up and carried him into the pool. Caleb stopped screaming as he felt the warm water of the tepidarium swirl up around him. Gurgling happily, he grabbed the chip again and pounded it against his father’s chest, splashing water into Atretes’ face.

Supporting the babe under the arms, Atretes held him away and dipped him up and down in the water. Caleb squealed with delight, fists hitting the water. Atretes’ mouth softened and tipped up on one side. He studied Caleb as he splashed. The babe had Julia’s dark eyes and hair. Frowning, he wondered how much more of her was in him.

Rizpah stood in the archway, linens draped over her arm. “You called, my lord?” she said sweetly. She came to the edge of the pool and watched him wash Caleb. She laughed. “He’s a baby, Atretes, not a soiled garment.”

“He needed a bath,” Atretes said.

Rizpah felt on fire with embarrassment when Atretes walked up the steps out of the pool, for the wet linen tunic molded Atretes’ body. Though he seemed not the least concerned at how much was revealed, she was unnerved. She looked quickly away and studied the muraled walls, scarcely realizing what the pictures depicted.

Caleb didn’t like the cool air as much as the warm water and began fussing again. “Take him,” Atretes said, holding him out  to her.

Tossing the linens onto her shoulder, she did as he asked, relieved to be distracted. She kissed Caleb’s wet cheek. “Did you have a nice bath?” she said, laughing at his chuckle. She bounced him gently as she headed for the massage table.

Atretes stood watching her. He had noted her discomfort when he came out of the pool as well as the way her gaze was quickly averted from his body. He recalled her embarrassment the day she fed the baby, too. The woman seemed to be an odd combination of contradictions: fiery and rebellious, unafraid to challenge him, and yet thrown into painful embarrassment by the sight of a man’s form. He frowned as he watched her.

Her voice was soft and sweet. She laughed and leaned down, letting Caleb grab her thumbs. Kissing his chest, she blew air into his belly button. The baby gave out that funny chuckle again. Mouth curving, Atretes walked over to watch his son kicking and waving his arms happily. Rizpah ignored his presence and talked to the baby the whole time she swaddled him in linen, but as she lifted Caleb, she glanced up at him. Her expression held awareness.

His pulse jumped and, with it, his mistrust. He’d seen beautiful dark eyes like hers before.

Rizpah was disturbed by the intensity of his look, for it touched her in some instinctive elemental realm. When his gaze moved downward over her, she felt a rush of warmth. She drew back a step, holding Caleb against her like a shield. “You will please excuse me, my lord,” she said, eager to take Caleb and escape those predatory eyes.

“No, I will not.”

She blinked. “My lord?”

“Take him into the triclinium.”

“Why?”

“Do I need a reason?”

She hesitated, uncertain as to his motives, distressed by the emotions stirring within her.

“Do I?” he said again, eyes narrowing.

“No, my lord.”

“Then do what you’re told.”

Why must he use that tone with her? “Caleb is ready to be fed and put down to rest,” she said, trying to keep calm.

“He can do both in the triclinium.”

Seeing he had no intention of relenting, she carried Caleb out of the baths. The inner corridor was thankfully cool. She entered the lavishly furnished triclinium and sat down on a couch. Caleb fell asleep as he nursed. She wrapped her shawl around him and placed some cushions around him. Her hands shook as she folded them tightly in her lap and waited.

Lagos entered. “Lady Rizpah!” he said in surprise. Since being admitted to the household, she had taken her meals in the servants quarters. What was she doing in the master’s dining room?

“Atretes ordered me here,” Rizpah said, seeing the question in his eyes.

“Oh.”

Her nerves tightened as though the Spirit within her warned of the battle to come. “Why do you say it in that tone, Lagos?”

“No reason.”

“He wants to spend more time with his son.”

Lagos could not imagine Atretes bouncing a baby on his knee, but said, “Of course,” to set her mind at ease. He had seen Atretes standing on the balcony overlooking the yard when Rizpah was taking the baby out for air. Silus and Gallus had also noticed and remarked on it. They made bets as to how long it would be before Rizpah warmed Atretes’ bed.

Rizpah watched him tidy the pillows. “Say something, Lagos.”

“What would you have me say?”

“You know him better than I.”

“I know him hardly at all, but what I do know is that he’s unpredictable and dangerous. And he has only one use for women.”

“You talk as though he’s an animal.”

“Not far from it,” Lagos said grimly.

“He’s a man, Lagos. Like you. Like any other.”

Lagos gave a nervous laugh. “Not like me, and not like any man I’ve ever known. He’s a barbarian gladiator, and believe me, Lady Rizpah, that’s as close to an animal as you can get.”

They both heard Atretes’ footsteps. Rizpah put her hand protectively on Caleb; Lagos went to the archway and greeted his master. “Would you like your meal served, my lord?”

Atretes looked across the room at her. “Are you hungry?” he said dryly.

“Not very.” In truth, she wasn’t hungry at all. Lagos’ words had destroyed what little appetite she’d had.

“Bring wine,” Atretes said, dismissing Lagos.

Feeling his gaze on her, Rizpah took up Caleb and held him close, comforted by the warmth of his small body.

Atretes looked at the way she held his son cradled tenderly on her thighs. “It’s occurred to me that I know very little about you,” he said, reclining on the couch opposite her and studying her face.

Even when he relaxed, Rizpah sensed the alertness about him.

“What happened to your husband?”

Surprised and dismayed by the question, she said, “He died.”

“I know he died,” Atretes said with a cold laugh. “You wouldn’t be a widow had he not. What I want to know is how he died.”

She looked down at Caleb’s precious face, stilling the pain rising inside her. Why must he ask about such things? “My husband was struck down by a chariot,” she said softly.

“Did you see it happen?”

“No. He was on his way to work. Friends brought him home.”

“He didn’t die right away?”

“He died a few days later.” The memory of those days was still deeply etched into her heart.

Atretes looked at her pale profile and was silent a moment. Clearly these memories were painful to her. Or was it pretense? Lagos brought in a pitcher of wine. “Leave,” Atretes said tersely. Lagos set the tray down quickly and departed. Atretes continued staring at Rizpah. He sensed he had probed open wounds. “Did you ever find out who was driving the chariot?”

“I knew on the day it happened. The man was a Roman official.”

“I wager he didn’t even stop.”

“No, he didn’t.”

Atretes’ mouth curved slightly. “It seems we share a common hatred of Romans.”

His observation caused swift remorse. “I don’t hate anyone.”

“Don’t you?”

She paled, wondering. Hadn’t she overcome her feelings about what had happened? Was she still harboring anger against the man who carelessly cost the life of a man for whom she cared deeply. Lord, if it be so, cleanse me of it. Search me and change my heart, Father. “It’s not the Lord’s will that I hate anyone.”

“The Lord?”

“Jesus, the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”

“Hadassah’s god.”

“Yes.”

“We will not talk of him,” he said, dismissing past, present, and future on the subject as he rose from the couch. He poured wine into a silver goblet. A second goblet was on the tray, but he offered her nothing.

“It’s the one thing I would wish to talk about with you,” she said quietly.

He slammed the pitcher down so hard she jumped. Caleb awakened and started to cry.

“Pacify him!”

She lifted Caleb to her shoulder and rubbed his back. He cried harder.

“Make him stop crying!”

She rose, distressed. “May I have your permission to leave the room?”

“No!”

“He’ll go back to sleep if I nurse him.”

“Then do so!”

“I can’t! Not with you staring at me!”

He glared at her from across the couches. “You bared your breast for him in the kitchen four nights ago.”

Heat flooded her face. “The circumstances were different,” she said tightly. Besides, she had been covered, her back to him.

“How so? He was screaming then and he’s screaming now!”

“Stop shouting!” She was immediately ashamed of her outburst. The wretched man brought out the worst in her! Apology sticking in her throat, she paced on one side of the room. She was so angry she was sure her milk was curdling into lumps of cheese. Caleb screamed louder.

Atretes paced on the other side of the room, his face rigid as he glared at her. “By the gods, woman. Sit down and give him what he wants!”

Shaking with frustration, Rizpah plunked down. Presenting her back to Atretes, she set about tending the baby. The shawl was wrapped around Caleb and she needed it to drape over herself for modesty. Her hands shook as she removed it.

She let out her breath as Caleb began nursing and the room fell silent. She heard the scrape of metal against metal and knew Atretes was pouring himself more wine. Did he intend to get drunk? He was intimidating enough when sober. She didn’t even want to think what he would be like reeling from too much wine.

An image of her own father rose like a demon, gripping her mind with anger and fear. Remembered violence. She shuddered and pressed it away.

Judge not lest ye be judged. Forgive and be forgiven. Ask and it shall be given. Her control slipping, she grasped hold again, clinging. Lord, walk with me through the valley. Talk with me. Open my ears and heart that I may hear.

“What are you muttering?” Atretes growled.

“I’m praying for help,” she snapped, heart still pounding fast and hard. She was surprised Caleb didn’t notice her tension.

“Is he asleep yet?” Atretes said quietly from behind her.

“Almost.” Caleb’s eyelids looked weighted. His mouth relaxed and then began to work again. Finally, he relaxed completely.

“Thank the gods,” Atretes said with a sigh and reclined. He watched Rizpah’s back as she readjusted her clothing. Sitting sideways on the couch, she began wrapping his son in her shawl again. “What happened to your own child?” Her hands went still, and he saw the soft color ebb from her cheeks. It was a long moment before she answered him.

“She took fever and died in her third month,” she said tremulously. She lightly brushed Caleb’s cheek. Turning on the couch, she looked at Atretes, her eyes awash with tears. “Why do you ask me these questions?”

“I’d like to know a little more about the woman who nurses my son.”

Her dark eyes flashed. “How much did you know about the woman you bought, other than she was German?”

“Perhaps my interest in you has changed.”

His cold, cynical smile had a dismaying effect upon her. Her body responded to the look in his eyes, for having been married, she was not unfamiliar with a man’s needs, and what Lagos had just told her about Atretes’ inclination toward women was distressing. Certain things had to be made plain now. “You may play with Caleb anytime you wish, my lord, but do not think you can play with me.”

His brow lifted. “Why not?”

“Because it would strain an already tenuous relationship when I said no to you.”

Atretes laughed at her.

“I’m sincere, my lord.”

“It would seem so,” he said dryly. “But then sincerity is a trait rarely found among women. I’ve only known three who possessed it: my mother, my wife, Ania, and Hadassah.” He gave a bleak laugh. “And all three of them are dead.”

Rizpah felt a wave of compassion for him.

Atretes saw her dark brown eyes soften and fill with warmth. His heart responded even as his mind rebelled. “You may go,” he said, jerking his head in rude dismissal.

Rizpah scooped Caleb into her arms and rose, eager to depart. She felt his gaze follow her. She paused beneath the archway and looked back at him. For all his fierceness and hardness of heart, she sensed he was a man in terrible pain.

“I give you a solemn vow, Atretes. I will never lie.”

“Never?” he said mockingly.

She looked straight into his beautiful, empty blue eyes. “Never. No matter the cost. Even if it costs my life,” she said softly, then left him alone.
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